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      Chapter 233: Introspection - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Stifling a yawn, Chu Tongzu forced himself out of bed at the break of dawn, his body aching and mind weary despite the full night's rest. Though the war for Sanshu was over and won, he still had much to do, with little good accomplished hiding beneath bed sheets. While getting dressed and eating his breakfast, he balked at the task before him, worrying how he could accomplish such a grand undertaking. Not even a full day after narrowly avoiding destruction at Yo Ling's hands, Tongzu now faced the arduous task of saving Sanshu from the Empire.
 
  
 
 Three months, the minimum time it would take for the Grand Marshal's Inquisitor to arrive in Sanshu and an impossibly short deadline to accomplish Tongzu's goals. In light of Mao Jianghong's and the Coalition's betrayal, Tongzu's fall from grace seemed all but inevitable. Such was his legacy, presiding over the hotbed of corruption and degeneracy which gave rise to the largest Defiled outbreak in the history of the North, but Tongzu cared little for what the history books would say of him nor did his fate concern him. At worst, he'd be convicted of gross incompetence and sent to serve at the Bridge, a welcome change after years of drudging over matters of state of policy.
 
  
 
 No, his concerns laid with the good people of Sanshu. In the wake of disaster, many would clamour for a full-scale Purge of the region, rendering all the efforts and heroic sacrifices of Sanshu's heroes for nothing. Tens of thousands of warriors dying in vain and millions of citizens put to the Question, he refused to allow such a fate to befall his city after fighting so hard to save it. Though the Shrike was dead and gone, her Master still roamed the Central Plains, his indefatigable zeal and insatiable appetite a thing of nightmares. Tongzu would sooner rebel against the Empire than allow the madman through Sanshu’s gates, a fanatic slaughterer who would cut the nose to spite the face.
 
  
 
 This was all a matter for the future, something outside his control. Focusing on what could be done, Tongzu and his advisors devised the outline of a plan to restore Sanshu to its former glory before the Inquisitor arrived. By ensuring the city and its people were too valuable to kill, Sanshu would thus avoid calamity, but Chao Yong’s promotion to Lieutenant Marshal made this task all the more difficult. Tantamount to giving the slimy toad complete control over all of Sanshu’s resources, it seemed a gross miscalculation on Major Yuzhen’s part. To rise from adversity, Sanshu needed dedication, hard work, and more than anything, coin, something he thought readily available with the Coalition’s assets seized. With Chao Yong now in control and given his avarice and cunning, Tongzu would be lucky to get even a quarter of the taxes owed in time, buried beneath a mountain of bureaucracy and paperwork while the former Chief Councilman pocketed all of Sanshu’s wealth before its 'inevitable' destruction.
 
  
 
 If Sanshu took on considerable debt, it would be a glaring flaw for the Inquisitor to fixate on. Hoping to avoid this, he requested a sizable personal loan from Chao Yong. The cunning merchant offered an acceptable rate at compound interest, though the calculations made Tongzu’s head spin. With such huge sums involved, the Chu family would be under the Chao family’s thumb for decades, if not centuries, assuming Sanshu survived. Worst of all, the only collateral Chao Yong would accept was Tongzu’s family, with all his living relatives falling into slavery should he default or commit suicide. Cursing Yuzhen for a fool, he inscribed a copy and sent it to the future Marshal of the North, showing her the folly she’d wrought. With that done, he signed and sealed the contract, resigned to his fate. He hoped to save Sanshu and all who fought to defend it no matter the cost, even if it meant dying a dog’s death in service to a reprehensible master.
 
  
 
 Upon receiving the signed contract, the slimy toad delivered the loan within the hour, likely dancing a jig in his carriage as he made his way to Shen Yun, seeking shelter in calmer seas. Though massive in size, this loan was but a single hair from nine oxen compared to the fortune he carted off. Disheartened by the thought of working for him, Tongzu threw himself into his work, setting Sovanna to scouring his ranks for betrayers, taking meetings and appointing officials to oversee construction and demolition, and purchasing huge swathes of property and materials at rock-bottom prices. The fleeing nobles couldn’t take their homes with them and they snatched up his offers without bargaining, each one believing him a fool for thinking Sanshu would endure.
 
  
 
 Faithless cowards, the aristocracy were a cancer to his city and he was better off without them.
 
  
 
 Around dinnertime, he refreshed himself with a hot towel and a change of clothes before heading out into his city. Clouds of thick, oily smoke hung in the air as Tongzu rode through the streets, his heart heavy at the sight of so many grieving citizens. Stopping in at each funeral site, he spoke a few words to the gathered masses, reciting empty platitudes as he shook hands with parents and children, siblings and lovers, each one suffering from a loss. Servants and labourers, farmers and tradesmen, these were the people who would make Sanshu great again.
 
  
 
 In a few days, his decree will have reached the surrounding areas, inviting all of Sanshu’s downtrodden into his walls. With coin secured and his dedication boundless, all that was left was the hard work, rebuilding his city from the ground up. To win the hearts of the people, Tongzu reversed his predecessor’s decision to turn Sanshu into a haven for the rich and prosperous. Sanshu’s unique circumstances were the reason Yo Ling’s rebellion almost succeeded. With the majority of the population living outside the walls and vulnerable to bandits and beasts, it fostered an environment tailored for the Defiled to hide and scheme out of sight from the close knit communities required to survive inside the walls.
 
  
 
 To further his plans, he offered free food and shelter to all who came, promising property to everyone who aided in Sanshu’s restoration. Tearing down a single manor would make enough room for thousands of citizens and Tongzu owned hundreds of them now. To an entire generation who’d grown up outside the city, the chance to own land inside Sanshu was a dream come true. Building their own homes seemed a minor hurdle, especially since the city was footing the bill for materials and offering guidance. Continuing his campaign of goodwill, he dined with his people, wandering the streets with a simple bowl of congee in hand while his people ate meat and rice, raising morale and offering hope wherever he could while simultaneously gauging the mood of his city.
 
  
 
 Grieving aside, his people were on the path to recovery, with many a tongue wagging about future prospects. A good sign all things considered, though he heard more than a fair amount of grumbling, mostly aimed at Mao Jianghong and the Coalition. Others complained about the presence of the Azure Ascendants and the Mother’s Militia, but those were drowned out by the voices singing praises about their valiant defence. Neither bandit group ever targeted civilians, which gave Tongzu reasonable justification to overlook their presence. A blessing in light of their backing, not to mention the considerable debt of gratitude owed.
 
  
 
 What disturbed him most were the rumours flying about regarding the Bekhai, mostly bastardized renditions of Gen’s speeches blaming Falling Rain for the Defiled incursion. Fools to believe a cannibalistic fire-starting brat, but easier to blame outsiders than accept their own failings. Whenever Tongzu heard such grumblings, he moved to suppress them, extolling the Bekhai contributions and Falling Rain’s accomplishments. Gerel’s failure to kill Yo Ling aside, surviving a duel against the legend was cause enough to celebrate and the other Bekhai played no small part in their victory.
 
  
 
 Such rumours would be easier to quash if the Bekhai took part in the festivities, but the reclusive tribesmen never left their manor, their already small numbers decimated by the war. As the night was still young, Tongzu made his way over to invite them to the festivities. He’d prepared numerous rewards for the fearsome warriors and hoped to sow karma between them, thankful for their aid in these dark times.
 
  
 
 Upon reaching the Bekhai manor, no one came to recieve him, though it was his fault for arriving unannounced. Entering the courtyard, he spied over a dozen Behkai lined up and waiting for food, the scent of spices and meat setting his mouth to watering. His presence noted, a wildcat padded up to greet him, cautiously approaching as it tilted its head left and right and took in his scent. “Magistrate,” Rain said, his tone surprised and welcoming. “Err... nice to see you. To what do we owe the pleasure?”
 
  
 
 Giving the wildcat a tentative pat, Tongzu smiled at the young warrior, wearing loose robes as he stirred away. “Here to see why the valiant Bekhai aren’t partaking in the festivities.” Nodding at the pot, Tongzu added, “Now that I’m here, I understand. One whiff of what you’ve got there and you’ll be stuck cooking for the rest of the night.”
 
  
 
 “There’s still plenty left over. Mister Rustram, please get the Magistrate and his guards some bowls.”
 
  
 
 Unwilling to refuse, Tongzu accepted the warm bowl of stew with both hands, eating slowly as he studied the strange young hero. This polite young man seemed nothing like the Falling Rain Tongzu had envisioned, a reckless, arrogant youth with a thirst for blood. Instead, he found a meek young man doling out bowls of stew like a common camp helper, taking immense satisfaction in his work. Despite having been doused in ichor only yesterday, the boy’s injuries were well on their way to healing, his torso one massive scab with bits of pinkish, healing skin showing at the edges.
 
  
 
 Undying indeed. Savage... not so much. So many accomplishments for one so young, defeating Black-Heart Nazier, leading Yimu’s soldiers to victory against twice their number of Butchers, and even killing a Demon, though it would have cost anyone else their life to do so. He’d seen some of it firsthand and still had trouble believing it all, but after receiving Chun Yimu’s glowing recommendation, Tongzu had confidence he’d made the correct decision.
 
  
 
 Wiping his mouth with his sleeve, Tongzu stood and cleared his throat, gesture for Rain to approach. “I’ve prepared several rewards for the Bekhai, but since we’re here...” Raising an eyebrow, Rain stepped towards him, head bowed and hands cupped while Tongzu continued the impromptu ceremony. “Falling Rain, for your valiant service in defence of Sanshu, I, Magistrate Chu Tongzu, hereby promote you to Warrant Officer Second Grade, effective immediately. The Empire thanks you for your service.”
 
  
 
 A few muted cheers and whistles echoed through the night, Rain’s retinue celebrating the promotion, but the person in question stood frozen in place, still bowed over instead of receiving his new token. After a long minute, Tongzu grew tired of waiting and Sent Rain instructions, informing him of the process. Sighing, the boy straightened up, shoulders and expression slack, still overwhelmed with shock as he took his new, silver inscribed token with one hand and tossed the old one to Tongzu.
 
  
 
 Chuckling beneath his breath, Tongzu took no offence at the rude actions, knowing Rain meant nothing by it. Clapping the young hero on the shoulder, he added, “Unless the records are wrong, you’re now the youngest second grade Warrant Officer. Ever. Quite an accomplishment.”
 
  
 
 Mumbling something which sounded suspiciously like ‘garbage achievement’, Rain sighed once more and faked a smile. “Thank you, Magistrate,” he said in deadpan.
 
  
 
 Damn. Rain must be like the other Bekhai, eschewing fame for... what? Surprised by his lack of enthusiasm, Tongzu stammered, “Well... er... That’s not all.” Though it was. “...Young hero, name your reward. Whether it be gold, jewels, exotic animals, or women, so long as it is within my means, you’ll have it.”
 
  
 
 His words brought a mixture of greed and lust to Rain’s face and for a moment, Tongzu wondered if Gen was telling the truth. After a short pause, the elation melted away as he shook his head. “I can’t accept any lavish gifts while the city is in dire straights. Besides I’ve got enough money. Actually, I really admire your plan to feed everyone and rebuild Sanshu, so I prepared this to help.” Reaching into his pouch, he pulled out a folded parchment and handed it over, again with one hand. Someone would have to teach the boy some manners. “It’s a map to the Freebooter Hideout. I’ll be leaving a whole cache of wealth there, mostly stuff I can’t carry back, so send trusted soldiers to collect it. Err, don’t ask me how I got it. I dunno how far it’ll stretch, but it’s something.” Looking over the poorly drawn parchment, Tongzu eyes widened as he went over the tally of goods. While certainly not a vast fortune, there was much more than he’d expected. Extravagant silks, treated hardwoods, luxurious jewels and more, was bandit hunting truly so lucrative?
 
  
 
 Still reeling in shock, Tongzu stammered his thanks and wandered off, unable to stay lest curiosity overwhelm him. He foresaw many a sleepless night ahead as he pondered Rain’s multitude of secrets, thanking the Mother for his presence in Sanshu. One could say that without Rain, Gerel would have never come and the city would have fallen to Yo Ling’s dastardly schemes long before Yuzhen’s arrival. Then again, Rain could also be said to have ignited the spark the which lit an inferno as without him, there would be no Gen. With no Gen, there would be no Purge and nothing to force Yo Ling’s hand. A minor player in the grand scheme of things, but perhaps history would see this as Falling Rain’s rise to fame, willing or not.
 
  
 
 Hero or Villain, only time would tell.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Gazing out over the battlements, Situ Jia Yang cursed his luck, his face twisted in an ugly mixture of vexation and relief. Rain fell overhead as he stared at the distant, battered ruins of the Northern wall and the corpses of Defiled and soldier alike littering the ground in a sea of red, brown, and white. Though numbed to the stench, he imagined it carried quite the distance, with crows and jattuyas arriving from afar, swooping in to partake in the waiting meal. Swarms of flies buzzed about the field as maggots writhed and squirmed in dead flesh, eager to join their brethren in flight around the charnel pit of a ravaged fortress.
 
  
 
 The Defiled numbers were overwhelming and their Demons slaughtered elites as easily as turning a hand. Despite Akanai’s timely arrival with her reinforcements, the Bridge was all but lost. With defeat looming on the horizon, Jia Yang did as any competent commander would, ordering his men to withdraw in groups to reconvene in Shen Yun. Though they lost the battle, lives could still be saved and put to use defending the sturdy city walls for months, holding out until reinforcements arrived from the Central Province. After the Defiled broke through the second wall and swarmed into the province, his actions would be lauded as keen foresight, losing the battle only to win the war.
 
  
 
 Except they didn’t lose the battle.
 
  
 
 Without rhyme or reason, the Defiled withdrew from under the inclement weather. The Demons fled first, disappearing in the blink of an eye as soon as the shower began while the Defiled fought on, but within the hour, the battle was over. Minutes stretched into hours as the defenders waited in place, unable to understand why the Enemy retreated whilst on the cusp of victory. It made no sense and now Jia Yang’s actions looked like those of a coward, preparing to flee to save his own skin while Baatar and Akanai led the Empire to victory.
 
  
 
 Grinding his teeth, Jia Yang swallowed his anger and waited, half hoping for the Defiled to return and finish what they started. His opponents would note his ‘cowardice’ and pave the way for Baatar to claim the title ‘Commander of the Wall’ unimpeded and unchallenged. Jia Yang’s dreams of becoming Patriarch of the Situ Clan seemed fleeting and distant, all his years of effort and hard work undone in a single battle.
 
  
 
 Losing to a half-breed bastard, even one who fought like a hero from legend... It was almost enough to drive him mad with rage, unbalancing him past recovery.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 Breathing through his mouth, Jia Yang fought for calm, preparing for his next move, but for the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure what it would be.
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      Chapter 234 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 I might be broken.
 
  
 
 Listening as the herald narrates the dire straits at the Bridge and warns the city of a possible Defiled invasion, I find myself lacking the customary existential dread and abject terror one would normally expect. In its place is a slow, smouldering anger and a yearning to ride out and wreak havoc among the Enemy, to bring them death and suffering while driving them from our lands. The latest news from the Bridge is almost a week old, arriving at the outpost days ago yet never making its way to the Magistrate until now. The missive paints a grim picture of imminent defeat, the city evacuated and the outer wall abandoned, Baatar’s call to arms going unanswered by Sanshu and the Bridge’s fate all but settled in our absence. The lack of news since then does not inspire confidence and I can only pray my family is safe.
 
  
 
 As the herald moves on to list out the accomplished heroes of Sanshu and their rewards, I turn a deaf ear to the proceedings and worry over the future. Mao Jianghong’s greatest betrayal wasn’t inviting Yo Ling through the gates, but rather his success in isolating Sanshu from the outside world. I doubt Jiu Liang even knows about the Yo Ling's attack, though Shen Yun should have received word from Yuzhen's scouts. The new Guard Captain Sovanna is working tirelessly to clear out Jianghong’s collaborators from the surrounding outposts, but the stigma of Defiled traitors will cling to Sanshu for years to come, assuming the city survives that long. Unlikely considering the current circumstances and the Empire’s trigger-happy stance on Defiled outbreaks, but one can hope.
 
  
 
 If the Defiled make it into past the Bridge, we’re left with two choices. Either we gather all the supplies available and prepare for a long, extended siege, or we cut and run for the Central province, a logistical nightmare given the numbers involved. Neither option is particularly alluring, but the decision is beyond my pay grade, despite my recent, undesired promotion. If it were up to me, I’d damn the consequences and ride for the Bridge, but Gerel overruled my foolhardy decision, ordering me to sit tight and wait. It’s not without reason considering we’ve less than thirty battle-ready Sentinels, a drop in the ocean compared to the millions at the Bridge, and I’d be leaving behind all our wounded, including Huu and the others still making their way to Sanshu.
 
  
 
 For now, there’s nothing to do but pray for good news while preparing for the worst. Not even the bear cubs’ clumsy antics are able to bring a smile to my face as I fret and worry, the fate of my loved ones hanging in the balance. Throwing myself into work, I putter about the makeshift hospital, changing poultices and bandages with Lin at my side, doing everything she can to keep my spirits up. Humming a little tune as she works her mortar and pestle, she catches my eye and beams prettily, undeterred by the ominous mood. “Don’t worry hubby,” she says, butting her head against my shoulder. “Ba-Ba and Nai-Nai won’t lose.”
 
  
 
 “Yea,” I answer, feigning a smile while imagining Baatar and Akanai’s reactions to their nicknames. “They’re unstoppable. I pity the fools who meet them in battle.” Nodding emphatically, Lin returns to her work while I hide my worries. If only I were truly so confident, but having seen the horde with my own eyes I can’t help but imagine what will happen if they make their way into the province. The village will be safe (hopefully), but what about everyone else? The speculation dredges up memories of the desecrated village in the mountains, envisioning millions of men, women, and children tortured as the Defiled rampage across these beautiful lands I’ve grown to love. Historically, the Empire has always been outnumbered and surrounded, the massive walls our only advantage. With those gone, it wouldn’t surprise me if the Empire abandoned the entire province and closed the borders, leaving the north to fend for itself.
 
  
 
 Calm down. Things are fine. After evacuating the city, Baatar abandoned the outer wall to better defend the inner one, fighting to hold while Akanai rides to the rescue. It’s the same thing Gerel did, choosing to fight on his own terms instead of risking it all on a losing gambit. The city was built as a secondary defence, with the inner walls a tertiary one. Stop assuming the worst and believe in your Mentor and Grand-Mentor. They’re larger than life and nothing can stop them.
 
  
 
 “Ser?” A familiar drawl draws my attention and I turn away from my work to find Jorani, looking rather pitiful as he hems and haws with Ravil glaring murderously beside him. “Err, I’ve been sent to demand- ah, request yer vaunted presence to er, meet with the Azure Ascendant.” Cringing back, he adds, “Alone. Sorry. He was very specific about that.”
 
  
 
 Whispering the last bit, Jorani gives me a helpless shrug and hopeful glance, terrified of my response. Poor guy, he looked so impressive in his Runic armour, but his loose silk shirt and pants only accentuates his gangly frame. Breathing angrily beside him, Ravil quirks his eyebrow in wordless question while his fingers caress his dagger’s hilt. Shaking my head ever so slightly, I ask, “What does the Azure Ascendant want with me? And why no guards?” Or pets? My fur babies are adorable, even the Magistrate gave Aurie a pat on the head.
 
  
 
 “He ses he wants to talk.” Shrugging again, Jorani shifts away from Ravil who growls beneath his breath, prompting the Hangman to nervously step back in line. If there’s one thing the former hoodlum knows, it’s how to rule through fear and intimidation. Standing at attention, Jorani wrings his hands and continues. “He ain’t gonna hurt ye, he just wants a private conversation. Please.”
 
  
 
 “The Ascendant could make for a valuable ally or fearsome foe.” The Guard Leader chooses this time to offer her opinion, sipping her tea in the corner. How long has she been there? Fucking ninjas. “Best not to keep him waiting.”
 
  
 
 “...Let’s assume I theoretically say the wrong thing and somehow upset him. What happens next?”
 
  
 
 I can picture the smile behind her veil as she shrugs. “Then we will mourn your loss.”
 
  
 
 Praying she’s joking, I wake Gerel for a second opinion. Scowling, he rolls away and snaps, “Stop whining and do as my Mentor tells you.” I can’t believe Baatar leaves the diplomacy to this rude jerk, it’s a miracle the Banner survived as long as it did. Whatever, at least now I know why the Guard Leader followed me into Sanshu, not that it makes any difference.
 
  
 
 Finding Lin for a goodbye hug, she smiles and whispers, “Don’t worry Hubby, just... Don’t say too much, ya?”
 
  
 
 Wonderful. Even my sweet Lin thinks I’m an idiot.
 
  
 
 Outside the hospital, we find Ral giggling as he rubs his face in Mafu’s fur, with Chey doing likewise with Aurie. Happy to see people enjoying life, I leave them to play with my pets while I say farewell to Mila, my stoic sweetheart taking the news in stride. “Do you think he’ll ask you to join the Ascendants?” Her eyes shine with hope and wonder. “It makes sense, you set Jorani on the same path, stealing from the rich and leaving the poor untouched. The Ascendant is noble as a bandit can be, his identity shrouded in mystery and intrigue. I wish I could go with you, few have ever met him so remember every detail and tell me all about it. You can’t become a bandit, but it would make for a grand tale...”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the tiny voice in my head telling me everyone who has met him is probably dead, I smile at her whimsical curiosity and wonder. Mila the fan girl, it’s delightful seeing her so animated and lively, especially considering she didn’t get the promotion she was hoping for. Even Li Song got an honourable mention for injuring the Demon Bei, but Mila’s duel against Gen was swept under the rug, overshadowed by Zian’s seven consecutive duels, the showoff. With her skills, it’s only a matter of time before she rises to fame, but I imagine it’s frustrating to see her equals and lessers climbing the ranks while she wallows in obscurity.
 
  
 
 Well... If things go horribly wrong, there’ll be plenty of chances for her to prove her worth, so there’s that.
 
  
 
 Tearing a reluctant Ral away from Mafu, we board the waiting carriage, listening to the gentle giant rave about quins. “They’re so fluffy Jor, like a big furry sock. Can we go back after and see them again?”
 
  
 
 “Sure Ral,” I answer, smiling at his enthusiasm. “You come visit them anytime.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you Mister Rain. Do quins like candy? I love candy...” His tail struggles to wag in the confines of the carriage, smacking against the wall and Chey with loud, irregular thumps. Truth be told, I’d intended to have him lead the Mother’s Militia, but after our first exchange, I pinned my hopes on Jorani. While I wasn’t optimistic regarding his chances, he exceeded my wildest expectations, building his forces to over two-thousand strong in two weeks time.
 
  
 
 Taking advantage of a pause in Ral’s chattering, I clear my throat and say, “I haven’t said this yet, but thanks. Your presence here helped swing the tide in Sanshu’s favour.”
 
  
 
 “Weren’t left with much of a choice,” Jorani answers with a gloomy sigh. “The Lord of Fucking Thunder ain’t someone ye say no to, ye know what I mean?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t suppose he is.”
 
  
 
 “Besides, there’s the whole...ye know.” In lieu of words, he gestures at me, unable to mention the Oath he took.
 
  
 
 “Well, don’t worry about it. After what you’ve all done, you’ve earned the right to do whatever you please.” That was always the plan, to set Jorani free after he’d done his part. It’s why I kept his Oath as lax as possible, only keeping him from running away or selling me out. “If all goes well, you’ll be a free man, but I’d prefer you didn’t go back to banditry. I don’t want to come back in twenty years to find you’ve taken over the region.” I’m half joking, but honestly, I’m pretty impressed by how well he did. According to Bulat, the half-rat played his part well, the perfect mixture of pious and ruthless, leading his men with confidence and consigning countless Councilmen and bandits to death by hanging just outside the city walls.
 
  
 
 Chuckling ruefully, Jorani shakes his head. “That’s kind of ye, but no need to worry. You’ll see when ye meet the old bast- the Ascendant.” Noting my concern, he adds, “Nothin’ to worry about, he’s a proper scoundrel, but yer safe as can be.”
 
  
 
 With that said, Ral resumes expounding on the wonders of quins and I stare out the window to watch Sanshu pass by. It’s a beautiful city and the Magistrate is working hard to make it a better place, but changes won’t happen overnight, especially with this new threat hanging over our heads.
 
  
 
 I can never catch a break.
 
  
 
 The carriage brings us to the Magistrate’s palace and we leave Ral and Chey behind while Jorani brings me deep into the building’s depths, navigating the twists and turns with ease. Giddy from nerves and trepidation, I bite my tongue to keep from blurting out a joke about rats and mazes. Most half-beasts don’t take well to being compared to their animal ancestry, no matter how well it shows, but I find it endearing.
 
  
 
 Arriving at our destination, Jorani knocks on the double doors before opening them, waiting for me to enter first. The doors slam shut behind us, sending a chill down my spine as I study who I assume is the Azure Ascendant. Seated at the table with fingers interlocked, the mysterious bandit bares his teeth in a feral, unpractised smile. Despite the awkward greeting, he’s hauntingly handsome, his dark-brown hair cropped close and in charming disarray, with two round, pinkish rat ears poking out. With high cheekbones, a prominent nose, and a chiselled jaw covered in stubble, his face gives off the impression of a work of art, so perfectly sculpted it couldn’t possibly be real, yet there he sits, alive and breathing. His svelte frame swathed in silk robes, he gestures at the seat across from him, the movement revealing iron-hard pecs brimming with short chest hair, so soft and velvety I almost want to reach out and stroke it. “Welcome, Undying Savage. I’m GangShu, the Azure Ascendant. Me boy Jorani told me all about ye.”
 
  
 
 “Yes. Hello.” Taking my seat, I fight off the temporary bout of homo eroticism while glancing back at Jorani. “Your boy? Jorani said he was raised by his mother, he didn’t mention...” Comprehension hits me like a tonne of bricks and it’s all I can do to stay in my seat. GangShu. Steel Rat. Wow. “Oh... You’re an ancestral beast.” Fuck, is that a rude term? Say something that doesn’t make you look racist. “...awesome.”
 
  
 
 Might as well kill me now, there’s no cure for stupidity.
 
  
 
 Clicking his tongue in annoyance, GangShu tosses something to the side. “Damn it all, shouldn’t have taken the bait. Ye never bet, so when ye offer one, I shoulda thought it through.”
 
  
 
 “Told ye he don’t scare easy.” Stepping out of the shadows, Lei Gong tucks something into his robes while nodding in greeting. “Good to see ye again. Sorry I ran out without thanking ye, but time was pressing.”
 
  
 
 “No worries, I was only repaying what was owed. You save me, I save you, and all’s well in the world.” Others appear out of thin air and GangShu introduces them one by one. The rotund, bald Radiant Fist Wugang, the giant bearded Woodsman Yelu Shi, the Virtuous, scowling Daxian still in full armor, and the aged, yet beautiful Tyrant, OuYang Yuhuan. Judging by her name and her near-homicidal glare, I can only assume she’s related to the OuYang clan from the Society, which isn’t great. I remember killing an OuYang Yu Jin… what are the chances they’re not related? Almost nil, considering their names differ by a single character. Please don’t tell me he was her son, because that could make things… awkward.
 
  
 
 On the bright side, not having guards with me probably saved a few lives.
 
  
 
 Look at me, a brand new Rain, eternally optimistic.
 
  
 
 The introductions finished with, GangShu leans over hungrily, greed apparent in his eyes. “Now, I’d like to see the Tear.” It’s not a request, but a demand. Something tells me he’s not used to making requests.
 
  
 
 How does he even know about it? I’ve only spoken about it in Sendings. Taking Lin’s advice to say as little as possible, I close my eyes and ask Blobby to come out for a visit, but my amorphous tenant refuses to play along, tenaciously ignoring my pleas. After a few minutes of mental begging and screaming, I open my eyes and shrug. “Sorry, I’m new at this. Blobby sort of does whatever it pleases.”
 
  
 
 Pouting adorably, GangShu rests his cheek on his fist, grumbling beneath his breath. “Bah, it ain’t fair. I’ve been looking fer the Tear of the Mother for decades and it ends up with a brat who calls it ‘Blobby’.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... Now that I think about it, ‘Blobby’ might come off a little... sacrilegious. “I’m open to naming suggestions.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling, GangShu smiles again, this time more naturally. “Well, at least ye’ve got balls. I thought ye’d be like my boy there, stutterin’ an’ stammerin’ fer hours before he got a word out.” Sighing, he shakes his head. “A damn shame. Thought I’d found another son who made it big like Daxian here, but ‘Hangman’ Jorani ain’t nothin’ but a sham.”
 
  
 
 Neither confirming nor denying anything, I glance at Jorani in sympathy, seeing the anger and hurt in his eyes. Absentee father or not, it can’t be easy to hear that, but something tells me GangShu isn’t exactly father-of-the-year material. There are plenty of rat-eared bastards hanging around Sanshu, and after seeing their progenitor, I can’t blame the ladies. GangShu is so dreamy, even I want to cuddle him. It’s like there’s some primal urge telling me to submit to him in every way, his power and beauty beyond human standards.
 
  
 
 So no homo.
 
  
 
 After a long silence, GangShu clears his throat. “Well, if ye can’t bring it out fer a look, then that’s that. Time to pack up and head elsewhere.” Standing to stretch, he nods at me. “I’m leavin’ my boy in yer hands. He’s a little cowardly, but he’s got promise, so do what ye can. Don’t matter if he croaks, I’ve plenty of others runnin’ around. I’m sure one of em’ll take after their Pa. Best of luck now, and give em hell.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in confusion, I turn in my seat as he strolls to the doors. “Wait,” I say, against my better judgment. “You’re leaving Sanshu?”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm... more like the province. Heard stories about Heavenly Water in the south and always wanted to visit.” Pausing at the door, he turns to frown. “I shouldn’t have told ye, so keep it between us, ya?”
 
  
 
 “...But Sanshu could use your help. The North could use your help.”
 
  
 
 The other Ascendants ignore me as they file out the door, though Lei Gong shrugs in apology. Chuckling, GangShu shakes his head. “Why should I help?”
 
  
 
 “Because the Defiled will slaughter and torture millions. Because you can save lives. You cared enough to come save Sanshu right?”
 
  
 
 “That’s got nothing to do with me. I'm here cuz a couple o' sneaky bastards tried to take what’s mine, so I swung by to warn em off.” Baring his teeth in his fearsome ‘smile’, he adds, “This is my territory, and I wasn’t ready to let them northern bastards waltz in and take it.”
 
  
 
 “But won’t they take it after you leave?” I don’t understand him.
 
  
 
 “Mebbe, but who cares. Ye’ve got the only thing I stayed fer.”
 
  
 
 “What about all the people who’ll die?”
 
  
 
 With a patronizing look, GangShu asks, “What about em? I might look human, but that don’t mean I am. Why should I care if ye slaughter each other? That’s life. How many chickens and cows ye think were slaughtered fer yesterday’s feast? To them animals, ye’re just as bad as the Defiled, if not worse. Should I stand on their side and slaughter all humans? Just be thankful I ain’t seeking justice for all the rats in the world.” Laughing as he turns to leave, he adds, “Besides, you've plenty of help beside ye, won't be needing me.”
 
  
 
 Chasing after him to ask more questions, the hall stands empty as my words catch in my throat. Why was he looking for Blobby? What was he gonna do with it? Why did it choose me instead of the powerful ancestral beast? My first meeting with an ancestral beast was rather disappointing, though I’m curious if they’re all equally attractive. There was something about GangShu that made me like him, despite his callous attitude towards humans.
 
  
 
 Awkwardly standing beside me, Jorani shuffles his feet and says, “So like I sed, it’s kind of ye to offer, but I’d like to sign with ye. The others’ll probably come along too, plenty of tough bastards in the Militia.”
 
  
 
 His shy, hopeful smile almost breaks my heart, the cowardly half-rat terrified of being thrown away. This is the 'plenty of help' GangShu mentioned? Well... beggars and choosers and whatnot. Clapping Jorani on the shoulder, I say, “I could always use more tough bastards. Happy to have you on board.” Sizing him up, I ask, “You still have that Runic Armour?” We’re totally the same size, I’m sure it’ll fit me.
 
  
 
 “Nah, the stingy old bastard took it back, said ‘treasuring jade is a crime’, whatever that means. He gave me this fancy lookin’ rod tho, might come in handy.”
 
  
 
 The iron rod seems wholly lacking compared to a full suit of Runic armour, and I fight to hold back my tears.
 
  
 
 Dammit. So close.
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 Sitting in the lotus position, Mila’s thoughts drifted through her mind without focusing on any one in particular. Her weight pressed down into the soft cushioned bed, the silk sheets kissing her calves. Though her eyes were closed, she sensed the afternoon sun bearing down upon her, slipping through the open window alongside the spicy, sweet scent of incense carried in on the light summer breeze. Nearby, the rhythmic sounds of Song’s breathing formed a comforting cadence, the sweet girl’s reassuring presence always welcome.
 
  
 
 In this moment, Mila only needed to breath in, then out, and all else becomes secondary. Her stress and frustration, her needs and desires, her dreams and ambitions, they all melted away as she immersed herself in Balance, made inconsequential by her Effortless Presence. Her favoured method of meditation, the process came naturally to her from a young age, captivating her in the present moment without dwelling on the details. It was a welcome change to her normal life, inundated with all the details she’d been taught to observe, from positioning and body language to quality and workmanship. This was her escape from it all, allowing her mind a moment of tranquility in her hectic schedule of near constant training.
 
  
 
 This was her time to heal and recuperate, and nothing else mattered.
 
  
 
 Though talented in many areas, Healing was Mila’s greatest failing. Why bother learning when one of Mama’s healers were always nearby? Tokta loved to fuss over her, clicking his tongue and shooting Mama biting glares as he tended to her bruises or burns. Mila didn’t mind the injuries, as each one taught her a valuable lesson, like not to cross her feet while charging an opponent or always be wary of the forge even after hours of cooling. Mama didn’t push Mila too hard to learn healing, because she believed the time was better spent learning to avoid injury, and Mila agreed wholeheartedly. If forced to risk your life for victory time and time again, it was only a matter of time before death swooped in to claim you.
 
  
 
 Rain seemed to be the exception to the rule.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 Outside her window, a loud clamour arose as hundreds of boots moved through the manor. Rain’s retinue barked orders and insults, trying to bring order to everything, but it only added to the noise. Her peaceful meditation broken, Mila scowled at the interruption, wincing as her healing cheek cracked and split. How maddening, even after a full day of healing, she had yet to recover from her burns. Checking her wounds in the mirror, Mila’s heart sank at the ugly visage staring back at her, all scabby and peeling skin with no sign of progress. How did Rain do it? She understood the concept of creating Panacea, but the difference in speed was astounding. Rain could have healed this burn in a handful of hours, while Mila would be stuck looking like a monster for at least another day.
 
  
 
 Even with a hole in her face, Song looked better than Mila, a portrait of peace and serenity as she sought Balance. Song explained her method as focusing only on her breathing, silently reciting sutras to regulate everything from the movement of her abdomen to how often she drew breath. Eventually, it led to the same thing, her other perceptions drifting through without awareness, but Song’s injury was affecting her ability to find Balance, because of the air escaping out her cheek with every breath. Still, the results spoke for themselves and it pleased Mila to know Yan was in good hands with Du Min Gyu.
 
  
 
 Covering her face in bandages, Mila prepared to go out and see what all the fuss was about. Though Rain claimed not to care about her appearance, she was still a young maiden yet to be wed. How could she expose her betrothed to such hideousness? Though she moved quietly as possible, when she opened the door, Song darted up to join her, always at her side. At least she stopped calling Mila Master, Song’s progress slow, but steady as she recovered from her cruel and inhuman treatment.
 
  
 
 Smiling at Song, Mila took her by the hand and strolled out, still annoyed by the interruption. Chaos and disorder awaited her as she stared out at hundreds of injured strangers moving into their manor. Spotting Rain, Mila stomped over to demand an answer. The People’s contributions were anything but minor and Sanshu had plenty of space, so why were they forced to share their camp with strangers?
 
  
 
 Forestalling her angered interrogation, Rain smiled as she approached, opening his arms for a hug. Smacking them aside, she muttered, “Not in front of strangers.” Losing the upper hand, she blushed as he brushed her hair behind her ear, the idiot showing the world her dreadful injuries. “What’s happening? Who are all these people?”
 
  
 
 “Good to see you too my love.” His smirk melted her anger as he took her free hand, nodding in greeting at Song. “These people,” he said, gesturing around him, “Are the remnants of the Mother’s Militia and the newest members of my retinue. I get a thousand right? This is like... half that. Probably less. Ugh, I’m gonna go broke buying them quins...”
 
  
 
 Stunned by his answer, Mila closed her eyes and shut her mouth, reining in her outrage. This idiot, did he never learn? First he befriends a bunch of cripples and layabouts and now he seeks bandits and cutthroats to fill his ranks? Hardly an improvement, even if these bandits seemed marginally stronger, with a few dozen spiritual weapons scattered among them.
 
  
 
 “What’s the matter love? The vein on your forehead is throbbing through the bandages.”
 
  
 
 Unable to stay angry no matter how hard she tried, Mila sighed. “Rain,” she said, looking into his concerned, amber eyes. “You are the cleverest idiot I’ve ever met. You’re a Second Grade Warrant Officer, which means more people of influence will take note of you. A retinue of a thousand elites is nothing to sneeze at, but you’ve chosen these, these... Ruffians to stand at your side! Why?” This was an honour which should have gone to the Sentinels, and it hurt to know Rain thought so little of his people.
 
  
 
 Sighing, Rain brought her hand to his lips. “Couldn’t be helped. Your ‘noble bandit’ asked me to look after Jorani, and these ruffians are all Oathsworn to follow him for the next few years. Couldn’t really leave them to go back to their bandit ways, now can I?” Switching to Sending, he told her about his meeting with the Ascendant. Puffing her cheeks, Mila pouted as she considered Rain’s story.
 
  
 
 No wonder the Azure Ascendants cared nothing for the backgrounds of those they robbed. It took away from the romance of it all, since no one wanted to cross an unbound ancestral beast, especially one strong enough to claim a territory encompassing a city, much less its surroundings. Mila had never met an ancestral beast but she’d heard stories, and seeing Rain’s smitten look made her giggle. At least this one was a man, knowing Rain, he’d probably lose control if it’d been a woman.
 
  
 
 “Fine,” she said once his story concluded. “You had no choice to accept Jorani, but what about the rest of them?”
 
  
 
 “I figured we’d need all the help we can get. Not like we can stroll home and ask your mom for a thousand Sentinels.”
 
  
 
 Ah. Right. The Bridge was under siege. Resisting the urge to cringe, Mila’s cheeks reddened as she nodded. “I see. You’ve a long road ahead. Strength isn’t the only requirement for a soldier, you must make sure they’ll obey orders. Will you make them swear an oath?”
 
  
 
 “I was thinking they get the same treatment as the first bunch.” Falling silent, Rain grieved the loss of his soldiers, a kind soul unsuited for war. Capable of being responsible and serious while also oddly childish and naive, she found him both irritating and endearing, and loved him all the more for it. Pulling him in for a hug, she squeezed him tightly, smiling as he kissed her forehead. “Thanks love.” Shaking his head, he continued. “But yea, same oaths as the others, I had Bulat and Ravil set it up, so now we wait and see how many accept. Those that don't are still stuck with us for a few years, but I'll find non-combat roles for them.”
 
  
 
 “A good start,” Mila mumbled, snuggled against his chest. Remembering they were in public, she jolted back, ignoring his smirk. “A thousand-man retinue is worlds apart from a hundred. There are many things to do, like pick leaders you trust, purchase weapons and armour, hire cooks, launderers, and so much more. Supplies will be an issue for the journey home, so send someone to collect the coin we have stashed away, we won’t have enough without it. Oh, and you should pick an elite core for your retinue to aspire to and pay them accordingly. You have an incredible talent for getting into trouble, so this way, at least you’ll have someone supporting you from the side.”
 
  
 
 “...Uh huh, yea, that sounds... good.” Overwhelmed by her suggestions, Rain stood in place with a blank look on his face. “Any... uh... suggestions? For leaders, I mean.”
 
  
 
 Reaching up, Mila pinched his cheeks. “Rain, talent is good, hard work is better, but you also need to smarten up. Why ask me? You’re so clever but you never think, always looking to others for guidance and happy to let the current carry you away. You’re in command of a thousand lives, a heavy responsibility. These former bandits are your retinue and they represent the People now. Ensure they do nothing to shame us.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in thought, Rain seemed to finally understand the gravity of his position, likely unhappy with all the extra work. So strange, though he’d achieved many of her dreams without trying, she couldn’t bring herself to be jealous, proud of his accomplishments and saddened he found them a burden. Her sweet, talented betrothed, he’d have been much happier living his life as an anything but a warrior, staying home to care for his family. She would love him all the same, but fate would not allow it. Something in his dark, unspoken past drove him to struggle and fight, seeking wrongs to right and conflicts to solve. No matter how much he grumbled about being thrown into battle, he always fought with a fearsome smile on his face, as if daring death to come claim him.
 
  
 
 He didn’t know it yet, but he was addicted to the rush of battle. He’d never be happy sitting around with nothing to do, combat was a part of him now.
 
  
 
 Hiding her grin, Mila led him away, allowing him the full breadth of her expertise. It was good practice, since it wouldn’t be long before she earned her own command. Talented, hard working, and genius, Rain wasn’t the only one who could lay claim to those attributes. She was Sumila, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, and she refused to spend her life in Rain's shadow.
 
  
 
 It was only a matter of time for her to come into her own.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Rubbing my eyes, I go over my list of candidates once more, checking if I’d missed anyone. Mila told me to pick out captains and establish a chain of command, so I retreated to my office to do just that. So far, I’ve got Rustram, Bulat, Ravil, and Jorani. Who else?
 
  
 
 For lack of a better idea, I turn to my chosen few and ask, “Any suggestions?” Mila’s scowl tells me I should be more decisive, but it’s hard to change my nature. She’s more like her mother than I’d care to admit, straightforward and domineering while pointing out my mistakes, but she’s right. With great power, comes a massive pain in my ass, but I need to make sure it’s done right.
 
  
 
 Bulat is the first to answer. “Chey. That one’s a survivor, but fierce in protecting her own. Loyal and smart, can’t go wrong there.”
 
  
 
 “Ulfsaar.” Ravil’s opinion doesn’t come with an explanation, but it doesn’t need one. I’ve read Ulfsaar’s bounty poster and the powerful half-bear is a force to be reckoned with, despite his adorable little black bear ears.
 
  
 
 Coughing politely to interrupt my musings, Jorani offers his suggestion. “Boss, if ye want the strongest, then it’s Jester Wang and his crew. A hard bunch of bastards they are.”
 
  
 
 The former Butchers. Frowning, I shake my head. “Can’t say I like putting a possible Defiled in command.” I need Baledagh to vet my new retinue, can’t be inviting a fox into the hen house, but my little brother is still unresponsive and judging by experience, it could be weeks before he wakes.
 
  
 
 Shrugging, Jorani defends his choice. “If he's Defiled, then he's playin’ a game I ain’t ever heard of. Had plenty of chances to turn against us and didn’t. Wouldn’t have made it out alive without him and his.”
 
  
 
 Bulat and Ravil both agree, so I put Jester Wang on the shortlist. Hmm... If only we had time to loot the Butcher’s hideout, there's probably tonnes of booty stored there. “Anyone else?” That’s seven, I need at least one more. Even though I’ve only got four-hundred and thirteen new soldiers, I figured I can put each leader in charge of fifty as a trial run before picking the best of them. “What about Pran or Saluk? They’re squad leaders, so it shouldn’t be too big a leap.”
 
  
 
 Bulat shakes his head. “They won’t accept. Had to bully em into looking after ten, and even then Rustram did most of the work. They’re better off as your guards. What about Kabi?”
 
  
 
 “He didn’t make it.” Jorani’s whisper is met with silence, all of us having suffered losses. “Same with Light-fingered Yu, else he’d be on the list too.”
 
  
 
 Returning to the matter at hand, I go over my options. The only other names I know are Silva, Viyan and Birca, but they’re the most irresponsible members of my retinue, a trio of drunks and degenerate gamblers. They’re good people, but sorely lacking in leadership qualities. None of the Sentinels want anything to do with leadership, having tagged along to follow Tursinai or Mila, so who’s left?
 
  
 
 Ugh. Leadership. So troublesome.
 
  
 
 I guess I have enough leaders for now. While the others leave to gather the chosen few, I take a seat next to Mila and sigh. “And to think, I was all prepared for a relaxing vacation but then the Defiled had to go and ruin it.”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Mila’s adorable snort puts a smile on my face, despite the dark circumstances. It’s too much, I can’t be gloomy all the time. “Work hard Rain. Train your new retinue, but don’t let yourself fall behind.”
 
  
 
 “Yes love.”
 
  
 
 “You’ve picked up many new skills, so remember to practice them. Don’t forget your old skills either, or the ones you’ve yet to learn. Though you’re capable of Honing and Guiding, you’re still a long way from comprehension. Your period of explosive growth might continue but don’t count on it. Too much of what you know is based on instinct, which is odd considering how much you like to question things. Learn it, master it, and you will stand unmatched for decades to come.”
 
  
 
 It’s nice knowing she has so much faith in me, but it’s also a little intimidating. What if I fail? What if I disappoint her? As if sensing my thoughts, Mila squeezes my hand and flashes her beautiful smile, and just like that, everything is okay. Resting against her shoulder, I say, “You’re too good for me.”
 
  
 
 “I know.”
 
  
 
 “Boss.” Rustram peeks his head in, causing Mila to shove me away. Honestly, things would be less scandalous if she just left things as they were, but now Rustram will wonder what we were doing. “The Magistrate sent someone over. You’ll want to see this.”
 
  
 
 That doesn’t sound great... Heading out, I’m greeted by a familiar face, bruised and battered as he kneels on the grass with his fellow companions, their weapons in hand. Beside him stands an administrator, who clears his throat and offers me a box with both hands. “By order of Magistrate Chu Tongzu, Dastan Zhandos and his traitorous companions have been granted clemency, their lives spared. The Magistrate offers this token as thanks for the People’s heroic defence of Sanshu. May you use these slaves well in defence of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 Taking the box out of reflex, I look down at an innocuous golden pendent sitting within, swallowing at the sudden weight of it all. Beaten and broken, the misguided former Warrant Officer kowtows thrice, his family, retinue, and all their loved ones following suit. “Our lives are yours Master,” Dastan says, his bitter and mournful tone sending a lance of pain through me. “We await your command.”
 
  
 
 For the crime of being born into the wrong faction, Dastan Zhandos now suffers a fate worse than death, alongside the rest of his family.
 
  
 
 Despite all the beauty I’ve seen and the love I’ve found, it’s things like this that make me hate this world.
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 Seeing Dastan and the others kneel before Rain, Song was overcome with jealousy. Though unfortunate enough to become slaves, these few dozen warriors and their families should count themselves blessed to enter service under the Bekhai. They would be treated well, given good food and soft beds, never to be abused or humiliated, yet they dared show dissatisfaction. The new slaves cried and scowled while Dastan even dared to look his new master in the eyes, head held high in trivial insubordination, challenging Rain to exert his power. Foolish boy, glaring from behind blackened, swollen eyes, his prideful defiance did little to help his cause. No longer was he a favoured son of the Empire, and if he wished to spare himself pain, then he would be smart to learn his new place in the world. Were it any other master in any other faction, his attitude would have earned him a swift beating or worse, an example made of this audacious slave to put the others in their place.
 
  
 
 Instead of meting out punishment, Rain absently stared at his new slaves, lost in thought as his fingers closed around the pendant. After a long silence, Master stepped forward to thank the still-bowing administrator and send him on his way before turning to Rain. Speaking quietly, she patted his arm and asked, “Don’t you think they’ve knelt long enough?”
 
  
 
 Snapping out of his fugue, Rain blinked and shook his head. “Right, sorry. Please, stand.”
 
  
 
 “By your command, Master.” Dastan and his retinue replied in unison while the civilians murmured their thanks, too slowly for Song’s tastes. What’s more, their response lacked vigour and zeal, unbefitting of slaves answering to their master.
 
  
 
 Luckily for them, Rain was a softhearted fool, taking no offence from their lacklustre attitude. “None of that ‘Master’ stuff, please. Call me ‘boss’ or ‘sir’ like everyone else and a simple ‘yes’ will do.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, boss.”
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram, if you could find our new friends a meal and some beds, I’m sure it’ll be much appreciated. Someplace nice and er... secure, with a few people to make sure they can recuperate in peace.”
 
  
 
 At least Rain was smart enough to not trust the unbound servants. Though Dastan and his retinue were Oath-sworn, their family and retainers lacked the ability to do the same. These unbound commoners represented a grave risk considering their affiliation with the Coalition. The story had spread through the city like wildfire, with every tongue whispering of how Major XiaoGong, the most feared duellist in all of Sanshu and leader of the Coalition’s mercenary army, had succumbed to torture and turned Demon in the early hours of the morning. The question on everyone’s lips was: how many others would follow suit in the days to come? Any one of these slaves might be Defiled, with no Oath to bind them.
 
  
 
 Even in the unlikely event none were tainted, there was always the possibility someone might kill Rain out of sheer greed. Forty-seven trained elites were worth a small fortune, especially in light of Dastan’s abilities. Already able to display purity and condense his Aura at the age of twenty-two, Dastan stood at the forefront of his peers, a close match for any young elite in the north, aside from Rain and his perverse talents.
 
  
 
 But only until Master condensed her Aura. Once she did, she would stand unchallenged as the greatest young warrior the North had ever known.
 
  
 
 Adjusting her sling, Song trailed behind Master and Lady Mei Lin as they followed Rain in silence, worried how he would react. It was one of his few redeeming features, Rain’s distaste for slavery, but it was too late to help. These slaves were Oath-sworn and only death could free them. As he ambled across the field, Rain seemed lost in thought, dragging his feet and mumbling to himself like he so often did. Stopping to grab a basket of apples, he carried the fruits over to the quins, interrupting their peaceful nap in the sun. Met with quivering whiskers and squeaks of joy, the sleepy creatures crowded around Rain with their clawed hands grasping at the air, too well-trained to steal. With a forlorn smile, Rain handed the fruit out piece by piece, his mood improving as the quins lined up in an orderly fashion to stuff their cheeks.
 
  
 
 Less well-behaved than the quins, Jimjam pressed his belly to the grass and gracefully stalked towards the basket. Extending a meaty paw, the wildcat tried to snatch an apple out of the basket only to be met with a stern “No,” from Rain. Unwilling to give up, Jimjam moved out of Rain’s field of view before trying again. “Bad cat,” Rain admonished, snapping his fingers in front of Jimjam’s face. Eyes widening in alarm, Jimjam leaped backwards and arched his back, teeth bared in protest. Ears pressed against his head, the wildcat huffed and mewled, frightened by Rain’s rebuke. Odd considering Jimjam usually cared nothing for Rain’s stern tone. Wincing with guilt, Rain clicked his tongue. “I guess my Aura was a tad too harsh. I’ll work on it.”
 
  
 
 With an alarmed gasp, Master pinched Rain’s arm while Lady Mei Lin crooned and ran to the wildcat’s side. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she soothed the terrified animal’s nerves with a few pats while consoling him with a piece of jerky. “Don’t bully Jimjam! Using Aura is too much, look, the poor baby is quivering, ya?”
 
  
 
 “I’m not bullying him,” Rain grumbled, still handing out apples to the waiting quins. “I just gave him a stern ‘no’, let him know I mean business. I’ll dial it back next time.”
 
  
 
 His odd turn of phrase went ignored as Master pinched him again. “What next time? Terrorizing your pets is no way to train them.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Rain shook his head. “Oh please, he’s just a scaredy cat. It was a tiny bit of anger, nothing terrorizing about it. Like this.” Unleashing his Aura, Rain explained his actions. Though nothing physically changed about him, he radiated a sense of steely disapproval, like a strict disciplinarian or authority figure, making Song think twice about disobeying him. “See? It’s nothing.”
 
  
 
 Song’s mind raced to comprehend Rain’s actions while Master gaped in disbelief. It wasn’t the most flattering of expressions, but she could hardly be blamed. What Rain demonstrated was beyond common comprehension, twisting his Aura to a new, previously unattainable use. Aura was Aura, used to terrorize your enemies, bolster your allies, and nothing more. There was no second, third, or fourth function of Aura, at least not until now. How could Rain have such precise control to convey anger without inducing the mind-numbing terror and bloodthirsty fury which went with it? Then again, if anyone could do it, it'd be Rain.
 
  
 
 Wholly unaware of their incredulity, Rain put the basket aside and squatted down with arms wide open. “I’m sorry my floofy baby. Come here.” The change was immediate as Jimjam’s ears perked up, padding forward with Lady Mei Lin in tow to happily receive a vigorous head-scratching. “What are you stealing apples for, dummy? You’re a cat. You don’t eat fruit.”
 
  
 
 Recovering from her shock, Master asked, “How? You... You...”
 
  
 
 Grinning and winking, Rain interrupted Master’s stammering. “I know right? It’s super easy to get him to come with loving Aura. Like this.”
 
  
 
 This time, Song felt nothing as Rain directed his Aura only at Master, whose cheeks turned scarlet with embarrassment as she continue to choke on her words. Seeing this, Lady Mei Lin exclaimed, “No fair! Me too, show me, show me.” Wrapping her arms around Rain’s neck, Lady Mei Lin giggled as she climbed onto his back. “Ahhhh, so comfy and nice. Show Li-Li!”
 
  
 
 The moment Lady Mei Lin spoke, Song noticed a tender warmth suffuse her, like submerging into a heated bath or being wrapped in a cozy blanket, soft and safe, a calm shelter from the raging storm outside and allowing her to focus on what lay within. Her worries washed away beneath the gentle tide of safety and stability, her worldly troubles unable to reach her through the protective embrace. Her brow unfurrowed and her shoulders untensed, her chest unrestricted and unshackled as she breathed deep, luxuriating in this newfound sensation. For the first time in her life, she was happy to be alive and loved.
 
  
 
 Then, without warning, the sensation disappeared, leaving her empty and desolate. Blinking twice, she refocused on the world around her to find Master and Rain staring in disappointment while Lady Mei Lin hid a smirk. “Not even the hint of a smile,” Master lamented. “She looks sadder than before. Are you sure you’re doing it right?” Rain shrugged as Master huffed in displeasure. “Teach me. How do you do it? Start with the basics please.”
 
  
 
 Taking a moment to gather his thoughts, Rain seated himself in the grass and Lady Mei Lin plopped onto his lap. Taking a seat beside them, Master watched the wildcats, bears, and quins jostled for a place around them. Pets and people alike, they all looked so content and Song couldn’t help but wonder if what she experienced from Rain’s Aura was how they always felt, like they were worthy of love and affection. A tinge of envy surged through her, not because she desired Rain but because she wanted what he shared with Master and Lady Mei Lin.
 
  
 
 “Song,” Master called, waving her over. “Come sit with me?”
 
  
 
 Though posed as a question, Song knew her Oaths would not allow refusal. “Yes Mila,” she answered, taking a seat as Atir dropped her head into Song's lap. Master didn’t understand, she couldn’t. No matter how well she treated Song, in the end, Song was merely a slave, a tool to be used until the day she died. In some ways, Song might even be happier treated as a slave, to know her place in the world and never aspire for more. To be shown such love and affection was almost too much, tormented by life’s bounty which would forever be denied her.
 
  
 
 Pulling Song into her embrace, Master held her tight and Sent, “I’LL LEARN RAIN’S TRICK AND THEN I'LL SHOW YOU HOW MUCH I LOVE YOU. JUST YOU WAIT.”
 
  
 
 With Master’s arm wrapped around her, Song swallowed her grief and closed her eyes. Taking a calming breath, she leaned against Master and discovered a hint of the warmth and safety from earlier. Whether real or imagined she couldn’t say, but she wanted to believe, needed to believe it was real. Before today, Song cared nothing for love or affection, but now she thirsted for it, for its absence made her pain all the more noticeable. Drained by the experience and her injuries, Song drifted off to sleep, lamenting her loss while nestled in Mila’s embrace.
 
  
 
 Showing Song love might have been the cruellest punishment of all, rekindling something she thought long dead within her: hope.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 My explanation begins with a disclaimer. “I’m not sure how to explain Aura. It’s complicated, and I've pretty much been winging it.”
 
  
 
 “Just try,” Mila whispers, “but don’t speak too loudly. Song fell asleep.”
 
  
 
 Falling asleep in public? She must really be exhausted. It’s hard to remember she’s just a young woman and not some indefatigable, factory-made engine of destruction. I thought she’d have some reaction to my ‘loving’ Aura, but she barely even twitched. Taking a slave’s Oath must have really done a number on her brain. Ever since swearing an Oath to keep quiet about the Purge, if I even think of talking about it, the Energy of the Heavens presses down on me, a warning to not overstep my boundaries. It’s a suffocating feeling, like doom hangs just above my head. I can’t even begin to imagine what it’s like for Li Song, to be reminded of her mortality every second of every day. Slavery is bad enough, but to not even be allowed to dream of freedom? I'd beg for death before becoming a slave.
 
  
 
 Putting my sympathies aside, I wrack my brain for an explanation. “Well,” I begin, voicing my thoughts as I go, “Using my Aura normally is like... Taking all of my rage, fear, frustration, and smashing my enemies over the head with it. There’s no direction, only intent, tapping into the reservoir of repressed emotions and unleashing them upon the world. My emotions are amplified through Chi before bursting out, like a wave of power radiating outwards with me at the epicentre. Was I helpful?”
 
  
 
 With her head resting on my shoulder, I can’t see Mila’s reaction, but she shakes her head. “Not even a little. How can you condense your Aura by thinking angry thoughts? If it were so easy, then I would’ve long since had my own, with you vexing me to no end.” Sighing, she grumbles, “An idiot who’s a natural at using Aura, it shouldn’t surprise me you can’t explain it. A shame there’s no cure for stupidity.” Snuggling against my arm, she adds,  “If you come up with any better advice, remember to share.”
 
  
 
 So cold with her words and so loving with her actions, I can't get enough of it. “Will do, my love.” Grinning, I add, “It’s difficult to explain my brilliance using mere words, such is the burden of genius.” I can almost hear her eyes rolling as she snorts, elbowing me gently. My mirth dies away as I contemplate the real reason I’m so adept at using Aura: All Demons awaken with one. I told Gerel, Tursinai, Tenjin, and the Guard Leader about my Beyblade Aura, but so far, none of them can replicate it, so I can only assume it’s something unique to my circumstances. It’s about time my transmigration came in handy, even if it was a few years too late. It’s an awesome advantage, but exhausting to use. I mean, I shredded six Aura’s and emptied my Chi reserves. In comparison, used normally, I can power my Aura and hack and slash on the front lines for three or four hours. A useful tool, but one best used sparingly.
 
  
 
 At least I don’t have to worry about duelling against Zian anymore. I doubt his Aura is powerful enough to withstand my own, even if he’s somehow become ridiculously good at duels. Who fights seven duels before a battle? Is he even human anymore? Fung couldn’t say how much stronger my ‘rival’ has become, since Zian was hiding his true strength, making each duel look like a close match to buy time. He’s got balls, but if he challenges me to a duel, I’m confident I’ll end it in a heartbeat using my Aura.
 
  
 
 Then again, now that I’ve jinxed it, I’m worried he’ll miraculously resist my Aura and kill me.
 
  
 
 How quickly courage fades.
 
  
 
 Pushing aside my melancholic musings, I savour the moment, cuddling with Lin and Mila beneath the afternoon sun. A chorus of snoring quins, cats, and bears forms a soothing atmosphere, easing my mind as my troubles melt away, allowing me to enjoy the peace and serenity of this beautiful day, surrounded by my loved ones and pets. “If I could speak to animals, I’d tell them to never become Ancestral Beasts.”
 
  
 
 Craning her head back, Lin’s bunny ears brush my cheek, her beautiful brown eyes wide and questioning at my random thought. “How come?”
 
  
 
 “Because animals are better than people.” Running my fingers through Mafu's fur, the fat quin smacks his lips in contentment. “I drop a basket of apples in the middle of a pack of quins and every single one of them gets something to eat. Try the same with people and money? I’d be surprised if there wasn’t any bloodshed. Look at Sanshu, the wealthiest city in the northern province. They fought and killed to amass wealth, comfort, and luxury, exploiting commoners in the name of profit and caring nothing for their lives or well-being.” Sighing, I point at the happy animals, and settling in for a nap. “These guys are happy so long as they’re safe and well-fed. If they became human, it’d only make them worse. People are terrible.”
 
  
 
 “Hubby, you’re not being fair. Everything these animals do is about survival.” Cuddling the bear cub sleeping in her arms, Lin sighs. “The quins share because they’re well-fed and lack ambition, but what if they were starving? In the wild, animals will eat their young if there isn’t enough food. If you locked yourself in a room with Aurie or Mafu, it wouldn’t take long before they try to eat you. It’d be no different if they were human.” Poking me on the cheek, she continues. “You’re so sweet and caring, and I love you for it, but you can’t be so naive Rainy. I’m worried you’ll be taken advantage of.”
 
  
 
 Lin believes I’m too sweet and naive, how cute. Puffing her cheeks as I laugh, Lin shoots me an adorable glare. “No laughing, I’m serious. Like how you’re being all mopey about Dastan and his retinue, acting like it's some grave injustice. They committed a crime, Rainy. They betrayed the Empire, killed soldiers, and almost killed Fung too!”
 
  
 
 Uh oh. I’ve never seen her so opinionated about something. I forgot she saw it all happen, it must have been traumatic for her. This is why I didn’t want her to come along, to keep her innocent for a little while longer, but I suppose she’s never been as innocent as I imagined. Saddened by the sudden revelation, I nod in agreement. “Yea, they committed a crime, but two wrongs don’t make a right. I wouldn’t wish slavery on my worst enemy. I’m not even sure Dastan really knew what he was doing. I don’t think he’s a bad person, just someone caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
  
 
 “Maybe you’re right, but the rice is cooked.” Lin nods decisively, the morality of the subject completely ignored, a non-issue for her. “They’re slaves now, but at least they’re your slaves. You’ll treat them well hubby, I know you will.” Putting an end to the discussion, Lin nuzzles against my chest with a yawn and smile. “Besides, if you’re really so against them being slaves, then you can just kill them, ya?”
 
  
 
 Oh Mother have mercy, protect me from this bloodthirsty little bunny. Making yet another note to never anger my sweet Lin, I kiss her on the forehead as she joins the others in an afternoon nap. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the stark difference in mindset, living in a world where even a pure, sweet girl like Lin considers slavery an acceptable punishment. To her, it’s merely the natural order of things, where stepping over others is the way things are done. Maybe I am being naive, thinking things could be different, that everyone could live in peaceful harmony.
 
  
 
 Thinking back on it, my retirement plan wouldn’t have worked regardless of what happens at the Bridge. Without strength, I’m nothing more than a living corpse waiting to be stepped on. If I want to protect Lin, Mila, and all my loved ones, then I need to become stronger. Despite my accomplishments and newfound skills, this is no time to be complacent. I’ve only just stepped onto the Martial Path, with a long journey still ahead. Yo Ling was the most powerful foe I've seen to date, but there are people even stronger than him. I'm a talented 'youngster', but talent will only get me so far.
 
  
 
 The question is: Can I become strong while still staying true to my nature? No, a better question would be: do I even want to? There’s a fitting idiom which says ‘Mercy to one’s enemies is cruelty to one’s self’. Maybe it’s time I adapted to the world instead of expecting the world to adapt to me.
 
  
 
 Holding Lin and Mila close, I close my eyes and grieve for the loss of innocence, both Lin’s and my own.
 
 
Chapter Meme
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 Following his guide, Dastan struggled to accept this new reality. The warm afternoon sun kissed his cheeks as he marched across the paved stone path in rhythmic cadence, the summer breeze carrying the scent of burnt herbs and incense. Vibrant, verdant foliage accented the pristine, white-brick walls, with nary a stray leaf to cover the orderly lines of curved roof tiles while various statuettes of crouched or seated animals dotted the ridge line and corners, glazed ceramic guardians there to break up the monotony and supposedly protect the inhabitants from spiritual intruders. Though he noted it all in passing, it seemed so surreal, as if life were but a dream, his actions not his own, his body a shell prodded along by the Energy of the Heavens, forced to carry out his orders.
 
  
 
 Every millimetre of this manor appeared in flawless condition, no doubt due to the labours of an army of servants, all barely paid enough to keep their families fed. All the fat nobles of Sanshu deserved to die in a fiery conflagration, their greed and corruption a blight upon this once great Empire.
 
  
 
 Dismissing his bloodthirsty musings as a flight of fancy, Dastan ambled along until he reached the door of his new bedroom. The master suite on the third level of a guest house, the side of the room held an opulent lacquer wood bed, its curtains opened to reveal patterned silk sheets and plump, pliable cushions. Gilded drawers, ornate chests, carved armchairs, and polished display cases lined the walls, with precious vases, beautiful paintings, exquisite wall scrolls and even an elaborately carved piss pot holder, all there for the guest’s viewing pleasure. Amazed by the sheer extravagance and honour, Dastan stumbled into the room, marvelling at one item after another.
 
  
 
 Catching his reflection in a mirror, he found a stranger staring back. Though never overly vain, Dastan took pride in his appearance, always striving to look clean and neat as a disciplined warrior should. With his hair plastered in blood, swollen black eyes, tattered clothes, and hunched back, he looked the part of his new life. So strange, as a warrior, no matter his accomplishments, it would have been years before he earned the right to sleep in such luxurious conditions, yet here is where he’d spend his first night as a slave.
 
  
 
 Yes, the honest, hard-working, Dastan Zhandos, Warrant Officer of the Empire, the warrior who slew the Highlander Headsman, was now nothing more than a slave. A prized possession doing whatever his Master demanded of him, whether it be fight the Defiled, wash dirty socks, or be put on display. This was the culmination of the path he’d chosen, an end to his dreams of reformation and equality for all. Not only his dreams, but the dreams of his retinue and their families as they all joined him in disgrace. His family as well, his grandparents, parents, uncles and aunts, siblings and cousins, nieces and nephews, all plucked from their comfortable lives and forced into slavery because he sought to challenge the Empire.
 
  
 
 And to think, this was the best of a bad situation.
 
  
 
 Beneath the mirror sat a basin of water, the clear liquid soon turning clouded as he cleansed dirt and blood from his body. Feeling refreshed, he opened the balcony door and found a dazzling view overlooking courtyard, the beauty and serenity of the manor piercing through the bleak desolation of his soul, giving birth to a tiny glimmer of hope amidst the grief and sorrow. That same glimmer was immediately quashed as he spotted Falling Rain curled up on the grass with his pets and three, lovely young women.
 
  
 
 How enviable.
 
  
 
 Knowing he might have had the same, Dastan’s heart ached at the loss, but that life was forever denied to him now. No longer did he stand in contention with Falling Rain, the youngest third-class Warrant Officer in 10,000 years turned the youngest second-class Warrant Officer in history. The rumours of his appetites spread far and wide, and though all rumours spout from a grain of truth, Dastan previously thought this one nothing more than false slander. No matter, all great men had their vices, and Rain seemed a decent enough sort. A quiet, contemplative young warrior whose amber eyes missed little, he was a compassionate, courageous warrior who empathized with the common man. Serving him wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.
 
  
 
 Peering down at the stones below, Dastan briefly wondered if the three-story drop would be enough to kill him.
 
  
 
 Just barely, if he aimed to land on his head.
 
  
 
 The moment he considered tumbling over the railing, Heavenly Energy descended upon him, choking the air from his lungs like a steel vice closed around his chest. Doubling over, he struggled for breath while banishing the thought of suicide, groaning in a mixture of pain and relief as the pressure faded. Such were the restrictions placed upon him, preventing him from even taking his own life. No, as a slave, his life was a precious commodity, one to be valued and possibly traded on a whim. The same thing would happen if he thought about killing his Master, disobeying an order, or any multitude other things, his life no longer his own.
 
  
 
 Lamenting his fate, he dragged himself back into the room to carry out his orders: settle in, eat, and recuperate. Its splendour and opulence no longer touched him, for a gilded cage, no matter how beautiful, was still a cage. Hanging his shield and crossbow on the bed frame within arm’s length, he set to cleaning his axe with a rag. The familiar routine brought a small semblance of peace to his new, soul-crushing existence, setting his mind at ease. Finished with the task, he took a seat at the small tea table, absently noting how the expensive, white-jade table stood in jarring contrast to the rest of the room’s brown, red, and gold colour scheme.
 
  
 
 Proof positive that money couldn’t buy good taste.
 
  
 
 A thump on his door roused Dastan from his thoughts. Opening it, he found food waiting on the floor, a bowl of stew, three buns, a plate of steamed vegetables, and a gourd of water. Praying it was free of spit or other taint, his rumbling belly overwhelmed all caution as he devoured a bun on his way back to the table. Though it might have been because the last time he ate was almost forty hours ago, the meal was more delicious than anything he’d eaten in recent memory. The buns hid a savoury, meaty centre, the vegetables crisp and juicy, and the fragrant, hearty stew deliciously spiced. Even the water seemed colder and crisper than anything he’d ever tasted, emptying the gourd in a single swig. Belly full and mind exhausted, he changed clothes and crawled into bed, sinking into the soft, silken sheets with a contented sigh. Being a war criminal of the Empire, he had to admit, this treatment was far better than he deserved. Closing his eyes, he told himself everything would be all right.
 
  
 
 Tell the lie often enough and it might come true.
 
  
 
 Peaceful rest was denied to him as he drifted through dreams of bloodshed and carnage. In them, he brought the Coalition to victory against the nefarious Union and Alliance. Carving through the guards, Dastan cut down the fat Magistrate, putting an end to the architect of Sanshu’s downfall. With axe in hand, he led his retinue against the misguided fools, standing alongside heroes like Guard Captain Jianghong, XiaoGong... and Yo Ling?
 
  
 
 No, it wasn’t right. Yo Ling, the Spectre of Butcher Bay, bandit and murderer, was no hero of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Neither was Dastan Zhandos.
 
  
 
 Waking with a start, the revelation nearly crushed him as despair and regret filled his being, mourning his foolhardy decisions. He’d known something was wrong but he’d refused to stop and think, following orders like a good little soldier. Major XiaoGong was his idol, a disciplined warrior he aspired to emulate, a noble of the ruling class who didn’t mistreat those beneath him. Under XiaoGong's tutelage, Dastan rose to excellence, eschewing traditional teachings for more radical practices, like drawing strength from righteous fury and giving himself to Enlightenment. To serve under XiaoGong had been Dastan’s dream, standing beside his hero to overturn the present state of affairs and eventually overthrow the Emperor.
 
  
 
 And then XiaoGong betrayed them all, succumbing to torture before turning Demon.
 
  
 
 The memory haunted Dastan as he laid in bed, remembering his hero standing on stage with arms chained behind his back. Fung’s humble servant approached the pillar, his bag of tools clinking in time with his steps. Without any further ado, the gruesome work began and Dastan closed his eyes, unable to stomach the horrible sight, but the screams... It felt like hours of XiaoGong resisting as best he could, but his strangled cries of anguish soon turned to howls of vengeance as Dastan’s hero devolved into something less than human. Ranting of death and destruction, he spewed hateful poison while the torturer plied his trade, every word hammering nails deep into Dastan’s heart.
 
  
 
 Then, the crowd gasped and Dastan opened his eyes just in time to catch a glimpse of his idol’s feral grin. XiaoGong’s flesh rippled beneath what remained of his skin, warping into something... Unholy. A wave of pure malevolence burst from the tortured Defiled, an evil Aura of foul hatred, anathema to all that was good.
 
  
 
 And thus, a Demon was born.
 
  
 
 Only to die at the hands of the unremarkable servant of Shen Huo’s young magistrate.
 
  
 
 A knock on the door startled Dastan, bolting from the bed to grab his axe. Realizing the absurdity, he put the weapon aside and tried to control his trembling body, swallowing hard before asking, “Who is it?”
 
  
 
 “Rain.”
 
  
 
 It took a few breaths for reality to settle in. Knowing it was bad form to keep his new master waiting, Dastan ran to open the door. Carrying two trays, Falling Rain smiled nervously and said, “I brought dinner. It’s about time we talked, but it can wait until after we eat.”
 
  
 
 While Falling Rain carried the trays in, Dastan looked out the window to see the setting sun. Moving to the tea table, he belatedly realized he should have taken the trays from his new Master, but Rain didn’t seem to notice or care. Sitting across from him, Rain gestured for him to eat. A bowl of braised meat noodles, savoury and aromatic, with a few side dishes and a small pot of alcohol, again, it was a better meal than Dastan expected.
 
  
 
 Or deserved.
 
  
 
 “Why?” The question slipped out, unable to hold back his curiosity. “Why treat me so well? The nice room, the good food, the polite conversation, you might as well play the lute for a cow. I am your slave. There’s no need to go to such lengths.”
 
  
 
 Raising an eyebrow, Rain said, “Nothing wrong with playing the lute for a cow. All cows love music, just like all humans need to eat. Besides, it's nothing special. I eat what my soldiers eat, so don't be shy. Or are you upset about being treated well?”
 
  
 
 Hanging his head in shame, Dastan replied, “My apologies Mas- boss. This lowly slave didn’t mean to offend.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not offended, and please no ‘lowly slave’ crap. I can’t deal with another one. Just speak normally.”
 
  
 
 Hesitating, Dastan nodded. “As you command, but I must advise, doing so in public will cause others to look down on boss. A slave is a slave, and should always know their place.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Rain scoffed. “Always about face. Stupid. Whatever, who cares. If it bothers you so much, then act like a subordinate, but not a slave.”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 They ate the rest of their meal in silence, and before long, Dastan sat across from his new, enigmatic ‘boss’. Unsure how to act, he squirmed in his seat as Rain drained his bowl of soup, finishing with a contented sigh. In the fading light of day, Rain’s satisfaction lasted only a moment as he studied Dastan, a melancholic expression stretching across his face. What did he have to be depressed about? He wasn’t the one who’d been made a slave.
 
  
 
 Clearing his throat, Rain leaped into the conversation. “Well, no sense delaying the inevitable. Truth be told, I don't know what to do. I detest slavery and I don’t want to own slaves. I can’t free you, but if you have someone you trust, I could, er... give you away.”
 
  
 
 “No!” His insistence startling Rain, Dastan calmed his nerves and tried again. “Please Mas - boss, I only agreed to swear the Oath after ensuring you would be my Master. I wanted to swear directly before you, but had I waited any longer, my parents would have been executed.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Rain asked, “You chose me? The administrator made it seem like you were a gift from the Magistrate.”
 
  
 
 Dastan snorted. “He would, the slimy politician seeking advantage wherever he can.” Reigning his anger in, he took a deep breath and gathered his thoughts. Treating the Magistrate with open hostility would bring him no advantage, considering he knew nothing of how Rain felt about that snake. “If not for my family and the families of my soldiers, I’d have gladly accepted death, but my family... I couldn’t let them die a horrible death because of my mistakes. Without your protection...”
 
  
 
 Leaving his seat, Dastan moved around the table and dropped to his knees, ready to kowtow for Rain’s mercy, but a single word held him in place. “Stop, you don’t have to kneel.” Helping him back to his seat, Rain slumped in his chair and sighed. “You’re asking for a lot.” Unable to retort, Dastan kept silent. Rain was a smart man, realizing that if he abandoned Dastan and his people, then he might as well hang them all.
 
  
 
 It would be a mercy.
 
  
 
 After a moment of silence, Rain sighed again. “I can’t trust your people. You may be Oath bound and capable of displaying Purity, but what if your people are tainted? If I bring you back to my village and the Shrike’s replacement decides to Purge everyone involved in this war, then I’ll be bringing calamity down upon my people.”
 
  
 
 “It’s part of the Magistrate’s plan.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain’s frown, Dastan held his tongue, but Rain quickly pieced things together. “Ah. He’s hoping whoever comes next will think twice about Purging Sanshu, since it’d mean they must also purge the Bekhai.”
 
  
 
 It felt good to speak with a competent person. The Bekhai were no savages, no matter what anyone said. “Not only the Bekhai. I’d wager the Magistrate will gift unbound slaves to Situ Jia Zian, Tong Da Fung, Han BoShui, Jin ZhiLan, Major Yuzhen, and anyone else who might pull his ass out of the fire.” Unable to hide information which might harm his Master, Dastan reluctantly added, “Though it’s likely all those slaves will be killed before leaving the city. The risks far outweigh the benefits and everyone will want to distance themselves from Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 Rain sighed once again, palming his face to rub his eyes. After a long pause, he looked Dastan in the eyes and asked, “Why did you rebel?”
 
  
 
 “Because I believed the ends justifies the means. The world we live in is broken, and someone needs to fix it. I’ve never been one to sit around and let other people act in my place. The Coalition was a part of the problem, but Major XiaoGong was different.” Faltering at the mention of his former hero-turned-demon, Dastan pressed on. “Or at least, I thought he was different. I didn’t know about the collusion with Yo Ling until we were outside Sanshu’s walls. I was told the Coalition was using Yo Ling to cleanse Sanshu of its filth, and on their orders, I exposed the left flank to the Defiled army. The idea was to drive Yuzhen’s elites away and keep them from interfering, buying time to for the Coalition forces inside Sanshu to clean up both Yo Ling and the Magistrate’s forces. Then, they’d instill XiaoGong as the next Magistrate and... well, I’m not sure.”
 
  
 
 “You make it seem so innocent, but you killed soldiers of the Empire. You almost killed my friend.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing his sigh, Dastan owned the mistake. “That I did. Though I tried to hide away and kill as few as possible, I was forced into action when Major Yuzhen sent orders for me to group up. I had no choice but to strike, lest my absence was noted and the hole in their defences noticed. Before the battle, I warned Fung to flee should things go wrong, so I hoped a few quarrels would send him running, but he stood and fought to the last man. Piecing together my involvement, he called me out by name, demanding I meet him in battle, and so I did.” Almost dying in the process. Though he hated to admit it, Dastan didn’t go easy on Fung, and if not for the servant/torturer revealing his presence, they both would have died on that field in mutual destruction.
 
  
 
 Lost in thought, Rain sat in silence for several minutes, deliberating the fate of Dastan and his people. After an eternity of waiting, Rain shook his head and Dastan’s heart stopped. “I can use you and your retinue, but I still can’t trust your people. Maybe if my... If things changed and I was certain they weren’t tainted, then I could make an argument to bring them away, but as it stands, it’s too dangerous. I have to answer to my Grand Mentor and she is not a woman to cross lightly.”
 
  
 
 Trembling in place, Dastan forced the words past the lump in his throat. “Will you be merciful?”
 
  
 
 “I haven’t signed their death warrants yet. Let’s leave that as a last resort. It’ll be a week or two before we’re in any shape to travel, so I still have time to deliberate.” Standing up, he shrugged and added, “Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and the decision will be out of my hands.” Heading to the bed, Dastan’s relief quickly turned to apprehension. Did Falling Rain mean to sleep here? With him? Looking at his choice in women, Rain's tastes varied wildly, perhaps he even liked to rut with men.
 
  
 
 Oh sweet Mother have mercy, my chrysanthemum is in danger...
 
  
 
 “Sit down on the bed.” Unable to resist Rain's command, Dastan closed his eyes and waited. Taking Dastan's hand in his own, Rain stood in silence for what felt like an eternity as Dastan's heart hammered away in his chest, his stomach threatening to empty his dinner all over his new master. After a long moment, Rain let go and clicked his tongue and mumbled, “Fucking worthless blob... Can't do shit. Guess I'll have to wait for confirmation...”
 
  
 
 It took some time before Dastan gathered enough courage to open his eyes, letting out a sigh of relief as he watched Rain studying the crossbow, his amber eyes wide with intrigue. Testing the string’s pull, he asked, “Fung told me these things were powerful so how come it’s so light on the draw?”
 
  
 
 Grateful his chrysanthemum was spared, Dastan hurried to explain the finer points of the crossbow. “This weapon is the culmination of decades of testing, with many improvements not found anywhere else. The stock contains a system of pulleys to make drawing the bowstring easier without negatively impacting its power.”
 
  
 
 “Pulleys, why didn’t I think of that... Stupid.”
 
  
 
 “The bowstring itself is also special, made from the leg tendons of wildcats.” Seeing Rain’s look of horror, Dastan recalled the pet felines lazing outside and hurriedly continued. “There are other, better choices, like gale rabbits or prong-horned deer, but it’s not only the tendons which make the bowstrings special. They’re reinforced with the quills of an exotic bird native to the southern province, adding power and durability. There’s more to it, but I’m no expert.”
 
  
 
 “How much do they cost? Seems like a long way to ship quills.”
 
  
 
 “We paid next to nothing for the quills.” Straightening with pride, he explained, “There’s a merchant from the Coalition who collects exotic birds, and their feathers often blow into the streets. My uncle discovered the quills by accident and we collected more than enough feathers to make hundreds of crossbows. You could also claim the birds if you’d like, their owner is either dead or soon to be. There were over twenty birds last I checked.” Though beautiful creatures, Dastan thought it best to not mention their jarring, raucous call, best described as a grating, mocking, eerily human laugh.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Rain was more interested in the crossbow, though why, Dastan couldn’t say. The Bekhai earned much fame due to their incredible skills in archery. After asking a few more questions, Rain looked up and grinned. “I’m not a huge fan of birds, but who knows. I don’t mind a few more pets and if they’re too annoying, then maybe they’ll taste delicious. Let’s go grab them and then I want to have a chat with your uncle. Oh,” he added, “You and your retinue are my new bodyguards. Gather them up please, I don’t feel safe wandering the streets of Sanshu after dark.”
 
  
 
 Brimming with pride, Dastan saluted and ran off to carry out his orders. Perhaps there was hope yet, with Dastan’s uncle proving his worth. Besides, he’d never dreamed of receiving a position of such great honour. Anyone who insulted them would be insulting Rain’s honour, allowing them to hold their heads up high despite of their status as slaves. Though a far cry from his former status, Dastan was willing to serve as penance for his crimes.
 
  
 
 Though Dastan Zhandos would never find fame, there was no disgrace in standing side by side with the rising dragon Falling Rain, defending him from harm and following him to greatness. If need be, Dastan was even willing to give up his chrysanthemum.
 
  
 
 It wouldn't be the worst thing it the world... would it?
 
  
 
 He prayed he'd never have to find out.
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 Waiting in the courtyard while Dastan gathers his people, I wrack my brain for a new plan. My original idea of scouring minds in search of Spectres came to a screeching halt once I realized I’m incapable of scouring at will. I’ve never tested it before because I was terrified of how people would react once they learned I can literally dive into their heads, but Dastan made for an ideal test subject. While the practice of slave Oaths is atrocious, I have to admit, it makes for a handy minion. So long as I hold the pendant, Dastan can’t betray my confidence, so I readied myself to dive into his mindscape and explain my powers.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, things didn’t work out in practice.
 
  
 
 The more I learn, the more questions I discover. I don’t understand how I slip into people’s brains, and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t insert myself into Dastan’s mindscape, which leaves me right back where I started. So frustrating. I never asked for this voodoo mind magic but the one time I try to use it, I fall flat on my face. Figures. I guess I’ll wait for Baledagh to wake up before finding out if Dastan’s people are Spectre-free. Until then, I’ll be sleeping with one eye open.
 
  
 
 It’s a damn shame. If it’d worked, then it would have solved all my problems. Blobby itself doesn’t detect Defiled, it only cares about Demons and demon-derived commodities, so I’m forced to rely on Baledagh once more. Problem is, while Baledagh’s ability to pick out the Defiled is useful, I’d have to reveal those powers and convince the Shrike’s replacement of their validity. I figure attributing my Defiled detection prowess to Blobby was a perfect excuse, the only solution I’ve come up with which doesn’t end in the slaughter of innocent civilians. While I’m not sure how the Empire will react to the news of Heavenly Water flowing through my veins, I assume it’ll involve some threat to my life, but I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it. I’ve no other option. Yea, I need to toughen up, but if a few months from now, Sanshu is Purged and I did nothing to stop it, I’ll never forgive myself. With Baledagh’s help, we could single-handedly save hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of lives.
 
  
 
 All I need to do is convince the powers-that-be that I can sense the Defiled, without anyone discovering I have a quasi-Defiled alter-ego hanging out in my skull. Easy peasy.
 
  
 
 Then again, all my internal strife is pointless if Baledagh doesn’t wake up in time, or if he’s no longer Defiled, which is a distinct possibility. I mean, if the Spectres are responsible for Baledagh’s Defiled radar, then we’re shit out of luck considering Blobby ate all the Spectres hanging out in my brain. I'm not complaining, since I’d sleep easier knowing Baledagh is no longer at risk of going full murder-hobo, but I’ll be stuck with the hard question of what to do with the ticking time bomb that is Dastan’s family.
 
  
 
 That’s a lie. The answer is easy, I’d choose my family over his any day of the week. I mean, worst come to worst, if Blobby is revealed, I’ll throw myself at the Emperor’s mercy and become his dog to keep my family safe, but to order the deaths of innocents... No one can protect me from my conscience.
 
  
 
 I’ve still got time to figure this out. I don’t understand, why I can’t peer into people’s heads? I’ve done it before, with Dagen, Bei, and Yo Ling, so why not Dastan's? Dagen was being mentally assaulted by a Demon, Bei was a demon, and Yo Ling... controlled Demons? Is that it? I can only mind merge with Demons or those afflicted by them? Is that why Blobby chose me, as a vehicle to deliver it to delicious Demon souls? 
 
  
 
 Falling Rain's Heavenly Water delivery service. Ha. 
 
  
 
  Focus... Yo Ling wasn’t a Demon or Demon afflicted, so how did I invade his mindscape? What makes him different from Dastan? Was it the six collared humans? Blobby went straight for them, treating the multitude of Spectres surrounding us as a mere side dish. Six collared humans in Yo Ling's brain, six Demons under his command... Is that how Yo Ling controlled them? By stealing away their hosts’ souls and threatening each Demon’s existence?
 
  
 
 The fuck if I know. I’m grasping at straws here, making too many assumptions because I don’t have enough information. Why is this so complicated? I always read about protagonists with wise old mentors for their spirit companion, but in this case, I am the wise old mentor.
 
  
 
 Baledagh really got shafted by my arrival.
 
  
 
 Hearing Dastan approach, I shelve my thoughts to take in the sight of his retinue. Overwhelmed by the administrator’s announcement, I didn’t get a good look at them earlier, but I must admit, they’re rather impressive. Backs straight and heads held high, their footsteps shake the ground as they march in time, two by two with weapons at the ready. Like a conductor keeps time for his orchestra, Dastan sets the pace for his retinue, his battered face beaming with pride as he leads them towards me. Following his hand gestures, they spread out in formation, five neat rows of ten men each, staring straight ahead until all are in place, at which point they drop to one knee, bow their heads and clasp their hands in salute. As one, they shout, “Awaiting orders, Great One.”
 
  
 
 I really shouldn’t be intimidated by my own bodyguards. Technically slaves, but calling them bodyguards makes me feel better about the whole situation. Stupid and meaningless, but we all do what we must. “Please stand,” I say, moving closer to Dastan. Though his feet remain in place, the former Warrant Officer leans away from my approach, making me wonder if I smell bad. Probably, considering I spent all afternoon lounging with the quins, and their... unique musk takes some getting used to. Respectful of his personal space, I stop at arms length and give him a smile. “Impressive, but I prefer to keep things low-key. No need for the marching, kneeling, or shouting.”
 
  
 
 “By your command,” Dastan replies, avoiding my gaze. What happened? During dinner, he had no problems with eye contact, but now he’s acting like a scared schoolgirl. The burdens of leadership, I suppose, can’t be too friendly with your soldiers. I guess I was spoiled by my first retinue, having forged a sense of camaraderie with them back when I was a nobody. While I was treated with respect, they never tensed up around me unless they were breaking the rules, always happy to share a drink or crack a joke.
 
  
 
 I didn’t just lose soldiers, I lost friends.
 
  
 
 Looking over their replacements, I’m overcome with melancholy and guilt. Forty-nine warriors, each one with a shield, crossbow, and one or two weapons of their choice. Wholly unarmoured, they wear simple brown or grey servant’s clothes scavenged from the manor closets, though they’d probably look fearsome wearing rags. With fourteen Spiritual Weapons among them including Dastan’s, it’s a world of difference from my ragtag group of former cripples who brought a sum total of zero, the difference between the commoners and elites.
 
  
 
 At the back of the group stands a few commoners, huddled around a portly, balding man. Glancing at Dastan in question, he waves the bald man forward and says, “Great One, this is my Uncle. The trip will take time, so I thought it prudent to bring him with us. The others are craftsmen who might have other insights to add.”
 
  
 
 I gotta say, I kinda enjoy being called ‘Great One’. “Sounds good, lets move out.” At least Dastan isn’t being obtuse and only carrying out my orders to the letter, though things might change if I have his family executed. Peering down from the balconies, the families of my new guards watch with fear in their eyes, huddled together for comfort. Ignore them, don’t get attached. It doesn’t matter if they’re innocent, it doesn’t matter if they’re kids. If I can’t bring them with me, then I must order their deaths.
 
  
 
 It would be a mercy.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I hate it here.
 
  
 
 With Dastan in command of my guards, I leave the manor for the first time since arriving, walking out with Lin on my arm. Li Song follows behind with the wildcats and bear cubs in tow while my lovely, pouting Mila claims my free hand and honours me with a stern glare. “Remember, we’re only taking the birds because you need their feathers. You have enough pets as it is.”
 
  
 
 Flashing her a smile, I ignore her warnings while pretending to listen to her rambling. I don’t care, I’m rich, I can afford to be eccentric. I want more pets and damn the consequences. A dog would be nice, though I doubt I’d find one in an exotic animal collection. I didn’t ask for details because I’d rather be surprised, but I hope there’s something cute and cuddly for me to love and squeeze. Watching Aurie amble beside me, his slack-jawed grin brings a smile to my face. Though I love him and his siblings, I’d be the first to admit they’re not the prettiest of animals. With a head too small for their torsos and a butt-heavy frame, they look awkward in the light of day and worse by flickering lantern light. While their attributes make for a fearsome ambush predator, their aesthetics are sorely lacking, like ungainly, badly drawn caricatures done by someone who'd never seen a real cat.
 
  
 
 Mentally apologizing to my ugly kittens, I resolve to love them all the same, no matter how many adorable, big-eyed, soft-furred pretties I adopt.
 
  
 
 While Mila takes a breather from lecturing me, I turn to greet Dastan’s uncle. “Hello, I’m Falling Rain. These are my two betrothed, Lin and Mila, and this is our friend, Li Song.”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Dastan’s yet to be named uncle picks up on the hint, responding with a gruff, “Diyako.” After uttering his name, his jaw shuts with an audible click, not bothering to introduce his companions.
 
  
 
 At least I hope it's his name and not some colourful insult in another language. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Dastan tells me you helped design the crossbows?”
 
  
 
 “Aye.”
 
  
 
 “So you’re a bowyer?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Then... a carpenter?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 Noticing my frustration, Dastan interjects. “Please forgive him, my uncle is a man of few words. Uncle, tell our new boss about your former duties.”
 
  
 
 “Why?” Shooting me a glare of contempt, Diyako lifts his chin in defiance. “The bloodthirsty savage’ll set his hangman on us all the same. Ain’t nothin’ I can say to change his mind.”
 
  
 
 It appears I’ve overlooked the minor matter of my horrible reputation. Since there’s no point in playing the nice guy, I might as well go with it. “I can’t promise to save you, but if you’re of value, then I might be more motivated to try.” Seeing his disinterest, I try a different tack. “I’m rather enamoured by your crossbows, despite their many flaws.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.”
 
  
 
 Dismissive though his snort might be, I know I’ve got his attention. The best way to get through to these craftsmen types is to criticize their work. Passing Lin off to Mila, I grab Dastan’s crossbow to use as a prop. “While the drawing mechanism and the string materials are innovative, the basic structure of the crossbow leaves much to be desired. Like this trigger for example, a metal lever running parallel to the stock. Why’s it so long? You’re telling me, to lower this tiny catch by a single centimetre, I have to depress this abomination of a trigger almost a full five centimetres? It’s ridiculous.” The level squeaks as I demonstrate, continuing on before Diyako has a chance to defend himself. “What’s more, you can’t leave any fingers between stock and trigger, because if you do, the catch won’t lower enough to loose. This restricts you from keeping a firm grip while firing and worst of all, forces you to shoot from the hip instead of bracing the stock against your shoulder, which would offer better accuracy. There’s more, but the trigger alone is enough to disqualify it. It’s a pretty piece of work, but I’d wager its creator never fired a crossbow in combat.”
 
  
 
 Frowning at my words, Diyako purses his lips, staring at the crossbow in thought. At his non-verbal request, I pass him the crossbow as he experiments for himself, before passing it along and discussing with his companions in hushed tones.
 
  
 
 “Set the lever further up, perpendicular...”
 
  
 
 “... Spring mounted catch, pop right back in place...”
 
  
 
 “..Shoulder-braced, won't need to worry as much about recoil...”
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of heated discussion, Diyako returns the crossbow before nodding in agreement. “You make good points. Sorry fer my disrespect.” His eyes burn with interest and hope as he introduces the others. “We’re tinkerers, of a sort. We’ve all manner of skills, woodworking, blacksmithing, glass-blowing and what-not. I suppose you could say we fix things that ain’t broke, make em better.”
 
  
 
 “Did you design the catapults?” As he nods, my mind fills with visions of quin-mounted weapons of destruction, raining death upon my enemies from afar. Oh no... I need these people. They’re thinkers, problem solvers, a brain trust I can set to work on figuring out how to make all the stupid things I can remember, like paper, concrete, gunpowder, steam engines, telescopes, and those damned buckles on knapsacks.
 
  
 
 Okay, lets not get ahead of myself. Calm down, I can’t guarantee their lives, not yet. After asking a few more questions, I hide my excitement as best I can and return to Lin and Mila. My little bunny girl gives me a sad smile but keeps silent and Mila follows suit, her eyes speaking volumes. I understand their worries but I can’t help myself. I finally have the chance to put my past life experiences to good use, without taking time away from my training.
 
  
 
 Outsourcing is a wonderful thing.
 
  
 
 Still dreaming of the endless possibilities, we reach our destination without fanfare. Though the city guards are none too happy seeing Dastan and his retinue, their attitudes take a full 180 once I pull out my shiny new silver-etched jade token. Happy to oblige, they open the doors without a fuss, though they send someone to notify the administrators office. I don’t mind, they’re just doing their jobs, and worst-case scenario, I pay for all the animals I adopt.
 
  
 
 Familiar with the grounds, Diyako leads the way, my anticipation building to a crescendo as we follow the a stone-paved walkway towards a line of cages. A cacophony of squawks and chirps greet us as I open my ears, listening for the happy sounds my new, furry friends. And waiting. And listening.
 
  
 
 ... Where are the growls? The yowls? The barks and the yips? All I hear is bird-noises.
 
  
 
 Moving down the pathway, I pass cage after cage filled with all manner of birds, fluttering about in a frenzy of colour and sound. Pretty as they are, I’m not a huge fan of birds. For one, they taste delicious and I can’t love something if I think of it as food. Second, most birds have those weird, beady little eyes, always wide open and unable to express emotion. Then there’s the projectile pooping, and I don’t need to explain why that’s a negative.
 
  
 
 While I’m still looking for the mammals section, Diyako comes to a halt before a cage, pointing out the source of my future crossbow strings. Boasting a chubby, stocky frame, sharp, curved talons and long, pointed beaks, these birds are undoubtedly predators, a guess made all the more certain as they sit in their perches, eyeing us in silence, unperturbed by our appearance. About the size of hawk, their wings are mostly brown with a splash of blue, with a little brown and white tuft atop their head, like a bad case of bed head. White-bellied and delightfully fluffy, they’re rather cute for birds, though bigger than expected.
 
  
 
 I’m still not super excited about them, but it’s okay. They’re resources, not companions. Reaching into my pouch, I pull out a piece of dried fish, and tap it against the bars while I prepare my Aura. The birds all eye the food, likely starving since their caretakers have all been taken into custody. Picking the cutest, fattest bird of the bunch, I extend my Aura around it, imparting a sense of love and companionship to entice it over.
 
  
 
 “Err, I wouldn’t do that.” Diyako voices his concern as I stick my hand into the cage, but I wave it aside, concentrating on the task at hand. Using Aura for other emotions takes much more concentration than normal, only able to cover two living beings at a time, instead of the seemingly limitless default Aura. If I get the biggest, fattest bird on my good side, than the others should theoretically follow suit. After a cocking its head left and right a few times, the fatty bird flies to a closer perch, still out of reach. hopping from one foot to the next, it looks back and forth between me and the food, unwilling to come within arm’s length. Hunkering down, it looks at least three times more adorable up close, its chest and crest all puffed out, looking like an adorably angry bird. Carefully extending my arm, the fish makes its way further into the cage, but still, the fatty doesn’t move.
 
  
 
 Aww, don’t be scared birdy. It’s okay. I’m just gonna feed you some fishies. You like fishies right? Come here and take the fishes, then I’ll pet you and love you. C’mon, don’t be shy.
 
  
 
 Once my arm is fully extended and halfway in the cage, the fat bird flaps over and takes the treat from my hand, settling on my palm to eat. Gobbling the fish in mere seconds, the bird hops in a small circle before looking me in the eye. Aww, how cute, I’m think I’ll name you Roc, like the mythical-
 
  
 
 Letting loose with an unholy squawk, Roc pecks my wrist, tearing away a chunk of flesh.
 
  
 
 In bird culture, this is considered a dick move.
 
  
 
  Yelping in pain, I withdraw my hand and glare at the bird as he swallows my flesh and flaps away. Flipping his head back, Roc opens his beak and utters forth a mocking, human-like laugh, sending a shiver down my spine. What the fuck... Is this a human in bird form? Is that even possible?
 
  
 
 “Mean little bastards, they are. Smart too. It’s a real nightmare gettin’ their feathers out.” Diyako’s smile doesn’t help my pride, but I’ve no one to blame but myself.
 
  
 
 Well, at least I learned a valuable lesson. My Aura, while capable of conveying emotions, isn’t quite the powerful, beast taming method I’d imagined it to be. While I can use it to let the animal know I’m friendly, it doesn’t make them friendly too. Better to learn now with the tiny birds than later with the big wolves. Ordering Dastan’s soldiers to put the entire cage on the wagon, I turn to Diyako and ask, “So where are the other animals?”
 
  
 
 “Other animals?”
 
  
 
 “You know, the wolves, tigers, elephants and whatnot. Something with fur, though at this point, I’ll even accept scales.”
 
  
 
 “Ain’t no fur or scales to be found here,” he replies. “This here is an aviary.”
 
  
 
 The blood drains from my face as I play back my conversation with Dastan. Ah, he said ‘collects exotic birds’. I got too excited and heard what I wanted to hear. No cute doggy or fluffy bunny for me... Swallowing my disappointment, I choke back a sob as Roc and his companions continue laughing, as if mocking my ruined dreams of fluffy companionship. Leaning over to pat Aurie’s head, the sweet wildcat rumbling in pleasure, bringing warmth to my heart. It’s fine, I’ve got my kitties and bears, and I can always find other adorable pets.
 
  
 
 On the way out, I ask the guards to find someone to feed the birds or set them free. Despite my budding hatred of the avian pests, at least I can keep something in Sanshu from suffering a slow, agonizing death.
 
  
 
 It’s not much, but it’s the best I can do. For now.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 239 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Adrift in a sea of darkness, Baledagh sought sweet oblivion, a release from this endless misery, but it was denied him. His future bleaker than the surrounding void, he felt it easier to wipe the slate clean and try again in a new life. Somewhere out there in the vast expanse of time and space, Qing-Qing had long since taken her first breath in her next life and he didn’t want to keep her waiting.
 
  
 
 Yet for all his prayers and efforts, death escaped him. Mired in endless misery, he found no solace in the sweet dreams of yesterday, the fond memories tainted by guilt and heartache. He’d fallen into the Spectres’ trap, given himself wholly to a life of falsehoods and imitations, leaving them free to run rampant through his body after Brother sacrificed so much to seal them away. If not for the Heavenly Waters, Baledagh would have doomed them both.
 
  
 
  He saw so clearly now how his 'life' with Qing-Qing had been nothing more than a self-indulgent fantasy, all his dreams coming true to keep him complacent, yet he still ached to return to his happy, imaginary life. There, he had friends and family, achievements and potential, while here, he meandered through the void, running from reality in search of a lie.
 
  
 
 And to think, he’d called Brother weak for indulging in the same when they'd first met.
 
  
 
 Nothing but heartache and hardship awaited him should he wake, cursed to be a spectator in his own life. His was an aberrant existence, two minds sharing one body, his presence wholly unnecessary in the grand scheme of things. He had nothing to offer and Brother would be better off without him, such was the harsh truth he'd come to accept. Brother was too kind to say or even think it, but Baledagh knew this now. There were no ancestors guiding his hand, no power hiding deep within, only a stupid boy who brought disaster down on them both.
 
  
 
 For Baledagh was Defiled, his soul tainted and diseased, a cancer best eradicated before it spread.
 
  
 
 Despite knowing the truth, Brother still hoped for Baledagh’s recovery. Though his 'body' lay in the void, eyes closed and unresponsive, his mind watched over from above as Brother appeared in the void. With a melancholy sigh, Brother set to work filling the emptiness with colour and comforts. A bed appeared beneath Baledagh’s body, with a thick quilt to cover him. Flowers in a vase sat on the nightstand beside his bed, emitting the soothing fragrance of medicinal herbs. A floor stretched out beneath them and four walls and a roof sprung into place. Light entered the newly formed room from the four massive windows, stretching from wall to wall and offering a scenic view overlooking the village. The bear cubs and wildcats popped into existence, snuggled against Baledagh's body in apparent sleep. 
 
  
 
 Drained by his efforts, Brother climbed into bed beside Baledagh and stared up at the ‘roof’ in silence. He did the same thing every time he came, an exercise in futility since the surroundings would all disappear the moment Brother left the void. Lying shoulder to shoulder, their differences seemed all the more apparent. Though they shared the same features, their posture and expression made a world of difference. Brother looked older and wiser, surrounded by an aura of serene calm as he laid on the bed, both relaxed and ready, like a lion sleeping in the woods. In contrast, Baledagh’s ‘body’ seemed on edge, rigid and wary, a scared kitten looking to lash out at even the hint of danger.
 
  
 
 Sighing once more, Brother closed his eyes and spoke, chatting with Baledagh’s unresponsive form. “Hey little brother. Hope you’re doing well. I don’t know if you can hear me, but you take all the time you need to rest and recuperate, I’ll hold down the fort until you’re better. I’m here for you, so don’t you worry about a thing. Everything’s gonna be all right, I promise. You just need to come back when you're ready. Anyway, today was a long day. I met an Ancestral Beast, Jorani's dad, if you can believe it. Honestly, it was kinda disappointing. I thought Ancestral Beasts would be much scarier...”
 
  
 
 Just like that, all of Baledagh’s sins were forgiven and brushed aside, without mentioning them even once. Why? Knowing he was Defiled, Brother still treated him so well. They’d both be better off if he died, yet Brother continued to help and comfort him, showing nothing but empathy and understanding without a hint of anger or complaint. It wasn’t the blanket warming him, but his brother’s familial love and affection, something Baledagh didn’t deserve yet received all the same.
 
  
 
 Trying his best to put it out of mind, Baledagh tried to ignore Brother's rambling to no avail. “... named the fat one Roc. He’s adorable, but a total jerk. The plan is to use Roc to train Aura while our body heals, learn the limits and effects without working too hard. We are bone thin, and with the possibility of a siege looming in the near future, I'm trying not to eat too much. Anyway, I totally want to pet Roc, he looks so soft and poofy, like a cloud with talons and a beak. Too bad he won’t get any bigger, how awesome would it be to ride a bird? Soaring through the sky with the wind in our hair, looking down on the vast green forests...” Trailing off mid sentence, Brother fell asleep and disappeared, taking all the comforts with him and leaving Baledagh alone in the void once more.
 
  
 
 Ignoring the feelings of loss and abandonment, he convinced himself it was better this way. In a few weeks, Brother would give up and stop coming and allow Baledagh to fade away into obscurity. This was for the best. Falling Rain didn’t need Baledagh dragging him down.
 
  
 
 A day passed and Brother returned. After crafting the room once more, he laid beside Baledagh in silence for a few minutes before speaking. “I spent all day brainstorming with Diyako and his people, coming up with ideas and solutions in case I have to... you know.” Drawing a finger across his throat, Brother shuddered and shut his eyes. Too soft, Baledagh agreed with Lin, it was best to hang them all and move on. Just like he should let Baledagh go, but Brother would never agree to it, not unless he had to. This was for the best.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to open his eyes and speak harsh truth, Baledagh hid away and listened as Brother rambled on. “I can see where Dastan get his low opinion of nobles from. A real conspiracy theorist, Diyako thinks the aristocracy are working together to keep ranged weapons from becoming mainstream. The weird thing is, it makes a twisted sort of sense. I mean, I work hard to learn how to fight, so it’d suck to die from a stray arrow, but I doubt anyone’s actively suppressing technological advancement. The aristocracy can barely keep themselves from tearing each other apart, so I doubt they’d work together on this. Never attribute to malice that which is adequately explained by stupidity. No one bothers with ranged weapons because it’s limited in scope. You can’t kill a Demon with a bow, so why waste the effort? Idiots.” Waving his hand, Brother shook his head and sighed. “Well, I suppose I’ll learn the truth soon enough. They’re working on a new and improved crossbow, and once it’s ready, I’ll make the plans available to everyone for free. I'm hoping it catches on, because I’d imagine a city wall brimming with crossbow-wielding peasants would make the Shrike’s replacement think twice about Purging Sanshu. Fuck the Empire, they can eat a giant bag of dicks.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh marked the days with Brother’s appearances, visiting every night for a chat. “That fucking bird,” he began, jumping onto the bed. “The fat feathered bastard pecked Aurie. If it scars, I swear I’ll turn that smug crow-bait into soup.” After fuming for a while, he giggled. “Ah you should've seen it. Aurie was sitting there for hours, tapping at the cage bars. I think he wanted to make new friends, it was so adorable. Anyway, fed up with the noise, Roc flies right up to Aurie, brave as can be, all puffed up and squawking. Aurie, the sweet idiot, presses his nose in for a sniff and Bam! Bleeding cat.” Laughing, Brother made Aurie’s double reenact the scene, the wildcat leaping away with a yowl and a woeful look upon his face. “I swear, he must have jumped three meters high and five meters back, so crazy. Startled the bears so bad they zoomed around the field for a few minutes, running for their lives. The kids loved it, laughing and clapping from the balconies...” Brother’s voice grew strained before changing the topic, babbling of nothing until he fell asleep.
 
  
 
 “Good news,” Brother announced, speaking before he’d even begun to put the room in place. “We received word from the Bridge! They held! Can you believe it? They did it! Oh, I wish you could have seen it, the celebrations were incredible. Huushal and the others arrived just in time too, with music and dancing in the streets, everyone cheering for Baatar and Akanai. The food was delicious, especially since all the funerals are done with and there’s no more smoke and incense hanging in the air. It’s nice to finally be appreciated, even if by proxy. I still get a lot of dirty looks, but to be fair, I think it's because I've got Dastan and his retinue around all the time. Almost got in a fight with a crowd who kept pelting my guards with dirt. At least I hope it was dirt...”
 
  
 
 “Jorani came back with all our ill-gotten gains. It's crazy how much we profited from our little scheme, I gave away more than half but we’re still pretty rich, especially after Yuzhen refuse to take a share. Ethics and whatnot, but whatever, I’ll give Gerel something for the dowry. Or betrothal gift, I’m still not sure how things work. Speaking of betrothal gifts, I took some gemstones and found a jeweller who's willing to work with stolen merchandise, so yea. Didn't feel right to give stolen jewelry as betrothal gifts, but I'm having new jewelry made so it shouldn't matter. I should find souvenirs for the others too... Do you think I should send something to Yan? I know what I said before she left, but it’s been awhile, so I’m sure a letter wouldn’t hurt. Friends send letters, right? I don’t know where she lives though, or the going rate for delivery. I’ll ask.”
 
  
 
 “Baatar finally got our report and sent orders back. No real details but he told us to sit tight and wait for further instructions. I’m worried though, if you read between the lines, he’s telling us to prepare for a siege, which means he thinks the Defiled might still break through. I hope everyone’s okay up there... It’s crazy the stronger we get, the more I realize how high the sky truly is. Mila says Baatar would have squashed Yo Ling like a bug, and even allowing for hyperbole, it shows how far we have to go. No worries though, our body is healing well, so once you’re ready, we can put more effort into our training little brother. Me and you, we’ll reach the apex together, I know it.”
 
  
 
 “Went over the ledgers with Rustram today, and sorry to say, but we’re not as wealthy as I'd once believed. After setting aside enough for the new pension fund, we’re still comfortably wealthy but not you know, ‘Fuck You’ wealthy. It’s not a huge problem, but I was hoping there’d be enough to fund a few orphanages and put out standing purchase orders on child slaves. You know, something to keep them from going through what we went through at the mines. I’m not sure how much you remember, but a fun time, it was not... Whatever, maybe my brain trust will come up with something marketable.”
 
  
 
 “I made an amazing discovery today: our cats love headbutts. Found out while checking Aurie’s injury. Leaned over for a look, booped him for a giggle, and he literally melted. Tried it on Jimjam and he gave me a hug. I thought he hated snuggling. Quins on the other hand, do not like headbutts, so take note. The bears don’t seem to mind either way, and I’m not confident enough to try on Roc, not without a full-faced runic helm. That beak is sharp. I was gonna try on Mila, but thought better of it.”
 
  
 
 “Lin and Mila love their new jewellery, big hugs and smiles all around. Weird though, they were furious I didn’t give something to Li Song. Luckily I had an emerald studded comb in my pocket, so now I need to find another gift for Alsantset. The catgirl didn’t even smile, just nodded and pocketed the comb. I don't mind, but why did I have to give her a gift too? I’m 100% sure they don’t expect me to marry Li Song, but somehow, I’m supposed to treat her the same way I treat Mila, minus all the hugging and kissing and you know... general affection of any sort. Maybe it’s a sister of the bride thing? I dunno.”
 
  
 
 “Did you know there’s an entire religion of dudes who believe our existence is a punishment? They’re called the Penitent Brotherhood, and they just sit around all day, whipping themselves bloody. No women allowed, probably because that would make the whipping too sexy or something. Anyway, they sent a letter inviting us to join the brotherhood. Apparently, they’re big fans of ours, and even gave us a monk name, SanDukkha, which means ‘Perpetual Suffering’. They seem like fun guys, but tempting as the offer was, they’re also vegetarians, so I politely declined. Yuck.”
 
  
 
 “Remember how I told you the Magistrate let me into the library? Well holy shit, there’s a lot of stuff in there. Mostly old histories and ledgers, but I’ve been doing a lot of theological reading. It’s 99% religious legends and superstitions, but hopefully, I’ll find something that can er... explain or fix our current situation. Don’t worry little brother, I won’t give up, so neither should you. It’s all under control with Blobby around, so you don’t have to worry. No spectres are getting in here, you're clean. I know you’re a good person, and hopefully someday, we’ll sit side by side in the real world. Well, not exactly like this. As great as you are at listening, there’s something to be said for actual conversation. No rush though, take your time.”
 
  
 
 Rubbing his eyes, Brother sighed once more before falling into quiet thought. He’d been sighing often of late, only speaking of happy events while keeping his troubles to himself, beside himself with worries for slaves and strangers, family and friends. Though he believed Baledagh unconscious and unaware, Brother hid his anxiety, visiting every day and painting a happy picture in hopes Baledagh would return. It didn’t make sense, why did Brother care so much? He should be ecstatic Baledagh was gone, he’d been nothing but a nuisance since awakening the first time. Time and time again, he'd gotten them into trouble with his headstrong ways, leaving a giant mess behind for Brother to clean up, and now, he’d been relieved of his burden named Baledagh, free to live life as the Undying Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Brother faded away and Baledagh waited for his return, but this time, there was no good news to be had. After laying in bed for a few minutes, as he always did, Brother covered his face and sighed. “Orders from Baatar arrived just before dinner. It’s been two weeks since the Defiled retreated and there’s been no sign of them since, so we’re leaving Sanshu in the morning. We’re going home. It’s gonna be a long journey, since we don’t have enough quins or horses, and I want to stop in at the Butcher Bay hideout. Jester Wang reckons there’ll be plenty of treasure still around, and it should be safe enough. Problem is, I'm out of time. I haven’t come up with any ideas on how to save Diyako and the others, which means come morning, I have to order the deaths of innocent civilians. Of children.”
 
  
 
 With those ominous words, Brother fell silent, fighting to keep from crying. Wracked with shame and remorse, Baledagh considered his options. He’d long surmised that Brother hoped Baledagh would wake in time to inspect the civilians for Defiled, but he wanted nothing to do with this life, with this world. Aside from Brother, there was nothing left here for him, with only Brother’s daily visits to keep him from vanishing into the void. No matter how much he wanted to leave, every time Brother appeared, Baledagh couldn’t tear himself away, returning to listen to his every word.
 
  
 
 He couldn’t do it. How could he abandon his brother, when Rain wouldn’t abandon him? Even knowing Baledagh was Defiled and needing his help, Brother didn’t rush or plead with him, giving him time to recover on his own. What sort of brother would Baledagh be if he left now, knowing he could help? No matter how necessary, ordering the deaths of children and innocents would destroy Brother, perhaps even unbalance him. Maybe not immediately, but he would hold it close for years, never speaking of his pain or suffering until it was too late. For all his modesty, Brother had his pride, always shouldering burdens on his own and seeking answers without help. He could have given the unbound commoners to someone, or asked Gerel to decide, could have taken a multitude of easier paths, but he didn’t. Brother wanted to save these strangers and was willing to pay any price so long as it didn’t impact his family. That’s simply who he was, a kindhearted, compassionate fool who dreamed of saving everyone.
 
  
 
 Qing Qing would have to wait, but she'd understand. 
 
  
 
 The world shifted as Baledagh opened his eyes to stare up at the ceiling, smiling at the various carved depictions of heroism and glory. No wonder he always stopped and stared, so it was to carve this. The scene wasn’t to Brother’s taste, he’d rather look at animals or women, no, this was done for Baledagh. A small thing, but the sight warmed him more than words ever could. Perhaps he wanted Baledagh to gaze upon something inspiring upon waking, or maybe it was merely a passing fancy, this tiny, almost insignificant detail showed how much Rain cared.
 
  
 
 Baledagh had been a terrible brother, he knew this now. Since awakening, he’d known feelings of jealousy and resentment, hoping to one day overthrow Brother and take his place as Falling Rain, but no more. Brother was Falling Rain, and Baledagh was Baledagh. Perhaps someday, they would walk side by side in the real world, but if not, then such was life.
 
  
 
 “Sorry Brother,” he said, sitting up and shocking Rain from his stupor. “I’m awake now.”
 
  
 
 “You’ve got nothing to be sorry about, little brother,” Rain replied with a smile on his face. “Welcome back.”
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 The knots in my metaphysical shoulders melt away as I clinch my little brother in an astral bear hug. “It’s so good to see you,” I say, almost giddy with relief. “Responsive that is. As much as I enjoy having a captive audience, I was starting to worry. With everything that happened and how you were acting, I couldn’t help but imagine the worst. Like what if the Spectres were tied to your life force, or if Blobby ate part of your brain, or... yea. A few more days and I was gonna try kissing you awake, like in those stories I used to tell Lin. Woo, look at me, I’m shaking with relief and rambling here. Sorry. How you feeling?”
 
  
 
 “I’ve been better, but I’ll live.” Stony faced and apprehensive, Baledagh turns away to stare at the carvings in the ceiling, avoiding conversation. “These look familiar.”
 
  
 
 “They’re from the pagoda in the village.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, I see it now.” After a brief pause, Baledagh says, “So, time’s wasting. Let’s do this.”
 
  
 
 A small trace of panic surges through me, worried he’s still suicidal and want’s my help to end things. “Do what?”
 
  
 
 “To check if the civilians are Defiled. We’re leaving in the morning yea? So we should get to it.”
 
  
 
 Patting the bed, I gesture for him to take a seat. “Oh good, you heard everything, but that's not why I'm glad you're back. They can wait. We should talk.” How do I delicately broach the subject of his mental health? “So... still suicidal?”
 
  
 
 Wow. Real delicate. Subtle as a brick.
 
  
 
 Unfazed by the question, Baledagh takes a seat beside me, gazing out the window at the fake village below. I’m proud of it, except I never got the hang of making fake people though. I figured since Demons are so great at making interactive illusionary worlds, it should come naturally to me, but it didn’t work out in practice. Even making static objects take a decent amount of time and energy, the intricate ceiling taking the longest to complete. If I concentrate, I can control my little puppet animals and even people if I wanted to, but it's stilted and uncanny, plus it all falls apart the moment I lose focus. The best I can do is make them ‘breathe’ on their own, making them seem like they’re asleep. Anything more than that takes too much effort. Too bad everything disappears after I leave, but I don’t mind. It’s kinda soothing crafting a world in the void, making it a little nicer for Baledagh while I’m here.
 
  
 
 Taking his silence as confirmation, I wrap my arm around his shoulder and pull him in close. “I get it. It’s difficult to talk about. Back in the mines, every morning I’d wake up and wish I was dead. Do you remember our time there?”
 
  
 
 “Sort of. Bits and pieces mostly, but it never felt real, like being stuck in an unending nightmare. Anything before the mines is even worse, a jumble of disjointed emotions rather than actual memories.”
 
  
 
 That actually explains a lot. He was always there, just sleeping. Or hiding. Or maybe I pushed him away. Too many unanswered questions. “What about our rescue? Do you remember being picked up by Alsantset, or Baatar’s inquiry, or Taduk’s treatment?”
 
  
 
 “...Not really. I remember the slaughter at the mines and killing the pig though. That was vivid, real, like I was physically there. I enjoyed it.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, me too...” Look at us, a bloodthirsty, vengeful pair of brothers. “I’m sorry.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh scoffs. “What do you have to be sorry for?”
 
  
 
 “I’ve robbed you of so many experiences. I used to think we were one and the same person, but I’ve been hogging all the good parts, the love, the family, the friends, and leaving you to experience life second-handed. It’s not fair.”
 
  
 
 “You couldn’t have known. Hell, I didn’t even know.” Shaking his head, Baledagh sighs. “Ours is a strange existence. Do you think we're one soul split in two or two souls joined together?”
 
  
 
 Oh boy. Here we go, the point of no return. “The latter, I’m afraid. Sorry I never told you before, but I have memories of another life in a different world.”
 
  
 
 Readying myself for an explosion of rage and fury, Baledagh takes a handful of seconds to let my world-shattering confession sink in before answering, “Oh.”
 ...
 
  
 
 “That’s it? Not gonna lie, I was expecting more of a reaction.”
 
  
 
 “It’s no big deal. We established long ago you know things I don’t. But what makes you so sure we’re two separate souls? If you have memories of another life, then that means souls reincarnate right? What if 'we' are your reincarnation?”
 
  
 
 “...I think my brain just exploded.” Theology is confusing.
 
  
 
 Minutes pass in silence as we sit side by side, working to untangle the mysteries of rebirth and reincarnation, and Baledagh is first to speak. “It doesn’t matter. Either way, we’re brothers.”
 
  
 
 He says it so convincingly, so decisively, a lump forms in my throat as I croak, “Forever and always brother.”
 
  
 
 “What sort of memories do you have?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing substantial, mostly a sense of wrongness, that things should be different, but I can’t exactly pinpoint how, not consciously. Sometimes I think of things and know what they’re used for, but not how to make them or anything useful so far. A lot of fragmented memories that make little sense, taunting me with ignorance. Oh and every now and then weird phrases pop into my head without thinking, but besides that, all I’ve got is my name, [Rayne].”
 
  
 
 “Dumb name. One character? Then again, Falling Rain doesn't sound much better.”
 
  
 
 “It’s your name too you know.”
 
  
 
 “You’re Falling Rain. I’m Baledagh, a handsome young man with a heroic name. You wouldn't stand a chance, so this life, these accomplishments, they all belong to you. I’m just along for the ride.”
 
  
 
 I see he's picking up some of my colloquialisms. “You’re my brother and at least half of this life is yours. Hell, probably more since we can know you were here first. We’ll take turns, share everything.” Well, almost everything. He needs to find his own Waifus, but I'll help.
 
  
 
 “No.” Pulling away, he looks me in the eye, his resolve unwavering. “Be honest Brother. You can kill me any time you want, can’t you?” Reading me like a book, he doesn’t wait for an answer as he nods, the matter settled in his mind. “The strong thrive, the weak survive. This life is yours, you’ve earned it a dozen times over.”
 
  
 
 Stubborn as a mule, my half-hearted protests do nothing to sway him as I’m secretly flooded with relief, which gives way to guilt, which is chipped away by relief, and so on and so forth. It’s a vicious cycle. I suppose I’ll have to find Baledagh a body or trick him into sharing this one. Ugh, life is never easy, but I’m glad he’s back. “We’ll figure it out as we go, a work in progress. For now, let’s go check on Dastan and his people. Lead the way.”
 
  
 
 My suggestion is met with suspicion as Baledagh tries to figure out my angle. “I thought we just established that this is your life. Why can’t you do it?”
 
  
 
 “Remember? You can't detect Defiled while tucked away in the void, so you’re front and centre on this. I’ll tell you the plan as we go and you can use the walk over to acclimate yourself. It’s been awhile since you’ve worn the meat-suit.”
 
  
 
 Not even a hint of a smile, though my words earn me a long-suffering eye-roll. “Fine.” After a moment’s concentration, Baledagh’s astral body disappears from the void as he steps in to control.
 
  
 
 Propping myself up with a few pillows, I turn the window in front of me into a screen, showing what Baledagh sees. Laying in bed, he stares down at a snoring Aurie, the wildcat’s head resting on our chest. Smiling at the adorable sight, I watch in silence at Baledagh chokes up, stroking Aurie’s whiskers to gently wake him. With fluttering eyelids, the big floofball comes awake wearing a big kitty smile. Before he sits up, I tell Baledagh to say “Boop”.
 
  
 
 Hearing his new favourite word, Aurie’s ears perk up as he gently headbutts Baledagh. Rubbing cheeks with the affectionate wildcat, my little brother laughs for the first time in weeks.
 
  
 
 We don’t have a perfect life, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world.
 
  
 
 I’ll work hard until Baledagh feels the same way.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 After a quiet, last meal with his extended family, Dastan retired to the bedroom with a heavy heart. Uncle Diyako and his friends were unable to come up with anything of value, and come morning, Falling Rain would have every unbound citizen executed. There was nothing anyone could do about it, and the worst part was, no matter how hard Dastan tried, he couldn’t hate Rain for it. Were their roles reversed, Dastan would do the same without batting an eye. No matter how kind or compassionate, no one in the world would willingly sacrifice their family for a band of strangers. Such was life.
 
  
 
 Crying into his pillows, Dastan mourned his family as lost, dreading the morning sun. He wanted to take up his axe and hack his way out, to go down fighting to protect his loved ones, but his Oath denied him the chance. He’d given himself to a life of slavery for the mere chance of saving everyone, but all he did was buy his family a peaceful death. Perhaps even now, Bekhai warriors slipped into their rooms silent and unseen, offering sweet mercy with a blade in the night.
 
  
 
 This was the best he could hope for, to have them go in their sleep, every man, woman, and child sent into the arms of the Mother.
 
  
 
 Three heavy blows rang out at the door sending Dastan into a panic. Terrified of what lay beyond, he trembled from head to toe as he opened the door to find Rain, cold and aloof. Eyes widening momentarily, his lip curled in disgust as he muttered, “No surprise.” As if crying over the deaths of your loved ones was so horrible a thing. Striding into the room, Rain's men followed him in carrying a copper tub and buckets of water to fill it. Glaring at Dastan the whole while, he said nothing until the tub was filled, calling over his shoulder as he strode out into the dark hallway, “Take off your shirt. I’ll be back soon.”
 
  
 
 Panicked cries and pleas sounded out from the borrowed manor, the unbound commoners herded towards their execution. So cruel and sadistic to pull them from their sleep, inciting terror for no reason. Anger and revulsion surged through Dastan as he disrobed, standing naked in front of the tub. So Falling Rain wasn’t the man Dastan thought he was. In the past two weeks, he’d watched over his new master carefully, and while he never had sex, he freely embraced any man or woman that would let him. Sitting in bed with Fung, wrapping an arm around Huushal as they ate, holding hands with Gerel as they stared into each others eyes, it was clear Rain’s tastes swung both ways.
 
  
 
 Not that it mattered, who Rain lay with was no concern to Dastan, so long as they were willing participants, but this... only a monster would force himself on Dastan after slaughtering his family. Perhaps Rain was warped by war and bloodshed, unable to be aroused without death and slaughter. It made sense seeing as Rain spared Dastan that first day, complaining of his ‘useless blob’. Dastan could only imagine what horrors awaited him, forced to endure while Rain tortures his family before his eyes, only to be taken from behind while staring at the tattered remains of his loved ones...
 
  
 
 Why bother? Why keep fighting?
 
  
 
 Rain strode through the door with a frown, thankfully alone and without a single bloodstain. “I told you to take off your shirt. Why are you naked? Put your pants on.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks aflame with embarrassment and rage, he pulled his trousers back up and tied them tight, baffled beyond all belief. Too disciplined to ask questions, he watched as Rain looked him up and down, like one would view a meat, placing a stool at one end of the tub. “Sit,” he ordered, and Dastan obeyed without thought. Placing one palm on his chest and the other on his back, Rain roughly lowered him into the tub. “Lean back and hold your breath,” he added, as if it were needed.
 
  
 
 Before he pieced together half a thought, Dastan’s rage was ripped away by the icy cold waters, leaving him a hollow shell of who he was. A silent calm overtook him as the water washed over his submerged head, clearing his mind and leaving him wondering how he could ever suspect Rain of such wanton cruelty. He’d never given any indication of being more than he appeared, a calm, considerate, talented young warrior who fought like the devil to keep his people safe.
 
  
 
 There was never even a hint of cruelty or maliciousness to him, so why was Dastan always imagining the worst?
 
  
 
 Weak and disoriented, Dastan gasped for air as Rain pulled him back up. Clutching his chest, Dastan recoiled at the sharp, burning pain in his lungs, watching as an ugly, purple bruise spread across his lower ribs. His bones ached as he sat in place, as if he’d been trampled by a bull lit on fire. Staring into Rain’s amber eyes, Dastan watched as the chilly indifference melted into warm concern. “Slow, deep breaths,” he said, wrapping a towel around Dastan’s shoulders. “Embrace the pain, accept it, make it a part of you.”
 
  
 
 “What-what happened?” Dastan asked, his teeth chattering and body shivering.
 
  
 
 “These are your injuries from the battle.” Eyeing his ribs with a rueful chuckle, Rain added, “I guess Fung’s manservant smacked you pretty good. Probably cracked a rib or two, maybe even broke the tip. That’s never pleasant.”
 
  
 
 “Why? How?” The battle was more than twenty days ago, how were these injuries only surfacing now?
 
  
 
 Rain’s voice sounded in Dastan’s head. “Don’t speak. You were... Tainted, for lack of a better word.” Rain can Send?! “Not exactly Defiled, but close. You know the stories about the Father’s Avatars of anger and hatred, destruction and wrath? There’s at least some truth to them. You’ve been drawing power from them and they’ve been helping you mask your pain. They’re gone now, so you’re feeling the full effect. Good news is you’re not gonna die, but you’re not going to enjoy the next few days jostling around a wagon. Don’t worry. I’ll teach you how to Heal your injuries and retrain you from the beginning if necessary.”
 
  
 
 While treating Dastan’s injuries, Rain explained everything through Sending, which explained all the hand-holding. The teachings Dastan relied on until now were nothing but lies and deceit, drawing him closer to the Father’s Maw each day. His reliance on anger and fury left him on the edge of imbalance and ready to become Defiled. His entire retinue was the same and likely many of their family members, but Rain was blessed by the Heavens and in possession of a Tear of the Mother, the aforementioned Blobby. For the past two weeks, he’d worked in secret to master its usage, and now, after a breakthrough, he used it to cleanse the Defiled Taint from Dastan’s body, leaving him weakened, but free. After this, he would do the same for Dastan’s family, his retinue’s family, any of the Militia who might be tainted, and bring them to the Bridge. Alive.
 
  
 
 Unless they were too far gone. Not even the Mother’s Tear could help those.
 
  
 
 “Keep this a secret,” Rain said as he stood to leave.
 
  
 
 “Why,” Dastan whispered, filled with wonder and reverence. “Why hide your gift? The Shrike might have listened and you’d save so many lives...”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t discover Blobby until after the Purge, during the battle for Sanshu, but I’ll reveal it if necessary. Major Yuzhen knows the details because Gerel couldn’t keep his mouth shut. Whatever, it works out, so if a Purge seems likely, she’ll send word and I’ll reveal everything. I’d rather not though, I’d like to live a long, peaceful life with my family. Welp, there’s like 300 more people to go through, so I’m gonna leave now. Rest easy.” Closing the door behind him, Rain left Dastan alone with his thoughts.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, he channelled the Energy of the Heavens and whispered a prayer. “Thank you Merciful Mother for guiding your wayward servant back to the light. I was blind but now I see. I, Dastan Zhandos, under no duress, freely and readily pledge my life in defence of Falling Rain.” The words said, nothing changed, but his slave’s Oath no longer weighed him down. In its place was a new purpose, a divine mission, the holiest of duties.
 
  
 
 It would be his honour to serve the Mother’s Chosen Son, Falling Rain.
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 After sending his latest patient out the door, Baledagh leaned back to stretch, groaning as his bones cracked in sweet relief. Despite spending what felt like years in the dream world, he never noticed the absence of tiny details. The illusions satisfied all his major needs but left out minor things like the simple pleasure of stretching out a kink or voiding a full bladder. It was nice to have a real body again, even if only on loan. “Brother, you truly are a harsh taskmaster,” he thought, “Putting me to work only minutes after waking. We’ve been at this for hours and there’s still no end to them.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry,” Brother replied, bowing in apology. “I seriously underestimated the number of infected. I thought it’d be like five percent.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh scoffed in reply. “If it's less than fifty, then I'm a horse's ass. You’ve taken all these strays and vagabonds into your retinue, you’ll never be a respectable warrior at this rate.” Unable to resist, he teased, “You might as well embrace your fate and become a proper bandit lord. I don't see why not.”
 
  
 
 “Please, if Mila doesn’t beat us to death, Akanai will.”
 
  
 
 The next patient interrupted their pleasant banter, shoved into the room by two of Dastan’s retinue. Catching the unwilling civilian, he ignored the pleas and begging as he dragged the man towards the basin. “Stop struggling,” he snapped before rudely forcing the man’s head into the icy cold water. After counting to five, Baledagh opened his mouth wide, drawing out the Spectres and consuming them in one gulp. Once finished, he kept the weakly flailing man under water for another count of five before pulling him out. Gasping for breath, the man barely kept on his feet, his eyes rolling back into his head as Baledagh called for the guards to take him away.
 
  
 
 From start to finish, the ‘ceremony’ took less than a minute, cleansing the tainted civilian of Spectres and leaving them weak and confused. That’s how the Spectres worked, handing out tiny morsels of power to tempt their victims. Then came the whispers, pushing their victims into more and more dangerous situations, whether it be to challenge a duellist, steal from their employers, sleep with a married woman, or whatnot, it became a gradual decline into depravity and sin. By lowering inhibitions and chipping away at morals, the Spectres moulded their now-reliant victims into a proper vessel, hoping to one day seize control and walk the earth once more. Such would have been Baledagh’s fate, if not for Brother and the Heavenly Water.
 
  
 
 He refused to call it Blobby. Though not overly pious, he felt that if religious fanatics learned of Brother’s near-blasphemous moniker for the Tear of the Mother, they’d keel over in sheer rage.
 
  
 
 “How are you feeling?” Brother asked. “There’s no need to rush, we’ve still got a long day ahead of us.”
 
  
 
 “I’m great! I could do this for days without rest.” This was no exaggeration, Baledagh only wished they could work faster. Only the need for secrecy kept him from collecting all the Tainted and consuming every Spectre at once, keeping his affliction a secret. Distracting the infected by submerging them in cold water allowed him to work unnoticed, his patients attributing their sudden weakness and shortness of breath to the cold and lack of air. The water allowed Brother to claim it was all the work of his Blessing of Water, and if more intrusive and untrustworthy minds were to ask, he could reveal the existence of the Heavenly Water, but the fewer people who knew of it, the better.
 
  
 
 While the Dastan’s oath-sworn retinue could be fully trusted, so long as Brother kept hold of the pendant, others couldn’t. The allure of Heavenly Water would be far too great, though neither Baledagh nor Brother were clear on what it could do, Demon devouring and Spectre purifying aside. Ignoring the former bandits for now, the unbound civilians were a major security risk, and Brother believed it best to treat them like fungus, ‘kept in the dark and fed bullshit’. They all believed the water was a ritual cleansing, though Baledagh's impatience turned it into more of dunk and run. The Tainted left a little confused and short of breath, but none the wiser to their plight.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s not like they had a proper explanation to give. Baledagh himself didn’t understand how he collected the Spectres, only that he could. It was as if there were a void within him, drawing in the Spectres against their will where they were immediately cleansed by the Heavenly Water. With their fouled taint scoured away, their purified remains became a sweet, revitalizing tonic for Baledagh, his mind sharpened and will fortified by every meal.
 
  
 
 What a team they made, two halves of a whole and neither one able to do this without the other. Without Baledagh, Brother had no means to capture the Spectres, the Heavenly Water unwilling to venture out for mere scraps, while without Brother, Baledagh would quickly fall under the influence of the hordes of collected Spectres.
 
  
 
 Brimming with energy, Baledagh jumped to his feet and threw out a series of punches, unable to sit still for excitement. Though lacking the Spectres’ guidance, he sensed an immeasurable number of techniques and skills flowing through his mind, fleeting wisps of knowledge dancing at the edge of memory. Like trying to hold onto a pleasant dream, the more he focused on each memory, the quicker it faded from consciousness, a bittersweet experience. Undeterred by the loss, he relied on his instincts to draw out his latent potential, engraving the movements into his body even as they escaped from memory.
 
  
 
 A warm sense of bliss welled up from within, and Baledagh quickly noticed it wasn’t his own. Brother’s contented smile made him blush with embarrassment, realizing his actions were that of a child. “Don’t be shy,” Brother said, his love and amusement shining through. “It’s good to see you so lively and animated. Besides, you’re on to something. Even though you’re all over the place, I can see the Forms in your movements. You're getting stronger.”
 
  
 
 Too bashful to retort, Baledagh stilled his body and waited for the next patient. It wasn’t only the purified energy causing him to act out. Having a purpose and being of use filled him joy beyond compare, even if he received no recognition for his efforts. Who else could do what they did, cleansing the Father’s Taint from the Mother’s children? Taking pride in his efforts, he felt confident enough to ask the Mother for a favour when he met her, begging to be reincarnated close to his beloved Qing-Qing in the next life. Though uncertain of the chances, at least now, there was hope, however slim it might be.
 
  
 
 The next victim- no, patient -arrived and Baledagh took her by the scruff of the neck, grinning at his good fortune. Perhaps with enough purified Spectres, he could continue to be of use to Brother, taking control in battle. “Don’t worry,” he said, ignoring the matronly woman’s protests. “This will be over in a minute.” Plunging her head into the basin, Baledagh sighed in contentment while counting down from five.
 
  
 
 It felt nice to do good for once, making the world a better place one half-drowned person at a time.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Morning, my love.” Gentle fingers stroked Yuzhen’s cheek as she woke, seeing herself reflected in Gerel’s beautiful, amber eyes. Drawing him in for a kiss, he pulled back after a short while, leaving her hungry for more. “As much as I’d like to stay in,” he said, ignoring her heated glare, “There is work to be done. It appears the boy was up all night terrorizing unfortunate civilians.”
 
  
 
 Pouting, Yuzhen huffed in displeasure, unwilling to leave the warm comfort of her bed. The manor was almost an hour's carriage ride away and she’d rather not make the long trip. “Why would he do that? He’s been pestering me all week for a solution to their woes, unwilling to execute them and be done with it. His heart is in the right place, but there’s no magical solution to all his troubles.”
 
  
 
 Chuckling beneath his breath, Gerel slipped out of her grasp and dressed himself. “No need to convince me,” he Sent. “But the boy claims to not only sense the Defiled, but believes himself capable of cleansing their Taint. Says the Heavenly Tear showed him how.”
 
  
 
 Her lethargy vanished as she bolted away, her emotions in turmoil. “Is it true?” She sent, wanting to believe. “Can he do as he claims?”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t put it past him. Seems the boy’s beloved by the Mother, can’t do any wrong. The little miracle boy, ready to bring glory to the Bekhai, his insane and illogical actions leading to success through some twist of fate...”
 
  
 
 Alternating between pouting and frowning, Gerel continued to grumble beneath his breath, cursing Rain’s ‘dog-shit luck’. “You’re jealous,” she exclaimed, covering her mouth in surprise. “How adorable. No wonder you get so agitated when I bring him up.” And with only six years of training? How strong will he be given another six? Between his resilience, regeneration, and Honed Aura, Rain’s future seemed limitless.
 
  
 
 “I’m not jealous,” he snapped. 
 
  
 
 Sliding over, she wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him close, rolling her eyes behind his back. “Not jealous at all. The boy’s a mere upstart, unworthy of challenging Lieutenant Colonel Gerel.” Despite being promoted two ranks, he’d been agitated of late, constantly brooding over his defeat at Yo Ling’s hands and unable to explain his overwhelming loss. To hear him tell it, the bandit lord somehow drained Gerel’s strength upon his approach, weighing his body down through some invisible pressure. To Yuzhen, it sounded like fear or anxiety, but she dared not voice her thoughts aloud. As strong and proud as Gerel was, his ego was surprisingly fragile, easily shattered with a single blow. Her poor, dainty hero, so brittle and delicate. No one enjoyed being upstaged by their juniors, whether it be in strength, beauty, or skill, but such was life, new waves overtaking the old.
 
  
 
 Granted, Rain was more like a tsunami, sweeping away all before him in an unstoppable deluge of hard work, talent and luck.
 
  
 
 Realizing the absurdity of his tantrum, Gerel chuckled beneath his breath. “Did I ever tell you how he learned to regenerate his arm?” Voice tinged with pride, he shook his head in disbelief. “He tackled it head on, ignoring all the pain and misery accompanying each failure. I'd stop for the day after failing twice, but not Rain. He’d fail six or seven times a day before being told to stop, and the boy would pout and insist he could continue. Don’t know if he’s mad or brilliant.”
 
  
 
 “Either way, his claims can’t go ignored. Now, away with you, go hide in my carriage.” Pinching Gerel’s stomach, she pushed him away and called for her servants, her paramour melting into the shadows with his weapons before they arrived. No matter how many times she watched him disappear, it never ceased to amaze her.
 
  
 
 Now if only he’d stop being so stingy and teach her how...
 
  
 
 His mood much improved, Gerel made for good company during the carriage ride over. Upon reaching their destination, she stopped to readjusted her hair and clothes, praying her driver hadn’t heard their muted gasps and stifled moans, but then again, the thrill of getting caught was half the fun. Stepping out, she distracted her guards with a few pointless tasks to let Gerel slip by unseen and unheard, a ghost in the wind.
 
  
 
 As loathe as she was to resort to such things, Gerel would make for an excellent assassin, should she ever require one.
 
  
 
 Entering the manor, she found the Bekhai readying to leave, their wagons packed with civilians, wounded, and supplies. It seems Falling Rain was determined to bring Dastan’s people away, no matter the consequences. The foolish, optimistic child, her heart ached for him, but if he was to be the Bekhai representative to the world at large, he’d have to grow a thicker skin if he hoped to survive. Finding a tired Mila to guide her, Yuzhen arrived just in time to see a sopping wet civilian stumble out the room, supported by a pair of slaves. Knocking as she entered, she found her red-faced lover lecturing Rain. “If you’ve no stomach for it, then leave with the others first. I’ll handle your dirty work, little princeling.”
 
  
 
 Sneering, Rain’s hand rested on his sword, staring at Gerel in open defiance. “I won’t let you touch a single one.” There was no bashful smile or shy glance for her today, only a slight nod to acknowledge her presence. Standing tall, he seemed like a naked blade, ready to rend and tear at the slightest provocation.
 
  
 
 Before the situation could spiral out of control, Yuzhen stepped in to take control. “Enough. Come now, you’re both on the same side. Gerel, act your age and stop provoking him. Rain, you must know how absurd your claims are. You’ve already tried this before, and it didn’t work. Why go through this again?”
 
  
 
 Confusion flashed across Rain’s face, but only for an instant. Transforming before her eyes, Rain’s body language shifted so quickly she could hardly believe it, his tension and anger melting away into nothingness. How intriguing, to show such mastery over his emotions at such a young age, was there nothing this young man couldn’t do? “The difference is,” he said, his voice calm and steady, “This time, I’m certain. I can guarantee that everyone who leaves with me is not Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Yuzhen resisted the urge to smack him upside the head. The Mother save her from stubborn idiots. “It doesn’t matter what you believe, what matters is if you can prove it.”
 
  
 
 “What if I can convince him?”
 
  
 
 “Me?” Gerel smirked as Rain pointed him out. “And how do you intend to do that?”
 
  
 
 “By cleansing you of the Father’s influence.”
 
  
 
 And just like that, the situation spiralled out of control.
 
  
 
 Trembling with rage, Gerel stood with jaw clenched and eyes wide open, his sword resting against Rain’s throat. “You dare? I am not Defiled!”
 
  
 
 The younger warrior stretched his hands to either side, far from his weapons to appear nonthreatening. Relaxed and unworried, Rain ignored the threat and spoke calmly even as a trail of blood dribbled down his neck, making no move to defend himself. “Calm down Gerel. You’re not Defiled, but through no fault of your own, you’ve attracted the Spectres attentions. They’re what I call the intangible servants of the Father, and I see them swarming around you, whispering sweet lies to guide you down His path. It’s of no real consequence most of the time. You ignore them, too strong and stubborn to succumb to their manipulations, but they are patient, wearing away at you like termites gnawing on a redwood, breaking you down bit by bit.”
 
  
 
 “Liar,” Gerel growled, his face twisted in bestial rage. “I should kill you right now for even insinuating it. Do you know who I am? Do you know what your accusation means for the Bekhai? You ungrateful slave, we should have left you to die where we found you.”
 
  
 
 “Gerel,” Yuzhen said, moving to stand beside Rain. “Put the sword down. Please.”
 
  
 
 A grave mistake. “So you’re taking his side are you?” His piercing glare sent a cold shiver down her spine, wholly empty of love or affection. “I should’ve expected as much from a faithless wh-”
 
  
 
 “Whoa now,” Rain interrupted, drawing Gerel’s ire away. “Let’s not say anything we can’t take back. Focus on my voice Gerel. I know you’re not Defiled. If you were, I wouldn't be able to help you. You can display Purity, I’ve seen you do it, but it isn’t black and white, Defiled or not. Dastan could also display Purity, but he suffered under the Spectres influence, causing a good man to make bad decisions. Just like you, right here, right now. What will killing me prove?”
 
  
 
 Shivering from head to toe, Gerel’s cheek twitched erratically, his chest heaving in pants as he struggled for control. “Won’t prove anything but it’ll make me smile, you arrogant little shit.”
 
  
 
 “And to think, we used to be such good friends.” Rain’s sarcasm wasn’t helping things, but Yuzhen was too afraid to speak again, the trickle of blood flowing down his neck now a stream, soaking through his robes. “Just dip your head in the water for ten seconds and if you’re not convinced, I’ll let you kill me. How’s that sound?”
 
  
 
 Reason and anger warred across Gerel’s face, and after a handful of seconds, anger won out. “I don’t need you to ‘let me kill you’ and I don’t need convincing. I know who I am. While you were you still sucking milk from your mother’s teats, I was fighting the Defiled. I’ve -”
 
  
 
 Using his distraction, Yuzhen pulled Rain back and intercepted Gerel’s sword with her body. The tip stopped a bare millimetre from her chest, his eyes filled with rage and betrayal. “Please, my love,” she begged, “Calm yourself.”
 
  
 
 Her words were more effective than she’d expected, his eyes widening in surprise and... joy? “You mean it?” He blurted, lowering his sword. “You’ve never said you lov-”
 
  
 
 With the thrill of battle surging in her veins, Yuzhen couldn’t stop herself in time. An Amplified right hook took him across the jaw as she knocked her lover senseless. Mentally apologizing, she kicked his sword away and snapped, “Grab the water! Do what you must! He won’t be dazed for long.”
 
  
 
 Holding Gerel down while Rain bustled about, she focused all of her attention on her foolish lover. Seeing so much anger and vitriol directed at her, it tore her apart from inside, unable to bear the pain of his scorn. She prayed Rain was right and it wasn’t his fault, else she’d never forgive herself for betraying him like this.
 
  
 
 After emptying the basin over Gerel, Rain clapped his hands and said, “Done.”
 
  
 
 “That’s it?” Despair welled up within her chest as she cursed herself for a fool. A little water to wash away the Father? If only it were so easy.
 
  
 
 With a shuddering gasp, Gerel came to, his mouth bloody and eyes unfocused. “Wha- What?” Gone was all his rage and fury, replaced by confusion and... fear? “You- You- You-”
 
  
 
 “Yea, me, me, me.” Rain mocked. “Convinced?”
 
  
 
 “...Yes. There was so much rage, it felt wrong, but... I can't explain. I could feel them urging me to take your life, demanding it... Were they the reason Yo Ling defeated me so easily?” Weak as a day old kitten, Gerel struggled to sit up. Lifting him into her embrace, Yuzhen held him close, unable to tear her eyes away. Taking her hand, he kissed her fingers and Sent, “Do what you must my love. I won’t fight your decision, but please, spare the boy and my people. The fault lies with me, and Rain is too valuable to risk, you must see this.” Out loud, he asked “How?”
 
  
 
 “Told you. Spectres, whispers, yadda yadda.” Washing his hands in the basin, Rain clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Tch. I liked this robe too, one of the few I found that fits. Now it’s all bloody.” Still reeling with disbelief, Yuzhen and Gerel listened as Rain calmly explained how he believed the ‘Spectres’ worked and his ability to cleanse them away with the help of ‘Blobby’.
 
  
 
 Carefully going over his explanation, Yuzhen narrowed her eyes in realization. “A thorough and detailed analysis. So detailed, one would think you’ve been Tainted yourself.”
 
  
 
 Multi-talented though he might be, Rain wasn’t able to hide his emotions, stiffening in fear before shaking his head in surrender. “Okay. You got me. I heard their whispers and have tasted their power. If not for Blobby, I might have succumbed and become Defiled myself.”
 
  
 
 Oh Mother above, he admitted it so readily, Yuzhen wanted to smack him upside the head. Why did he trust her so much? Swallowing her fear, she glanced between Rain and Gerel, but her decision was made long ago. She would keep their secret, no matter the cost. If word spread of this, regardless of Rain’s talents and abilities, it could bring an end to the Bekhai. Change never came quickly to the Empire, and no matter how miraculous he appeared, if word got out that Falling Rain was almost Defiled, that’s all they would remember. “Never repeat that out loud again.” Already her mind worked to spin this to her advantage. “Delay your departure. I’ll need you for two or three days.”
 
  
 
 “Er... I was hoping to keep this under wraps. In fact, you advised me not to tell people about Blobby.”
 
  
 
 “Yes,” she replied, her confidence growing by the second, “but I need you to look over a few people and tell me if they’re compromised. If necessary, I'll have them drugged so you can... cleanse them without being exposed.” This was madness, but Sanshu was too important. This would be the base of her power, and she couldn’t have it needlessly Purged. “We’ll go over your story with a fine-tooth comb and figure out which parts to keep and what to omit. If it ever comes to the light of day, we can’t leave any room for doubt, understood?”
 
  
 
 Obediently nodding even though he didn’t, Rain set out to follow her instructions, leaving her alone with Gerel. Seeing the unasked question in his eyes, she kissed him gently and sighed. “Yes you fool. I meant it.”
 
  
 
 His beautiful smile made all the coming hardships worthwhile.
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 The morning sun rises over the horizon, illuminating the courtyard in a warm, orange-red glow. Already dressed and ready, I head out into the hallway with my new, ever-present shadow in tow, doing my best to ignore him. Ever since Blobby and Baledagh worked together to devour Dastan’s Spectres, the former Warrant Officer seems to have found purpose, emerging from his room two days later full of vim and vigour. I’m glad for him, I really am, but I’m not thrilled about his new outlook on life. It seems he’s bent on worshiping the ground I walk on. Every time he looks at me, I see his eyes burning with a devotion bordering on fanaticism, refusing to stray far from my side unless ordered.
 
  
 
 I find his overwhelming loyalty both disturbing and unnerving. I’m not worthy of such adoration, and even if I were, I’d rather not have a moustached pretty boy fawning over me. At least his new attitude hasn’t spilled over to the others, probably because he’s the only one I was honest with, aside from Gerel and Yuzhen. In retrospect, I should’ve lied to Dastan too, but I wasn’t thinking straight. He was the first person Baledagh treated and excitement overcame reason, so I blurted it all out like an idiot. At least it was through Sending so no one could have possibly overheard, but still. I can’t make mistakes like that again, the secrets and lies are getting to be too much. With so many people at differing levels of knowledge, it’s hard to keep track of who knows what. All it takes is one mistake, one wrong word to the wrong person, and this house of cards will come crashing down.
 
  
 
 Knocking on Mila’s door, I motion for Dastan and his guards to stand watch outside. He’s none too happy about leaving my side, but I don’t care. He needs to take it down a notch, the man has zero chill. After positioning two guards at the door, two beneath my window, and four on the roof above my room, Dastan still wanted to keep watch from INSIDE the bedroom. I’m grateful he’s taking his new job seriously, but I’m not the frigging pope. I’m just a dude with another dude inside my head and the landlord to an amorphous blob of quasi-sentient water.
 
  
 
 I wish my life was less complicated.
 
  
 
 Hearing pawing from the other side, I open the door to let Jimjam and Sarankho out. Closing the door behind me, I speak softly. “Time to wake, my lovely ladies.” The bear cubs peer at me from the bed, blinking sleepily before laying back down, which is more than I get from Mila or Lin. Sitting on the bed, I gently stroke Mila’s cheek, smiling at the lovely sight of my two favourite girls, their foreheads almost touching as they gently snore side by side. Gently shaking Mila by the shoulder, my efforts go unnoticed and then ignored for almost a full minute, my freckled, fiery haired beauty sleeping like a log. Lin isn’t much better, batting my hand aside before turning away, an adorable frown pasted on her sleepy face.
 
  
 
 As much as I’d like to let them sleep in, I’ve plans to be out of Sanshu within the hour. This city has drained away all my happiness and good cheer, so I’d like to go home now. Redoubling my efforts by bouncing on the bed, I shout, “Wake up. Your clothes are laid out, Li Song is harnessing your quins, and breakfast is waiting.” Twin groans emerge from Mila and Lin’s lips as the cubs echo the sentiment, all four lazy bones refusing to get up. Losing my patience, I dip my hands in the basin and fling droplets of water into their faces while shouting, “Wake up! Wake up! WAKE UP!”
 
  
 
 Lin’s piteous groan makes my heart ache with sympathy as my waifish sweetheart stretches ever so adorably. “It’s too early hubby... Two more hours please.”
 
  
 
 Hardening my resolve, I steal the pillows away. “You can sleep while we ride. Get used to waking early. With all these wagons slowing us down, we’ll be travelling from sun-up to sunset from here on out. It’s already the eighth month and the weather will only get colder as the days go by. I'd like to be home before my birthday, so snap to it.”
 
  
 
 After another five minutes of pleading and coddling, I finally get Lin to sit up while Mila stubbornly refuses to get up. As Lin rubs her eyes, I lean over to nibble Mila’s earlobe. Jolting up, she shoves me away with a petulant glare, her cheeks reddening to match her hair. Seeing her angry makes my heart beat faster, her untidy, bedraggled look igniting my desires. Keeping calm, I smile and say, “Oh good, you’re up. Get dressed and wash your face, it’s time to go.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm.” Accepting the offered clothes, Mila points towards the door and I turn away so she and Lin can get dressed. “We should have left days ago but you wanted to stay behind to attend parties with Major Yuzhen and a horde of scantily clad servants. Why the sudden rush to leave?”
 
  
 
 While Mila can come off as abrasive and her competitive nature is somewhat overbearing, I love it when she shows her jealousy. If she didn’t care, she wouldn’t be jealous, and seeing how jealous she gets tells me she cares a lot. I’m not complaining about Lin’s dedication to finding me more wives, but sometimes, it’s nice to know someone wants you so badly, she’s willing to fight for you. “I told you, that was work. She wanted me to look over the ruling elite, make sure no one was... dirty.” Mila and Lin both know about my Defiled cleansing efforts, though I haven’t told them the whole truth. Yuzhen and Gerel both insisted I never reveal my formerly compromised status to anyone and Baledagh agrees. I want to tell Mila and Lin, but I’m terrified of seeing their reactions.
 
  
 
 It’d break me to see fear or revulsion in their eyes, and I don’t have enough courage to risk it.
 
  
 
 Ignorant of my internal struggle, Mila continues her sarcastic tirade. “Well, the Empire thanks you for all your hard work these past few days. It must have been so difficult eating food and drinking wine while dealing with those horrid nobles and their blatant attempts to curry favour. Whatever will the People do without you?”
 
  
 
 Hearing her footsteps, I take Mila in my arms and sigh. “I know you’re being facetious, but it was exhausting. Not the food and wine part, but the rest of it. There’s not a single genuine person among them, Yuzhen included. Seeing firsthand how deftly she manipulated events to her advantage was terrifying. I don’t want to spend another minute in the city if I can help it, so please my love, let’s go.”
 
  
 
 Sensing my sincerity, Mila eases up with her scolding and leans into my embrace. Holding her close, I enjoy the warmth for precious few seconds until I realize she’s half-asleep. Groaning in frustration, I shake her awake and hurry my lazy little wives through their morning rituals before dragging them out for breakfast on the porch.
 
  
 
 I might be a little crabby. These past three days have put immense strain on both Baledagh and myself, working with Yuzhen to cleanse hundreds, if not thousands of people of Spectres without a single person realizing what happened. Though it seems like a large number, to be fair, I wasn’t really keeping count and there were few as far gone as Gerel or Dastan. Using Baledagh’s descriptions, I arranged the Tainted, as I've taken to calling them, into varying degrees of infection. The largest and most harmless group are those who hold the Spectres’ interest but don’t draw on their power. If their minds are a house, I equate it to having a window open with the Spectres hanging out on the sidewalk. The occupants hear the Spectres speaking, but generally pay them no mind. The Spectres can’t get inside without the occupant's permission, so for the most part, these ‘window Tainted’ are wholly unaware of their presence, likely attributing the Spectres’ whispers to flights of fancy or human nature.
 
  
 
 The most alarming thing of all is how half the people Baledagh saw fell into this category. Not half the people Yuzhen brought to us, but half the people out of the general population. Even Mila had a Spectre hanging around her, and while Baledagh took care of it easily, it’s worrying. There are so many people who’ve drawn the attention of the Spectres all wandering around ignorant of the danger. Thankfully, Baledagh can clandestinely devour the nagging ghosts and cleanse the infected without any adverse affects. He doesn’t even need to touch the infected, only be close to them as he devours the Spectres in a small radius around him. Best of all, after he’s done, the Spectres don’t come back, or at least I haven’t seen any that did.
 
  
 
 It's not saying much, but it's something.
 
  
 
 Continuing with the metaphor, when we move up a level we have the people who’ve left the door ajar. The Spectres skulk around outside and toss little treats of power, like scattering loose, counterfeit coins around the house for the occupant to pick up and 'spend', getting them into trouble with the authorities. They still can't get inside the house, nor can they be be too obvious about granting power or the occupants will become suspicious, but most never realize the power they wield is from an external source, assuming it's theirs and always has been. These people draw on the Spectres power infrequently, but their thoughts are rife with Spectre whispers. If the first group makes up 75% of the Tainted, then the second group is 24%. Oddly enough, very few unimportant people were in the second group, though I’m not sure why. Do the Spectres target people with power and influence, or is it because people aided by the Spectres are more likely to rise to a position of power?
 
  
 
 Either way, it doesn’t matter. I’m guessing the Spectres’ plan is for their hosts to become reliant on that extra power, like they’re trying to elicit a Pavlovian response, rewarding their hosts with more power in dark moods and slowly drawing them towards unbalance and acceptance. I didn’t bother pointing these people out to Yuzhen either, because there were too many of them. If I had to wait for Yuzhen to contrive some plot to get them wet, I'd be stuck here for weeks. Unlike the first group, when Baledagh cleanses these people, they feel it, but most become a little short of breath or lightheaded, so it’s no big deal, easily attributed to fatigue or poor health.
 
  
 
 Ravil, Jorani, Jester Wang, Ulfsaar, and many others of my retinue fell into this category, and to my great sorrow, so did Huu and Fung. I don’t know how long they’ve been like this, but I’m assuming it’s due to their recent losses. Huu lost his Uncle Kalil and he’s been down in the dumps, while Fung is mourning the loss of his retinue and blaming himself for their deaths. Neither one has shown any outward signs of distress, and without Baledagh, I wouldn’t even know how much it affected them. I thought they were strong enough to shake it off, though if I’m being honest, I’m a little relieved. I’m sorry they’re suffering, but knowing they feel the same way I do makes them more... human. I wish they’d talk to me, but even after dealing with their errant Spectre problem, they’ve shown no change in demeanour. I intend to keep an eye on them, because even without the Spectres, depression is a bitch.
 
  
 
 I suppose I could try opening up to them first...
 
  
 
 Then, there’s the third group, where Dastan and Gerel fit in. They’re the people who aren’t Defiled, but they’re close, standing on the precipice. Metaphorically speaking, they’ve sat down to tea with the Spectres, taking their advice while still having the final say in their own decisions. The Spectres not only influence their thoughts, but offer power in spades. These are the ones I needed help with and Yuzhen was quick to act. Whether it be through drugging their drinks or luring them away under false pretenses, she easily gathered the ‘tea drinkers’ and rendered them unconscious for Baledagh and Blobby to do their work. How she explained everything after the fact, I’ll never know, nor do I really care.
 
  
 
 Both Gerel and Dastan feel the absence of the Spectres and will take time to recover their full strength, but if they’re like Baledagh, they’ll be back in top form in no time. There’s too much I don’t know, and all I can do is keep collecting information while Baledagh and Blobby do their magic. Though I’m useless throughout the entire process, my little brother has found new purpose, and with it, a will to live. While still prone to bouts of silence and isolation, he’s more upbeat and energetic, even cracking jokes and playing with the animals in our downtime.
 
  
 
 It’s not much, but it’s progress.
 
  
 
 In contrast to Baledagh’s improvement, after seeing how insidious the Spectres can be, I am thoroughly horrified and depressed. How has the Empire survived so long with an invisible, intangible enemy knocking at the gates? Luckily, turning full-on Defiled isn’t a simple process, though how it occurs is still a mystery. Baledagh believes it has something to do with surrender. You have to truly and wholly give up in order for them to take over, which says something about the human spirit. Even at their worst, people who truly give up are few and far between. Against all odds, most people labour to improve their lives, relying on their own power to fulfill their hopes and dreams. In contrast, it takes steady indoctrination from young to fully give up, as shown by the Defiled from north of the Bridge. 
 
  
 
 It’s almost inspiring how strong the human spirit can be.
 
  
 
 Less optimistically, it could be fear keeping people of the Empire in check. Plenty of motivation to keep from indulging the Spectres when mere suspicion of being Defiled is enough to have you killed out of hand.
 
  
 
 Stopping to check on Roc’s flock, boop the cats sitting in their wagons, and give my bears a hug, I climb onto Mafu’s back where a sleepy Lin sits in wait, snuggling into my arms for a nap. Moving to the head of the convoy, I lead my party towards the Western gate, finally heading home after all this time. Though I’ve only been gone for little over five months now, it feels like an entire year’s gone by since I left the Bridge. What should have been a simple hunt for bandits and fame turned into a massive clusterfuck, with too many friends left behind. It’s small comfort knowing they died as heroes, but it’s true. Even if their names are never remembered by history, I’ll remember them. If not for their sacrifice in stopping Yo Ling’s plans, then it’s entirely possible the Spectre of Butcher Bay would have turned into the Spectre of Sanshu. I shudder to think what he might have accomplished after taking control of the city through the Coalition, and thank the Mother his plans never came to pass.
 
  
 
 Shaking off dark thoughts of what might have been, I hum a little song beneath my breath, careful not to disturb Lin’s nap. For the next few weeks, I’ll only have friends and subordinates around me, so I can finally cut loose and be my regular, goofy self. Keeping up appearances really sucks the fun out of life, and it’s been so long since I could be myself without worrying about saying the wrong thing or offending the wrong person. Nothing but open roads and empty skies ahead, aside from a small detour to explore Yo Ling’s hidden island fortress.
 
  
 
 How cool is that? Plus, who knows, maybe I’ll uncover some pirate booty while I’m at it...
 
  
 
 Arriving at the gate, I find a large crowd sitting in wait, passing through the gate before us. Recognizing a few faces, I ride ahead to greet them as decorum demands. Nodding to the occupants as I ride past the carriages, I stop at the foremost carriage. With his arm resting on the window, Zian half-sneers at the world as he sits in waiting, a naturally arrogant and aloof air about him. Though we’ve made some small progress in our frosty relationship, we’re still a ways away from burying the hatchet, so I greet him with a cordial, if strained smile. “Good morning, young magistrate Zian. What a coincidence, to be leaving together.” Why didn’t he leave another day? Or later? Now, I have to think of a reason to convince him to move aside and let me through, else we’ll be stuck behind them the whole way back to Shen Yun...
 
  
 
 “No coincidence,” Zian says, still icy and detached. “I heard you were leaving today and decided to travel with you. After all, there are still Defiled at large in the province, and Mao Jianghong has yet to be found.”
 
  
 
 Welp, there goes the nice relaxing trip I’d envisioned. Channelling my inner politician, I smile and nod while extending a formal invitation, pretending to be thrilled to have them with us. It’s not like I hate them, but I don’t like them, and I can’t be myself if they’re around. More games of face and pride, except now, I outrank them, which makes me a target for their envy and resentment. After a few minutes of polite chit-chat, I turn to leave and switch places with Baledagh to check if there are any Tainted or Defiled among my new travel companions. Zian and most of the other Warrant Officers are ‘window-tainted’, and my little brother takes care of them instantly, but even in the few dozen of people we pass, he finds more than one person who fits into the other categories, including BoShui who is almost as badly afflicted as Dastan was.
 
  
 
 Nothing is ever easy. Now I have to figure out how to cleanse them without being noticed or outed. Maybe I can talk them into a group swim at the lake or something, on the way to Yo Ling’s island... Stifling a groan, I close my eyes and choke on heartbreak and sorrow. I’ll need to come up with an excuse to leave them behind if I want to visit Yo Ling’s island in secret. Otherwise, these Society brats will want to tag along and probably even demand a share of the treasure. It’s fine if there’s nothing of value, but this is a bandit fortress that’s been in use for decades. Who knows how much wealth the Butchers have stolen over the years? They can’t have spent it all...
 
  
 
 God dammit, I wanted to plunder pirate booty in secret. IN SECRET! What if there’s something super awesome and expensive which can’t be split? It’ll be like the Contest all over again, hunted down by the Society for my treasures, only this time, they won’t underestimate us.
 
  
 
 Mark my words: nothing good ever came from sharing.
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 Despite its spacious, silk-lined interior, Zian grew weary of the confines of his carriage hours ago, the pride and satisfaction from this morning long since faded. Jostling as he bounced and rolled over the stone-paved road, he stared out into the distance to ease his nausea, willing the sun to set faster and put an end to this torturous, prolonged day of travel. He’d thought himself so clever and capable by manipulating events to his advantage, but once again, he’d underestimated Falling Rain’s cunning and resolve.
 
  
 
 It all seemed so simple, the plan naturally coming together without effort. Mother’s spies kept him informed of events happening in Sanshu, though he cared little for reports regarding reform, reconstruction, or redistribution. In the past, he’d left these matters for Mother to deal with, lacking her patience and tact for diplomacy. Whispers and favours traded during clandestine meetings, half-truths and hidden-threats in every word and gesture, he’d much rather meet his enemies with sabres in hand on the field of battle. Alas, diplomacy and spy-craft were indispensable tools for these games of power, and after experiencing firsthand how an expert like Yuzhen wielded them, he was determined to master them.
 
  
 
 Therefore, when he learned Rain had taken Jester Wang and a few dozen other former Butchers into his retinue, Zian put aside his surprise and did everything he could to suppress the news. Not to protect his rival, no, Zian intended to take advantage of this gross misstep. Rain was no ignorant savage, he wouldn’t risk associating with possibly Defiled bandits unless there was an equally significant reward, and what would be more rewarding than finding Yo Ling’s hidden treasury? Imagining decades of plunder and loot was enough to make even Zian salivate in spite of the inherent risk which came with it.
 
  
 
 Hindering the ‘Great Hero’ Rain, ‘Unrivalled beneath Heaven’ was merely a bonus. The arrogant bastard, to hear people tell it, Rain and the Bekhai were the only warriors of note in all of Sanshu. Never mind Zian’s seven consecutive duels, no, they wanted to hear about some slave girl getting a lucky strike against some demon or how Rain led a thousand soldiers to victory against twenty times their number. By the Father’s contorted testicles, the odds got worse every time Zian heard the story yet Rain still prevailed through sheer pluck and courage. It was a travesty.
 
  
 
 Enough whining. Focusing his thoughts, Zian went over his plans once more in case he missed something. Should word spread of their discovery of Yo Ling’s treasury, not only would they be forced to turn over all their findings to the Empire, but they’d be forced to deal with every merchant and noble who’d ever suffered a loss at Yo Ling’s hands. Easy to imagine how they’d come clamouring for reparations, insinuating Zian had embezzled all manner of lost, priceless treasures. Lack of proof wouldn't matter, nor that Yo Ling clearly spent a massive fortune to arm his Butchers. Not even an Oath would convince the world his hands were clean. Rumours and hearsay would spread with the wind, negatively impacting his reputation and risking the chance of less scrupulous individuals capturing him for interrogation.
 
  
 
 Then again, if you do not enter the tiger’s den, then how can you capture the tiger’s cub?
 
  
 
 Of course, none of this mattered if Zian wasn’t there to find the treasure. With every tongue in the city wagging about the power of Gerel, Tursinai, and Tenjin, blatantly blackmailing the Bekhai was nothing short of suicide. Even with Jukai protecting him, Zian’s chances of survival were slim to none if those three Bekhai experts were determined to take his life. Although he’d left a secret will detailing his findings as insurance, it wasn’t a life-saving measure, only a life-avenging one and he treasured his life too much to risk it in such a reckless manner. Instead, he used his hard-learned lesson from Yuzhen to his advantage: keep quiet and let your enemies unveil their secrets to you. Instead of outright threatening Rain, Zian kept close watch on the Bekhai, intent on travelling with them under the guise of safety and solidarity.
 
  
 
 And it was a resounding success.
 
  
 
 Sort of.
 
  
 
 Though he wanted nothing more than to call a halt to the day’s journey, he had no intentions of giving Rain a chance to escape. The crafty bastard was no fool, feigning his departure three days past and leaving Zian waiting in the plaza for hours. Thickening his skin, Zian returned to his borrowed residence to resume waiting, and now, his patience and tolerance were rewarded as they set out together. The majority of the Bekhai contingent rode in wagons at the convoy’s rear while Rain led the way with his roosequin-mounted escorts, ostensibly scouting ahead for danger but in all likelihood seeking to leave Zian and his peers behind.
 
  
 
 Ah, his peers, the sole fly in his ointment. After joining with the Mother’s Militia and Dastan’s retinue, the Bekhai grossly outnumbered Zian’s half-strength retinue almost ten to one. To keep from being murdered in the wilds, he brought his Society peers into the plan to even the odds, though it meant splitting the treasure even further. Sang Ryong and Jin ZhiLan shared his enthusiasm, but Han BoShui was oddly uninterested in the whole proceedings. In fact, Zian suspected BoShui only agreed to come along because he’d been in his cups, red-faced and reeking of vomit and alcohol as he nodded along with whatever was suggested.
 
  
 
 How far the mighty had fallen. . Rising from clan outcast to clan successor under the tutelage of Major General Han BoHai, BoShui’s skills were undeniable, a former contender for the number one talent in the north. Now, all his hard worked was for naught with the Shrike’s death weighing heavily on him, the two rumoured to have been closer than most siblings. More often drunk than sober of late, Zian’s one-time rival seemed determined to drown his sorrows or die trying. Worst of all, after uncovering the whole truth of the Shrike and how she was abandoned by her Clan to her monstrous Master after taking part in a Purge, Zian found no pleasure in BoShui’s misery. It’s no wonder BoShui fell behind the other talents of his generation after dominating them for so many years. Losing his beloved cousin to the Confessor was bad enough, but to kill her with his own hands...
 
  
 
 Whatever the circumstances, there was nothing Zian could do. They weren't friends, and so long as BoShui followed along with his retinue, he saw no immediate harm in letting the Han successor drink himself into a stupor. The thought of alcohol set Zian’s stomach to churning, all of a sudden made keenly aware of his choppy environment. Enduring as best he could, he placed his head half out the window to better feel the fresh air passing by, and just in case he needed to vomit.
 
  
 
 Six to eight hours in the carriage? Zian could handle that with ease, but to ride from dawn till dusk was pushing the limits of human tolerance. If someone were to cut him open and view his innards, he was sure they’d find them disjointed and out of place, his intestines wrapped around his lungs and kidneys shunted to one side. Miserable and nauseated, he wallowed in his suffering, pledging to make Rain pay dearly for his scheming ways. Originally, he’d planned to split the treasure 50/50 with the Bekhai, but now, he wanted more no matter the cost.
 
  
 
 As his carriage came to a shuddering halt, Zian melted with relief, stumbling out his carriage with no thought of face. Who cares if the world sees him fall headfirst to the dirt, he needed to feel solid, stable ground beneath his feet. Thankfully, Jukai was on hand to steady him, and after taking a moment to calm his nerves and stomach, he glanced around to find Ryong and ZhiLan in similar straights. Skin pallid and faces haggard, their gazes were filled with animosity and recrimination, blaming him for their arduous day. Affecting a cold sneer, Zian pretended to be unfazed as he strode off-road to find somewhere quiet to lie down and recuperate.
 
  
 
 Staring up at the darkening skies, Zian wondered if he was capable of another day like this. Seeing his soldiers stumble about, bow-legged and sun-burnt, he couldn’t imagine riding on horseback was any better. Damn the Bekhai and their comfortable roosequins, after finding Yo Ling’s treasury, Zian intended to buy an entire horde of the oversized weasels. If one could overlook their foul musk, the creatures had a gait as stable as a rock, their tails swishing left and right but never up or down. Throughout the day, Zian saw many a Bekhai laying flat on their stomachs while riding their roosequins, though Falling Rain took it one step further and sat with his rabbit-eared lover nestled in his arms.
 
  
 
 How enviable.
 
  
 
 After a half-hour of rest, Zian recovered enough to find his appetite. Brushing off errant strands of grass and leaves, he followed the delectable scent of herbs and spices towards the Bekhai camp. Affecting a detached attitude, he willed his belly to stop rumbling and turned his attention to the sounds of weapons clashing. Moving around a crowd of bandits-turned-Bekhai, Zian stopped in place to stare, all thoughts of food forgotten.
 
  
 
 Surrounded by a circle of onlookers, Rain’s cat-slave sparred against a massive half-bear warrior in a dazzling display of skill and speed. Moving from one form to the next, her saber tested her opponent as her feet floated across the grass. Braided hair flowing in the wind, she swayed back and forth in a hypnotic manner, striking out with Twitching Tail, Fanged Clutch, Killing Lunge, and Swiping the Rushes. Despite unleashing a myriad of cunning and powerful strikes, she still couldn’t break the status quo as the half-bear danced in the firelight, sword and shield in hand. Impossibly light and wholly at ease, he stepped and twirled, parried and blocked, untouched by his opponents saber unless he chose to be. Over and over it went, the girl attacking and the man defending, trading a dozen moves in a heartbeat before trading a dozen more, her jaw clenched and brow furrowed while his teeth shined and eyes twinkled.
 
  
 
 It’s not that the girl was inept but rather her opponent too skilled. Were Zian in her place, he couldn’t imagine doing any better, though he itched to try. Yet another unknown expert, how many crouching tigers and hidden dragons lay concealed among the Bekhai? Hell, in a handful of years, this girl would count among them. Freely moving from one-handed strikes to two, switching the weapon between left and right handed grips, moving in an endless cycle of dynamic and unpredictable attacks, Zian swallowed his pride and objectively matched himself against her. Her footwork was adequate, Tiger Stalking the Dragon, but her preference to hold ground meant his Oriole’s Rising Steps would run circles around her. Her hand speed was slightly above his, her power below, but matching her two-handed strike against his one was a losing gambit. His greatest advantage lay in two sabres against one, but if he struck carelessly, her riposte would claim his life. To win, he’d have to risk injury and disrupt her rhythm before overwhelming her from all angles.
 
  
 
 Overall? Even without his Aura, the match was in his favour, but only 60-40, or maybe even 55-45. Far leaner odds than he’d like, considering her young age and slave status.
 
  
 
 “Incredible, right?” Rain’s voice shook Zian out of his thoughts. Grinning widely, the insolent brat patted Zian’s back in an overly familiar gesture, carrying a covered basket in his other arm. “Even after seeing it so many times, I still have trouble believing Vichear can move like that. It’s not fair, fat people are supposed to be slow and ponderous.” Frowning at Rain’s disrespect, Zian refused to answer, turning back to study the match. Unable to read the mood, Rain continued to speak without missing a beat. “Anyways, join me for dinner. I already invited your friends, so you can go sit with them or come with me to feed the birdies. They’re gonna love it, I found a whole nest of danger noodles.” Uncovering the basket, Rain tilted it to display his catch, an indeterminate number of snake corpses.
 
  
 
 Swallowing his revulsion, Zian nodded and gestured for Rain to lead the way. Though he’d rather not make small talk with his rival, accompanying him was the polite thing to do. After a short, silent walk, they were greeted with a cacophonous symphony of laughs as the birds fluttered to the cage side, eagerly bobbing their heads for food. Truth be told, Zian didn’t see the point in keeping pets like this. The birds would be better off fried and eaten, but to each their own.
 
  
 
 Speaking in a sickly sweet tone, Rain’s words were anything but as he fed the birds one by one. “Enjoy the meal you feathered bastards. You’re all lucky I need you alive.” A particularly fat bird squawked in indignation, annoyed he’d yet to be fed. “Shut the fuck up Roc,” Rain said in his sing-song voice. “You fat mother fucker. You eat last because I hate you.”
 
  
 
 Unable to bear it any longer, Zian asked, “Why must you speak like that?”
 
  
 
 In response, the birds turned to face him, their dark, soulless eyes tracking his every movement as blood dripped from their beaks, pausing mid meal to assess a threat. Still using his overly cheerful voice, Rain answered, “They don’t like it when you speak gruffly. Add in their ability to recognize different people and a penchant for stripping flesh from bone, I’ve decided it’s better to stay on their good side in case they ever get loose.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to appease the murderous birds, Zian feigned disinterest while noting to keep an eye on the sky while they travel, just in case. Once finished, Rain rinsed his hands and strode to his campfire where the others were waiting. ZhiLan and Ryong sat with impeccable posture despite the lack of chairs, while BoShui lazed on his side with wine-gourd in hand, clothes ruffled and face unshaven. What a disgrace, even if he was mourning, as the Han Clan successor, he should know better than to appear in public like this.
 Perhaps he should have a word with BoShui. His failures reflected poorly on Zian, regardless of his decision to quit the Society.  Deep in thought, Zian nodded at his companions before clasping his hands to greet their host, Rain’s betrothed, Sumila. To his left was Warrant Officer Huu, his twin wives (lucky bastard), and Tong Da Fung. The rabbit-girl sat with ZhiLan, chatting away like the best of friends while the slave girl handed out bowls of rice and broth. Her skin still glistening with sweat, she was a rare beauty, her bronzed skin and luscious lips igniting his desires. Rain seemed blessed by the Mother in more ways than one, surrounded by gorgeous women at all times.
 
  
 
 Scenting the food, their little party was soon surrounded by a small pack of animals, led by a pair of bear cubs running straight into Rain’s lap to beg for scraps. A massive wildcat larger than most dogs took a seat right next to Zian, staring him down and licking its jowls. Though he wouldn’t fear the creature with weapons in hand, it was unnerving to have it breathing down his neck as he ate.
 
  
 
 Was this all a scare tactic? Wear him down with the long carriage ride, shock him with the slave and unknown warrior’s skills, threaten him with the voracious birds, and then terrorize him with this wildcat? Glancing at the animal out the corner of his eye, he watched it lean in closer and closer as time moved on, fighting the urge to fight, run, or cringe. He was Situ Jia Zian and he would not be intimidated by this... kitten. Soon, the creature was only centimetres from his neck, its hot breath brushing his cheek as it started to growl, emitting a deep, resonating rumble from its chest.
 
  
 
 Perhaps it was time to rethink his decision to join the Bekhai hunt for treasure. Though he intended to abandon his place as Situ Clan heir, he was still the son of a magistrate, and a wealthy one at that, with no real need of more gold.
 
  
 
 “Jimjam, leave Zian alone.” In response to Rain’s harsh tone, the wildcat yowled in protest, displaying a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth. After huffing in displeasure, ‘Jimjam’ padded over to headbutt Rain in the chest, transforming from a ravenous murderer to harmless pet in the blink of an eye. Amazed by the sudden change, Zian choked on his soup, sputtering and coughing for a good minute before catching his breath.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, a worthy rival indeed.
 
  
 
 After finishing their delicious meal of succulent deer steak and wild mushrooms, Rain cleared his throat and moved in close. “I have a proposition,” he said, glancing at each of them in turn. “I’ve someone in my employ who can lead us to Yo Ling’s secret island. Now, in the interest of mending fences, I’d like to extend an invitation for you to join us. We split what we find 50/50 and never speak a word of it to anyone. How’s that sound?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by Rain’s sudden honesty, Zian glanced at his companions. ZhiLan and Ryong indicated they would follow his lead, while BoShui couldn’t be bothered to even shrug, gulping down wine like a man dying of thirst. Turning back to Rain, Zian pursed his lips. “50/50? I think not. We have four Warrant officers against your three. Our retinues count twenty former Captains and Senior Captains, eight former Majors, and a former Colonel, while you have one Lieutenant Colonel, one former major, and two senior Captains. Since we’re bringing more elites, we deserve a larger share. 80/20 in our favour.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, no.” Shaking his head, Rain countered, “Doesn’t matter how many former officers you have, they’re all subordinates. Don’t insult my intelligence and tell me you’re gonna give them an equal share. On the other hand, we have three current officers who outrank you.” The hateful savage, emphasizing his recent promotion. A senior captain outranked a Third Grade Warrant Officer, but was only equivalent to a Second Grade Warrant Officer. “Tally it up and we have six officers versus your four, so it should be split 3:2 in my favour. Plus,” he added with a smirk, “You need me or you’ll never get to the island. I don’t need you, I only need your silence. I’d prefer to buy it, but-”
 
  
 
 “Oh? Making open threats now are we? You’re welcome to try buying our silence with steel and blood.” Zian sneered. “You’ll find it more costly than you can imagine.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s declaration was met with a chuckle. “So confrontational. I was going to say, I don’t necessarily have to loot the island anytime soon. The Butcher Bay Bandit hideout has been hidden for fifty years, and I expect it’ll remain hidden for another fifty. I could come back anytime and you’d be none the wiser.” Extending his hand, Rain looked Zian in the eyes. “50/50, no one talks. Deal or no deal?”
 
  
 
 Inwardly scowling, Zian cursed himself for a fool. In his overwhelming greed and thirst for adventure, he’d overlooked the simplest of solutions. All Rain needed was patience and he could keep all the spoils for himself. Even if Zian revealed Rain was sheltering former Butchers, nothing would come of it. At worst, Rain would be forced to execute the bandits after forcing them to reveal their secrets. Hell, with the stories of Gao Qiu’s valiant last stand against Yo Ling, public opinion might even side with Rain. The people loved their folk heroes and former bandits turning against their Defiled comrades to defend the Empire sounded like something lifted straight out of a drama. Stifling a sigh, Zian shook Rain’s hand. “Deal.”
 
  
 
 It seems he was a long way from mastering the art of diplomacy.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 244 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 After hammering out all the details of our collaborative looting, Zian and Co. return to their tents, finally giving me room to breathe. My greatest worry was that they’d refuse and spread word of how I’ve taken former Butchers into my retinue. Although everything is aboveboard with the Mother’s Militia after the Magistrate gave them a full pardon for their ‘heroic efforts’ (though it was probably more to appease Jorani's deadbeat Ancestral Daddy), I’m not entirely comfortable with having our history put under a magnifying glass. If someone figures out Jester Wang was defeated by us at the fisherman’s village, it wouldn’t be a far stretch to assume I’ve been collaborating with Jorani long before his pardon, earning me yet another powerful enemy. While two-thirds of the Council of Sanshu have gone the way of the dodo, under the command of newly-promoted Lieutenant Marshal Chao Yong, the Eastern Prosperity Alliance is steadily growing into a behemoth merchant company as it devours the remnants of its former competitors.
 
  
 
 Normally, I wouldn’t care too much about a puffed-up coin counter, but considering Jorani robbed him blind and hung his brother outside the gates of Sanshu (presumably all under my orders), it’s become a growing cause of concern. I mean, with Jester Wang and Dastan’s people, some might see a pattern. I’ve already been accused of being Defiled by the Shrike, so all it’d take is rumour and hearsay to turn public opinion against me. At the moment, I’m banking on my 'heroic' reputation to keep me from having to reveal Blobby’s existence to the public which would be a whole different headache to deal with.
 
  
 
 I brought my concerns to Yuzhen, and though she assured me things would work out, I can’t help but worry. What can I say, it’s in my nature. I love agonizing over the seemingly endless list of people who want me dead. The stress is delightful, making me feel all cold and tense inside. The white hairs make me look dignified and mature, while the fear makes my heart race, which is great cardio. The stomach cramps are doing wonders for my abs and the paranoia keeps me alert and ready at all times. Losing sleep isn’t a problem, it’s a bonus; no need to waste time tossing and turning, I can meditate and train instead. This is great, I wouldn’t have it any other way.
 
  
 
 Sigh.
 
  
 
 What’s wrong with me? I can’t even enjoy my victories for more than a minute before getting all anxious and nervous again.
 
  
 
 Poking me in the cheek, Lin wraps her arms around me from behind, resting her chin on my shoulder. “Why so gloomy Hubby?”
 
  
 
 Her toothy smile brings me out of my funk even as Mila snorts and says, “He’s probably agonizing over giving away half the treasure. Why wouldn’t he? It was a foolish move, those Society brats should have nothing but scraps and he’s given them half the pie. With Gerel, Tursinai, Tenjin, Vichear, and Lin's guards, we could always...” She doesn’t say it, but I can tell she wants to threaten the Society brats, or maybe even something more... permanent. So cute yet so bloodthirsty, what have I gotten myself into?
 
  
 
 Since she’d ignore my attempts to wave her over, I go to her instead. With Lin hanging weightlessly from my shoulders, I lift Mila off the ground in a shaky hug, doing my best to hide the strain. “Don’t be short-sighted my love. Fifty percent is a large share but it’s a small price to pay in the long run.” Especially if we don’t find anything. Jester Wang doesn’t know where Yo Ling’s treasury is hidden or if it even exists, a tidbit I’ve kept to myself. “Those four are the future of the Society, each one a successor to their sect or clan. This little excursion of ours binds them to us through cooperation and shared secrets, which means they’ll look more favourably on us from here on in. If one of their peers wants to start a conflict, after this, our new collaborators will leap to our defense without being asked, because we hold the keys to mutual destruction. Hell, after enough time passes, we might even become cordial peers. This is the first step in what I hope will be a long, uneventful co-existence.”
 
  
 
 Huffing in feigned displeasure, Mila turns away so I can’t see her smile. She’s so adorable. Being heavier than most women subconsciously makes her unhappy, so she loves being carried. “Put me down, everyone’s looking.” Pinching my arm, she pouts as I comply, still unconvinced. “Why are you capitulating to them? The Society is not worthy of our friendship.”
 
  
 
 “Nor are they worthy of our hatred.” Raising my voice so the others can hear, I explain my reasoning. “You both still harbour grudges and if I’m being honest, so do I. When they thought us weak, they hunted us like animals, putting our families and loved ones in danger for sport. If the situation were reversed, I know they wouldn’t offer us shit, and they might even try to get rid of us.” Hardening my voice, I continue. “But I am not them. I like to think of myself as a good person and I refuse to murder for wealth. I’d rather abandon it all and let Yo Ling’s treasury remain hidden for all eternity than sink to their level. They don’t like us and we don’t like them, but I’m willing to let bygones be bygones. If they see me as weak, then so be it. If they try to take advantage, then we'll make them regret it.” With my Beyblade Aura, I’m more than confident of handling Zian and his peers while Gerel assures me he can handle Jukai. If they have any other trump cards, well... We’ll see how it goes.
 
  
 
 “Well said.” Fung chimes in with a dark smile. “If they refuse to drink a toast, we’ll force them to drink a forfeit.” It’s like he wants them to make a move, so aggressive and cheeky. Huu nods along in agreement, every bit as upset as Mila but too good a friend to speak up, simply going along with whatever I decide. I’m sure if it were up to him, he’d have forced the Society off the road so we could ride ahead, but doing so would only exacerbate the situation. I’m not sure if anyone else noticed, but none of the Society brats were surprised when I mentioned Yo Ling’s secret island. No, their surprise came after my ‘generous’ offer, which means they already knew about my plans. It’s no wonder they offered to travel together, they wanted a piece of the action and were ready to blackmail me for it.
 
  
 
 It doesn’t matter. It’d be best if they kept our agreement, but I wouldn’t lose sleep if Yo Ling’s island becomes their graveyard. Despite our recent understanding, Zian still wants to take my head and while I’d feel bad about killing BoShui and ZhiLan, I wouldn’t mind teaching Sang Ryong a lesson or two. The arrogant bastard spent all dinner leering at Mila, Lin, and Li Song, and while I don’t mind him taking a glance or two, his undisguised lust was blatantly disrespectful, treating the girls like objects and not people. His disgusting behaviour has made me rethink my whole attitude towards women, intent on treating them with proper respect and dignity. No more ogling in the baths, only fleeting glances out the corner of my eyes.
 
  
 
 I can’t not look. I’m only human.
 
  
 
 Distaste and misgivings aside, I’m fairly confident this will work. The Society isn't the united power everyone thinks they are, as evidenced by Zian and BoShui’s behaviour during the Purge. While the Society as a whole will band together against external threats, their internal divisions keep them from growing unchecked and that’s what I’m relying on to keep things from going to hell in a handbasket. Zian, BoShui, and ZhiLan represent the three leading powers in the Society, respectively the Situ Clan, Han Clan, and Harmonious Unity Sect. All three are at odds with each other, while Sang Ryong from the Seven Star Sect is firmly in the Situ Clan’s pocket. This gives Zian an advantage, but not enough to unbalance the whole thing. If they tried to overthrow the other two, then BoShui and ZhiLan would unite against them, evening things out. It's a classic Mexican standoff, and I'm joining in to make things even messier. 
 
  
 
 Either way, I’m banking on their mutual distrust of one another to keep them from cooperating against me. If need be, I could even woo BoShui and ZhiLan to my side, since the Han Clan have outwardly supported the Behkai while the Harmonious Unity Sect have thrown in with Yuzhen, which is good enough. Politics, it’s so bothersome. I’d be completely lost without Yuzhen’s advice, so I’m thankful for the extra three days by her side. A terrifying woman, she makes it seem so easy. It’s a good thing she’s on our side and I only hope Gerel can keep her satisfied.
 
  
 
 Come morning, we head south towards the lake with our ponderous wagons in tow. Despite my grievances at the slow pace, it gives me plenty of time to relax and enjoy myself. Leaving Rustram and Jorani to manage the convoy, I spend the day riding through the forest, hunting and herb-picking to my heart’s content. I don’t know how Zian and the others can stand spending all their time in those stuffy little carriages. To each their own I suppose, though I see a few advantages. Riding quins is comfortable but I’d love some lumbar support. Plus the carriage offers a private setting with plenty of room to stretch, meaning I could spend all day meditating and training, or snuggling with Lin and Mila. While I love Lin to bits, she’s been monopolizing everyone’s time, cuddling with me by day and with Mila by night. This leaves me little to no private time with Mila, but I suppose that’s how it’s gotta be with multiple wives. It’s not all fun and games, it’ll take hard work, compromise, and dedication to keep a harem happy.
 
  
 
 Celibacy is no way to spend my second youth, but to be fair, I still think it’d be weird to have sex with Baledagh watching.
 
  
 
 My little brother’s mood improves by the day, taking a turn for the better after getting rid of all those Spectres. Without their dark thoughts influencing him, he’s had time to really grieve for Ai Qing, dealing with his emotions on his own terms. It’s made him stronger and more resilient, and I’m proud of his progress. Despite being a mentally twelve-year-old spirit riding backseat in his own body, he’s dealing with things much better than I would in his shoes.
 
  
 
 While his emotional strength grows by leaps and bounds, his physical strength isn’t far behind, rising with each purified Spectre he absorbs. One or two doesn’t make much of a difference, but we’ve purified more Spectres than I can count and the results are notable. After he woke, he sparred with each of my new sub-bosses and crushed them with sheer strength of arms. Even the impressive Ulfsaar the Voracious stood no chance against Baledagh, a formidable half-bear bandit almost as large as Vichear though sorely lacking in skill. While I might be able to do the same, my victories would be much less overwhelming and decisive without the use of Aura. Baledagh’s fighting prowess and instincts are above and beyond my own, maybe even surpassing Zian’s. Add in my new strength and I’m giddy with joy over how strong we’ve become.
 
  
 
 Finally, I’m no longer an underdog, rising above it all to become... Top dog, I guess? It doesn’t sound too impressive, but whatever.
 
  
 
 Nearing the end of the second day, Jester Wang leads us to an empty Butcher Bay outpost by a tributary of the Xiang Mi river. Expropriating the abandoned fleet of barges, we load the wagons and set sail, working through the night to reach Treasure Lake by morning and saving us days of travel in the process. Anchored in a calm, quiet bay, I stare out at the foggy lake where I almost lost my life, my stomach turning at the thought of sailing across them, privy to the knowledge of what lurks beneath its depths. Inside my mental plane, Blobby stirs with interest, emitting a sense of satisfaction and familiarity.
 
  
 
 To think, my amorphous little blob has a sense of home. How sweet.
 
  
 
 “Explain it again.”
 
  
 
 In response to my demand, Jester Wang mutters something rude beneath his breath. “It ain’t so complicated,” he says, adding a belated, “Boss.” Discipline is a real issue lately, but I’ll let it be until we get home. By then, it’ll be too late for regrets once their hellish training begins, with nowhere for them to run. “We just gotta find the right currents and avoid the wrong ones. Simple as picking the right hole between a woman’s legs, ‘cept this time there’s a wrong choice, ha ha ha.”
 
  
 
 For a guy nicknamed ‘Jester’, he’s not particularly funny, though he seems to think he is. I suppose that’s the irony of bandit names, like calling a giant ‘Tiny’.
 
  
 
 “So how do we pick the right current? Can you map it out for me?”
 
  
 
 Looking bashful Jester Wang shrugs. “Can’t say for certain till I sees it. The lake changes depending on the hour and season, but an old hand like meself can tell where not to go. We don’t want to be out in the centre but we can’t be staying to close to shore. So long as nothin’ goes wrong, we’ll reach the hideout afore lunch.”
 
  
 
 Famous last words. “Let’s say, for argument’s sake, something does go wrong. Then what happens? Be specific.” Call me morbid but if I’m gonna die, I’d like to know how.
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “Suppose we’ll find out together. Ain’t no one ever come back to tell the tale.”
 
  
 
 Fun.
 
  
 
 “And how many times have you done this?”
 
  
 
 A third shrug. “Usually the Captain- err, Gao Qiu led the way, but if I haven’t seen him do it a thousand times, it’s at least eight hundred. Don’t you worry boss, you’re in good hands. Jester Wang won’t let you down.”
 
  
 
 Fun. Fun. Funnnnnnnnnn.
 
  
 
 Relaying the information to the others, we unanimously decide to allow Jester Wang and his comrades four hours to rest, seeing as they’ve been sailing all night. In fact, we insist they rest despite their protests otherwise, claiming to be ‘fresh as ox shit on a farm’. As I rise in the world, I’ve learned how important things like face and reputation are, and it’s starting to affect me in negative ways. A year ago, I’d probably laugh at the quaint colloquialism, but now, I’m resisting the urge to face-palm in embarrassment.
 
  
 
 I don't like changing, but I don't have much of a choice.
 
  
 
 The time passes quickly and I’m unable to convince Mila or Lin to wait behind, the former too stubborn and adventurous while the latter claims she’s safer than I am, able to leap to shore. She probably could too, she’s light as a feather when she wants to be. After warning everyone to hang tight, Jester Wang guides our barge out onto the current, the ship lurching forward with a burst of ass-clenching speed. Standing with one foot on the prow, he directs the rudder man with hand signals as he stares out over the water, while behind him, the other boats follow in our wake, this former bandit all that stands between us and death.
 
  
 
 Sheltered from the harsh winds, Roc’s flock rides out the trip in relative safety, covered in canvas and tied down to the deck. Their harsh call is all I hear as we skip over the water at breakneck speeds, a chorus of derisive laughter heralding my incoming doom. Beneath the decks, the quins and wildcats chitter and yowl, unhappy in their cramped confines though I’d trade places with them in a heartbeat. My poor babies, I’m so sorry. I should have stayed down there with you, but Lin wanted to ride up here and I couldn’t refuse.
 
  
 
 Fearless and ecstatic, my sweet wifey leans over the side rails with a massive grin, arms outstretched and braids flapping in the wind as I hold onto the scarf wrapped around her waist and shoulders. Nearby, her guards stand in bored relaxation, giving the impression of waiting on solid ground instead of this jarring vehicle of death and disaster. Holding my free arm, the only outward signs of Mila’s nervousness are the bruises forming on my bicep as her fingers dig deep into my flesh, her mouth set in a grim, determined line. Heart racing and legs quivering, I sit on deck with a rope tied around my waist, cringing every time the barge jolts or shudders while praying this oversized wooden bucket holds together.
 
  
 
 No wonder no one ever found the Butcher Bay hideout. You’d have to be fucking suicidal to come here in the first place. 
 
  
 
 Trading places with Baledagh only buys me a few seconds of peace before he flees in terror, locking himself in the void and ignoring my pleas. Fighting back tears, I suffer in silence as our journey continues, the shore fading into the fog and erasing all frame of reference, only solid grey mist and churning white waters visible in every direction. Minute after minute, hour after hour, I ride this roller-coaster from hell as it cuts through the waves, twisting and turning through the rapids, sometimes even circling around before shooting ever deeper into the lake.
 
  
 
 I want off this wild ride...
 
  
 
 As if in response to my prayers, I hear a rumbling crash as the bottom of the barge scrapes across something hard. Everything comes to a grinding halt, and barely able to keep my seat, I pull Lin in close to keep her safe. Unable to speak, I hug my two loves one last time, cursing my greed and stupidity for consigning us all to a cold, watery grave.
 
  
 
 Giving me a peck on the cheek, Lin’s cheery voice sounds. “Hubby, lets go. I wanna see the island.”
 
  
 
 It takes a few seconds for her words to register, and I stand up to see solid land all around me. Nearby, the other barges appear out of the mist as the former Butchers pull them onto the beach, securing them with practised efficiency. Chuckling madly, Jester Wang raises his head high, thumps his chest and says, “See, boss? Ain’t nothing to it.”
 
  
 
 With my shirt drenched in sweat and head dizzy with relief, it’s all I can do to keep from from strangling the smug bastard to death. ‘Ain’t nothing to it’ my ass, but I still need him for the ride back.
 
  
 
 Then again, I could always take up a life of banditry and live here forever.
 
  
 
 It’d almost be worth it.
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 Knees weak and body quivering, Mila struggled to compose herself as she fled the floating wooden deathtrap in all haste. Fighting the urge to kiss the sand beneath her feet, she clutched Rain’s arm a little tighter, taking comfort in their shared terror, his blanched skin and wide-eyed expression betraying his inner thoughts. Forget having a calm, fearless husband, it was unnatural to remain unnerved after what they went through.
 
  
 
 In contrast, Lin hopped over the side of the boat and skipped ahead, eager to explore the island with her guards close behind. How the five of them remained unperturbed by the turbulent cruise was nothing short of awe-inspiring, Lin’s mental fortitude and desire for adventure far outstripping Mila’s own. Even Gerel and Tursinai looked a little green from the experience, a minor wobble in their gait betraying unease. Tenjin appeared downright miserable, haggard and sickly as he leaned heavily against his wife for support. A broken neck was no small matter and if not for Lin’s guards stabilizing his injury and stealing him out from under Yo Ling’s nose, Tursinai might very well have joined Tanaraq to become a young widow.
 
  
 
 With her racing heart under control, Mila finally thought to check on Song. Oh, how wonderful it would be to see the sweet girl in distress, Mila could hardly contain her excitement. It’s not that she wanted Song to be terrified, but the stony-faced girl rarely showed any emotion, not even cracking a smile after thrashing a Demon, so Mila treasured every one of Song’s unique expressions. She could see it now, Song with her ears pressed flat and head hanging low, shyly taking Mila’s hand in search of safety and reassurance...
 
  
 
 In reality, Song disembarked with her customary nonchalance, scanning around for danger while carrying a terrified Aurie in her arms. The other animals scampered off the boat to explore their surroundings, quins, bears, and wildcats all curious about their unfamiliar surroundings, though some of the animals sought Rain’s comforting touch.
 
  
 
 Right, their surroundings. Taking a deep breath, Mila studied the mythical Butcher Bay hideout and her first impression was... disappointing. For decades, soldiers and mercenaries searched for Yo Ling’s hidden fortress to no avail, so Mila imagined it to be something wondrous and awe-inspiring. An underground city, ramshackle ruins of a past era, even a standard fortress would have been acceptable, but so far, all she saw was a regular beach. Surrounded by mossy cliffs, it was large enough to hold hundreds of boats, a staging area and little else. A handful of ugly buildings sat hewn into the cliff-side, warehouses and shipyards according to Jester Wang, all empty and bare. At the back of the beach laid a path leading into the depths of the island where Lin bounced in place, playing the part of docile and obedient ‘wifey’ while waiting for the rest of their delegation to assemble. 
 
  
 
 With nothing of interest to see, Mila flopped down to the sand, her nerves strained and muscles tense after multiple near brushes with death. Though she could accept dying in battle, hurtling through the rapids with no control over her fate was almost too much to handle. Joining her, Song sat down with Aurie in her lap, the poor wildcat still shivering with fright. Stroking his flank, Mila did her part to comfort him as Rain’s retinue and the Society Brats made their way onto the beach, fanning out into their separate groups and factions. Watching Rain’s ‘sub-bosses’ clumsily arrange their squadrons, Mila couldn’t help but sigh at their ineptitude. Dastan and Rustram aside, it was a terrible mess. The four former bandits were the worst, standing about without a care in the world and taking no efforts to organize their own people. Bandits weren’t known for their organization or discipline, but they seemed to take pride in their failings, firing glances of derision and disdain at the neatly organized Society soldiers standing at attention, while they themselves squatted and loitered about in jumbled clump.
 
  
 
 Ravil and Bulat were a different mess altogether, their loud reprimands and imaginative curses echoing off the cliffs as they bullied their subordinates into line. One a murderous ruffian and the other a criminal mastermind, the pair made for unconventional leaders, but their unorthodox style was both taught and endorsed by Rain so Mila had no choice but to suffer in silence. At least Rain knew better than to berate his people in public as he took charge, but the two former street toughs took perverse delight in it, grinning with pride as the Society watched on.
 
  
 
 Upon returning home, Mila intended to beg Mama to place a contingent of Sentinels under Rain’s command and teach him proper tactics. Though Mama and Baatar were happy to let Rain pick his own soldiers and test his wild strategies, as a Second Grade Warrant Officer, he was now too high-profile to be given free reign. Allowing a novice commander and his delinquent hoodlums to represent them would only bring the People shame. Though Rain lucked out with his former cripples who turned out to be an honourable and worthy group of warriors, there had to be a limit to his luck. Crippled former soldiers were a far cry from reluctant bandits, and though Rain had no choice but to keep Jorani, Mila believed it would be best if Rain dismissed the majority of the Mother’s Militia after bringing them far from Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Or rather, she had a more... permanent solution in mind, but Rain was too kind to listen.
 
  
 
 Instead, he spent the last two weeks doing absolutely nothing, running around headbutting his pets while discussing a myriad of bizarre and senseless ideas with Diyako and his group of madmen. Those damned birds were driving everyone crazy with their damnable squawking, but her betrothed was too stubborn to get rid of them. Lamenting his lack of skill, Rain had all but given up on the bow and Mila couldn’t blame him. It took a lifetime of training to raise a master archer and he already had more than enough to keep him occupied. His dream of designing a cheap, mass-manufactured crossbow to rival the People’s hunting bows was another thing altogether though. The double recurve bows were the product of generations of testing and experience which Rain couldn’t hope to match in his lifetime, much less surpass.
 
  
 
 Stifling a sigh, Mila studied her betrothed, his lips pursed and eyebrows drawn in annoyance as he whipped his retinue into formation. Though she often complained about his inadequacies, his soft attitude, strange ideas, and wild fancies were all a part of why she loved him. When he lifted her into his arms with his infectious smile shining brighter than his amber eyes, her complaints and irritations all melted away into a soft, gooey mass of love and affection.
 
  
 
 Well, almost all of them. She still couldn’t forgive him for the headbutt. If he wanted to show his affection, then why didn’t he just kiss her?
 
  
 
 Such was the price she paid for falling in love with an idiot, a bruised nose and injured pride.
 
  
 
 After determining no one was missing with a quick headcount, Rain marched off with BoShui and Lin at his sides while everyone else waited their turn. To save time and ensure everything was aboveboard, they divided the island into four quadrants to search through in pairs, one Society representative alongside one of their own. Huu teamed up with ZhiLan and Fung with Ryong, the most sensible grouping. Leaving the licentious Fung with the flirtatious ZhiLan was a recipe for disaster, while the Seven Star Sect successor would find himself shorter by a head if he didn’t stop leering at Huu’s wives. Finally, lacking a fourth warrant officer, Rain paired Zian with Mila, presumably to avoid friction between himself and the once-defeated Warrant Officer, though Mila was unhappy about babysitting this pompus, puffed-up princeling.
 
  
 
 After the last of Fung and ZhiLan’s people faded into the mist, Zian moved to follow. “Come along then,” he said, nose tilted towards the sky. “We’ve much to do before the day is done.”
 
  
 
 ‘Come along then’, she inwardly mocked. By the Mother, if Mila didn’t know any better, she’d swear Zian had learned to infuse his Aura with arrogance. Undeserved at that, she’d seen him fight and while it was impressive, she was confident in her ability to deal with him after she condensed her Aura. His speed and style were pretty to look at but as Mama would say, he was too engrossed in looking elegant. All style and no substance, let him dance all he wants. His skills were nothing in comparison to her raw, unmitigated strength.
 
  
 
 With his Honed Aura, Rain was indisputably the number one talent of their generation, but Mila refused to give up second place. If she could learn to defend against his Aura...
 
  
 
 Daydreaming of defeating Rain and sweeping aside their peers, Mila led her people around the outskirts of the desolate South-west quadrant with Zian. While a treasure hunt might have been fun with Rain and Lin at her side, Song’s enthusiasm was non-existent and Zian’s company all but unbearable. The Sentinels and soldiers swept through the area while Tursinai marched nearby, Sending Mila coarse and obscene comments regarding the things she wanted to do to Zian, unable to converse with Tenjin since she left him back at the beach.
 
  
 
 Grinding her teeth, Mila paid the lustful woman and arrogant pretty-boy no mind as she trudged through the island. Sparse and rocky with an utter lack of trees and shrubbery, there wasn’t much to search through, with the ground too hard to dig up and buildings nonexistent. Every now and then they came across a smattering of tents, containing plenty of bugs and filth but no treasures of any kind.
 
  
 
 Mother above, if Mila suffered through that horrifying boat ride for nothing but lice and ticks...
 
  
 
 Four hours into their search, the sun dipped over the horizon and plunged the world into darkness, the moon and starlight too dim to search by. Belly rumbling with hunger, Mila wanted to call it a day but Zian wanted to push on, hungry for treasure and unwilling to give up. Grumbling beneath her breath, she followed the greedy princeling for another half-hour before her temper boiled over. “Enough!” She snapped. “This is stupid, bumbling around by torchlight, who knows what we might’ve missed? Set camp, we’ll resume our search in the morning.” Zian didn’t respond but Mila couldn’t be bothered to care, ordering her people to dig in. If he dared try to leave, then she’d damn the consequences and give Tursinai permission to do as she pleased.
 
  
 
 After all, they were alone and isolated on the island, a perfect place to slaughter the Society’s most promising youth without any witnesses...
 
  
 
 After a cold, unsatisfying meal of jerky and hard-tack, Mila crawled into her tent and sighed. Climbing into her bedroll fully dressed, she lamented her unfortunate fate as the second wife. Her heartless betrothed brought her to this barren wasteland only to saunter off with her supposed friend and abandoning her with his greatest rival. Thoughtless and inconsiderate is what it was, stupid Rain and stupid Lin. With the drunk and dispirited BoShui as their partner, they probably stopped searching hours ago, settling down to enjoy a nice, hot meal cooked by Rain, some stew or noodles, maybe even rice and seared meat, snuggled together in front of the fire like a pair of fools in love. They even stole away the sweet bear cubs, leaving only Sarankho and Song for Mila to cuddle.
 
  
 
 As if sensing her thoughts, Song laid down and stroked Mila’s hair. “There. There. Mila,” Song said, awkward and unused to comforting people, but the sentiment was there.
 
  
 
 Giggling in delight, Mila wrapped her arms around Song in a hug. “Oh Song, you always treat me best. Who cares about Rain and Lin, so long as I have you by my side then everything will work out fine.” Indignation replacing melancholy, she continued, “Hmph. That Rain, so greedy for treasure he’s willing to send me away like this. If he loves treasure so much, then I’ll spend it as fast as he earns it. He wastes money on extravagant jewellery for me and Lin instead of saving up for a betrothal gift, but to thank you for saving my life, all he could muster up were a few measly emeralds on a jade comb? The miser, I’ll buy you a whole set of emerald jewellery in Shen Huo and use his coin to pay for it. Tiara, earrings, bangles, necklace, the whole works. Just you wait. What else do you want?”
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Song smiled sleepily, looking more radiant than usual. “There's no need for reward. So long as I can remain by your side, then I am happy.” 
 
  
 
 Squeezing Song a little tighter, Mila engraved this scene into memory. No matter what riches Mila might unearth in the next few days, she couldn’t imagine finding a treasure better than this one; the sight of a contented Song blinking sleepily as she fought to stay awake, nestled in Mila's shoulder.
 
  
 
 Maybe this trip was worth it after all.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Though his first day of treasure hunting passed without success, Zian was eager to begin anew. Waking with the rising sun, he ate breakfast and packed his tent, hurrying as much as possible. Crazy though she might have been, he owed the Shrike much for teaching him how to set camp. It seemed like such an unimportant thing, but putting up and taking down his tent gave him a sense of self-satisfaction he didn’t know he lacked.
 
  
 
 Finished with his task, he glanced at the Bekhai camp, silent and still despite the morning light. How disappointing, he’d had such high expectations for Sumila, daughter of Akanai. When he thought of how Baatar said Rain wasn’t the most talented youth in their village, Zian thought he spoke of Sumila, but it seems she was little more than a wastrel like so many other heirs of greatness. Seeing the slave girl’s prowess made him believe Sumila would be even stronger, but after yesterday’s shameful display, he realized the Bekhai weren’t all peerless warriors from birth. Rain and the slave were anomalies, talented, hardworking geniuses, but the Bekhai had their fair share of slackers.
 
  
 
 While the quality of Sumila’s soldiers were a step above Rain’s, their leader was anything but impressive. A sullen, moody teenager, she spent all of yesterday’s search pouting and moping, as if searching the island was beneath her station. He’d seen more than a few prodigal sons and daughters, but never had he seen child so spoiled she didn't even put Butcher Bay’s treasure in her eyes. This was a story to tell their children and grandchildren, eventually to be immortalized in the annals of history, yet Sumila treated this whole excursion like a chore, clearly unhappy to be here.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Zian had a moment of pity for Rain. Though she was a lovely enough girl in a non-traditional manner, with a strong jawline and endearing freckles, having a lazy, unmotivated wife like Sumila meant Rain was destined for hardship and adversity. He believed behind every great man in history stood a strong woman, whether it be a mother, sister, or wife. Then again, he also believed many possibly great men met their downfalls at the hands of a woman, and he took the lesson to heart. While he saw nothing wrong with indulging in the pleasures of the flesh, he took care not to fall into their woven webs. As a talented warrior and the only heir to Clan and City, he had his fair share of women looking to sink their claws into him.
 
  
 
 With all his soldiers ready and waiting, Zian refused to wait any longer. Unwilling to sneak away and break faith, he stood outside Sumila’s tent and cleared his throat, making his presence known.
 
  
 
 Nothing. No response at all, not even a stirring within the tent. Trying again, he coughed loudly and waited, craning his neck to listen for signs of life.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Still nothing.
 
  
 
 “Ahem,” he coughed, anger rising. “Lady Sumila? Good morning. The sun has risen and time is wasting.”
 
  
 
 A tittering laugh caught him by surprise as he turned to face a lovely, older woman sitting a few meters from Sumila’s tent. “You’ll have to work a little harder if you want little Mila. Loves her sleep, she does.” Tursinai, the newly appointed Senior Captain of the Bekhai. How did he not see her there? Her low rank was by no means an indication of her skill. As someone who defeated the traitor guard captain Mao Jianghong and survived a clash with Yo Ling, she’d earned his respect and vigilance. Thankfully, her chain and sickle was unsuited to single combat and her equally skilled husband was back at the beach, still recovering from his injuries. Should worst come to worst, he was confident Jukai could handle the beautiful warrior with ease, giving his retinue the advantage.
 
  
 
 Clasping his hands, he nodded in respect. “Senior Captain Tursinai, your help would be appreciated. If you could wake Lady Sumila, we can be on our way in a matter of minutes.”
 
  
 
 “Absolutely not.” Smirking in an unladylike manner, Tursinai shook her head. “You’re pretty, but not pretty enough for me to poke my nose into that beehive. Not even Rain would be so brave as to wake her at dawn. If you want to try, then be my guest.”
 
  
 
 Frowning in annoyance, Zian weighed his options. It was almost five in the morning and they’d agreed to only spend two days searching the island, not nearly enough time. Well, if the Bekhai refused to conduct themselves civilly, then he would act accordingly. Gesturing for his retinue to approach, he said, “The Lady Sumila is having troubles waking this morning. Shall we aid her with a rousing battle cry?”
 
  
 
 Understanding his intention, his fifty-odd soldiers smiled and raised their voices in a challenging shout, alternating between stamping one foot and smacking their breastplates. Following Jukai’s lead, their shouting rose in both intensity and volume, their stamping and smacking devolving into a thunderous, clanging clamour as they sought to rouse the lazy Sumila from her bedroll.
 
  
 
 This went on for almost half a minute when a deafening shout emanated from the tent. “QUUUIIEEETTTTTTTTT!!!” Came the echoing, guttural roar, silencing Zian’s retinue in an instant. Stomping out of her tent, with her clothes in disarray and hair a mess, Lady Sumila glared murderously at the congregated soldiers, Zian’s heart freezing in the face of her unmitigated blood lust. The pouty, freckled, button-nosed maiden was nowhere to be found, replaced by a fearsome tigress hungry for retribution. Moving faster than he could react, she grabbed him by the throat with one hand and hefted him overhead like a sack of flour, his feet dangling off the ground despite their massive height difference. Grabbing her steely forearm, he fought to free himself from her vice-like grip with no success, his punches and kicks unnoticed as her stubby fingers denied air to his lungs and blood to his brain. “What business do you have at this unholy hour?” She asked with a snarl, her bloodshot eyes wild and violent. “Is it too much to ask for a full night’s rest? Why do you even need treasure so badly? If you’re not the richest person on this island, then I’ll eat my boots raw! ANSWER ME!!”
 
  
 
 Zian’s Aura crashed uselessly against Tursinai’s as the warrior woman hid her delight. “Silly girl, he can’t answer with your hand clamped around his neck. Why don’t you put the young magistrate down before the old man has an aneurysm?”
 
  
 
 Dropped without warning, Zian fell to his hands and knees, light-headed and gasping for breath. As the world spun around him, he heard Sumila mutter, “I’m going back to sleep. Wake me at a decent hour and we’ll start the search.”
 
  
 
 Vision fading in and out of darkness, Zian felt a strange sensation welling up from within. If Rain or Fung or anyone else had treated him like this, then he’d stop at nothing to kill the bastard and avenge his honour. However, when his thoughts turned to Lady Sumila, there was no hatred or anger. Quite the opposite in fact, he wondered how he could have ever been so blind as to not see her true beauty. Never before had he witnessed anything more beautiful than her savage ferocity, a robust, forceful warrior, glorious and unstoppable in her fury. Beside her, all other women paled in comparison, flimsy, fragile things of no value aside from their looks.
 
  
 
 She was everything he wanted in a wife, capable and powerful in her own right while also demure and ladylike when necessary. This was a woman to stand beside, striding hand in hand into the annals of history, together.
 
  
 
 If ever there were a man more blessed with luck than Falling Rain, Zian couldn’t afford to meet him, for his ego would shatter, never to be reformed.
 
  
 
 What favoured Son of the Situ Clan? His luck was nothing compared to a ‘nameless’ village savage.
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 Basking in the morning sun, I greet the new day with a smile, ready to search for treasure. I’m feeling good about my chances with how things turned out. In the interest of fairness, Zian and the others wanted to pick their zones, claiming it was only fair since I had the advantage of Jester Wang’s guidance. I reluctantly obliged but things worked out after BoShui ended up with the North-west quadrant. This is where the top brass lived, meaning Yo Ling’s manor is mine to plunder.
 
  
 
 Finally lucky. It’s about damn time.
 
  
 
 Though there’s only one-fourth of the island to cover, it’s not a small area by any measure. It took five hours of marching to cross the island and reach the outer edge of our quadrant, and since the sun had already set by the time we arrived, this is the first real look I’ve taken of our hunting grounds. Rugged and uneven, the island seems incapable of supporting much natural life. A few grasses, weeds, and mosses add minimal colour to the landscape, with the odd, scraggly tree growing in the rocky, loose soil, a light dusting sitting atop solid bedrock. The stone-brick buildings are well-built but exceedingly filthy, unsurprising since bandits aren’t known for their cleanliness. Reeking of mildew, rotten food, and worse, we left the buildings unoccupied, sleeping atop the jagged stones beneath the stars instead of subjecting ourselves to its foul stench.
 
  
 
 Before going to sleep last night, we searched through the buildings around our campsite, but a quick once over uncovered nothing of value. Unsurprising since these were the barracks for common bandits and warriors, unlikely to contain much hidden wealth. I’m more interested in the officers' quarters and the forges sitting on the island’s coast. If what Jester Wang says is accurate, there probably won’t be much of value in the other quadrants, which is fine by me. I don’t mind splitting the loot, I’m here for the thrill of finding it.
 
  
 
 After bringing a hot breakfast to the Guard Leader and her cronies, I leave a basket of meat and fruits on the ground for my fur babies before ducking into Lin’s tent. Waking the sweet girl with a kiss on the cheek, my little wifey pouts and groans in protest even as her nose twitches at the fragrant smell of breakfast. After struggling to decide between food and sleep, gluttony triumphs over sloth as she sits up, her eyes bright and hair in disarray. “Morning hubby,” she says, accepting her bowl with a toothy smile.
 
  
 
 Too cute.
 
  
 
 Devouring her breakfast while I brush her hair, Lin leans back to nestle against my chest, sighing in contentment. “Yummy! Hubby, you’re the best.” Affecting a pout, she continues, “Poor Mi-Mi and Li-Li, they’re probably eating a cold breakfast all by their lonesome. Why’d you send them away with that stinky Zian?”
 
  
 
 “Stinky? You’re too biased, he wears more perfume than anyone I know, plus he's the prettiest man I’ve ever met. I was even worried Mila would fall for his charms and abandon us.” Kissing Lin on the temple, I resume brushing her hair. “It’s not like I wanted to separate from her, but I had no choice. While he’s all cordial and polite on the surface, I’m certain he’d decapitate me given the chance, so partnering with him would have been too stressful. Even though she doesn’t have a rank, Mila’s the best choice to handle him. His enmity ends at me and she’s smart enough not to start a new blood feud, so it’ll be fine. Plus, if things go south, then she has Tursinai there to back her up. Mila’s a tough girl, she’ll survive without us for a day or two.”
 
  
 
 My words earn me a double poke, one finger to each cheek. “Silly Rainy, Mi-Mi’s still a girl. It’s not a nice feeling when your hubby sends you away with another man. You need to make it up to her after this, ya? Maybe you should finally get her a betrothal gift. You gave Yan hers months ago and Mi-Mi’s been waiting all this time. Unlike your sweet Lin-Lin, Mi-Mi gets jealous easily, so you have to work a little harder to please her.”
 
  
 
 Wait what? “It wasn’t a betrothal gift, it was a going away present for a friend. Anyways, I gave you both your betrothal gifts. You’re wearing parts of it right now.”
 
  
 
 “This?” Thrusting her hand in front of my face, Lin wiggles her new ring, a golden, diamond-encrusted band boasting a heart-shaped sapphire the size of my thumbnail. “Oh, hubby... It’s so shiny and I love it, but it’s not a betrothal gift.”
 
  
 
 Oh no... How much do they expect me to spend on a betrothal gift? “So... what's a betrothal gift?” In hindsight, I probably should have asked this earlier.
 
  
 
 Braiding one side of her hair while I do the other, Lin giggles and answers, “A betrothal gift is supposed to be practical, something we can use to contribute to the household. We can’t do anything with rings and jewellery other than sell it, and then what? See, you gave Zabu and Shana to Yan, which means she has two quins to help her hunt and bring food and pelts home. So you need to think of something for Mi-Mi that matches her personality. Easy, ya?”
 
  
 
 Huh, that’s rather down-to-earth of the People. I like it. Then again, it probably became a tradition because so many people died young. With these parameters for a betrothal gift, it’s pretty much ensuring your spouse has some means to earn a living after you’ve croaked. Ah whatever, I’ll treat the jewellery as a regular gift, their smiles were worth it. Plus, it’s not like I worked hard for the money and gemstones, Jorani and co. stole it all. “Hmm... so does that mean I should build Mila a forge? I wouldn’t even know where to start...” And what do I get Lin? Taduk provides her with everything she needs to be an herbalist.
 
  
 
 “You can ask her daddy, but I think it’d be better if you got her armour. Something like Li-Li’s, ya? Mi-Mi’s not as durable as you are.”
 
  
 
 Runic armour? How rich does Lin think I am? Praying I find something expensive on the island, I’m struck by a chilling thought. “You don’t think I’m trying to marry Li Song do you? Is that why you were so upset when I didn’t give her any jewellery?”
 
  
 
 “Silly Rainy. We were upset because you gave us gifts right in front of her. If you had nothing to gift Li-Li, then you should have waited until we were alone. It’s rude ya?”
 
  
 
 Sigh. There are so many of these little customs and courtesies, how am I ever supposed to learn them all?  “When we get home, I need a crash course on how not to be rude. Just to clarify, I gave Li Song the armour because she’s the only one who can wear it, not because I’m interested in her.”
 
  
 
 “I know and Mi-Mi knows too, but everyone else doesn’t see it that way. Runic Armour is priceless, you can’t buy it even if you have money.” So where am I supposed to find one for Mila? My little wifey thinks too highly of me.
 
  
 
 Her braids finished, Lin reaches for her clothes and I turn away before she strips down. My little wifey has no sense of propriety, finding nothing wrong with taking off her pajamas in my presence. As nice as it sounds in theory, the four fearsome guards standing outside would happily beat me bloody should I ever overstep my boundaries. Unaware of the epic struggle between reason and lust going on within me, Lin continues chatting. “It’s fine, Li-Li doesn’t want to marry anyone anyways, not yet at least. Think of it as helping her keep pesky suitors away. No one’s gonna approach her after you gifted her Runic Armour.” Hugging me from behind, Lin whispers, “Don’t worry, if Li-Li changes her mind and wants to marry you, I don’t mind. Towel please.”
 
  
 
 Handing her a wet face-cloth, I sit and wait as she washes her face and brushes her teeth. This girl, she’s too accommodating. How many wives does she expect me to have?
 
  
 
 ...Not that I’m complaining.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, beautiful though she might be, I don’t see myself ever marrying Li Song. Besides, knowing her, she’d probably rather marry Mila instead of me, so this is all a moot point. Man, I have more possible rivals than I thought... I should treat Mila better before she realizes she’s better off with someone else...
 
  
 
 Leaving my pets with Lin, I bring Gerel to meet up with our Society partner, waiting outside while BoShui’s guard wakes him, my fellow Warrant Officer still sleeping off a bender. Truth be told, I didn’t stick Mila with Zian just so I could avoid an awkward situation, because it’s equally awkward hanging out with BoShui. He didn’t take the Shrike’s death well and still kinda blames it on me. With his Spectral compromised soul, I thought it best to have Baledagh keep an eye on him. Handing the reins over to my little brother, we stand and wait with a piping hot bowl of rice gruel in hand.
 
  
 
 Looking like death warmed over, BoShui wincing at the glare of the morning light. “Mother’s sagging tits,” he groans, taking the bowl without a word of thanks. “What time is it?”
 
  
 
 In control of our vocal chords, Baledagh declines to answer, studying our Tainted ally. “It’s getting worse,” he says mentally. “At this rate, it’s possible he’ll turn wholly Defiled before we leave.”
 
  
 
 It sucks not being able to see what he sees, but we each have our own strengths. “How can you tell?”
 
  
 
 “Most people only have a handful of Spectres about them, never coming in contact while whispering their hateful lies. It’s of little consequence to anyone with a good head on their shoulders, but the more Spectres there are, the worse it gets. The air is thick with Spectres around this one, diving in and out of his body as they please. Even his guards are affected again.”
 
  
 
 Shit. Baledagh cleansed them only two mornings ago, when we set out from Sanshu. None of the people in my retinue suffered from a resurgence of Spectres, so I figured they were inoculated against further infection, but it seems I’m wrong. No wonder everyone’s hairs are in a twist when it comes to the Defiled, one bad apple truly spoils the bunch. “Anything you can do to slow it down?”
 
  
 
 Baledagh gives a mental shake of his head, impressive considering he’s not here in the void with me. We’re more in tune with each other now, which is both alarming and heartwarming at the same time. “It’s a matter of willpower,” he says, scorn and disgust welling up within, “and this sorry sack of shit had little to begin with. Who knows when he’ll give in? Maybe in an hour, maybe never.”
 
  
 
 Harsh words aside, Baledagh’s contempt isn’t solely directed at BoShui. Much of it is reserved for himself, my little brother overly critical of his past mistakes. I don’t blame him for turning Defiled though. With the life he’s had, I’m surprised it didn’t happen earlier. Hell, I’m surprised I haven’t given in to the dark side, I’ve always been self-deprecating and one to wallow in self misery, a perfect target for the Spectres. Plus, I’d make an awesome villain, strutting my stuff and making evil quips, dressed in all black everything complete with devilish goatee. Morals are so cumbersome, sometimes I wonder what it’d be like to divest myself of them all.
 
  
 
 Meeting Baledagh’s gaze, BoShui’s lip curls in a sneer. “What are you staring at? Acting all high and mighty because you got a promotion. Everything’s all roses and sunshine for you, isn’t it? Pei. Must be nice to be loved by the Mother. I wouldn’t know, the cold, frigid bitch never did anything for me.” Turning to his guard, he bellows, “Make yourself useful and fetch me some wine. It feels like there’s a bear dancing on my skull.”
 
  
 
 As the guard passes over a waiting gourd of wine, Baledagh’s draws Peace, slashes out, and returns the weapon to its scabbard in the blink of an eye. “No more drinking,” he says as the spilled wine drains into the rocky soil, the top half of the gourd still in BoShui’s hand. “Drowning your sorrows won’t help. Embrace them, experience them, and move on. Do it on your own time though, there’s work to be done.”
 
  
 
 “Atta boy, Baledagh. Show him who’s boss! Alpha as fuck!” Baledagh’s cheeks redden from my whooping praise, but I can’t help it. That was both bad-ass and informative. 
 
  
 
 Though the guards seem appreciative of the gesture, BoShui doesn’t feel the same. Knuckles white with fury, he swallows his words and orders his people to prepare. Moving to one side, he eats his breakfast in stony silence, his glances betraying his fury and hatred, no doubt encouraged by the Spectres. It’s not the best situation, because if he’s not talking to us, then that means he’s listening to them.
 
  
 
 We’re playing a dangerous game. While Baledagh and Blobby can cleanse BoShui at any time, I'd prefer to keep Gerel in the dark regarding the full extent of ‘my gifts’. He can’t keep secrets from Yuzhen and I’ve seen her twist minor, seemingly insignificant details to her advantage. She already has more dirt on me than I’m comfortable with, so I’d rather not give her more.
 
  
 
 I still don’t know how we’re gonna deal with BoShui in the long run. Even if we ignore the sudden perception of old injuries, he’s going to notice something’s off when we cleanse him, which will lead to a whole mess of uncomfortable questions. The best plan we came up with was letting him get nice and drunk before Baledagh does his thing, then claim BoShui fell down the stairs or something. It’s not the best plan, but it’s something.
 
  
 
 A shame we can’t siphon away half of the Spectres and leave the rest for later. We tried it out on Ulfsaar and he went apeshit as the remaining Spectres struggled to take control. He settled down after Baledagh finished the job, but not before smacking Gerel halfway across the room. It's a good thing he was easy to trick, I'd hate to kill him. With his prodigious strength and robust Aura, the brutish half-bear bandit is a fearsome opponent despite his utterly non-existent martial skills. With a few months training, I fully expect him to become a pillar of my retinue.
 
  
 
 I’m not thrilled about having an angry rage-bandit nicknamed ‘the Voracious’ as my most promising rookie, but I’m training soldiers, not nursemaids. I can’t expect them all to be paragons of virtue, now can I? So long as they don’t cross my bottom line, these former bandits will do nicely. I’ve so many new ideas for training and I can’t wait to try them out.
 
  
 
 Devious thoughts aside, I take a few minutes to explain my search plan to BoShui, who readily agrees with all my suggestions. After sending our people out in groups to search the surrounding areas, I follow Jester Wang to Yo Ling’s manor, caring nothing for the various storehouses and barracks in between. I mean, sure, there’ll be things of value to plunder, but I doubt they leave all their coin sitting around behind a locked door. There has to be a treasury, a hidden room hiding all of Yo Ling’s personal goods, and where better to hide it than in his own house?
 
  
 
 Sitting atop the highest hill, Yo Ling’s manor is a sight to behold, a curious mixture of elegance and function. At twice my height and complete with moat and drawbridge, the spotless white-stone walls wouldn’t look out of place on a fortress, a necessity for any Bandit King. After Gerel leaps over the wall and lowers the bridge, the double gates open to reveal a massive white-jade statue chiseled in the likeness of a young Yo Ling. With two eyes and a well-groomed beard, dressed in full armour and mace in hand, the dastardly bandit almost looks heroic.
 
  
 
 Once you get past the outer defences and garish choice in welcoming decor, Yo Ling’s manor shows its charm. For a murderous bandit, the man had good taste. Lining the paved walkway are smooth, rounded rocks of similar size, fit together in an uneven and oddly satisfying manner when compared to the straight, undeviating pathway. The overall effect turns his entire courtyard into a massive rock garden, and I can only imagine how beautiful it’d look if all the grass were trimmed. The outside of the buildings are all red-lacquered wood, with gracefully arched roofs and sturdy, stone-carved foundations. Peering through the open doors and windows uncovers a myriad of artworks and extravagances. Vibrant porcelain vases, decorative jade vessels, masterwork calligraphy scrolls, vivid, breathtaking paintings, and more.
 
  
 
 Okay... I now officially regret inviting Zian and the others along.
 
  
 
 Maybe I can convince them to donate everything to a museum, then rob it blind in a year or two.
 
  
 
 The rest of the day is spent in a frenzy of activity, packing everything onto the wagons and sending it back to the barges. I’m not sure we’ll even have enough room on the ships, we might need more than one trip to bring everything away. Walking hand in hand with Lin, we take our time appreciating the sights and secretly pocketing a few small items for ourselves before clearing everything out room by room, leaving only destruction in our wake. Stones and couches overturned, walls and bookshelves torn apart, every pillar and floorboard is checked and rechecked for hidden compartments as our appetite for treasure continues to grow. Even the drapes and cushions are taken away, repurposed into padding for the more fragile treasures.
 
  
 
 As night falls, I gaze upon our work from Yo Ling’s balcony, unable to come to terms with my newfound wealth. Though I’ve yet to find anything hidden away, the treasures on display are enough to make a hundred men wealthy, much less eight. The Guard Leader is surprisingly adept at appraising works of art, often able to name the craftsman before seeing a signature or stamp. I suppose I should gift her something after all this, though I should ask Lin if it’s appropriate before I do. The last thing I need right now are more wife candidates, and even if I did, the Guard Leader is nowhere near the top of the list.
 
  
 
 Breathing a sigh of contentment, I glance around Yo Ling’s room before we go, left untouched for now. I thought about sleeping here, but who knows what sort of nasty business went down on those sheets. No thank you. Spying a bookshelf, I head over to peruse the collection, curious what a bandit king reads. Histories and poetry make up the bulk of the books, along with a solid selection of military and weapon manuals. Running my fingers over the spine of each book, I ignore Gerel’s growing impatience because why not, while BoShui looks on the verge of falling asleep on his feet.
 
  
 
 Whatever. I’ll come back tomorrow. Still a full day of looting ahead of me, so might as well get a good night’s sleep. As I turn away, my elbow bumps a bookend and I react instinctively, darting to catch it before it falls. Freezing in place, I turn my gaze back to the bookend, still sitting on the shelf, unmoved by the impact. The bookend couldn’t be more ordinary, an L shaped block of wood stuck to the bookshelf, incredibly out of place amongst the riches and splendour of Yo Ling’s manor. All the other bookends are the same, and even the shelf is stuck against the wall.
 
  
 
 “Interesting,” Gerel says, studying the shelf thoughtfully. “A hidden door?”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps you twist or turn the bookends in a certain order?” BoShui adds his two cents, finally showing an interest in the proceedings. “My uncle has something like that.”
 
  
 
 “Fuck puzzles.” Grabbing an armload of books, I toss them onto the bed. Quickly catching on, everyone pitches in to help empty the shelf, with all thoughts of sleep fleeing at the prospect of riches. After chopping the bookshelf into kindling, we carve into the stone wall behind it to reveal a hewn stone stairway leading down into the depths of the island. Grinning from ear to ear, I glance at everyone and ask, “So, who’s up for a little cave exploration?”
 
 
This is going to be so much fun...
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 Unable to stomach it any longer, Baledagh sank into his pillow, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, waiting for his nausea to pass. Leading the way through the hidden passageway, brother’s eyes darted about the torch-lit cavern without pattern or logic, constantly scanning the area for dangers unknown. Ceiling to staircase and wall to wall, seeing the world tossed around by brother’s jerky movements made Baledagh sick to his stomach. According to brother, it had something to do with seeing the motions without perceiving them with his other senses, but he’d never experienced it so vividly before. Ever since reawakening, brother’s mental constructs regained their permanence and Baledagh took advantage of the comforts. Though laying in bed and watching the world through brother’s eyes was rather relaxing most of the time, it wasn’t suitable for high-intensity situations like this.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of the room and into the void, Baledagh ignored the Heavenly Waters and focused his will. With a little effort, he faded from existence and merged with brother’s senses. It’s what brother did when they fought together, and although it required intense concentration to sustain, sharing brother’s perceptions of the world around him felt much more natural, free of the jarring disconnect between mind and body. “Brother,” he asked, once his stomach settled. “What are you looking for?”
 
  
 
 “Traps,” came the reply, straightforward and succinct, as if the one word explained everything. Every few steps, he’d stop to think, tapping the ground and walls with a wooden plank scavenged from the destroyed bookshelf.
 
  
 
 Baledagh sighed. Sometimes, this brother of his was too unfathomable. “How do you know there are traps?”
 
  
 
 “... Isn’t it par for the course?” Before he could ask what the strange idiom meant, brother continued. “You know, pressure switches, tripwires, pitfalls, and more, traps to keep people away from the treasure. Or keep people from ambushing Yo Ling in his bedroom. A bandit wouldn’t trust anyone with a secret passage like this, so he can’t rely on guards.”
 
  
 
 Unable to retort, Baledagh silently aided the cause, searching for irregularities around him. It always amazed him how brother could be both worldly and naive at the same time. Baledagh would never have thought to look for traps, merely rushing down the stairs in haste. Though brother said he had little to no memory of his past life, he must have been a great man in his previous life, having so much knowledge and experience at his fingertips. Training regimens, tactical maneuvers, mathematics, and now apparently treasure hunting procedures, brother had probably forgotten more than Baledagh could learn in three lifetimes, much less one.
 
  
 
 Their journey didn’t go straight down, the stairs levelling off after around a hundred steps. Moving through the dark tunnel at a snail’s pace, brother tested anything he found out of the ordinary, and soon his efforts paid off. Standing a good distance away, brother pressed the plank against a flat stone in the middle of the pathway. With an audible click, a row of axes dropped from the ceiling, scything through the empty air right before their faces and putting an end to Gerel and BoShui’s steady torrent of complaints. After marking the trap, they continued forward, stumbling across several other deadly traps in the next hour as they moved through the twisting tunnels and plunging stairways deep into the bowels of the earth.
 
  
 
 “Stop.” The Guard Leader’s tone left no room for debate as everyone froze in place and Baledagh strained his mind to comb through brother’s senses, searching for something amiss. “There are people ahead.”
 
  
 
 After a brief pause, Gerel drew his sword and took the lead. “Dastan guard my left, Rain, get to the back. If we get into a fight, bring the girl and the brat away. Got it?”
 
  
 
 Taking Mei Lin’s hand, brother squeezed her dainty fingers for reassurance, and she replied with a confident grin, her skin flush with excitement. Blushing from the contact, Baledagh retreated from brother’s senses out of reflex, not wanting to overstep his bounds. Though they never spoke of it, Baledagh couldn’t imagine sharing Qing-Qing with another man, so he acted accordingly.
 
  
 
 Besides, sharing in brother’s happiness only served to remind Baledagh of his loss.
 
  
 
 Snuffing their torches, Gerel led the way through the darkness and within minutes, a light emerged from the end of the tunnel. Laying in wait as Gerel scouted ahead, Baledagh’s curiosity rose to its peak as the seconds passed, listening to the bustle of footsteps, the jangling of chains, and metal crashing against metal. Whoever it was, there were plenty of them hard at work, a disturbing revelation considering the island was supposedly abandoned.
 
  
 
 A stirring in the void caught his attention, and Baledagh’s eyebrow rose in question. “Uh... Brother,” he said, retreating to the safety of the room, “The Heavenly Water seems... agitated.”
 
  
 
 “Holy shit.” Brother appeared in the room and stared out at the frothy waters, circling the void in a massive riptide. “I thought something was off. Blobby, what are you so excited for?” Baledagh wasn’t privy to whatever communications passed between them, and he’d rather things stayed this way. Whenever he looked at the Heavenly Waters permeating through the near endless void, it filled him with an overwhelming sense of danger and vulnerability, as if he were a rabbit in the presence of a dragon. Thankfully, the Heavenly Waters were happy to ignore Baledagh presence, but he could still never bring himself to call it ‘Blobby’.
 
  
 
 “Whatever’s ahead of us, it’s got Blobby all hot and bothered. Don’t worry, it’s not after you, it seems... happy.” Shrugging, brother patted Baledagh on the shoulder. “Let’s switch places so I can keep an eye on it, just in case. Lemme Send a message to the Guard Leader and then we’re good.”
 
  
 
 A moment later, Baledagh stepped into control and exhaled, before breathing in the hot, musty air. It was a world of difference from sharing brother’s senses, feeling more natural and instinctive as opposed to the conscious study required while sharing. Releasing Mei Lin’s warm, tender hand, he gave a wry smile of apology to the now-pouting hare-girl. “I need both hands free,” he whispered, drawing Peace from the scabbard. Tranquility was already strapped to his arm, a comfortable, reassuring pressure in this time of tension. 
 
  
 
 His heart racing, Baledagh watched in silence as Dastan’s retinue and half of BoShui’s guards followed Gerel’s people down the tunnel, arranging themselves outside the light streaming through a gate. After a handful of minutes, Gerel kicked the gate in and charged forward, leaving him, Mei Lin, BoShui, and their guards all standing around with nothing to do but twiddle their thumbs. BoShui did a little more, visibly trembling from head to toe as he stared down the hallway, his jaw clenched so tight a vein protruded from his neck. The Spectres circled around him, visible only to Baledagh as they pressed in close to BoShui, whispering deceitful lies and false promises to their Tainted vessel. Itching to take his head, Baledagh kept an eye on BoShui, ready to act at a moment’s notice should the Spectres take over.
 
  
 
 “The way ahead is clear,” the Guard Leader said, though not even a minute had passed since Gerel's heroic entry. Frowning as BoShui darted off, Baledagh hurried to keep up after telling Lin to stay behind, wondering what they’d find. The clanging and jangling clamour grew louder, joined by the sound of heavy grunting and laboured breathing as he stepped into the light. Blinking to adjust his eyes, he gazed in confusion at the scene before him. Ignoring their presence, men and women stood scattered about inside the vast cavern, dressed in tattered, dirty rags while carrying out an assortment of tasks. Some used picks and hammers to chip away at the sides of an underground pool, while others collected the scraps and pieces and brought them away. Others stood above boiling cauldrons, stirring the contents as the collected fragments were dropped in. Even more poor souls formed a line to draw water from the underground pool, also to be emptied into the cauldrons. At the back of the cavern, a handful of people ladled out a cauldron’s contents into a rectangular mould, while still others stacked the metallic bars onto a hand-drawn wagon, sitting just outside a door on the other side.
 
  
 
 Most disturbingly of all, every single worker continued toiling away, with no curiosity shown towards Baledagh’s party. In fact, the workers appeared to be doing everything they could to ignore them. “None of them respond to anything we do,” Gerel said, gesturing at a comatose body laying in a pool of blood by the entrance. “I stabbed the poor bastard on my way in, only to hear him apologize and go right back to work. Kept at it until he collapsed from blood loss.” Switching to a silent Sending, he asked, “Are any of them Defiled?”
 
  
 
 Knowing this wasn’t his place, Baledagh stepped aside for Rain. “Answer Gerel, they’re all Tainted, even worse than BoShui.”
 
  
 
 Grimacing at the news, brother barked, “Drag one of them over.”
 
  
 
 As Dastan and a soldier grabbed the closest worker, their target screeched in fear. “Please,” he howled, going stiff as a board, unable to muster up any resistance. “I’m still strong, I can still work. Please, not the cauldrons! Nooo!!!” The other workers paid no attention to his cries, redoubling their efforts as if to prove their worth.
 
  
 
 Knowing the Defiled penchant for devouring flesh, Baledagh couldn’t help but gag. Brother did the same, but he hid it well. “Quiet. I only want to ask you some questions. What’s going on here?”
 
  
 
 “We do as the Lord commands,” the worker babbled, kowtowing against the hard rock floor. “We adhere to the schedule, the wagon goes out as soon as it’s filled. No slacking here, we wouldn’t dare, we wouldn’t dare.” After saying this, the worker repeated himself over and over, stressing the schedule and shipments as if seeking redemption. Unable to garner any other knowledge, Rain gestured for the guards to release the man, who promptly scrambled back to his position to resume gathering stones.
 
  
 
 “Give me that.” Grabbing a shard from a passing worker, the Guard Leader studied it in the torch-light. Tossing it to Gerel in silence, the bald warrior’s eyes widened in surprise.
 
  
 
 Running to the wagon, BoShui grabbed one of the dark, dull bars with both hands, clutching it to his chest like it were made of gold. The workers around him all recoiled away, falling to their knees and prostrating as BoShui cackled aloud, a tint of madness pervading through his strained laughter.
 
  
 
 “Baledagh, switch. What’s happening?”
 
  
 
 After taking over, Baledagh’s heart skipped a beat. “The Spectres,” he said to brother, “They’re taking over.” Their howls of pleasure and victory filled Baledagh’s ears as he shouted, “Grab BoShui! Toss him into the pool, now!” Following brother’s orders, he devoured the Spectres before they could complete their task and infect BoShui, though Baledagh would’ve much preferred taking the mopey bastard’s head. Outnumbered and outmatched, the Society guards stood helpless as Dastan and Gerel smashed them aside, the bald warrior literally tossing BoShui into the pool of water. Diving in after him, Baledagh grabbed the struggling Warrant Officer, the close contact allowing him to better devour the Spectres. The wailing apparitions helpless to resist, Baledagh drew them into the void to be cleansed by the Heavenly Water. Power surged through his body as he absorbed what remained, their essences cleansed of the Father's Taint.
 
  
 
 In the blink of an eye, BoShui’s struggles subsided as he went limp in Baledagh’s grasp. Relaxing at his victory, he swam for the surface and gasped for air, making sure BoShui’s head stayed above water. As he headed for shore, brother said, “Stop. Hang out in the water for a while, Blobby left to do... something. I’m not sure what.” Wary of creatures lurking within the depths, Baledagh bobbed in place, paddling his feet to keep them both above water.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of ignoring his people, brother gave the word to head back to shore, uneaten and unmolested. As Gerel dragged them out of the water, he growled, “Enjoy your swim? By the Mother, I don’t know how you’ve survived this long. Get to safety, then you rest, idiot.”
 
  
 
 Feeling more than a little maligned, Baledagh scowled and dropped BoShui to the ground. Sputtering for breath, he came alive and flailed about in a panic before his guards came to his rescue, lifting him to his feet as they settled in to defend him. Though they sported a few bruises and bumps, none were gravely injured, though they were still heavily outmatched. “You,” BoShui gasped, staring at Baledagh in a mixture of confusion and awe. “What did you do?”
 
  
 
 Unsure how to respond, Baledagh growled, “Nothing. You fell down the stairs, got it?”
 
  
 
 As Dastan and the Bekhai encircled the Society guards, Gerel Sent, “We should kill them all. This pool of water must be filled with Heavenly Energy and these stones have been soaking in it for who knows how long. Centuries at least, if not millennia. If we were to mine everything, it’d be enough to craft hundreds of Spiritual Weapons, maybe even thousands. This is an incalculable fortune...”
 
  
 
 After Baledagh passed the message on, there was only silence for several heartbeats. And then, “Arghhhhh,” brother screamed, causing Baledagh to wince. Luckily, it was only in the void and not out loud, lest they lose face before so many people. “Hundreds?! THOUSANDS!!!???!!! FUUUUUUUUCCCCCCCCKKKK! Do the right thing Rain, be the better person Rain, take the high road, build bridges, not fences. God Dammit, why am I so fucking dumb!?”
 
  
 
 Retreating from brother’s self-directed fury, Baledagh returned to his room in the Void before bursting into laughter, unwilling to draw brother’s ire. This was a good lesson for him; To be merciful to your enemies is to be cruel to yourself.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 To kill, or not to kill? That is the question.
 
  
 
 Before I finish even asking the question, BoShui yells, “Stand down.” Pushing his way to the front, he draws his dagger and cuts into his palm. “I, Han BoShui, swear an Oath to the Heavens, never to reveal the existence of this cavern, or anything which happens, is discussed, or found within it. This I swear with the Heavens as my witness.” A surge of Heavenly Energy swirls about him as his Oath settles in, rocking him back on his feet. Turning to his people, he snarled, “Well? Why are you all not following suit?”
 
  
 
 The other guards swear their oaths one by one, leaving no room for doubt. Catching BoShui as he staggers towards me, I take the knife from his hand before easing him to sit on the floor. “I’ll have the rest of my retinue do the same, and even have them swear they’ve not yet revealed it,” he says. “I didn’t set up a line of communication with the others, so no one will know, but please, you have to tell me.” Swallowing hard, he pulls me close and whispers, “You weren’t lying were you? To my cousin, I mean. You truly can sense... them, and even cleanse them, can’t you?”
 
  
 
 Unwilling to comment, I pat his hand and say, “We’ll talk about it some other time.” Like never.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, he tightens his grasp. “No. I’ve given my oath to never reveal what happens here. You can tell me, you can trust me. I need to know. I felt it, I know you did something, please...”
 
  
 
 Glancing around to make sure no one is looking, I explain the whole spiel to BoShui through Sending. Oddly enough, Blobby even agrees to make an appearance, condensing in the palm of my hand and even giving a happy little bounce for emphasis. Huh, Did Blobby grow? I swear it was only about the size of tear drop before, and now its almost the size of a grape. Weird, all it did was circle the waters once before coming back, all satisfied and energetic. Gerel said the pool was chock full of Heavenly Energy, but I thought Heavenly Water is supposed to emit Heavenly Energy, not absorb it.
 
  
 
 My amorphous tenant has nothing to say, settling in and around the void. Who knows, maybe Blobby was hungry or something. It’s a mystery I don’t have time for, as I’m knee deep in shit with BoShui at the moment. “In conclusion,” I Send, “I didn’t have the Heavenly Water until I fell into the canals of Sanshu. I didn't even know about it before that, I just had a feeling. It's no wonder your cousin didn't believe me.”
 
  
 
 By now, BoShui is looking at me as if I were the Mother herself, though his eyes fill with tears and regret. “Was she...?” he asks, unable to voice the rest.
 
  
 
 “No,” I answer in a firm tone. “She wasn’t. She truly believed in her cause and thought she was doing the right thing.” Which makes her life, and death, all the more tragic.
 
  
 
 Tears stream down BoShui’s cheeks as he struggles for calm, breathing in a shuddering gasp. “Thank you,” he says, bowing his head before handing me the black brick he took from wagon. “There’s something wrong with it. Before we even entered the cavern, I sensed there was something here for me. When I touched it, I wasn’t myself. All I could feel was an overwhelming yearning for bloodshed and vengeance. I wanted to turn around and cut you down, order my men to fight to the death just to revel in death and destruction, until you...”
 
  
 
 Studying the item, I feel nothing strange about it. If I wasn't seeing the entire process happening inside the cavern, I’d have thought these little bars were carved stone. There’s nothing metallic about them, no glowing sheen or ring when tapped. Weird. Neither Baledagh nor Blobby have anything to say about it either, so I head to the wagon to see what I can find out. The workers ignore my presence, going about their tasks like I don’t exist. Fear and resignation mingle with the scent of unwashed bodies, these people surviving on a dwindling cache of water and rations sitting in the corner. No matter how much I insist, they refuse to stop working, shaking their heads and mutter ‘I don’t dare’ or its equivalent. They don’t even have an overseer, so broken in spirit they might’ve worked themselves to death if we hadn’t arrived.
 
  
 
 After a few questions, I find out the other tunnel leads to the blacksmiths, where the bars are forged into weapons and armour. I guess the secret cavern keeps people from finding out Yo Ling's secret, since not all of the Butcher Bay Bandits were Defiled. Heading back into the cavern, I check the closest cauldron, curious how they turn stone into liquid, then stone again, using only a pot sitting over a campfire. Peering into the first cauldron reveals nothing of note, merely a thick, viscous liquid almost ready to be poured out. Making my way down the line, the liquid lightens in colour with each station I pass, until halfway through, I spot something floating in the pot. Swallowing my revulsion, I grab the ladle and fish up the contents for a better look. Interspersed with rock fragments and Heavenly Energy infused-water are gleaming shards of white, almost like white jade but not. My stomach drops as I guess its origins, but unwilling to speak without proof, I ask, “Where do you get these materials from?”
 
  
 
 “There, Great one.” Hurrying to show me, the nearest worker hurries toward a shadowy corner of the cavern. Lifting a previously unseen tarp, he reveals a desiccated corpse. Treated with something to keep the bones from rotting, it sits in a puddle of brownish-red filth, as if marinating before its time in the pot. “Mercy Great One, but the Lord has yet to send us more and we will soon run out. Without more ingredients, we cannot work, and if we don’t work...” The worker whimpers and cringes before lifting another tarp. “We tried adding the fallen workers, but it’s not working. The bones, they are not of the same quality. Also, the bodies, they are too wet and there also isn’t enough of the solvent to dry them. No one knows how to make it either, it’s always the Lord who prepares this for us, please Great One, you must speak to him.”
 
  
 
 Numb to the horror of it all, my brain puts the pieces together and I’m not happy with my findings. The death and corpses don’t surprise me much, it’s fairly standard Defiled murder-hobo territory. What’s disturbing is the need for Spiritual Hearts and water infused with Heavenly Energy. Tranquility was made from the skull of a Meng-Zhua, some big, elephant looking mother fucker. Is it really all that different from what I’m seeing here?
 
  
 
 If this is true, then the difference between us and them isn’t as great as I once thought, which means...
 
  
 
 I dunno what it means.
 
  
 
 I'm not sure how I feel about any of this.
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 How did life get so complicated? The day was going so well too. We started with a hot breakfast, then took a merry jaunt through Yo Ling’s manor followed by a little light looting, trap finding, and treasure hunting, fun times for all. When will I ever learn? Quit while you’re ahead, dumbass, you should’ve gone to sleep and come back in the morning. While you’d still be left to deal with this mind-blowing revelation, at least you could’ve faced it after a full night’s rest.
 
  
 
 So troublesome... I always assumed I transmigrated into a world with a dichotomy of power, the Mother’s Chi and the Father’s... Dark Chi. Whatever. Good and evil, light and dark, Yin and Yang, Empire and Defiled, two equal but opposite sides, wholly incompatible with one another. The metallic-stone brick in my hand lends credence to the theory. Sending a thread of Chi into the brick evokes the same response as any captured Defiled Weapon, reminiscent of holding a mass of furious, writhing worms. It’s not dangerous, merely highly unpleasant and utterly unusable, proof positive of two separate, distinct, antagonistic powers at work.
 
  
 
 Makes sense, right?
 
  
 
 Still wrong though.
 
  
 
 It seems obvious in retrospect. In real life, issues of morality are rarely so black and white, so why should this be any different? The Azure Ascendant even pointed it out with his comments about livestock seeing humans as evil, but I ignored his argument because it seemed silly. Hell, the truth’s been staring me in face this whole time, but I’ve been too stupid to see it. According to myth, the Mother created this world and everything within it, and the Father twisted her creations to his purpose. The Demons are creatures of pure energy meant to taint the Mother’s creations. After things didn’t work out as He’d hoped, he taught his Demons to take physical form. In response, She taught humans and animals how to take in Chi, balancing the scales and putting both sides on equal footing. Assuming the story has a basis of truth, then it stands to reason that if the Demons are creatures of Energy, they’re probably made from the Energy of the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Calling it the ‘Energy of the Heavens’ is misleading. It isn’t a tool of the righteous wielded by the suitably heroic in defence of all that is good and holy. It’s no different from any other type of energy, about as good or evil as fire or gravity. It's energy, it has no alignment. What Taduk uses to heal and the Defiled use to kill are merely two sides of the same coin. We’re all using Heavenly Energy, just in different ways.
 
  
 
 The Spectres said it themselves: There is no Balance, only power.
 
  
 
 It explains a lot, like how so many murderous assholes exist without turning Defiled. If getting angry was enough to become Defiled, then the Spectres would have won long ago. It’s not as simple losing Balance, you also have to surrender to the Spectres which is as good as giving up your identity. The human spirit is dogged and persistent, so I doubt it’s easy to turn someone who’s already formed their own identity. It’s human nature to survive at any cost and I’d bet dollars to donuts the Defiled indoctrinate their children from young, prepping them to accept the Spectres’ influence as their ancestors, instead of the malevolent beings they truly are. Take Baledagh for example, he was young, vulnerable, and suffered great hardships yet still resisted the Spectres’ influence for years before succumbing in a moment of weakness.
 
  
 
 To further combat the Spectres, the Empire catechized self-control, or Balance, as a means of resisting the Spectres. It makes sense assuming the State of Balance wasn’t a product of Divine Inspiration. Keep your emotions in check, remain Balanced, and avoid drawing the Spectres’ attentions. No Spectres, no risk of becoming Defiled, and everything is hunky dory.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, as Fung once pointed out, human’s are emotional creatures unsuited for Balance. Only a small percentage of the Empire’s population are capable of reaching the State of Balance and even fewer able to harness their Chi for use in battle. On the other hand, every Defiled man, woman, and child are capable of fighting because their powers are fuelled by emotions, or rather an overabundance of certain emotions. In the battle of Balance vs Unbalance, it’s clear which is more suited for human nature. It’s not fair by any measure, but the Empire has held out against the Defiled for millennia by remaining united against a divided foe, at least until the Defiled recently got their shit together and started working as a team. Thing’s aren’t looking great for the Empire, but we’re surviving, for now. Baatar threw them back at the Bridge and I can only hope the other provinces are holding out, but the odds are stacked against us.
 
  
 
 Anyways, world-shattering revelations aside, why does it matter if we use the same power as the Defiled?
 
  
 
 It doesn’t.
 
  
 
 So there’s no holy power to banish the darkness, big whoop. Since we’re all using the same tools, the real question is: can I use this knowledge to my advantage? Not to say I’m the only one who’s figured this out, but bringing it up in normal conversation might be considered blasphemous, especially considering it’s mostly conjecture. I’ll keep quiet about it for now and bring it up with my Mentor and Teacher after returning home, but either way, it’s food for thought.
 
  
 
 According to Dastan, he was taught to draw strength from righteous fury, and Baledagh is living proof you don’t need Balance to be strong. My former bandits aren’t paragons of Balance either, so I’m sure I’ll find more examples among them if I look carefully enough. If Balance isn't 100% required, maybe I can figure a new method to raise warriors without drawing the Spectres’ attention. Power is power, and if it does attract the Spectres, then at least I have the tools to deal with them. I’ll need to take into account the long term consequences, like what happens after I die or whatnot. The last thing the Empire needs is a whole bunch of Gens cropping up inside their borders.
 
  
 
 At the speed of thought, it doesn’t take long to explain my observations to Baledagh, but my little brother merely shrugs and nods when appropriate, never one to waste brainpower on more esoteric issues. He’s not dumb, just indifferent. His major takeaway from all this is that his strength and power comes from the same source as my own, which brings a rare smile to his face. Although he’s never voiced his reservations, I can tell he’s feeling less conflicted about devouring Spectral remains. Why should he? After Blobby does its thing, the Spectral corpses are probably pure Heavenly Energy. What else can it be? Truth be told, I kinda want a taste for myself. I’ve refrained from partaking because, let’s be real here, it’s icky eating what I've deemed as Spiritual Herpes, but knowing what I know now, the Spectres have become nothing more than delicious little power ups for me to consume.
 
  
 
 Having convinced myself things are looking up, I study the fruits of these poor workers’ labours once more, the odd brick of metal/stone hybrid. What a waste. I doubt we can use them to make Heavenly Weapons since it’s been ruined by including human remains.  At least, I assume the human remains are what’s ruined it since the stone itself is prime Spiritual Heart material. Gerel has everyone busting their humps collecting as much of the untainted stone as possible, but we’ll have to come back for it unless we feel like splitting it with the Society brats.
 
  
 
 After raising my concerns, we all come to a unanimous decision to cut the Society out of the loop. Turns out, BoShui has serious issues with his Clan despite being the actual son of the current Han Patriarch. Working together, we agree to hide the cavern’s existence and keep all the Spiritual Hearts for the Bekhai, BoShui refusing any and all shares. Since the method of crafting Defiled Weapons isn’t common knowledge, no one will wonder how Yo Ling found so many Spiritual Hearts so the secret ends with us. The only issue is if Zian and the others insist on an Oath before we leave, but I’m banking on good old fashioned greed to see us through. I mean, yea we agreed to split everything 50/50, but if none of them try to squirrel a few small valuables away, then I’ll crab-walk around the island a hundred times. Worst comes to worst, I’ll have BoShui bring something small and valuable to the others and make them complicit in his smuggling scheme.
 
  
 
 As for the tainted bricks, we delivered the shipment as intended. After separately questioning a number of workers, we learned the second tunnel leads to a dead end, where they exchange the full wagon for a waiting empty one. While they’ve never seen anyone empty it, or anyone who isn’t Yo Ling, another worker, or a corpse, it’s obvious the island isn’t as abandoned as we once believed. Yo Ling must have been an optimistic man, leaving his workers behind to craft weapons and armour for his Defiled army. Can’t say I blame him either, I’m still surprised we won. Dunno how it happened, but go team Empire. 
 
  
 
 Woooo.
 
  
 
 Leaving the mystery of what awaits us at the smithies for tomorrow, we’re now left with the uncomfortable question of what to do with Yo Ling’s cavern workforce. Gathered in the corner, they shuffle and squirm while wringing their hands, anxious after they’ve been told to stop working. Fear etched on every gaunt, pale face, these poor workers – no, slaves, it’s an ugly, harsh word, but it’s the truth. These slaves haven’t seen the sun since they were consigned to this underground cavern of death and despair, toiling day and night without rest to fulfill their quotas, a disposable workforce for Yo Ling’s army. Now they wait and wonder if their time is at an ending, powerless to change their fate.
 
  
 
 It’s a shitty situation, made all the worse since I’m considering having them all killed.
 
  
 
 With one hand on my shoulder, Gerel turns me to face him, jaw set and eyebrows drawn. “I know what you are thinking, but they know too much and cannot be trusted. Their existence poses a threat to the People. I promise it will be swift and painless, an end to their misery. Go now. I will handle the rest.” There’s no room for argument in his tone, or at least that’s what I tell myself. Truth be told, I’m flooded with relief since I see a way out. This is above my pay grade, the decision out of my hands. Gerel’s in charge here and he’s asked me to leave. I can head up, go to sleep, and not feel guilty over their deaths, because I’m only following orders. My hands are clean, right?
 
  
 
 Not all of my darker impulses can be blamed on the Spectres, as these thoughts are mine and mine alone. Out of greed and self-interest, I’m considering stepping aside and letting these poor slaves be murdered just so we can keep this fortune a secret. That’s what’s happening here, there’s no two ways about it and it makes me sick to my stomach.
 
  
 
 How’s the saying go? All that is necessary for evil to triumph is for good men to do nothing.
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, I shake my head and muster every ounce of determination I can. “We don’t have to slaughter them in cold blood,” I Send. “We can leave them here, alive and well. They have food, water and shelter, plus we can use them to collect the ore while we’re gone. Worst comes to worst, when we’re done, we’ll leave them here with no boats. No one else knows how to get to the island and we can send shipments of food every now and then. They’ve suffered so much, let them live out the rest of their lives in peace.”
 
  
 
 Gerel’s gaze softens as he sighs, locking eyes with my obstinate stare, daring him to say otherwise. “You take on too many burdens, Rain. You can’t save everyone. Such is life.” Breaking contact so I can’t retort, he strides away and Sends, “This is your expedition so we will do as you say, but should word of this ever spread, then every death which follows will be on your head.”
 
  
 
 Well, that went better than expected, though it occurs to me Gerel might've been looking for an excuse to spare them. Dizzy with relief, I give orders to prepare for my feast. All of Yo Ling’s slaves are Tainted worse than Dastan or BoShui, which means they’re chock full of Spectral goodies. Just call me pacman cause I’m about to ‘wakka wakka’ all up on these Spectral bitches.
 
  
 
 While I stand in the pool and wait for everyone to gather, Blobby emanates a sense of satisfaction, apparently familiar and comfortable with these waters. I'm gonna take a wild guess and say Blobby was the one who filled the pool with Heavenly Energy in the first place. After collecting all the spare energy left behind, it's gotten bigger, which probably means Blobby wasn’t being stingy when it sent out a single droplet to protect me from the caustic Demonic fluids. It only sent out a droplet because a droplet was all it had. After so many millennia floating around Sanshu, Blobby is on its last legs, forced to bind with me to recover and replenish its Energy.
 
  
 
 I still have no idea why it chose me. It’s not because of Baledagh’s Spectre devouring prowess, since it tried to eat him on day one. My best guess is it has something to do with how I invade Demon brains, but how it knew I can do that, I can't even begin to guess. Whatever, the why isn’t so important right now. It’s an all you can eat buffet, and Baledagh and I are the only ones in the restaurant.
 
  
 
 Once all the slaves are standing in the pool with me, I raise my hands for silence, a grand and needless gesture. Trembling from head to toe, the slaves stare at their feet with shoulders hunched and hands clutching their chests, resigned to their fate. My heart twinges in pity but I resist the urge to speed things along. With BoShui watching from the sidelines, I’ve decided to add a few theatrics to the proceedings. He’s sworn to never speak of this, but if I can draw him closer to my side, then the People will have a steadfast ally in the Society. “Luckless children of the Mother,” I begin, ignoring Gerel’s eye-roll, “I sense the Father’s Eye upon each and every one of you.” Dastan’s look of adoration hurts to look at, his man-crush on me growing by leaps and bounds. Sorry buddy, I'm flattered, but I’m not into the whole muscles and moustache thing. “Through no fault of your own, you have drawn His gaze and served His interests, working with His vile servants to corrupt the Mother’s bountiful gifts.”
 
  
 
 A small wail escapes the lips a slave and my heart wrenches inside my chest. “But fear not,” I say, skipping a few lines ahead, “For I, Falling Rain of the People, am here to free you from His clutches. Kneel and accept the Mother's forgiveness.” Obedience ingrained into their bones, they follow my orders without protest, their frightened mewls and silent sobs painful to hear and look upon. Moving to the first slave, I place my hands on his quaking shoulders and force him to look into my eyes. “Be cleansed of His Taint and returned to the Mother.”
 
  
 
 Quickly switching places with Baledagh, my little brother unceremoniously dunks the slave’s head underwater before devouring the Spectres. After a silent count of three for the sake of emphasis, Baledagh pulls the gasping slave out of the water and follows the script. “Welcome back into the Mother’s light, child.”
 
  
 
 Baledagh's performance could use some more umph, but the slave’s transformation is obvious at a glance. His formerly dead and empty eyes fill with surprise and hope as he clutches our hand. “Thank you Great One,” he stutters, voice pious and reverent. “Thank you for my redemption!” Weeping with joy, the man kowtows before us despite his obvious exhaustion. As my guards bring him away to eat and rest, Baledagh glances at the watching crowd. The look in their eyes slowly transform to match Dastan’s, with BoShui’s excitement plain to see. Kneeling with his retinue, they watch the proceedings in silence, with more than one person’s lips moving in prayer.
 
  
 
 Hmm... Too far? Even Jester Wang and his cutthroats are looking at me like I’m the Pope. If only I lacked morals, I could start my own religion and exploit devout Mother-lovers for all they’ve got. I’d probably get some pretty sweet titles too. I can see it now: Falling Rain, Blessed be his name, Divine son of the Mother, Vessel of Blobby, Wielder of Peace, Shield of Tranquility, Guardian of All Things Cute and Fluffy.
 
  
 
 I actually really like that last one. I think I'll keep it.
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      Chapter 249 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 After finishing the ‘ceremony’ without a hitch, I hurry out the cavern to escape everyone’s reverent gazes. Thanks and praises follow me as I leave the former slaves to rest their overtaxed bodies and recover from their horrific ordeals. Though they’ll remain hidden for now, after we leave they’ll be given free reign of the island, albeit under the watchful eyes of Gerel’s hand-picked Sentinels. Grateful as Yo Ling’s workforce might seem, I can’t risk them getting loose and spreading word of our newfound wealth. Still, seeing their joyous expressions filled with hope and serenity made it all worthwhile. It’s nice saving lives without killing anyone. There's been too much fighting lately, I’ve almost grown indifferent to the bloodshed. I’m a little surprised everyone survived the cleansing process. Seeing their gaunt frames and sickly appearances, I was worried they’d crash and die the second I removed the Spectres’ influence, but it seems the citizens of Sanshu are made of hardy stock.
 
  
 
 Either way, they’re all alive and well, eighty-seven souls saved from a life of slavery followed by eternal torment in the afterlife. Good feelings aside, the reward was well worth it. After absorbing a quarter of the Spectral remains, Baledagh claimed he couldn’t absorb anymore and returned to his room in the void, leaving the rest for me. I’m not gonna be polite and decline, but in a rare moment of foresight, I left my experiments for another time, just in case something unexpected happens. The energy isn’t going anywhere and even though Baledagh hasn’t had any adverse effects, I’ve only taken in a small portion of Spectral remains when I was drained and exhausted. I’m not sure how well my... soul, for lack of a better word, will handle the large influx of energy, so caution seems appropriate. I’d hate to slip onto the dark side or explode or something.
 
  
 
 Not far from from the cavern entrance, I find Lin fast asleep on the stony floor. Lifting my sweet little wifey into my arms, she comes awake with a cute yawn and nuzzles against my chest. “Hi hubby,” she murmurs, her eyes still closed. “How’d everything go?” While filling her in on all the relevant details, BoShui and Dastan catch up, jostling at my elbows like a pair of overeager dogs. Having my personal space invaded by two sweaty, muscular men is not my idea of fun, the whole matter made worse by the burning adoration in their eyes. Thankfully, they’re content to bask in my presence without a word, silently listening as I chat with Lin and smile at her adorable responses.
 
  
 
 “You showed Blobby to BoShui?! No fair, show me, show me!”
 
  
 
 “Where’d it go hubby? I wasn’t gonna drink it, I just wanna know what it tastes like. Bring it back out, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Yay! We’re rich! Don’t give it all to Nai-Nai either, give some gifts to Daddy and Baa-Baa too.”
 
  
 
 “We’ve been over this before Rainy, you’re too kind, always helping strangers. Are you gonna support them for the rest of their lives? Enough adventures, stay home where it’s nice and safe, ya?”
 
  
 
 Okay, so not everything she says is adorable and heartwarming. Though she means well, Lin is a product of her environment, capable of being... pragmatic when the situation demands it. Knowing I’m only placating her, she puffs her cheeks and pouts while BoShui leaps in to join the conversation. “It’s not possible, Lady Mei Lin,” he says, panting to keep up with our pace. “How can your betrothed live such a simple life? Falling Rain is a man destined for greatness. With the Mother's blessings, he will cleanse the Empire of corruption in one fell swoop.” Turning and bowing while we walk, he adds, “Please, accept this lowly one as your retainer, I will serve you with all my heart.”
 
  
 
 Dastan snorts in contempt and answers in my place. “You think too highly of yourself. As a mere Han successor, what qualifications do you have to stand at my Master’s side? He is a phoenix among chickens and a dragon among men. Once he reveals his prowess, all devout warriors of the Empire will flock to his side and pledge their lives in service to his cause.”
 
  
 
 “Stop.” They've got a strange, childish rivalry going on, and I don't like it. “I’ll do what I can provided my secret remains hidden, but I have no intention of cleansing the Empire or revealing my gifts. I’m gonna go home, open a school slash orphanage, study healing, raise my pets, and wait for all this newfangled fame to die down before doing absolutely nothing.”
 
  
 
 Putting aside their new-born rivalry, Dastan and BoShui join voices to ask, “What?! Why?”
 
  
 
 Stifling a laugh at their mutual exchanged glares of annoyance, I answer, “Because treasuring a jade is a crime. Blobby is the source of all my purifying powers and I, merely its vessel.” I'm starting to regret giving it such a silly name but it’s too late to change it now. “It’d be naive to think no one will try and steal it from me.” Jokes on them if they do try, Baledagh’s doing all the work. Then again, we’d probably be dead before they find out, so maybe the joke’s on us. Forestalling Dastan and BoShui’s arguments, I continue over their protests. “It’s possible the Emperor or devout warriors will come protect me, but it’s more likely they’ll decide Blobby would be better off in someone else’s hands. Like their own. It’s not worth the hassle.”
 
  
 
 “But you must reveal your abilities for the betterment of the world! You are blessed by the Mother, the people will flock to your side to take a stand against tyranny.”
 
  
 
 “I will lead the Han Clan to be your sword and shield. If one assassin comes, then one assassin will die. If two come, then two die. Even if the Emperor himself comes to take your life, then we will overthrow him in bloody revolution!”
 
  
 
 “You’re both idiots,” I retort. “Stand against tyranny? Bloody revolution? You know not the heights of heaven or the depths of hell. I’m one person, easily killed or controlled, and then what? Everything goes back to the way things are, while we become a footnote in the annals of history or worse.”
 
  
 
 “Praise the Mother,” Gerel chimes in from the back. “You’re not a complete moron after all.”
 
  
 
 Looking like a wounded puppy, BoShui stutters, “B-But... these gifts are from Heavens. How can you keep them to yourself? You must use them lest you incur the Mother’s wrath. You can show everyone the truth, guide the lost out from the Father’s clutches, show the world she wasn’t wrong...”
 
  
 
 It takes a second to catch his drift. “You mean about your cousin? I’m sympathetic and I’ll publicly speak up for her, but nothing more. If my Mentor agrees, I’ll even reveal everything to your uncle, but that’s it.” Dastan looks similarly betrayed but keeps his mouth shut, both my admirers hanging their heads in defeat. Sighing, I roll my eyes and explain. “You both accept danger and violence will follow a reveal, yes?” I wait for them both to nod before continuing. “Okay then, let’s pretend I agree with your views and lead the world in bloody revolution. A stupid thing to do with the Defiled knocking at the gates, but whatever. Let’s take it one step further and say we succeed, in spite of the overwhelming odds stacked against us. Then what? Do you really think the world will change so easily? Take a few heads, write a few laws, and in the blink of an eye, greed, corruption, discrimination, and inequality all just disappear? I can see it now, nobles and merchants willingly making amends and redistributing their wealth while newly freed slaves and formerly oppressed half-beasts sing and dance in the streets. Pfft. Grow up.”
 
  
 
 On a roll, I continue my rant despite not really knowing what my endgame is. “Dastan, you want to give power to the common people and make their lives better. BoShui, you want to cleanse the world of the Father’s touch and root out corruption. I agree with both your dreams, but your thinking is all wrong. Bloodshed and rebellion will only bring upheaval to the Empire at a time we can ill afford it, with the Defiled besieging us from within and without.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” The Guard Leader’s voice sends a chill down my spine. After noticing the rocks were Spiritual Hearts, she pretty much zoned out of the proceedings, standing around with cold indifference, but now she’s chosen to join the conversation. “How strange. With your sympathetic bleeding heart, I’d have thought you ready to die fighting for the downtrodden and oppressed. Then please, enlighten us on you plan to fix the Empire without raising your sword.” Her tone turns sarcastic and biting. “Hypothetically, of course.”
 
  
 
 Annoyed by her verbal jab, I respond without thinking. “The Empire has been around for tens of thousands of years, yet if you look back in history, you’ll see nothing ever changes. We use the same weapons, study the same tactics, wear the same clothes, and even draw with the same art styles.”
 
  
 
 “So?” The Guard Leader doesn’t seem to understand my point, and neither does anyone else, judging by their silence.
 
  
 
 “So? It means the world is stagnating. We’ve made no strides forward in millennia which would be impressive if it weren’t so horrifying. In fact, I’d even say the Empire’s regressed. Did you know there’s no record of how the Wall was built? Who designed it, what materials and techniques went into its construction, how much it cost, how many people worked on it or years it took to complete, nothing. Either the knowledge has been suppressed and kept secret by a chosen few, or more likely, it’s been forgotten because it was so damn long ago. It gets worse. The last city built in the Northern Province was the Society Headquarters, thousands of years ago. They didn’t even give it a name, because technically, it’s not an imperial city, just a massive checkpoint between provinces. It’s asinine. There are millions of people living in the wilds because we've either forgotten how to build walls that last, or we can't be bothered to do so.”
 
  
 
 Dastan seems to catch on, having heard his uncle Diyako’s similar rants, but BoShui is still lost. “What does this have to do with... anything?”
 
  
 
 “If civilization isn’t improving, then it’s in decline, and the Empire has been declining for a long time. Rampant corruption of those in power and systemic abuse of civilians have helped deprive this world of progress, strangling innovation and forward thinking. Both these problems stem from the same source: too much power in the hands of the few. Therefore, in order to have progress, the balance of power must be restored.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... Balance. There it is again. Is it possible the Empire is maintaining the status quo because they believe in balance? Diyako ranted about how the nobles were keeping technological advances at a standstill, and while his reasoning might’ve been off, there could be some truth to it. It’s true, nothing ever changes in the Empire, and I don’t think that’s normal. Could it be they believe that if technology progresses and favours human ingenuity over raw strength, it’d somehow throw the world out of balance? It’s something to think about, but I still think change is necessary.
 
  
 
 Picking up where I left off, I continue. “So the question on everyone’s mind is: how? How do we take power from the few and redistribute it to the many? In my opinion, we can’t. Giving power to the people is pointless. They must rise up and take it for themselves.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, and you will lead them as the Mother’s chosen.” BoShui isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed, but I’ll cut him some slack for being exhausted.
 
  
 
 “No, like I said, bloody revolution isn’t the right way. Unity is all that keeps the Defiled from killing us all. Slow, gradual change is required, and I believe education and meritocracy are the keys to success. Help the people by teaching them how to help themselves, while offering incentives to share their successes instead of hoarding them. By giving them the tools to succeed, the people will naturally enrich and empower themselves. If we raise the standard of living through new technologies or techniques, then the people will naturally gain more power as they gain intrinsic value.”
 
  
 
 Seeing everyone’s questioning gazes, I try to explain in simpler terms. “Life is cheap because your everyday commoner isn’t worth much. They're really only good for manual labour, while most subsist through scavenging or hunting, living hand to mouth with no time for concerns of tomorrow or making their lives better. If a million people like this disappear, the Empire wouldn’t be affected at all, so we look down on them and treat them like trash. Now, what if someone developed a cheap, powerful, and easy to manufacture crossbow? With a weapon like this, all of a sudden, hunting and defending livestock isn’t as difficult or dangerous as it once was.”
 
  
 
 Dastan’s eyes shine as he adds, “If every man, woman, and child in Sanshu had a crossbow like you describe, then the Emperor would pay dearly if he attempts to Purge it.”
 
  
 
 Always with the fighting. “Yea, but that’s not the point. The crossbow is just an example. What if instead it were a tool which made farming faster and easier? Or a new crop with significantly higher yields? These are just examples of possible world changing discoveries, because it raises the value of each commoner. Every person would be worth more, because they can grow more food or bring more meat, or whatever. What's more, it allows commoners to better provide for their families. If they’re no longer scraping by, then they, and by extension, their children, will have time and energy for other pursuits. Who knows what new, wondrous inventions they might dream up? A vehicle which flies through the air, a method to transmit messages vast distances in an instant without using Heavenly Energy, machines to drill deep into the earth and uncover vast riches, the possibilities are endless.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The Guard Leader snorts. “The idle fancies of fools and children.”
 
  
 
 I snort back, having learned from the best. “We do all sorts of weird and unbelievable things that only seem normal only because someone took a fancy to something thousands of years ago. Think about it, we cook food because someone took a fancy to fire. We ride horses because someone fancied the animals. We wear silk because someone saw a cocoon and thought ‘I should make a dress out of that’. Dreams are what separate humans from beasts.”
 
  
 
 Pausing in my rant, I realize everyone is staring as if I’ve grown a second head. Lin is the first to speak up, examining her silk sleeves. “Hubby... is that really where silk comes from?”
 
  
 
 “Yea.” Are things different here?
 
  
 
 “Yucky. What kinda cocoons?”
 
  
 
 I shrug. “Silkworms, I guess? I dunno, they’re like caterpillars or something. After they turn into cocoons but before they become butterflies or moths or whatever, you boil them and harvest the threads. Isn't this common knowledge?”
 
  
 
 Lin giggles. “Silly Rainy, only descendants of the Royal Family know how silk is made, it’s one of the best kept secrets in the Empire. If you’re right and we produce our own silk, we’ll either be rich or branded as thieves and traitors.”
 
  
 
 ... Oh. Oops. “See, that proves my point, there’s too much wealth and power concentrated in the hands of the nobles.” Shutting my mouth, I hasten my steps, hurrying towards the surface. Thankfully, no one asks how I know what I know, since my customary excuse of ‘read it in a book’ probably won’t work this time.
 
  
 
 Whatever. It’s not important. During my rant, I came to an epiphany. I arrived in this world a slave and was lucky enough to escape my fate. Since then, all I’ve done is survive, going with the flow while trying not to make waves. That’s obviously not working so I might as well try something new, while paying it forward. I’ve always wondered why I’m here. Maybe it was divine intervention to save Baledagh or maybe just a random twist of fate. Hell, maybe I’m crazy and my memories are the product of a ravaged mind, but either way, it’s time I did something with them. I want to contribute to the world, not for fame or glory, but to make a difference in people's lives, even if only a select few.
 
  
 
 Things won't change too much for me, personally. I can’t give up on the Martial Path, because strength of arms is all but required to live in this era. The world is too fixated on martial prowess, as even Magistrates need strength to hold their positions. It’s ass backwards, what does managing a city have in common with swinging a sword? Whatever, I won't give up on learning Healing either, because I’m terrified of dying or losing loved ones. This means I’ll be relying on Diyako’s brain trust and spending my newfound wealth to figure out how to make my half-baked ideas a reality. If they’re successful, others will try and copy me by gathering their own academics and scholars to research new, innovative ideas. Once I get the ball rolling, I can leave the rest to greed and fate.
 
  
 
 The school/orphanage is another way for me to make a difference without working too hard. It’s won't just be giving food and shelter to kids, but educating them and giving them the skills necessary to survive. If I instill an academic mindset into a mere handful of young minds, then that's a bonus. Maybe they’ll go on to do great things, or maybe they’ll live a life of mediocrity, but either way, I'll have done my part. Better yet, I should talk to Yuzhen about opening state schools in every city of the North. I can paint it as a way for the Empire to nurture young talents beholden to the Empire itself, using the People's system as an example. She’s a smart woman, she’ll see the benefits, I’m sure of it.
 
  
 
 It all sounds easy, but it take years, maybe even lifetimes before progress is made, not to mention some out of the box thinking and a metric shit-tonne of luck. Still, I might as well give it a shot. At worst, I spend my fortune for nothing, but easy come easy go. I can always earn more money. Maybe I’ll die along the way and nothing changes in the long run, but if I don’t even try, I’ll always be wondering ‘what if?’. That’s no way to live a second life.
 
  
 
 Besides, I’m tired of shitting into buckets and emptying them in the forest. I’d love it if indoor toilets became a thing, but maybe I’m setting the bar too high.
 
  
 
 You never cherish what you have until it’s too late.
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      Chapter 250: Kinship - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Despite the late hour, Alsantset woke her husband and shared the good news, Tursinai's Sending still fresh in her mind. Throwing on a silk robe, she crawled out the tent and into the neighbouring one to wake her babies, knowing they wouldn’t want to miss Rain’s victorious return. Seeing their peaceful, sleeping faces filled her with a mixture of joy and sadness. How quickly time flew by. Why, it seemed only yesterday when she’d brought her two little sweetlings home from the orphanage, crying as she watched Rain melt with joy as he held them in his arms. Now, her babies were almost eight years old while the foundling orphan was a man grown, having made a name for himself as the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history.
 
  
 
 Smiling so hard her cheeks ached, she stroked Tate’s sleek, unkempt, white hair. Her little man hated haircuts and only Rain could convince him to sit still long enough, meaning his last haircut had been over six months ago. All the same, his handsome looks would capture many a heart in the years to come, so long as he got over his dislike of grooming. In contrast, Tali’s long, silky locks lent her air of charm and elegance, showing hints of the beauty she would grow to become, a sweet, demure young lady with an iron will. “Wake up, my sweetlings,” Alsantset whispered, stifling the urge to snuggle in beside them. “Your uncle Rain will be home soon, so let’s go out and greet him.”
 
  
 
 Tiny fists rubbed squinting eyes while chubby cheeks puffed in opposition to waking. Then her words sank in and her babies jolted awake, thrilled to have their ‘Rainy’ back. Tali was first to find her voice, letting out a shrill shriek of excitement as her face lit up in joy. Tate’s voice joined her a heartbeat later, leaping from his bedroll as he rushed towards the tentflap. Catching him in her grasp, Alsantset laughed and hugged him tight. “Shush children, others are sleeping. Come, let Mama dress you up all nice and pretty, we can’t have you greeting a hero of the Empire in your nightclothes.”
 
  
 
 Truth be told, Alsantset wanted nothing more than to rush out to see her little brother and make sure he was okay, but this wasn’t the village. Almost every faction in the North was represented here at the Bridge, so appearances must be kept. This was the longest she'd ever been separated from Rain since they became a family and if the stories were to be believed, he’d endured much to achieve his newfound fame. They’d been trickling in for weeks now, and to hear her little brother featured prominently in the most popular stories filled her with pride. He’d brought great honour to the People and his family, Rain and his former cripples rising to glory. Arriving in the city with thousands of bandit prisoners and returning tens of thousands of gold in seized goods at once, Rain set a shining example of virtue and distinction. Discontent with his actions, the traitorous Coalition secretly marked this young hero for death and sent hundreds of assassins to take his life. While out for a stroll with his beloved betrothed, the young hero fought off the horde of assassins, decorating the city walls with their blood and single-handedly slaughtering them to the last man.
 
  
 
 Were the story to end here, it would already have been enough to take pride in, but her little brother seemed guided by providence. Under Major Yuzhen’s instructions to defend a cluster of fishing villages, Rain defeated the Red Devil of Sanshu’s forces on the field of battle. While chasing the cowardly bandits away, he was swept up in the currents of Western Treasures Lake, a death sentence for any other man, but not for the Undying Falling Rain. After spending days floating across the lake, he defied all odds and drifted ashore on the western bank, battered and broken, but alive.
 
  
 
 Recovering under the care of Ai Qing, a poor, orphaned village girl, Rain discovered and exposed the Defiled insurgent Gen, whose name would soon resound through the North as the most hated man alive. Still recovering from his injuries, Gen eluded Rain’s grasp and ran for reinforcements, bringing his traitorous ilk back for revenge against the people who raised him. Rain escaped with his saviour to warn the authorities of the Defiled threat, but not before defeating the infamous ‘virtuous’ bandit Laughing Dragon in single combat. Evading capture at the hands of the Demon-led Defiled Firebrands, Rain successfully warned the Empire of this malignant threat, though at the steep cost of the heroine’s life.
 
  
 
 How touching, though Alsantset worried Rain was courting far too many wives. How many did he hope to have? A man must know his limits.
 
  
 
 The rest of the story was almost too outrageous to believe, even for her. At the tender age of eighteen, Falling Rain demonstrated his Purity and Condensed his Aura, becoming the indisputable number one talent of the North. Then, while riding to Sanshu’s aid, he took the head of notorious Butcher Bay captain, Hideous Helvend a murderous scoundrel who’d plagued Sanshu for years. Full of heroic spirit and valiant courage, he entered the city ahead of Major Yuzhen’s reinforcements and showed the world his strength wasn’t just a fluke, adding the legendary Black Heart Nazier’s head to his collection of achievements. He then played a key role in the Battle for Sanshu, volunteering to hold the flank with a mere one thousand soldiers. Against overwhelming odds, Rain and his fearless soldiers slaughtered the enemy forces at almost no cost, rejoining the army as they marched to close in around the traitorous Yo Ling’s forces and dealing the killing blow to a Demon. A Demon! There were even rumours he had a hand in Yo Ling’s death, distracting the legendary bandit so Bastard Liu could strike the killing blow.
 
  
 
 Trying to separate truth from fiction had Alsantset twisting and turning in her sleep these past weeks, so much so her beloved husband unfurled a second bedroll for himself. Now, she could finally hear the truth from Rain’s own mouth. With a child under each arm, she strode out into the night where her husband sat waiting atop Pafu, Suret ready and harnessed beside them. Before riding off, she enticed the sleepy quin pups to follow, knowing her little brother loved the young animals almost as much as he loved her own children, a sweet, loving soul emerging from the trials and tribulations of his difficult past.
 
  
 
 Due to her superior eyesight and because she was riding in from the dark, Alsantset saw Rain long before he could see her, and her heart ached at the sight. Tired bags hung beneath his amber eyes, dull and sombre as he stood before a grieving woman, sobbing as she clutched her two children close. His lean, angular frame lent an air of youth and innocence to him as his shoulders bore the weight of the world, Alsantset’s cheer quickly souring as she noticed most of the Sentinels who left with Rain had not returned, replaced by a sea of unfamiliar faces.
 
  
 
 Such was the price for glory, paid for in blood and tears. Rest easy in the arms of the Mother, heroes of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Stopping just out of sight, Alsantset hugged her babies a little tighter and glanced at her husband, his comforting smile showing he knew her thoughts. “Worry not, my beloved,” he Sent, reaching out to squeeze her arm. “Rain has returned and grown stronger in our absence. He will not shatter beneath these burdens, though I intend to help him shoulder them nonetheless.” Her handsome husband glowed with exuberance, taking pride in their little brother’s accomplishments. Dismounting from Pafu, he took Tali from her arms and kissed her cheek. “Come,” he said, helping Alsantset down. “Let us go see Rain.”
 
  
 
 The moment he saw them, Rain lit up with joy. After offering his condolences, Rain left Rustram to console the widow and her family, running into Alsantset’s outstretched arms. Choking back a sob, a single tear fell from her cheek as she held him tight, Tate, Tali, and her husband joining in the embrace. After a long silence filled only with the sounds of her children crying, she uttered, “Welcome home, little brother.”
 
  
 
 “It’s good to be home,” he replied, voice thick with emotion. Drawing back, he took the twins into his arms and held them close, grinning from ear to ear. “Hello my babies. Did you miss your Uncle Rainy?”
 
  
 
 Tali nodded as she snuggled into his chest, but Tate grimaced and drew back. “I’m not a baby anymore Rainy,” he insisted, lips set in a pout. “I’m almost eight years old!”
 
  
 
 Eyes wide in mock bewilderment, Rain replied, “Eight years old? Wow, you’re right, I’m so sorry.” Frowning, he continued, “Oh no... if you’re not a baby anymore, then what am I gonna do with all the toys I brought back?”
 
  
 
 While Rain teased the twins, Alsantset wrapped her arms around her husband’s waist and watched as Rain’s ‘fur babies’ reunited with their pack. A ridiculous term of endearment for wildcats, but the animals had grown more well-behaved than expected. Butting heads with the quin pups, Aurie and Jimjam reared up to embrace Suret and Pafu, treating the two adult quins like family. Joining the fray were two fuzzy black bear cubs, ambling about the periphery in hesitation, but ever the mothering soul, Suret soon took them into her arms for a vigorous snuggle. Tired and overjoyed, the little cubs smacked their lips and closed their eyes in satisfaction.
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain smile as he played with the twins and animals, Alsantset knew her worries were all for naught. Her husband was right, Rain was stronger than before, but he was still her earnest, affectionate little brother, finally returned to them after his long, arduous journey.
 
  
 
 For now, that’s all that really mattered.
 
  
 
 Everything else could wait.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Abandoning her husband for being too slow, Akanai rushed out her quarters in a hurry. The fool boy never did anything properly, travelling past midnight in his hurry to return home. Why couldn’t he be normal and wait until morning, when she’d have time to prepare? Abandoning formality and decorum, she pushed through the throng of dignitaries and representatives hurrying to meet these new, returning heroes, snarling at every fool and halfwit who thought to block her way. Though she risked offending the various powers of the North, she had little need for diplomacy anymore. The People’s fame and exploits were second to none, and as the Mentor and Grand-Mentor of two rising dragons of the Empire, if she couldn’t use their reputations to her advantage, then why bother training them in the first place?
 
  
 
 “Mama!” Soaring through the air, Mila leapt into Akanai’s arms. Spinning her weighty daughter around in a circle, Akanai’s heart jumped with joy at their reunion.
 
  
 
 “Welcome home, oh daughter of mine. It gladdens my heart to see you safe.” Putting Mila down, she turned to the ever-present Song, standing meekly to the side. This would not do and Akanai's patience was at an end. Stroking the cat-girl’s hair, she said, “The same to you. I heard you faced a Demon to save Mila’s life. I will not thank you for it, because that’s what family does, love and protect each other. I would like to embrace you as a daughter of mine, so long as you are agreeable to it. Are you?”
 
  
 
 Surprise flit across Song’s face, quickly replaced by incredulity and longing before she hung her head in shame and refused to answer. Sighing, Akanai knelt down and looked her new daughter in the eyes. “Silly girl,” she murmured, stroking Song’s trembling cheek. “With all your strength, discipline, and courage, you still believe yourself unworthy of love? No more. From this day forth, you are Li Song, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, sister of Sumila, Sentinel of the People. Understood?”
 
  
 
 Long seconds passed as Song cried in silence, finally nodding a single time and turning away, terrified this was merely a cruel joke. Pulling both her daughters into her embrace, Akanai kissed their temples and sighed in happiness. “I thank the Mother for this gift, for today, not only has my daughter returned, she has brought me a second. My family has grown by one, the greatest joy a mother can hope for.” Drawing back, she studied her two daughters, noting the changes in them both. Song’s development was more obvious, her stony demeanour cracked and broken as she wept tears of joy. Though Akanai had long since welcomed Song into her home, a home was not a home without a family.
 
  
 
 Beaming beautifully, Mila’s red-panda ears fluttered with joy as she rocked back and forth on her heels. Her charms growing with age, Mila's clothes and hair were neat and tidy despite the long journey, her sun-tanned, freckled skin vibrant and animated, the look of a woman in love and in the prime of life. The observation brought to mind Tursinai’s reports and Akanai couldn’t help but frown and whisper, “Daughter, although you are a woman betrothed, spending the night in his tent is still improper. I will not scold you for it, but do not let it happen again.” That lusty brat, she had a mind to tan his hide for this, but it couldn’t be helped. Living in constant peril and fighting battle after battle, sometimes only the comforts of the flesh could calm the nerves. Stroking Song’s cheek, Akanai smiled and joked, “I’ve lost one daughter to that lecherous boy. Don’t you be led astray by him either.”
 
  
 
 Shrinking back, Song glanced at Mila before answering, “But this one also spent the night in Rain’s tent. Several nights, in fact.”
 
  
 
 Sensing Akanai’s escalating fury, Mila interjected, “Nothing happened! We slept together, that’s all. I mean, like sleep sleep.” Glancing at the listening crowd of strangers, her face went red with embarrassment. “REALLY,” she Sent, her boisterous voice putting Akanai on her heels. “HE WAS HAVING NIGHTMARES AND I WANTED TO COMFORT HIM, BUT ALL WE DID WAS SLEEP. THAT’S IT. YOU CAN ASK SONG, SHE’LL TELL YOU THE TRUTH.”
 
  
 
 Letting out a long breath, Akanai turned her attention to the affectionate wildcat, giving the creature a vigorous head-scratching. At least this one was still sweet and innocent. “Okay,” Akanai said through gritted teeth. “I believe and trust you.” It’s the boy she worried about, but the rice was cooked. Or it wasn't, either way. At least he didn’t waste her efforts training him, returning with more fame and achievements than she could’ve dreamed of. Hugging both daughters once more, Akanai stood and dusted off her knees. “Come, let’s go see the boy. Congratulations are in order.”
 
  
 
 And perhaps a small test to follow. She was only checking on his progress, this had nothing to do with her fury over the loss of Mila’s innocence. How many wives did this rascal intend to take? Mila, Mei Lin, Adujan, and now Song too? This was too much.
 
  
 
 While the three of them walked hand in hand, Mila’s enthusiastic story-telling melted away Akanai’s anger, her daughter every bit as charming and lovable as before. Perhaps Mila was telling the truth and Akanai was projecting her own past onto her daughter. Just because Akanai laid with her husband out of wedlock after their first real battle, didn’t mean Mila would do the same. She was an obedient child, raised better than Akanai had been. There was nothing to worry about.
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 Finding the boy amidst the crowd was simple enough, they only needed to follow the flies. Officials and dignitaries of every faction swarmed around him, kept back by a circle of unfamiliar, disciplined warriors. These would be Dastan Zhandos’s retinue, and her first impression was favourable, picking the former Warrant Officer out with Mila's help. Sporting a wispy moustache he thought made him look dignified but only accentuated his youth, the rebel-turned-slave deftly managed the crowd of uppity nobles, giving Rain time to spend with his family. Spotting Mila, Dastan immediately yelled at the nobles to make way, clearing a path for Akanai and her daughters to pass through.
 
  
 
 How intriguing. This one showed promise, accepting his new lot in life with grace and aplomb. Though labelled a rebel and traitor, he was now a Sentinel under her command and she liked what she saw thus far. Turning her attention to the boy, Akanai scowled as he remained crouched on the ground and ignorant of her presence until Alsantset tugged at his sleeve. Glancing up, he grinned and remained crouched while everyone else stood in her presence, waving like a gleeful child. “Hello!” he said before hugging the wildcat. “And hello to you too Sarankho.”
 
  
 
 With his body yet to fully recover, Akanai couldn’t stay angry at the boy and took a seat beside him. At least he’d greeted her before greeting the wildcat. “Welcome back, my Grand-Disciple.” She hated saying those words out loud because it made her feel older than her years, but her nonchalance was for the benefit of those watching, making it seem like the boy’s disrespect meant nothing. Family didn’t put on airs, and the boy was family, both her grand-disciple and eventual son-in-law. Speaking of which, why wasn’t that hare-brained healer and his daughter here?
 
  
 
 No matter. Giving the boy a rare smile, she patted his neck, resisting the urge to hit a little harder than necessary to vent her frustration. “This time, you’ve performed... adequately.”
 
  
 
 Laughing in delight, the boy leaned in for a hug. “Thank you, Grand-Mentor. Your praise means the world to me.” There was no sarcasm or derision in his tone, only heartfelt sincerity, and her shoulders eased to hear it. She’d worried the boy would let fame get to his head, but he seemed the same as always, a kind-hearted child who meant well. That he infuriated her so often was merely accidental, though they would need to teach him manners soon now that he was a hero.
 
  
 
 Glancing at the gathered dignitaries, Akanai raised her voice and said, “Thank you all for coming to greet my Grand-Disciple, but his journey was long and the hour late.” Most took her dismissal in stride and left, while the remaining flies were hustled away by Dastan, leaving them in peace and quiet. Once only trusted eyes and ears remained, Akanai turned to the boy and said, “Show me your Aura.”
 
  
 
 Unwavering determination and daring courage filled her the second she finished speaking, the boy unleashing his Aura without delay. Wonderful, Condensed at the speed of thought and so robust and secure, Rain’s skills were above and beyond what she’d expected. Barely able to keep herself from clapping in joy, Akanai hid her emotions and nodded. “Acceptable,” she said, but from the looks of it, the boy discerned her true feelings. Why else would he be so delighted by her words? Condensing her own Aura, she said, “Take care, for I will now test it.”
 
  
 
 Turning her Aura against him, she pressured him with a twentieth of her strength. Gerel sent word that Rain’s Aura held some surprises, but he didn’t elaborate in writing. Rather than ask him, it seemed better to test the boy herself, and he weathered it well. Of course, the boy withstood this much even without his own Aura, she needn’t be so gentle. Slowly raising her strength, the boy’s Aura finally shifted beneath her own once she released half her might, but still it held. Delighted by his resilience, Akanai immediately struck out with all her strength, which only made the boy blink and focus, seeming unfazed by her assault.
 
  
 
 How absurd, if this was his strength now, what would he be like after given time to grow?
 
  
 
 “Boy,” she said after a moment of thought, “try to break my Aura. Use everything you have.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... Everything?” The boy looked around in confusion, as if searching for something or someone.
 
  
 
 “Yes.”
 
  
 
 “Have you spoken to Gerel yet?”
 
  
 
 “No. I will speak with him in the morning. Enough hesitation, do as I say.” She tried to sound gentle, but she was too eager to restrain  herself.
 
  
 
 “Okay... but um... be careful, okay?”
 
  
 
 This time her smile slipped out. How endearing, a frog at the bottom of-
 
  
 
 A raging storm of anger and despair crashed into her Aura from all sides, a whirling frenzy of emotions. Buckling beneath the pressure, Akanai focused everything on holding her Aura, unwilling to lose face before this preposterous grand-disciple. Everything from seething hatred to crippling misery, the depths of which she’d never felt before today, threatened to pierce through her defences and render her vulnerable. In spite of her best efforts, her Aura diminished and ebbed before the boy’s aggression, the seconds passing ever so slowly as she weathered the onslaught.
 
  
 
 Then, without warning, it all faded away as the boy reeled in his seat, sweating and panting as if he’d just run a marathon. Grinning despite his weariness, he leaned against her and said, “That’s my Grand-Mentor. Sturdier than a dozen Yo Ling’s. Barely even made you blink.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, Akanai alternated between confusion and awe. By the Mother, even though he couldn’t break her Aura, if he struck while she was distracted or in the midst of a duel, she shuddered to think of the consequences. In a battle between experts, a single moment's delay might as well be an eternity. Grabbing him by the arm, she Sent, “Explain.”
 
  
 
 Full marks. She had to give him full marks. Though she could never say as much. It’s not that he didn’t deserve praise, but she didn’t want his accomplishments turn him pig-headed and stupid. Arrogance and overconfidence killed more young talents than the Defiled ever could and the boy attracted danger like none other.
 
  
 
 While listening to Rain’s disjointed explanation, Akanai’s smile grew until her cheeks ached with the strain. Given a little time and a lot of luck, this little son-in-law would soar into the Heavens.
 
  
 
 She was certain of it.
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 Though the sun had barely risen when the knock sounded at his door, Baatar was already wide awake and tending to Sarnai’s needs. Frowning at the intrusion and smelling the food, he instructed the servant to leave breakfast at the door and go, as they did every day. He’d made his wishes known long ago, no one was allowed into the room aside from family or Healers. If he allowed strangers in, she’d scold him until the heavens fell from the sky for letting people see her while she slept. A foolish woman, always worrying about her appearance even though she was still as beautiful as the day they’d married. He remembered it like it was yesterday, kneeling across from her with fingers interlocked and voices intertwined as they said their vows.
 
  
 
 Heart aching at the memory of better days, he finished wiping his wife’s face with a warm washcloth, praying she would open her eyes and smile at his tender touch. Unresponsive for weeks now, there had been little to no improvement in her condition, and after he passed over all authority to Major General Han BoHai, there was nothing left for him to do but watch as his sweet rose slowly withered away, day by tortuous day. Repressing a sigh, he took a deep breath before opening the door to find a welcome surprise on the other side. Standing behind a small cart, Rain smiled and said, “Hello. I’m back.”
 
  
 
 The boy’s arms went wide and Baatar pulled him into a warm embrace. “Welcome home, boy. The journey was hard on you. You’ve done well to survive your tribulations and won much honour and glory for the People.” Half-dragging Rain and his cart into the room, Baatar closed the door behind them and inspected his disciple. Though still short of stature and lean of frame, the boy had grown in this short half-year of separation. With broader shoulders and a straight back, there was no sign of the timid, anxious child he’d once been. Whether it be from the glint in his eye or the set of his jaw, Baatar knew a warrior stood before him, a man forged in battle and bloodshed. Weary and worn from his struggles, Rain stood ready to face whatever the day might bring with his head held high.
 
  
 
 Good. Good.
 
  
 
 “Sorry for not coming by earlier. We arrived long after midnight and I didn’t want to disturb your sleep.” Moving the dining table next to the bed, he set down a tray of food and gestured for Baatar to sit. “I ate while cooking, so you go ahead.” Placing a steaming bowl on the nightstand, Rain turned to Sarnai and took her hand. “After I heard what happened, I made you some eight-treasure soup. Both delicious and nutritious, it’s a nourishing broth which will help keep your strength up. It still needs to cool, but you can enjoy the fragrance as it does.”
 
  
 
 Seeing his upbeat and bright manner, Baatar couldn’t help but shake his head. “She can’t hear you, boy. She’s wholly unresponsive to sound, light, touch, and smell.” Though he still held hope for his rose, he couldn’t deny the situation looked grim.
 
  
 
 Smiling gently, Rain shrugged. “The mind is a strange and mysterious thing. Not even Teacher can claim to know all its mysteries. I’ll admit, it’s unlikely she can hear us, but nothing is lost by speaking.” Reaching under the cart, Rain pulled out an ornate porcelain vase and some flowers, placing them on the window sill. “These are your favourite flowers, the violet mountain roses which grow in big clusters. There’s a whole field of them nearby, you should make Mentor bring you to see them after you wake. It’s a breathtaking sight, but you should hurry if you want to see them before next spring.”
 
  
 
 Grateful for Rain’s optimism and support, Baatar ate his breakfast and watched as the boy bustled about the room, describing his gifts out loud for Sarnai’s benefit. A painting depicting the Sacred Tree in all its glory, an eighteen-petal lotus blossom carved out of the finest lavender jade, a solid gold censer adorned with silver sculpted dragons, Rain’s little cart was filled with a multitude of riches which left Baatar gaping in shock. One or two luxurious gifts might be explained as a reward for the boy’s accomplishments in Sanshu, but this was far too extravagant. Though Baatar had little experience in appraising works of art, any fool could see these gifts were priceless and Rain already placed five of them around the room, with no sign of stopping. As the boy pulled out his sixth gift, a wedding barge carved out of ivory, Baatar was forced to speak up. “Boy, did you save Sanshu or pillage it? Where’d you get all these works of art?”
 
  
 
 With a toothy grin, Rain patted Baatar on the shoulder. “Why not both?” Seeing his frown, the boy winked and Sent, “I’m kidding, don’t look so sour. Magistrate Tongzu won’t be hunting me down for looting his city, these are spoils of war I took from the Butcher Bay hideout.” Out loud, the boy said, “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you. On the way back, we saved a merchant from some bandits, with help from the Society Warrant Officers. As thanks, the merchant sold us all his expensive wares at bargain prices before returning home to retire. I guess he found the merchant life too dangerous and was happy to recoup his costs.”
 
  
 
 Stifling a laugh at the shameless and poorly acted lie, Baatar shook his head and listened as the boy regaled them with tales of his adventures in Sanshu. As fanciful and astonishing as they were, Baatar knew Rain well enough to know he wasn’t bragging. If anything, the boy was probably downplaying his accomplishments. To hear him tell it, he was merely a bystander going along with the flow instead of someone who played a pivotal role in the entire matter. He focused more on how adorable his pets were than the battles he won or skills he developed. Though there were many questions to ask and mysteries to uncover, Baatar was content to listen in silence, taking pride in his disciple’s achievements and accepting everything at face value, knowing Rain would explain everything in time.
 
  
 
 A good child and an even better disciple. Baatar couldn’t take credit for teaching him well. Everything Rain accomplished, he did so on his own, but Baatar still took pride in seeing this young man blossom. 
 
  
 
 The hours flew by as Rain kept them company, but just before lunch, little Lin arrived to collect him, his hare-brained Teacher seeking him out for work. As Rain listed off a checklist of last-minute instructions and exercises to help Sarnai, Baatar held back his tears and basked in the warmth and care shown by this filial disciple. He only wished his daughter shared Rain’s optimism, but he couldn’t fault her for it. The girl was pragmatic and hardheaded, just as he’d raised her to be. It wasn't easy on her either, and were it anyone else, Baatar would have given the same advice she gave him; accept Sarnai’s loss, mourn, and move on, but this was his wife, his love, his rose.
 
  
 
 How could he give her up for dead while she still drew breath?
 
  
 
 An Aura washed over him and Baatar's sword hand twitched in response before settling down. Nothing to be concerned about, the boy was merely showing off his skills. A second surprise lay in wait though, as the boy’s Aura filled him with warm comfort and doting love. Staring at Rain in shock, Baatar hardly believed his senses, this little disciple hiding so much beneath the surface. How was this possible? All his life, Baatar thought Aura was only used to shelter allies and unnerve enemies, but the boy showed him it was so much more. The raw emotion displayed by Rain’s Aura was so vivid and tangible, his love and devotion couldn’t be any clearer. “I can’t promise I'll save her,” he said, “but I’ll study hard, do my best, and ask Teacher to do the same. So long as there is life, there is hope, so you need to eat more, dress better, and er... bathe. Please.” Smiling, he added, “Else when Sarnai wakes up and sees you like this, she’ll scold me into a pile of quivering tofu for not taking care of you. I’ll have someone send lunch and come back when I can, okay?”
 
  
 
 As Rain strolled out hand in hand with his betrothed, Baatar took Sarnai’s hand in his own. “Do you hear him, my rose?” he Sent, squeezing her fingers lightly. “This is the little foundling we’d feared would never recover, grown into a splendid young man. Forget his accomplishments and achievements, earning his love and affection was well worth the risk.”
 
  
 
 His heart skipped a beat and he held his breath as he stared at his wife. Was it his imagination or did she just squeeze back? Almost giddy with joy, tears dripped down his cheeks as he Sent message after message, telling her how much he loved and missed her, but there was no response. After a long time, he dried his tears and breathed deep, smiling for the first time in weeks.
 
  
 
 Although little had changed upon Rain’s return, Baatar felt more optimistic now that his disciple was working to save Sarnai. He couldn’t explain why, but he knew if anyone could turn things around, it would be Rain, his miraculous little disciple.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Seeing his uncle in such disarray, Zian was shocked into silence. Once a proud, confident leader of men, Situ Jia Yang seemed like a different person as he sat slumped in his cushioned chair. Still wearing his wrinkled nightclothes in the middle of the day, his shoulders trembled in repressed fury as he stared out from behind baggy eyes and sallow skin. “The savage brat returned last night,” he said, without a word of greeting for his nephew. “Rode past midnight to get here. I heard you’ve been travelling with him for weeks now, not even stopping to see your mother on the way back. Strange thing is, if you’re such great friends with the brat, then why weren’t you travelling with him last night? Is the great Situ Jia Zian too timid to ride in the dark? Or have you cast aside all filial responsibility for your new barbarian comrades?”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the outright hostility, it took Zian a moment to recover. He’d never admit it out loud, but sixteen hours of travel a day for weeks on end had almost driven Zian and his retinue to the brink of exhaustion. Had he dared order his soldiers to press on into the night, they might have snapped and murdered him on the spot. “Uncle Yang, what happened?”
 
  
 
 Slamming his palm on the table, Uncle Yang screamed, “I’m still your Mentor, boy! You will show me the respect I deserve!”
 
  
 
 Narrowing his eyes, Zian slowly counted to ten to rein in his temper. When that failed, he counted to ten again, and once more before he trusted himself to speak. “Are you saying,” he said, carefully enunciating each word, “that you believe ‘Mentor’ a loftier title than ‘Uncle’? If so, then you’re gravely mistaken. You’ve been my Mentor for less than a year but an uncle all my life. You are the blood of my blood and the only living relative I have aside from my mother. Though I can always find a new mentor, I could never replace you.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s words had a more profound effect on his uncle than expected. Hanging his head in defeat, uncle Yang drew a trembling breath. “You’re right,” he said after exhaling slowly. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. I’ve been too stressed of late, with my closest allies turned to ashes and scattered to the wind while my enemies crawl out of the woodwork to condemn my actions. Worst of all, I’ve no recourse against them, with no choice but to sit here and accept their insults and lies.”
 
  
 
 Though no apology was made or would be forthcoming, Zian knew this was the best his uncle would offer. Aggravating, but Zian was more concerned than annoyed. What happened in his absence to discourage Uncle Yang so? Before he could find his voice, his uncle stood and patted Zian on the shoulder, an awkward, unfamiliar gesture of affection for both of them. “I’ve made a proper mess of things and failed horribly. I’ll be lucky to get off with a court-martial and a fine, so you’re the last hope of our branch of the family now.”
 
  
 
 “What?” Zian could hardly believe his ears. How could his domineering Uncle Yang give up so easily? “What happened, perhaps there’s still hope.”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” Uncle Yang barked out a note of harsh laughter. “The only way I won’t be punished is if the Defiled return to take the Wall and raze the Province.” Shaking his head, he settled back into his seat with a defeated sigh. “It seemed like the right thing to do. The outer walls were taken, the inner walls crumbling beneath the assault, the battle all but lost. To conserve our strength for the battles ahead, I pulled my soldiers back to fortify Shen Yun. Who would have thought the Defiled would falter, pulling back at the first sign of rain?”
 
  
 
 “Rain? What did that scrawny brat have to do with anything, he only arrived yesterday.”
 
  
 
 “Not the brat, fool. Rain, precipitation, drops of water falling from the sky.” Taking a drink straight from the teapot, some liquid with a distinctly non-tea like smell spilled down Uncle Yang’s chin. Alcohol? Uncle rarely drank, a proponent of sobriety and moderation all his life. “Oh it was a heavy downpour to be sure, with day turned dark as night, but no thunder or lightning, no wind or hail, just... rain. The Demons and Defiled fled so quickly you’d think they were made of sugar, worried they’d melt away in the downpour. The damn luck of the Bekhai, eh?” Sighing, Uncle Yang took another swig of the teapot and laughed. “At least the province is safe, right?”
 
  
 
 Unable to formulate a response, Zian stood in stupefied silence. Uncle Yang was no coward, he wouldn’t have abandoned the Bridge unless the situation called for it. Unfortunately, with how things turned out, their enemies would twist the truth to their advantage. In truth, a court-martial would be lenient. Even with all his years of meritorious service, Uncle Yang could be executed for cowardice if sentencing went poorly. How did things go so wrong?
 
  
 
 “Calm down, boy.” Uncle Yang spoke softly, his smile not reaching his eyes as he comforted Zian. “I’ve still a few favours to call in, the Justicars won’t demand my death. In fact, it’s better if you keep calling me Uncle instead of Mentor. This way, my failures cannot be used against you and besides, Mother knows I’ve taught you next to nothing. Your strength and prowess results from your hard work and dedication. Forget about me, boy. My star has dimmed while yours still rises.”
 
  
 
 Guilt welled up within Zian as he thought about how he’d intended to replace Uncle Yang with Jukai as his Mentor. “Uncle...”
 
  
 
 “None of your soft-hearted, girlish ways, I still know what’s best for you. Soon enough, I’ll have no time to teach you anyways. Without my rank, my enemies will grow confident and I’ll be forced into hiding. Don’t worry, I’ve not lost my wits or my strength, I’ll show them Situ Jia Yang is not a man to be taken lightly.” With a grimace, Uncle Yang hesitated before continuing. “Be honest now, I won’t fault you. Have you made peace with the little savage?”
 
  
 
 “Sort of.” Clasping his uncle’s forearm, Zian explained the entire situation with Yo Ling’s treasure through Sending, having practised with Jukai the entire journey home.
 
  
 
 When he finished telling the tale, Uncle Yang shook his head in disapproval. “You take after your father. An unstoppable warrior but a bumbling diplomat. Should have asked for more or refused to go along.” The words stung, especially since Zian knew little about his father, and Uncle Yang noticed his mistake, quieting for a moment. After a consoling pat on the cheek, he continued. “Well, this is fine. The Bekhai are experiencing a meteoric rise in power and you cannot afford to antagonize them, not anymore. Forget the brat’s accomplishments, the wolf's already being hailed as the next Nian Zu, here to defend the province for hundreds of years to come. Doesn’t even deserve it, owes all his success to luck and coincidence.”
 
  
 
 After some more grumbling, Uncle Yang’s voice dropped to a whisper. “About your father... It’s no secret we never got along, but he loved your mother. More importantly, she loved him and there was nothing I could do about it.” A small chuckle escaped his lips and for a second, Uncle Yang looked twenty years older. “Then he died, doing stupid things for stupid reasons.” Wrapping Zian in his embrace, he whispered, “I’ve never had a son, but I’ve always thought of you as one. I envy him you know? Seeing you fight and earn glory in his style, you’ve done him proud. You’ve made me proud. Never forget this.”
 
  
 
 Choking back his tears, Zian snarled and said, “Stay alive uncle. Give me a few years and I’ll become strong enough to protect you, I swear it.”
 
  
 
 “Ha. That’ll be the day. The great Situ Jia Yang relying on a profligate dandy to protect him, I’d be better off dead and burned.” The mocking tone was softened by Uncle Yang’s smile. Dismissing Zian with a wave of his hand, Uncle Yang said, “Begone now, go write a letter to your mother before she marches down here to chew you out in person. Neither of us will survive if that should come to pass.”
 
  
 
 “Yes uncle.” Pausing at the door, Zian turned to see Uncle Yang already gazing out the window with a forlorn look. Swallowing his words, Zian stepped out and closed the door behind him. It’s likely the clan would disavow Uncle Yang before the court-martial even took place, and without the Society’s protection, he was in more danger than he let on. It disgusted Zian to see his uncle abandoned so readily, half the enemies looking to kill him were made carrying out the Society’s interests.
 
  
 
 Complaining won’t change anything, the only way Zian could help was by seizing more power, both personal and political. Gathering his thoughts, Zian abandoned his plans to renounce his place as young patriarch and focused on drafting a letter to his mother. If he wanted power, the quickest and easiest method would be an alliance through marriage. If the Situ Clan wouldn’t stand behind Uncle Yang, then perhaps someone else would, someone stronger. With the Bekhai’s growing power, Sumila, daughter of Akanai would have been a perfect choice, but she was already betrothed to Rain, the lucky bastard.
 
  
 
 No matter, there were plenty of single, attractive, well-connected women in the empire, who weren’t betrothed to Falling Rain. In fact, he quickly picked out a second possible candidate, a beautiful, talented, rising young dragon in the central province, with ties to the Bekhai and the Du family: Du Min Gyu’s Terminal Disciple, Du Min Yan.
 
  
 
 ...At least, Zian prayed she wasn’t betrothed to Rain.
 
  
 
 Be reasonable, how lucky could one man be?
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 Five hallways and two flights of stairs away from Sarnai’s room, I finally feel far enough to let the mask slip, my forced smile melting away into a more natural frown. It’s tough pretending to be optimistic and cheery, especially after a long day’s travel followed by an entire night spent making soup, but my Mentor needed love and support, so that's what I gave him. Alsantset and Akanai are too... practical. While they both love Baatar, their concept of moral support starts and ends with a swift kick in the ass. It’s not that they’re unaffected or unsympathetic, far from it. Alsantset clung to Charok the entire time and went misty-eyed more than once, while Akanai implied no less than a half-dozen times I should visit Baatar as soon as possible. The problem is, neither one of them knows how to help my grieving Mentor, their sensible, matter-of-fact approach only driving him away.
 
  
 
 Both of them kept saying he needs to let Sarnai go and move on, but I disagree. They keep trying to muscle him out of his depression, but anyone who knows Baatar will tell you he’s a stubborn and, dare I say, dogged man. With the love of his life still drawing breath, there’s no way he’ll ever give up and neither will I. Though my jolly demeanour was faked, I meant what I said: So long as there is life, there is hope.
 
  
 
 Even if Sarnai’s situation were more dire, Baatar isn’t ready to give up and neither am I. Coma aside, she's actually in pretty good health. Her heartbeat is steady and circulation is good, plus she’s capable of drinking and breathing on her own. Bedsores and infections are manageable with a little light healing and her muscles have a long way to go before atrophy kicks in.
 
  
 
 I can’t imagine what I’d do in Baatar’s shoes, though I know giving up would be the last thing on my mind. He’s handling it better than I’d expected, sitting with her and tending to her needs instead of raging around and destroying furniture. Not that I've ever seen him lose control, but this is his wife. Hell, I was worried he’d be Tainted, but when I got there, I found a grand total of two Spectres hanging around him, unable to get through his iron will. I’ve seen happy-go-lucky idiots with more Spectres hanging around them.
 
  
 
 That’s my Mentor, unblemished and untouched by lies and deceit.
 
  
 
 Lin’s finger pokes my cheek and somehow eases away all my troubles, her sweet smile like a balm for the soul. “It’s okay hubby,” she says, swinging our clasped hands back and forth. “You’ll figure something out, I know you will. Did you find a book about comas? Can I read it?”
 
  
 
 “Mm... I read the book a long time ago, can’t remember its name. There wasn’t much though, a paragraph or two mentioned in passing regarding patient care.” Hiding my past life's memories is getting harder by the day, but my lovely Lin takes my explanation in stride. I feel guilty about lying to her, but admitting I’m from another world and significantly older than I appear is something I hope to never do again. Yea sure, Baledagh accepted it easily but he’s so adorably trusting and naive, I can’t help but worry about him. Without me, he’d make so many mistakes, I shudder to think what would’ve happened if I'd never arrived.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s technically his life and his mistakes to make. Who am I to stop him?
 
  
 
 Whatever. Maybe he’s right, maybe he’s my reincarnation and our soul split in two for reasons unknown. Or maybe I have multiple personality disorder and Baledagh and the Spectres are figments of my imagination. Or I’m a figment of Baledagh’s imagination... Ugh, great. As if existential crises weren’t enough, now I’m pondering if I’m even real. Now I’m half convinced the world is an illusion and my brain is floating in a jar of nutritional fluids stored inside a warehouse to be used for scientific research...
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I mean... It’s not... not possible, right?
 
  
 
 A second poke to the cheek snaps me out of my thoughts as Lin tilts her head in concern. “Rainy, you’re worrying too much.” Yawning, Lin hugs my arm and adds, “Things will work out or they won’t, ya? Worrying won’t change anything, so why bother?”
 
  
 
 Stroking her chubby cheek, I smile and ask, “Oh? When did you get so old and wise? What happened to the unruly little brat who pouted all day because I wouldn’t take her out to fly a kite?”
 
  
 
 “That was one time! And it wasn’t all day, I only pouted for an hour, maybe two.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, because I gave in and brought you out, which almost cost us our lives.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be dramatic hubby, it wasn’t so serious.”
 
  
 
 “A flock of jattuyas grabbed the kite and almost carried us away because a certain silly girl wouldn’t let go of the strings. We were almost dragged off a cliff, so yea, I’d say it was serious.”
 
  
 
 Flashing me a toothy grin, Lin shrugs and yawns and says, “I didn’t want to lose my kite. It was my first gift from you.”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl.” Noticing her dragging feet and frequent yawns, I stop to let her climb on my back. Piggy-backing her through the Inner Wall, I ask, “So where’d you go last night? No one knew where to find you or Teacher.”
 
  
 
 “The guards brought me to see Daddy,” Lin replies, her voice muffled as she nuzzles into my back. “He's treating someone and couldn’t talk, so I fell asleep on the couch. After I woke up, he asked me to come find you and bring you there. He needs your help hubby, so hurry.”
 
  
 
 Keeping my retort to myself, I collect Mafu and follow her sleepy directions out into the ruins of the city, where the scars of battle are still plain to see. The stretch of land between the Inner and Outer wall is bustling with life as the hardy citizens and stalwart soldiers work to repair the damage done by the Defiled, with not a single stone left unturned by their murderous advance. Off in the distance, I can barely make out the ruined remains of the Outer Wall, the sight of fallen gates and crumbling battlements sending a chill down my spine. Just over a month ago, those formidable defences were breached by Demons and Defiled, leaving only a single Inner Wall standing between them and the utter annihilation of the Northern Province.
 
  
 
 It would’ve made for a really shitty cherry on top of my sweet victory sundae at Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, the Defiled retreated, but rebuilding the city and repairing the Outer Wall is a colossal undertaking which will take years to complete. Years we probably won’t have before they return. Knowing this, Han BoHai is more focused on putting up defences and fortifying the area as opposed to building housing. Problem is, since the Inner Wall was designed to cater to visiting diplomats and dignitaries and now filled to the brim with soldiers and supplies, most workers are roughing it out in flimsy tents and makeshift shelters. Even Alsantset didn’t warrant a room on the Inner Wall after refusing a billet on the Outer Wall, which says a lot about the situation.
 
  
 
 According to Akanai, who sleeps in a suite on the inner wall, the Outer Wall was used to house soldiers. Close to 600,000 bodies are packed into its confines, taking up all available rooms. I can’t blame Alsantset for refusing, it doesn’t seem like the safest place to live. Considering the fortification’s ramshackle condition, I doubt they’ll hold for long against the superior Defiled numbers should they return, but there’s no other option. If we abandon the Outer Wall, we’ll be leaving a stone fortress for our enemies to wait out the winter in. Even though the horde retreated into the northern wastes, it’s still only a two-day march away. No one knows why they retreated in the first place, but the fear of their return is palpable. Every living soul is working as hard as they can to shore up the defences, and I’ve placed my retinue under Alsantset’s command for the time being. Training will have to wait until everything’s settled.
 
  
 
 Lucky them...
 
  
 
 What concerns me most is the coming winter. The temperature will drop well below freezing and while food isn’t an issue, there’s a severe shortage in warm clothing and shelter. Funding isn’t an issue, but all wood and stone resources are being used to plug holes in the Wall and build barricades instead of fixing the housing shortage. I sent word to BoShui and asked him pass these concerns on to his uncle, but just in case, I’ve tasked my brain trust with presenting ideas for cheap, warm, affordable housing we can build using the resources at hand, meaning no treated lumber, cut stone, or clay. Despite wracking my brain all night, I haven’t been able to come up with any useful ideas on my own. Dirt houses won’t be warm enough or built fast enough while layering clothes and huddling together will only go so far. After the first snowfall, these linen tents will be as useful as nipples on a breastplate, meaning we have two months before people start freezing to death in their sleep.
 
  
 
 Memory is a strange thing and my memory stranger still. I’ve realized I’m more of a critic than a thinker. Show me a plan and I’ll point out flaws as quickly as I see them, like Dastan's crossbow, but ask me for a solution and my brain goes blank. For example, I wasn’t sure how to help Baatar or Sarnai until I was in the room with them, and then all these ideas kept flowing out, like talking to her, exercising her muscles, and periodic testing for responses. This tells me I’ve got solutions rattling around up in my brain, I just need to find the proper inspiration.
 
  
 
 I could become a professional critic, travelling the Empire and complaining until someone fixes things. That’d be a dream job for me, though I doubt it’ll earn me many fans.
 
  
 
 After a half-hour of riding, we arrive at our destination, a sheltered, secluded hut on the western edge, nestled between two mountains. If it wasn’t for Lin guiding the way, I probably would’ve missed it and ridden right past the concealed entrance. Ignoring the poorly-hidden soldiers, I follow my little wifey into the hut where my long-eared Teacher greets me with a hug. “Rain my boy,” Taduk says, grinning as he thumps my shoulders. “Welcome back. I heard you had quite the adventure out in Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 “Doesn’t seem like much compared to what you went through here.” Lean and haggard, my future father-in-law seems to have aged in my absence, with a smattering of new wrinkles dotting his handsome face. Weeks worth of scraggly beard hangs from his chin, a wild, tangled mess so jarring compared to his formerly neat, well-groomed appearance. “Are you okay?”
 
  
 
 Short of breath and barely standing upright, he takes my arm and leads me deeper into the lantern-lit hut. “I’m fine, I’m fine, lacking in sleep is all. I’ve been busy as you can imagine and I overspent some Chi, but nothing a good night’s rest and a hot cup of tea won’t cure.” Stopping in front of a bed, he pulls back the covers to reveal a half-charred corpse, mangled beyond all recognition, while chattering away at a mile per minute. “I heard about your adventures from Lin’s... guard and I could use your help. I’ve been keeping him alive for weeks now, just barely that is, between the burns, wraith poison, Demon Ichor, broken bones, internal injuries and whatnot but I’ve reached the limit. Not my limit of course, but his. He’s no spring chicken and if I continue forcibly Healing him, he’ll wither away and die from the expenditure. I was hoping your aquatic friend could do something about it, so hop to it.”
 
  
 
 Ending with a long, much needed breath, my teacher slumps down into his chair and gestures at the corpse, leaving me worried for his mental health. How long has he been treating this cadaver? My Teacher is a proud man, kind-hearted and loving to all things besides rabbits, so I’d imagine being unable to save Sarnai was a huge blow to his ego. Shuffling over, Lin hops into his lap and yawns, father and daughter both drowsily waiting for me to perform a miracle and bring the dead back to life as if it were simple as plucking an apple.
 
  
 
 They really have too much faith in me.
 
  
 
 Wondering how to tactfully ask if my teacher’s gone insane, the corpse twitches and sends me recoiling in surprise. A closer inspection shows that the poor bastard is still drawing breath, though I’d bet my substantial, newfound wealth he wishes otherwise. Why did Taduk waste so much effort on this one person? “Who is this?”
 
  
 
 “The Colonel General.”
 
  
 
 It takes a few seconds for his words to register, my brain unable to connect the dots between Sanshu’s living hero and the disfigured person lying before me. “Nian Zu? What the-?”
 
  
 
 “Language, my boy, language. My sweet Lin-Lin is here.” Ignoring Lin’s frown, Taduk pats her head and continues. “Demons and Wraiths happened. They sent three or four nasty scoundrels alongside two dozen Wraiths give or take, all to put an end to our great hero. Hard to do a proper count, especially after the good Colonel General flattened his manor and the surrounding area. Been keeping his condition a secret, need to know basis, would send the province into a panic if they hear about it. Best if he makes a full recovery, otherwise, we must keep him going for another week or two and say he passed away in his sleep. Morale and propaganda, yes? Unyielding unto death, the great Nian Zu. Hogwash I say, it’s little better than torture, but Baatar made the request and I acquiesced.” Making a sour face, Taduk hesitates before asking, “Is he doing better? I was rather harsh when I broke the news about Sarnai, too tired to think straight.”
 
  
 
 “He’s managing.” Unlike this poor bastard. “I've a few ideas I want to run past you later.” Throughout Taduk’s explanation, I’ve been trying to get Blobby to come out and fix Nian Zu, but the lazy droplet won’t budge from his roost. All my pleas and entreaties are met with steadfast refusal, Blobby turning his metaphorical nose up at the Northern Province’s most stalwart defender. ‘C’mon,’ I beg, mentally kneeling before Blobby. “This man has defended the province for decades. You’re hunting Demons right? If you help and stay with him, the Demons will come running to you. You’ll have more than you can eat, I promise you this.’
 
  
 
 Instead of appealing to Blobby, my words seem to offend it, my amorphous tenant clamming up and refusing to respond. Guess he likes it here.
 
  
 
  I suppose I should be flattered.
 
  
 
 After spending a good thirty seconds cursing the unpatriotic bead of water to no effect, I turn to Taduk and shake my head. Sighing, Taduk slumps in his seat and snuggles with Lin, looking like the weight of the world sits on his shoulders. “I used to boast of how I could heal anything short of death,” he says, voice thick with regret. “Perhaps this is the Mother’s way of teaching me humility. I’ve failed my friend and now I’ve failed my country. What use am I?”
 
  
 
 While Lin and I comfort Taduk, Baledagh chimes in, having watched the entire episode from his room. “Why can’t Nian Zu’s body take anymore Healing? Can't you just give him more Chi?”
 
  
 
 Putting my thoughts together, I explain to my little brother, “Healing isn’t as simple as most people think. Most of the time, Taduk doesn’t fix injuries. Technically, he directs the body to fix itself. Sometimes, a little physical effort is needed, like setting bones and removing foreign objects, and other times he structures the Healing in a way to make it more efficient or see the process through to its entirety, but mostly his Chi acts as a catalyst, speeding along what will naturally happen. With me so far?”
 
  
 
 “Yea.”
 
  
 
 “Now, the energy to heal has to come from somewhere, and Chi can’t create matter out of nothing. That’s why we’re so skinny, because every time we’re injured, our body breaks down fat and muscle tissue to fix our injuries. Now take a look at Nian Zu. He’s gaunt and emaciated, with little muscle left on his frame, and still in this poor condition. His body’s been overtaxed and if Taduk heals him without giving him time to replenish blood and nutrients, then his body will shut down and go into organ failure.”
 
  
 
 There’s a long pause before Baledagh speaks up again. “Then how do Demons do it?”
 
  
 
 “Do what?”
 
  
 
 “Create matter using Chi.” Sensing my confusion, he explains, “Vivek Daatei, the Defiled Chieftain. While turning into a Demon, he grew twice as large in a matter of heartbeats. Heavier too, his footprints went deeper into the soil than before. Wasn’t he creating bone and muscle out of Chi? Or the Demon equivalent or whatever?”
 
  
 
 Opening my mouth to refute him, I’m unable to produce a counter argument. It doesn’t mean he’s wrong, it’s just that I don’t know enough to dispute it. Instead, I pose the same question to Taduk who frowns and shakes his head. “A good question, but I hardly see how the answer will help.”
 
  
 
 Once again, Baledagh picks up the slack. “Could it have something to do with these Spectral remains?”
 
  
 
 Seeing no harm in asking, I take Taduk’s hand and explain everything about the purified Spectres through Sending, including my tests on the subject. While travelling home, we found that although the Spectral remains differ from Chi, neither Baledagh nor I can explain how it’s different. It’s more... more, I guess. I can’t absorb it like Baledagh does, but I can use it in place of Chi. In fact, I think it's better than Chi, easier and more responsive to my directions. Otherwise, it's the same.
 
  
 
 When Baledagh absorbs the Spectral remains, it doesn’t change our physical body, but his Forms have shown marked improvements in a short time. Despite only being in the driver’s seat for short periods of time, Baledagh’s grace, control, and reflexes have left me in the dust. Why, I don't know, but I assume it's giving him some form of Enlightenment or something. Why him and not me? I dunno.
 
  
 
 When I’m done explaining everything aside from the twinned-soul aspect, Taduk ponders my words in silence, cradling the sleeping Lin in his arms. Boiling a pot of tea while he thinks, he snaps out of it as I hand him the cup. “After you killed the Demon in the city, you were covered in its fluids yes? Too much for your friend to neutralize in time?”
 
  
 
 “Yea.”
 
  
 
 “And you used some of that... Energy to heal. Did you suffer significant weight loss?”
 
  
 
 “Nothing notable. Actually, I remember thinking I looked surprisingly healthy. I was half covered in burns, but I still had the hand that got soaked in Ichor. I never did thank the Healer who saved me the trouble of regrowing it.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Taduk points out the flaw in my logic. “You were burned by Demon Ichor, unconscious, and in the midst of battle. Any Healer worth their salt would have stabilized you and moved on. The hand would have been ignored. It’s possible you healed yourself, or rather, the... ahem, Energy, helped heal you.” Perking up, he asks, “Do you have any left? I’ve a theory on what these remains are, so try to transfer it to Nian Zu and we’ll test it out.”
 
  
 
 “What if something goes wrong?”
 
  
 
 Taduk shrugs. “Then he dies and the nation grieves. At least it’ll spare him from another two weeks of agony.”
 
  
 
 “Well... better to try and fail than fail to try, I guess.” Wrapping the Spectral remains in Chi, I whisper a small prayer before placing my hand on Nian Zu's chest and directing the Spectral remains into him. My Chi dissipates into nothingness the moment it leaves my body, but the Spectral remains are unaffected, flowing into the wounded hero without resistance. I used more than half of what I collected on Yo Ling’s island in testing, so I hope what remains is enough to save Nian Zu.
 
  
 
 “Stand aside,” Taduk says as he lays hands on Nian Zu. Holding my breath in anticipation, I’m not left waiting for long as Taduk removes his hands only seconds later. While my teacher stands in shocked silence, a tear falls from my eye in honour of this celebrated hero, waiting as he draws his last breaths. Beloved by the people, he dedicated almost half his life to the Wall, following an already impressive military career. A high ranking member of the Situ Clan, his story could have gone much differently were he a lesser, more self-serving person, but his love for his fellow countrymen led him to give up his pursuit of power and accept the thankless task of Commander of the Bridge. For decades, he held the Wall against wave after wave of Defiled warriors, killing Champions and Demons like plucking chickens, and I’m running out of things to say, because honestly, I didn’t know him all that well and only met him that one time, where he prevented me from killing his nephew. Is Zian his nephew? No that doesn’t seem right, but then again, I don’t really understand the family bonds. So confusing, sharing the same name yet not really being blood related, how does that happen?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Not to be rude, but why isn't he dead yet?
 
  
 
 Breaking the silence with a whoop of joy, Taduk lifts me into the air and twirls me about, laughing as Lin wakes up and joins the celebration. “Rain my boy, we did it!” he exclaims, relief and satisfaction flooding his face. “Do you know what this means?”
 
  
 
 “Er... we saved a national hero’s life?”
 
  
 
 Putting me down, Taduk scowls and throws his hands into the air. “Who cares about one life.” Switching to a silent Sending, he explains, “Those Spectral remains? That’s pure Heavenly Energy. Heavenly Energy which you can manipulate at will! This is the discovery of a lifetime!”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m dumb, or maybe it's because I haven't slept in thirty-six hours, but I don’t get it.
 
  
 
 What's the difference between Chi and Heavenly Energy?
 
  
 
 ...Whatever. Taduk's happy, Lin's happy, Nian Zu's alive, so I'm happy. I'll take the wins wherever I can. 
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 Eager to finally have some insight on the Spectral remains, Baledagh paced about while Taduk explained things to Brother through Sending. Though he hid his trepidation well, Baledagh still held reservations regarding absorbing the Spectral remains. Thus far, Brother’s tests proved fruitless and inconclusive, only discovering that the leftover energy could be used in place of Chi and granted Baledagh insight into the Forms. While it appeared benign and the increased strength was enticing, he found the source distasteful despite Brother’s theory of Universal Energy. Even if Defiled and Balance drew from the same source, no one wanted to drink from a rotting cup. Also, there was always the risk of unforeseen consequences, such as spontaneously transforming into a disfigured, inhuman monstrosity consumed by murderous rage.
 
  
 
 A valid concern, most would agree.
 
  
 
 Since they couldn’t speak out loud and he couldn’t hear Sendings directed at brother, Baledagh waited for Brother to repeat the lesson for him. Their unique circumstances often made things more complicated than usual, but such was life. Baledagh and Brother’s life at least. Either way, it was entertaining to watch Taduk bob his head and wave his arms about in utter silence. Delight turned to disbelief, then anger and passion as his hare ears flopped to and fro while his expressive eyes and grand gestures added emphasis to his unheard speech.
 
  
 
 At least it wasn't one of his rants about the inferiority of rabbits or superiority of hares. 
 
  
 
 In spite of his silly tendencies and lack of Martial skill, Taduk was a man worthy of admiration. Possessing an air of casual arrogance and general aloofness, at the heart of it all was a kind, charitable soul. Most of Taduk's efforts were focused on improving the general health of common men and women around the Empire, seeking to ease their pains and bolster their general well-being through low-cost treatments and supplements.
 
  
 
 A shame things rarely worked out.
 
  
 
 It's not that he was inept, Taduk was an ingenious Healer, always designing new pills and salves for Brother’s retinue to test. Unfortunately, no matter what new treatment he devised, the problem always boiled down to scarcity. For example, at Brother’s request, Taduk concocted a miraculous wound sealing paste which worked wonderfully for stopping bleeding. Unfortunately, its key ingredient was fox-glove root, a rare, precious herb, one which succeeded in cultivating the Energy of the Heavens. This meant mass production was out of the question, which was a real shame. Coupled with Brother’s Healing Panacea, the paste all but ensured the survival of most injuries short of instant death.
 
  
 
 Since pacing about wasn’t helping his nerves, Baledagh settled down and studied the small hut, noting everything within Brother’s vision. After briefly joining the celebration, Mei Lin now sulked in her chair, upset at being left out while Taduk and Brother exchanged silent Sendings. A sweet girl unused to being ignored, she alternated between piteous pouts and petulant frowns interspersed with involuntary yawns. Charming as it all was, her performance went unnoticed by all but Baledagh and he remained unmoved, his heart still yearning for his tender, caring Qing-Qing. Though Brother was blind to Mei Lin’s faults, Baledagh thought her too spoiled and carefree, lacking Taduk’s best qualities and sharing his worst.
 
  
 
 Then again, perhaps he was being overly critical. Any fool could see her love for Brother and his for her, enamoured by her adorable appearance and free-spirited nature. A talented herbalist and skilled huntress, she was formidable in her own ways, a worthy wife for the Undying Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Opposite Mei Lin laid the overcooked hero of the Empire, all but forgotten in light of Taduk’s mysterious discovery. His fate still uncertain, Nian Zu looked no better than when Baledagh first laid eyes on him, the infusion of Spectral remains showing no obvious impact. Back in Sanshu, Yo Ling seemed nigh unstoppable with six Demons at his beck and call, keeping all the heroes of Sanshu in check, yet this wrinkled geriatric defeated four Demons and two dozen wraiths. If Nian Zu had been present in Sanshu, then Yo Ling’s decades of careful planning would have been for naught all because of a single warrior.
 
  
 
 This was true strength. Baledagh now understood he was nothing but a frog in a well, the Heavens wider and grander than anticipated. How many years must he and Brother train before reaching those heights? What skills did Nian Zu possess which allowed him to survive such an assault? Baledagh hungered for more knowledge and power, dreaming of the day when Brother and he were truly worthy of the title ‘Unrivalled Beneath Heaven’.
 
  
 
 After an eternity of silence, it finally came to an end. “You understand everything, yes?” Taduk nodded emphatically as he spoke, prompting Brother to agree. “Good, good. Off with you now, you too my darling little Lin-Lin. I missed you both so much and I’m grateful for your help, but I need to concentrate on Healing Nian Zu before he slips away. Won’t take long, save a seat for me at dinner.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll cook something extra delicious then.” Bidding Taduk farewell, Brother took Mei Lin’s hand and brought her away. While the two of them happily chatted about nonsense, Baledagh refrained from interfering with their dalliance, his heart aching over his false memories of Qing-Qing. Their time spent together was too short and most of what he remembered was only an illusion, but he loved her all the same. No, maybe he loved the idea of her, though he definitely loved what little he knew of her. If given time, maybe he would have seen her flaws and felt differently, but cruel fate deprived him of the chance.
 
  
 
 After returning to their tent, Brother sorrowfully explained Taduk’s reasoning in detail before handing over control and going to sleep, leaving Baledagh to mull things over with Aurie and the bear cubs. The difference between Heavenly Energy and Chi was minuscule yet substantial. In short, Heavenly Energy was the essence of everything. The Mother, alongside her four children Earth, Fire, Wind, and Water, created the world and everything in it using Heavenly Energy. To counter the Father’s meddling, She then taught all the beasts and humans how to manipulate Heavenly Energy by transforming it into Chi.
 
  
 
 Though Chi is derived from Heavenly Energy, they are far from the same thing. Likening them both to fresh water and salt water, Brother explained it by pretending the world only contained saltwater, or Heavenly Energy. Since humans can’t survive on salt water, it then becomes necessary to distill it into fresh water, or Chi. Only then could humans ‘drink’ and survive. However, the Heavenly Energy loses something in the distillation process, and once released into the world, returns to being salt water, unless necessary precautions are taken. In the same vein, the Spectral remains could be likened to pure water, though Brother admitted this is where the analogy fell apart. The Spectral remains were pure Heavenly Energy, usable by Brother and Baledagh yet lacking all the shortcomings of Chi.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, up to this point in the explanation, Baledagh was far from impressed. So it was Heavenly Energy instead of Chi. Who cares? What’s the fundamental difference?
 
  
 
 Brother asked the same question, setting Taduk off into an angry, long-winded rant.
 
  
 
 As stated before, Heavenly Energy was the essence of everything with the world. Supposedly, this meant that if you could harness pure Heavenly Energy, then the possibilities were endless, assuming you knew how to wield it. The prevailing theory was that upon reaching a state of perfect Balance, one could harness the pure Energy of the Heavens at will. Newly ascended Ancestral Beasts would instinctively use this pure Heavenly energy to create their perfect, human forms. Of course, bundled with the human form was a fragile human psyche and other things like reasoning, abstraction, and complex emotions, thereby preventing the Ancestral Beast from reaching perfect Balance and manipulating pure Heavenly Energy a second time.
 
  
 
 A complex set of checks and balances to keep the world safe, or a cruel, cosmic joke of epic proportions? Only the Mother knew.
 
  
 
 To think, Baledagh and Brother were wasting the fundamental essence of the world on mere Insight into the Forms and as a replacement for Chi. Extravagant didn’t even begin to cover it, a profligate squandering of resources of the highest value.
 
  
 
 Going along with Brother’s theory about Spectres and Universal Energy, Taduk and Brother concluded that while the Spectres were beings of Heavenly Energy, it wasn’t all they were made of. Tentatively coined as Demonic Energy, they believed Blobby hungered for it and either didn’t want to or couldn’t consume Heavenly Energy, leaving the remains inside Brother’s mental plane – or as Taduk called it, their ‘Natal Palace’ – for reasons unknown. This meant that so long as Baledagh devoured enough Spectres for Blobby to purify, they would have Pure Heavenly Energy to do with as they willed.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t just Ancestral Beasts which used Pure Heavenly Energy, Spectres did so too. Perhaps that’s why they gathered in such large numbers, the Defiled nothing more than vessels to store the necessary Demonic Energy required to come into existence. After this came a long rambling rant from brother about ‘electrons’ and elements like hydrogen which Baledagh had never heard of, but the big takeaway was that neither he nor Brother could use the Pure Heavenly Energy to do as they pleased. They both lacked the skill and experience required to control it, worse than rank amateurs at manipulating energy, be it Chi, Heavenly, or otherwise.
 
  
 
 Worst of all, they’d given the last of their Pure Heavenly Energy to Nian Zu and replenishing it would be difficult. One or two Spectres barely yielded enough to fill the gaps between their teeth and even if they swept the entire Wall clean, he doubted they’d collect even half of what was spent on Nian Zu. Window and door tainted individuals were but a mere pittance compared to the most deeply Tainted individuals, so unless they could find another hundred-odd tea-drinkers, they were shit out of luck.
 
  
 
 Only now did Baledagh realize Brother’s greatest weakness: his terrible naming sense.
 
  
 
 Looking at it another way, perhaps the expenditure was worth it. Though he looked no better on the outside, the Unyielding Nian Zu was no longer dying, gently drifting along the road to recovery thanks to their ‘discovery of a lifetime’. The old warrior was a fearsome ally, even if he only had a decade of life left in him.
 
  
 
 Predictably, Brother only looked at the downsides, lamenting about how they’d found ‘one more reason for greedy bastards to want us dead’.
 
  
 
 He wasn’t wrong.
 
  
 
 Snuggling with his bear cubs while Aurie snored, Baledagh pondered the implications of their newly gleaned information. There was still so much to discover but he was already shivering with excitement. If Ancestral Beasts and Spectres could use Pure Heavenly Energy to create a body, then wouldn’t it be possible for Brother to create one for Baledagh? Though he loved his brother more than anything and stepped aside of his own free will, seeing a chance to have a body and life to call his own, how could he not long for it?
 
  
 
 Perhaps one day soon, Baledagh would stand beside Falling Rain on the battlefield, two brothers finding fame and glory together.
 
  
 
 But separate.
 
  
 
 Like brother would say, that’s the dream.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, that and bear arms.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 A harsh gale battered away at Gen’s exposed skin, setting his whole body to shivering. Dredging up what little energy he had left, he summoned his flames to ward off the chill, though there was nothing he could do against the stinging dirt and rocks thrown about by the strong winds. The flames wouldn’t last long either, but a few minutes of warmth was worth it considering this might be the last warmth he ever felt. The long journey from Sanshu to these cold, desolate wastes took a great toll on him, his boots long since worn out and clothes little more than rags as he dragged his armour behind him, driven by the mysterious commanding voice in his mind directing him ever northwards.
 
  
 
 Marching ahead in a similar state of disarray, Mao Jianghong looked nothing like the dignified noble he’d once been. Though they left Sanshu as seven, they met up with stragglers and vagabonds on the journey north, kindred souls all fleeing Sanshu and following the same directive. North. Things started off well as they lived off the land and slaughtered everyone who crossed their path. Easy enough for their small numbers to fade into the shadows of the forest, avoiding detection and pursuit when necessary, even taking some time to have a little sport. It was a welcome vacation after the stress incurred from their defeat at Sanshu, and Gen enjoyed bonding with Jianghong, the two growing close as brothers aside from one minor scuffle after Gen affectionately dubbed the older man ‘Mao Mao’.
 
  
 
 That was a mistake he wouldn’t make again. Gen’s abs still bore the scar from the disembowelment, only quick thinking and liberal use of fire keeping him alive.
 
  
 
 After two weeks of running through the forests and dodging patrols and pursuers, their merry little band of warriors arrived at a mountain range. ‘North’, spoke the voice, so north they went, though better directions would have been much appreciated. Even after preparing a week's worth of food for all seventeen souls, they were still lost in the depths of the twisting mountain range eighteen days later.
 
  
 
 By the time they stepped out of the mountains and onto the northern plains, their party had shrunk down to eight, leaving nothing, not even bones, behind.
 
  
 
 The strong survive, the weak die. Such is life, and Gen would never be weak again.
 
  
 
 Their hardships yet to end, their band of eight continued to shrink as they crossed the northern wastes, with nothing but bare plains for kilometres around. Not that they could see that far, with the sun having dipped below the horizon some time ago while seemingly never to return. Bone-chilling winds sucked away heat and moisture as they scrabbled across solid bedrock, forced to turn on the weakest just for sustenance to continue onward. No bird or beast in sight, these desolate lands offered no succour in the form of food or water, with neither shelter nor relief to be found for days. Inside this world of darkness, the days and nights melded together as they continued northward, their party whittled down one by one as the elements and hunger took their toll.
 
  
 
 Now, only Jianghong and Gen were left, and Gen would be the next to fall.
 
  
 
 The strong thrive, the weak die.
 
  
 
 His throat drier than the most desiccated of deserts, Gen stared daggers into Jianghong’s back, envisioning slicing his would-be brother’s throat and drinking the sweet nectar which poured out. The human body held more blood than Gen would have believed possible, enough to sate his thirst for days if rationed well. Then there was the meat, tender, succulent flesh wrapped around sturdy bone, concealing creamy, mouthwatering marrow in its delicious centre. If he was careful, Jianghong’s skin would make for a comfortable poncho, shielding him from the caustic environment for days until the wind and stone stripped it bare. It’d be poetic in a way, the older brother sheltering the younger even unto death, a grand, touching gesture.
 
  
 
 Even if it wasn’t by choice. 
 
  
 
 Better, actually. It’d be more satisfying that way.
 
  
 
 Just as Gen was about to make his move, Jianghong stopped in his tracks and hissed for silence. Dropping all notions of infighting, Gen acted as the circumstances dictated, stepping close to Jianghong while scanning their surroundings. His enhanced sight saw nothing of note, only dark shapes and darker shadows stretching on into infinity around them. Even with Jianghong at his elbow, he could barely make out a hazy silhouette, his claws outstretched and prepared for anything from treachery to ambush.
 
  
 
 Yield.
 
  
 
 Surprised by the voice’s improved vocabulary, Gen took his stance and bared his teeth, searching left and right for the unseen foe. Yield your mother, he was the Emissary of Flame, Chosen of the Heavens, and he would yield to no one. Drawing on the last of his reserves, Gen grinned and set the world aflame.
 
  
 
 Light flooded the plains and revealed the shocked gazes of strangers barely two strides away, their skin blackening in an instant as they met their deaths. A shame, they would have been so delicious, but there were many more to be killed. Howling with glee, he leapt over the burning carcasses and readied to meet his foe.
 
  
 
 YIELD
 
  
 
 Gen’s mind exploded with pain at the emphatic demand, driving him to his knees as he screamed in denial. “I will not yield!”
 
  
 
 Over and over Gen repeated the words, a mantra to soothe his troubled mind. Time passed and he found himself in the darkness once more, slung across a beast of burden like a sack of rice. As soon as he twitched, a sharp point dug into the soft flesh of his neck, a guttural voice uttering a string of incomprehensible words, but the intent was clear. Struggle, and die. Flee, and die. Fight, and die.
 
  
 
 With no other choice, Gen bided his time, listening for clues and searching for opportunity, but it was all for naught. The weapon remained pressed against throat, his captor fearful of Gen’s prowess and leaving nothing to chance. Soon, their journey was at an end and a calloused hand pulled Gen off the foul-smelling creature and dragged him to his fate. Eighty-five footsteps later, Gen’s captor freed him without warning. So shocked by his sudden release, he almost missed his chance to act. Summoning the flames, he found himself encircled by all manner of deformed creatures lying in wait, their glowing eyes adjusting to the light in a fraction of a second.
 
  
 
 Demons. Not one or two Demons, not ten or twelve Demons, but dozens of them, hundreds even. Unnaturally still, their forms stretched out beyond the range of his flames, the dark shadows hiding even more of their kin. Their combined attentions made Gen woozy with fear and excitement as he gazed upon their magnificence, taking in the sight of pure power given flesh.
 
  
 
 “Good, good.” A hoarse, grating voice spoke, shocking Gen out of his stupor as he searched for the source. “Little worm, this Sovereign sees you’ve found the truth, treading the razor’s edge between surrender and resistance, taking power without being controlled by it. To reach this on your own, talent and luck, talent and luck. A shame. A hundred years too young and too late, else you might solve this Sovereign’s issues. Earth’s Fire to counter Sky’s Water, how fitting, but a worm is still a worm, no matter how lucky or talented. Not yet a dragon, not even a snake.”
 
  
 
 The light of Gen’s fire finally landed on the speaker, an ancient, wizened old man sat amidst the sea of Demons. Sickly in appearance, his wispy, white strands of hair dangled over empty eye sockets which saw too much, unimpeded by his pointed, crooked nose. Broken and twisted, his torso sat entombed inside a scorpion shaped Demon, leaving only his head and shoulders uncovered in an unnatural melding of man and Demon. “A confluence of chance and calamity here in the north,” the creature continued, “Little bird falters and fails, plummeting from on high. Predator usurps devourer, turning this Sovereign's piece against him. Butchers stumble and disappoint. Hidden lords emerge from hiding, while worthless allies are too cowardly to face them. Worst of all, the hateful rain saps away this Sovereign's strength. Too many surprises, too many variables, too many unknowns. Unacceptable losses if met head on, a reshuffling of the board is called for, a reevaluation of tactics. No matter, no matter, time is not something this Sovereign lacks. You, little worm, will learn as we journey west and south, enough time for you to grow. Yes, you will learn, little worm, and you will grow, or you will die. Such is life.”
 
  
 
 Enthralled by the bottomless abyss contained within those empty sockets, Gen saw oblivion. “Who are you,” he asked, as his fires sputtered out and died.
 
  
 
 “The Empire calls me heretic. These children call me Master. Those misguided fools call me Uniter.” With every word, his voice grew closer and closer until his hot breath brushed against Gen’s ear. “You, you call me... Mentor.”
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 254 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 “It ain’t right,” Jorani grumbled as he wiped the sweat from his brow, the chill autumn air hurting his lungs as he puffed in exertion. “It ain’t right. We signed up to be Bekkies and do the bossman's killin’ and lootin. Said we’d be in fer some training or something, teaching us how to fight right and proper, but he’s had us choppin’ bamboo like damn woodsmen fer days now. It... it ain’t right.”
 
  
 
 His words went unheeded over the rhythmic thwack of Ral’s axe, adding to the din around them. Wearing a shit-eating grin, the lumbering oaf put his back into every swing, felling the thick trunks faster than anyone without a Spiritual Weapon. The thought put Jorani’s temper back on edge as he tossed his hatchet to the ground and continued his tirade. “Treatin’ us like free labour. I’m Hangman Jorani o’ the Mother’s Militia, I fought against the Defiled hordes of Butcher Bay. A right proper hero of the Empire is what I am, coulda done anything I pleased. If I wanted to work like a dog, I’d never have left Sanshu. Plenty o’ work to be done back home, and I woulda been much appreciated there too. Horseshit is what it is.”
 
  
 
 Bah. What use was there in being a hero? A few drinks at the bar and a few kisses from the whores, the sum total of all his rewards. Meanwhile, Falling Rain loots Yo Ling’s manor and leaves nothing for the rest of them. Even if the bossman eats meat, he ought to know enough to let those beneath him drink broth, right? It’s only what’s proper. Jorani made more money as a thief and looter, though he couldn’t imagine going back to that life. The lack of respect ruined it, he could never be a mere scavenger again.
 
  
 
 The creak of timbers signalled Ral’s work had borne fruit, and the big oaf opened his mouth to shout, “Timber!” A handful of voices echoed the call, but there was no one in the path of Ral’s falling tree. After watching it crash to the ground, Ral turned to Jorani with a solemn look. “You shouldn’t slack so much Jor. We’s Bekkies now and Chey says the bossman’ll treat us right if we pulls our weight, which means earning our keep, which means-”
 
  
 
 “I know what it means, ye slack-” Swallowing his words with a guttural groan, Jorani reigned in his temper. “Ral don’t mean no harm,” he muttered to himself, a habit he’d picked up during their journey to the Bridge. Wasn’t much else to do while sitting in a wagon for three-quarters of the day. With Ral and Chey all lovey-dovey and Kabi deader than dirt, Jorani had no one else to keep him company. It’s lonely at the top. “Can’t keep snapping at him like ye used to, he’s done right by ye, saved yer hide more times than he can count. Now, he can’t count too high but it’s still an accomplishment to be sure. Remember, he had a choice, coulda gone with Chey but he’s here with ye, that’s sayin’ something. Ain’t much but more than ye got without him, so be grateful.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring Ral's concerned queries, Jorani unleashed his frustrations on the innocent bamboo tree. For the better part of the day, he grumbled and chopped, only pausing to shout ‘Timber’ or wipe his brow. “Discriminatory is what this is. Don’t see Mister Rustram out here breakin’ his back, or Ravil and Bulat either. Black-hearted scoundrels is what they are, probably back at the bridge drinkin’ and whorin’ like proper soldiers, havin’ themselves a proper laugh at my expense. Hangman Jorani, Leader of the Mother’s Militia, reduced to labouring like a common peasant...”
 
  
 
 He wasn’t even good at this. Thirty strokes was his record, thirty strokes of the steel hatchet to fell a bamboo tree no thicker than his thigh. Meanwhile, Ral felled thicker trees with five or six sturdy chops, while Ulfsaar took them down with a single swipe of his battle-axe, yielding more than twice the results with half the effort. Using a Spiritual Weapon to fell trees, whatever beastie died for that weapon died a dog’s death.
 
  
 
 A damn shame Jorani couldn’t use his cord the same way.
 
  
 
 ...Or could he?
 
  
 
 The way others described Honing as using Chi to form a blade, so if the Chi was doing all the work, then why would it matter if his weapon lacked an edge? Unwinding the cord from around his waist, he wrapped it around the base of a bamboo trunk. Bracing one foot above the cord, he sawed the chain back and forth, using the soothing grating to lull him into a meditative state. Eyes narrowed in concentration, he emptied his mind and imbued his Chi into the Spiritual Weapon.
 
  
 
 According to the old bastard, visualization was the first step to controlling your Chi, but it wasn’t as simple as imagining the cord slicing through wood. He had to visualize how it sliced through the wood, give his Chi a function to carry out, a goal to achieve. “It ain’t a cord I’m holdin’,” Jorani mumbled, all his attention focused on the task at hand. “It’s a thread, a wire, like the ones Ma used to cut clay with. Wood ain’t much harder than clay, don’t see why this wouldn’t work. Only a handspan of cord needs Honing, not the whole damn thing. Keep it simple and short, ain’t no reason to work harder than ye need to.”
 
  
 
 In his mind, Jorani pictured his Chi gathering along the section of finger-thick cord scraping against the bamboo. He envisioned all manner of things, from adding an edge or three to his cord to heating it until it’d melt through the wood, but nothing worked. Finally, he tried a different tack, adding short, rough ‘teeth’ to the Chi layered on the cord, like the fraying threads of a wool garment. The abrasive surface bit into the wood as he worked the cord left and right, and slowly but surely his weapon carved deeper and deeper into the wood until the trunk gave way under his braced boot with an ear-shattering crack. “Timber!”
 
  
 
 Letting the cord hang free, Jorani welled up with a sense of self-satisfaction as he watched the tree topple over, his cheeks stretched in a grin and shoulders aching with strain. Hands on his hips, he glanced about to see if anyone had noticed his handiwork, only to find himself standing alone in a cleared grove with the day almost done. What the hell? How long did he spend taking down this one tree?
 
  
 
 After stripping off errant leaves and flowers, Jorani exited the bamboo grove dragging the tree behind him. Finding his crew packing to leave, he waved at Ral who greeted him with a loud, “Jor!” Bounding over, Ral clapped him on both shoulders, the big oaf forgetting to control his strength. “I’m so happy you’re better now, Jor,” Ral gushed, too excited to notice Jorani’s wince of pain. “I was so worried. You wasn’t answering, no matter how much I talked, you kept standing there rubbing your rope around the tree and muttering to yourself about clay and teefs.”
 
  
 
 “Er... How long was I out fer?”
 
  
 
 “Hours Jor, hours. I was so scared I ran out to find Miss Tursinai for help, but all she did was come over and giggle. Told us to leave you alone she did, said you were havin’ an insight.” Cocking his head, the big oaf’s long dog ears flopped to one side, making him look more ridiculous than normal. Chey had them neat, triangular dog ears, not long, drooping ones like Ral. What an unlikely pairing, like a flower growing in a pile of... mud. “What’s an insight, Jor? Is it good?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, it's good.” Insight, so that’s what it was. Odd time and circumstances to receive the Mother’s guidance, but Jorani’s chest puffed up with pride all the same. Glancing around, he noticed the others staring with eyes full of awe and admiration, one or two even muttering prayers and invoking the Mother beneath their breath. “Truly the Mother’s chosen,” a voice whispered, “Blessed by her attentions and favour even while chopping wood.”
 
  
 
 Hiding his glee with a feigned growl, Jorani barked, “What’re ye all eyein’ me fore? Ain’t ever seen such a handsome rat, have ye? Get back to work ye slackers, the Mother abhors the lazy and favours the hard-working. Come now, we’ve a schedule to keep, can’t keep  her favoured son the bossman waitin’ on yer sorry asses.”
 
  
 
 Far from taking offence, the gathered former bandits all hopped to, throwing themselves into their work with enthusiasm and fervour. The majority of Jorani’s ruffians had been converted into real head-scraping, knee-taking, creed-spouting Mother-lovers over the past few weeks, and seeing how most were stronger than him, it couldn't hurt to play along. Besides, he could never get enough of seeing all these intimidating thugs hanging on to his every word. Hell, maybe the Mother really blessed him for whatever strange reason, or maybe it was his Ancestral Beast blood finally coming into play, who knows. Either way, Jorani had a new Insight to mull over, his strength and skill increasing in leaps and bounds.
 
  
 
 He didn’t dare dream of soaring through the heavens like a dragon, but he’d settled for scurrying across the ground like a rat. For all their faults, rats were survivors, and that’s what mattered.
 
  
 
 The short wagon ride back was uneventful, their roosequin-mounted escorts finding no trouble at the gates. Then again, what guard would close the gates to Senior Captains Tursinai and Tenjin, the heroic duo who survived a clash with Yo Ling, the Defiled Bandit King? Jorani himself didn’t merit the same level of respect, but it was to be expected. All he did was hold off a horde of bloodthirsty Defiled while a half-dozen Demons battled not fifty meters away, all in front of Yo Ling. No big deal, nothing to write home about, right?
 
  
 
 Still grumbling beneath his breath the entire time, Jorani helped unload the timbers before reporting to Diyako and Chakha as ordered. Wholly ignoring his presence, the two craftsmen arguing while they stood in front of a half-built lattice bamboo fence. “Ain’t no chance of working,” Diyako said with his nose held high. “Don’t matter how much leather and fur you stack on the walls, a tent’s still a tent. Yer wasting time and resources which could be better spent.”
 
  
 
 “Listen here ye insufferable twit, it’s called a ger,” Chakha replied, gesturing to a sheaf of parchment in hand, “and my ancestors thrived in em. Ye take a lattice fencing for walls, a dozen or so flexible bamboo poles for ribs, add in a door, a door frame, maybe an interior post or two, and a compression ring to top it off. Then ye cover the whole thing in canvas and leather, set a nice little furnace in the middle, and you’ve got yerself a ger. After the first snowfall, ye pack snow on the walls right up to the rafters and it’ll insulate the whole damned thing. With enough charcoal, it’ll keep ye nice and toasty all throughout winter.”
 
  
 
 “Ye ever spend a winter in one?” Diyako asked.
 
  
 
 “No, but I’m tellin’ ye it’ll work, ses so right here in the histories,” Chakha replied, shaking his parchments.
 
  
 
 Seizing a lull in the conversation, Jorani jumped in. “Excuse me sers, wood’s all stacked and unloaded. If there’s nothin’ else, me and mine are hungerin’ fer dinner, so by yer leave...?” Fuck, did they cut all these trees down just to make charcoal? What a damn waste of effort.
 
  
 
 “The histories only you can read!” Diyako retorted, ignoring Jorani out of hand. “Bunch of nonsense scribbled onto animal hide, who knows what it really says or if it’s even accurate. How are you going to deal with the smoke?”
 
  
 
 “Ye put a pipe on top of the stove and throw in a flue. Need me ta draw ye a diagram too?”
 
  
 
 “You think iron grows on trees? That we have so much of it we can afford to give it away for next to nothing? And who do you expect to build these stoves, pipes and flues? All the idle blacksmiths we don’t have? Tents and stoves, if the problem were so easy to solve, the Empire would have done it centuries ago. You know how much charcoal we’ll need to keep everyone warm?”
 
  
 
 “Bah, bamboo charcoal is easy enough to make.”
 
  
 
 “Ye got an answer fer everything don’t ye? How are we to make clothes for everyone if you’ve used all the leather for tents?”
 
  
 
 “Plenty to go around, all them horse, garo, and ursadon skins ain’t gonna do any good sittin’ in storage.”
 
  
 
 “Except they belong to the army and I doubt they’ll hand em over for a failed tent-building venture. Look, be reasonable and accept that this won't work. How ye gonna keep heat from leeching away into the ground or from escaping out the door every time it opens? Tents ain’t good enough fer winter living, enough is enough.”
 
  
 
 Eye twitching at being ignored, Jorani scoffed at their idiocy. Easy to tell neither Chakha nor Diyako had ever lived in poverty. Charcoal? Iron stoves? Leather walls? These were luxuries few peasants could afford. “Instead of charcoal, burn dried animal shit,” he said, expecting to be ignored again. “There’s plenty of it and it’s free. Don’t need no fancy iron stove or piping either, any copper or stone brazier’ll do nicely. Sides, you’ll want the tent-” Chakha’s glare gave him pause and Jorani reminded himself that this fox-eared carpenter was the Young Wolf’s father. “The ger,” he corrected, “to breathe, on account of all the dung yer burning. Ye hang a quilt in front of the door, put the gers on raised wooden platforms, and it’s plenty better than anything I slept in growin’ up.”
 
  
 
 By the time he finished speaking, the two craftsmen were staring at Jorani with wide-eyed wonder. Not the same look of admiration he got from his Mother-lovers, no this was the look you gave a flying chicken or talking pig: pure disbelief. “Oh,” Jorani added, enjoying his moment, “Leather’s no good fer keeping warm, only fer keeping dry. Wool’s best, felt or linen works too. In a pinch, ye can also stuff the shirt yer wearing with other clothes or hay and ye’ll be fine.”
 
  
 
 “Oh Jorani,” came a sing-song call, and he turned to see Tursinai calling him over as his people rushed off for food. “A word, if you please.”
 
  
 
 “By yer leave, good sers.” Giving Diyako and Chakha a cursory bow, Jorani marched over to the buxom, flirtatious Senior Captain. Not that he had any designs on her, no, he’d seen what Tenjin did to Yo Ling’s armour, but a man couldn’t be blamed for taking in the sights. “Yes Senior Captain? What can I do ye for?”
 
  
 
 Her giggle made him realize how inappropriate his greeting was and he inwardly cursed. “So, Great Hero Jorani,” Tursinai drawled as she linked their arms together, “any new Insights to share?”
 
  
 
 While explaining his insights, Jorani glanced around to see if Tenjin was nearby. After finding no sign of the brooding Bekkie warrior, he relaxed and enjoyed Tursinai’s company, happy to be near such a lovely woman. Seemed like there were damned couples everywhere he looked these days, Ral and Chey, Ulfsaar and Neera, the boss and his ladies. Even ugly Bulat had himself a pretty young thing, a lovely lass named Dei An. Meanwhile, the most intimate relationship Jorani could remember was the one he had with the tree back there, spending hours trying to get it on its back and strip it bare.
 
  
 
 As Tursinai led the way to dinner, Jorani spotted the bossman with his little family. A touching sight seeing the Undying Savage flying kites with a pair of kids, all three of them laughing as they ran across the field with a train of happy animals in tow. It was easy to forget how the boss wasn't even twenty years of age. Hell, he looked even younger with a smile on his face, barely old enough to drink and without a whisker on his cheeks. Still, Jorani had to say something, it wasn’t right how the former bandits were being treated like common labourers. Not wanting to interrupt the bossman’s family time, he leaned in to Tursinai and whispered, “Begging yer pardon miss, but do ye know how much longer we’re gonna be stuck playin’ lumberjack and labourer?”
 
  
 
 Affecting a pout, the charming woman fluttered her lashes and asked, “Are you not satisfied with the work? Should I bring it up with dear Rain on your behalf?”
 
  
 
 “No, no,” he said, shaking his head vehemently. This provocative woman would be the death of him. “We’re doin’ good work here, helpin’ the people, and I don’t dare question his orders. It’s just... well, the bossman promised he’d train us to heal and fight, and we’ve all been eager to get to it, is all.”
 
  
 
 There was something unsettling about Tursinai’s grin, a worrying delight which raised all sorts of alarms in Jorani’s mind. “Don’t you worry, Hero Jorani. Our dear Rain wanted to give you all some time to rest, but since you’re so eager to begin, I’ll let him know he can start tomorrow. He’ll be thrilled to hear how... enthusiastic you are.” Her words didn’t sink in until he finished watching her sashay away and a cold pit of dread drilled itself into his stomach.
 
  
 
 By the Mother’s sagging tits, if hard labour was the bossman’s idea of rest, then what was training going to be like?
 
  
 
 After thinking things through, Jorani was certain he’d just made a huge mistake.
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 The day began no different from any other since arriving at the Bridge. Waking with the rising sun, Dastan sought Insight and Enlightenment from the Forms, a habit he’d picked up during their journey north. Every day, without fail, no matter how tired or busy they were, the boss and his cadre of elite Khishigs rarely missed an opportunity to perform this oft neglected traditional exercise, even at the expense of sleep. With such dedication, it was no wonder the mountain tribesmen produced warriors of such high calibre like Gerel or Tursinai.
 
  
 
 Hard work wasn’t the sole reason for the Bekhai’s prowess. Long ago, the Empire came to a consensus and deemed it a waste of time to go through every movement of every Form. Though all Martial practitioners studied the Forms, few practised them in their entirety. It made sense; The eight Forms consisted of five-hundred and thirty one movements, with each movement containing countless variations resulting in literally infinite number of possibilities. Only a child would think to master it all at once, their eyes larger than their stomachs. The common consensus was to focus on one Form at a time, or even take it a step further and focus on a handful of movements. Better to have a high comprehension in one Form than a low comprehension of eight Forms, right?
 
  
 
 The Bekhai seemed to think differently, and having seen their prowess on the battlefield, who was Dastan to say otherwise? Perhaps this was the not-so-secret secret to the Bekhai strength, the answer staring the Empire in the face right from the start. The Forms were passed down by the Mother, so how could they dare neglect Her teachings? He’d forgotten how strenuous Demonstrating the Forms could be, muscles aching and lungs burning within minutes when he first started, but over the past few weeks, his body had regained a fraction of the strength lost after being cleansed of the Father’s Taint. Though there was a long ways away from reaching the same levels of explosive strength or prodigious stamina, bit by bit, Dastan felt himself returning to his former glory, perhaps even on track to surpass it.
 
  
 
 Though it was yet another ‘unconventional’ training method, he was certain this was the correct path. How could the Mother’s Chosen Son lead him astray?
 
  
 
 Cutting his training short, Dastan washed up and joined his family for breakfast around the campfire. Greeting him with a bowl of rice porridge and a plate of steamed buns, Mother clicked her tongue and said, “You work too hard my darling son. Look at you, so thin and pale, you’ve lost so much weight these past weeks. Eat, eat.”
 
  
 
 “Leave him be, wife.” Father chided her softly, handing Dastan a large bowl of braised beef while he himself ate plain porridge and buns. “Our son works hard to repay our benefactor yet you ask him to shirk his duties?” Though the words sounded harsh, Father’s actions dulled the impact, looking out for his son however he could. Grateful to still have them in his life, Dastan smiled and accepted the gesture, sneaking pieces of beef to his three younger siblings to augment their lacklustre meals. None of them were warriors like him, instead following in their father’s footsteps to become merchants and bookkeepers, their poor martial talents sparing them from the traitorous XiaoGong’s attentions and subsequently, a life of slavery.
 
  
 
 Though camp life was a far cry from their previous life of luxury, no one from Sanshu dared to voice their complaints. The boss himself lived in a tent, so who were they to ask for more? He treated them well, making sure there were no more than two people to a tent and plenty of blankets for all, and even gifting each family with spices and meat for their meals, an extravagance few peasants or slaves could hope to taste. In fact, the boss treated his slaves no differently from his people, and for this, Dastan would be eternally grateful.
 
  
 
 Finishing his meal with haste, Dastan gulped down a cup of tea and said, “No need to cook meals for me, we begin training today. Don’t know when I’ll be back.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Father stood up and opened his arms, pulling Dastan into an embrace. Taken aback by the outright expression of affection, he tensed up and missed his opportunity to return the gesture before Father stepped away and said, “We’ll be gone by the time you return. We’ve arranged everything with Mister Rustram. Turns out our benefactor dabbles in trade, selling cosmetics and herbal concoctions to Shen Huo. Mister Rustram’s father’s company handles everything and is currently expanding, so we’re leaving with a convoy headed to the city in an hour's time.” Hesitating, Father stared at his feet, abashed and ashamed. “I’m sorry, son. Our family is in this situation because of decisions I, Danikov Zhandos have made. You’re now a slave because I tucked my head into my shell and hid from the truth, ignoring my suspicions instead of investigating them. Perhaps if I’d been a braver man, a more decisive man, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”
 
  
 
 “Father...”
 
  
 
 “I speak and you listen, this is the way of the world. You might be a warrior but I’ll still take a switch to your behind if the mood strikes me.” His smile spoiled the gruff act, Father looking more tired and vulnerable than ever. “Our benefactor is a good man, a great man even, but he is a warrior first and foremost. I cannot stand by his side nor do I have clever ideas and contraptions to offer like my brother. Trade and numbers are all I know and even then I am lacking in many ways, so I must work hard to make up for my failings.” 
 
  
 
 Straightening up with pride, Father regained some vitality. “We are denigrated and disparaged because our ancestors were conquered in millennia past, but our Zhandos family has prided ourselves on our heritage instead of ignoring it as so many others do. Thus, to uphold the honour of our name, our family’s debt falls largely upon your shoulders. You’ve already sacrificed so much for us and it shames me to ask more of you, but I must. Train hard and serve our benefactor well, for only then do we have a hope of repaying him in this life.” Gesturing for Dastan to leave, his father turned away and added, “I’ve not done much worthy of praise, but I’ve raised my children well. Take care and visit when you can, my son.”
 
  
 
 “Yes father.” With a heavy heart, Dastan said farewell to his family, wondering when he’d ever see them again. Ever since becoming a Martial Practitioner, he’d long since readied himself to part from his family. It was only natural as they tread down different paths. Without meditation and training, his younger brothers and sister would be lucky to live a life of eighty years, succumbing to the rigours of time while his body remained hale and healthy well into his hundredth year, only declining close to the end.
 
  
 
 Assuming he survived that long.
 
  
 
 Still, after almost losing his family  in Sanshu, Dastan was reluctant to part with them, but he had no choice in the matter. Father had made his decision and Dastan would respect it. Now that he was a slave, it would fall on his brothers to carry on the family name. Regardless, it was safer for them in Shen Huo, doing what they knew best in more familiar circumstances. At least Uncle Diyako would still be here at the Bridge, and though Dastan held a slave’s status, he served a divine purpose at the side of the Mother’s Chosen Son. In time, the world would come to know of Falling Rain and his holy duty, his name resounding through history for millennia to come.
 
  
 
 Back straight and shoulders squared, Dastan gathered his soldiers and marched to the western district, joining with the rest of his comrades. A sorry sight these bandits and ruffians, all haphazardly scattered about the base of the mountain path, drinking and dicing without a care in the world. Truth be told, Dastan wasn’t sure why the boss tolerated their presence, though his father said it had something to do with Hangman Jorani. An unassuming, inconspicuous scoundrel, the one-time leader of the Mother’s Militia was tied to the boss by more than mere happenstance. Though definitive proof couldn’t be found, if one looked closely enough, one could piece together the truth. 
 
  
 
 The Mother’s Militia was retaliation for the attempted assassination of Falling Rain, Jorani merely a cats-paw for the Bekhai, acting openly where they could not. Looking deeper into the situation, one might also discover that Falling Rain and Jorani were backed by an even greater power: Major Yuzhen. A devious woman, Dastan’s father had nothing but praises for her, citing her ‘compound interest’ as inspired work. Not even a month into his new duties as a Lieutenant Marshal, Chao Yong, the only surviving Chief Councilman of Sanshu, had already been arrested and executed on charges of corruption. After seizing his assets, presumably to root out corruption, everyone realized the full extent of her cunning. With the overwhelming majority of Sanshu’s production and manufacturing facilities firmly in her hands, other candidates could only dream of taking away her position as the next Marshal of the North.
 
  
 
 An eagle father will not beget a sparrow daughter and history repeats itself. Shing Du Yi’s heir would follow in his footsteps, ascending to office while beholden to none. As both the first female and first half-beast Marshal of the North, she would have her work cut out for her, but Sanshu's wealth would enable her to do things other Marshals could only dream of.
 
  
 
 The boss didn’t keep them waiting for long, arriving with an escort of Khishigs, a wildcat, and a convoy of roosequins, their hand-carts laden with various supplies. Without slowing his steps, the boss shouted, “I train soldiers, not slackers. Plenty of others to choose from and manual labour to be done, so those who fall behind will be left behind.” Leading the way on foot, the boss jogged up the slope at an easy pace and Dastan followed closely behind. One of the boss’s best traits was how he led by example. If he expected his retinue to run up a mountain, then he’d be first in line to do so.
 
  
 
 In their short time together, Dastan noticed a multitude of minor details like this. Eating what they ate, living how they lived, wearing what they wore, the boss didn’t lord himself above them, far from it. If he found something lacking in their lives, he strove to fix or improve it. Small things here and there, but put together, it made for a world of difference. The boss didn’t demand their respect, he earned it and did so as naturally as breathing. Add to this his multitude of skills, like herbalism, healing, animal training, mathematics, physics, and so much more, he truly was a dragon among men.
 
  
 
 Perhaps even one with a secret heritage. Dastan spent many a night tossing and turning in bed, wondering how Falling Rain could possibly know the secret origins of silk. Could he be a bastard son of the Imperial family? While Dastan had never heard of an Imperial personage with amber eyes, stranger things had happened before.
 
  
 
 Soon, the arduous mountain trek left little room for idle thoughts as Dastan’s calves and lungs burned with effort. Twenty minutes in, his tunic was soaked in sweat, the constant upward climb taking its toll on him. Forty minutes in and his dry lips cracked from lack of moisture, sorely regretting having forgotten to pack a water skin. These things were usually done for him, still not in the habit of being a slave. Finally, after an hour of steady jogging, the boss called for a break after the wildcat threw a fit and refused to run any longer.
 
  
 
 As the boss poured water for the wildcat and cooed in sympathy, Dastan’s almost cried out in envy. “Is Dastan Zhandos's life,” he thought to say, “of less value than that of a pet?”
 
  
 
 “Er, bossman.” Jorani’s voice sounded out over the heavy panting of hundreds of soldiers. “Ye wouldn’t happen to have water fer us, would ye?”
 
  
 
 For once, Dastan was grateful for his shameless comrades.
 
  
 
 “First rule of soldiering,” The boss hollered with a grin, “Always carry your own water, rations, and weapons. Can’t always trust the higher ups to remember your sorry lives, you gotta look after yourself.” Gesturing up the mountain as he lifted the wildcat onto a wagon, he continued. “I’d hoped you were all smart enough to know this much, but I was magnanimous enough to leave a watering station halfway up, just in case. You want to drink, then keep running. Don't worry, it's 90% determination, just put one foot in front of the other.”
 
  
 
 Halfway up? How much longer did he expect them to run for?
 
  
 
 Four hours ostensibly, as it took another hour of jogging to reach the ‘watering station’, a crate of empty water skins sat next to a flowing stream. Too thirsty to care about dignity, Dastan stumbled to the bank and fell to his knees, drinking straight from the stream. Gulping mouthfuls of the cool, delicious mountain water, he gasped in satisfaction only to find himself drinking next to a lapping roosequin. 
 
  
 
 How humiliating.
 
  
 
  
 
 Trying not to cry, Dastan filled a water skin and tied it to his belt, resting for as long as possible before falling in line with the departing roosequins. Clever little creatures, they weren’t harnessed or tied into their carts, holding them in their clawed hands like furry rickshaw drivers. Dastan still preferred a horse though, the advantage of height and pure mass was too good to pass up. Hell, he’d accept a ride from a steel-quilled porcupine so long as it meant an end to the torturous running but he persevered, knowing this was a part of the boss’s training. Besides, how could he, a soldier and former Warrant Officer, falter before the gangsters and outcasts of Sanshu? Though Dastan Zhandos had fallen far, there was a limit to what he could stomach.
 
  
 
 The boss never ordered them to continue running, though he taunted them incessantly. “Is that all the warriors of Sanshu have to offer?” He asked, his hateful sneer filled with disdain. “My nephew runs faster than the lot of you, how pitiful.” Barely even panting, he’d run back and forth along the line, laughing at the stragglers until anger overcame reason. “You want to be soldiers? Prove you’re worth the investment. Know why you’re running? Because quins are worth more than you are. Given a choice, I'd make you carry them up this mountain, not the other way around.”
 
  
 
 Despite all his barbs and derision, the boss let no one fall behind, dragging collapsed trainees until they stood back up, bloody and bruised. Almost five hours after they began, they finally reached their destination at the mountain-top training camp. Ignoring his ardent desire to collapse into the dirt and weep, Dastan cooled down with a slow walk around the camp and surveyed the area. The flat plateau boasted various half-built structures and devices, the work of the missing sub-bosses Ravil and Bulat. Far from impressive, there was a single wall in the middle of the field, a series of logs standing upright and half-buried, dirt ramps and tunnels with a scattering of rocks of various sizes, and a multitude of other odd structures he couldn’t begin to fathom. Draining his water skin, he finally felt like a person again after a hot meal and a half-hour of rest, watching as the boss supervised the unloading of the carts.
 
  
 
 “Okay,” the boss said, clapping once for attention. “Your performance today was utter shit. A disgrace and waste of my time. Five hours is too long, the day is short. Tomorrow, anyone who takes longer than four hours will be joining the labour force. At the end of the month, three hours. In two months, the time limits drops to two hours.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to groan, Dastan asked, “We aren’t staying here for the night?” Running up and down the mountain every day was inhumane, even without further training, but the boss seemed eager to move on.
 
  
 
 “Nope. Train high, live low, we’ll be making this journey every day.” Taking a deep breath, the boss asked, “You smell that? Fresh mountain air. Invigorating, isn’t it? It’s thinner up here, makes it better for training. Come now, time's wasting and we have lots to do.”
 
  
 
 Desperate to buy more time to rest, Dastan asked, “How so?”
 
  
 
 Furrowing his brow, the boss thought about it, seeming not to know the answer himself. “Er... it’s like this. When you inhale, your lungs take in what your body needs and exhales what it doesn’t. The thin mountain air means there’s less of what you need in every breath, forcing your body to work in sub-optimal conditions. If you can draw out your full potential in this poor environment, then once you return to the flat-lands, you’ll be like a tiger given wings. Got it?”
 
  
 
 Before Dastan could ask another question, Gerel appeared from the shadows and uttered, “Enough wasting time. Move on.” The bald, amber-eyed warrior glowered without frowning, his neutral expression still somehow conveying displeasure and disapproval.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed, the boss nodded. “Now, this training camp is for all you new recruits, but I’ll be splitting you into two groups. Ulfsaar and Dastan, you’re group one and you’ll be with Gerel today.” Dastan cursed his poor luck as the boss continued. “Jorani and Chey, you’re with me. Jorani, Tursinai tells me you’re eager to learn Healing and I’m happy to hear it. I pray you retain your enthusiasm after today.” Pulling out a small, metal tool, he spun it around his finger with a smile. After wracking his brain, Dastan recognized the item as a dentist’s tool, used to extract rotten or dead teeth. Why was the boss carrying that around?
 
  
 
 Putting it out of mind, Dastan followed Gerel to another plateau where several Bekhai elites stood waiting. Without any preamble, the dour warrior gestured at the practice weapons. “You lot lucked out today. Arm yourselves and line up,” he said, cracking a humourless smile. “No point talking until we’ve seen what you’re made of.”
 
  
 
 Though he’d rather train with the boss, Dastan grudgingly admitted that Gerel was a skilled warrior. Though he’d been defeated by Yo Ling in an instant, at least he survived the encounter, which was more than most could say. The bald warrior defeated his opponents with ease and his critique was on point. With a dull battle-axe in hand, Dastan acclimated to its weight with a series of drills while eagerly awaiting his turn, studying the other instructors as they picked their opponents at random. How many were on the same level as Tursinai and Tenjin? How many crouching tigers and hidden dragons were concealed among these mountains? He was eager to test his mettle against these elites, hoping to-
 
  
 
 An inhuman shriek echoed through the mountains and Dastan turned towards the source, ready to dash out to defend the boss, but Gerel barked, “Stand your ground. It’s fine, that’s just Rain teaching his people.” Chuckling, the bald warrior shook his head while effortlessly holding off Ulfsaar’s furious attack, his utter disregard infuriating the one time bandit chieftain. “I told you all didn’t I? You’re the lucky ones, so thank Jorani for volunteering to be first. A few aches and bruises is all you’ll suffer, while the others... Well, you’ll find out soon enough.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing his fear and trying to control his trembling body as the chorus of shrieks continued, Dastan prayed to the Mother for all the strength and courage she could spare.
 
  
 
 It only seemed fair. He’d need all he could muster and more to survive Her Chosen Son’s training.
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 You don’t know what you’ve got till it’s gone.
 
  
 
 Though the phrase brings to mind a catchy little tune, I’m unable to muster up a smile under the current circumstances. Six hours into the first day of training and I’m ready to give up on this group of scoundrels and ruffians led by Jorani and Chey. When I started this, I knew there’d be discipline problems and a general aversion to authority, but I figured it’d be easy enough to work around it. Beat up the worst offenders and the rest will fall into place, easy peasy, right? What I didn’t count on was the utterly nonexistent standards for bandit recruitment, resulting in this motley collection of unqualified and inadequate would-be soldiers arrayed before me.
 
  
 
 I thought bandits would be better at running. I mean, it’s their whole shtick, hit hard and fade away, but boy was I wrong. Five hours to run thirty kilometres, it’s ridiculous. That’s less than six kilometres an hour, I could walk faster than that. Granted, it was all uphill, but even then, c’mon son. They weren’t even trying. I’d say getting them to run was like pulling teeth except pulling teeth is substantially more difficult. At least they ran, albeit slowly and under duress, but I’ve had to resort to outright physically restraining recruits to get their teeth out.
 
  
 
 Things are not going as planned.
 
  
 
 Only now do I realize how my former crippled soldiers spoiled me. Not only were they more physically fit, they had determination and grit in spades, taking their lumps with minimal complaints. These new trainees bitch and moan about the smallest things and go to great lengths to avoid even minor discomforts. Hell, I had to cite military law and threaten them with execution before they'd show up on time and I’m still purposely arriving five minutes late. Don’t even get me started on the dress codes, the modifications they’ve made to their outfits are downright ridiculous. Sleeves ripped off and midriffs exposed to show off their muscles, piercings and tattoos, coloured handkerchiefs and bandanas to indicate their unit or squad affiliation, old bandit logos displayed on banners and badges, the list goes on. It’s not so bad on the women but if these idiots keep ripping their sleeves off, they’ll freeze to death before winter arrives.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, for the first time, my strong arm tactics have failed me as one unwilling participant is still in possession of all his teeth. With both meaty hands clamped over his mouth, the hulking half-dog Ral cowers before me, eyes wide and knees clattering as I struggle with the cowardly giant. “Dammit Ral,” I snarl, ineffectively tugging at his arm. “Just. Open. Your. Mouth. This. Won’t. Hurt. Much.”
 
  
 
 I’m totally lying. It will hurt tonnes and Ral knows it. Too scared to even speak, his hands remain firmly in place as he shakes his head and retreats despite my many helpers trying to hold him in place. Fleeing does him no good though as I’m involuntarily brought along for the ride, literally hanging onto him by his elbow, with both feet braced against his thighs. Good god he’s strong. Around us, the watching trainees chuckle and nurse their aching jaws while they await their turn with the Healers, taking pleasure in my futile efforts.
 
  
 
 Dropping from my perch, I give the onlookers my best glare, daring them to make another sound. Breaking all eye contact, the trainees feign ignorance, though I spy several poorly hidden smirks. Glancing back and forth between the trainees and Ral, it crosses my mind to double down and order the trainees to help hold the giant down, but those useless bastards will just get the crap kicked out of them. He may be dumb as a brick but Ral is no slouch in combat, a natural at Reinforcement to augment his already impressive physique.
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m going about this the wrong way. Ral’s like a giant kid, so I should earn his trust with kind words and gestures before mercilessly betraying him. Yes, that's how I'll play this. Breathing out all my frustrations, I paste a smile on my face and turn to the cowering half-dog, speaking in a calm, gentle tone. “Hey big guy, let’s talk about this okay? I promise I'm not gonna force you anymore, so why don’t we have a little chat?” His fearful stare remains but his floppy dog ears twitch at the sound of my sweet, sickly tone. Both hands still shielding his mouth, he follows me south towards the edge of the plateau, taking a seat on the ground beside me as we stare out into the province.
 
  
 
 After a few minutes of quiet contemplation to give Ral time to calm down, I break the silence with a question. “Beautiful isn’t it?” I ask, gesturing down the autumnal hues of red and orange, heralding the oncoming winter. “I love it up in the mountains. Nowhere else can you find such scenic views to enjoy in peace and quiet.” Well, quiet now that all the screaming stopped. No more teeth to pull except Ral’s. “This is what I fight for. This is why I train, to defend these lands, these views, and the people living in them.” Turning to Ral, I ask, “Why do you fight?”
 
  
 
 “Dunno. Don’t like fighting,” came the answer, his voice muffled and muted, the big coward still unwilling to lower his hands. “It’s scary and messy. I likes petting quins, listening to Jor, bathing with Chey, and going to the market. Jor took me to the market in Sanshu, it was real fun.”
 
  
 
 I'd like to 'bath' with Chey too. God, he has the mental capacity of a child. Should he even be here? “Why’d you take the oath? You had plenty of chances to find other work, you didn’t have to be a soldier.”
 
  
 
 Resting his head on his knees, Ral shrugs. “Jor ses he gonna soldier. Chey ses she gonna soldier too. I’m bigger and stronger then they are, so I’s gots to protect them.” Frowning, he adds, “They said we’re gonna be your Bekkies, so why you taking their teefs? You hurt them real bad, it wasn’t nice.”
 
  
 
 Great, now it looks like he’s contemplating if he should protect Jor and Chey from me, probably by squishing me like a bug. Forcing myself to relax and smile, I shake my head. “It’s not that I want to hurt them, Ral. I’m trying to teach them to Heal. Like this.” Drawing my dagger, I cut deep into the flesh of my palm, showing him the spurting wound. Letting the blood flow for emphasis, I watch as his eyes widen with panic before reaching for his handkerchief, a filthy, crusty square of cloth. Stopping him before he contaminates me with it, I channel my Chi and close the wound, flesh knitting together right before his eyes. After rinsing my hand with water, I let him inspect it before speaking again. “Don’t you want to learn how to do the same?”
 
  
 
 Fear forgotten, Ral enthusiastically nods his head before wavering, shying away like a scolded child. “I do, but I’m no good at learning things. Jorani ses it’s cause I’m dumb.” There’s no shame in his tone, only a statement of fact as he sits there prodding at my hand.
 
  
 
 It’s not entirely Healed, I only stopped the bleeding and closed the wound. It hurts something fierce, but I grin and bear it, determined to collect Ral’s ‘teefs’. “Don’t worry about being dumb,” I say, straining to keep from groaning. “All those Healers are here to help you learn.” Technically, they’re here to practice too, but I’ll be damned if I admit it. “Ral, soldiering is dangerous and knowing how to Heal can save lives, not just your own. Let’s say you get hurt in battle while surrounded by the enemy. You’re too big for Jorani or Chey to drag away, so what happens next? They going to abandon you? Hell no.” Well... maybe. They’re a pragmatic bunch. “They’ll stick around to protect you, or they'll die trying. Is that what you want?”
 
  
 
 Thinking carefully before he answers, Ral looks me in the eyes and answers with all seriousness. “If that happens, then I’ll try to die faster so Chey and Jor can run away.”
 
  
 
 Jorani must be Blessed by the Mother to have such a devoted friend.
 
  
 
 With a lot more coddling, Ral finally agrees to let me take one tooth, hoping to learn how to Heal so he can better protect Jorani and Chey. Trembling from head to toe, Ral latches onto the grass for dear life before opening his mouth and closing his eyes. Drowning in guilt and feeling like a tooth-stealing monster, I peer into the abyss and recoil in terror at the sight of his cavity riddled molars. “Ral, how often do you brush your teeth?”
 
  
 
 Opening his eyes with a sheepish grin, Ral shakes his head. “Dun like brushin'. Teef hurt too much.”
 
  
 
 “They hurt because you don’t brush them.” Choking off an added ‘idiot’, I poke around his gums and find three loose teeth. Without even using a tool, I yank out a tooth with ease, Ral’s eyes widening in surprise at how painless the process was. Leaving the other offenders in place, I escort him to the Healer and give strict instructions not to fix the other loose teeth so I can pull them the next time we practice Healing.
 
  
 
 Ridiculous.
 
  
 
 Leaving the trainees and Healers to contemplate the mysteries of Panacea, I summon my next training subject with a whistle. Bounding out of the grass, Aurie stops chasing butterflies and hops to my side, happily accepting his treat. Seeing his specially-made leather leash and harness come out of my pouch, Aurie voices his objection with a loud, “Mwarrrr!”
 
  
 
 “I know you don’t like the harness Aurie, but this is training. Bear with it.” Ignoring my infallible logic, Aurie flops to his belly and resists my efforts to harness him, grumbling the whole while. I had this wild idea to teach him to stick close to my side, worried what might happen if we were ever caught in battle. I can’t always spare warriors to escort and guard my pets during battle, and if the poor sweetlings get scared and run off, I might not have time to look for them either. To this end, I figured the sweet, pliable Aurie would be easiest to teach, so he’s my beta tester before moving onto my problem kittens, Jimjam and Sarankho.
 
  
 
 Bears should be easy to train, right?
 
  
 
 Despite standing eighty centimetres tall at the shoulders, Aurie is still nowhere near as large as his pony-sized mother (Rest in Peace). At one and a half years old, he should be more or less at his natural size, which means his deceased mommy was both really old and capable of manipulating Chi. I don’t know why, but animals who can use Chi grow to ridiculous sizes, it’s just what they do. I assume it’s because they, being animals, equate size with power and instinctively bulk up, but I could be wrong. Either way, I want Aurie to live a nice, long life, which means I need to teach him to channel Chi and obey my commands regardless of what’s happening around us.
 
  
 
 Plus, if he gets big enough, I have a wildcat mount. How awesome is that?
 
  
 
 Careful never to respond negatively, I try to distract Aurie from the leash with food and games with zero success. Within minutes, the tough leather leash is in tatters as Aurie rolls around in the grass, trying to dislodge his harness. Note to self: start while they’re younger. I should have rope or cloth harnesses made for the bears so they can get them used to wearing them. After half an hour of getting nowhere, I give in and remove the harness. Free at last, Aurie tilts his head and makes little noises to gauge my mood, sensing my displeasure. Grabbing him by the head, I vigorously rub his cheeks and give him a kiss on the nose, feeling all my frustrations melt away. “Dammit Aurie, you’re too cute, but I need you to be a good cat. Can’t you see I’m trying to keep you safe?”
 
  
 
 “Mrwah.”
 
  
 
 “You need to live long enough to keep Lin and Mila company after I croak. I’ve only got hundred odd years left in me, but if you’re smart and strong enough, you’ll outlive us all. Got it?”
 
  
 
 “Myarh.”
 
  
 
 “I don’t need you to fight, but when shit hits the fan, you need to know how to look after yourself, yea?
 
  
 
 “Mwarr.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you?”
 
  
 
 “Myawp.”
 
  
 
 His furry head resting in my hands, my grinning kitten looks relaxed and carefree as can be. I wish he could stay this happy forever, but we live in a cruel, man-eat-cat world. Maybe I should get him a colourful vest to make it more obvious he’s a pet. Wouldn’t want a random hunter shooting him for his pretty golden pelt. A hat too, something to make him look friendlier so strangers stop screaming when he tries to greet them. My poor fur-baby just wants to say hi and maybe a taste of whatever you’re eating, he’s harmless. Whatever, we’ll try the harness again tomorrow with a chain leash. If he can claw through that then at least I'll rest easier knowing he can Hone.
 
  
 
 Hmm... Animals don’t use Spiritual Weapons because they have natural weapons, claws, fangs, hooves, etc. In fact, humans make Spiritual Weapons from those same body parts, macabre though it may be. Technically, it should be possible to Hone my teeth or nails in the same way. Is it worth practising? Probably not, but it’s worth thinking about. If I can make my teeth into Spiritual Hearts, pull them out, and regrow them, then wouldn’t I have an infinite number of Spiritual Hearts?
 
  
 
 ...It’s possible I’ve developed an unhealthy obsession with gathering teeth.
 
  
 
 It wouldn’t work anyways, it takes animals hundreds of years to form Spiritual Hearts and there’s no guarantee the regrown teeth will also be Hearts. Oh well.
 
  
 
 Coaxing Aurie to follow behind, I run him through the hastily built obstacle course, a familiar sight to Jorani and his bunch. Bulat and Ravil crafted something similar at the Freebooter Hideout and it’s useful for practising a multitude of skills. Lightening to get over the wall, Stability to traverse the balance beam, Reinforcement to move the boulders, and other exercises based on Du Min Gyu’s theory of instinct over knowledge. Since everyone manipulates Chi in different ways, the idea is to have the soldier first learn to use Chi instinctively before discovering how they use it and working from there.
 
  
 
 Splitting my time between the trainees and Aurie, our first day of training stretches on longer than intended. The trainees are slow at everything and my sub-bosses aren’t used to their new roles. While Bulat and Ravil are comfortable being bully sergeants, Rustram, Chey, and Jorani have yet to adjust and I need them to step up, especially Rustram.
 
  
 
 So bothersome. How does Akanai stomach all the inadequacies and mediocrity? I should give her a few more gifts to show my appreciation.
 
  
 
 I can’t spend all my time coddling the rank and file, I need time to myself. Not only for personal training, there are a thousand and one tasks I’ve yet to finish. I need to figure out the finances and decide who’s getting Spiritual Weapons first. I also need to decide if I want to buy horses, since there’s no way we’ll have enough quins for everyone. Then there’s the ideas I have for my next Spiritual Weapon, but I haven’t had the time to talk with Mila and Husolt about it. I still haven’t finished checking all the soldiers for Defiled or Tainted, though I’ve found none of the former and remarkably few of the latter. Normally, this would be great news, but after learning what those sweet Spectral remains are, I’ve been hungering for more of that sweet, Heavenly Energy. Unfortunately, I barely have enough to fill the gaps between my teeth, gathering a negligible amount in the past few days.
 
  
 
 I was hoping to channel some pure Heavenly Energy into Sarnai and see if Taduk can do anything with it, but at the rate I’m going, she’ll die of old age before I gather enough. It feels shitty to think it, but hopefully, the slaves I asked Lin to buy will be more Tainted than the soldiers. Soldiers are trained to seek Balance, offsetting the effectiveness of the Spectres, but untrained slaves should be vulnerable and defenceless. Honestly, knowing what they know, the Empire should treat their slaves better seeing as how any random mook like Gen can turn into a face-melting, claw-wielding maniac.
 
  
 
 I am not jealous of his claws. Not even a little.
 
  
 
 ...Fine, I’m super jealous, but anything he can do, I can do too. Better, in fact. I’ll have my bear claws even if I have to graft them on myself.
 
  
 
 The setting sun finds us well behind schedule and I’ve no choice but send everyone home. The ‘train high, live low’ spiel is complete bullshit, but these pukes need to toughen up. Running is mostly willpower, of which my trainees are sorely lacking. Dastan’s bunch should be fine but even Ulfsaar and his intimidating cutthroats could barely keep up. Even if we cut the running time to four hours one way, we’re still wasting a third of the day on travelling to and from camp. Thirty kilometres in two hours, that’s the goal. As long as I give them an hour of rest before and after running and feed them well, they’ll be fine, right?
 
  
 
 The moon hangs high overhead when we step foot into the tent-infested city. Utterly exhausted, the trainees crawl back to their sleeping quarters while I remind them of tomorrow’s meeting time, pretending not to hear their mumbled profanities. I don’t want to actually hang anyone, but I will cut them from the training program if need be. Can’t waste time and resources training people who don’t want to be trained. Ugh, there’s still Jester Wang and a hundred of his people back on the Island. I left Pran, Saluk, Viyan and Birca there to keep an eye on him, and Jochi and Argat volunteered to stay behind to supervise, so hopefully they won’t slack off and can get those bandits into shape. Maybe I should send Ravil or Bulat back too, but I need them here. Dammit, so much to do with so little time, and with winter on its way the days are only getting shorter.
 
  
 
 At least the housing problem is more or less solved, the leather yurts coming in clutch. One small victory under my belt, though credit mostly goes to Chakha for parsing my shabby description together. With a small spring in my step, I notice the city is surprisingly active for the late hour, with people still moving around in the streets. Guess I’m not the only busy one with everyone scrambling to get the defences in place.
 
  
 
 Outside my tent, Alsantset and Charok sit side by side, apparently awaiting my return. Keeping my voice low so as not to wake the twins, I whisper, “Good to see you both, but you shouldn’t have waited up. You both look exhausted.”
 
  
 
 “Have a seat, little brother.” Charok’s grim tone makes my heart skip a beat, and I obey without question. Wrapping his arm around me, he sighs and whispers, “Grave news arrived while you were out. The Defiled have broken through the Western Wall, with millions of their warriors pouring into the province. The missive is weeks old and already three cities have fallen. Who knows how far the destruction has spread.”
 
  
 
 Cold dread grips my stomach as I swallow my fear, knowing just how close the North was in sharing their fate. “So what’s the game plan? Gather an army and fight back?” Guess I had less time than expected. Off to join the crusade and reclaim the west.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Charok can’t speak through his rage so Alsantset answers for him. “The borders have been ordered closed with no refugees allowed to pass,” she says, a tear falling from her eye. “Those poor souls have been abandoned. Henceforth, the Empire no longer has a Western Province.”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 With a single order from one man, hundreds of millions of lives have been consigned to death.
 
  
 
 What use is an Emperor who cannot protect his people?
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 Letting loose with a tiny shriek, Mila’s sleepiness vanished as an icy, wet object pressed into the small of her back. Suppressing her panic, she threw aside the covers and found the intruders staring back at her, two bear cubs and a hare-girl with matching scarves and smiles. “Morning Mi-Mi,” Lin cheered, hugging the offending cold-nosed cub. “Wakey wakey, it’s lunch time ya?”
 
  
 
 “Stop sneaking in and ruining my mornings.” Mila’s scowl faded as the free cub threw his fat furry head into her arms. At least she hadn’t rolled off the bed again, her cheeks heating at the memory of being trapped in the confines of her warm quilt as she tumbled to the stone floor. Purposely ignoring Lin, she cuddled with the affectionate fifty kilogram cub as it grunted with joy. “Hello my sweetling. Yes, I missed you too. Mean old Lin is always stealing you both away, how terrible of her. Isn’t she the worst.” They were so soft and adorable, if only they’d stay this size forever, but they were growing larger by the day.
 
  
 
 Nothing good could last forever.
 
  
 
 Crawling over to join them, Lin rested her head on Mila’s shoulder with a feigned pout. “I’m sorry. Don’t be mad Mi-Mi, but it’s not morning anymore and I’m hungry. If I waited until you woke up, I’d starve.”
 
  
 
 “Fine, but there’s no need to steal under the blankets to wake me, is there?”
 
  
 
 Unrepentant, Lin nodded. “It’s the safest method, most effective method, ya? Otherwise you snarl, snort, swing your arms around, everything but wake up. Sleepy Mi-Mi is adorable, but sleeping Mi-Mi is scary and dangerous.”
 
  
 
 Pinching the girl on the cheek, Mila retorted, “Lies and slander. I neither snarl nor snort.” The rest wasn’t her fault, waking up swinging was a survival mechanism learned from Mama’s surprise training exercises. The inability to wake... well that was just how the Mother made her.
 
  
 
 Grinning impishly, Lin asked, “Well why don’t we ask Rainy if that’s true?”
 
  
 
 Sensing defeat, Mila huffed and changed the subject. “As if ‘Second Grade Warrant Officer Falling Rain’ has time in his busy schedule for little old me. He’s all but forgotten about us since returning home, escaping into the mountains to play soldier. It’s been an entire week since I’ve seen his face and I say good riddance.”
 
  
 
 “I miss him too Mi-Mi, but we hafta be strong. Rainy is a busy man, he’s making his bandits stronger so he doesn’t have to rely on those stinky, lazy monkeys to protect him.”
 
  
 
 “Which of your ears heard me say I missed him? And you’re a hare-brained fool if you think those bandits will ever be the match of Argat or Jochi.” Granted, Mila had a few choice words in store for those two half-macaque idiots after they returned. No wonder they volunteered for the thankless task of staying on the bandit isle, hoping to avoid Baatar’s ire after making a mess of their one job, keeping Rain safe.
 
  
 
 Tasked by Mila’s Senior Martial Brother to protect his disciple in secret, Argat and Jochi used their anonymity to sneak off and have fun at the worst times. Even after the debacle with the Council assassins, the pair of ‘bodyguards’ were still too ashamed to come clean and admit their faults, joining the group without a word of explanation and letting everyone think they were part of the other retinue. Not even Gerel knew Argat and Jochi were Rain’s bodyguards so he didn’t think twice about ordering them along on the scouting mission, which they joined without protest. After finding signs of a Defiled army marching for Sanshu, they were truly riding on the back of a tiger and finding it difficult to get off, abandoning their responsibilities and leaving Rain unguarded in the midst of a Purge just to save face.
 
  
 
 Idiots of the highest order.
 
  
 
 Rudely awakened and reminded of their failings, Mila started her day in a foul mood, brushing her hair and half-listening to Lin grumble about hunger and boredom. Out of all the retired Sentinels in the Saint’s Tribulations Mountains, why couldn’t Baatar find a pair of trustworthy guards for Rain? On the same note, why did Mama ask Tenjin and Tursinai to guard Mila? Talented as they were, the young couple were far from the best available and though Mama’s training was harsh and dangerous, she always made sure Mila was well protected. Until recently, Mila attributed her lack of elite guards due to the Bridge being under siege, as Rain’s bandit hunting hardly warranted the extra precaution, but during the celebration of their return, she’d noticed something amiss.
 
  
 
 Rain’s status among the People was sorely lacking and for the life of her, she couldn’t understand why.
 
  
 
 Ignoring all else, as the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history and undisputed number one talent of the North, Rain should have been the centre of attention during the celebrations. While the soldiers and citizens of the Empire received him warmly, the older members of the People avoided him like a plague and most of the younger generation followed suit. Even Mama’s and Papa’s old war buddies avoided Rain, choosing to wait until he was absent before coming to greet her and slipping away upon his return. Far as she could tell, he’d never even heard of them before much less met them. Strange considering most held positions of authority in the Sentinels or their respective villages and had strong ties to Mama and Baatar.
 
  
 
 Though Rain neither noticed nor took offence, the outright contempt and discourtesy had Mila fuming with rage. It wasn’t right, Rain brought great honour to the People with his latest accomplishments, yet he went unacknowledged by those who mattered. Her parents refused to explain why it was so and outright asking those old farts only earned her half-hearted denials and awkward excuses. A mystery to be sure, but her persistence bore no fruit this past week. Every time she lauded Rain to one of the older generation, the best she got was a nod or polite smile before someone changed the subject. Only the former Bannermen who brought Rain to the village treated him well, some helping him train bandits while others accepted positions in his now thriving company.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t fair, but recent events had drawn back the curtains of optimism covering her eyes. The Mother was a harsh mistress, demanding everything and promising little in return, while the Empire offered even less. Why should the People be any different?
 
  
 
 “Oh? You seem in a foul mood this afternoon.” Mama’s snide tone did nothing to improve Mila’s temper, barely managing to refrain from snapping back. No sense poking the dragon, Mama wasn’t above giving Mila’s bottom a hard swat. Lips pursed and back straight, Mama crossed her arms and shook her head as Mila took a seat beside her. So dramatic. “What am I to do with you, girl?” Mama asked, leaving no time to reply. “Ai, where did I go wrong? Who ever heard of a grown woman sleeping until noon? Perhaps I should thank the boy for taking you off my hands, for who else would accept such a slovenly wife?” Patting Song’s head as she set the table, Mama added, “Learn from your sister, see how diligent and attentive she is? Song, come sit, you’ve been on your feet all morning. Mila, finish setting the table.”
 
  
 
 Stifling her jealousy, Mila jumped to obey. She was happy for Song, she really was. She’d always wanted a little sister and the poor girl deserved all the love and affection Mama and Papa had to offer, but Song’s earnest efforts and disciplined routines shone a bright light on Mila’s failings. Mama and Song shared so many similarities it bordered on the eerie, two women cut from the same practical and industrious cloth. They both worked hard and spoke little, their distant attitudes often mistaken for cold indifference. In contrast, Mila was more like Papa, lackadaisical and carefree unless inspiration struck, a social butterfly who preferred sport and distraction over utilitarian training. In short, despite having close ties like mother and daughter or Mentor and Disciple, Mila couldn’t be more different from Mama.
 
  
 
 If Mila was being replaced by Song, then she had no one to blame but herself.
 
  
 
 Glum and despondent, Mila finished setting the table and went to feed the pets, removing Jimjam’s tattered scarf at his vocal request. Sarankho and the bears wore theirs happily but the crabby male wildcat treated his scarf like a chain choker, emphatically voicing his displeasure at every opportunity. Another one of Rain’s wild fancies, as if a bolt of cloth could magically make the wild animals less fearsome to a commoner. Returning to the table, she ate in silence as Lin and Mama chatted away, sharing gossip and rumours while laughing and giggling like the best of friends.
 
  
 
 Even Lin was a better daughter than Mila. 
 
  
 
 Whatever, even if they all abandoned Mila, so what? She didn’t need any of them, they could all go suck lemons and eat dirt.
 
  
 
 ...Okay, so Rain's absence made her crabby and cantankerous, which vexed her to no end. Why should her disposition depend on a man, especially one who neglected her in favour of training and foolish pursuits? He had time to commission Cierna to sew scarves for his pets but no time to stop in and visit his betrothed? Mila even tried to wait up for him once, but she’d fallen asleep in his surprisingly comfy ger, earning her a scolding from Mama after Song was sent to fetch her.
 
  
 
 Past midnight and he still hadn’t returned home, she’d fallen in love with a training freak. For all the good it'd do him.
 
  
 
 “Mi-Mi, necklace please.” Lin’s words brought Mila back to reality. Seeing her confusion, Lin tilted her head and asked, “Weren’t you listening? I have an errand to run and Li-Li said she’ll help since you’re busy. It’s kinda far so...”
 
  
 
 “Oh. Right. Sorry. Just to make sure, you’re okay with this, right Song?” A silent nod was all the answer Mila got, so she hid her disappointment and placed the necklace into Lin’s grasping fingers. With a cheerful goodbye, the hare-girl led Song out the room and left Mila to clear the table. Running off with a tray of dishes before Mama found more work for her, Mila handed the tray to a servant before heading to the stables, bringing Atir out for a ride around the city.
 
  
 
 With the wind rushing through her hair, Mila thought maybe things weren't so bad. With Song’s necklace in someone else’s possession, Mila could go wherever she pleased, no longer having to worry about the five kilometre limit. Sure, she was taken aback by how easily Song accepted placing her fate in someone else’s hands, even if those hands belonged to sweet, innocent Lin. Better to take it as a sign of Song’s personal growth and not a complete and utter betrayal of trust. Maybe their close bond was merely imagined, Mila’s one-sided interpretation of what amounted to little more than a master and servant relationship.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Mila hated this depressed, angst-ridden version of herself. It was all Rain’s fault, the stupid mule-headed scoundrel, charming her with smiles and kisses before running off and leaving her to wallow in misery and self-pity.
 
  
 
 But not before leaving a note asking her to feed his damned birds.
 
  
 
 A long ride around the city helped clear her head, so Mila stopped at the market to pick up a bucket of animal innards and headed to Rain’s ger. Ignoring the unwelcome visitors waiting outside, she rode right through the door and closed it behind her, marvelling at her betrothed’s ingenuity as she dismounted. A solid structure of bamboo and canvas sitting atop a sturdy, raised platform, the ger could comfortably fit a family of eight while keeping them warm throughout the entire winter. In a mere ten days, Chakha and his workers assembled hundreds of gers to provide comfortable accommodation to thousands of Sentinels and their families. All paid for out of Rain’s pocket no less, his generosity filled her with both pride and anger. Though he did the People a great service, it wasn’t necessary to bear all the costs himself. It wouldn't hurt to share the costs with the Empire or Mama. At this rate, even the wealth taken from Yo Ling’s manor wouldn’t last long. It’s almost as if he wanted to beggar himself, the idiot.
 
  
 
 The only downside to this particular ger was the dreadful chorus of cackling laughter rising from within. “Keep squawking and we’ll find out how you taste roasted over a fire,” she said, shaking the hooded metal cage until the damnable birds fell silent. Pulling aside the covers revealed Roc and his flock huddled together in the far corner, all puffed up and peering at her with their beady little eyes. Stupid Rain and his stupid crossbows, these birds were the worst. Glaring at them as she opened the cage, she placed the bucket down and glared, daring them to move before she closed the door.
 
  
 
 If it were up to her, she’d set these birds free to fly off and freeze to death. Obnoxious squawking aside, they were vicious creatures, too dumb not to bite the hand that feeds them. Since empathy and compassion won her nothing but pain, she found it better to rule through fear and intimidation. If Roc and his feathered friends proved unnecessary, then Rain should cut them loose and let them fend for themselves.
 
  
 
 A lesson learned from the Emperor himself.
 
  
 
 Finished feeding the dumb animals, Mila cuddled with Atir for the better part of an hour, hoping the unwelcome visitors would leave on their own. Unable to delay any longer, she rode out into the chill autumn air with a heavy sigh. “Well, let’s get this over with.” This was so stupid and pointless, but she went through with it regardless.
 
  
 
 What other choice did she have?
 
  
 
 “Many thanks.” With a bow so courtly it was almost mocking, Zian gestured for her to lead the way, jogging alongside Atir like a lavishly-dressed footman. The polite thing to do would be dismount and walk with him, but she seized every opportunity to slight the pompous Society twit. The old soldier Jukai jogged even further behind, his glare boring into the back of Mila’s neck, but his anger did nothing to deter her. Hmph, if he were audacious enough to disregard face and attack her, then Mama would bring the full might of the people down upon the Situ Clan and Society, wiping them both from existence.
 
  
 
 This was karma, giving Zian a taste of his own arrogance. See how he likes it for a change.
 
  
 
 Arriving at the sparring stage, she dismounted and collected her practice weapons, ignoring the waiting crowd’s growing excitement. Nuisances one and all, soldiers of the Empire and Sentinels with too much time on their hands and coin in their pockets, waiting around to watch Situ Jia Zian spar with Sumila of the People. With blunted spear and padded shield in hand, she stood across from the former number one talent in the North, waiting for the onlookers to finish placing their bets.
 
  
 
 “Ten silvers on seventeen exchanges!”
 
  
 
 “Overconfident fool. Twelve silvers, twenty-five exchanges.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, if the match lasts twenty exchanges, this granddaddy will eat his boots. Twenty silvers, fifteen exchanges.”
 
  
 
 Putting the noise out of mind, Mila clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes, reviewing what she knew about her opponent. Say what you will about his hateful character or shameless behaviour, Zian’s talents were first-rate. Speed, power, coordination, he had it all, paired with a deep understanding of the Forms and a talent for improvisation. Yesterday’s Zian was already gone, replaced by a smarter, better Zian, improving with each match while Mila languished and stagnated, the gap between their martial skills closing bit by bit. Yesterday, the bout lasted seventeen exchanges, so twenty-five wasn’t so far a stretch.
 
  
 
 No. No more holding back to hone her martial skills. Today, she would go all out and show him the true difference between them.
 
  
 
 “Ready, Young Master?” Jukai asked, officiating the spar. Zian nodded, twirling his blunted sabers. There was no hesitation in his eyes, only grim determination.
 
  
 
 “Ready,” Mila declared in answer, falling into her stance and Reinforcing her body, prepared to unleash every bit of power available to her.
 
  
 
 “Begin.”
 
  
 
 Her spear flashed out the moment Jukai spoke, aimed at Zian’s throat. Leaping back as she advanced, he slapped her spear once, twice, thrice to no effect, the spear still unerringly headed towards him. Eyes wide with surprise, Zian sidestepped, hoping to slip past her guard while still unable to understand why his parry failed time and time again. Hmph, easier to uproot a tree with bare hands than divert Mila’s full powered thrust. Growling, she shifted her stance and kept her prey in her sights, drawing her spear back for a second thrust. Feinting high, she stopped the spear short and charged ahead, crashing into her opponent’s chest shield first. Caught off-guard, Zian backpedalled away but her boot snapped out and caught him mid stride. Tumbling back headfirst, his feet planted into her gut in an effort to stay her hand, realizing that if her spear descended, it would nail him to the stage, blunted or not.
 
  
 
 And just like that, the spar ended.
 
  
 
 Three exchanges. Her best record yet.
 
  
 
 Laying on his back, Zian snarled and cursed as his Aura slammed into Mila, freezing her in place. Digging deep, she fought the waves of overwhelming terror with heated rage, her spear raised and ready to deliver the killing thrust. Victory would be hers, if she could only control her quivering muscles, but the effort was futile.
 
  
 
 Her struggle lasted only a heartbeat before his Aura overwhelmed her, the strength fading from her legs as she collapsed on the stage. Tears welled up in her eyes but she refused to cry, unleashing the full force of her glare, the only measure of defiance left to her. Every day the same thing, this hateful, unprincipled, thick-skinned, son of a mule. Unable to defeat her in a fair spar, he'd unleash his Aura before she struck the final blow, robbing her of both pride and victory. To make matters worse, Jukai declared Zian’s victory, his Chi-infused voice carrying over the crowd's jeers and boos.
 
  
 
 This marked eight matches and eight losses, the hateful bastard intent on paying her back with interest for assaulting him on Yo Ling’s island. No matter how hard she trained or powerful she became, without Aura or someone to help her block it, Mila was a fish upon the chopping block when facing Zian. It didn’t matter that he relied on Aura to achieve victory, it was merely a skill she lacked the means to counter. If Mila won using her prodigious speed and strength, she’d pay no mind to his cries or complaints either.
 
  
 
 To his credit, Zian didn’t gloat or taunt her, merely studying her in silence before turning to leave. His Aura lingered until he was out of sight, the terror melting away as fury and indignation rose in its place. Tossing the practice weapons aside, she ignored the crowd's curses and consolations and hopped onto Atir, riding back to Rain’s ger with all haste. Slamming the door behind her, she buried her head in his pillow and cried with all her might, unleashing all her sorrows and frustrations.
 
  
 
 Stupid Zian and his stupid Aura, taking advantage of her stupid pride. Stupid Rain and his stupid bandits, too busy to come avenge her. Stupid Lin and stupid Song, running off and leaving her to face humiliation on her own. Stupid Mama for not coming out to help and stupid Papa for not noticing.
 
  
 
 Stupid Emperor, abandoning the Western Province without a second thought. Hundreds of millions of innocent people forsaken and left for dead. Not even the barest efforts made to save them from the Defiled, a cruel, callous decision which shocked her to the core. What was the point? If the Emperor could abandon the West, what’s to stop Him from abandoning the North? Why fight for an Emperor who cared nothing for His people?
 
  
 
 Alone in Rain’s bed, Mila mourned the Western Province alongside her crushed hopes and dreams. All her life she’d dreamed of becoming a Hero of the Empire like Mama, only to find the title worth less than dog shit.
 
  
 
 What was she supposed to do now?
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 Travelling by rickshaw was an exhilarating new experience for Song. Though she’d seen them many times in her travels, she’d never been allowed to ride one, usually forced to choke on dust and dirt while following behind on foot. Never in all her dreams did she imagine such a simple method of travel could be so breathtaking and intoxicating. Sitting high above the ground, she watched the autumnal hues blend together as the quin-drawn carriage zipped along the road. The cushioned seat and spring-fastened carriage absorbed every bump and jolt while the wind coursed through her hair, lending a sublime atmosphere to the journey as if she were a deity from on high travelling through this mortal realm.
 
  
 
 How many simple pleasures were hiding in plain sight, formerly denied her due to her status?
 
  
 
 The chubby bear cubs shared Song’s enthusiasm, heads hanging over the sides of the carriage with tongues and scarves flapping in the wind, parsing through and enjoying the myriad of scents. Likewise, Lady Mei Lin leaned so far over the side Song worried she’d tumble to her death below, hanging onto the hare-girl’s scarf and belt with an iron grip. Neat braids and furred-ears trailing behind her, the elegantly dressed young lady lifted her hands in the air and shrieked with laughter, hollering with such joy for life it filled Song with both cheer and worry. So pure and innocent, there was something about Lady Mei Lin which made Song want to steal her away and safeguard her from this world’s sin and corruption.
 
  
 
 Breathless from laughter, Lady Mei Lin fell back into her seat and squeezed Song in an embrace. “Thank you Li-Li,” she said after regaining her breath. “That was so much fun! Daddy never lets me do that, he’s always worried I’ll fall and crack my head.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in bewilderment, Song nodded and wondered if she should keep Lady Mei Lin inside the carriage from now on, struggling to choose between her new Master’s bliss and well-being. Unaware of her inner conflict, Lady Mei Lin grinned and fixed her hair and clothes, shifting and twisting in her seat to a silent rhythm, too happy to sit still. “And thanks for coming along. Even though Tanna is there waiting for me, Daddy doesn’t want me travelling alone. This is gonna be so much fun, after we finish the errand we can go shopping!”
 
  
 
 Though still unsure what this mission entailed, Song replied, “This one is at your command, Master.”
 
  
 
 The rote reply earned her a pout. “Not this one, but Li-Li, and not Master, but Lin-Lin.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lin-Lin, Li-Li obeys.”
 
  
 
 The pout deepened and was joined by a crinkled nose and puffed cheeks, Lady Mei Lin expressing displeasure at Song’s conduct. Far from worrying her, the sight warmed Song’s heart, charmed by this most adorable of masters. “Hmm... so tricky,” Lady Mei Lin muttered, rubbing her head on Song’s arm. “It’s so difficult not to give orders... Okay, ignore the last order. You can call me whatever you want Li-Li, but I’d be really, really, really happy if you called me Lin-Lin. All the time, even after I give Mi-Mi back your necklace, ya?”
 
  
 
 Unable to refuse her pleading eyes, Song nodded and answered, “Yes, Lin-Lin.” It was a small thing which brought Lady Mei Lin great joy, though Song couldn’t understand why she insisted on using childish pet names.
 
  
 
 Though without an order, Song couldn't bear to refer to herself as 'Li-Li'.
 
  
 
 “Thank you Li-Li.” After another hug, Lady Mei Lin pulled out Song’s chain and sighed, studying the necklace and its shimmering purple gemstone in the light. “So pretty but so terrible too. How can someone bear to force such an ugly Oath?” Tucking the chain away, she smiled and reached up to pat Song’s head. “Don’t worry Li-Li, you’re with us now, ya? You’re Mi-Mi’s real sister and since Mi-Mi and me are like sisters, it means you’re my sister too. We won’t let anything bad happen to you ever again.”
 
  
 
 Naive, but well-intentioned, so Song merely nodded instead of pointing out her fallacy. So long as the chain existed, it could be taken away. The Bekhai had already done so much, Song couldn’t possibly ask them to permanently burden themselves with her existence. No, she would have to earn it, like she earned her place in Mama Akanai’s family.
 
  
 
 Which was now Li Song’s family. The thought was enough to fill her with warmth.
 
  
 
 It still felt so surreal to have a mother and a master who was also a sister. Mama Akanai treated Song so well it made her feel guilty and undeserving, working extra hard so not to disappoint her new family. At today’s lunch, Song had been so uncomfortable watching Master set the table, only Mama Akanai’s warm but firm hug keeping her in her seat. Master seemed in such a foul mood of late, waking later than normal and grumbling more often than not, and Song was at a loss to help her.
 
  
 
 It was all that damnable Zian’s fault, brazenly using Master to hone his martial skills before humiliating her time and time again, shamelessly declaring victory in their spars despite his obvious inferiority. The difference in martial skill would be soon forgotten and the world would only remember Situ Jia Zian’s eight consecutive victories over Sumila of the Bekhai. There was nothing Master could do in reply short of throwing aside all face and asking someone with an Aura to shield her during their spars. Were it not for Master’s explicit orders to stay out of it, Song would have damned the consequences and set fire to the arrogant princeling’s quarters in his sleep.
 
  
 
 At worst, Mama Akanai could turn over Song’s chain to face justice, where she would freely admit the crimes were done of her own volition. Death was a small price to pay for this last blissful week filled with familial love and affection. Even Papa Husolt, frightening as he appeared, was a kind and gentle soul, though she still felt uncomfortable in his presence.
 
  
 
 Her mind knew he wasn’t at fault, but she still couldn’t help it. Men with power over her made her nervous, such was life.
 
  
 
 Their journey soon came to an end as the quins slowed to a stop. At the side of the road, a multitude of tents and pavilions stood where a bustling impromptu marketplace sprang up every night. Though the rickshaw was eye-catching and expensive, none but bravest of thieves would even think of stealing it away. Well-groomed and well-dressed in their blue silk shirts, the two wagon-quins made for an endearing sight until they bared their teeth and flashed their claws at anyone who strayed too close. Compounding the threat was Song’s naked quin Erdene, wiggling in the grass to cool down after the long run, carrying five-hundred kilos of wildcat in her cart all by herself.
 
  
 
 Perhaps later Song could purchase a shirt for Erdene and something for the wildcats and bears. Rain was too miserly, providing nothing but scarves for his pets despite all his newfound wealth. Jimjam would look darling in a tiny vest and hat, and even though he hated wearing them, he’d come around to it in time.
 
  
 
 Giving the temperamental wildcat a vigorous scratching to distract him from his scarf, Song followed Lady Mei Lin deeper into the forest and the busy marketplace, the crowd giving way for Jimjam and Sarankho. All manner of items were on display to be sold, from expensive bolts of silk to bales of hay worth a fraction of a copper, while men and women haggled and bargained to make the most of their coin. In light of the outbreak at Sanshu, measures were taken to guard against Defiled infiltration, meaning any unrelated persons were barred from approaching within five kilometres of the Wall. Thus, a group of enterprising individuals organized this roadside bazaar here at the edge of the boundary, catering to the needs of every common labourer or highborn aristocrat still stationed at the Wall.
 
  
 
 Keeping an eye on the unsavoury elements hidden in every shadow, Song fondled her saber’s hilt, daring the thieves and pickpockets to test her. Eager to try out Mama Akanai’s personal suggestions and corrections, Song was willing to lower herself to fighting crooks if need be, but Jimjam and Sarankho were reason enough to scare the scavengers away. A shame, but it made Song’s task easier. While bold and adventurous, Lady Mei Lin displayed no evidence of martial training.
 
  
 
 Not to say Lady Mei Lin was a helpless damsel, no far from it. Though her talents lay in hunting and healing as opposed to fighting, her skills in archery, herbalism, and Lightening could easily be turned towards darker uses, like tracking down escaped prisoners or firing poisoned arrows from on high before escaping across the treetops. Each person tread their own way upon the Martial Path, so who was Song to say Lady Mei Lin’s approach was incorrect?  
 
  
 
 The thought of the delightful Mei Lin working as an assassin or bounty hunter put a smile on Song’s lips, an absurd and nonsensical fancy. She was the daughter and student of Medical Saint Taduk, what cause would she have to risk her life so foolishly? Even so, Song admired Lady Mei Lin's tenacity and courage, the pampered girl’s sweet smile never slipping even under threat of death, whether it be at the hands of Society or Defiled. Difficult to do for one untrained in combat, she’d won Song’s respect within days of their meeting.
 
  
 
 “Tanna,” Lady Mei Lin called, easily hopping twice her height to see above the crowd. “Tanna, over here!” In flawless coordination, the crowd parted before them, unwilling to get between the wildcats and their destination. Tanaraq grinned as Lady Mei Lin dashed into her arms, sharing a sweet greeting as if parted for years instead of mere days.
 
  
 
 “Little imp, your hubby is a harsh taskmaster,” Tanaraq declared, flashing Song a warm smile. Though they weren’t too familiar, Song knew Tanaraq from the journey home from the Society. Having just lost her husband, the former Khishig still had the presence of mind to treat Song warmly. “I agreed to run his school and orphanage but he’s running me ragged with all his errands and assignments.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry Tanna,” Lin replied, head buried in the older woman’s chest. “It’s just for a little longer, we’re still trying to figure out who we can trust. You can come back to the Bridge after we find someone, ya? Rainy didn’t know there’d be a travel ban so we had no choice but to start  this second school out here. There’s lots of orphans whose parents used to be soldiers or labourers, it's not right to let them freeze and starve.”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl, don’t take my words to heart. I’m just venting off steam, I’m happy to help. Gives me something to do besides sit around on my ass all day. Come, let me show you what we’ve done.” After a short walk, Tanaraq straightened her back and gestured into a clearing, her voice filled with pride. “This is the start of something wonderful. Eighty wayward souls and more to come, so you tell your hubby to hurry and send more shelters. Clothes aren’t a problem, we’ve more than enough coin to buy all we need, but three teachers and guards aren’t enough. I’ll need more helpers as the crooks are sniffing around, thinking us an easy mark. I have a list of things which...”
 
  
 
 As Tanaraq and Lady Mei Lin worked out the details, Song stayed close and studied the clearing. Men, women and children were all scattered throughout the clearing, busy with chores and games. Most were injured, with bandages and splints aplenty, wounds taken either in the line of duty or while evacuating the Bridge. The curious bear cubs ambled about, followed closely by their protector Jimjam. The inhabitants skirted away whenever the animals approached and seeking to allay their nerves, Song recalled the animals with a whistle before treating them to a snack, apples for the bears and jerky for the wildcats.
 
  
 
 A scrawny boy of perhaps ten years approached, feigning bravery even as his knees trembled. “Can I pet him?” he asked, eyes never leaving Jimjam’s prone form. “Is it safe?”
 
  
 
 Song nodded. “Yes.” Safe as can be at least. They were still wild animals and prone to irrational actions, but Rain was oddly adept at correcting unwanted behaviours like resource guarding. “Come, crouch in full view of Jimjam. Make no sudden movements and extend your hand slowly, stopping short to allow him to examine you. If he ignores you, then wait, lest he thinks you’re here to steal his treat.”
 
  
 
 It took several minutes of patience, but after finishing his jerky, Jimjam sniffed the boy’s palm and chuffed once before glancing away. “Go ahead,” Song said, watching the wildcat carefully. Lady Mei Lin would be unhappy to see one of her charges mauled and truth be told, so would Song. Gingerly stretching his arm as far as he could, the boy ran his fingertips through Jimjam’s fur, his cautious apprehension slowly melting into a smile.
 
  
 
 Seeing the young boy’s success, other children slowly gathered to pet the animals under Song’s careful instruction. Though the bears were happy to run and play, Jimjam closed his eyes and tolerated the children’s attentions while Sarankho avoided them whenever she could. Next time, it would be better to bring Aurie here, the wildcat runt much friendlier than his siblings. These children deserved a little happiness.
 
  
 
 “Ah, it’s good to see you smile child.” Tanaraq’s voice shook Song from her stupor, turning to see the older woman grinning with delight. “Was worried you’d forgotten how.” Blushing, Song glanced around in search of Lady Mei Lin, but Tanaraq gestured for Song to follow. “Come sit, little Lin is gonna be here awhile, there are injuries to treat, documents to look over, and coin to manage. All this charity work isn’t cheap, especially since Rain seems intent on ending slavery by buying every last slave in the North. Madness I say, but the boy has kind intentions.”
 
  
 
 The smile on Song’s face grew a little wider as she sat next to Tanaraq, listening as the former Sentinel introduced the children one by one. For all his faults and vices, Rain was a kind, generous man, seeking to help those less fortunate than he.
 
  
 
 It was almost enough to balance out his many other flaws.
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Glancing around the empty suite, Akanai felt a twinge of unhappiness. During lunch, the room had been full of life and laughter as they shared their meal, yet now she sat alone in the gloom, eating dinner with no one to keep her company. Her husband was hard at work helping repair the defences while Song and Lin were still out doing errands for the boy. One a newly adopted daughter and the other the closest thing to one, they both held a place in her heart.
 
  
 
 However, she’d known those three wouldn’t be back in time for dinner. It was Mila's absence which caused Akanai such worry, the little red-head missing despite her complete and utter lack of responsibilities. So strange, Mila had always been full of ambition and enthusiasm, always seeking her Mama or Papa out for new tasks to carry out, but ever since returning from Sanshu, she’d been abnormally sullen and dispirited. Gone was the eager young woman hungry for advancement, replaced by a scowling little firebrand whose eyes lit up in fury every time Akanai suggested she resume training.
 
  
 
 Mother above, she would rather face a dozen Demons naked and unarmed than risk sweet Mila’s ire. Akanai almost suspected Mila had been replaced by an imposter, someone who merely looked and sounded exactly like her. The girl had always been a difficult child but oh so sweet, eager to pursue strength and knowledge no matter how difficult or painful her training became. Even when Akanai was in the wrong, sweet Mila never held it against her, happily forgiving her Mama without question, but now? That same, sweet Mila idled away her time in bed or lazed around town, ignoring the Defiled threat knocking on the Empire’s doorstep. True anger simmered beneath the surface of her surly distemper and even if Akanai were a hundred times braver, she dared not receive it.
 
  
 
 Who would have thought that she, Akanai, Lieutenant General of the Imperial Defence Forces, Chief Provost of the Sentinels, Hero of the Empire, and Herald of the Storm, would one day balk at the thought of confronting a mopey, sullen, teenaged woman?
 
  
 
 What brought about this change in temperament? Perhaps it was Song. Though Mila had begged all her life for a little sister, Akanai found it difficult to balance her duties while raising one child, much less two. Now that they’d formally adopted Song into the family, could it be Mila found the reality less pleasant than imagined?
 
  
 
 Or maybe it was the boy’s absence as little Lin suggested. A girl’s first love was a complicated beast, capable of swinging her mood from surging affection to raging jealousy at the drop of a pin. After many months in close quarters, to be so readily abandoned couldn’t be siting well with Mila. Prodigious though her strength might be, it was of little use defending her against heartache.
 
  
 
 Another possible culprit was Zian, though Mila should know better than to take the sparring losses to heart. Evidenced by his need to use Aura to achieve victory, the arrogant young man was only superior to Mila in age. That disgrace could make a spectacle all he wanted, but anyone with eyes could see Mila was the more talented of the pair. Still, this was a perfect opportunity to use Zian as a whetstone, honing her Martial skills against an admittedly formidable opponent, yet the silly girl ended today’s spar in a handful of moves. How foolish could she be? Mila had nothing to lose and everything to gain by making the match last as long as possible. Why Zian continued to challenge her at the cost of face, Akanai could not say, but she knew better than to look a gift horse in the mouth.
 
  
 
 Letting loose with a heavy sigh, Akanai sipped a spoonful of soup and grimaced. She’d waited too long and the food had gone cold. Enough, she decided leaving the meal uneaten as she left the room. No more agonizing over what might be and letting sleeping bears lie as her husband would have it. Time to damn the consequences and face Mila head on.
 
  
 
 After all, she was a reasonable and sensible girl who could never hate her loving Mama.
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 The ride to the boy’s lodgings felt like the longest journey Akanai had ever taken, perspiring in spite of the cold autumn wind. Knocking to announce her arrival, she waited a full three seconds before striding in, just in time to catch the full force of sweet Mila’s glare, delivered while lying in Rain’s bed. Sweet Mother, is the boy’s absence truly responsible for her foul mood? Perhaps she should order him back and have him train his people in town. Resisting the urge to wince, Akanai pretended to study Rain’s lodgings, surprised by how warm the interior was even without a fire. The temperature made her feel like she was sweating buckets, it was absurd. “You missed dinner,” Akanai began, immediately regretting her choice. Too accusatory, as if blaming the girl. “I have yet to eat, shall we dine at a restaurant?” Better, not perfect, but better.
 
  
 
 “No,” Mila replied, her tone dull and listless as she settled into the blankets. “I’m not hungry.”
 
  
 
 Choking back a sigh, Akanai patted sweet Atir as she greeted her patriarch, aged Kankin still fussing over his brood as he groomed her fur. If only people were so simple.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well, why couldn’t they be?
 
  
 
 Sitting on the boy’s bed, she stroked Mila’s hair and asked, “Daughter, what troubles you so? Be honest, Mama is here for you.”
 
  
 
 And so, with a single question, Mila’s walls came crumbling down. “Mama,” she asked, her tearful voice no louder than a whisper. “I don’t know what to do anymore.”
 
  
 
 It hurt to see Mila so miserable and wretched, but as Mila explained her internal struggle, Akanai couldn’t help but laugh out loud. “Oh sweet foolish daughter, this is why you’ve been in a foul mood? Because the Emperor abandoned the Western Province?” Soothing Mila’s hurt look with a gesture of apology, she smiled and Sent, “Hear me, my sweet, silly daughter. I was much like you once, hungering for fame and glory. I too wished to be a Hero of the Empire, and like you, I discovered the title worth less than a mouse’s fart. Over fifty years ago, I was summoned to the Central Province to receive a medal denoting me as a Hero of the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “YOU TOLD ME ALL ABOUT THIS, MEETING THE EMPEROR’S REPRESENTATIVE WHO BESTOWED UPON YOU A TITLE.”
 
  
 
 “All true, but now I will tell you the parts I left out. That trip was supposed to be my first step towards fame and an illustrious career, but instead, it caused me to abandon my dreams and withdraw from the Empire.” Sighing, Akanai gathered her thoughts before continuing. “I was so excited to receive my title, to stand beside other great warriors of the nation. The Emperor’s representative presented me the title, Herald of the Storms, for wherever I appeared, a storm of arrows would fall and silence my enemies.” Looking Mila in the eye, Akanai said, “Think about it child. What problem do you see?”
 
  
 
 “...NOTHING MAMA.”
 
  
 
 “Silly girl. The Empire holds the bow in contempt, the weapon of a peasant and coward. The title was given to mock me and accompanied by a chorus of laughter and derision. Never mind how I turned back 50,000 Defiled with a mere 3,000 archers and 9,000 soldiers, the results mattered little. All those puffed up nobles cared about was face and it irked them to have a ‘filthy half-beast savage’ outranking so many ‘real’ talents. They couldn’t take my rank away, the Emperor had already spoken, so instead, they mocked and marginalized my achievements. They called me a liar and claimed I exaggerated my deeds for fame and glory. To make matters worse, they sent warriors to kill me on the journey home, and though I returned with my life intact, many of my comrades did not, comrades who fought and survived against the Defiled. In my anger, I rejected the Empire for it rejected me, abandoning plans for fame and fortune in favour of a quiet life at home with family and friends. To put it lightly, it was not a popular decision.”
 
  
 
 “THEN WHY DO YOU STILL FIGHT MAMA?”
 
  
 
 Smiling at her beautiful, freckled daughter, Akanai answered, “Because the pup still thirsts for glory and bloodshed. Because your betrothed has a penchant for getting into trouble. Because for the first time in history, the Father’s minions have banded together to destroy us all.” Gesturing for Mila to sit up, Akanai wrapped her in a hearty hug before speaking aloud. “Never once have I forced you along the Martial Path, for it is a thankless pursuit. The Emperor abandons the West as one severs a rotting limb, sacrificing the few for the sake of the many, and I believe the decision correct. Should the Defiled break through here then there is no doubt in my mind we would share the West’s fate. Such is life my daughter, trials and tribulations, a struggle without end. How you meet the struggle, with spear and shield, hammer and anvil, or what have you, is your choice.”
 
  
 
 Mila’s brow furrowed in thought and Akanai’s heart ached. So young to make this decision, but these were dark times. Abandoning the West left a sour taste on her lips, but who’s to say the Western Bridge wasn’t taken through treachery like Sanshu almost was? Or worse, what if there’d been a breach in the Treaty? If the greatest servants of the Mother and Father clashed in battle, they would lay waste to the world around them. If the worst came to pass, then Akanai could only pray the damage be contained to the Western Province.
 
  
 
 No matter what, the West was lost. May their souls rest in the arms of the Mother.
 
  
 
 “Mama.” Mila’s voice brought Akanai out of her thoughts, seeing her daughter with clear eyes and pursed lips. Nodding once, Mila declared, “I still want both. I will be a Peerless Warrior like Mama and a Divine Blacksmith like Papa. It doesn’t matter if I never find fame or glory, but I will defend the People and my family with my life, as you would.” Wiping her eyes, Mila took Akanai’s hand and gestured towards the door. “Sorry for making you worry Mama. Let’s eat dinner, I’m starving.”
 
  
 
 Chest swelling with pride, Akanai followed Mila out into the streets, happy to have her cheery daughter back with the fires of ambition burning bright once more. “I've good news,” she Sent, keeping her smile in check. “The first shipment of Spiritual Hearts will arrive tomorrow afternoon. Your Papa is hard at work preparing to receive them. I wager he'll have plenty for you to do in the days to come, but I'll not ease up on your training.” Seeing Mila's eyes light up with greed and desire made all the years of hard work and sacrifice seem like nothing in comparison.
 
  
 
 Despite all her lofty titles, the one Akanai took the most pride in was Mother of Sumila and Li Song.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 No matter how many times I see it, watching my pets wake never fails to put a smile on my face. There’s something adorable about seeing a deadly predator sluggish and vulnerable from a good night’s rest. While performing the standard cat stretch, Aurie’s hearty yawn reveals rows of razor sharp teeth, with four large incisors longer than my finger and at least twice as thick. Flopping to the bed, my fearsome floofy kitten pats my hand with his murder mitts before tapping his head, making plaintive ‘Mwars’ as he begs for head scratches. Unable to deny his request, I laze in bed and watch Suret, Pafu, and Mafu each claim a yearling to groom while the little quin pups squeak in protest or joy.
 
  
 
 How quickly time passes. It feels like just the other day when I carried all three quin pups in my arms at once, but now I’d be lucky to manage keeping hold of one. Like oversized furred snakes, the pups squirm and fidget as they’re primped and preened, ready to charge out into the morning in search of fun and adventure. Already larger than my wildcats, the quin pups stand a little taller than a full-grown wolf and are every bit as deadly, their playful nips and pounces easily translating into more lethal applications. It’ll be a handful of years before they’re ready for riding, but at the moment, they’re more than capable of carrying Tate and Tali around, the twins and pups sharing an unspoken bond which will last their entire lives.
 
  
 
 I pray those lives are filled with fortune and happiness instead of hardships and woes.
 
  
 
 Opening the door to let the animals out, I watch them prance off into the morning gloom to find a forested area to do their business, marvelling at the wonders of housebroken apex predators. If only Roc’s flock were so easy to care for, the noisy birds already squawking and cackling for breakfast. Pulling off the cover to their cage reveals Roc perched front and centre in all his puffed up, chubby glory, glaring at me with his beady black eyes. “Good morning you feathery fiends,” I say, keeping my tone cheerful and chipper. “I see you’ve pooped everywhere as per usual. Now it’s time to feed you so you can poop some more. Hooray!” I’m not exactly thrilled, but they respond better when I sound happy and I’ll take any advantage I can get. I feel terrible keeping them in a cage, even if said cage takes up a third of my living space and keeps me from reaching my bookshelf. They’re birds, they should be flying through the clouds or whatever it is birds do. Hopefully we find an alternate material to strengthen bowstrings so I can set Roc’s flock free in the spring.
 
  
 
 It has nothing to do with how creepy their dark, soulless eyes are. Nothing at all.
 
  
 
 Many people might call me crazy for sharing my living space with twenty birds, six quins, and a wildcat, but honestly, if I could fit more animals in here, I probably would. Not only do they keep the ger warm and toasty, it saves me the trouble of walking twenty minutes to the Inner Wall where most of the quins are stabled. It's a shame my other pets have been annexed, with Lin claiming Jimjam and the bear cubs while Song and Sarankho are near inseparable, so I’m forced to make do with what I’ve got.
 
  
 
 I am not a crazy cat person. I like all adorable animals, but the big fluffy ones are best.
 
  
 
 The problem with birds is it isn't very rewarding, mostly dealing with a metric shit-tonne of bird poop. Roc and co. aren’t exactly large birds, but god-damn, their bowels do work. I mean, it’s not all bad, bird guano makes great plant fertilizer, even if collecting it isn’t the most pleasant of tasks and has earned me more than few strange looks.
 
  
 
 I am also not a crazy poop person. I really wish people would stop avoiding eye contact with me. I'm not weird, just quirky.
 
  
 
 Cracking jokes with Baledagh about pawning this work off onto him, I enter the cage and sweep the poop-covered straw into a wheelbarrow while collecting the feathers for Diyako. Roc and his flock flap around my head in celebration, making what I presume are happy noises as they leave me relatively unmolested. Mila’s been feeding my birds for a week now and they’re already so much more cooperative, almost friendly even. I haven’t been pecked in days. Days! It never ceases to amaze me how incredible Mila is at everything she does.
 
  
 
  If I were a lesser man, I’d have developed an inferiority complex years ago. As it is, it has only just begun to develop, which is something.
 
  
 
 After laying out a fresh coat of straw, I scatter a bucket of miscellaneous animal bits about the cage, giggling as the birds descend upon their breakfast. Annoying as they are, I have to admit, they are beautiful creatures, their vibrant blue and green wings standing out next to their brown and white torsos. With a long strand of intestines clamped in its beak, a female bird flutters over and lands on my shoulder, gobbling down her breakfast in my company. How sweet, if a little icky. Maybe I won’t get rid of these birds as soon as I can. I’m going to name this one... Yipi. Now, which of these birds is gonna be ‘Kai Yay’?
 
  
 
 While picking out names for my birdies, Roc flies over with an unholy screech and punts Yipi out of the way, claiming my shoulder just because he can. If I hadn’t already named him, Roc would’ve been the perfect candidate to round out the trio as ‘Motherfucker’. Scooting left and right, Roc’s talons dig into my shoulder as he shoulder butts my cheek in what I hope is a show of affection rather than dominance. Knowing better than to touch his feathered poofiness, I Condense my Aura to reciprocate the affection, spreading a little Aura to Yipi to soothe her ruffled feathers as she settles onto my other shoulder.
 
  
 
 So sweet, I should buy something for Mila to thank her. My freckled, bird-whispering, red-panda girl, so amazing.
 
  
 
 With all my pets tended to, it’s time to make sure my family and retinue are cared for. After washing up, I throw on my fur-lined coat and hat before stepping out into the brisk morning air. Though it’s only the middle of the ninth month and the temperature has yet to drop below freezing, the frigid gales of wind threaten to steal away all my body’s warmth as I scurry into the cooking ger. The scorching heat inside the massive canvas pavilion is a welcome relief, heated by the fires going full blast as a dozen men and women bake buns, simmer soup, and sear meat. Even though we’re living in a ‘city’, the People have kept many of the same mountain village habits, working together to keep everyone clothed and fed instead of leaving each family to fend for themselves. Socialism HO! Besides, fuelling a dozen cooking gers is more practical and economical than everyone cooking in their own gers, so it’s a win/win situation for all. Sarnai usually manages details like these, but in her absence a small council of village elders have taken over, including Bulat’s mother Maira. It’s nice to see the ‘outsiders’ fitting in so well, as communal living is difficult if you’re not accepted by the community.
 
  
 
 Patting flour from her hands, Elia greets me with a smile and a hug, the slim, cat-eared baker always happy to see me after our shared hardships at the hands of the Society. “So thoughtful and diligent,” she says, pinching my cheeks, “working from dawn till dusk yet still waking early to help prepare breakfast. If only my family’s Huu was so multi-talented, all he knows of is fighting and soldiering.”
 
  
 
 “How has he been? I’ve been so busy lately I haven’t seen him in over a week.” I ask, feeling a little guilty for ditching my friend. Doubly so for Fung since seeing him ride for Shen Huo with only Fu Zhu Li beside him was a sobering sight, two men out of a hundred returning home alive.
 
  
 
 Sighing, Elia shakes her head as little lines of worry form around her eyes. “He’s off with his Ma somewhere in the mountains. Silly boy, comes home with two little wives and barely rests a day before running off to train. He blames himself for his uncle’s death, you know? The sweet, silly boy, too blind to see there isn’t a person alive who could make Kalil do something he didn’t want to, not Ghurda nor Sarnai, not even Akanai herself.” Throwing her hands into the air, Elia says, “Ah, but look who I’m telling, you lost plenty of soldiers yourself. Sometimes I forget, with how young you are. Go on about your business now, don’t let this fool's prattling distract you.”
 
  
 
 Offering my sympathies, I set to work reheating soup and making meat buns in relative peace, the other workers more than happy to leave me alone. Maybe they’re intimidated by my reputation or confused by my actions, but I prefer things this way. Small talk with strangers makes me uncomfortable and cooking soothes the soul, as nothing makes me happier than seeing my family and pets happily eating the delicious meals I’ve prepared. If it were up to me, all my loved ones would be round and flabby, living a comfortable life of luxury.
 
  
 
 The members of my retinue also enjoy a hearty breakfast, though I feed them for different reasons. While some stand out like Ulfsaar and Ral, most of my bandits are on the shorter, scrawnier side, which makes sense considering their humble origins. So, not only do I need to train them, I also need to feed them well, providing meals with plenty of meat, grains, and vegetables so they’ll grow into big, beefy meat-shields to keep me safe. Normally, this’d cost me a small fortune, but the Bridge lost a significant number of soldiers while keeping most, if not all of their food reserves. Coupled with my connections with Yuzhen and the Marshal, I’m not only feeding my family, retinue, orphans, and former slaves at a fraction of the normal cost, I’ve even secured enough food to give it away, offering free meals to any who need it.
 
  
 
 The general disdain for charity has kept most from taking advantage, with only the truly desperate coming to seek aid. It’s mostly women and children, though Tanaraq reports feeding a large number of wounded soldiers and labourers at the growing community five kilometres south of the Wall. I’ve also hired a small force of temporary labourers to chop bamboo, make charcoal, cart resources and whatnot. Burning dried dung might keep everyone warm, but I’d prefer not to eat anything baked over poop. Bamboo grows fast and there’s plenty of it, so it’s unlikely we’ll run into sustainability issues any time soon.
 
  
 
 I’ll have to earn more money to sustain this lifestyle though. It’s incredible how quickly I’m spending my newfound wealth. Whatever, easy come easy go.
 
  
 
 Stopping briefly to drop off breakfast and have a quick cuddle with the twins, I head off with Aurie and Mafu in tow. Outside the doorway leading to Akanai and Baatar’s guest wing, Li Song diligently brushes Sarankho with a rare smile on her face, so serene and tranquil I can’t even be upset over the gross misuse of the expensive emerald-studded jade comb I gifted her. As Aurie bounds over to wait his turn, I greet Li Song in passing with a wave, knowing she’ll have already eaten a delicious breakfast cooked by her new Mama. Akanai’s been working hard to welcome her second adopted daughter into the family and I couldn’t be happier for all of them. After all that poor Li Song has been through, she deserves happiness.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I was shocked when Baledagh reported Song lacked even a hint of Taint, the Spectres unable to break through her iron will to whisper their sweet lies. In all of Baledagh’s efforts, we haven’t noticed half-beasts possessing any sort of inherent Spectre resistance which means Li Song’s resilience is either due to her own formidable resilience or Du Min Gyu’s stellar training program, or a combination of the two. I’ve always wondered why there aren’t more Defiled outbreaks among Oathsworn slaves, but I guess it’s hard to surrender to the Spectres when you're accustomed to asking permission for even the smallest decisions.
 
  
 
 Hmm... why doesn’t everyone take an Oath to never turn Defiled? Or does it not work like that? Surely someone’s tried it before, things cannot possibly be so simple.
 
  
 
 Like every morning since returning to the Bridge, I enter Baatar and Sarnai’s room bearing breakfast. As always, my devoted mentor is up and at em, wiping his beloved wife’s face with a warm cloth. His warm smile fills me with a measure of relief and heartache, happy to see him taking better care of himself while empathizing with his pain. “Good morning Mentor, Sarnai. The weather’s getting cold outside. Are you both comfortable in here? Do you need more quilts? Pillows? Should I have a brazier brought in?”
 
  
 
 “No need boy, you’ve done enough,” Baatar answers with a combination smile/frown. I’m not sure how he pulls it off, but he’s both proud and disapproving at the same time. “I may not look it boy, but not only am I one of the highest ranked officers at the Wall, I am also the commanding officer. I have an army of soldiers and servants to fetch whatever I need, so there is no need for you to overwork yourself at my expense.”
 
  
 
 Waving away his concerns as I set the table, I smile and say, “This much is nothing, I'm happy to help. Plus, starting today, Rustram will take over the daily training which gives me more time to focus on you and my own practice. I hired a half-dozen of your former Bannermen to help him out so with luck, I’ll have a proper fighting force in give or take ten years, assuming they survive long enough.”
 
  
 
 “Ten years? You overestimate your brigands. Even Dastan and his former retinue are decades from becoming a true elite force.” Nodding as he sits to eat, he asks, “How goes your other pursuits?”
 
  
 
 Reporting my daily progress over breakfast has become routine now, and while I’d like to have Alsantset, Charok, and the twins join us, Baatar would prefer to keep things quiet. Besides, Alsantset is hardly optimistic about her mother’s chances and the twins are too young to understand, so it’s probably better this way. So far, Sarnai’s condition has remained unchanged, but I’m still hopeful. From Lin’s nightly notes left in my ger I’ve learned Nian Zu has awoken and is well on his way towards a full recovery, which means Taduk will soon have more time to look after Sarnai. Relying on Pure Heavenly Energy to create a miracle isn’t entirely out of the realm of possibilities, but I’ve been scouring medical journals and books in hopes of remembering anything which might help.
 
  
 
 So far, no dice.
 
  
 
 Instead of leaving after breakfast as I normally do, Baatar throws me a curve-ball and asks me to stay behind. “Demonstrate the Forms,” he says, while feeding Sarnai a nourishing broth. “It has been too long since I instructed my Disciple. Were I to shirk my duties any longer then I would no longer have the face to call myself your mentor.”
 
  
 
 Happy to oblige, I move the more expensive and fragile objects out of the way before starting. Taking turns, Baledagh and I show Baatar what we’ve learned in his absence, and though my mentor’s expression is unreadable as always, his wagging tail gives away his delight as he points out our flaws and offers steps to improve. Baledagh’s two original combinations, Sweeping the Fields and Clearing the Heavens, even earn us an enthusiastic ‘good’, high praise from our tight-lipped Mentor who appears to share my little brother’s fondness for naming his attacks. It feels so juvenile but I suppose it’s easier to say ‘Clearing the Heavens’ as opposed to ‘forward leap, two-handed sweep, full pivot, and horizontal slash’, or even worse, ‘Bull Form: Traverses the Mountain into Deer Form: Parting the Underbrush, with Wolf Form: Reverse Bite tagged onto the end’.
 
  
 
 Shirt damp from exertion, I bask in the comfortable strain of exertion, the past two hours more strenuous than a full day of training with my troops. This is what I’ve been missing, solid guidance and guidelines on what to do next. Gesturing for me to sit at the dining table, Baatar holds my hand and Sends, “Taduk tells me you’ve formed your Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 Ohhhh more guidance, I love this. “Yea, but I’m not exactly sure what it means,” I Send in reply.
 
  
 
 “Tell me about this mental plane of yours.”
 
  
 
 Figures. Answers never come easily, but at least now I understand it’s because there usually isn’t just one answer. Describing my mental plane is simple enough. “Sometimes, when I meditate or ponder something important, I retreat into my mind.” Or when I need to speak with my host/twinned soul. Still not sure which heading Baledagh falls under. “It’s like I’m surrounded by vast emptiness, an area where I have total control, or close to it. Over time, I realized I could conjure up creations so I made it look like home. You know, walls, beds, couches, the normal stuff.” All to make things cozier for Baledagh, but there’s no need to list all the details.
 
  
 
 Baatar interrupts with a questions. “Your creations, do they persist after you are gone?”
 
  
 
 “...Err, sometimes. It’s on and off. At first, everything stuck around, but after the whole debacle with the lake, this was no longer true. It's back to being permanent now, but I... don't know why.” I figure it has something to do with Baledagh. He’s perfectly capable of doing anything I can do. His unconscious mind was probably resetting our mental plane every time I left or something, seeking to drift away into nothingness. He’s doing better now but it’s still difficult to get him to enjoy life in a meat suit. He only ever takes control to train, while spending all his time in the void meditating on all his newfound knowledge.
 
  
 
 Although he seems fine for now, I’m fairly certain he’ll go stir crazy if he keeps it up. The sooner I can craft us a second body, the better. While it’s crossed my mind to see if one of us can jump into Sarnai’s comatose body, we both decided it was disrespectful to use my mentor’s wife in such an undignified manner. Besides, there’s the whole issue with being Baatar’s wife, and I think both Baledagh and I would prefer a body with a penis.
 
  
 
 After answering all of Baatar’s questions, my mentor’s brow furrows in thought. “You say your mental plane first appeared around the time Vivek Daatei turned into a Demon? It explains how you escaped your illusions, but not how you helped Dagen escape his. How mysterious...” Shaking his head, his questions seem to fly away with the movement, though his eyes fill with pity. “No matter. The how is unimportant. To form your Natal Palace at seventeen is... formidable. Most do not form one until their late twenties.” My chest swells with pride but Baatar gives me no time to bask in it. “Proceed into your Natal Palace. I will instruct you on its benefits.”
 
  
 
 Remaining in firm control, I slip into the void and pray Baatar doesn’t notice Baledagh, else I’ll be at a loss on how to explain things. Standing outside the crafted room as Blobby surrounds the space around me, I Send, “I’m there. Now what?”
 
  
 
 “Channel your Chi.”
 
  
 
 Opening myself to the Energy of the Heavens, I sense it slowly trickling into my core. Since my core is more or less filled to the brim, I’m not gathering Chi quickly, more in drips and drabs. I’ve noticed it before but the process of gathering Chi is like diffusion. If my core were empty, I’d gather Chi at a much faster rate. My Runic Ring removes those limits, but lately I’ve noticed it doesn’t really make a difference, so I handed it over to Rustram and instructed him to share it with the others.
 
  
 
 “Visualize the Heavenly Energy seeping in through your pores. See how it flows into your Core and becomes yours, before circulating around and strengthening your body.”
 
  
 
 Doing as Baatar instructs, my astral body lights up as an unending stream of energy circles throughout my body, with no beginning or end. Awesome, but I fail to understand the importance. My mind’s eye studies its progress from afar and I concentrate on my findings. The Chi in my body is... sluggish, for lack of a better word, idling about with nothing to do and I report as much to Baatar.
 
  
 
 “You need to eat more and train less boy, give yourself time to recover. Focus now. The Chi flowing through your body, envision it flowing out from your palm, only a hair’s breadth mind you, before retracting it once more.”
 
  
 
 This is more difficult. The moment my Chi touches the surface of my palm, it dissipates into nothingness. Stopping to think things through, it occurs to me this is practice for using Chi outside of your body, and Baatar confirms my guess in a roundabout way. “This is one use of the Natal Palace, yes. Visualization is key to using Chi, giving it purpose without words.”
 
  
 
 The revelation has me understandably miffed. “Taduk never mentioned any Natal Palace, he’s been hounding me for years to just ‘wrap my Chi tightly and throw it out’.” The shotgun approach to using Chi, I suppose. Keep trying till you figure out something that works.
 
  
 
 Baatar’s amusement is clear as he answers, “Taduk gives poor instruction because he has never known hardship. What is difficult for others comes naturally as breathing to him. You might as well ask a bird to teach you to fly or a fish to swim.” His explanation crushes what little self-confidence I had. For a few minutes there, I almost thought of myself as a genius. Natal Palace at seventeen, I mean, that’s pretty impressive right?
 
  
 
 Nope. Not even a little. While I’m a step ahead of the crowd, true geniuses soar far above us all.
 
  
 
 Oh well. Failure is nothing new. Try and fail, then try again. Such is life, failure without end.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Just once, I’d like things to be easy. Is that too much to ask for?
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 After absconding from Yo Ling’s island with a veritable fortune, Zian committed every spare moment towards exercise, training, and study. For the first time in his life, he regretted all the hours and coin wasted on dalliances with serving girls and merchant's daughters. All his life, he’d considered himself a genius among geniuses, ahead of his peers at every step of the journey, but the events in and around Sanshu had shown just how little his genius mattered in the grand scheme of things, a notion he found... distressing. All his superiority amounted to nothing when matched against Defiled peasants, his seven duels against the nameless champions opening his eyes to how high the heavens truly were.
 
  
 
 This line of thinking brought him here, waiting outside Rain’s large, leather-lined tent for the ninth day in a row. Bundled from head to toe in his warmest winter clothes, the chill winds cut straight to the bone, leaving him cold and miserable as he cursed Lady Sumila’s inability to keep to a proper schedule, coming every afternoon to feed Rain’s birds. It was the height of absurdity, asking a fair damsel like Sumila to carry out a servant’s duty and Zian had half a mind to publicly condemn the ignorant savage for mistreating a wonderful woman like her. Possessing overwhelming speed and staggering strength, Sumila was a grand talent and the perfect sparring partner, not to mention the formidable slave at her side Zian had yet to test. To be betrothed to such an incredible woman and have her carrying out his chores, Rain was blessed beyond all measure.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, though Zian sought to test the fair maiden’s skills, Lady Sumila was being difficult, to put it lightly. Ignoring her erratic schedule and surly demeanour, when he first tracked her down and requested a spar, she immediately set out for a public venue despite his intentions to carry out their spar in a more private setting. Since he’d only brought the one carriage, he thought maybe his admittedly salacious past made her leery of being in close quarters with him. Therefore, the next day he brought two carriages and invited the slave along, even making sure the driver and servants were all women. This too was ignored. Thinking her decision could have been made in ignorance, the third day he gave orders to leave the carriages waiting in full view, almost obstructing the path into this ring of tents. Once again, his preparations went ignored and Zian was left with no choice but to admit the harsh truth he so wished to deny: Sumila sought to bolster her name by trampling over his own.
 
  
 
 For a brief, infinitesimally fleeting moment, Zian considered going along with her plan. Sumila, Daughter of Akanai was a formidable talent, having shown herself to be more than his match in single combat. Were it not for his Aura and her noble refusal to seek outside help defending against it, Zian would have tasted defeat in every single one of their matches. The thought of leaving such a peerless paragon of skill and virtue languishing in obscurity offended his sensibilities, almost an act of sacrilege in a nation which valued strength above all else. What harm could there be in allowing her a single, inconsequential victory?
 
  
 
 After his short bout with insanity, Zian quickly returned to his senses. In these times of trouble, the last thing Uncle Yang needed was to learn of his nephew's second defeat at the hands of yet another nameless ‘tribal savage’. The Situ Clan and Society could not afford to lose face right now, especially not to the Bekhai. In light of this, Zian steeled his resolve. Since the other party refused to give face, why should he? Thus, he had Jukai announce his victory at the end of each spar, making sure everyone at the Wall learned of his victory over Sumila, Daughter of Akanai. Although the commoners spoke only of her loss, to even be mentioned in the same breath alongside Situ Jia Zian was a feat worthy of praise. What’s more, he believed the public nature of her losses would make her reconsider sparring in a public venue, leaving his twin carriages waiting in plain sight.
 
  
 
 It was the perfect solution to a delicate problem, but Zian had overlooked one important fact: The Bekhai rarely behaved in a rational, conventional manner. Each day, after feeding Rain’s birds, Sumila would lead him to the same public stage and each day, he found himself surprised by her strength as she attempted to overwhelm him before he brought his Aura to bear. After his humiliating defeat at Rain’s hands, Zian thought Baatar was blowing hot air when he claimed Rain wasn’t the strongest youth of the Bekhai, but now he knew better. Whether it be skill or talent, Sumila was far superior to Rain. If she were also to Condense her Aura at the age of eighteen, then the title of number one talent in the North would undoubtedly be hers.
 
  
 
 After the first two spars, the soldiers took notice and did as soldiers were wont to do; they gathered in droves to gamble on the outcome. By itself, this meant little to Zian, but when he noticed the terms of their bets, his mood turned dark. Not one of the gambling dens offered odds on who would win the match, since only a fool would put coin on a seventeen year old girl besting the former number one talent in the North, especially since he was now twenty five years old. No, instead, they offered odds on how many exchanges would take place in their match. A lucrative decision since this stacked the odds in favour of the house, but their signs filled him with bitter shame and embarrassment, for written upon their signboards was ‘Number of exchanges before the match ends’.
 
  
 
 Not ‘number of exchanges before Situ Jia Zian wins’.
 
  
 
 A trifling distinction, but one which made all the difference in the world. While the details might be lost on the general population, how could these veteran soldiers not recognize the truth on display before them? Zian’s ‘victories’ were a farce, any idiot with even a smidgen of skill could see Sumila held the upper hand in each of their spars. In their first match, Zian held out for thirty-seven exchanges before unleashing his Aura to avoid a loss at Sumila’s hands. In the eyes of these soldiers, this was no spar but simply the old bullying the weak, a dishonourable and disreputable act.
 
  
 
 Perhaps it was time to put an end to these little spars. Uncle Yang disapproved of them and even Jukai voiced his objections after Sumila’s latest monumental display of strength, overpowering Zian in a mere three exchanges. Since she repeatedly refused his gestures of good faith, why should he continue to make a mockery of his good name? He was Situ Jia Zian, a man on the cusp of forming his Natal Palace which is what he should be focusing on. This next step on the Martial Path was pivotal to his future success, far more important than a frivolous match against a slovenly, discourteous, habitually tardy, temperamental young maiden, especially one already betrothed to another.
 
  
 
 Yes, ending these spars was the right decision, so after today, he would wash his hands of it all. It had nothing to do with her tear-filled eyes glaring at him after her latest defeat, so full of hatred and vitriol it pierced through the deepest, darkest corners of his soul.
 
  
 
 “Rainy!”
 
  
 
 A shrill, energetic voice interrupted Zian’s introspection and he glanced up to see a white-haired half-goat girl of six or seven years emerging from Rain’s tent, accompanied by a trio of roosequin pups. Arriving on foot, Rain caught the girl in his arms and twirled her about, laughing as she shrieked in delight. Why was he here? Unlike Sumila, Rain kept to a rigorous schedule, leaving in the early morning for his mountain training camp and returning long after sunset, diligence one of his few redeemable attributes. Accepting that his spars with Sumila were now at an end, Zian lamented the wasted time and stepped forward to greet Rain as manners demanded, intending to leave immediately afterwards to find a new sparring partner. Before he could speak, Rain's fat, over-sized mount placed itself between Zian and the pups, snarling as it was joined by two other fully-grown roosequins. Eyeing their curled lips and sharp teeth, Zian took a step back, unwilling to tangle with creatures protecting their young. While he could easily deal with them using his Aura, sometimes animals reacted... unpredictably when threatened. While waiting for Rain to diffuse this delicate situation, his fury rose to new levels as the damned savage glanced over before ignoring him completely.
 
  
 
 If only he hadn’t given Jukai permission to wait in the carriage. The old man was probably too busy flirting with the serving girls to notice Zian’s plight, an amorous fellow despite his advanced age. Zian could only grin and bear this insult, adding it to his growing tally of grievances.
 
  
 
 Hateful and conniving as he was, Rain was beloved by children, peasants, and dumb animals alike, all easily beguiled by his phony virtuous and moralistic platitudes. His act wasn’t fooling Zian, he’d seen the look in Rain’s eyes as he spewed hateful rhetoric and despicable threats during their duel. No matter how much he hid or denied it, Rain was and would always be a killer, one who revelled in conflict and bloodshed. His lust and lechery were a matter of fact, betrothed to two women and now apparently setting his sights on a third. By the Mother, the beast had no qualms, even keeping such a tender young child in his tent to warm his bed. Such sin and depravity, Sumila deserved better than this.
 
  
 
 “Hello Tali my sweetling.” Placing her down, he put his hands on his hips in a show of mock rebuke, chiding the little girl. “Now, delighted as I am to see you, what are you doing lazing about? Shouldn’t you be out training right now?”
 
  
 
 Avoiding the question, the child tugged on Rain’s pant leg and pointed into the tent. “Papa and me made treats this morning, lets make tea and eat them, ya?”
 
  
 
 Pinching her cheek, Rain crouched down and turned the child to face him. “Tali, you can’t keep slacking off. You should work hard like Tate. Training might not be fun, but you have to keep practising.”
 
  
 
 “No!” The child exclaimed, crossing her arms with a pout. “I don’t wanna train and be a warrior, I wanna learn to cook like Papa and make yummy treats.”
 
  
 
 Zian expected a member from a warrior tribe like Rain to rebuke the girl’s declaration but instead he smiled and nodded. “I see. Have you told your parents?” At Tali’s shy shake of her head, Rain smiled. “Okay then, we’ll talk about it as a family later but even if things change, you still need to practise your Forms.”
 
  
 
 “Why Rainy?! I don’t wanna fight, it’s scary and I hate it.”
 
  
 
 “Wanna hear a secret?” Making a big show of it, Rain glanced around before leaning in to whisper loudly, “I feel the same way.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. What crimes had Sumila committed in her past life to be betrothed to this conniving liar and sexual deviant? Oblivious to Zian’s disgust, Rain pinched Tali on the cheek and sighed. “I hate fighting. I’d much rather spend my days playing with you and the quins.”
 
  
 
 “Then why you always training so hard Rainy?”
 
  
 
 Smiling sadly, Rain answered, “Because sometimes life doesn’t give you a choice. I’m not trying to scare you sweetling, but the world isn’t always a safe place. There are so many fun, amazing things out there waiting for you to experience them, but there’s also nasty, dangerous things too. If you wanna be a cook, I’ll support you every step of the way, but you still have to learn the Forms. I pray you’ll never have to fight, but if there ever comes a day when you do need to, I want you to be prepared. Remember, better to have and not need than to need and not have. Got it?”
 
  
 
 Profound words coming from an idiot like Rain. Tugging on her braids, Tali sulked and nodded. “Okay Rainy.”
 
  
 
 “All right, off with you now. Go get your brother, we’ll have sweets and tea and then it’s right back to practice for the both of you.” As Tali ran off with a smile, the roosequin pups followed her away and so too did the parents, leaving Zian in a cold sweat. Feigning surprise, Rain looked up and smiled. “Young Magistrate Zian, I didn’t see you there,” Rain lied, his smile strained and eyes angry. “Forgive my poor hospitality, please step into my humble abode for tea and snacks.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you, but I have other matters to attend to,” Zian replied, brushing off the false courtesy. Best to leave before those giant predators returned.
 
  
 
 “Oh? What about your spar with Mila? She told me all about the two of you, how wonderful to hear you’re getting along splendidly.” Rain’s smile was no longer feigned, his sheer delight at Zian’s humiliation showing through. “There’s still time before she’s ready, so come in and warm yourself by the fire. Mila is many things, but punctual, she is not.”
 
  
 
 Zian’s revulsion lost out to the promise of warmth and a match with Sumila, nodding a little too readily for his tastes. “Then we’ll do as you say.” Entering the tent, he winced at the cacophony of unholy squawks, having forgotten just how unpleasant those damnable birds could be. Taking a seat by the table, he warily eyed the golden wildcat as it flopped to the ground beside him, far more trusting than the roosequins outside. After lighting the coals, Rain placed a kettle over the flames and saw to his birds, uncharacteristically silent throughout the entire process.
 
  
 
 No matter. Zian was in no mood for small talk as he warmed himself by the fire. He’d been avoiding Rain since their return for good reason, unable to trust himself to keep his temper. After thinking things through with a clear mind, he was certain he’d somehow been cheated of his proper share of Yo Ling’s treasure. After leaving the island, BoShui claimed they'd executed Jester Wang so no one could return to the island and Zian accepted this at face value, too consumed by greed and excitement. Upon further inspection, he found that things didn’t add up.
 
  
 
 Even a blind, deaf, idiot would have noticed BoShui’s overnight transformation, no longer drinking himself into a stupor each day and taking up a strict training regimen which rivalled Zian’s own. Worse, the young patriarch of the Han Clan was too friendly with the Bekhai, often glancing at Rain with poorly disguised reverence. Exactly what happened on the island to change him so? BoShui claimed it was a near brush with death which opened his eyes, suffering grievous injury at the hands of a Defiled blacksmith before being saved by Rain.
 
  
 
 What a load of horseshit. How could Han BoShui suffer so many internal injuries while his guards escaped without a single scratch on them?
 
  
 
 Inwardly sighing, Zian grudgingly accepted this minor loss. So what if Rain took a larger share of the treasure? Zian was no greedy merchant obsessed with wealth. His share had all been delivered to his mother aside from a few choice gifts for Uncle Yang and Jukai. What need did he have for priceless paintings or pottery? In his eyes, only a buffoon with more coin than sense would pay tens of thousands of gold for a vase. With that much money, you might as well purchase something useful like a Spiritual Heart or Runic armour, which is exactly what he’d asked his mother to do.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, and Zian would never admit this out loud, but he admired Rain’s work with his schools and charities. At least the cheated money went towards a good cause, helping those whose lives were impacted by the Defiled attack.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, the roosequin pups remained outside as Tali returned with her brother, another half-goat child. So many different species of half-beasts among the Bekhai, it was obvious the Saint’s Tribulations Mountains hid a multitude of Ancestral Beasts, a disturbing proposition. No wonder the expedition to attack the Bekhai failed so horrendously, with not a single person escaping to tell the tale. He shuddered to think what might have happened if the Society had attacked in force.
 
  
 
  Sharing the seat across from him, the two white-haired children stared with open curiosity while whispering with one another about his origins. Unaccustomed to dealing with children, Zian ignored them until Rain returned with a pot of tea, a box of baked pastries, and a pair of birds on his shoulders. After pouring four cups of tea, Rain added a large helping of butter to his own cup, much to Zian’s horror and disgust. “It’s not appealing or particularly tasty,” Rain said as he stirred his cup, “but I need the fat. Lost too much weight Healing myself these past few months, it’s really stunting my body’s growth.”
 
  
 
 Drinking his tea in silence, Zian nibbled at the provided snacks and complimented Tali’s culinary skills. It wasn’t even a lie, the pastries were delicious, albeit too sweet for his tastes and a little misshapen. Regardless, his appetite fled at the sight of Rain drinking cup after cup of buttered tea, a travesty to both butter and tea alike.
 
  
 
 After sending the children away and returning the birds to their cage, Rain refilled the teapot and left it to steep, patting his wildcat’s head as it grumbled in delight. “So,” Rain began, his eyes twinkling and bright. “I hear you’ve been sparring with Mila this past week. Eight matches and eight victories, how incredible. Young Magistrate Zian is truly a dragon among men.” His sarcastic tone left little to interpretation, but before Zian could reply, Rain asked, “Do you always bring two carriages everywhere you go?”
 
  
 
 Oh good, the idiot noticed Zian’s intentions. “I arranged the second carriage for Lady Sumila after our first spar, although my efforts have thus far been ignored.”
 
  
 
 “How kind of you, but my guess is your efforts weren’t ignored, only overlooked.” Shrugging, Rain added, “Mila is a smart girl, but incredibly stubborn. Once she makes up her mind there’s no changing it, no matter what else she sees. I thought something was off when she talked about your spars, but I didn’t connect the dots until I saw both carriages.”
 
  
 
 What dots and what connections? After failing to puzzle through Rain’s words, Zian merely nodded and sipped his tea. Once it became clear Rain wouldn’t speak first, he asked, “Lady Sumila misjudged my intentions?”
 
  
 
 “That depends. What are your intentions?” 
 
  
 
 Zian didn’t dignify him with a response. All he wanted was to test himself against Lady Sumila’s skills, he harboured no other improper or indecent motives for seeking her out.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right. And tomorrow morning, the sun would rise in the west.
 
  
 
 “I noticed something strange on our journey here,” Rain said, gulping down yet another cupful of buttered tea. “When you spar with Jukai, no one loses. You both draw your weapons and go at each other, but it always ends the same way, with you breathless, yet still standing. I don’t get it.”
 
  
 
 “Is that so?” As if. He clearly knew Jukai was holding back to give Zian face.
 
  
 
 “It is. I mean, why keep training with a man who obviously wants you dead?” Ignoring Zian’s surprise, Rain continued speaking. “I can’t think of any other reason for Jukai to go easy on you. Is face really more important than preserving your life? A single defeat can teach you more than a thousand victories, and I’ve been defeated more times than I can count.” Smirking, he added, “Many of those defeats were at Mila’s hands.”
 
  
 
 Now he was bragging about sparring with his beautiful betrothed. Swallowing his anger, Zian understood Rain’s meaning. Saving face wasn’t as important as gaining strength, because with enough strength, others would be forced to give face. Exhaling slowly, he inclined his head ever so slightly. Smiling, Rain stood and headed towards the door. “I’m glad we understand each other. Personally, I think this is a great idea and My Grand-Mentor agrees. She even arranged a private sparring room for our personal use. We can swear an oath if you feel it's necessary, but what happens in the sparring room, stays in the sparring room. Agreed?”
 
  
 
 “Agreed,” Zian replied as he followed behind, relieved to finally be able to spar with Sumila to his hearts content, without having to worry about face or reputation.
 
  
 
 “Great.” Rain’s mood was oddly chipper for a man who just agreed to letting his Betrothed spar with another man. Didn’t he understand that Zian would now be in close, physical contact with Sumila? Such an intimate connection could lead to other types of physical contact, how could he not see this? Could it be Rain was forced into this betrothal by Akanai and didn’t hold Sumila in high esteem? Maybe he hoped she would fall in love with Zian and free him from his obligations. A blind fool is what he was to treat lovely Sumila so poorly, but one man’s loss was another man’s gain.
 
  
 
 Blind to Zian’s thoughts, Rain prattled on. “Fung and Huu aren’t around, so with Li Song we have four for today, which is perfect. Since we have a 'young talents' theme going, I intend to bring Dastan in tomorrow. How about you ask BoShui to join us and even up the numbers? Then there won’t be anyone left out. A shame ZhiLan and Ryong went south, have you heard from them yet? Did they arrive safely?”
 
  
 
 Missing a step, Zian blanched at the implications. No, no, he hadn’t thought this through, too focused on sparring with Sumila in private. Did he just agree to spar with his hated rival? And on a daily basis no less?
 
  
 
 Only now did he understand the proverb ‘a life with love is happy; a life for love is foolish’.
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 A single misstep, ducking left instead of slanting right, is all it took to differentiate a winner from a loser.
 
  
 
 Baledagh’s last match ended so quickly even his opponent was surprised he’d taken the obvious bait, cheeks heating with shame as he reflected on his swift defeat. Standing in shock with his blunted saber resting against Baledagh’s chest, Zian’s astonishment melted away into a smug smirk spreading across his oh-so punchable face, winning the match in a single exchange. With Sumila winning all her matches and Li Song defeating Baledagh and securing a close victory over Zian, the spoiled narcissist’s single victory of the day earned him third place. This meant Baledagh was dead last, boasting an impressive record of zero wins, three losses, and a tally of thirteen exchanges.
 
  
 
 In total.
 
  
 
 Out of three matches.
 
  
 
 How humiliating.
 
  
 
 Brother’s ruthless assessment only made things worse, never one to soften his blows. “Too confident and too careless. I told you Zian favours his right and prefers defence to start, yet you still ran right into his kill zone. Don’t be too eager to close, start slow, circle and test him before engaging. You could’ve also won against Li Song but you were distracted and let her surprise you. Please don't stare so much when Mila and Lin are watching, you're killing me... Anyways, you relinquished the upper hand almost immediately and got beat down once she built momentum. She isn’t faster than you and only has the one saber, so why are you letting her attack without consequence? Block with one weapon and attack with the other, use your sword and shield interchangeably on offence and defence. Husolt went to all the trouble of making these replicas so use them like you’d use Peace and Tranquility.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to sulk, Baledagh mentally voiced his dissent. “They’re not the same. The weight’s not right and they lack... something. I can’t put my finger on what it is, but it’s different. I would’ve done much better with real weapons in hand.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but I’d prefer to avoid risking death every single day. I’ll admit, the rules are stacked against us in a spar since we can’t trade injuries, but you still should have done better.” Brother’s tone wasn’t angry, but his disapproval stung. “They feel different because Peace and Tranquility are Spiritual Weapons which can guide your movements to a certain extent. They’re like your arms and legs, but once we put a different weapon in your hands, you don’t know what to do. Your instincts and Forms are top-notch but your decision-making is god awful. You’re unstoppable against a horde of weaker opponents, but the moment you’re matched against an opponent of equal or greater skill, your flaws become obvious. You’re too straightforward and honest with your intent, too cocky and careless despite all your failings. Reflect on these defeats, I expect a better showing tomorrow.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, I’ll meditate on my flaws so let’s switch.” Baledagh answered with gritted teeth, guiding Mafu through the busy streets with Mei Lin snuggled in his arms. After the spars finished, Brother left Baledagh to deal with the clean up, but now that it was over, he still refused to retake control, busy lecturing from the void. Were things to go any further, he feared losing all reason and taking advantage of Brother’s betrothed.
 
  
 
 “Sorry, I wanna keep practising in our Natal Palace, you have a nice, pleasant ride to the market. Enjoy the fresh air and don’t dwell too much about losing. It’s a beautiful day and you’re among loved ones.” With that said, Brother returned to practising Chi manipulation and left Baledagh to deal with the world at large.
 
  
 
 Her hare-ears resting against his cheek, Mei Lin chattered non-stop, filling him in on their time apart. “... and then Tanna tossed him right out on his butt. Dummy thief, she should have chopped his hands off, who steals from a charity?” Pausing for breath, Mei Lin peered back at Baledagh’s face, setting his cheeks aflame once more. “You’re so quiet Hubby,” she said, planting a tiny kiss on his chin and setting his cheeks aflame. “Don’t be sad, it was only a spar. It wasn’t even a real thrust, you bumped into his saber. In a real fight you wouldn’t even notice the injury and keep fighting. You’re just not used to the rules yet, ya? To touch is dumb, you should've made it until someone gives up.”
 
  
 
 “It’s still no excuse for my defeat,” Baledagh answered. Brother was right and whining would do no good, he could only learn from his mistakes and not make them again. Seeing Mei Lin’s pout, he feigned a smile and glanced around, pretending to check on the wagons. Loaded with crates and guarded by undercover Sentinels, the wagons overt purpose was to bring supplies to Tanaraq’s school outside the Walls. Once there, the disguised Sentinels would switch places with Brother’s returning retinue. The Sentinels were then free to head out unnoticed while Brother’s retinue loaded the first batch of Spiritual Hearts inside the concealed compartments and returned to the Wall in plain sight.
 
  
 
 Those poor souls. Though he was a kind man, Brother had no mercy for those he deemed ‘slackers’, pushing his retinue beyond mortal limits and wholly convinced determination was a proper substitute for endurance and fortitude.
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by his silence, Mei Lin continued chattering away and Baledagh strove to do as Brother did, doing his best to pay attention and engage her in conversation, his thoughts drifted away more often than not. Small talk was more difficult than expected, especially since he couldn’t bring himself to care about the comings and goings of a spoiled young lady like Mei Lin. Lovely and sweet as she was, her exuberant disposition was a poor match for Baledagh, unable to cope with her boundless cheer and energy.
 
  
 
 Qing-Qing was different. While Mei Lin slept in and frittered away her days with meaningless outings and games, Qing-Qing was always busy doing something or the other. Whether it was changing bandages, stitching clothes, cleaning the hut, or braiding horse manes, her hands never idled for a second throughout the fleeting time they spent together.
 
  
 
 She was gone now, but he could still learn from her example.
 
  
 
 Giving Mafu free rein, Baledagh focused his thoughts and studied his memories of the day’s spars, searching for ways to improve. An enclosed area suited Sumila’s fighting style well, but if he could avoid her initial thrust and shield charge, he’d be in a position to at least put up some resistance. Parrying was out of the question, so he’d have to dodge, slip to her left and guard against the resulting sweep. Against Li Song, Brother already pointed out the path to victory, matching her aggression and throwing off her timing with sheer quantity of attacks, and though it was easier said than done, it wasn’t impossible. Zian might technically be his toughest opponent, with a style diametrically opposing his own, flowing defence matched against outright aggression.
 
  
 
 For the first time, Baledagh felt his inability to manipulate Chi was proving to be a massive disadvantage. Without Bother’s constant Reinforcement, he had no hopes of matching Zian’s speed or power. The Society Brat wasn’t pompous and arrogant without reason, second only to Sumila in raw strength and mass, and without Peace and Tranquility to compensate for his shortcomings, Baledagh had no answer for Zian. More information would be needed, so he made it his goal to last at least ten exchanges tomorrow, swallowing his pride to learn as much as he could.
 
  
 
 Since the Natal Palace was supposed to help with Chi manipulations, perhaps Baledagh could use it to learn the basic Chi skills, especially the ones which required precise timing like Amplification or Deflection. It wasn’t easy for Brother and him to coordinate in the heat of battle, and if Baledagh could handle it on his own, it would free up brother to better support him with things like Lightening and Reinforcement. Though it wouldn’t help them in tomorrow’s match, he needed to work hard towards a better future.
 
  
 
 Like Qing-Qing always did.
 
  
 
 Smiling, he watched the autumn hues slip by as Mafu carried them away, imagining he held her in his arms. She would have fit in well at the Wall even without his help, finding herself work in the cooking tents, or the seamstress huts, or wherever she pleased. A gentle soul wrapped around an unyielding core, she never gave in to despair throughout her troubled life, always looking forward with a smile on her face. She wouldn’t have comforted him over his losses like Mei Lin, or pretended they never happened like Li Song, or overlooked his feelings in her joy like Sumila. No, Qing-Qing would have laughed at him for sulking like a petulant child, before running off to cook up a feast and telling him to put on weight before trying again.
 
  
 
 Blinking back a tear, he realized this was the first time he’d thought of her without feeling like he’d been kicked by a horse in the gut. Oddly enough, he was sad to find her death hurting less as time passed, the pain all he had left of her. Taking a deep breath, he held it until his lungs burned with exertion, staring up at the endless azure sky. Exhaling slowly, he felt the misery and anguish slipping away, though not entirely. Things weren’t so easy, but at least he’d stopped clutching to her memory like a blanket, shrouding himself in unhappiness just to keep from feeling empty. She was an optimistic dreamer, idealistic and cheerful, and though she didn’t love him, she wouldn’t be happy to learn she was the source of Baledagh’s misery.
 
  
 
 Wherever you are Qing-Qing, I hope you are well. Thank you for saving my life. I will do my best to live it well.
 
  
 
 Goodbye.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Accepting a towel and water-skin from sweet Lin, I wipe the sweat from my face and drink deep, taking a break from setting up gers. “Thank you wifey,” I say with a smile, receiving a hug in return. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
 
  
 
 Giggling into my chest, Lin squeezes my chest with all her strength. “Look who's feeling better. You were so gloomy on the ride here, I missed my happy, smiling, hubby.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry to make you worry.” At least she didn’t notice I was an entirely different person. Leaving Baledagh unsupervised is always a risk, but I was too excited about practising to think clearly. Whatever, he needs to be out and about without me hovering over his shoulder all the time, there’s a lot to be said about going for a ride and getting away from your thoughts. Today’s defeats were a big shock to him. With all his new Insights into the Forms, he thought they’d be a walk in the park, but there’s a big difference between Performing the Forms and using them in a real fight. Theoretically, Baledagh’s Martial skills are on par with Song and Zian but his lack of experience and forethought are a massive handicap. I’ve helped him compensate for poor decisions in the past but it’s time to take off the training wheels and let him scrape his knees a few times.
 
  
 
 What better place than in private spars with a dude who hates us?
 
  
 
 I’ll be honest, Baledagh showed us a spectacular crash and burn. I kinda wish he hadn’t lost to Zian in a single exchange, the snobby bastard will be insufferable from now on. It would’ve been nice to take him down a peg or twelve and see that arrogant twit lose three times in a row, the man has far too much confidence as it is. Oh well, chalk it up as a learning experience and move on. Baledagh’s taking it much better than expected, with only minimal whining and sulking. Hell, he’s already back at it, practising his Forms inside our Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 I gotta say, our Natal Palace is pretty handy. Not only does it allow me to practice manipulating my Chi without wasting it, since all the use is internalized, it even helps me ‘see’ how my Chi is spent. Though I can always feel it, it’s not the same as seeing. For example, I’d always pictured Honing as smooth, circular chain of Chi moving around the edge of my blades, but seeing it in action inside our Natal Palace showed me just how uneven and bumpy my Chi really was. Smoothing it out will make me more efficient and probably make my slashes feel smoother, with less jarring when I cut through bone and metal. Even better news is I think I’ve figured out why I only succeed with 1 out of 3 times with Amplification. It has to do with direction and focus. I have none. When my Chi ‘explodes’, the force shoots off in every direction when I should instead funnel it in one direction. My ‘success’ happens when my timing is right and the bulk of the force just happens to coincide with the direction of my strike. Now that I know, so long as I get the timing right and direct the Amplification properly, I should be able to up my success rate closer to 70-80 percent.
 
  
 
 Now, I’m sure someone could have told me these things, but without seeing which parts of my Chi are dissipating into nothingness, I would never have known exactly what I was doing wrong. The Natal Palace is like a self-diagnostic tool and practice area all rolled into one, though there’s more to it than that. When I’m capable of more complex functions of Chi, I’ll be using my Natal Palace to mould the Chi before unleashing it into the world. When Tenjin wants to light his finger, then all he needs to do is visualize it, supply the Chi, and his digits are nice and toasty. If he wants the flame to detach from him in the form a bird and have it make a circuit through the air, then there are a few more steps than ‘visualize’ it.
 
  
 
 Heavenly Energy is all around us, invisible and intangible like the air we breathe. Through meditation and the state of Balance, we harness the Heavenly Energy and convert it into Chi. By definition, Chi is no longer Chi once it leaves our bodies, becoming Heavenly Energy once again. Therefore, in order to manipulate Chi outside our bodies, we’re forced to create Constructs, essentially a list of instructions to carry out before turning back into Heavenly Energy. Since Chi doesn’t exactly understand words, trial and error is the only way to figure out how to make Chi do what we want it to do. A Natal Palace is necessary if you want to get enough practice in without stopping to replenish your Chi every hour.
 
  
 
 There are other rules in place, but it’s so far above my head there’s no point worrying about it. For now, I’m working on getting my Chi to exist outside my ‘body’ before coming back inside. Like blowing a bubble, except instead of using gum, I’m using Chi.
 
  
 
 No success yet, but it’s my first day. Talent means nothing. Hard work is everything.
 
  
 
 Taking a moment to cuddle with Lin, we watch a group of kids playing with Aurie, the cubs, and the pups. Their laughter is a balm for the soul and I’m not the only one who enjoys it. Parents, caretakers, and people passing by all have smiles on their faces, the joy of children a wonderful thing to behold, especially in these dark times. Losing the Western Province has everyone in a foul mood and for good reason. Their faith has been tested, the insurmountable Walls breached and the Western Province lost. Though news of how close the Northern Wall came to disaster was suppressed, it’s easy to wonder and figure out what would’ve happened if it did.
 
  
 
 So yea, hearing children laugh and play is a welcome change from all the social unrest and crippling anxiety they must be feeling. Hell, if it wasn’t for this school of mine, many of them wouldn’t even have food to eat.
 
  
 
 Having watched long enough, I give Lin one last hug and clap Pran on the back while aiming a kick at the sitting Viyan and Birca. “Enough lollygagging, get back to work.” It’s good to see familiar faces again, but the pair of degenerate gamblers have changed little in my absence, only slightly more tanned than I last saw them. Pran and Saluk are dutiful as ever, knuckling their foreheads and shouting “Yes boss,” before grabbing a massive crate each.
 
  
 
 “Is good thing, school,” Saluk says, grinning as he effortlessly lifts a box heavier than I can drag.
 
 


 
 “Boss is good man,” Pran replies, nodding to no one in particular. “If there is school when Pran and Saluk young, then no bad times.” Pran’s Common is better than Saluk’s but not by much.
 
  
 
 They must’ve had it rough as children, most half-beasts do. “Where are you from? I’ve never met anyone else with an accent like yours.”
 
  
 
 Saluk smiles sheepishly and answers, “Sanshu.”
 
  
 
 Seeing my confusion, Pran adds, “Pran and Saluk very tiny when Mama die. Village no want Pran and Saluk, so we go to city, yes? Guards no let us in, no coin, no skill, no worth. Live outside many winters.”
 
  
 
 “Only Pran and Saluk,” Saluk continues, a wistful look on his face. “Bad times.”
 
  
 
 Damn. Trying to brighten the mood, I ask, “So what brought you to the army?”
 
  
 
 Smiling, Pran answers, “Pran and Saluk kill bad man and friends, take club and boots.”
 
  
 
 “Very shiny and purple, good club,” Saluk adds.
 
  
 
 “Pran and Saluk go to trade dead man’s things, need bandage and herb for cuts. Guards see club and surround Pran and Saluk, ask where we get. Bring guards to see bad man.” Shrugging, Pran concludes his tale with, “Next day, is soldier. Is good life. Have food and bed, meet Bulat and Ravil, then meet Boss. Good, good, good.” Humming in a rich baritone, the two brothers stride off with their boxes and get back to work, leaving me, Viyan, and Birca staring at one another in shock.
 
  
 
 Without any training, Pran and Saluk killed a bandit with a Spiritual Weapon and were forcibly enlisted in the army. I’ll bet everything I own their bounty money was pocketed by the guards too. Shaking my head, I ask, “What about you two? How’d you join the army?” Maybe they've also got some noble backstory I can feel good about.
 
  
 
 “Got caught filchin’ a noble’s coin-purse,” Viyan answers with a shrug, unrepentant and unashamed. “He wasn’t a horrible sort, gave me a choice: lose my hands or join the army.”
 
  
 
 Dammit. “And you?” I ask Birca, almost afraid to hear the answer. Out of all my former soldiers, I’d say Ravil is the most intimidating. Next would be Birca, a man with the face of a gorilla and the manners to boot.
 
  
 
 “Tale as old as any. I fell in love and slept with a merchant’s daughter,” he answers, giving me a roguish wink, so at odds with his rough, villainous look. “Got caught and the family claimed I raped her to save face, so it was the rope fer me. Luckily, my girl pleaded with her daddy and he wasn’t a soulless bastard. She married the man of his choice and in return, he greased a few palms so I’d get sent to the army. Looked her up last time I was in the city. She looked happy. Husband seemed like a good enough sort. Dressed in fine silks and eating good food, it was better’n anything I could give her. They had a kid, too old to be his if ye know what I mean, so there’s that.”
 
  
 
 Silva marches by with a coil of rope, pretending to work as he says, “He’s a fucking liar, ain’t a woman alive who’d sleep with his ugly ass without gettin’ paid first. Hell, ye can’t even go whoring with him cause the ladies raise their prices every time he shows up. Me ‘n him joined for the same reason, because we’re idiots with more courage than sense. Join the army, be a hero, that sort of nonsense, and we bought it.”
 
  
 
 Embarrassed to be caught lying, Birca scurries away, cursing Silva as they go. Shaking my head, I return to work putting together another ger. Whatever, they’re a bunch of idiots, crooks, and scoundrels, but they’re my idiots, crooks, and scoundrels. Along with Rustram, Bulat, and Ravil, they’re the only survivors of my original cripples and I intend to treat them right. Pran and Saluk are at the top of the list for Spiritual Weapons, but those other three have promise.
 
  
 
 Hell, compared to a lot of my new retinue, they’re downright elites.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Well... there’s a depressing thought.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Stepping back, Mila placed her hands on her hips and surveyed her work. “Perfect,” she declared, giving Jester Wang a congratulatory thump on the shoulder. “Now you’re effectively unrecognizable, so all we have to do now is pick out a new name and we’re good to go.”
 
  
 
 His head swaddled in bandages, the one-time Butcher Bay Bandit winced and nodded with less enthusiasm than Mila expected. “Err... Thank you kindly Lady Sumila,” he said, voice muffled from the wrappings. “But it’s a mite hard to breathe, on account of me nose and mouth being covered so tightly.”
 
  
 
 Men, always complaining about the smallest things. “Deal with it,” she answered, waving away his concerns and tossing him the remaining bandages. “We can’t risk anyone recognizing you. You’re not the most famous bandit around but Zian and his retinue know you by sight.” Stupid Rain, why would he declare Jester Wang dead and then bring him here only a few weeks later? It was the height of foolishness.
 
  
 
 “So am I supposed to wrap me face every day now? Won’t people notice after a few weeks?”
 
  
 
 Ugh, so bothersome. Why was she left to clean up Rain’s mess? No one else seemed to care, waving away her concerns like they didn’t matter and telling her not to worry. “Make up an excuse. Maybe you swore an Oath to never uncover your face until you avenge your family, or you caught an exotic disease and your flesh is rotting off.” Glancing at Song for help, she found her new sister’s concentration wholly focused on her own matters and caring nothing for Mila’s troubles.
 
  
 
 Ah, what a difference a week makes. Before, Song almost never strayed from Mila’s side and then only if ordered, but ever since becoming real sisters, it was like Song couldn’t get far enough away. Every morning she’d run off to sit in the courtyard by herself, finding excuses to avoid Mila like going to the market with Lin. She even said there was no need to wrap Jester Wang’s face in bandages, essentially telling Mila she was wasting her time. What happened to the devoted and dutiful Li Song, always happy to play a game of chess or brush Mila’s hair?
 
  
 
 It’s not that she begrudged Song’s newfound independence, but she’d just gotten used to the cat-girl’s constant presence only to have her up and disappear for hours at a time. With Rain barely paying attention to her, she was left feeling neglected and unwanted waking up alone without Song or Sarankho there to greet her. If it weren’t for today’s spars and Rain asking for help on this errand, who knows if either of them would have the time to spare to keep Mila company.
 
  
 
 Then again, it’s not like Rain was even spending time with her, too busy cuddling with Lin and putting together his little huts. It was for a good cause but he could at least spare the time to give her a smile or hold her hand or something. Was he mad because she beat him in today’s spar? It was his fault for leaving himself wide open, was she supposed to go easy on him because of his frail ego? Okay, so maybe she'd been too excited and hit him a tad harder than she should have, but she was so happy about finally beating Zian she forgot herself. Yes, Mama told her to take advantage of the matches to improve her martial skills, but just for today, she abandoned all restraint and went all out, only using five exchanges to defeat three opponents.
 
  
 
 So satisfying. What number one talents in the North? Pei.
 
  
 
 Grumbling inwardly, Mila watched as Song knelt at the door of the newly-erected ger to block Jimjam’s escape, the unhappy wildcat yowling up a storm as he rolled about the floor, unsuccessfully trying to dislodge his new cap. The largest of the wildcats, he was also the most feral, barely willing to tolerate a scarf around his neck much less an entire outfit. Song was nothing but patient, waiting in silence with her arms outstretched, inviting Jimjam in for a hug so she could dress him in his darling silk vest. Sweet Sarankho sat beside her, rubbing her head against Song’s shoulder while proudly displaying her lovely new outfit, a red and black cap with matching floral silk dress, complete with a neat ribbon bow on her back.
 
  
 
 So adorable.
 
  
 
 “Lady Sumila, I hate to complain but I’m gettin’ a little light-headed. I think mebbe the bandages are cuttin’ off the blood to me head and-”
 
  
 
 “Don’t touch them,” she snapped, irritated at the interruption. “If you don’t want to wear the bandages then we can go with my first suggestion. I’m more than happy to beat you till your head swells up like a pig.” Honestly, a few minor discomforts and he whines like a petulant child, what sort of fearsome bandit was he? “You decide on a new name yet? If not, I’ll be happy to name you Wang Ba Dan.” It was a little vulgar to insult his parentage, but her patience for the whiny bandit was wearing thin.
 
  
 
 “No, mercy please Lady Sumila. I’ll think of something meself, promise I will.”
 
  
 
 A knock came at the door and Rain’s voice sounded out. “Hey, I finished up and brought Aurie like you asked.” Keeping a careful eye on Jimjam, Song opened the door behind her and Rain slipped in, Lin and Aurie close on his heels. Gasping in shock, Rain knelt down and hugged Sarankho, cooing with delight. “Too cute! I love it. Who’s a pretty kitty? You are, yes you.” Glancing at Jester Wang, Rain raised an eyebrow and asked, “What the hell’s with all the bandages? You look ridiculous, take them off.” Without even saying a word to Mila, he returned to cuddling Sarankho and laughing as Song dressed Aurie in his new clothes.
 
  
 
 Maybe it was Rain ignoring her and dismissing her hard work out of hand, or maybe it was because Rain and Song looked like a perfect, beautiful couple, but something inside Mila broke. Instead of flaring up as she normally would, she swallowed her anger and glanced away, lamenting her poor fate. Stupid Rain, she was a fool to ever dream of having him come avenge her, losing to the arrogant jerk in record time. Well, if Rain didn’t care about anyone recognizing Jester Wang, then he could suffer the consequences himself.
 
  
 
 Overlooking her foul mood, Rain asked, “Did you finish making what we needed?”
 
  
 
 “Yes,” Song replied, leaving Mila wondering when they’d had the time to chat. Probably in the mornings when he swung by to visit Bataar, this lovely couple sharing words while Mila slept in her room. Who knew what else they shared? Hmph, she saw how Rain looked at Song during the spar, all wide-eyed and flustered by her beauty, suffering greatly for his distraction. He never looked at Mila like that, a terrible lecher and philanderer, never happy with what he had.
 
  
 
 Turning to glare at Rain, her efforts continued to go unnoticed as he studied Jester Wang’s uncovered face. “Not bad,” he murmured, pulling out a jar of ointment from Song’s leather bag, the same stuff she used on her hair. “Here, massage this into the rat’s nest you call a beard. I know I told you to grow it out, but would it kill you to run a comb through it every now and then?”
 
  
 
 “Sorry boss,” Jester Wang replied with a shrug, slathering a generous amount into his tangled beard. “Ain’t much call fer looking sharp in my line of work.”
 
  
 
 “Former line of work,” Rain corrected, pulling out three more jars. “Things have changed. When you’re done, spread this on your skin. Keep both jars, use them every day, and let me know when you’re running low.” Tossing a conical, straw hat to the side, he added, “Wear it when you go out. You’re too tanned and leathery, this’ll whiten your skin and maybe even get rid of those wrinkles. I can never tell the age of Martial Practitioners. You look old enough to be forty, so you’re what... sixty years old?”
 
  
 
 “Err... I’m twenty-eight boss.” Jester Wang’s sheepish declaration made Mila re-evaluate her opinion of the former bandit. If this was true then his talent wasn’t half bad, his strength comparable to a career soldier of the same age, though how he looked so weathered and aged was a mystery. Years of drinking and debauchery no doubt, combined with an utter lack of hygiene and poor diet.
 
  
 
 Coughing to hide his disbelief, Rain continued with his instructions. After straightening his beard, lightening his skin, trimming and plucking his hair, removing three moles or cysts, and changing into a Sentinel’s uniform, Jester Wang looked like a whole new person. Though not the tallest man around, he still stood a head taller than Rain and more than twice as wide. With ruddy cheeks and close-cropped hair, he couldn’t be called handsome or even comely, but his dark, silky, neatly-trimmed, full-faced beard lent him an air of dignity, especially when he kept his brown eyes clear and focused. Though she’d seen the transformation take place with her own eyes, Mila could hardly believe this was the same Jester Wang and not his younger, distant, distant cousin.
 
  
 
 Ordering him to stand at attention, Rain circled the former bandit for inspection, shaking his head all the while. “You’ve got an under bite but it’ll make for good practice fixing it yourself. You’ll need to develop a whole new set of habits too. No more slouching or slumping, pretend you have a rod jammed up your ass and act appropriately. Shoulders squared, head up, and eyes forward at all times, like someone with proper training. Fix your speech too, no more ‘ye’s, ‘yer’s, ‘fer’s, ‘ain’t’s and whatnot. In fact, no more contractions, speak in proper Common from here on out. If you can’t manage it then keep your mouth shut as much as possible. Assume you have no privacy and that someone is always watching, because someone will be. If you slip up, even in your sleep, I’ll use an actual rod to help you remember.”
 
  
 
 Looking forlorn and overwhelmed, Jester Wang gave a sloppy salute and answered, “Got it boss, will do, but um... what about my name?”
 
  
 
 “What about it?”
 
  
 
 “Well, I can’t be going around callin’ meself... No, no wait, please lemme – let me start over.” Slapping his cheeks as Rain reached for a nearby bamboo cane, Jester Wang spoke slowly, enunciating each word with great care. “I can not keep using the same name, if we are trying to cover up my past.”
 
  
 
 “Why not? Does anyone actually know your real name? What is it anyways?”
 
  
 
 Straightening up, Jester Wang hesitated before breaking out into a smile. “Yer – You are right. I did not think about using my real name. Wang Bao, written ‘praise’, at your service boss.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” Pursing his lips, Rain added, “You sound ridiculous. Fine, use contractions, but sparingly. When we get back, stick close to Mister Rustram and emulate his speech patterns and mannerisms. We want everyone’s first impression of you to be ‘educated and disciplined’. This way, even if Zian looks you right in the eyes, he’ll never suspect who you really are. Hiding in plain sight is the best way to go about it, those silly bandages will only bring attention to you.”
 
  
 
 Puffing up her cheeks, Mila pelted Rain in the head with a discarded roll of ‘silly’ bandages. “Well sorry for trying to help. We’re not all accomplished liars and tricksters like you.”
 
  
 
 Unable to restrain herself, Lin burst out into a fit of giggles. “I knew it,” she gasped between titters. “Those bandages were so sloppy it had to be Mi-Mi’s work.”
 
  
 
 “Err, Wang Bao, go stow your axe with the other stuff. Keep it hidden and pretend you don’t have one until I come up with a different solution.” Once Wang Bao left, Rain ran over and wrapped his arms around Mila. Leaning in for a kiss, his lips landed behind Mila’s ear as she turned away, still mad but not mad enough to push him away. “Sorry my love,” he said, kissing her cheek. “I appreciate your hard work and efforts but I told you not to worry about it. I had it all planned out with Li Song.” Ignoring her ‘harrumph’, Rain continued, “I wanted to bring a healer to try and rearrange the bones in Wang Bao’s face, but Li Song convinced me it wasn’t necessary.”
 
  
 
 “Those with power rarely pay attention to commoners,” Song said, straightening up Jimjam’s vest as he sulked at her side. Looking dapper in his new clothes and hat, there was a murderous look in his eyes as he suffered in silence. Poor sweetling, but he was too charming in his clothes, she couldn't bear to see him without them anymore.
 
  
 
 Elbowing Rain aside, Mila sauntered over and sat with Jimjam, giving the sullen wildcat a vigorous head scratch. “You could have told me,” she grumbled, lacking any real ferocity. “Wasted my time and bandages...”
 
  
 
 Both Rain and Song apologized, the former sliding in beside her as the latter stroked her hair with a rare smile. Unwilling to be left out, Lin crawled into Mila’s lap and laid against her chest with a satisfied sigh. “This is nice,” Lin said, snuggling in. “It’s been so long since we’ve all been alone together, one happy little family.”
 
  
 
 Hesitant to get her hopes up, Mila asked, “Oh? There’s nothing else you need to take care of?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t think so,” he said, holding her tight. "The kids are playing with the pups and bears while everyone else is getting settled into their new homes. There’s still time before we leave since we don’t want to get home before the guards change shifts. It’d be bad if someone noticed we’re coming back with a whole different group of workers. That's why I asked you along, so we could spend time together. I missed you this past week.”
 
  
 
 Still uncertain, Mila leaned against him and Sent, “AND YOU'RE NOT MAD ABOUT LOSING TODAY'S SPARS?”
 
  
 
 “A little late to worry about my pride, love.” His wry tone was evident even through Sending, his smile wide and radiant. “You’ve beaten me black and blue for years now, what’s one more loss? Besides, knowing my love is so strong fills me with pride. And shame, but mostly pride.”
 
  
 
 His words put fire into her cheeks as she changed the subject, asking about his week. Soon, the four of them were all sitting together, chatting about their time apart. Rain’s description of new outfits made everyone laugh, suggesting they stitch the clothes to look like the body of a person, complete with a shirt, fake arms, and pants going over the wildcat’s front legs, all to give off the impression of a cat-headed person.
 
  
 
 Her betrothed could be absurd and frivolous at times, but he had the most wonderful ideas.
 
  
 
 Usually.
 
  
 
 Sometimes.
 
  
 
 Time passed too quickly for Mila’s tastes and they returned to the Bridge without any incidents, the guards barely giving Rain’s retinue a second glance. Once inside, they brought the wagons back to warehouses where Mama's people would unload them under the cloak of night. After sending Song and Lin away with the animals, Rain and Mila collected Diyako before making their way to Papa’s forge, where he sat in the dark, eagerly awaiting for their return. “Well?” he asked before greeting them, his good eye shining with greed. “You bring any of it lad?”
 
  
 
 “Er... yea, but only a small piece. You’ll have to wait until after dark for the rest like we planned.” Reaching into his pouch, Rain pulled out a palm-sized Spiritual Heart and handed it over.
 
  
 
 “Good, good, there’s a smart lad, giving me a taste of what I’ll be working with.” Chuckling, Papa pounded Rain on the back with too much force before snatching away the Spiritual Heart. A terrible habit, never properly gauging his prodigious strength, Mila made a note to bring it up in private. Poor Rain, the bruising wasn't too bad but what if he thought Papa didn’t like him?
 
  
 
 Unperturbed, Rain reached back into his pouch and pulled out a crumpled piece of parchment, which he unfolded for everyone to see. “I also wanted to ask a few questions about my next weapon, and brought Diyako here to offer his opinion. See, I was thinking of doing something a little different.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, I should’ve known,” Papa chuckled, shaking his head. “You never do anything proper, do you lad? All right, show me what wild notion you’ve dreamt up now.”
 
  
 
 Peering at Rain’s drawings, Mila couldn’t make heads or tails of it. It appeared to be a hollow, cylindrical polearm with a smooth, rhomboid head. She could tell from his scribbles that being hollow was important, but she couldn’t fathom why, or why he wanted a blunted head. What’s more, Rain drew an enlarged cross section showing markings down the innards as well as an odd, spring and lever contraption based in the head, though its purpose was a mystery. Glancing at Papa for his reaction, she saw the same confusion reflected in his eyes.
 
  
 
 Diyako was the first to speak up. “This that ranged weapon you were talkin’ ‘bout?”
 
  
 
 “Yep. A rifle, named for the grooves on the internal surface of the tube here, to guide the projectile into a spiral like the flights on an arrow make it spin.” Animated and excited, Rain’s voice sped up as he explained his diagram. “We can’t use anything flammable as a propellant and I couldn't figure out how to gather or store air pressure, so I was ready to give up. Then it hit me: why not use Chi? See, for this weapon, the coiled spring is the Spiritual Weapon, the rest can be made out of regular steel or iron. The spring doesn’t have to be super strong, but obviously the stronger the better. Doesn’t matter how we set the spring, a winch, a lever, we can even push it down with a stick if need be, but the trigger has to lock the spring in place and there needs to be a groove for the projectile to rest in. Then, you load the projectile, take aim, pull the trigger, Amplify the spring, and bam. Out flies the projectile at ludicrous speeds.” Stopping to rein in his excitement, Rain shrugged and said, “Or you know, that’s the theory. It means my next Spiritual Weapon is gonna be a spring, and I don’t have any way to test it before crafting, but if it can fire projectiles at speeds of five or six hundred meters per second, then that’s a decent trade off, right? I mean, you only fire arrows at what? Half those speeds? Less? Anyways, do you think it’s worth trying? Also, is it possible to unbind a Spiritual Weapon? You know... in case this doesn’t work out, long term.”
 
  
 
 After all his explanations, the only thing Mila learned was that she was looking at his weapon upside down. The rhomboid ‘head’ was actually the butt, with the actual head being the open end of the cylinder. Unsure of the answer herself, she looked to Papa for confirmation of her gut feeling.
 
  
 
 She wasn’t left waiting long.
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, Papa sighed and said, “Lad, you’re nuttier than a squirrel’s turds. You really want a spring as your next Spiritual Weapon? Be reasonable and ask for something proper, like a giant sword or something.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain’s crestfallen expression, Mila took his hand and squeezed reassuringly. “It’s a... unique idea,” she said, unwilling to lie, “but if it doesn’t work, you’re stuck with it. Giving up a Spiritual Weapon is like chopping off a limb, only this limb won’t grow back even with Taduk’s help.” Not to mention the difficulty in destroying a Spiritual Weapon. Short of throwing it into an active volcano or some other such foolishness, they were near indestructible so long as the bonded user still lived. Something to do with the flow of Heavenly Energy moving between weapon and wielder, no one was really sure why. “Since you’re back now, why don’t we spend more time practising with the bow?”
 
  
 
 Still reluctant to give up, Rain stared longingly at Mila. “Are you sure it won’t work? If you say so, then I’ll listen, but neither of you have given it any thought. Diyako and his people can make one out of regular materials to test the theory, but I wanted you two to take a look before committing time and effort.”
 
  
 
 Sighing, Mila pursed her lips and glanced at his drawings once more. “Well...” she drawled, trying to buy time. “Your Amplified spring might work, but the timing would be... difficult at best. I think... it wouldn’t be so bad, if you made the... rifle? Part of a real weapon, like an axe or two-pronged trident. Instead of only a spring, you could make most of this out a Spiritual Heart. The trigger, bullet, and the butt don’t need to be included, but nothing else should be made of mundane materials.” Struck by inspiration, Mila grabbed a fresh sheet of parchment and prepared the ink, giving time for her thoughts to form into a coherent idea. With broad strokes, she drew her thoughts on how she would forge this Spiritual Weapon. It’d be tricky, more complicated than anything she’d done before, but it was possible.
 
  
 
 Instead of crafting a hollow tube, it'd be better to use a mould to make half a cylinder. Then, she could set teeth on each side and use a spinning rod to leave a spiralled groove down the centre like Rain described. From there, it would be simplicity itself to place a coiled spring at the midpoint. The outer thickness of the tube would have to be adjusted to support an axe-blade at one end, making it difficult to leave an opening for the lever. How would she attach it? A latched hinge perhaps, to make it easier to replace the lever if it breaks. The butt would be easier, simple grooves to slide it in place was good enough. Then, she could fold the half-cylinder together and form the complete rifle, maybe holding it together with interlocking teeth. It was like Jorani’s rope weapon, technically made of a dozen long strands all attached at a single base, looking like a 12-spoke wheel when unfurled. Then, the maker coiled all 12 strands together to form a thick, flexible weapon. An Inspired piece of work, she found herself in awe of the craftsman who made it.
 
  
 
 Frowning at her drawings, Mila shook her head. She could improve upon her design, she knew she could. Maybe shorten the tube and create a hand-axe instead of a pole-axe? A piece to practice her technique before making a bigger weapon. The spring would need to be tightly clamped to keep it from distorting out of place, but not too tight to slow it down. And no interlocking teeth, too complicated. And a latch would be too flimsy, this weapon needed to be sturdy to absorb the impact of an Amplified spring. Tossing the failed drawing aside, she reached for another piece of parchment and started anew.
 
  
 
 And again.
 
  
 
 And again.
 
  
 
 And again.
 
  
 
 Forgetting everything else around her, she immersed herself into creating Rain’s vision. She knew it was possible, or at least, her gut instinct was telling her so.
 
  
 
 She just had to figure out how.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 I don’t understand what’s going on. 
 
  
 
 One second Mila’s offering her scathing opinions on my blueprints and the next she’s doodling away with a mad look in her eye, muttering indecipherable jargon beneath her breath as she litters the ground with discarded parchment. It’s kinda adorable, in a wacky, crazed scientist kinda way, though more than a little disconcerting to see in action. Did I break her with my wild, wacky idea for a spring-loaded hand-cannon?
 
  
 
 Before I can open my mouth, Husolt’s meaty hand clamps down on my shoulder and drags me away. “Keep quiet, there's a good lad,” he Sends, pulling Diyako away in the same manner. I’d be worried if it wasn’t for the giant grin on my future father-in-law’s face, looking every bit like a proud papa as he moves us out of the forge and into the streets. “Good, good, good,” he says, his voice no louder than a whisper yet teeming with praise. “That’s my girl. Eighteen years young and blessed by the Mother, she’ll outshine us all.” Barely able to contain his excitement, his arms flap about in small, repetitive movements, encouraging Mila from afar.
 
  
 
 He might be a towering, one-eyed, muscled behemoth of a man who could scare the daylights out of a grown-ass man, but Husolt is still a father first.
 
  
 
 Seeing Diyako’s confusion makes me feel better about myself, so I tug on Husolt’s sleeve and whisper, “What’s going on?”
 
  
 
 “She’s been Inspired is what’s going on lad,” he replies with a too-hard thump of my shoulder. I'm gonna be bruised in the morning, if I survive that long. “You might be two buns short of a baker’s dozen but your doodlin’ set somethin’ off in ‘er brain box, sure as shootin’.” His accent gets thicker the more excited he gets which makes it difficult to understand his odd colloquialisms. “My little girl’s in there listenin’ to Mum's nattering so best we leave them gals to gab in private. Ah lad, you’ve set in motion my darlin’ girl’s claim to fame. Ain’t every blacksmith who can be Inspired, some go a lifetime without ever hearin’ Mum's sweet whispers. I can’t even imagine what she’s gonna dream up now...”
 
  
 
 Inspired huh? “Is it something like Insight?”
 
  
 
  My question earns me a nod as Husolt swells with pride. “Close enough, but Mum ain’t tellin her what to do, she's just helpin’ her along, giving her the tools and information she needs to create a masterwork weapon based on your mule-brained idea. Mila ain’t just scribblin’ away, she’s mentally forging each one of those weapons, learnin’ and improvin’ as she goes. Even if she can't turn your silly notion into a real weapon, she’ll be a better blacksmith for it.”
 
  
 
 I gotta say, his dismissive attitude regarding my rifle really hurts. Then again, I wanted a coiled spring as my next Spiritual Weapon, so maybe I deserve a little ribbing. “Oh, so it’s like a Natal Palace for forging. Cool.”
 
  
 
 Curiosity and surprise flash across his face as he studies me carefully before Sending, “You’ve formed your Natal Palace?” At my nod, he snorts out with his donkey laugh, thumping me even harder than before. “Well ain’t that somethin’, my girl sure knows how to pick em. You're dumber than a bag of sand, but you got talent, no two ways about it.” After catching his breath, he continues his explanation. “Close enough comparison, but this ain’t permanent. They say it only happens when you catch the Mother’s attention, since only She can provide what’s needed. See, She knows Her bounty is limited, so there ain’t much call for trial and error when forging Spiritual Weapons. One mistake and you’ve ruined your near priceless materials, so most blacksmiths’ll keep to tried and true methods, with no innovation or improvement. Like your sword and shield, I hammered em out in a handful of hours, bog standard work, nothin’ fancy about it. Then there’s Inspired work, like my shield you gave to Adujan, some of my best work yet. Ah, you’re a daft fool for lettin’ fertile waters flow into another man’s fields...” His voice is tinged with remorse as he falls silent, but I don’t see what the fuss is all about. First of all, it’s a six-pointed shield, what’s so Inspired about it? Besides, what was I supposed to do, ask her to abandon her dreams to be my friend and maybe third wife? 
 
  
 
 Knowing better than to speak, I send Diyako home and settle in to wait. Within minutes, a squad of Sentinels arrive and barricade the roads, redirecting all traffic around the forge to ensure Mila is left undisturbed. Akanai arrives shortly after and rushes into Husolt’s embrace, my shoulder mercifully spared after twenty minutes of heavy thumping and pained gripping. Like father, like daughter, neither of them know how to control their strength.
 
  
 
 After Husolt fills her in on the details, Akanai shoos me away. “There’s nothing you can do here. I will send word if the situation changes, return and rest. You’re nothing but skin and bones, hardly an inspiring sight. Before you came along, I’d never have thought there was such a thing as working too hard. Use this time to decide what you will buy for my daughter’s betrothal gift, be sure it is worthy of her talents.”
 
  
 
 “Ah, right, slipped my mind,” Husolt interjects. “I found a plot of land like you asked for. Two streets over, close but not too close.” Pulling out a scroll, he tosses it into my hands. “You thinkin’ of building my girl a forge? It ain’t too creative, but it ain’t a bad idea either.”
 
  
 
 “Better,” I answer with a grin. “I’m letting Mila design her own forge. She’ll have the last say on everything from the roof tiles to the nails, with nothing but the best materials to choose from. She only needs to wave her hand and the finest craftsmen will jump to do her bidding, creating the work space of her dreams.”
 
  
 
 Akanai frowns in disapproval but Husolt snorts with laughter. “Ah, you know her well enough. Never happier than when she’s bossing someone around and tellin’ em what they’re doin’ wrong.” Kissing Akanai’s cheek, he adds, “She truly is your daughter, old wife.”
 
  
 
 His comment earns him a hard elbow to the sternum and I say my farewells before I’m caught up in one of their legendary arguments. Bringing Atir with me so she doesn’t have to sleep outside, I head home and find my family waiting up, with Lin and all their respective quins and pets. With four adults, two children, six fully grown quins, three quin pups, two bear cubs, two wildcats and twenty birds, calling it cramped is an understatement.
 
  
 
 Getting all the greetings out of the way, I find myself a spot to sit, with Mafu’s flab coiled around me. Handing me a warm bowl of stew, a plate of meat buns, and a pot of fragrant butter tea, Alsantset rolls her eyes and says, “You know, there’s plenty of room in the stables for all these quins. Or you could let them dig a burrow nearby, they’re more than hardy enough to survive the winter.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll think about it for next year,” I lie, intent on keeping all my fluffies close by. Maybe Alsantset can bear letting Suret and Pafu sleep out in the cold, but I can’t treat my guardian quins like that. I’ve lost count of the number of times they saved my life while out hunting, whether it be by distracting a terror bird at the risk of their lives or leading me home while I’m lost in the forest. Sharing my living space with them is a small price to pay, though the moment I can get my hands on materials, I’m gonna build me a giant mansion.
 
  
 
 I’m rich, I should indulge a little.
 
  
 
 Fending off a bevy of hungry, juvenile animals, I eat a second dinner surrounded by my loved ones while sharing news of Mila’s good fortune. Bulking up is harder than expected, though running sixty kilometres a day probably wasn’t helping, even if I was taking it easy. The night passes in relative peace and quiet, Tali’s proclamation to become a chef met with smiles and support, though Tate scowls and vows to redouble his efforts in order to become strong enough to protect his sister. With Alsantset Mentoring Tate and Charok Mentoring Tali, their happy little family is more perfect than ever, two loving parents with two sweet, adorable children.
 
  
 
 My heart twinges in doubt as I consider the future, impatient to get on with my life. I’m ready to start a family of my own, but Mila and Lin are so young. They have their whole lives ahead of them, is it selfish of me to insist on starting a family as soon as possible? Mila is busy working towards her goals of becoming a hero of the Empire and Divine Blacksmith, while Lin is still in her youthful adolescence, her callow immaturity a part of her charm but a major downside when it comes to raising children. I don’t think either of them are ready for a family, and even if they were, the People’s traditions don’t allow for adoption before the age of twenty five. There’s still a week and a half before I’m nineteen, longer if you go by the Empire’s custom where everyone turns a year older at the lunar new year in spring. Do I really have to wait six or seven more years before starting a family?
 
  
 
 “Whatcha thinking about hubby?” Lin’s big brown eyes melt away my worries as she nuzzles against my shoulder. “Did you eat too much? Should we leave so you can...?”
 
  
 
 “No, I don’t have to poop.” Well, that’s not true but I prefer to hold it in until morning, the lack of indoor plumbing really is the worst. Kissing her temple, I hold her close and sigh in contentment. “Just thinking about how lucky I am.” I really am. So what if I have to wait a little longer? It’s no big deal. I should stop with all the angst but it’s not entirely under my control. These damned hormones are driving me nuts.
 
  
 
 Besides, I should figure out this whole dual souls thing first. Chances are, Baledagh will be keeping this body, since I'm pretty sure I'm the foreign intruder.
 
  
 
 Falling asleep in their papa’s arms, Tali and Tate look like little white-haired angels, their chubby red cheeks just begging to be pinched. Carrying them to bed, Charok heads home while Alsantset hangs back, hesitant to speak up. Sending Lin to ready her quins, I turn to my sister and smile. “He’s doing better,” I say without prompting, knowing she's too proud to ask about her father. “He ate every scrap of food I brought him this morning and even took the time to guide my progress on the Martial Path.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good,” Alsantset mumbles, glancing away as she clenches her fists.
 
  
 
 She’s so conflicted, the poor girl. “Are you angry at me? For giving him hope?”
 
  
 
 “False hope.” Her accusation is barely more than a whisper, sorrow threatening to overwhelm her. “Mama’s body lies empty, her soul long returned to the Mother. Papa should let her die with dignity, why can’t you understand?”
 
  
 
 “Maybe you’re right, but I can’t give up without trying.”
 
  
 
 “You think I don’t wish to believe otherwise? That I don’t want my mama back alive and well?” A tear slips out as she glares at me, barely able to contain herself. “I love her but she is gone. Your Teacher says it is so. Who are you to say otherwise?”
 
  
 
 “Merely a stubborn, foolish dreamer who doesn’t know when to quit.” Giving my grieving sister a hug, she trembles in my grasp like I trembled in hers the first time we met. “What I know about Healing couldn’t fill a thimble and I know even less about souls, but I know that so long as Sarnai draws breath, Baatar will never give up. Maybe she never wakes up or maybe she opens her eyes tomorrow, who knows? What I do know is that Baatar needs our support. Despite the ears, he’s not a lone wolf beholden to no one. He needs family to help him through these dark times, and though I’m doing what I can, I’m not family. He needs his daughter. He needs you.”
 
  
 
 With a half-laugh and half-sob, the last of Alsantset’s barriers break down. Crying into my shoulder, it’s several minutes before she composes herself, smoothing out my jacket before wiping away her tears. “You’re wrong,” she declares with a sad smile. “You are his son as much as I am his daughter.” Patting my cheek, she adds, “Tomorrow morning, I’ll cook breakfast and we’ll visit him together.”
 
  
 
 Far from inspiring, something about the way she says it invokes a sense of dread and finality. Switching with Baledagh, he reports a handful of Spectres harassing my sister and Devours them before returning control. Fucking hell, they weren’t there a week ago... am I gonna have to inspect everyone again? “Sister,” I say, wondering how to delicately phrase this next bit. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret, okay?” Brilliant, subtle, ingenious. Idiot.
 
  
 
 At least I didn’t say, ‘like poisoning your comatose mother in a misguided effort to help your father grieve’.
 
  
 
 Freezing in place, my strong, confident sister cringes like a child. “Is it so obvious?” she whispers, too unable to meet my gaze. “You must think me a horrible person.”
 
  
 
 Giving her another hug, I shake my head. “Never. I get it, you don’t dare hope she might live because losing her once was hard enough.” And so do the Spectres. Would it make things better or worse if I told her about their existence? “You’d never have gone through with it, but grief makes everyone a little crazy.”
 
  
 
 “You think so?”
 
  
 
 “I know so. It was just a dark thought in a time of weakness. You're too strong for this, as the daughter of Baatar and Sarnai should be.” Gently leading my shaken and vulnerable sister home, I tell Charok everything through Sending while having Baledagh check everyone else for Spectres. Spiritual Herpes is an apt moniker, who knows when the next break out will occur? Leaving Alsantset in Charok’s capable hands, I escort Lin back to Taduk’s suite and share a word with my exhausted Teacher, picking his brains on possible solutions for Sarnai’s condition to no success. It’s well past midnight when I return home to a ger full of snoring animals, mentally and physically exhausted from my first day of rest.
 
  
 
 Breakfast and training with Baatar, sparring with Zian, a clandestine operation to collect my retinue and stolen Spiritual Hearts, seeing Mila gain an Insight, and dissuading my sister from committing matricide at the behest of malevolent Spectres. If I have many more ‘relaxing’ days of rest like today, I might just keel over and die from the stress.
 
  
 
 My eyes close for what feels like a split second before opening them once more, the sound of horns and bells interrupting my long awaited rest. “DEFILED ATTACK!” yells the herald, his voice booming as if he were in the room. Sighing, I sit up and stretch my aching back, suffering the repercussions of sleeping fully clothed in a pile of quins. 
 
  
 
 There is no rest for the weary.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Coughing into his handkerchief, Shing Du Yi sat bundled in his blankets and waited for the reports to arrive. Not like he had any other choice, his days of gallivanting about were long past him, his bones unable to handle the chill autumn air. There was nothing wrong with him aside from having a ninety eight year old body, and while a healer might ease his aches, even if he were inclined to seek their aid, there were better uses of a Healer’s efforts. Like nursing the battered Nian Zu back to health. Unlike himself, Nian Zu could still make a difference.
 
  
 
 Had Du Yi devoted more time to meditation in his youth, perhaps he might have eked out another twenty years, but as things stood, every morning he woke breathing was a pleasant surprise.
 
  
 
 Who would have thought there’d come a day when he missed those foul teas brewed by his daughter? In a mere seven months, his health deteriorated to a point where he no longer accepted audiences with his Lieutenant Marshals, keeping his condition a secret. Others might suspect but without proof, there would be no action. Once word of his imminent demise got out, his enemies would undoubtedly strike against Yuzhen without fear of reprisal, as who would bother paying debts to a man laying at death’s door? Though his daughter had performed phenomenally during her foray in Sanshu, seizing all of the city's wealth for the province, it only made her death all the more tantalizing to his enemies. Situ Jia Ying had withdrawn from the fray, undone by her brother’s blunder here at the Wall, but there were others lurking in the shadows, his clansmen first among them. Flocks of vultures circling his position, each waiting for him to die before divvying up his title and wealth. None dared make the first move, all hoping to be the fisherman who benefits whilst the Sandpiper and clam tussle.
 
  
 
 Giving Yuzhen his title as Marshal of the North was akin to hanging a target on her back, but who else could he trust to succeed his position? Now more than ever, the North needed an unrestricted and incorruptible Marshal to keep its people safe. At least she’d drawn the Bekhai to her side, though her methods left much to be desired. Gerel seemed like a fine, upstanding young warrior, but he was so humourless and cold, hardly a man to spoil and cherish his wife. Would he treat Yuzhen well or was she merely the means to an end? Ah, so troublesome, every father hoped his daughter would become a phoenix, but it was merely raising her for another to come snatch her away.
 
  
 
 As if summoned by the thought of him, Gerel entered the room and handed him a sheaf of papers for inspection. The young man was dutiful to his future father-in-law, Du Yi gave him that. Unable to make out the words, he broke the seals one by one and had Gerel Send the contents to him. Though technically a crime since Gerel lacked the ranking to read these reports, it was hard enough finding a literate servant he could trust, much less one who could Send. It made him appreciate Falling Rain’s efforts to start a school and educate the masses, but Du Yi feared things would not go as smoothly as the boy hoped. The sheer cost of feeding so many mouths would beggar all but the wealthiest nobles, and though the boy amassed a considerable fortune from robbing the Council, it wouldn’t last the winter if not for Du Yi supplementing the boy from his own pocket. Rain's heart was bigger than his wallet, not a terrible flaw, but something to be noted for future use.
 
  
 
 Bah, his mind was drifting again, so bothersome. Refocusing on the task at hand, he asked Gerel to start from the beginning. This latest attack on the Wall went well for the Empire, an overwhelming victory by any measure. A slaughter in fact, with the Defiled charging forward in droves and rushing to their deaths. Senseless and illogical, with none of the clever machinations he’d come to expect from their fearsome foe. Only a few thousand deaths comprised mostly of the old and feeble. Probably thinning the pack for the coming winter, but it could also be a probing force, though Du Yi doubted it. It seems like the Enemy had retreated, leaving the North in peace after months of endless fighting. 
 
  
 
 To the best of his knowledge, their canny foe had withdrawn the moment the Defiled broke through the West, which further proved the Enemy had a means of long-distance communication. Oh if only he could do the same, he’d give those idiots in Central and East a piece of his mind for abandoning the West without even pretending to care about the millions of lives lost. Not a single citizen in the empire would rest easy knowing the Emperor cared little for their fate, and with winter soon upon them, unrest would fester as bodies laid idle and hunger gnawed at bellies. Worse, now Central was left wide open to the Defiled hordes. There were no convenient choke points between West and Central, the wide plains and open sea routes giving the Enemy plenty of avenues of attack. How long before the Defiled horde marched upon the Central province, cutting off North, South, and East in one fell swoop? Perhaps the Defiled hordes only retreated from the Southern and Northern Walls to march west and join their brethren, gathering together for one concentrated push into the heart of the Empire.
 
  
 
 At least the North was well guarded, with only the points of access at the Wall, the Society, and the North-West passage, but they lacked the population to hold all three points.
 
  
 
 Settling back in his chair, Du Yi sighed and sent Gerel away before ordering his manservant to pen two messages, one for his daughter and one for the Justicar. Victory or defeat, whatever lay in store for the Empire, it wasn’t his fight, not anymore. The North would need to be unified, which meant the sooner Yuzhen took office, the sooner she could consolidate her base of power. The fate of the Empire laid in the hands of the next generation, in the hands of veterans like Baatar and Han BoHai, or younger heroes like Gerel and Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 All he could do now was get out of the way.
 
  
 
 Staring at the letter in his hands, Shing Du Yi did his best to verify its contents, making sure every character was in place. The words pierced his soul one by one and soon, tears clouded his vision and forced him to stop. How had things come to this? Why did they refuse to listen to reason, leaving him no option but to resort to such extreme measures? With a regretful sigh, he stamped and sealed the confession to his part in the death of a visiting Imperial Prince. It had all been a tragic accident involving too much alcohol and with no one to blame. He’d only known about it after the fact, playing a small part in the cover up, but it didn’t matter one whit. Once he placed this confession in the hands of the Justicar, it meant the death of his entire clan for the crime of regicide.
 
  
 
 Himself included.
 
  
 
 But not Yuzhen, a half-beast who shared no blood relation. Even better, the Imperial Prince’s death predated Yuzhen’s birth, so there was nothing to worry about. Nian Zu and the Bekhai would see her safe, and even the Emperor himself had no say in who would become Marshal of the North. So long as Yuzhen did as he taught her, all would be well.
 
  
 
 His clan could only blame themselves. Did they truly believe he wouldn’t do everything he could to protect his daughter from their assassins? Short-sighted fools, was there any father in the world unwilling to die for his daughter? An example must be made if Yuzhen was to take power without fear of reprisal. Only then would the others understand Du Yi’s threats were not idly made. If need be, he could bring every faction in the North crashing to its knees, but what good would it do him? The North needed them alive and well, not crippled and broken. Thus, to show his determination, he would ruthlessly eradicate his own flesh and blood, wiping his nine familial relations from existence. Only then would the others understand the depths of his conviction. Yuzhen would be Marshal of the North, or they would burn in the Father’s Maw alongside him.
 
  
 
 Such is a father’s duty, to give his daughter the best chance he could offer.
 
  
 
 No matter the cost.
 
  
 
 A shame he wouldn’t get to see her in a wedding dress. A damn shame.
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 Glancing up from her latest calculations, Mila sighed and tossed the diagram aside to join the other failures. It still wasn’t right. How many iterations did this make now? The tenth? The hundredth? Shoulders sore and eyes tired, she wavered between stretching her arms or rubbing her eyes first and opted for the unsatisfactory compromise of doing both at once. Belly rumbling in protest, she wrinkled her nose and shuffled her diagrams about, hoping there was a plate with food hidden somewhere beneath the myriad of scattered parchments. An embarrassing dilemma, too hungry to sleep but too tired to go out in search of food, what was she to do?
 
  
 
 A knock came at the door followed by Rain’s cautious inquiry. “Mila my love? May I come in?” Though she tried to respond, it seemed like there was a disconnect between her mind and her mouth as no sound emitted from her dry, parched throat. In fact, now that she thought about it, she wasn’t sure if she even opened her mouth, too drained from her efforts to make Rain’s vision a reality.
 
  
 
 That damned idiot with his nonsensical, infuriating ideas, gorgeous amber eyes, and crooked, heart-melting grin would be the death of her.
 
  
 
 After loudly announcing his intentions to enter, Rain cracked open the door and peered in, taking his sweet time as he surveyed the area. Seeing her stare, he flinched and disappeared from sight before reappearing after a short pause with eyebrows raised in surprise. “Oh good,” he said, forcing a smile as he stepped into the forge. “You’re... uhh... Hello my love. I brought breakfast.”
 
  
 
 Simpering at her beloved betrothed, Mila tried to thank him but words failed her. Carefully clearing a space on the desk, Rain presented her with a sumptuous meal of pork-bone and preserved egg congee, topped with diced peppered greens and scallions. Taking a seat beside her, he wrapped one arm around her waist while the other poured a cup of tea. Leaning against his shoulder, she closed her eyes and sighed in contentment, enjoying his tender, loving care.
 
  
 
 Hmph. It’s about time he showed up, who did this idiot think he was? Here she was slaving away for who knows how long, all to design the Spiritual Weapon he’d envisioned. It wouldn’t kill him to show some appreciation every now and then, a tiny ‘thank you for working so hard Mila’, or ‘I love you and don’t deserve you Mila’, or maybe even ‘you’re so incredible Mila, no one can compare to your brilliance’. He hadn’t even given her a betrothal gift yet, despite having found a fortune in antiques and Spiritual Hearts. Whatever, this made up for it, somewhat. Grunting, she nodded at the cup of tea and opened her mouth, waiting for him to get the hint. Chuckling, Rain brought the cup to her lips and let her sip much too slowly for her liking. Drinking greedily, she finished the cup and squeaked for more, too tired for complete words much less sentences.
 
  
 
 Kissing her temple as he refilled the cup, Rain whispered, “Silly girl, overworking yourself like this. At least you’re finally willing to eat, I was worried my cooking wasn’t to your satisfaction.” Snorting softly in reply, Mila sipped her tea and wracked her memory, trying to remember if this wasn’t his first visit. Who’d brought her meals? Was it Rain? The only people she remembered talking to were Papa, Tenjin, and the other experts she’d requested, their names long forgotten in her haze of Inspired effort. How long had it been since she started working? A day? Two?
 
  
 
 Dismissing her thoughts, she leaned further into his arms, content to lay in his embrace and be fed like a child. This was nice, enjoying her meal while he hummed a catchy little tune, the comfortable thrum of her chest filling her with warmth. Rain rarely sang but his melodies were varied and original, like nothing she’d ever heard before. Lin often made up words to go along with the tunes, little nonsense verses beloved by Tali and Tate. So darling and well-behaved, Mila adored the white-haired twins, though she didn’t know how to care for them. That was Rain’s domain, a master in the mysterious ways of the domestic arts. If it weren’t for his wandering eye, wanton behaviours, and inability to drink within his limits, he’d be a perfect husband.
 
  
 
 Even with all his flaws, Mila wouldn’t trade him for the world. She only wanted to rid him of one or two poor habits, was it too much to ask?
 
  
 
 “You keep looking at me like that and I can’t be held accountable for my actions,” Rain whispered, his hot breath brushing against her neck and sending a cold shiver down her spine. “My lovely Mila, so helpless and vulnerable, how am I to resist?” Another kiss followed as her cheeks heated up, both scared and excited by his suggestive tone. He wouldn’t, would he? Not here in Papa’s forge and certainly not like this. When was the last time she’d even bathed? All she could remember were endless hours of frenzied scribbling and exhaustive mental efforts, desperately seeking to hold onto her precious Mother-given knowledge.
 
  
 
 Oh no... who’s been cleaning her chamber pot these past few days? It couldn’t possibly be Rain, could it? Mila was still an unwed maiden, she’d die of embarrassment if her beloved handled her... No, no, no...
 
  
 
 “Oh my love, no need to cry,” Rain said, hugging her tight. “I was kidding, I won’t take advantage of you, I swear.” Shaking her head, she wanted to tell him that wasn’t why she cried, but she couldn’t find her voice. All she could do was clasp his hands and hold him close lest he think she found him repulsive. Relieved, Rain sighed and closed his eyes, taking a moment to rest. “Okay, no more bawdy jokes. Are you still hungry? Thirsty? Need to use the chamber pot? No? Then it’s time for bed. You’ve been working too hard my love, you need rest.” Ignoring her feeble squeaks of protest, he slid an arm behind her knees and carried her like a princess to the back of the forge. Though he still struggled beneath her weight, his steps were firm and arms stable, a sign of his growing strength. Laying her gently on the cot, he draped the quilt over her and knelt at her side, stroking her hair to lull her to sleep.
 
  
 
 Though she wanted nothing more than to sit up and return to work, she lost the battle against fatigue and fell into deep, restful slumber. It felt like she had only just closed her eyes before she opened them once again, wakened by her full bladder. Finding the room shrouded in darkness and her face pressed against a damp, furry body, she leaned back and wiped her mouth, trying to muster the strength to stand and find the chamber pot. Too uncomfortable to sleep but too tired to do anything about it, this was becoming a too-familiar situation.
 
  
 
 Awakened by her movements, her furred companion’s chest rumbled in protest, kneading her belly with two massive paws. Piecing together the clues, she patted Aurie’s head and rubbed his cheeks with her thumbs, feeling his massive fangs hidden beneath his jowls. If Aurie was here, then Rain couldn’t be far, the sweet, affectionate wildcat never straying far from his papa. “Rain?” she asked, her voice rough and raspy. “Are you there?”
 
  
 
 “Right here my love,” Rain replied, his voice sounding distant and surprised. Sparks flew and candle-light flooded the room to reveal Rain’s lethargic expression over by the door while Mama rose from the ground beside the cot, her face etched with worry. Song blinked sleepily from beside Mama and Sarankho while Papa snored atop his bench beneath the window.
 
  
 
 “Girl, you truly are a cause for concern,” Mama said, stroking Mila’s cheeks. “Losing yourself in the Mother’s blessings for so long, barely eating or sleeping, I was beside myself with worry. Worse, you called for the boy first, so unfilial.”
 
 Her soft smile took away the sting of her words. “Sorry Mama,” Mila whispered. “What are you doing sleeping on the floor?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph, this poor excuse of a wildcat stole my spot, keeping me from sharing your cot.” Rolling her eyes, Mama bopped Aurie’s head in mock anger, who responded with a happy chuff. “A spoiled, overindulged fur bag is what he is. Were he left to his own devices, I’m certain he’d have starved to death in his youth.”
 
  
 
 “Mm, no Mama, I mean... why aren’t you all sleeping in your rooms?” This was a little much, sleeping in the forge with her entire family.
 
  
 
 “My daughter has been in a waking stupor for the better part of a week and you expect me to sleep in my room? We’ve all been staying here and taking turns looking after you.”
 
 Warmed by the thought, Mila’s brow still furrowed as she reflected on Mama’s words. She couldn’t possibly have been working for so long, could she? It barely felt like a day, no wonder she was so tired and hungry. As if responding to her thoughts, her belly rumbled and Mama sent Rain off to fetch food and tea. After helping wash her face among other things, Mama smiled and brushed Mila’s oily hair aside. “So dear daughter of mine, how are you feeling?”
 
  
 
 “Frustrated,” she growled without thinking, sinking into Mama’s embrace. “I was so close to solving the puzzle, but no matter what I did, it didn’t feel right. I can’t explain it, I just had a sense of wrongness about the work. I’m not confident enough to try my hand at forging it, but I can’t figure out what’s wrong. I failed Mama, I failed.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense.” Mama patted her head and rocked her gently, a warm, comforting presence in Mila’s time of need. “Failure only occurs after you give up, and my Mila is nothing if not stubborn. Truth be told, I am heartened to see you struggle, your path thus far has been too smooth and effortless. It is good for you to experience adversity, as you will be stronger for having overcome it. Besides,” Mama added with a pinch of Mila’s cheeks, “I’m no craftsman but I know not every bout of Inspiration results in a groundbreaking new Spiritual Weapon. Even if nothing comes of this, know I am proud of you Mila, as proud as anyone could ever be.”
 
  
 
 The heartfelt sentiment made Mila tear up, though Aurie spoiled the moment by poking his head in between them, hoping to join the embrace. Laughing, Mila kissed the needy wildcat before waving Song over. With a shy smile, Song sat on the cot’s edge and joined their embrace. “You will take these lessons and use them to accomplish great things sister, this I know.” Song’s confidence made Mila swell with satisfaction and she nodded in reply, happy to be so well-loved and supported.
 
  
 
 Rain soon returned with a veritable feast, though how he managed it so quickly in the dead of night was a mystery. Chatting as they ate, Mila soon learned the gritty details of her Inspired fugue, her cheeks burning with humiliation as Rain and Mama took great delight in listing her embarrassing blunders. On the first day, Papa peeked in to check on her after six hours and received an inkwell to the face for disrupting her thoughts.
 
 Things only got worse from there.
 
  
 
 Over the next nine days, Mila devolved into a snarling, grunting, ink-stained mess, mechanically eating whatever food and drink was made available to her and stopping only for short breaks to sleep, sometimes right at the table atop her latest sketch. On more than one occasion, she tried to eat a candle or drink from the inkwell, even nibbling on her failed diagrams in times of extreme hunger.
 
  
 
 This was simply too much. Mother above, how can you treat your revered subjects so callously?
 
  
 
 It was a delicate balance working with Mila in her stupor, as they worried any abrupt actions might inadvertently put an end to her Inspiration. After two full days, she spoke her first full sentence, wanting to speak with a bowyer. She only had a vague recollection of the events, knowing she asked about speeds and wind shear and other terms she could barely put a name to much less explain. Then she’d asked for an Amplification expert and Charok and Tenjin arrived, but their level of Insight wasn’t to her satisfaction and they were soon sent them running from her scathing rebukes.
 
  
 
 Thereafter, Mila proceeded to berate and harangue every expert Mama arranged to come help, cursing them for their complete and utter lack of knowledge or value. Her words, verbatim. Whatever goodwill Mila had with Mama’s old friends, she’d used it all in four days of Inspiration-fuelled inquisition. Whatever, if they wouldn’t respect Rain, then she had no reason to respect them. Her inquiries only came to an end after Rain brought Diyako and his peers to help answer her questions. Well-versed in what they called the natural sciences, they answered her queries to satisfaction, giving her several mathematical formulas which she used to derive the feasibility of Rain’s ideas.
 
 Wishing she could bury her head in the dirt and never emerge, Mila dreaded apologizing to everyone Mama listed. Not only would it be expensive, but it felt unjustified. It wasn’t her fault, she wasn’t in control of her actions. If anyone took offence then they should bring up their grievances with the Mother above and leave Mila out of it.
 
  
 
 “Still,” Rain said, glancing over Mila’s drawings, “I don’t see why these won’t work. Like this one, it seems like a great idea. Coolest blade slash bow ever.”
 
  
 
 It took a moment for Mila to puzzle out her own work, the drawings unfamiliar to her tired eyes. “Eww, no.” One of her more desperate attempts, forgoing the spring-launched projectile for something more familiar, a longbow with springs added to each limb to increase the draw weight. Not only was it unable to Amplify an arrow, the draw was so heavy it’d take someone with Papa’s strength to fully utilize, making it worthless even if she found a string strong enough to withstand the force. The blades she added to the limbs only made matters worse, a garish monstrosity of a weapon best burned and forgotten. It was almost as bad as the crossbow with a blade attached to the barrel, or the other crossbow whose limbs folded up into a poor likeness of an axe. Of course, she made all these drawings before learning exactly how Amplification works, so they were all useless.
 
  
 
 Why was it so difficult to make a melee/ranged hybrid weapon? Obviously the Mother saw merit in the idea else She would never have granted Mila Inspiration, but what was she missing?
 
  
 
 Undeterred by her curt answer, Rain pulled out another diagram. “How about this one? I like this, it’s like an axe-rifle. A little short in the barrel though. This is pretty close to what I wanted too, a coiled-spring launcher.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, but it won’t work as intended.” Pointing at her careful measurements and calculations, Mila sighed and shook her head, deciding it was better not to spare his feelings. “See, your idea to use a coiled spring seems solid at first glance, but it’s riddled with flaws. You understand how Amplification works and why it doesn’t work with a bow right?”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh.” Rain nodded as his eyes darted from side to side. “But umm, why don’t you explain, just as a refresher.” What a terrible liar.
 
  
 
 “When drawn, a bow stores energy in the flexed limbs,” Song interjected, saving Mila from offering a snappy retort, “and when released, it exerts a constant force on the string which propels the arrow forward. Amplification exerts an instantaneous force which sends a wave through the string. This results in either a snapped string, failure to launch the arrow, or an arrow launched in an errant direction. The proper timing for Amplification is difficult to measure and near impossible to do in real time, as it hinges on a variety of factors such as draw length, string tension, humidity, and angle of launch.”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh, uh huh,” Rain said, nodding despite not really understanding. “So it’s virtually impossible, got it. So why not use a sling, like a rope and stone?”
 
  
 
 “You encounter the same issues,” Song replied, “albeit on a smaller scale. Impossible to aim correctly. Amplification works best when channelled through a rigid material and used on impact. Flexibility introduces too many extra variables to take into account.”
 
  
 
 “So how does Charok do it? Doesn’t his finger flicking thing work on the same principles, storing energy in his bent finger and unleashing it at the point of impact? How’s he so accurate?”
 
  
 
 “That’s what I asked but he couldn’t give me a straight answer,” Mila huffed, remembering her frustration. She’d have to apologize to him too, so unfair. “In the end, we concluded since his body was the medium, he instinctively ‘smoothed out’ the process or somehow accounted for other factors. The strange thing is, he’s not the only one who can do it, but no one can explain how.”
 
  
 
 “Ha, now you know how I feel most of the time. No one explains anything ever.”
 
 Sighing, Mila ignored his delight and continued. “Your coiled spring idea suffers all the same problems and several unique ones to boot. It’s theoretically similar to Charok’s flicking, but lacking the ability to stabilize the spring and smooth out the process. You say the axe is too short, but make it too long and the coil vibrates too much during decompression. Not only does it make timing Amplification difficult, the projectile will be wildly inaccurate. What’s more, there’s a problem with efficiency.”
 
  
 
 “Not efficient enough?”
 
  
 
 “Far from it.” Mila shook her head. “With how much force I can pack into a near-indestructible spring, it can launch a projectile at speeds anywhere from 100 to 150 meters per second depending on the weight, which isn’t too amazing compared to a good bow. However, if we factor in Amplification, we could easily see anywhere from two to four times the speed.” For some reason, it irked her how accurate Rain’s randomly sprouted numbers were. Six hundred meters per second wasn’t as preposterous as she’d once believed.
 
  
 
 “... so what’s the problem?”
 
  
 
 This time, Mama answered for Mila. “The faster an object moves, the greater the force of wind acting on the object. Around 350 meters per second, the force is so great it can shatter steel bolts with ease.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, the sound barrier.” All three of them stared at Rain until he explained. “As you approach the speed of sound, 350 meters per second or close to it, aerodynamic drag sharply increases. Breaking the sound barrier is why whips make a cracking noise. It’s not a big deal, you pierce through with slim, inflexible flechettes or avoid the sound barrier by using heavier projectiles, retaining more kinetic energy at lower speeds.” Pretending not to see their questioning gazes, Rain looked down at the diagram once more. “Besides, for the accuracy thing, couldn’t you secure the projectile in place instead of resting it against the coil? Then stick something like a prod to the end of the coil. The spring uncoils, the prod strikes the projectile, and boom goes the Defiled. No more stability or spin issues. Hmm... you could even use multiple springs to help minimize the effect of errant oscillations.”
 
  
 
 “It’s not so simple!” Mila exploded, angered by his happy-go-lucky attitude. “This is a Spiritual Weapon, not a wood-cutter’s axe.” So what if his idea had merits? Oh, she could use a telescoping arm to help further stabilize the springs, even placing it in the middle of four springs. That would allow her to shorten the spring without losing power. Another idea flashed through her mind, to make a hammer and insert the springs in the head. Instead of launching a projectile, it could be triggered to propel the head forward 5 to 10 centimeters, much easier to Amplify and with no need to worry about projectile accuracy. Or a giant spike emerging from the tip, oh, it would be so magnificent... No focus. Catching herself before falling into another daze, Mila shook her head. “Most warriors only get one, so it has to be perfect.”
 
  
 
 This time, it was her turn to be stared at. After a long pause, Mama’s asked, “Dear daughter, are you telling me you have been slaving away the past week not because your ideas will not work, but because they are less than perfect?”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Mila defiantly stared back and answered, “Isn’t it the same thing? ‘If you’re going to do something, do it once and do it right’.”
 
  
 
 Her imitation must have been on point as everyone in the room turned to look at her still sleeping Papa. Though he pretended to be slovenly and lazy, Mila knew better than most the pains he went through the ensure every object he crafted was made to perfection. Even the tiniest of flaws in the most common of iron tools would not pass muster, and Mila strove to reach the same standards. While they were distracted, she reached for her inkwell and brush, readying to draw out her newly imagined axe-rifle and impact hammer.
 
  
 
 They would need better names, but that could come later.
 
  
 
 Losing herself in the work, she only came to when someone took hold of her brush. Lashing out on instinct, her fist bounced off iron-wrought flesh. Nursing her bruised knuckles, Mila looked up to see Mama towering over her with an amused grin. “Enough girl. Your work ethics are commendable, but this is too much. Come,” she said, dragging Mila out into the afternoon sunlight. “We have a funeral to attend and it will not do for you to arrive looking like a beggar.”
 
  
 
 “Whose funeral Mama?”
 
  
 
 “The former Marshal of the North, Shing Du Yi.”
 
  
 
 Oh no... poor Yuzhen, she must be devastated. Squeezing Mama’s waist as they rode Kankin through the streets, Mila closed her eyes and wept. It was obvious Shing Du Yi sacrificed himself to keep his daughter safe, one final act of fatherly love. Mila could only imagine how torn up Yuzhen must be.
 
  
 
 Rest well in the arms of the Mother, Shing Du Yi, a true Dragon among men.
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 Staring out into the distance, Yuzhen watched the Wall grow larger as she rode towards it, the thundering hooves of the mounts belonging to her eight guards drowning out all other sounds. It was all so strange, as if she were living a bizarre, dreamlike experience which began the moment she heard the news. From that point on, nothing felt real, her mind and body going through the motions as she set out for the Bridge, where her badge of office lay waiting for her to accept it.
 
  
 
 Though she expected to wake from this living nightmare at any moment, she handled all her affairs in a calm, efficient manner. Years of meticulous instruction and attentive guidance combined with months of detailed planning meant she was well prepared and able to work without thinking. Before leaving Sanshu, she sent her pre-written messages to every Magistrate and Lieutenant Marshal in the north, demanding their support in her bid for office while mentioning the power she held over them. Then she picked her most loyal elite warriors and set out for the Wall, ready to face whatever may come.
 
  
 
 Chu Tongzu offered his support before she even asked, which wasn’t unexpected considering the circumstances. With Sanshu teetering on the precipice of a possible Purge and Yuzhen firmly in control of the city’s mercantile enterprises, Tongzu couldn’t afford to oppose her, openly or otherwise. She didn’t think he would even if circumstances were different. They had a good working relationship and the capable veteran-turned-politician could be counted among her staunchest supporters.
 
  
 
 Chu Tongzu’s glowing endorsement came as no surprise to anyone who knew anything. It was the overwhelming support from the other Magistrates and Lieutenant Marshals which confounded Yuzhen. Though she wasted no time sending her letters out, their responses arrived much too quickly, her travel party intercepted by numerous military couriers bearing stamped and sealed letters of endorsement from all across the province. Most of these letters would’ve had to been sealed and sent out before she even learned of her... promotion. Magistrate Situ Jia Ying even personally presented her letter of endorsement to Yuzhen at the gates of Shen Yun, an unexpected twist considering the woman was Yuzhen’s most dangerous rival for the office.
 
  
 
 That’s how she knew she was dreaming. Real life was never so simple. Her enemies defeated without a fight, her position secured with ease, were this a play she'd scoff at the unrealistic turn of events. The various nobles and merchants of the north would never offer such overwhelming support for a half-beast Marshal of the North, no, they would fight her tooth and nail to keep her from taking office.
 
  
 
 Using her new authority, Yuzhen appropriated fresh horses whenever necessary as she travelled day and night without rest. A journey which had taken more than three weeks by carriage was covered in a measly six days, not bad considering it took multiple couriers riding non-stop for three full days to bring her that first fateful message. Even though common sense dictated she should be exhausted, she felt no different from when she set out. What did it matter? Soon, she would wake from this meaningless dream and find herself back in Sanshu, having fallen asleep at her desk once again as she worked to both save Sanshu and secure it as her base of power once she took office. This was nothing more than the fevered dream of an overworked official, brought about by poor diet and too much stress.
 
  
 
 Arriving with little fanfare in the late afternoon, Yuzhen brought her party to wait in line at the final checkpoint. Only five kilometres separated her from the Wall and her new Token of Office, having already received more than enough support to take it unopposed. All her carefully laid plans were for naught as the highest Office in the Northern Province fell into her lap. It was too fanciful even for a dream. Her true rise to power would be far more tumultuous, an epic struggle filled with hidden assassins and open conflict, coinciding with a concentrated effort to smear her name and unite the nobles of the North against her. Only after defeating her opponents through guile or force would she earn her place as the first demi-human Marshal of the North, the office hers until she slipped up or no longer wanted it.
 
  
 
 That’s how things should be, not like this...
 
  
 
 The line moved slowly but even then, her turn came sooner than expected. “Papers and identification.” The soldier stood before Yuzhen with his hand held out, bored by the rote repetition.
 
  
 
 “What papers?” Yuzhen only had her token, denoting her as a Major, which she held up for inspection.
 
  
 
 The soldier rolled his eyes without glancing at her token. “Papers of authority. Either your military orders or a merchant license authorizing you to travel to the Bridge. No one passes without papers.” The soldier waved her off. “Come back in the morning and you can pay someone to send a message to the Bridge. Next!”
 
  
 
 Smart to keep civilians away from the Wall, it wouldn’t do to have the people spreading word of its current state. Though her guards would appreciate an early break, she couldn’t stop here. Keeping an eye on her surroundings for danger, she said, “I have been summoned to the Bridge.”
 
  
 
 The soldier sneered. “If that were true, then you’d have papers. Next!”
 
  
 
 Troubling. “I have no papers.” Still holding up her token, she added, “I’m here to take office.” So strange to hear it out loud. Take office. She didn't even want it.
 
  
 
 “Now listen here, move out or I’ll...” the soldier’s eyes went wide with shock as he registered the name on her token, his jaw dropping in surprise. Clasping his hands in a salute, he dropped to his knees and the other soldiers followed suit. “Forgiveness, this lowly one has eyes but could not see.”
 
  
 
 “No need for forgiveness, you were carrying out your duties.” Yuzhen chewed her lip, though it went unnoticed by the kneeling soldiers. “May I pass now?”
 
  
 
 “Of course, this lowly one dare not bar your path. Fetch fresh horses for Mar... Major Yuzhen.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” she said, dismounting from her tired horse and collecting her things. A little disturbing how easily she passed this hurdle, it would have been the perfect opportunity to delay her so her enemies could ambush her. Perhaps they already lay in wait on the path ahead and were eager to see her dead. Unlikely, but possible.
 
  
 
 The theory went out the window as a brown-eyed, well-groomed, bearded giant arrived with the fresh horses. Carrying a long-handled warhammer and riding an equally well-groomed roosequin, he greeted her with a nod. “Name’s Dagen,” he stated, eschewing standard courtesies and decorum as so many of the Bekhai were wont to do. “Lieutenant General Akanai asked me to escort you over.” At least a hundred Khishigs rode with him, each one dressed for battle and exhibiting the poise of a veteran, with not a single familiar face to be seen. More unknown elite warriors led by yet another hidden dragon of the Bekhai, why it still surprised her she couldn’t say. The Bekhai could no longer be considered a dark horse, judging by the strength they’d already revealed they were easily one of the top factions in the north. A good thing they were firmly on her side, but it disappointed her to not see Gerel here waiting for her.
 
  
 
 Was this a veiled message? Could Gerel be distancing himself for political reasons? She wouldn’t blame him if he did, it was the right decision. Though the Bekhai supported Yuzhen, she needed them more than they needed her. Not only was she already firmly tied to their camp, she also couldn’t give Gerel any heirs so an alliance by marriage made little sense. As a pure-blooded Bekhai and high-ranking officer, Gerel would be wasted on Yuzhen when his marriage could instead be used to secure allies among the more prominent and powerful nobles.
 
  
 
 Besides, even though Gerel had scoffed at the notion, Yuzhen suspected amber eyes held some significance among the Bekhai. How else could she explain two amber-eyed heroes emerging from the Bekhai at the same time? They were rare enough it couldn’t be mere coincidence, the amber-eyed Behkai groomed for greatness.
 
  
 
 Then again, the only other amber-eyed Bekhai she knew was married to Baatar’s daughter, so perhaps there was hope yet.
 
  
 
 Swallowing her disappointment at her lover’s absence, Yuzhen thanked Dagen and placed her guards under his command. Empty, that’s how she felt, but it didn’t matter. None of this was real. If it were, Gerel would have met her on the road days ago, rushing to comfort her in these dark times. He wasn’t one to play politics or blindly obey orders. He would’ve known she needed him and done everything he could to be at her side, because he loved her.
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 A throng of aides and dignitaries awaited her as she arrived at the Wall, but Dagen’s Khishigs kept them away and escorted her into the city without delay. The damage to the Outer Wall was significant and though she’d been mentally prepared for it, the sight of those once-imposing structures in shambles petrified her to the core. Few knew just how close they came to sharing the Western Province’s fate, abandoned by the Imperial Clan and left to fend for themselves as tens of millions of Defiled rampaged through the Empire. These were turbulent times for all and she had her work cut out for her, but she’d yet to begin planning her next actions.
 
  
 
 It didn’t seem important. If the Emperor didn’t care about his people in the North, then why should she?
 
  
 
 She knew why, but she wanted to pretend for a little longer.
 
  
 
 Riding through the once industrious city, Yuzhen studied the unfamiliar sea of canvas tents arrayed in every direction. Were these flimsy structures enough shelter for the winter? Aesthetically, they looked nicer than the mud and straw hovels most villagers lived in but they were a far cry from the sturdy, stone structures of the past. Making a mental note to look in on it, her brow furrowed as she tried to find her bearings. They were heading west into the city, though why, she couldn’t fathom. Her office would undoubtedly be at the Inner Wall, looming in the distance behind them. “Khishig Dagen,” she Sent, “Where are you taking me?”
 
  
 
 She probably should have asked this earlier. Nodding politely, Dagen replied, “The Lieutenant General asked me to bring you to her. Won’t be much longer.”
 
  
 
 An ambush? No, if Akanai wanted Yuzhen dead, then she wouldn’t have sent Dagen to escort her here. A strong-arm tactic then, looking to bully her into compliance. So bothersome, but this was the job. So long as Akanai’s demands weren’t overboard, Yuzhen had no choice but to comply. The Bekhai were one of the only factions she couldn’t blackmail or bully into submission, their complete and utter lack of political dealings or aspirations leaving her without a weapon. If anything, the Empire owed the Bekhai a debt of gratitude as Akanai’s glorious defence of the north had been repaid with contempt and disdain some fifty years back.
 
  
 
 She couldn’t fathom why Akanai still fought to defend the Empire. History showed she wouldn’t be thanked for her efforts, but Yuzhen was glad to have the formidable woman on her side.
 
  
 
 Supposedly.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 Arriving at a field on the edge of the city, Yuzhen noted the gathered Bekhai. A few familiar faces stood out, Tenjin, Tursinai, Rain, young magistrate Fung, Mei Lin, Medical Saint Taduk and other warriors who took part in the Battle for Sanshu all stood waiting to greet her. Sweet Sumila ran into her embrace without a word, hugging her too tightly as Akanai strode up to meet her. “Leave her be girl,” Akanai said, pulling Sumila off and gesturing for Yuzhen to follow. The Bekhai parted as she followed behind Akanai, unable to see past the towering woman as they strode through the crowd. Her guards stayed behind at Dagen’s order, and were it any other faction, then this day next year would be the anniversary of her death, but she had nothing to fear from the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Even if they did kill her, would it really be so bad?
 
  
 
 Moving aside, Akanai patted Yuzhen’s shoulder and Sent, “Whatever may come, know I stand at your side.” Nodding in reply, Yuzhen’s breath caught in her throat as she spotted Gerel ahead. His normally clean-shaven head and face bore a weeks worth of stubble and he carried three lit sticks of incense in hand as he knelt in the cold, hard dirt. An innocuous roadside shrine sat directly before him, housing a beautiful unmarked white-jade urn. Inscribed into the shrine was a tribute to the unknown, nameless father laying within, a true hero who died saving his daughter.
 
  
 
 Reality struck her like a hammer and she couldn’t deny it any longer.
 
  
 
 This wasn’t a dream or a nightmare. This was real.
 
  
 
 Her old man died. He died to keep her safe.
 
  
 
 Never again would he sip the tea she brewed or eat the food she cooked, grumbling as he finished every last drop and scrap.
 
  
 
 Never again would she hear his voice instructing her on proper etiquette or see him smile when she succeeded using the skills he taught her.
 
  
 
 Never again would he stroke her hair, hold her hand, or hear him call her his ‘little girl’ and tell her how much he loved her.
 
  
 
 He gave his life to eradicate his clan as an example to the Northern powers, letting each faction know just how far he was willing to go. As his appointed successor and privy to all their dirty secrets, the title of Marshal of the Northern Province was hers for the asking. She only needed to hold her hand out and accept it thanks to his sacrifice. She never wanted this, never expected to hold office for more than a day, and thought him delusional for believing otherwise, yet still she devoted the past year to working towards this goal, ready to accept death to make his dreams a reality.
 
  
 
 Turns out, he was willing to do the same.
 
  
 
 Sobbing in anguish, she staggered forwards to join Gerel on her knees, wailing as she kowtowed before the shrine. She couldn’t give her papa a proper funeral, not after what happened. Though his admission of guilt earned him a clean, painless death, every member of the Shing Clan had been executed for the crime of regicide, and she couldn’t afford to be seen sympathizing with a ‘traitor’. Even so, here Gerel knelt as a proper son-in-law should, giving her the means to publicly grieve and mourn her loss. Neither shrine nor urn bore papa’s name, but everyone present knew this to be the final resting place of Shing Du Yi, even though they’d deny it should anyone ask.
 
  
 
 With her future husband beside her, she grieved her loss. Tomorrow, despite her reservations, she would take up her father's mantle as Marshal of the North and become the highest ranking demi-human in the history of the Empire. Between papa’s blackmail materials and Sanshu’s resources, she would be in a position of strength like no other Marshal before her. All the arrogant nobles, greedy merchants, and bloodthirsty generals of the North were but fish upon the chopping block if she so desired, and she would use this to unify the province like never before. Even if the Emperor abandoned the North, she would follow in her father’s footsteps and defend these lands until her dying breath.
 
  
 
 Because even though she didn't care for it, Papa loved this country so she would protect it in his absence. Someone had to keep the Empire from turning on itself and that’s precisely what Papa did. Though he’d been labelled traitor for his efforts and had his titles stripped away, his most important title remained untouched.
 
  
 
 Shing Du Yi, beloved father of Yuzhen.
 
  
 
 Rest well, papa. Your little girl will make you proud.
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      Chapter 266 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Sitting with Aurie at the edge of the crowd, I hug my sweet kitten for solace while Shing Du Yi’s openly secret vigil continues. It took explanations from three people before I understood the implications of the former Marshal’s actions, but I still don’t have a firm grasp on the entire situation. All I know is seeing how far he went to protect Yuzhen leaves me with conflicting emotions. On the one hand, it’s inspirational knowing he loved his daughter so much he willingly died to neutralize the greatest threats to her safety. On the other hand, the kind, soft-spoken old man literally wiped out his bloodline to keep one person safe, an example made of his own flesh and blood to warn the world to back the fuck off.
 
  
 
 I’ll never judge a book by its cover ever again. Kind old grandpa Du Yi was metal as fuck. In one decisive action, he brought down a powerhouse and cowed every faction in the north, something Akanai, Baatar, and Nian Zu couldn’t do even if they worked together. The Imperial Clan doesn’t waste time either, not for a death in the family. They didn’t even have to lift a finger; once the decree came out, the Society executed every man, woman, and child related to the Shing Clan themselves, the once proud family reduced to little more than a footnote overnight.
 
  
 
 If karma is real, where does this sit on the scale of good or evil? Taking hundreds, maybe thousands of lives to save one, it’s hard to objectively call it a fair trade. Then again, not all lives are equal, especially in the eyes of a parent. If given the option, would I save the lives of a dozen strangers if it meant Tali or Tate were left to die? Doubt it, I wouldn’t choose a dozen strangers over Aurie much less my precious niece or nephew, even if it were the Emperor himself. Fuck that guy, gimme my kitty. It’s food for thought though: where do I draw the line? Would I let a hundred strangers die for my loved ones? A thousand? Ten thousand?
 
  
 
 ...Yes. Yes I would.
 
  
 
 And it’s a thought which terrifies me. Fear not the evil lurking within the shadows but the righteous doing evil in the name of good. Twist the hypothetical further and things really turn morbid. Would I murder a man to feed my family? Would I torture a man to keep my family safe? If plague broke out, would I burn a city to the ground and kill all its inhabitants just to keep it from spreading? It's not like I want to massacre innocents just as I’m sure Shing Du Yi didn’t want to massacre his clansmen, at least not the younger, innocent ones, but history won’t remember intentions, only results. No one sets out to be a villain, but the path to hell is paved with good intentions.
 
  
 
 Take for example Zhen Shi. By all reports a brilliant man, he was consumed by the notion of improving the human body to better fight the Defiled. Now he’s remembered only for his cruel and inhuman experiments and feared by millions as a sadistic, twisted monster. I doubt he set out with that goal in mind, wanting nothing more than to make the human race stronger. Or maybe I’m wrong, maybe evil truly lurked within him and he did it all for funsies. Who knows.
 
  
 
 Either way, here’s the thought which’ll have me tossing and turning all night: What if he’d succeeded? What if, Zhen Shi discovered a breakthrough method of strengthening the human body without succumbing to the Spectres? Put it another way, what if instead of a strengthening process, Zhen Shi sought a cure for a common, widespread disease like smallpox? Would we condemn him for inflicting the disease on healthy bodies just so he could study the process of infection? I mean that’s essentially what he did, he tortured and killed innocents to see how one became Defiled. Was it morally wrong to do so? Yes, without a doubt, but if he’d succeeded, then the Empire would have lauded him as a hero and swept all the corpses underneath the rug.
 
  
 
 History will remember Shing Du Yi as a traitor but I know he acted with good intentions. Does that balance out the death of innocents who were unlucky enough to be born surnamed Shing? I’m not sure there’s a proper answer. Philosophy sucks. Despite all the horrible things he did, I’d love to read Zhen Shi's notes or pick his brain. It might help explain my situation with Baledagh and Blobby, possibly even offer us a solution.
 
  
 
 “Hubby!” With the cutest and softest flying tackle ever, Lin leaps into my arms and gives me a peck on the cheek. Her big brown eyes half-filled with tears, she declares, “I’m gonna have dinner with Daddy but the restaurant won’t let the bear-bears and Jimjam in. Bring them home with you, ya?”
 
  
 
 Too sweet. “Sure thing but they’re staying with me tonight. That’s my price, you can’t monopolize the cubs until they’re too big to cuddle with.”
 
  
 
 Sticking out her tongue, she whispers, “Fine, but they’ll never be too big to cuddle. They’ll only get comfier and huggier.” Skipping away, she leaps onto Taduk’s shoulders who carries her away with a grin, a lovely, goofy father daughter pair. She isn’t the only one, as Mila arrives soon after to let me know she’s eating with her family and wants me to look after Sarankho, followed by Alsantset and Charok asking me to babysit Tali and Tate while they dine with the shut-in Baatar. My sister’s mood has much improved these past few days, finding hope once she learned of Sarnai’s recent improvements, minor though they might be.
 
  
 
 I only pray her hopes are not in vain.
 
  
 
 I don’t mind being the babysitter, I’m always happy to have all my fur babies and sweetlings in one place. Squeaking up a storm, the quin pups hop up and down trying to reach Jimjam napping in the tree branches as Tali and Tate skip and play with the bear cubs. Mafu circles around both groups, working overtime to keep everyone safe with help from the other quins, as looking after the young is a group effort. Sarankho looks to join my cuddle session with Aurie, her snowy-white coat mixing with Aurie’s golden-brown as they melt into a mass of fur and fang beneath my expert scritches.
 
  
 
 Shuffling to my side before waving his escort away, Fung slumps into the grass with a sigh. “These are dark times, Martial Nephew.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry for your loss. I didn’t know you were close.” It makes sense considering the Marshal was Fung’s dad’s boss.
 
  
 
 “What? Oh no, I barely knew the man, though I admired him greatly. You know how he became Marshal with no backing?” Chuckling, he leans in and explains. “He presented himself as the safest option to back without offending the two major powers vying for office. Everyone who supported him believed no one else would, so they hoped for a hung decision, giving the smaller powers more leverage and more time to work without a Marshal overseeing their every move. Lucrative stuff. Instead, Shing Du Yi received endorsements from almost two-thirds of the sitting Magistrates and Lieutenant Marshals, allowing him to take office unopposed in a brilliant move. The old man stole the office by playing everyone against each other, and then kept the office and his life by being a man of principle who always acted impartially even to his own detriment. If he believed Yuzhen is the woman for the job, then I say the province is in good hands. May he rest well in the arms of the Mother, as he found victory in death.”
 
  
 
 “Then why all the gloom and doom?”
 
  
 
 Shrinking back, he sighs once again, so mournful you’d think he’d lost his own father. “It’s partially your fault you know? I didn’t plan on returning so soon, but circumstances required I bring father’s endorsement to Marshal Yuzhen. Mentor has had some choice words for me during our reunion and it’s only gotten worse following the results of the little sparring matches you’ve arranged. Every day? Really? And would it kill you to go easy and allow me a single victory?”
 
  
 
 Not my fault, this is all on Baledagh. Wisely choosing to clean up my little brother’s choice of words, I clap Fung on the back and grin. “Work hard and persevere, you’ll earn a victory soon enough. You’re getting stronger by the day.”
 
  
 
 “Yet I’m still the weakest of the bunch, last place behind even BoShui. So depressing. I once believed myself a dragon among men, but it turns out I’m merely a... merely a...”
 
  
 
 “Duck among chickens?” I offer, snickering at my clever retort. Duck and chicken are slang for male and female prostitutes.
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Impugn me if you must, but to dare call my courtesan’s ‘chickens’, I’ll not stand for it, especially not from a junior.”
 
  
 
 “In that case, I shall await your challenge, mourn your passing, and comfort your courtesans.”
 
  
 
 “Bah.” Snorting with laughter, Fung takes a different tack. “I didn’t want to leave my lovely ladies, but what’s a man to do? Mentor doesn’t like having them around so they’ve been starved of my love and affection this past year. I had much to make up for, my hips are aching from exertion. It's no wonder I've no strength to spar.”
 
  
 
 “Ha. They’re probably relieved by your absence.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense. Petty jealousy is unbecoming of you.”
 
  
 
 Rolling my eyes, I tell myself there’s nothing to be jealous of. I have two lovely, capable young women who love me for who I am and not what I have. Besides, who am I to say Fung’s courtesan’s don’t truly love him? He certainly shows them plenty of affection, as we all heard during our journey home. “Focus more on your sword and spear work. Honestly, you shouldn’t be losing to BoShui, not in a spar. Your spear offers you superior range and power against his dual gauntlets, but you keep letting him slip past your guard. Take a step back, let him come to you. Keep your distance with jabs and testing strikes, don’t commit right from the start. You’re too ‘all or nothing’, try winning through attrition.”
 
  
 
 Fung scoffs. “Hardly an honourable victory.”
 
  
 
 “Take notes from the dearly departed Shing Du Yi, victory at any cost.” Though I’m not sure the advice applies in every situation.
 
  
 
 Reflecting on my advice, Fung shakes his head and smiles. “You know, you’d make a half-decent politician. I’d have never thought of using an ‘unknown’ shrine to quietly honour a great man. He deserves better, but the Imperials are so touchy about dead scions. An arrogant ass drinks himself into a stupour and slips off a balcony, and a prestigious clan is wiped out in retaliation. Ludicrous.”
 
  
 
 Cautioning him to watch his mouth, we return to my home for a meal and drinks. Citing an early morning training session with Akanai, Fung heads back to his room early while Tali and Tate beg for a story before bedtime. Tucking them in with Aurie and the quin pups, I wrack my brain for a story. “There once was a girl named little red riding -”
 
  
 
 “You’ve told this one Rainy. She beats up the bears and eats their porridge.” Tate’s tired yawn is heart-melting, he chubby cheeks quivering with effort. “I wanna hear a new story. Please?” Tali doesn’t chime in but her wide-eyed hopeful stare shows she shares her brother’s sentiments.
 
  
 
 “A new story huh... How about... There once were three little doggies who lived in three different houses, one made of stra-”
 
  
 
 “Heard it. They build a trap and drop a mountain of stones on the wolf.”
 
  
 
 “Uh... What about the story of the little mermaid?”
 
  
 
 Tali answers this time, excited to join it. “She leaves the cheating prince and runs home to papa, who floods the prince’s kingdom for insulting his daughter.”
 
  
 
 “...Why are all the stories I tell so bloody? I should find some nice, wholesome stories.”
 
  
 
 With a sweet smile, Tali nuzzles into Aurie’s fur and replies, “But Rainy, those stories are the best. Meanies reap what they sow, ya?”
 
  
 
 So bloodthirsty and vindictive, I pray for her future husband’s safety. “Okay, fine, but I’m all out of original stories.”
 
  
 
 “Bookshelf.” They both chime in, pointing behind my birdcage. My attempts to dissuade them only earn me tearful gazes, and unable to resist, I resign myself to searching through Yo Ling’s collection for a book of children’s stories while wedged between the cage and aforementioned bookshelf. Roc and his flock are less than thrilled by my jostling, pecking through the leather cage cover to convey their displeasure.
 
  
 
 The things I do for love...
 
  
 
 Unable to bear it any longer, I grab a few books at random and make my escape, setting the stack down beside the bed. The top tome is marked ‘A treatise on the trade agreements between Sanshu and Shen Yun during the dynasty of...’ blah blah blah. Placing it aside, the next tome is more promising, merely titled ‘Poetry’. Flipping through it, I scan the contents for something I can use to lull the twin terrors to sleep.
 
  
 
 -Yellow-red leaves rustle and fall, the ceaseless waters of-
 
  
 
 -ten thousand kilometres away from home, my desperate-
 
  
 
 -each mark made perpendicular to the last. Pay careful attention to the order as-
 
  
 
 -bitter love turned sweet despair, for only-
 
  
 
 Pausing in my scan, I turn back to the previous page and take my time reading its contents. ‘-it dictates the flow of energy, which is critical to function. The runes are the language of Energy and one errant stroke out of order will ruin the inscription. In worst case scenarios, not only will you lose time and materials, but the failed product will produce an explosion-”
 
  
 
 Runes are the language of Energy.
 
  
 
 Runes.
 
  
 
 Hidden in the midst of horrible poetry is Yo Ling’s primer on runic inscriptions, his meticulously detailed observations on the craft. This is the jackpot, first-hand knowledge from a runic craftsman, not only explaining what runes are and how they work, but also every mistake he made or difficulty he encountered.
 
  
 
 “Rainy, it’s story time...” Tate whines, drawing me out of my stupour.
 
  
 
 “Sorry sweetling, I was distracted.” Closing the book with shaky hands, I tell them about my battle with assassins in Sanshu. They’re exposed to too much violence as is, but now’s not the time to worry about it. Halfway through the tale, the twins fall fast asleep cuddled with the snoring quins, leaving me free to peruse Yo Ling’s notes in peace.
 
  
 
 Lighting a second lantern to read by, I curl up with Mafu and the bear cubs to continue my studies. Disappointingly, Yo Ling's knowledge starts and ends with a single rune, one he found on a stolen, non-functioning antique helmet. It’s only good for stopping chi-infused strikes and nowhere near impenetrable, but his insights on how it works are fascinating. Essentially, this particular rune is like an intangible shield which stops Chi, keeping Honed weapons from tearing through armour like paper or extinguishing Chi-powered flames and whatnot. The force from an Amplified strike will still be felt, but a strike containing Resonance will be treated like a regular hit. In contrast, Li Song’s runic breastplate is far superior as it mitigates impacts and can even Deflect blows if they’re slow enough.
 
  
 
 As with all things, there are limits. The rune has something like a reservoir of energy, a threshold of how much power it can absorb at once. If we denote the threshold as 100 units and the wearer has infinite Energy to replenish the rune’s reservoir, then any attack dealing less than 100 units of damage is unable to break through the runic defences, though the force of regular impact still carries through. Exceed 100 units of damage and the runic armour is no different from standard armour.
 
  
 
 Yo Ling’s notes go on to detail trapping Spirits to power and enhance his creations, which is disturbing to say the least. I can only hope these aren’t orthodox practices, but if they are, so what? Power is power, it’s all the same in the end. Besides, even if Yo Ling only knew one rune of limited use and only made enough copies for himself and his captains, it’s still better than nothing. What’s more, his notes on how he deciphered the rune are invaluable, since now I can do the same with the runic rings, Li Song’s breastplate, and Jorani’s one-time use runic baton. No one knows exactly what it does, and I’d be more willing to test it out if I could replace them.
 
  
 
 After going through the notes thrice, a thought strikes me and I drag Roc’s cage out and scurry around, flipping through the books one by one while ignoring their angry squawks. Maybe I’ll find more of Yo Ling’s studies hidden within their pages, or a map to his treasures, a list of his hidden allies, something, anything. There’s a real treasure trove here in this bookshelf, and I’ve ignored it for too long.
 
  
 
 And to think, I only have these books because no one else wanted them. If Zian ever finds out, he’ll regret it until the day he dies. Between this and my sweet soon-to-be-crafted spring-coiled Spiritual rifle, I’ll be well equipped to deal with whatever life throws my way.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 That was in no way, shape or form a challenge to the universe.
 
  
 
 Please have mercy.
 
 

Chapter Meme
 
  
 
 – End of Volume 14 –
 






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

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






      Chapter 275 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 The stench of blood and guts fills the store as I ignore the fearful stares of the slaves and wait for the guards to arrive. Killing two people and inciting a small panic in the streets is probably a big deal, and although Baledagh acted in self-defence, all we have is our word to go by, which is less than reassuring. I don’t doubt he was attacked first, but short of giving an Oath, I have no proof as no one will take the word of a slave at face value, especially ones who’ve been at the mercy of a possible murderer.
 
  
 
 I don’t know how murders are handled here in the Empire, but I assume it goes to the Disciplinary Corps, the Emperor’s judges, jurors, and executioners. I suppose Oaths are a convenient method of interrogation but I loathe making them. Each one is like a metaphysical burden weighing on me, like a phantom crick in my neck I can never be rid of. I admire Dastan for keeping his composure with the Oaths hanging over his head. After cleansing him of the Spectres, he’s never shown a hint of anger or resentment. While I do what I can to ensure he and his retinue have plenty of freedom, they still wear a metaphorical collar around their necks attached to the leash in my hand which cannot be pleasant.
 
  
 
 Hoping to find proof to absolve me of guilt, I crouch to study my would-be kidnappers/assassins without disturbing the crime scene. Glancing at the mangled features of the first corpse, I mentally quip, “I guess you could say our enemy... has lost face.” Moving to study the decapitated corpse, I add, “Must have made him angry enough... to lose his head.”
 
  
 
 YEAHHH!
 
  
 
 Instead of eliciting an amused chuckle, Baledagh’s disapproval floods through my mind. “You shouldn’t mock the dead, Brother. They were our enemies, but still deserving of respect. The faceless one threw his life away to buy time for his ally and both died valiantly and without regrets. Inexperienced in deception, they showed great courage and determination, far different from the usual crazed Defiled we fight.”
 
  
 
 Sheepishly shrinking away at the reprimand, I reply, “Sorry. Humour is my defence mechanism, it keeps me from panicking about how someone wants us dead or captured, presumably to make us wish we were dead. I was sorta hoping we were done with this stuff.”
 
  
 
 Mentally shrugging, Baledagh waves away my concerns. “Whoever it is, they failed. If they send four assassins, then we shall strike down four. Send ten, kill ten. We will endure.”
 
  
 
 “Well, not to disagree but I’d like to know who sent these particular assassins and stop them from sending more.”
 
  
 
 “Good idea Brother, we shall have our retribution, in blood and in fire.”
 
  
 
 “Tch. Always with the blood and fire. Honestly, it sounds so exhausting.” Not that I have any better ideas. If I figure out who’s trying to kill us, blood and fire sounds like an appropriate response. Fighting on the battlefield is one thing; I choose to be there, more or less. Assassins in the city are a different matter. Who knows what collateral damage they might cause? What if they’d attacked in the tea-house, with Lin, Tali, and Tate right beside me?
 
  
 
 Oh no... Baledagh said the assassins met him at the tea-house. If they have accomplices, then they might try to use Lin and the twins as leverage!
 
  
 
 Dashing through the door to go rescue my loved ones, I immediately rebound off what feels like a wall of steel and stagger back, collapsing to the floor.
 
  
 
 Wow. My enemies work fast. How did they wall me in so quietly? And how are they making the ceiling spin?
 
  
 
 Husolt’s one-eyed visage appears, circling around with a downright villainous grin pasted on his face. “Oh ho... Thinking of making yourself scarce after killing two men? You see this, girl? We’ve caught ourselves a criminal trying to escape, got him dead-to-rights. You think the Disciplinary Corps’ll reward us?”
 
  
 
 Somewhere out of sight, Li Song’s voice sounds in perfect deadpan. “Most assuredly, especially considering this criminal’s high rank. We’ve done the Empire a great service.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring the pain and nausea, I try sitting up to disastrous results. Husolt’s large hands keep me steady, but the world continues to spin around me, now on more than one axis. “You don’t understand,” I slur, trying to push his hands away while simultaneously clinging on for support. “I need to go.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry lad, but evil has its retribution. You must suffer the consequences of your actions, can’t have you running around killing strangers in cities now can we? It’d be bad for our image.”
 
  
 
 “You’re turning me in?” The words slip out without thinking, sounding like an entitled, indignant young noble looking to escape my crimes. “Wait... wait...” Pausing to gather my thoughts, I finally get back on track. “I didn’t commit any crime and Lin needs my help. She might be in danger, I need to-”
 
  
 
 “Calm yourself lad, we’re just having a laugh, nothing to be worried about.” Husolt’s ‘gentle’ thumping does nothing to alleviate my nausea or panic, but it does force me into submissive compliance. Most of the time it’s easy to forget, but every now and then something reminds me I’m surrounded by existences who could accidentally crush me with a random sneeze. “Lin and the children are safe as can be, finishing their snacks at this very moment. How you think we came to be here? Her guards noticed something amiss and me and the girl were nearby, so we were asked to check on you. You’re ruining a perfectly pleasant father-daughter market date, you know?”
 
  
 
 Relief floods through me as the gyrating room comes to a stop, and I notice how Li Song beams at the appellation despite standing well out of arms reach of the massive bear-eared blacksmith. I can’t blame her. Though his intentions are kind, I really wish he’d stop trying to comfort me. I think I’m starting to bruise. “Lin has guards? Like the rude, veiled woman and her lackeys?”
 
  
 
 Choking back a laugh, Husolt likely agrees with my opinion but is too polite to say it. “Err, sometimes them, sometimes others. You know how it is with parents, the old hare is a doting, overprotective sort. Ever since your little run-in with the carnugators in Shen Huo, there’s always someone keeping an eye on the sweet girly, a guardian in the shadows as it were.”
 
  
 
 Wow. A guardian. “Must be nice,” I answer, still woozy from my crash. Wait. “Does Mila have a guardian too?” Please say no, please say no, I’m dead if Husolt and Akanai find out about our afternoon delight/hand breaking.
 
  
 
 “Nah.” Chortling, he says, “My old lady thinks having a guardian will limit Mila’s growth despite worrying over her safety day in and day out. Besides, it ain’t easy convincing experts to play nanny, only the old hare has enough pull to get it done.”
 
  
 
 Hmm... I wonder if Taduk could arrange a guardian for me too...
 
  
 
 After explaining Baledagh’s ordeal and his exceedingly paranoid thought process, I ignore the father-daughter pair of disbelieving glances and turn to the slaves. “When did these men appear? Were they sent by Yazhu?”
 
  
 
 Pressed into the back of their cages, the slaves cringe at the attention and remain silent, prompting a derisive snort from Baledagh. “Worthless fools and cowards the lot of them. They all stood idle as my would-be abductor hid amongst them, doing nothing to warn me of their plot. How could they not understand their fate would be sealed the moment I was captured?”
 
  
 
 Respect for one's enemies and disdain for the weak, my little brother definitely fits in better than I do. “You can’t hold it against them. They’re scared and helpless, just trying to survive to live another day.” Besides, even the stalwart warriors from Dastan’s retinue were terrified by Baledagh’s Aura and from the looks of things, he’s yet to fine tune his control. He’s great at picking out enemies but defending allies? Not so much. If friendlies aren’t paralyzed by his Aura or forced to defend against it, then we call that a win.
 
  
 
 With all his time spent in the Natal Palace, Baledagh’s made tremendous strides in his abilities, going from zero to hero in months. He’s got Honing and Reinforcement down pat and is working on Lightening and Stability, the basic four ‘passive’ skills. After condensing his own personal Aura, we found he shares my ability to manipulate it into projecting different emotions, which apparently is our special Talent with a capital T. I’m better at conveying lighter emotions like courage, determination, love, and general sickening affection, while Baledagh has the darker emotions down pat, like overwhelming blood lust and spine-tingling terror. Being unable to experience it myself, I only have second-hand experiences to go by but I feel Saluk described it best. ‘Is like, be ant and see boot come smash, yes?’
 
  
 
 After much careful cajoling, one terrified woman finally speaks up and explains what happened. After filling my order for slaves in Shen Huo, Yazhu led the caravan to the Wall and arrived a handful of hours ago. Once they were all settled into the store, the now-faceless assailant came out of nowhere and killed Yazhu, leaving the body in the back room where it currently still lays. On the one hand, it’s nice to know I wasn’t betrayed by my slaver associate and by extension the father of my second-in-command, but now my investigation seems to have run into a snag.
 
  
 
 Husolt and Li Song are of no help, stepping out to avoid the smell after making sure I’m unharmed. It’s sweet how she’s making an effort to bond with her new family and not just passively sitting back and accepting their love and affection. Taking a moment to appreciate their adorable family bonding, I continue my search for clues until the guards arrive, who promptly move aside for BoShui marching hot on their tails with his entire retinue in tow, moving through the streets armed and ready for action.
 
  
 
 “Preposterous,” he says, spitting on the corpses after hearing my explanation. “To think they dare make a move on you here of all places? My uncle will spare no effort to find the party responsible for ordering this and we will have our vengeance.” Grabbing me by the arm, he ushers me out the doors to reunite with Husolt and Li Song, who fall in behind us as BoShui’s retinue forms a barrier around me.
 
  
 
 “Err, shouldn’t we stay? In case the guards want to ask questions or something?”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense,” he replies, glaring at every shadow and corner as if expecting assassins to come leaping out. “You’re a Warrant Officer. You say those dead men attacked you, then they attacked you. The guards will deal with the corpses and you can send someone to retrieve your slaves in an hour or so.”
 
  
 
 “Wait, so as a Warrant Officer my word is law? I can go around killing without penalty? That’s absurd.”
 
  
 
 Frowning, BoShui shakes his head. “Of course not, but if the men you killed were wronged, then let their families raise the issue with the Disciplinary Corps. That's why we have Adjudicators and Justicars.”
 
  
 
 “Then what would’ve happened if I wasn’t a Warrant Officer?”
 
  
 
 “Then the guards would take you into custody, investigate, and send you to an Arbiter of the Peace along with their report, where you'll await punishment.” Shrugging, BoShui continues, “You’re a man of power. Those guards have no authority or ability to detain you, though you seem to think otherwise.” Switching to a Sending, he asks, “Those men did try to kill you, right? If not, then we can still handle it, but-”
 
  
 
 “Yes, they tried to kill me, but this isn’t right.” Too exasperated to concentrate on Sending, I answer out loud, drawing many eyes as I’m escorted through the streets covered in blood. “Being a Warrant Officer shouldn’t excuse my actions. I killed two men inside a city, there should be more to it than, ‘oh okay, carry on’.” I think this upsets me even more than the assassination attempt. “Is there no rule of law? No justice for the weak or downtrodden? How do things keep from devolving into anarchy? This... it isn't right.”
 
  
 
 “You’re right,” Husolt utters, his gruff voice carrying over the marching boots and clanging weapons. “There’s no justice in the world. Personal strength is the only thing you can count on, a lesson I paid dearly to learn.” There’s a grim set to his voice and I turn to see him scratching his wounded eye, lost in memories of the past. After a moment, he comes out of it and pats his abs of steel with gusto. “Work hard lad. You’ve a long ways to go before you make the grade. Crashing into me belly damn near gave you a concussion, so think about what’ll happen when I’m actually trying to hurt you.”
 
  
 
 Knowing he won’t answer if I ask about his eye, I’m distracted by something else he said. “... don’t you mean ‘if’, not when?”
 
  
 
 With a devilish grin, Husolt ignores the question and turns his attention to Li Song, making one-sided conversation as they stroll along without a care in the world, leaving me to stew in my dread and anxiety.
 
  
 
 Merciful Mother, please tell me the People don’t have messed up wedding traditions like ‘defeat the father to claim the daughter’. Might as well call it ‘beat the groom until he shits blood’. Forget Husolt, I don’t think I could even beat Taduk. Although I’ve never seen him hurt or kill anything with his own hands, not even the rabbits he so vocally detests, he’s a dastardly, devious sort not above sending someone else to do his dirty work.
 
  
 
 And here I thought surviving Mila’s affection would be difficult enough. I need to get much, much, much stronger in the next year or two.
 
  
 
 After escorting me to a commandeered bath house to clean up and then back home where Lin and the twins are waiting with all my pets, BoShui leaves with his retinue after promising to uncover who my mysterious assailants were working for. Wrapping an arm around Lin while we watch Tate and Tali play in the snow, I ponder the implications of today’s attack. Baledagh said the dead men had training as soldiers and the most militaristic enemy I have is the Society. I doubt it’s the Situ Clan given my... not friendly, but peaceful relationship with their young patriarch, and it’s definitely not the Han Clan as BoShui is so devoted and zealous it borders on the uncomfortable. Then again, he directly admitted he’d intended to give up his position as Clan Successor until I cleansed him of the Spectres, convinced I’ll need his help in our future ‘revolution’.
 
  
 
 Mother save me from your fanatic devotees. I don’t deserve their fealty, I’m just trying to stay alive in this crap-sack world I’ve stumbled into. Besides, I’m pretty sure BoShui's uncle isn’t thrilled with his infatuation with me. We haven’t told 'Uncle' BoHai about the whole Tainted business mostly because BoShui admits his uncle won’t take it well. Han BoHai already lost his daughter to one religious extremist and I can see how it looks like I’m doing the same with BoShui.
 
  
 
 Which means these assassins still could have been sent by the Situ or Han Clan, merely a different faction within them. Or maybe Elder Ming has backers looking to avenge him, or Sang Ryong didn’t like something I said out of hand and wants to make me pay, who knows. The Society isn’t as united as they’d like people to think, especially when it comes to matters of succession. Zian stands unchallenged among his generation and seized the position of heir apparent through sheer strength and talent, but his mom and uncle are at odds with the current Patriarch which means he has no backing from the ruling faction. While there are older, more accomplished warriors in line for the metaphorical throne, with how long Martial Warriors live for, succession usually skips a generation as grandchildren inheriting titles from grandparents.
 
  
 
 Assuming no one dies in a bloody coup or something. Happens more often than I’d care to think.
 
  
 
 BoShui is a different story. Despite being the son of the current Patriarch and one of the leading talents of his generation, he describes his relationship with his father as ‘estranged’. Han BoDing, BoShui’s father, is using BoShui as a sacrificial lamb, naming the prodigal son his heir to bait his enemies into exposing themselves and allowing them to act against BoShui while BoDing shelters his true heir. Who that might be is a mystery even to BoShui, which makes what happened to the Shrike – or rather BoLao, someone who treated him like family should, all the more tragic.
 
  
 
 Ugh. Politics. Look at any other clan, sect, school, or faction in the Empire and you’ll find an endless stream of stories just like BoShui’s or Zian’s. I don’t know how Yuzhen keeps up with everything. I’m so glad the People are easy to get along with, lacking any backroom dealings or internal schisms, with everyone getting along in perfect solidarity.
 
  
 
 Wait...
 
  
 
 Maybe they do have internal politics and I’m merely unaware of the conflicts. Is that why no one wants to join my retinue? Am I an outcast? But why? Is it because I admitted to Gerel about being Tainted? If so, is Gerel an outcast with me? Did I make a mess of things for Baatar and Akanai by admitting I was on the brink of becoming Defiled?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Bah. Politics are the worst.
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 After months of caring for his wife at all hours of the day, Baatar still had yet to grow accustomed to his erratic schedule. Unable to even shift in her sleep, Sarnai needed someone to move her every few hours to keep from developing bed sores or putting too much strain on one part of her body. Though all this could easily be Healed, he wanted Sarnai to experience minimal discomfort which kept Baatar from sleeping for long stretches at a time, only taking short naps here and there to provide his wife with the standard of care she deserved.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t a demanding or strenuous labour, but it drained him nonetheless. In his youth, he’d often stay up for days or even weeks at a time with only brief moments of meditative rest. Whether it be to fight, hunt, or train, he never blinked at the challenge, but for the first time in his life, he experienced true weariness. It wasn’t from overworking, Mother knows there was little enough to do aside from cleaning and feeding his wife. No, his fatigue and enervation stemmed from a lack of hope and optimism, utterly exhausted from battling with dejection and despair.
 
  
 
 After six months of inactivity, his Sarnai, his beautiful rose was still unchanged and it pained him so. Every time he opened his eyes and saw her face, he experienced a brief, fleeting moment of pure joy as he forgot her plight, only to come crashing down once reality settled in. Oh how he longed to see her open her eyes and smile or to hear her voice call him a dog-brained fool, her pet name for him since the day they met. It seemed like a cruel jest of the Mother to leave Sarnai neither dead nor alive. With her here beside him alive and warm yet comatose and unresponsive, it gave him just enough hope to hang himself with.
 
  
 
 Undeterred by his moments of weakness, he refused to give up, clinging to the slim hope she would one day awaken and all would be well. To this end, he strove to guard her dignity, caring for her personally and allowing no one but family in to visit, doing everything he could to keep up appearances. She wouldn’t like being seen like this, so weak and defenceless, no, his rose had thorns sharper than most. She was a warrior born, his comrade in arms for years before succumbing to his persistent courtship. A woman who grew more beautiful with each passing day, he prayed for the chance to tell her how much he loved her and see her blush in response, a shy, girlish reaction she kept even after decades of marriage.
 
  
 
 A knocking at the door interrupted his sentimental reminiscing and he scowled at the distraction. Who could it be? The servants knew to leave food outside the door and the sun was only just setting, so dinner was still an hour away. Extending his Chi beyond the door to investigate, he found a familiar presence waiting with undisguised impatience. Blinking in surprise, he retracted his Watch and smoothed out Sarnai’s hair before rushing to the door, knowing he’d already kept his Mentor waiting long enough. Greeting him with a curt nod, Akanai didn’t wait for an invitation to enter, merely strolling in with an irritated snort.
 
  
 
 It’s fine. Sarnai wouldn’t mind, Akanai is family. And terrifying.
 
  
 
 “The boy,” she Sent, wasting no time on pleasantries. “Someone attempted to kidnap and assassinate him.”
 
  
 
 Tried. So he was safe and sound. Unclenching his jaw, he asked, “How bad are his injuries?”
 
  
 
 “Unharmed, for once.” Already standing with head held high and back ram-rod straight, Akanai’s shoulders shifted as if trying to stretch her spine to show pride for her grand-disciple. “Killed two men without injury after being ambushed, he’s making good progress. One had an Aura and Spiritual Weapon so Yuzhen believes she will soon know the origins of our enemy. There aren’t many elites willing to throw their pride away to kidnap a child, and even fewer willing to die killing one.”
 
  
 
 Trying to lighten the mood before his Mentor vowed to destroy an entire faction, Baatar quipped, “You say they tried to kidnap and assassinate the boy? The two goals seem rather contradictory no? Seems our enemy is exceedingly incompetent, hardly worth the effort.”
 
  
 
 His attempt at humour fell flat and earned him the ire of his Mentor. With a spine-chilling harrumph, Akanai treated him to the full force of her disapproving glare. “You know good and well what they intended.” Indeed he did. They meant to take Rain alive and torture him, perhaps to force him to reveal the secret to his strength, healing method, or perhaps even petty revenge. Failing to do so, they tried to put an end to the number one talent of the North, a title the boy earned through blood and suffering.
 
  
 
 Whatever their reasons, he didn’t want his Mentor to crush them out of hand.
 
  
 
 Rain was his Disciple, so vengeance and retribution should be his to take.
 
  
 
 Still paying the price for his ill-timed jest, Akanai continued to lecture him like a boy in his teens. “How many times have I warned you, pup? Never underestimate your enemy and always be ready for the worst. The boy learns faster than you do, at least he had his guard up before the attempt. This was a sacrificial gambit, a probing strike to test our non-existent defences. If not for the boy’s luck, caution, and that hare-brained fool’s obsessive paranoia, Rain might have been taken away from beneath our noses.”
 
  
 
 As she narrated the day’s events, he found her response too extreme for something so minor. The assassin couldn’t have been stronger than a Major-level talent considering the boy defeated him in a single blow without sustaining injury, which meant... “What have you not told me?”
 
  
 
 “...Our enemy sent a peak expert to Watch over the attempt, one who escaped my notice until he took to the skies and fled. The expert was seated in the same tea house as Mei Lin and your grandchildren, so he took action and risked exposure to protect them. Instead of doing the smart thing and disposing of the expert, he invoked the treaties and let our enemy go free. Mother protect me from fools and optimists.” Deflating as she spoke, Akanai collapsed onto the sofa he slept in and visibly recoiled at the smell, but she soon decided its comfort outweighed its unpleasant odour. Afraid he might hurt Sarnai in his restless sleep, the couch was where he slept most days, not to mention eating and meditating there too. Living on the top floor was a sign of power and prestige, but it made bathing a real chore. Having a servant cook and bring him meals was one thing, but asking untrained men and women to carry a large wooden tub and enough water to fill it seemed cruel and sadistic.
 
  
 
 Realizing he was deflecting, Baatar sighed and focused his thoughts. No point asking after their safety, his Mentor would have mentioned it if the children were placed in harm's way. He merely added it to his list of grievances and asked, “Were they exposed?”
 
  
 
 “Difficult to say.” Sinking deep into the couch cushions, his Mentor appeared to carry the weight of the world on her shoulders. “If they were, then we are in for a difficult fight ahead. They are a prized pair and not even the treaty will protect them should others learn of their existence.” A pregnant pause weighed heavily on them as they considered the grim implications. Bringing out his only clean tea set, a blue-jade pot with matching cups carved to resemble dragons, Baatar set to work preparing the tea. A gift from his disciple, the set was far too extravagant for his personal use, but his Mentor appreciated the fine work, running her fingers over the carved jade like a child with a new toy. “Mila brought home a similar set but insists it is only for decoration and not to be used. Raising children is more difficult than expected, the foolish girl vexes me so.”
 
  
 
 He wasn't the only one deflecting. Though he learned everything he knew regarding warfare from his Mentor, when it came to parenting, she was his junior “Yet well worth the effort. Just wait until you hold your first grandchild in your arms, marvelling at how your little girl is old enough to have a child of her own.” His only regret with parenting is not adopting a child earlier, selfishly delaying so he could continue his adventures with Sarnai at his side, ignoring her entreaties to settle down and raise a family until she gave him an ultimatum on her fiftieth birthday.
 
  
 
 Not two hours later, he was the proud father of an adorable half-tiger girl, with two white ear-tufts sitting in stark contrast to the orange and black-furred ears, a whirlwind morning which forever changed his life for the better. Alsantset learned from his mistakes, their little mountain flower raising a family of her own instead of focusing on the Martial Path. Alsantset was a good child, filial and altruistic, sacrificing personal growth to make her mother and husband happy. If not, who knew how old Sarnai would be before becoming a grandmother? It must have been so difficult for his rose to endure, learning to parent at an age when most of her friends were showing off their first grandchildren. Though she scolded and berated him often, it was merely how she was, a foul-mouthed rascal since their earliest days, him an orphan and her a child of luxury, hunting and fighting side by side in the mountain forests. She never complained about his absences or failures, never reprimanded him for putting battle above all else, and supported him without complaint her entire life.
 
  
 
 In comparison, he was ready to abandon all hope after a mere six months. He wasn’t worthy of her love.
 
  
 
 A warm hand enveloped his own as his Mentor shared a rare gesture of affection. “Persevere. Your wife is strong and still has fight left in her.” Hearing her say it out loud gave him strength and courage as she guided him to sit beside her. Though they were close as Mentor and Disciple, there had always been a physical barrier between them, one she broke today as she wrapped an arm around him in an embrace. It brought to mind the embarrassing memories of his adolescent crush directed at his beautiful Mentor, another thing Sarnai never complained about, though he often voiced his intentions to marry his Mentor when he was a teen.
 
  
 
 Now those were memories he would happily do without. By the Mother he was a foolish, idiotic child, pining after a married woman while sitting beside his future wife.
 
  
 
 With a remorseful sigh, Akanai whispered, “Do you resent me for not formally taking you into my family?”
 
  
 
 Laughing for the first time in what felt like weeks, he closed his eyes and shook his head, enjoying the embrace for what it was, a show of familial affection. “Never. When I was younger, I often railed at the injustice of not having a family to call my own, but after seeing what Ghurda, Elia, and Chakha suffered through with young Huushal, I understand everyone’s reluctance to accept a half-wolf into their home. By the Mother that child was a terror, but he turned out well. His parents have reason to be proud.” At first, Baatar even thought to adopt the wolf-pup as a second child, feeling some sort of kinship to this younger half-brother, but a single visit was enough to dissuade him. The orphanage caregivers were at their wit's end trying to deal with little Huushal’s boundless energy and relentless aggression. Snarling and snapping at everyone in sight, he was a feral, ferocious child hell-bent on defending his ‘territory’, a tiny little den crafted from stolen blankets. How could he leave Sarnai to deal with such troublesome child on her own?
 
  
 
 Mercifully, Baatar couldn't remember what he'd been like at the same age and no one thought to remind him.
 
  
 
 “Aye, little Huu’s progress is nothing short of astounding, but such is to be expected considering his circumstances.” Chuckling, Akanai pinched his cheek, a fond, motherly gesture he thoroughly enjoyed. “You also turned out well, though I had little to do with it.” Beaming at her high praise, he listened intently for more, but alas, it was already over. “All I did was give your idiotic aggression an outlet, arming you with spear and bow before setting you loose upon the forest creatures, much to their dismay. The terror bird population still has yet to recover; One even tried to take vengeance on your disciple.” Sighing once more, she tightened her embrace and whispered, “Like you, I also grew up an orphan, but I believed my struggles helped shape me into the warrior I am today. After raising Mila, I finally realized the error of my ways. I am strong not because of my lack of family, but in spite of it.” Separating from him, she forced him to match her gaze, a daunting task even after becoming a formidable warrior himself. “This is decades too late but I would like to formally adopt you as my son. Are you willing?”
 
  
 
 “Foolish old woman,” Baatar replied, smiling the whole time. “I’ve long since considered you family. Why do you think I still suffer your presence after so many decades?”
 
  
 
 Sinking into the couch, Akanai scoffed and crossed her arms with a pout. “Bah. My affections are wasted on a cheeky brat like yourself. An unruly and ungrateful child is what you are, ruining a serious discussion with your frivolous levity.”
 
  
 
 Shrugging, he replied, “My apologies. Blame it on my improper upbringing.”
 
  
 
 Sharing a smile, they sat in comfortable silence as he finished preparing the tea. Though it’d been a gift meant to mock his name and Banner, he’d grown fond of the harsh, pungent flavour of Iron Goddess Tea, though the boy ruined it by adding sugar and butter before gulping it down. He had no sense of propriety or decorum, but it too could be blamed on his improper upbringing. Ah, who would have believed the little foundling would come so far, easily defeating Major-level opponents before twenty years of age. Even Baatar himself was not so abnormal, Rain was talented beyond all measure, a reward for his struggles and perseverance.
 
  
 
 The Mother takes with one hand and gives with the other, though oftentimes it felt like the greedy bitch took far more than she gave.
 
  
 
 After savouring his cup of tea, he returned to the business at hand. “So Ma,” he Sent, injecting a little levity into the dire situation. “What is our plan of action?”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. Audacious brat, just you wait till I tell your Pa about this. See if you can still smile after he tans your backside.” Her smile faded as she considered the possibilities. “For now... we prepare. If they are exposed, then we retreat to the mountains and cut off all ties. We can trust no one, not even Hai or Nian Zu, not if the truth is known. If not exposed, then there is nothing we need do except find willing, competent guardians for the boy.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Baatar agreed with his Mentor’s assessment. Jochi and Argat were far too irresponsible, betrayed by their playful nature. “A difficult endeavour considering his past and... current circumstances.” Foolish child, his near-brush with becoming Defiled had turned everyone against him, in a time when he should have been celebrated as a hero. Even Gerel was affected by the reveal, heartlessly abandoned by his arrogant ‘Mentor’ for fear of becoming Defiled. In Baatar’s opinion, being Tainted as the boy described it was nothing to be concerned of, especially in light of the Heavenly Water’s ability to cleanse it.
 
  
 
 A man or woman had no control over becoming Tainted since it hinged on the attentions of unseen Spectres. So what if Rain and Gerel had almost become Defiled? What matters is they didn’t and Rain now had a weapon to use against them. Except now those arrogant bastards refused to endorse Rain as a hero of the People, instead warning everyone to distance themselves from him in case word should ever spread or he truly turned to the Father. Though he’d yet to notice, Rain deserved better treatment after bringing so much glory to the People, returning home as the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history not to mention his astounding accomplishment of forming his Natal Palace at seventeen years old, though that was still a secret to the world at large.
 
  
 
 Hmph. How quickly their minds would change if they knew Rain’s drop of Heavenly Water was converting Spectres into Heavenly Energy, but Taduk had good reason to keep Rain from revealing it to anyone, even Akanai. A shame the droplet couldn’t do the same to Defiled, else Baatar would’ve long since sent Rain after the absent cowards.
 
  
 
 When the tea was all finished, his mentor convinced him to join her for dinner. Reluctant to leave Sarnai in the care of servants, he kissed his sleeping wife and Sent a plea urging her to return to the living, but his efforts went unrewarded. Perhaps the Mother believed he had yet to suffer enough, but so long as Sarnai lived, he’d suffer anything She had in store for him.
 
  
 
 The ten paces down the hall felt like an eternity away from his Sarnai, but waiting inside was a pleasant surprise. The members of his family both old and new greeted him with smiling faces, welcoming him as one, giant family. Husolt sat with Li Song and Sumila by the fireplace, helping the former win against the latter in a game of chess while Alsantset and Charok watched the twins play with the affectionate bears. Raising a cup of wine in greeting, Taduk poured Baatar a cup and indicated it’d be waiting for him, while Mei Lin cuddled and chatted with Rain in the corner. Unaware of their close brush with danger, the twins abandoned their games to greet him with delighted screams of ‘granpa’, running over to leap into his arms as the wildcats sniffed this rarely seen stranger. Giving his grandchildren a big kiss each, he gestured for Rain to come join them in a group embrace. Squeezing him tight, Baatar said, “I’m proud of you, boy. Not just for your victory today, but in everything you do.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing hard, Rain joked, “Oh? Even my ‘daft’ attempts to feed the poor?”
 
  
 
 “Yes, even that. I never belittled your intentions, only the practicality of your endeavours.”
 
  
 
 “Well, isn’t today wonderful.” Breaking from the embrace, Rain grinned in undisguised delight as he pulled out a purse, bulging with the unmistakable rectangular shape of golden cards worth a hundred gold coins each. “Not only is my gruff Mentor praising me, but I also get to prove him wrong. Some generous soul left this donation for the school today, once again restoring my faith in humanity.”
 
  
 
 “Good, good. I have never been so pleased to be wrong.” Gazing fondly at his gathered family, his heart wavered between joy and misery, happy to be here with his loved ones yet bitter he couldn’t share it with his wife.
 
  
 
 In the middle of their meal, the door burst open as a panicked servant rushed in. “Sir! Sir! The Madame has awakened!”
 
  
 
 The next thing he knew, he was kneeling at Sarnai’s side, holding her hand and crying as she ran her fingers through his hair. “Dog-brained fool,” she whispered, scowling something fierce. “How could you let everyone see me like this?”
 
  
 
 She was awake. His beautiful wife, his thorny rose, was awake, hale and healthy as can be.
 
  
 
 Rain was right. What a wonderful day.
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 Cursing her feeble body, Sarnai’s withered, wrinkled hands trembled as she faced a struggle greater than any she’d ever faced before. She’d fought Defiled Champions and Demons with a smile on her face yet this ordinary, everyday task had her quivering with abject terror. She wished she could harness the Energy of the Heavens and change her body to avoid going through this degrading process ever again. Her body betrayed her not only with age but now infirmity and frailty, all but crippled after waking from oblivion.
 
  
 
 Mother knows what Sarnai would give to return to oblivion or better yet, to have died cleanly during last night’s ambush. No, not last night, the ambush took place almost seven months ago after which she slept through the better part of half a year. Almost two entire seasons had gone past, like a story out of some outlandish opera where the heroine falls asleep until her hero arrives to save her. Except in the opera, she’d be a beautiful maiden instead of an old crone so weak and ill she can’t even get up to use the chamber pot without help. Glancing at her handsome, virile husband, she wept silent tears as he lifted her into his arms and proceeded to help her void her bowels.
 
  
 
 So humiliating. If he didn’t regret marrying her before, he most certainly did now. In the prime of life, he was stuck here helping a woman who looked old enough to be his grandmother wipe her ass. A pox on Healers everywhere, especially the flea-bitten, buck-toothed, rabbit-eared braggart Taduk. ‘There’s nothing I can do,’ he claimed, stating her body’s natural state had atrophied despite all his efforts. He was right, Healing could only slow the progress, not stop or reverse it, but she still wished things were different. It would take plenty of hard work and exercise to regain full control of her body and though she knew he’d done everything he could, she cursed him out regardless, blindly venting her frustrations on a man she owed her life to.
 
  
 
 Except what sort of life was she left with? How long would it take to recover her strength? A year? Two? Ten? Would she even recover in time before age brought her low once more? At close to eighty years old, most of her childhood friends who weren’t Martial Warriors were in similar straits, ancient, decrepit living corpses who needed help wiping their drool. And those were the lucky ones, the ones still drawing breath. Better for her to have died in glorious battle than to be reduced to a worthless cripple, nothing but a burden to those she loved. Better had she stayed in oblivion and wasted away than to subject him to this miserable existence. Her death would pain him but he was strong and had so much to live for once he was free of her, hopefully finding love once again with someone who could match his lifespan.
 
  
 
 Why did she listen to his enthralling voice, so full of pain as he pleaded her to return? She should have ignored it and remained... wherever she was. 
 
  
 
 After finishing the mortifying ordeal and she was all cried out, her sweet, dutiful husband placed her back in bed and tucked her in like a child. “Dry your tears, my rose,” he said, dabbing at her cheeks with a handkerchief. “This is nothing to be ashamed of. Remember the wound I took in Shen Bin hunting the megalodon? You were covered in blood and shit gushing from my ruptured entrails, but you held my guts in long enough for Taduk to find us. This is nothing in comparison.”
 
  
 
 Dog-brained fool. How were the two events even remotely related? Too tired to muster a scathing response, she turned away from his loving gaze and closed her eyes. His sigh tore her in two as he sat by her side, stroking her hair as she fell asleep. 
 
  
 
 She prayed this was all a terrifying nightmare from which she would wake.
 
  
 
 Or not. Either outcome would make her smile.
 
  
 
 The next time she woke he was gone from her side, a discovery which left her conflicted. This was what she wanted, to push him away and set him free, but it still pained her to see him gone. If she could go back and do it all again, she would have listened to her parents and refused to marry him, not because she regretted their life together but because he deserved so much more than she could give. He deserved a partner who would age with him, not grow old and die before he reached middle-age. It was a child’s dream to think they’d be any different from the countless mixed pairings before them and Sarnai’s heart wept for all the other couples like her, like her daughter and Charok, or Rain and his two little wives. A human lifespan was too brief and fleeting compared to the long-lived, it’s no wonder they set themselves apart more often than not. Better to avoid the inevitable pain and live a different life altogether.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Pei. Foolish woman, what good does lying to yourself do? Given the chance to leave a thousand times and you’d run headlong into his arms at the hint of a smile.
 
  
 
 “Hiya.” Rain’s chipper greeting interrupted her bout with self-pity, far too lively and animated for someone in his precarious situation. Even ignorance had its limits but Rain ignored those like he ignored all other basic conventions. “Mentor stepped out for a bath, he’ll be back soon. How are you feeling?” Grunting in reply, she lied in bed and studied Rain’s features, unsure whether to thank him or scold him. If not for his optimism and insistence, it was entirely possible she would've died in her sleep, a suitable end to a satisfying life. At least that way her husband could remember her the way she wanted to be remembered, as a strong warrior instead of the weak cripple she’d become.
 
  
 
 She shouldn’t blame Rain, not for this. Oh how she’d wanted to cast him out the first day they’d met, a scared, vulnerable child who represented needless risk with little to no reward. Now he was a man grown and a true hidden expert, unknowingly forming his Natal Palace years ago. She was so proud of him despite hardly believing half of what Baatar said about him, but her husband insisted it was all true. What she knew of Rain’s accomplishments before her extended, involuntary nap was already impressive enough, but after hearing the full story, the pragmatic part of her wondered if the People would be better served by quietly disposing of this one-time slave and, in his own words, almost Defiled.
 
  
 
 It was certainly the cleanest solution. Rain was a candle burning bright, one who drew far too much attention to their corner of the Empire like Akanai and Husolt or... others. Worse, Rain himself had so many secrets worth killing over, like his healing method or how he’d bonded with a drop of Heavenly Water. Then there was his parentage, something she’d kept quiet for Baatar’s sake, but she wasn’t the only person with half a brain who pieced together the obvious clues and reached the same conclusions. The old guard had good reason to be wary of Rain when he was merely a half-broken slave, but her hard-headed husband and starry-eyed daughter just had to aggravate things by not only teaching the boy to fight, but also pushing him towards glory, short-sighted fools the both of them.
 
  
 
 Falling Rain, hero or calamity? Only time would tell.
 
  
 
 “I’m tired of laying down. Help me up?” The words were barely out her mouth when Rain jumped to obey like the dutiful child he was, always seeking to please. He even had a cup of tea on hand to soothe her parched throat, steeped to perfection and kept warm by the brazier. Mature beyond his years, she prayed history would not repeat itself, knowing there was much darkness inside him and with good reason. Though kind and compassionate to the extreme, the cynic in her couldn’t help but wonder if he was trying to cover up his hidden anger, to smother it with charitable deeds and humanitarian efforts in the hopes it would simply fade away given time.
 
  
 
 Foolish child. Hiding the darkness only allows it to fester, but if she knew how to help him she’d have done it a long time ago. “Thank you,” she said, body drained from merely staying upright, propped up by a seemingly endless swarm of pillows around her. “For everything, not just the tea. You gave him strength when he needed it most, supported our family as you should.”
 
  
 
 Flashing a smile, Rain sat down to lend his support, both physical and emotional. “Happy to take credit but I didn’t do anything worth thanking. All I did was offer a few words which weren’t even mine.” Taking the cup, he filled it once more and tilted his head, wordlessly asking if she wanted more. Torn between quenching her thirst or delaying her next session with the chamber pot, the former won out and she nodded, greedily gulping down three more cups of tea.
 
  
 
 Dabbing her lips clean, Rain sighed and said, “It’s a damn miracle you know?” Sarnai made a face and refused to speak, but Rain paid no mind and continued rambling. “After coming back from Sanshu, Mentor and Sister were both heartbroken over your condition. It wasn’t a pleasant experience. Sister tried to convince herself you were gone so she could start processing her grief while Mentor wore his sorrow like a cloak and snapped at anyone who came near you. You were comatose for months with no improvement and then out of nowhere you opened your eyes. It’s incredible when you think about it. Yesterday, you were all but dead and now you’re sitting upright and drinking tea.”
 
  
 
 Unable to hold her tongue any longer, she snapped, “Is there a point to this? I’ve precious few waking minutes left in me and I’d hate to waste them listening to you praise the Mother. Never took you for a Mother-Lover and though I’m thankful for Her mercy, that’s a private matter between me and Her thank you very much.”
 
  
 
 Taking her anger in stride, Rain chuckled and shook his head. “Glad to see you haven’t lost your fiery disposition. What I’m trying to say is, you’ll have to forgive them for not noticing how distraught you are.”
 
  
 
 Silence hung over them for several heartbeats until her sorrow broke the dam. “I closed my eyes and months passed,” she whispered, trembling from head to toe. “Now I’m weaker than a day-old kitten and barely able to keep my eyes open. Is this how my life will be? Waking for brief minutes at a time as the world changes around me? How long before I wake and don’t recognize the stranger in the mirror?” Her voice broke as she sobbed into Rain’s shoulder. “I’m so weak and helpless, I don’t want them to remember me like this...”
 
  
 
 Rocking her gently, Rain held her close and shushed her. “Don’t be silly. You’ve been asleep for months, of course you’re weak. Your job now is to eat and recuperate, and in time, you’ll be strong as a bull. I stayed up all night plotting out exercises and equipment we can use to help speed things along, but one step at a time, okay? Akanai told me, then I told Mentor, and now I’m telling you: Where there is life, there is hope. If you don’t believe it,” he added jokingly, “Well, I’m living proof.”
 
  
 
 Reaching up to cup his cheek, Sarnai rested her head against his and nodded ever so slightly. Eager to avoid speaking more about his past, he rambled on about things she missed in their time apart, mostly focusing on the twins or his pets. Only half-listening, she marvelled at his strength of will, privy to the knowledge of how much he’d suffered to get to where he was now, going from brutalized slave to celebrated hero in less than a decade. He had more than his fair share of luck but if given the choice, how many would willingly follow in his footsteps?
 
  
 
 In her current situation, she’d believed hope was a sweet poison, one she had refused to partake in, but perhaps she was being old and cynical. Six months of laying around left her weak and helpless, but this was her first day back in the world of the living, so perhaps she had expected too much. Hope, a tiny thing, so fragile yet so precious. 
 
  
 
 Letting Rain into their lives was the right decision, no matter what the future entailed.
 
  
 
 She merely hoped things would not end in horrific tragedy.
 
  
 
 When he first arrived, she spent weeks waiting and worrying about the fallout, wondering how she could fix things after he inevitably snapped and hurt someone. Only a few weeks later, she turned into a nervous wreck after Alsantset declared her intent to bring two infants into her home, a disaster in the making so long as Rain was still there. When the day of adoption arrived, Sarnai rushed over to her daughter’s home to meet her new grandchildren only to be greeted by the sight of young Rain cradling little Tate in his arms. Still yet to recover from his injuries and emerge from his shell, Rain stood there with a smile on his face and tears in his eyes, singing a sweet little nonsense song which melted Sarnai’s heart.
 
  
 
 On that fateful day, she had not two, but three new additions to her family: Tali, Tate, and Rain.
 
  
 
 He wouldn’t turn against his family, of this she was certain. Rain was stronger than he looked, a young man talented beyond belief who defied all expectations. A hero to his peers, a measuring stick for the next generation, and most of all, a Sentinel of the People. Though old and feeble, there were still things she could do to protect her adopted son, things not even her husband or his mentor could accomplish.
 
  
 
 Her son. How strange, she thought she accepted him into her family so long ago, but this was the first time she referred to him as her son. She liked the sound of it. Her son, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 When Baatar returned, Sarnai put her plan into action. “Rain, be a dear and go fetch my grandchildren. I’d like to see them before I fall asleep again.” As he strode out the door, she added, “Bring your pets too. I want to see these outfits you keep gushing about and I’ve yet to meet your bears.” By the Mother, did the boy intend to open a zoo? Someone had to put a stop to it before he adopted every stray animal in the north.
 
  
 
 Once alone, she turned to her husband and Sent, “Inform my mentor I would have words with her in the morning. She’s maligned our son for years now and I’ll not stand for it any longer. He’s a good child and keeping him at arms length is both stupid and pointless now that the world knows he’s one of the People. I’ll not leave him unguarded for another second and if she won’t listen to logic or reason, then I’ll resort to blackmail.”
 
  
 
 Surprise flashed across her husband’s face, which was immediately replaced by sheer delight. “Gladly my rose, I will personally send word the moment Rain returns.”
 
  
 
 An idea came to her and she Sent, “No, have Gerel pass the message along. Another one of her idiotic actions. Either Gerel is her Disciple and should be defended at all costs, or he isn’t her Disciple and there was no need to publicly break ties. I swear, that arrogant woman is living proof age and wisdom do not go hand in hand.”
 
  
 
 “As you say my rose, though I caution against being so direct. You know her temper.”
 
  
 
 “Pei. So what if she has a temper? If I think she needs to hear it then I will tell her so myself.” She wouldn’t say it to her face and he knew it, but hearing him caution against it made her want to say it which he also knew. An aggravating man. “Also, you dog-brained fool, what were you thinking falling apart so easily? Did I wed a warrior or a weakling?”
 
  
 
 Anger lighting a fire within her, Sarnai continued ranting at her husband through Sending, drinking in the sweet sight of his wagging tail and upright ears.
 
 


 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 278 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “Mwar!”
 
  
 
 With both paws grabbing my forearm, Aurie pulls my scritching hand away from Yipi and towards himself, jealous of the attention given to the bird. Laying on his back, my big golden floof grumbles in displeasure, unhappy at the lack of tender loving care. Giving his belly a rub, I return to scratching Yipi’s head as the sweet bird cranes her neck left and right, unable to decide which side she wants scratched first.
 
  
 
 I never liked birds much, but after months of stand-offish behaviour from Roc’s flock, they’re starting to grow on me. They’re not affectionate like Aurie or Mafu, which makes it more rewarding when I win their trust. Unwilling to snuggle even with other members of the flock, I was at a loss on how to display my affection until I realized they, like many other animals, love scritches. In particular, my birds like having their necks and heads scratched because those are the only places they can’t preen. They’re so so standoffish they won’t even allow their mates to help preen them, so after I showed I was willing to not only help them, but also able to endure their angry pecks, my fingers went from tasty-looking treats to tools of delight . Although they don’t have fur, the gentle scratching helps break up the waxy build-up around molting feathers, an effort which is visibly appreciated by my flock of laughing birds.
 
  
 
 Clever though they might be, they’re still birds and the moment Yipi is tired of my attentions, she makes her feelings known with a squawk-and-nip before flapping away, whereupon the next bird in line, her mate Kai Yay, takes up the vacated perch which is my knee. They have a strict hierarchy in the flock, starting with Roc who, after receiving his scritches first as befitting of his status, oversees the entire process from my shoulder like a disgruntled supervisor just waiting for me to fuck up. Blowing a puff of air at the fattest of birds, I laugh as Roc puffs up in comical self-defence before hopping down to make himself comfortable on Aurie’s belly. My sweet cat freezes in place, mewling in quiet despair as the feathered fiend nestles into his fur, helpless before the domineering overlord of our cozy little yurt.
 
  
 
 It amuses me seeing a quarter-ton cat freeze in terror at the sight of two-kilogram bird, but I gotta say, it makes me a little sad for Aurie. He’s a sweet, obedient kitten who’s grown more confident from our obstacle course runs, but he’s so submissive it’s worrying. Jimjam and Sarankho have matured splendidly, often following Lin or Li Song into the forests to hunt their own meals but Aurie has yet to make his first kill. I need to teach him how to fend for himself or at least ease the strain on my food bills. Feeding him till I’m old and grey won’t break the bank but I want my kittens to learn self-sufficiency. Who knows if their hormones will kick in and they strike out on their own? I hope the day never comes, but if it does, they’ll need to know how to look after themselves. I don’t want them to starve to death or get shot approaching scared villagers in search of handouts.
 
  
 
 My day is put on pause until I finish grooming all twenty birds one at a time, but thankfully their tolerance for physical affection is low, each one taking only a minute or two to satisfy. Since Sarnai asked me not to visit too early in the morning, I made plans to check in around lunch, leaving me the entire morning to myself, a rare treat. With Aurie’s survival training in mind, I head out to hunt the most harmless of creatures, the bicorn rabbit. Sporting twin, blunted nubs and a propensity to ignore all danger in the presence of food, their only survival mechanism is the ability to breed faster than their predators can hunt them down, making them a stable part of many diets. With winter still yet to fade, most will still be sleeping in their burrows so I’m hoping Aurie can rack up an easy kill or two and build his confidence. Bicorn rabbits pack a mean kick and headbutt, but my big floof weighs twenty times more than even the largest of rabbits, plus they’ll be weak and feeble from hibernating all winter so it’ll probably be an even fight.
 
  
 
 I wish I were joking. Aurie is not exactly the killing machine I’d envisioned him to be, which is fine because I have an ulterior motive for hunting rabbits this early in the season.
 
  
 
 With Li Song babysitting my other kittens and bears, I head towards the mountain path with Mafu and Aurie. Having recently survived a kidnapping/assassination attempt, I had the foresight to arrange a guard detail for my day trip, meeting Ulfsaar and nine members of his squad at the City outskirts, all kitted up and ready to go. The massive half-bear is easily the most imposing member of my retinue though his skills are sorely lacking compared to the other half-bear I asked along. Clapping me on the shoulder, Vichear treats me to an aggressively toothy grin, seeming a little put off this morning. “Rain boyo,” he says, gripping both my shoulders as he looms over me. “We share food and drink, laughter and camaraderie, so we are friends, are we not?”
 
  
 
 “Of course we're friends.” Even if we weren’t, Vichear is not a man to offend lightly. Though still lacking compared to true experts, he’s the strongest person I call friend, only a little weaker than Gerel in my opinion. Dumb bald bastard got beat down by Yo Ling twice and still has the gall to act all high and mighty. I can't stand him.
 
  
 
 “And friends help one another, do they not? I mean, you only needed to ask and I’ve arrived at this ungodly hour, ready to lay down my life in defence of your own so you can go out on a pleasure hunt. Not two days after an attempt on your life, I might add.”
 
  
 
 “Yes and I’m really grateful.” I’m sensing a lot of underlying criticism, but what am I supposed to do? Those people tried to kill me inside the most fortified City of the North, so it’s not like staying home is gonna keep me safe. Besides, Baledagh handled it without injury, so whoever is after me can’t have too much clout, right? Baatar even said it’d be fine when i mentioned it last night, so there shouldn’t be any problems...
 
  
 
 Silence hangs in the air as I deliberate cancelling the hunting trip, but after seeing Vichear strain to hold his smile, I realize he’s waiting for me to say something. His twitching cheek lend an air of menace to his grinning features and it takes a moment to figure out what he wants. “I-is there anything I can do to repay you?”
 
  
 
 His feigned smile turns into a real one with a hint of guilt, chuckling ruefully beneath his breath. “Nonsense boyo, we’re friends and this is what friends do. There’ll be no more talk of material reward, you hear?” Leaving me no time to retort I never mentioned a reward, he shakes his head and continues. “Truth be told, it won’t be long before you leave old Vichy at the wayside and it’ll be me asking you for help. Not only are you growing stronger by the day, even your subordinates are outpacing me. I was talking with Ulfsaar there and mentioned how I didn’t see his pretty wife around. Now I ain’t ever seen them apart for more than a minute, two peas in a pod is what they are, so my curiosity was piqued. It took some pressing, but it turns out, his wife can’t be here on account of how she’s forming her Natal Palace. Now ain’t that a kick? Fifty two years without forming her Natal Palace and long past the optimal age, but six months after joining your retinue, she’s now on the cusp of entering the ranks of the Empire’s experts.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? That’s great news!” Turning to Ulfsaar, I offer my congratulations but the former bandit-chieftain winces in response. He’s an odd one, a mild-mannered, devout believer in the Mother until he works himself into a rage and pulps someone with his axe. A classic bearserker if you will, his quiet, laid-back attitude is incredibly misleading, as are his stern, youthful features.
 
  
 
 Hmm... If his wife is in her fifties, how old is he? I’ve been bossing him around like everyone else, but if he’s a grandfather I’m gonna feel terrible for not respecting my elders. I should probably know things like this, but I’m reluctant to make friends with my retinue. For one, I’m their boss and I have enough trouble controlling them as is. Secondly, and this is my darker, pragmatic side speaking, but if they die, and as warriors it’s likely to happen sooner rather than later, I’d like it to hurt as little as possible.
 
  
 
 My cold self-reflection is interrupted as Vichear figuratively and literally pulls me back into the conversation. “Now, refresh my memory boyo. How many experts do you have in your retinue now?”
 
  
 
 “Five.” Aside from Dastan, Ulfsaar, and Neera, there’s Sahb, the former second of Dastan’s retinue, and Wang Bao who have also formed their Natal Palaces. Though it doesn’t give an immediate increase in strength, in a year or three these five experts will be formidable warriors in their own rights, easily reaching Major level if not higher.
 
  
 
 “Five experts,” Vichear repeats, a little too quickly to have not known. I’ve only publicly revealed Dastan’s status, since the others all share dubious pasts, but I haven’t really been keeping it secret. “From zero experts to five in a short, half-year. Incredible. Me and my warriors have been with the Sentinels for almost two years now, soldiers one and all, and not a single one of us have formed our Natal Palace, myself included.”
 
  
 
 Vichy made Major without a Natal Palace? That’s impressive considering his humble background, which means his skills are the real deal. He’d probably be ranked even higher if he wasn’t a half-beast, what with all the discrimination and what not.
 
  
 
 Ohhhh, I get it. He’s jealous. Poor Vichy wants a Natal Palace of his own and is looking for advice. That’s why he’s being so cagey and discreet, he doesn’t want to lose face by asking a kid for help. I wish I could but I don’t know the first thing about forming a Natal Palace, since it just sorta happened on its own. Trying to make him feel better, I offer my view of the matter. “I figure it’s because most of my retinue is self-taught, their strength honed in life and death skirmishes. Their foundations were lacking, so given a little hard work and effort, they’re finally reaching their full potential.” Not to mention the lack of Spectres. The strength they offer comes at a cost, as they want their subjects strong enough to survive but weak enough to need more help, giving the Tainted incentive to step over the line into full Defiled or worse. Now that they’ve been cleansed, Ulfsaar and the rest are truly learning how to wield their powers, which is probably why so many of them are becoming experts.
 
  
 
 Sighing, Vichear releases my shoulders and slumps down, a defeated look pasted across his face. Switching to Sending, he says, “Look boyo, be straight with me. If it’s a secret of the People, then I’ll speak no more on the subject. The Lieutenant General has done right by me and my men so far and we’ve no reason to ask for more, but it’s disheartening to think we’re less trustworthy than a group of bandits. No offence.”
 
  
 
 Puzzled, I keep my hands to myself and answer out loud. “None taken, but honestly, there’s no big secret. Grand-Mentor isn’t neglecting you, she also asked about my retinue’s recent successes but I gave her the same answer I gave you. The only thing they all had in common was Dastan’s advice. Tell you what, why don’t you ask him to help y- your soldiers out?” Remembering how tight-lipped Dastan had been with Akanai, I add, “Tell him I sent you, he’s kinda awkward and likes to be low-key, denies he had anything to do with recent success, but who knows.”
 
  
 
 “Aye, perhaps I will boyo, perhaps I will.” The glint in his eye tells me he wants to run off and interrogate Dastan immediately, but I still need him around to watch my back. With Vichear lost in his thoughts, I lead my retinue up the mountain and almost immediately regret my choice of defenders. Burly and intimidating as they are, Ulfsaar’s squad are nowhere near as light-footed and silent as Vichear, making enough noise to scare off a herd of elephants much less a bunny rabbit. Two hours and nine empty warrens later, we have yet to see anything aside from the trail of a bicorn bunny, the idiot creatures still smart enough to notice our arrival minutes in advance.
 
  
 
 Taking a short break, I watch my pets romp around in the snow as Mafu repeatedly tackles Aurie into the ground, both playing and teaching my sweet wildcat but to no avail. Hopping in and out of ‘combat’, Mafu piles into Aurie and nibbles at his throat, but my silly floof lays there and takes it instead of play-fighting back, his paws tucked in helpless submission only to spring his feet the second Mafu darts away, ready for another go.
 
  
 
 God, I hope it’s easier to teach bears to hunt.
 
  
 
 I must have mumbled my thoughts out loud because Ulfsaar replies, “Bears have no need to learn to hunt. The Mother gave them no gifts of speed or cunning, only the size and strength to defend themselves. As She foresaw, it was enough. Bears are foragers and scavengers by nature, feeding primarily on berries and roots. When possible, it will feed on carrion by stealing prey brought down by wolves, wildcats, or other predators. The wolf pack is many, but the bear is a formidable foe, giving the pack no choice but to turn and leave. The wildcat carries its prey to the treetops, but such heights are no barrier to the bear, as able a climber as any.”
 
  
 
 Am I feeding my bears too much meat? They love their fruit and veggies but I figured bears would need lots of meat to grow big and strong...
 
  
 
 No, I'm missing his point. Ulfsaar’s deep voice lends itself well to narration, possessing a calm, soothing timbre. Hard to imagine this same voice raving of blood and destruction, but it’s who he is, Ulfsaar the Voracious, feared throughout Sanshu as a force to be reckoned with. When I first found out about his dual-personality, I thought he might be in similar situation as Baledagh and I, but no, he just has crazy mood-swings. Neera explained it as Ulfsaar’s survival instinct, calm and placid until something threatens their safety, whereupon he goes into full overdrive until the threat is dead or gone. Eyeing his adorable black-bear ears, I ask, “How do you know so much about bears?”
 
  
 
 “I studied them for many years while seeking my purpose. The Mother has a plan for all her children, but I have yet to discover mine.”
 
  
 
 The way Ulfsaar says it makes me think of a mountain ascetic, following his spirit animal to divine the truth of the world. “So why turn to banditry?”
 
  
 
 Tilting his head in question, he replies, “As I said, I sought answers. Other creatures strive for prey while the bear simply takes what is naturally his. Thus, I set out to do the same, believing such was my purpose in life. I cannot survive on berries and roots, so I must take more.”
 
  
 
 “... so, you became a bandit because bears are nature’s bandits?”
 
  
 
 “Bandit is too loose a term for my tastes, but my gift lies not with words.” Frowning, Ulfsaar takes his time before speaking again. “A bandit steals yes, but a bandit also kills, rapes, and plunders. I only took what was needed to sustain myself and nothing more. Coin, goods, slaves, I took none of these things nor did any of my comrades, only food and drink. If I encountered no resistance, then there were no casualties, but if my foe sought to confront me, then I would teach them regret.”
 
  
 
 Though said without anger or passion, his words are chilling indeed. Still, his nickname makes more sense now, since all he ever stole was food. The Voracious. Stupid bandit names, making me worry he might be a cannibal. “Is that still how you want to live your life? Taking what you need to survive and nothing more?”
 
  
 
 “No.” His answer is immediate, studying me intently as he speaks. “I believe the Mother sent you to warn me of my folly. A bear takes what it needs, but I am no bear.” Turning back towards the City, he smiles, seemingly at utter peace. “I am a human and I give thanks for Her reminder.”
 
  
 
 After hearing about Pran and Saluk’s childhood, I’m hesitant to ask about Ulfsaar’s, but I know it couldn’t have been easy. As for his whole ‘hurr durr I’m a bear’ shtick, there are worse bandits in my retinue, though at a bare minimum, none of them have tortured or raped. Cold-blooded murder isn’t much better, but my standards are shockingly low, even considering the world we live in.
 
  
 
 A lot can be blamed on the Spectres, but not everything. Humanity is plenty dark all by itself.
 
  
 
 It's a shame the Spectres haven’t made a reappearance, but it seems like Sanshu was a massive outlier. Yo Ling probably left people like Ulfsaar and Laughing Dragon alone because he knew they would spread the Taint at no risk to himself. If the Defiled don’t come back in the spring, I might have to go actively hunting for Tainted. I want that sweet Heavenly Energy but Blobby's lack of activity is also worrying. I’m thinking he needs that special Spectral juice to get going in the mornings, but the City has been picked clean.
 
  
 
 I know Taduk wants to keep things quiet but I spent all my precious Heavenly Energy to save Nian Zu and I didn’t even get a ‘thank you’. I assume the old man paid Taduk but I can’t ask my Teacher for payment, that’s downright disrespectful. He’d pay me if it ever crossed his mind to but Taduk’s kind of an airhead regarding social niceties. Oh well. Maybe Shen Huo will have more Tainted, or maybe I can go sightseeing to random villages. Lin wanted to visit Ping Yao which is south of Sanshu, so maybe I can take a little pleasure trip with the wifey.
 
  
 
 It’s definitely because I love Lin and want to make her happy. Having her guards close by while I travel the province is just a bonus.
 
  
 
 Life’s not too bad here once people stop trying to kill you. Well, I assume it will be. Like Roc’s flock, this world has grown on me. My loving family is back and bigger than ever, my retinue is growing stronger with each passing day, and by feeding what feels like the entire City’s population for months on end, I made at least one person see the value of charitable acts with no strings attached.
 
  
 
 Not too shabby.
 
  
 
 “Okay.” Calling Aurie and Mafu back, I brush the snow off my kitten’s coat and turn to Vichear. “Let’s circle around and head home on a different route. If we come across a warren then we’ll check it, but nothing too far out-of-the-way.”
 
  
 
 Gazing at the surroundings with eyes narrowed in thought, Vichear doesn’t respond until I wave a hand in front of him. Blinking in surprise, it takes a moment for his brain to catch up and he answers, “Sounds good boyo, but fair warning, there’s something off around us. Just a gut feeling I can’t place, but better safe than sorry.”
 
  
 
 “Trust your instincts,” Ulfsaar interjects, “For the Mother gave them to you for a reason.”
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Vichear leaves to scout ahead while the rest of my people amble behind, keeping watch for danger. After checking three more warrens, we finally find an occupied rabbit-hole. Standing guard at the tunnel entrance, a bicorn rabbit puffs up and thumps the frozen ground, sending a puff of fresh snow into the air. As everyone else stands and watches, I urge Aurie to head over and kill the bunny but my sweet floof mistakes my intentions and crawls towards the giant bunny on his belly, gently stretching a paw to boop the bunny’s nose. His actions earn him a meaty headbutt to the face as the rabbit defends its home, startling my poor kitten who leaps high into the air and runs behind me, mewling pitifully at the scary offender as my retinue roars with laughter.
 
  
 
 “Oh Aurie,” I say, patting his furry head. “You’re hopeless.”
 
  
 
 “The Mother gave us all a purpose,” Ulfsaar says, barely even cracking a smile. “Your wildcat will find his, of this I have no doubt.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks.” Staring at the angry bunny, I open my mouth to ask why it hasn’t run away when something clicks in my mind. “Oh, this is perfect!” Moving the rabbit aside as it headbutts my hand repeatedly, I peer into the warren to find at least a dozen furry baby bunnies, huddled together with eyes shut and bodies aquiver. Old enough to have fur but too young to brave the cold, they must have been born just this week, the perfect age to socialize and eventually train.
 
  
 
 If all goes well, we’ll have a horde of bunnies to help us find all the rare and precious plants we’ll ever need. I watched Cham bleed to death before my eyes, but if I’d had the right medicine, I could have saved his life. I don’t want to go through that ever again, and lacking the means to grow what we need, I’m banking on these bunnies to solve our problem. While no one has ever managed to succeed in domesticating bicorn bunnies, my changing Aura is super useful for taming animals.
 
  
 
 Plus, fluffy bunnies babies squeeeeeee!
 
  
 
 Enough. Get it together. There’s work to be done.
 
  
 
 Turning to the Momma or Papa bun still whacking away at my hand, I unleash my Aura soothe the ruffled rabbit. “Hey, it’s okay, I’m not gonna hur-”
 
  
 
 Hurtling through the air at speeds I didn’t know were possible, the bicorn bunny headbutts me square in the face before returning to stand guard in front of the warren. Stemming my bleeding nose, I ignore the laughs and sympathize with Aurie, as this little asshole really packs a wallop.
 
  
 
 No killing. I already have pangs of guilt from killing Aurie’s mom and she was actively trying to eat me. Besides, these baby bunnies aren’t weaned yet, so if this is mommy bunny then I need her alive. Ignore the delicious rabbit steak and think about the fluffy bunny cuddles in your future. Taking a hit or two is well worth it.
 
  
 
 And the plants. Because that’s why you’re doing this. For the precious plants.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Giving his mount free rein, Dastan howled with laughter as the wind whipped through his hair, savouring the almost forgotten sensation of pure, unrestrained speed. Though roosequins offered more versatility and battle lions or bears might look majestic and awe-inspiring, in Dastan’s mind, nothing could stand against the might of charging cavalry. The thunder of hooves heralded the coming of doom as glinting steel-tipped lances hurtled towards the foe, promising sweet death to anyone who stood in their path. In a world of elites and experts, a horse and lance was the great equalizer for the common man. Not even the greatest of warriors would dare face a charge head on lest they be swept away by two tonnes of horseflesh and rider.
 
  
 
 Since the boss couldn’t acquire enough roosequins to mount his entire retinue, citing the long process needed to train them, this meant his retinue would require a different means of travel. Leaving the available roosequins to the scouts and archers, he decided on the obvious choice of horses as their means of transportation. Knowing nothing about them, the boss asked Dastan to handle the specifics who then turned to his youngest sister Dahlia for advice, a woman whose love for horses bordered on the obsessive, almost as much as the boss loved his roosequins. After detailing their needs, Dahlia replied with a detailed report outlining several suitable combinations along with detailed estimations on expenses and upkeep. Barely blinking at the substantial costs, the boss decided to go with Dahlia’s top recommendation and months later, the horses were finally trained and ready.
 
  
 
 Intoxicated with visions of riding down his enemies, Dastan slowed his mount to a canter, then a trot, until finally walking a full circuit of the track before dismounting from the panting beast, finished with his solitary pleasure ride. Averaging two meters tall at the shoulders, these Guonei Chargers were bred for power and trained for war, though lacking in speed and stamina compared to Acasian Trotters. They made up for their shortcomings in sheer, stubborn resilience, willing to ride through an army of thousands and into the Father’s Maw so long as they were guided by a capable rider. Taking a brush to its muscled flesh, Dastan stroked the beast’s neck with pride, pleased with his youngest sister’s suggestions and training. Acasian Trotters for travel and Guonei Chargers for battle, a perfect, if expensive combination, having to import both breeds from the Central Province. Anyone with an eye for horseflesh would be suitably impressed and even those without would be intimidated once the boss filled his retinue with recruited soldiers, an inspiring show of might and wealth befitting the Mother’s Chosen Son.
 
  
 
 Dastan couldn’t wait to ride this creature into battle across an open field, but aside from sallying out to clash with the Defiled north of the Bridge, there was slim chance of seeing mounted combat. The scarcity of open, flat terrain meant horses were relegated to a method of travel rather than overwhelming battle advantage. Finding enough space for this sturdy warhorse to run was a challenge in and of itself, forcing Dastan to rely on the boss’s connections to secure this long stretch of abandoned city road to exercise his horse with nary a soul in sight. Here in the North, the Defiled were fought with sword and shield atop battlements or in dense forests. If only the Coalition hadn’t sided with Yo Ling or if Dastan had been smart enough to refuse orders and come clean to Marshal Yuzhen, the streets of Sanshu would have been perfect for an all-out cavalry charge. He imagined it would have been glorious, firing bolts into the Enemy ranks to soften them up before levelling their lances for a charge, crushing Defiled Butchers beneath the unstoppable press of steel and hooves.
 
  
 
 No matter. Falling Rain was a Hero of the Empire, or close enough, and a man like him made enemies merely by existing. Already, one mystery faction made an attempt on his life and there would undoubtedly be more to follow. Such was life, but once they discovered the party responsible, Dastan hoped to lead the charge against their enemies, intending to plant the boss’s banner throughout the ruined remains of their domain to show what awaited those who crossed the Mother’s Chosen Son.
 
  
 
 Now if only the boss would switch to a more appropriate coat-of-arms like a stylized depiction of his Spiritual Weapons or an imposing four-character idiom such as ‘Unparalleled beneath the Heavens’.
 
  
 
 Even Falling Rain would find it difficult to inspire fear or reverence using the side profile of a bow-wearing rabbit.
 
  
 
 “Dastan boyo, just the man I been looking for.” Almost gliding across the ground with each step, Vichear moved with an ease at odds with his massive, muscular bulk. One of the boss’s hand-picked instructors, the bear-eared former major was an affable sort but he’d never referred to Dastan so familiarly before, reserving the ‘boyo’ for the boss and a handful of other close compatriots. What did he want? Sensing Dastan’s apprehension, the large man gave a sheepish grin before Sending, “I hear you’re the man to talk to regarding forming a Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 “I’m afraid I can’t help you,” Dastan automatically replied, his mind racing as he did his best to appear natural. While Vichear wasn’t one of Akanai’s top Khishigs, he was the perfect person to send if she were searching for the leak in Rain’s retinue. Though he’d intended to only disseminate the method to those he deemed most trustworthy, the Oath-sworn former members of his retinue, Dastan soon learned his method was not, in fact, a fail-proof method of forming a Natal Palace. After the first day, only Sahb succeeded in forming a Natal Soul while all others failed for reasons yet unknown. Disheartened by his failure and hungry for more success, Dastan spent a long, sleepless night debating the advantages and disadvantages before finally passing the method on to the other squad leaders. If none of them succeeded, then he intended to disseminate the information to the rest of the retinue, but lo and behold, this time the results were far too eye-catching. Out of seven people, two formed their Natal Palaces, Ulfsaar and Wang Bao. To make matters worse, Ulfsaar ignored Dastan’s warnings and told his wife Neera about the method and now she was on the cusp of forming a Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 With four members of Rain’s retinue forming their Natal Palaces in a single week, it’s no surprise other experts were finally taking notice. The biggest problem was the boss himself, happily reporting their successes to Akanai without a care in the world. Why wouldn't he? After all, he likely didn’t remember his drunken slip of the tongue, truly believing his drivel of bandits reaching their true potential.
 
  
 
 “The boss asked you to help him.” Somehow hidden by Vichear’s hulking torso, the smaller-yet-still-massive half-bear Ulfsaar took Dastan by surprise. Peeking out from behind his likely half-brother, the one-time bandit shrugged in commiseration before Sending, “You should have told the Chosen Son before spreading Bekhai secrets. Our esteemed leader genuinely hopes you will aid Vichear.”
 
  
 
 A worrying turn of events. A pious and devout man, Ulfsaar wouldn’t lie to harm the boss which left Dastan at a loss on how to proceed. He couldn’t fake his way through helping Vichear since he only knew the one method of forming a Natal Palace. Such secrets were well-guarded and if the truth came out, then Dastan feared Falling Rain was in for a harsh punishment. Golden child of the Bekhai or not, Akanai wasn’t the sort to spare the rod and spoil the child. At worst, the boss’s entire retinue might be forced to take slave’s Oaths, something Dastan wholeheartedly wished to avoid.
 
  
 
 Seeing Dastan's hesitation, Vichear’s eyes filled with sorrow and regret. “Ah, I knew things couldn’t be so simple.”
 
  
 
 Exploding into action, Vichear backhanded Ulfsaar in the face, sending the notorious bandit chieftain sailing through the air limp and unconscious. Dastan’s stomach exploded with pain and as he watched the clouds rush by, his brain caught up to reality and informed him he’d been kicked in the gut.
 
  
 
 How could a man as large as Vichear move with such speed and grace? It defied logic.
 
  
 
 The world mercifully went dark for an instant, but Dastan woke too soon, gasping for breath as he lay on the cold, cobbled stones with a sword at his throat and a boot on his chest. Vichear’s calm, stony voice echoed in his mind as the half-bear Sent, “I’ll have the truth now. This something your Defiled masters taught you? That why you can’t share it? Come clean and I promise you a swift and painless death, more than Defiled filth like yourself deserves.”
 
  
 
 “No,” Dastan wheezed, trying to focus his thoughts. “Not Defiled.”
 
  
 
 “Your lips move but all I hear are lies,” Vichear Sent, his normally kind, laughing eyes filled with barely contained rage. “Rain boyo’s a kind lad, but naive. He’s yet to learn there are some souls so dark they ain’t worth saving. I won’t have you taking advantage of his good nature to spread your Defiled secrets.”
 
  
 
 “No... Defiled secrets.” Each word set Dastan’s lungs aflame as Vichear’s boot sank deeper into his chest. “Bekhai secret... bring him trouble. Sending... need skin contact. Please.”
 
  
 
 Behind Vichear’s murderous eyes, hope warred against pragmatism and Dastan understood his reluctance to open his mind to a Defiled threat, especially since Ulfsaar was still alive. Or at least, he hoped Ulfsaar was still alive, the man was quiet and well-mannered but a force to be reckoned with alongside his squadron of adopted half-beast 'children'. After an eternity, Vichear grumbled something unintelligible beneath his breath before kneeling heavily on Dastan’s chest, causing his bones to creak in protest. “Try anything stupid,” Vichear warned while extending a free hand, “and you’ll live long enough to regret it.”
 
  
 
 Never in Dastan’s dreams would he have imagined this jubilant, portly warrior could be so intimidating.
 
  
 
 After explaining the boss’s drunken slip and what happened afterwards, Vichear was still not wholly convinced. “You say this Natal Soul business is a Bekhai secret, but Rain boyo looked me in the eye and told me different. He said there is no Bekhai secret and he ain’t ever told a proper lie in his life, so I believe him.” Lips pursed in thought, he finally eased off of Dastan’s chest and stood, though he still held his sword at the ready. “Go on and check on Ulfsaar,” he Sent, gesturing at the fallen giant’s body. “Hit him harder than I had to, thought he was made of tougher stuff. Hmph, bandits reaching their full potential, garbage is what it is. If they had potential, they’d be good and proper soldiers.”
 
  
 
 A cursory check showed Ulfsaar was still breathing but would wish otherwise once he woke with a splitting headache. With a cracked or broken cranium, the large man would need a Healer to look him over. With nothing better to do, Dastan gingerly touched his bruised ribs and winced at the pain. A good thing Vichear wanted to speak with him, otherwise he would’ve died in a single hit, his stomach caved in with barely half an effort. Despite taking them off guard, for Vichear to subdue both Ulfsaar and Dastan in one fluid motion was frightening indeed. Even after sparring with the man for months and hearing stories of his efforts in Sanshu, Dastan had severely underestimated the friendly former major, looking down at this ‘mere’ elite.
 
  
 
 “This Natal Soul,” Vichear Sent, breaking the extended silence, “You say the idea came from a drunken slip of Rain’s tongue. What did he say exactly?”
 
  
 
 Standing to clasp Vichear’s hand, Dastan answered, “His exact words were ‘it’s easy to split focus with two minds’. Then he said it was a secret.”
 
  
 
 “...Did he say it was a Bekhai secret?”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 Towering over Dastan’s hunched frame, Vichear took a moment to reply. “There used to be this beggar in Feng Huang who was a few logs short of a cord. Every day, he’d be a different person ranting in a different voice, mostly harmless stuff about how the water tasted off or the clouds were looking at him funny, but it was more than that. His posture, accent, mannerisms, even the look in his eyes changed, made you believe it was someone else talking, a different soul in the same body. Only his dirty rags stayed the same, else you’d have thought there were dozens of insane brothers ranting on the streets.” Shrugging helplessly, Vichear continued, “Seeing Rain go from sweet, smiling dolt to murderous cutthroat always brought that crazy old beggar to mind. What if this two minds business isn’t a secret of the Bekhai, but a secret of Rain’s? It’d explain a lot.”
 
  
 
 “... But the Natal Soul works,” Dastan Sent, unable to refute. “It keeps the Natal Palace in existence, freeing me to focus on other things.”
 
  
 
 “You ever let it take over or go through a transformation like Rain’s?”
 
  
 
 No, but Dastan didn’t want to admit it. “My Natal Soul is pure and innocent, all it does is amuse itself. It conjures up food to eat or games to play, happy to sleep and play to its heart’s content. Ulfsaar calls it a ‘primal soul’, more in tune with the body's base needs and desires.”
 
  
 
 “Seems to me,” Vichear Sent, his words slow and careful, “that survival fits in that category. Maybe the boy switches over to fight and survive. Wouldn’t be the first to go hiding in his head and won’t be the last, he's just got another ready to take over for him.” Shrugging, he added, “Besides, your Natal Soul is newly formed and by your own description, minuscule and weak. Rain’s had his for years now if his drunken rambling is believed. Maybe it needs time to grow?”
 
  
 
 No... Dastan’s Natal Soul seemed so innocent and guileless, how could it be plotting to take over his life? “What happened to the old beggar?” Dastan asked, dreading the answer.
 
  
 
 Releasing Dastan’s hand, Vichear strode away. For what felt like an eternity, he thought the former major wouldn’t answer until he finally Sent, “One night, the crazy old bastard decided a young woman was stealing his emotions and concluded he had to bash her brains in to get em back. Went to the hangman’s noose screaming of his innocence, alternating between ranting how his other self committed the crime and how the woman deserved death for stealing his emotions.”
 
  
 
 Well... that didn’t exactly inspire confidence. Quietly scrapping his plan to create dozens of Natal Souls in his mind, Dastan yelled, “So what are you going to do?”
 
  
 
 Stopping in his tracks, Vichear turned and shrugged before Sending, “I’m gonna go form my Natal Soul and Palace. Don’t worry, I’ll keep Rain boyo’s secret. My guess is his family already knows, hard to hide something like this from the ones you love. If anyone asks, you came up with the idea all on your own, got it?”
 
  
 
 “Wait, just like that? Aren’t you worried?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug followed by a Sending. “Why does it matter? Worrying does no good, either something happens or it doesn’t. The beggar lived for decades before he finally snapped and was even functional for most of em by all accounts. Ain’t guaranteed Rain boyo or the rest of us go the same way, just something to watch out for. Besides, it’s well worth the risk if I can become an expert, ain’t no two ways about it.” Looking upbeat and carefree, Vichear strolled away humming a merry tune, hoping to soon join the Empire’s Roster of Experts.
 
  
 
 Dumbfounded and confused, Dastan sank to the ground and reached for Balance. Entering his Natal Palace, he found his Natal Soul reclining on a luxurious divan and feasting on all manner of exotic luxuries with childish delight. Noticing his arrival, it opened its mouth in silent delight before soaring over to tug on Dastan’s moustache. ‘Welcome back,’ it seemed to say, its emotions mentally transmitted to Dastan. Conjuring a tiny axe, it waved it about in adorable pantomime of Dastan’s practice, eager to have someone to play with.
 
  
 
 Was this Natal Soul an extension of Dastan’s will or was it its own person? It was so tiny, barely larger than Dastan’s palm and unable to speak, but it learned so quickly. When it was first formed, all it did was wander aimlessly through the Palace, but soon it began fashioning all manner of things from the real world, from beds and luxuries to the obstacle course from the training grounds, all perfectly sized for its deformed body. Hard to imagine this joyful, indulgent creature taking over Dastan’s life, or even becoming bloodthirsty and savage like the boss’s combat persona.
 
  
 
 Wait...
 
  
 
 What if the ‘real’ Rain had already been displaced and the Rain they knew and adored was the Natal Soul, with his original self coming out in times of battle? What if, in the process of being Tainted or becoming Defiled, the real Rain retreated into himself and the Natal Soul took over?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Dastan’s head spun wondering ‘what if’ repeatedly until he threw his arms up in surrender. Agonizing over unimportant details was beyond silly. Opening his eyes, Dastan lifted Ulfsaar onto the patiently waiting Charger, ignoring the twinge of pain from his freshly healed ribs. A marvellous thing this Panacea, it was a little known secret it also had been discovered by the boss. If Rain could come up with one miracle technique, then why not a second? That’s all this was, a new discovery, and all these unfounded fears were just Dastan making mountains out of molehills.
 
  
 
 What mattered was this: Falling Rain was a good man and Dastan would follow him into the Father’s Maw if need be. No, not merely follow, Dastan would lead the charge, slaughtering all who stood in his path.
 
  
 
 For Dastan had faith the Mother’s Chosen Son wouldn’t steer him wrong.
 
 
Chapter Meme
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 Carrying a wooden box swaddled in blankets, I make my way towards Akanai’s suite on the inner wall with Mafu and Aurie in tow. Abandoning me to visit his sweetheart, my quin heads into the stable with the day’s catch, three large fish taken from a freezing cold river. It's tough being a bachelor, my poor quin already works so hard to keep fat but now he’s working even harder to court Mila’s quin Atir. Three fish doesn’t seem like much, but considering he ate five and fed Aurie two, Mafu is damn good at solitary hunting and I wish him all the best. 
 
  
 
 Plus, Pafu and Suret’s pups are getting to big to cuddle and I’m gonna need replacements soon. I wonder if there are regular otters around? They're less cool, but still adorable...
 
  
 
 While trudging up the long staircase with Aurie, we come across a familiar bald head pacing just short of the hallway to Akanai’s suite. Grim and dour as always, Gerel notices my approach and gives me his best disapproving glower. “You’re late. Move little man, you don’t keep people like them waiting.”
 
  
 
 “Hey buddy.” He hates it when I call him buddy but I don’t like being called ‘little man’ either, so we’re even. “It’s a family lunch not a war council, nothing to get all worked up over.” Stopping just to be contrary, I give Aurie a subtle cue to greet Gerel. Always happy to please, my big kitten latches both his paws around the amber-eyed warrior’s waist, chest rumbling in delight as he waits for head scratches. Immune to Aurie’s charms and prodigious weight, Gerel pats the big cat twice before pushing him away, gesturing for me to hurry along. Just to be polite, I ask, “You eat yet? You should join us, it beats hanging around out here until we’re done.” We aren’t the best of friends but he’s helped me a lot over the years, working to train both my original and new retinue without asking for anything in return. He didn’t even take his fair share from Yo Ling’s island, merely taking a handful of uncut gemstones for all his trouble.
 
  
 
 At my suggestion, Gerel does something completely out of character, visibly blanching as he recoils in abject terror. After shaking his head repeatedly, he steadies himself before smoothing his shirt and clearing his throat, pretending the past few seconds never happened. “No need,” he says, refusing to look me in the eye. “As you said, it’s a family affair. I’m happy to wait here.” After a short pause, he adds, “Please convey my gratitude to Sarnai.”
 
  
 
 “Why not convey your gratitude yourself? Seriously, it’s just up the hall.” Seeing his anger at being pressed, I shrug and give up. “Suit yourself. I’ll ask someone to bring you a plate.” Weirdo. Why’s he so scared of having lunch with Baatar and Akanai? I guess it could be a star-struck sort of deal, sometimes I forget my family are the bigwigs of the People. Still, I’d never have expected Gerel to be the adoring type, especially since he challenges Baatar to a fair fight every spring even after the Iron Banner Company disbanded. I'm looking forward to watching Baatar beat the crap out of him again. Truth be told, as imposing as he is, I’ve never seen Gerel win a real fight, only spars. For a guy who calls himself the number one talent of his generation, he sure gets beat up a lot.
 
  
 
 Then again, who am I to point fingers?
 
  
 
 The door stands slightly ajar and Aurie runs in to greet his second favourite person in the world, Li Song. With a chorus of grumbling mewls, Aurie taps his nose then Li Song’s hand, as if asking her to make the pain go away. Clapping his hands, Husolt smiles with glee and roars in delight. “About time lad, some of us have busy schedules unlike yourself.” Winking to show he’s joking, he licks his lips and asks, “What’s in the box? You cook us a treat?”
 
  
 
 “Nope. Spoils from my hunting trip. Behold, the newest members of our family.” Unveiling the box with a grand flourish, my rabbit reveal is met with mixed reactions. Tali shrieks in delight and rushes in for a closer look, but wary of mama bun, I caution her to stay at arm's length. Baatar, Alsantset, and Charok smile and nod, all more than happy to humour my obsession with collecting pets. Rolling their eyes, Akanai and Mila wear the same disapproving/amused half-grimace while Husolt and Li Song share a disappointed sigh, a father-daughter pair of rice buckets suffering as they wait for lunch.
 
  
 
 So far, everyone is reacting in character but Sarnai and Lin break the pattern. Clapping a hand to her mouth, Sarnai stifles her girlish giggling while Lin’s lips twist like shes sucking a lemon, eyes narrowed in undisguised disapproval as she glares at the adorable baby bunnies. So strange, I would’ve expected their reactions to be switched, but seeing Sarnai in such high spirits is heart-warming. After switching with Baledagh, he reports the room is Spectre free before escaping back to our Natal Palace, ignoring my suggestion to stay for lunch with the family. Knowing there’s nothing I can say to change his mind, I return my attentions to Sarnai, enjoying the sight of her shoulders shaking with barely contained mirth.
 
  
 
 It’s a welcome change from her fiery scowl or tear-filled gaze, and it’s good to know the Spectres have left her alone. They didn’t bother her while she was in a coma but the moment she opened her eyes, they swarmed her in droves like wolves descending on weakened prey. Thankfully, our little cleansing chat last night seemed to have buoyed her spirits, her eyes sparkling with life as Baatar holds her close. They rarely show affection so openly but I’m not sure if it’s because Akanai adopted Baatar and Sarnai sees herself as among family, or because she stopped caring about what other people might think. Either way, I’m happy to see them both in such great spirits, nuzzled together and sharing a private conversation through Sending as Baatar’s tail threatens to bash apart the chair he’s sitting in.
 
  
 
 Wonderful as this all is, I’m confused by her reaction. Adorable though they might be, my fifteen baby bunnies are far from hilarious, shrinking back in fear from Tali while Tate pretends he’s too old and manly to be interested in bunnies. It won’t last long because they’re darling, trembling as they turn their backs away from so many staring gazes and bury their heads beneath mama bun’s long, white fur. Though they all share her droopy ears, only two baby buns share her colouring while eight of her babies are a mottled grey and white combination. Four are pure grey and the last one is my favourite with its beautiful golden brown coat, looking like Aurie’s tiny, rabbit-eared twin.
 
  
 
 Even though I’m not supposed to name it yet, I’ve already decided he or she will be called Tawny One. Works for a boy or girl and if these bunnies fail then my next golden-brown bunny will be Tawny Two. It’s all about managing expectations. Best case scenario, I revolutionize the herb-hunting business and get even richer. Worst case scenario, my wildcats and bears dine on fresh rabbit for a day or two.
 
  
 
 Keeping a wary eye on mama bun, I add the last of my dried fruit and scavenged roots to her rapidly diminishing pile of food, hoping to keep her placated for a few minutes longer. Ignoring her babies, mama bun noms away like she’s been starved for days but she’s been eating like this for the better part of an hour now. At just over twenty kilograms, I’m amazed by how much food she can tuck away. Poor girl, it’s probably due to stress from giving birth to fifteen babies. Eating is the only thing keeping her calm and I don’t know what I’ll do once she’s full. Brave to the point of foolhardy, mama bun spent half an hour headbutting my calves while we walked home, futilely trying to ‘rescue’ her babies. Eventually, she passed out either from exhaustion or a concussion and I placed her in the box with her babies. Luckily, after waking up, she seemed to have forgotten the whole abduction debacle and happily chowed down on the provided travel meal.
 
  
 
 At least she didn’t kill herself headbutting me. From what I’ve read, it’s a real possibility. I'm guessing in a world filled with sadistic people and animals, dying quickly isn't a terrible defense mechanism.
 
  
 
 Keeping myself between the twins and mama bun, I wave my disgruntled little wifey over to see the bunnies. She’s not exactly a hare supremacist like her daddy but it’s hard for kids not to pick up on their parents’ bad habits. Shuffling over, Lin’s frown softens as she reaches in to pet mama bun. With silky white fur and long droopy ears, mama bun looks ridiculously adorable as she thumps her feet in displeasure, alternating between pleased and angry while deciding if the touching is tolerable. Thankfully, Lin has a way with animals and mama bun eventually decides my bunny-eared wifey means no harm and returns to eating at full speed.
 
  
 
 I wanna pet the bunny too but she reacts to my touch with unbridled aggression. I’d rather she not kamikaze before her babies are weaned so I’ve kept my hands to myself.
 
  
 
 Giving me the coldest look she’s ever shown, Lin scrunches her nose and says, “Hubby, you should set them free, ya? They’re wild animals not pets to play with.”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t bring them back to be pets.” Well, not only pets. “I have good reasons for abdu- err... Look, my plan...”
 
  
 
 My vision of herb-hunting rabbits wins me no points as Lin shakes her head, though she doesn’t stop petting mama bun, enamoured by her soft, fluffy winter coat. “Daddy won’t be happy. You know how he gets when it comes to rabbits.”
 
  
 
 Taking a line from Ulfsaar, I reply, “Every creature has its purpose. Teacher will overlook my heresy once I bring home armloads of Spiritual Plants thanks to my long-eared friends here.”
 
  
 
 Finally succumbing to curiosity, Tate joins his sister in staring at the bunnies just as mama bun finishes her meal. Moving in a blur of light, mama bun darts out of the box to explore her new surroundings, stupidly believing her babies to be safe in their ‘den’. Spotting Jimjam crouched and ready for action, the suicidal mama bun charges the threat and headbutts Jimjam. Reacting in a far less spectacular fashion compared to his brother, Jimjam flinches in surprise while staring at this curious, threatening aggressor, trying to decide just how to proceed from here. With a loud "Nooo!", Lin scoops mama bun into her arms just as Jimjam decides he wants a taste, confusing the poor wildcat even further.’
 
  
 
 ‘Food or friend?’ he seems to ask, staring about in bewilderment.
 
  
 
 Escaping from Lin’s arms in a heartbeat, mama bun thumps the ground in a show of dominance before carelessly deciding the confounded Jimjam isn’t a threat and moving on. Leading Lin on a merry chase, mama bun sends Banjo, Baloo, and Sarankho packing before picking up where she left off earlier, ‘viciously’ attacking my bruised calves for reasons unknown. With instincts like this, I’m surprised bicorn rabbits are still in existence. Already Jimjam and Sarankho have had enough and are looking at mama bun like their next meal, but thankfully the first command I taught them was ‘leave it’. 
 
  
 
 Goes to show that strength isn’t the only defining factor for survival. Like I’ve said before, quantity has a quality of its own.
 
  
 
 Seriously, fifteen babies in one litter? My non-existent vagina aches in sympathy.
 
  
 
 Finding no success in her attempts to calm mama bun, Lin pouts and pleads, “Do something before she hurts herself. These poor babies need their mommy.” Patting my sweet wifey’s head, I pull her in for a hug. “Don’t worry, she’s a tough old bun. Gave Aurie a big old swat and then nearly broke my nose with the follow up. It took half an hour of solid headbutts to knock her unconscious, so why don’t we let her tire herself out while we eat?”
 
  
 
 “Fortune favours the bold and the foolish, though there is a fine line between the two.” Jerking in surprise at the unfamiliar voice, I find the veiled Guard Leader sitting beside Sarnai at the table. How I didn’t see her until now I’ll never know, since a woman covered head to toe in black silk is hard to miss. After several seconds of looking my general direction, she brings her cup behind the veil to sip her tea before saying, “This creature possesses a body stronger than normal and is on the cusp of forming a Spiritual Heart. No doubt it’s eaten many Spiritual Plants over the years.” In a smug tone, she adds, “Taduk will have a fit when he finds out.”
 
  
 
 It takes a second for her words to sink and my eyes widen in panic. “Shhh! You should use Sendings for dangerous information like that, what if someone overhears?” Even if it’s a rabbit who has yet to form one, people will kill for a Spiritual Heart. I have enough enemies as it is, thank you very much. I don’t need more reasons for people to want me dead.
 
  
 
 Sorry mama bun. Once your babies are weaned, it looks like you’re going into a stew.
 
  
 
 With a dainty snort, Guard Leader dismisses my concerns. “Anyone strong enough to eavesdrop in my presence will care nothing for a Spiritual Heart the size of a grape. Take good care of the creature, it might well be the strongest bicorn rabbit in existence, first among trillions.”
 
  
 
 ...Well fuck. Do I have to? Mama bun’s not even affectionate, she still trying to pulp my calf into mincemeat.
 
  
 
 As if reading my thoughts, Alsantset Sends, “Do as she says, it’s the least you can do after being so rude during your trip to Sanshu. We will speak about your poor manners once lunch is finished.” Clapping her hands, she says out loud, “Enough tarrying, I fear grandpa’s belly will devour itself should we delay any longer.”
 
  
 
 Beaming at being called ‘grandpa’, Husolt thumps the table in approval. “Good grandchild, the only one looking out for these old bones.” Pinching Mila’s cheek, he teasingly adds, “See how proper and filial little Alsantset is? You could learn from your niece.”
 
  
 
 It’s weird to think of Baatar, Mila, and Li Song as siblings. For starters it means I’m engaged to my aunt, a concept which I find highly erotic. It's like incest without the risk of deformed, sickly children.
 
  
 
 Incest? More like Wincest.
 
  
 
 Distracting mama bun with some leafy greens, I leave her to terrorize my pets and hope Jimjam or Sarankho settle the issue for me, but it doesn’t seem likely. I trained them too well and they’re treating mama bun like an inquisitive, annoying toddler, with extreme indifference. Glancing around the table, I’m gladdened to see so many smiling faces, though Taduk’s absence and Guard Leader’s veiled visage ruins the atmosphere. I understand why my teacher isn’t here, he probably lost track of time while doing Runic research, but why is Guard Leader here and, more importantly, why does she eat with the veil on? I bet she’s hiding a disgusting deformity underneath and Taduk is helping her treat it. Can’t think of another reason an expert like herself would stoop to guarding my sweet little wifey.
 
  
 
 After feasting on a sumptuous meal and belatedly remembering to send something to Gerel, I lean back for a post-gorging stretch and enjoy the foreign sensation of personal space. Tali and Tate are busy crowding Baatar and Sarnai while Lin’s been on her best behaviour today, acting all proper and ladylike. To top it all off, my pets are all too busy avoiding mama bun to come begging for food, leave me free to enjoy my meal in peace and quiet. She might be a dumb, floppy-eared, flea bag whose existence will paint a target on my back, but mama bun has her uses.
 
  
 
 Tsk, look at me using all these speciest slurs against rabbits. Guess I’m a closeted hare supremacist. Then again, I still don’t know how to differentiate hares from rabbits. Maybe I should get a pet hare to pacify Taduk’s inevitable outrage, but oddly enough, I’ve never seen a hare before. I’ve run into plenty of exotic animals like terror birds, jatuyas, ursagons, carnugators, saurophages, and garos, but no hares. Then again, if Taduk is to be believed, the hares in this world run through the clouds and feed on flesh, so I’m not sure if I even want to see one, much less keep one as a pet.
 
  
 
 ...Ah who am I kidding? I’d keep a wolf or tiger if I could, so why not a hare? As long as it’s cute and friendly, I’m keeping it. I might have a pet hoarding problem, but if all my pets are clean, well-cared for, and don't maim anyone, is it really a problem?
 
  
 
 Once lunch is finished and all pleasantries at an end, people begin leaving in ones and twos. Sarnai and Baatar are first to go followed by Husolt and Mila heading back to work. Intending to leave with Li Song for our daily group spar, Akanai asks me to stay behind. Taking it as their cue to leave, the room empties except for Akanai, Guard Leader, myself, and mama bun who wanders the room marking her territory with scentless poops and stinky pees. If it wasn’t for Guard Leader’s presence, I’d be worried this was a haranguing from Akanai for bringing this tiny little poop machine into her home.
 
  
 
 I shouldn’t be surprised. Forget trials and tribulations; The true way of the world is food goes in, poop comes out.
 
  
 
 Since neither one of these powerful women seems ready to speak, I busy myself cleaning up after mama bun, much to the little fur bag's dismay. Ignoring her attempts to batter me into submission, I patiently wait for someone to tell me what’s going on while scrubbing poop and pee off the stone floors, eternally grateful for mama bun’s dislike of carpets. I’ve been spoiled by quins, they’re so picky about where they do their business they house-trained my other pets.
 
  
 
 Hey, maybe Pafu or Suret will eat mama bun. Then I don’t have to worry about taking care of a walking, breathing, Spiritual Heart.
 
  
 
 After long, stifling minutes of silence, Guard Leader loses the challenge of who can keep quiet longer. “I still think it better to exile him. This boy brings nothing but trouble.”
 
  
 
 ...Wait, what? I’ve been in danger of exile?
 
  
 
 “This boy,” Akanai replies, her tone curt and to the point, “saved your youngest Disciple.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. A weakling for letting himself be influenced so. I’d be better off without him. Exile him too.”
 
  
 
 “Without Rain, we would not have known until things were too far gone. History might have repeated itself with Gerel at its head.”
 
  
 
 “It still might. We only have the boy’s word they’ve been cleansed. He could be wrong or worse, lying.”
 
  
 
 “Or he could be right and hold a weapon against corruption.” Sipping her tea, Akanai looks calm and in control, and although Guard Leader is veiled, her fidgeting betrays her anxiety. Does she really want me gone so bad? I knew the People weren’t happy with me but I didn’t think things were so dire.
 
  
 
 Finding my voice, I ask “No one can overhear us?” Once I receive confirmation, I continue, “Is this because I was Tainted?”
 
  
 
 Akanai hesitates for a split second, not long, but enough to be meaningful. “In part,” she replies, without divulging any more.
 
  
 
 “By your own admission, you were a hair’s breadth from becoming Defiled.” Guard Leader chimes in and I can imagine the cold stare behind her veil. “You saw firsthand what will happen if word of your Taint spreads. The Empire will hunt us to extinction. If you truly cared about your family, you would leave now and never return. Whether you go south to live in seclusion or west to die fighting the Defiled, whatever you do, your family will be safer for it.”
 
  
 
 “One step from Defiled?” After repeating her words, I stroll to the window and stare out before turning back. “Now I’m one step from death. Except like before I choose not to take that step.” Belatedly worrying she might shove me out, I move back to the centre of the room, with mama bun’s constant headbutts interrupting my stride and taking away all my gravitas. Stupid rabbit, learn to read the room. “The Spectres are a plague and I their victim. Yes, I came close, but I did not take that last step, nor do I believe I ever will.” Nor will Baledagh, not while I’m still in existence.
 
  
 
 Sighing softly, Guard Leader shakes her head. “You say you chose, but I believe otherwise. You were saved by a fortuitous encounter. The Purge pushed you to the precipice and you ached to rebel, to smite your foes and impose your will no matter the cost. Had you the means, you would have killed the Shrike and damned the consequences.” Stroking my cheek in an oddly tender gesture, she whispers, “Your resolution and conviction make you dangerous in more ways than one. You humans shine so bright, like a candle on its last flame. You care so little for the future because you will not live to see it, but we must look farther.”
 
  
 
 Unbelievable. “You think I was wrong to oppose the Purge? You believe inflicting pain and suffering on thousands of innocents the right thing to do?”
 
  
 
 “A drop in the bucket compared to the lives lost should the Defiled find a foothold in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 “They have one now don’t they? They took the Western Province.”
 
  
 
 “Then the lives lost if the Empire turns on the People.” Sighing once more, Guard Leader turns to Akanai. “You see? He is stubborn and insubordinate, antagonistic and dissident. He’s already risked our safety for the lives of powerless strangers, simply because he believes he is right. He’s a danger to us all and must be dealt with before it is too late. You think he will sit idly by once he comes into power of his own? Already he is poised to rise to prominence, winning noble families to his side through his actions and training warriors loyal to his cause instead of our own. Mark my words, this one is a harbinger of chaos and disorder, a dangerous firebrand in a world filled with tinder. Exile him and be done with it.”
 
  
 
 Akanai’s silence lasts an eternity as I hover between disbelief and outrage. Guard Leader’s accusations hit too close to home for comfort. I never thought about how my actions put everyone in danger. Though it felt right and just, by opposing the Shrike and the Purge, I came dangerously close to putting the People in direct opposition to the Empire, something which I can only imagine would end in tragedy. If it wasn’t for Yuzhen’s mediation or the Shrike’s insane attempt to take me prisoner, the whole debacle might have blown up in my face. Akanai’s always going on about retreating to the mountains but they only serve as a deterrent to the Empire’s armies, not a barrier.
 
  
 
 Maybe I am selfish and stupid, too wrapped up in how things should be to accept how they are. A drunken taunt from my lips directly led to a massive conflict between the People and the Society. My actions during the Purge, no matter how well-intentioned, put everyone I know in grave danger.
 
  
 
 Who’s to say I won’t do it again?
 
  
 
 Guard Leader is right. The Bekhai are better off without me.
 
  
 
 Before I can drum up the courage to speak, Akanai breaks the silence. “I have nothing to say. Exiling him is your decision, not mine.” Stepping over to stand beside me, she wraps an arm around my shoulder and smiles before continuing. “Know this: Rain is my grand disciple and grandson. Exiling him is the same as exiling me and the rest of my family. Make your choice woman. My grandson has an appointment to spar.”
 
  
 
 I always believed I lucked out finding a family who loved me.
 
  
 
 I didn’t know the half of it.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Huffing with displeasure, Zian sneered as Rain shuffled through the door with a covered box in hand. With his plain, unadorned coat and unkempt hair, Rain looked like a random peasant picked off the street. His shuffling gait and slumped posture belied of a lack of confidence and courage, but Zian knew this man was more arrogant than most. It was a quiet arrogance, a conceit deeply intertwined with the core of his personality. He didn’t act high and mighty, he merely presumed himself to be better than his peers, oozing disdain for his betters as he spoke of charity and advancing humanity through change and innovation.
 
  
 
 It was easy enough to ignore his senseless drivel. Any advancement made without enough strength to back it would be crushed out of hand. Giving a voice to commoners, pei. They lived and died on the mercy of their betters, what point was there in giving ants a say? Unlearned and unwashed, commoners were too small-minded to be trusted with such power, likely to waste time whining about matters of no consequence like uneven roads or inclement weather. No, what truly irked Zian was when Rain offered unsolicited advice in matters of combat.
 
  
 
 Not that his advice was poor. Despite his dismal showing in their spars, Zian found Rain exceedingly perceptive at spotting flaws or openings, though he rarely took advantage of this during a match. Overthinking things in combat most likely, slowing his reactions and causing him to hesitate, but Zian would rather eat a live rat than help Rain overcome his shortcomings. No, the damned savage offered sage advice, but Zian found his way of speaking most vexing.
 
  
 
 ‘Why are you doing that when this is so much easier?’
 
  
 
 ‘You haven’t heard of this obscure yet innovative and ingenious method? Well let me explain in near expert detail’.
 
  
 
 Hateful, arrogant, amber-eyed bastard.
 
  
 
 Rain had a knack for analysis and clarification, often breaking things down to their most basic components to study the how and why. His work with BoShui was nothing short of extraordinary, turning a man who stood at the higher end of mediocre into a true talent with but a single phrase. “He who rules with his left, rules the world” said the scruffy barbarian, flashing his pompous, narcissistic grin before continuing. “Jab and block, parry and measure, the left is both sword and shield. The right is your lance, your thrust, and though it is powerful, using it opens you up to a counter. Set the stage with your left and close the curtains with your right. Then, when you get better, you switch it up and use them interchangably, but that's for later.”
 
  
 
 It pained Zian to concede Rain's words held profound truth. Though he would never admit this out loud, the sight of Rain before a spar often sent a chill down Zian’s spine, a trauma from his most disastrous defeat. With sword in hand, the runtish barbarian became a changed man, head held high and shoulders back as his piercing eyes filled with hunger and determination. An attitude befitting a warrior of his reputation instead of the slack-jawed, lackadaisical, underachiever he showed the world, as if to say ‘Situ Jia Zian isn’t worth much, even this worthless barbarian defeated him’.
 
  
 
 Illogical and irrational to believe Rain was doing it on purpose, but Zian hated him for it nonetheless.
 
  
 
 Even after months of interaction, Zian still wasn’t sure which version was the real Rain, but it mattered little. These spars were a farce and Zian hadn’t the faintest clue why he continued to take part. The only reason for sparring with his ‘peers’ was so he could improve his skills, but ever since Sumila stopped coming, only the slave girl offered him a proper challenge. The others were improving steadily thanks to his efforts while Zian’s time could be better spent, but Jukai insisted they continue coming here day after day. ‘Flowers grown in gardens are pretty to look at, but lacking compared to weeds in the wild’ was his reasoning, but these spars were hardly ‘the wilds’.
 
  
 
 Seeing no fiery-haired maiden following in Rain’s wake, Zian swallowed his disappointment. An entire month since Sumila joined them, thirty full days since he’d last seen her. Annoyed at his childish thoughts, he fixed Rain with a glare and said, “So glad you could find time out of your busy schedule to join us. I heard you went on a pleasure hunt and had a family lunch, it sounds so exhausting I don’t know how you have the energy to still spar.”
 
  
 
 With an apologetic smile, Rain slouched even further and picked up his pace. “Sorry, had important matters to attend to.” By the Mother, he sounded like he was about to cry over Zian’s sarcastic jab. You defeated Situ Jia Zian in single combat, at least have the decency to rise into the heavens like a dragon among men. The worst part of these spars were seeing just how little Falling Rain had improved, definitive proof that Zian’s loss was a fluke. Jukai once said Zian would have won nine out of ten matches against Falling Rain, but months of sparring proved it was more accurate to say 9999 matches out of 10,000. While others might find relief at this news, knowing he’d lost such an important match to such an unskilled duellist tormented Zian to no end. If only he’d won on that fateful day, his life would have turned out so differently.
 
  
 
 With Rain dead, the Bekhai would have been found guilty of assault against the Society and suitably punished for their infraction. Under those circumstances, Nian Zu would never have had the gall to promote Baatar as his second and the honour instead would have fallen to Uncle Yang. Having taught their enemies a lesson, the Society would still be the number one faction in the north and undivided by the Bekhai. Without a disastrous loss hanging over his head, Zian wouldn’t have gone to Sanshu in search of redemption on that disastrous ‘bandit hunting’ exercise, instead remaining here at the Bridge. True, he gained much from his time around Sanshu but he would’ve learned so much more here battling the millions-strong horde of Defiled. Instead of sparring with these ‘peers’, he would have lorded over them as the undisputed number one talent of the north before casually stepping into the ranks of Experts with much celebration and aplomb.
 
  
 
 If only... were there ever two more depressing words in all of history?
 
  
 
 Disgusted by Rain’s attitude, Zian dropped Rain’s tardiness. At least he was still here, useless though he might be. Besides, it was fun beating the runt day in and day out, a stress relieving exercise. “This match was to be the last, with all other pairings concluded. Your matches will be fought consecutively, but it shouldn’t be a problem for the ‘undying’ Falling Rain.”
 
  
 
 “Sure.” Placing the box down, Rain lifted the covers to check on its contents, revealing a colony of sleeping bicorn rabbits, fifteen kits and their mother. Ridiculous. Now he was raising vermin? These were his important matters? Hopeless. Enough was enough. No matter what Jukai said, Zian decided this would be his last day with these worthless idiots. On stage, Fung and BoShui traded ineffective blows, each testing the other and searching for an opening, but their dancing about was pointless in Zian’s eyes, with more gaps to exploit than he cared to name. Though both had formed their Natal Palace, it did little to improve their mediocre martial skills. If they had difficulties understanding the intricacies of the Eight Forms then how successful could they be at parsing the mysteries of Chi?
 
  
 
 Leaving his rabbits with the slave girl, Rain returned to Zian’s side and whispered, “Can I ask you a question?”
 
  
 
 Biting back his sarcastic retort, Zian inwardly rolled his eyes. “Ask it, but I make no promises to answer.”
 
  
 
 “Er, through Sending.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. “Fine.” Flicking his sleeve, Zian offered Rain his forearm, knowing from experience if he offered a hand, the ignorant savage would use the opportunity to interlock their fingers. Holding another man’s hand was not an enjoyable experience for Zian, but neither of them were capable enough to Send without skin contact. For Rain to Send at all was a testament to his talent, talent which he squandered away with his frivolous pets, business dealings, and ‘charitable’ acts, the height of foolishness.
 
  
 
 “During the Purge, you told me the villagers were doomed regardless of my actions.” Oh Mother Above, was this idiot still fixated on the Purge? Holding his tongue, Zian waited for Rain to finish his question as the savage hesitated to voice the next part. After a prolonged silence, Zian discovered why Rain insisted on a Sending. “During that time, if you had the personal power to save those villagers, would you?”
 
  
 
 Studying his one-time rival, Zian answered Rain’s question with a question of his own. “Why?”
 
  
 
 “Why save them? Or why do I want to know?”
 
  
 
 “Both.”
 
  
 
 With a tired shrug, Rain Sent, “Why save them? Is basic human decency not enough? Did you not empathize with their plight? Did seeing them suffer not pain your heart?”
 
  
 
 Hmph. Such arrogance, acting like he was the only person in the world who understood empathy. Of course it hurt seeing them suffer, which was why Zian didn’t stay behind to watch like an idiot. “And why do you ask?”
 
  
 
 “Call it... academic curiosity. I wanna know how someone who isn’t me would have reacted if things were different. I can guess how Dastan and BoShui would answer, but I want to know your opinion.”
 
  
 
 Soft-hearted fool, still agonizing over the deaths of strangers. No wonder Rain’s skills failed to improve, the Purge ruined him like it’d ruined so many others. Haunted by his inability to act, the memory acted as a deterrent on his Martial Path, hindering him from progressing until it could be resolved. Unlikely it ever would be, the Purge would not disappear in their lifetime and Rain would forever be helpless before it.
 
  
 
 This new revelation filled Zian with bitter disappointment, knowing his greatest foe was now doomed to wallow in mediocrity. There was no joy in defeating a man like this, no accomplishment in Zian’s victory, so he answered Rain’s question out of sympathy. “Even if I were an expert on the level of Nian Zu himself, I would still have stepped back and allowed the Shrike to carry out her duty.” Seeing Rain’s disappointment, Zian felt he need to defend his position and continued. “You’re a fool who doesn't understand the implications of your actions. As a representative of your people, your actions put the Bekhai in direct opposition to the Purge. Had she not acted irrationally and abducted you, the Shrike would have brought word of your actions to her master, a man who makes the Shrike seem kind and lenient by comparison. The Confessor needs only point a finger to raise a formal investigation against the Bekhai, backing you into a corner as his Aspirants comb through your lands in search of corruption. Even if they find nothing, which is highly unlikely, mere suspicion is enough to turn public opinion against you. All your allies will cut ties in fear of being implicated while commoners curse your names and refuse to do business with your representatives. No amount of charitable acts would win you enough goodwill to change their minds. You hoped to save lives but in doing so you put your kin at risk of Purge and worse, in direct opposition with the Empire. All this for strangers who will never thank you. Madness.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain crumble with every word, Zian marvelled at the Bekhai’s idiotic way of doing things. Had none of them realized the gravity of Rain’s actions? Or had they merely kept quiet out of misguided concern? Having built him up to be an impressive elite, Zian had overlooked the obvious and forgotten the Bekhai were mere tribal savages, strong and domineering, but ultimately ignorant of the ways of the world. The Society had nothing to fear from them, given time, the Bekhai would be their own doom.
 
  
 
 Lost in his thoughts, Rain’s fingers remained tightly wrapped around Zian’s wrist, leading to an awkward situation as Fung and BoShui’s match came to a conclusion. Beaming in delight at the rare victory, BoShui was first to notice Zian’s predicament, eyebrow raising in question at the entrapped pair. Ignoring him, Zian calmly wrenched his wrist out of Rain’s steely grip before saying, “Their match has ended. It’s your turn now. Make the most of today, for I will not be joining you all tomorrow or any day after.”
 
  
 
 Mute indifference followed his declaration, an unsatisfactory and disappointing reaction. Without him, how were these lesser talents to measure themselves? He saw the joy and satisfaction in their eyes on the rare occasions he erred and lost a match, yet now he denied them from experiencing such a thing ever again and they responded to the sombre news with callous apathy. Zian didn’t expect them to beg him to stay, they weren’t friends or bosom buddies, but with all the time they’d spent together, he’d expected them to at least ask him why. He had an entire speech ready to give, outlining how their limited value was all but spent and their skills too inferior to offer him significant challenge.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 It was possible they knew him too well and refused to step into his trap. They weren’t all idiots, only most of them.
 
  
 
 Maddeningly enough, it was Rain who spoke first, but even he didn’t ask why. “Sorry to hear it. Anything I can do to convince you otherwise?”
 
  
 
 Studying the runt closely, Zian was annoyed to see nothing but genuine honesty and eager anticipation reflected in his eyes. Not surprising Rain wanted to keep Zian around, his pristine sparring record probably kept the worthless savage awake at night, unable to eke out a single victory in all these months. Seizing the opportunity, Zian wore a mocking smile and replied, “With Lady Sumila’s absence, these sparring matches offer me little challenge.” The cat slave ignored the proceedings, enamoured by the sleeping rabbits, and Rain had the gall to chuckle while the others treated Zian with glares of contempt, but they knew their place and held their tongues. Basking in their anger, Zian continued, “I could be persuaded to stay however, if suitable challenge were found.” Bring back Sumila, for her skills matched her beauty, defeating him with sublime grace and overwhelming power.
 
  
 
 “Mm, so if I win today’s match, will you stay?”
 
  
 
 Caught off-guard by Rain’s question, Zian barked with laughter. “Sure. Defeat me today, and I’ll stay.”
 
  
 
 “For how long?”
 
  
 
 Catching himself before he answered, Zian narrowed his eyes in thought. Why did this arrogant fool seem so sure of himself? How many times had Rain suffered defeat on this stage? Forget Zian, the runt struggled to win against BoShui and was evenly matched with Fung, barely standing third from last in rankings. Rain was a hard-headed fool who fell for every trick and stratagem in the book. The most basic of feints was enough to trick him into over-extending, and while he never fell for the same trick twice, even a minor variation was enough to secure victory. How Rain stayed alive this long was a mystery, one Zian cared little to solve, but even arrogance had its limits.
 
  
 
 Had Rain been purposely losing for months on end? To what purpose? Still, as the fool once said, better to err on the side of caution. “I’ll stay until I secure three victories in a row against you.” If Rain was losing on purpose, then this would ensure his full cooperation in future matches. Though Zian took great joy in defeating the little savage, he would much prefer Falling Rain to live up to expectations as the man who defeated Situ Jia Zian. Only then could Zian salvage his pride and walk with head held high once more.
 
  
 
 “Okay. We’ll leave your match for last then, it’s only fair.” Retrieving his practice weapons, Rain ambled on stage and waved Dastan over. As the runt took his stance, Zian fixated on the inconsistencies in today’s Falling Rain. There was no hunger or determination, only a careless impatience reflected in his eyes as if he wanted to get things over with. Calm and collected, he seemed like a different warrior today, cold and analytical instead of the wild and impassioned youth of yesterday. This was the Falling Rain Zian wanted to defeat, a fearless, undaunted rising dragon who was his equal, his rival. This was the Falling Rain who dared to humiliate the Society in front of the whole province and possessed the skills and backing to escape retribution.
 
  
 
 Axe in both hands, Dastan also sensed the change in his master and approached with caution, staying just out of range. Though faced against the fourth strongest of their group of seven, Rain’s body was completely at ease as his twin-bladed practice shield pointed at his foe. Rooted in place like an immovable mountain standing on stage, he stood ready to weather the storm of Dastan’s attacks. Strong of arm and bold of heart, the common-born warrior from Sanshu wasn’t an opponent Zian could effortlessly dominate and if not for his status as a slave, Dastan Zhandos would have made for a suitable rival.
 
  
 
 How was today’s Falling Rain going to deal with him?
 
  
 
 So preoccupied with his thoughts, Zian almost missed the match. Moving without warning, Rain struck out the moment Dastan hefted his axe for a probing strike. A single movement, both parry and slash, and Rain’s victory was assured, his shield blades breaking through Dastan’s hasty defence to rest against his throat. Replaying the brief match in his mind, Zian marvelled at the sheer genius of Rain’s movements, the sole reason for his absolute domination. Having seen it from the side, Zian broke the movement down into four components, toe, heel, slide, and step, the shield remaining locked in place until the moment he was ready to strike. From the front, he imagined it looked like Rain shifted diagonally in the blink of an eye, an illusion which took advantage of the narrow focus many warriors adopted during a duel.
 
  
 
 So Rain was hiding his strength all this time, but the why would have to wait. Without a thought for Dastan’s pride, Rain shooed the defeated man off stage and pointed at the other slave. Springing on stage, she showed a rare hint of enthusiasm for today’s match, her warrior’s instincts sensing a challenge in today’s Falling Rain. This time, Zian banished all errant thoughts and focused on the match itself, intent on committing the battle to memory for future review.
 
  
 
 Opening with the same step, Rain won the advantage in the first exchange and used his twin weapons to press her back. With the slave as his opponent, Rain demonstrated the versatility of this step, able to use the same strange movement to shift in all directions and confound the slave. When he looked to move left, he moved back, when he appeared ready to charge, he glided aside, all while striking out in a myriad of expert combinations. Swiping the Rushes melded seamlessly into Gliding Wing, Raising the Winds concealed Darting Fang, and Uplifts the Sequoia united with Twitching Tail so well it appeared to be a single move.
 
  
 
 Thus, in a dozen heartbeats and five exchanges, Falling Rain emerged victorious against Li Song, a warrior almost Zian’s equal. From start to finish Rain set the pace and had the slave dancing in the palm of his hand, guiding her along as he sealed all paths leading to her victory.
 
  
 
 A worthy foe indeed.
 
  
 
 Fung and BoShui suffered similar defeats without offering new insight on Rain's strength, and then it was Zian’s turn. Ignoring the all-too familiar chill making its way down his spine, he strode onto the stage and faced his opponent. Taking no satisfaction or pride from his victories, Rain stood in the same initial stance, shield arm outstretched with blades pointed at his opponent, his sword positioned just short of the shield. A hyper-aggressive posture to mask his preference for defence, Zian refused to approach and play his game, gesturing for the runt to come to him.
 
  
 
 Even if Zian won today, he intended to return on the morrow, for this was a Falling Rain worth sparring against.
 
  
 
 Knowing exactly what to look for, Zian spotted the telltale signs of Rain’s charge and prepared accordingly. Sidestepping left to avoid the inevitable charge, Zian thrust at the area Rain’s chest would appear, waiting for the fool to impale himself on the blunted tip. A powerful move, Balance on Windy Leaf into Pierce the Horizon, but Rain was a fool to think no one would ever develop countermeasures. Victory today belonged to Situ Jia Zian and he ached to know what face Rain would make once he realized he was no match even when giving it his all.
 
  
 
 Time slowed as Rain charged across the gap and Zian committed the next moments to memory, watching in excruciating detail as Rain’s twin shield blades smashed the thrusting saber aside with a flick of the wrist. The sword, waiting close behind, slashed out at Zian’s neck and met his second sabre, the left always covering for the right. Using the impact to make distance, Zian stepped aside as the shield chopped into his shoulder and sent him tumbling head over heels across the stage. When the world stopped spinning, Rain’s knee was pressed on Zian’s chest and weapons at his throat.
 
  
 
 This match ended with a single exchange, Falling Rain’s indisputable victory over Situ Jia Zian. Ignoring the outrage and indignity, Zian stared in disbelief for several seconds before finding his voice. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 “The step was something Du Min Gyu helped me with way back when, but I’m finally getting the hang of it. As for this, I figured someone would notice I use the same charge all the time, so I devised a handful of countermeasures to common counters. A counter-counter if you will. That one was a variation on Mantis Form, Twin Blades, but I have others up my sleeve.” Chuckling, he added, “Just be glad you didn’t step back. I can’t really control that move yet. Broke my ankle and Gerel’s ribs last time I tried it.”
 
  
 
 “No you idiot!” Zian snapped. “Why have you been wasting my time and holding back during our spars?”
 
  
 
 Withdrawing his weapons and offering a hand to help Zian up, Rain gave a sheepish grin. “I haven’t been holding back, not exactly. In Sanshu, I realized my passive, reactive style wasn’t suitable for the battlefield. To make up for shortcomings,I’ve been trying to be more aggressive. It’s... going okay.”
 
  
 
 So startled by the idiotic answer, Zian forgot himself and accepted Rain’s proffered hand. “You’re not making any sense. Why are you using duels to hone a style you developed for the battlefield?”
 
  
 
 Wincing, Rain shrugged and changed the subject. “So... see you tomorrow then?” After helping Zian up, he refused to let go and Sent. “How strong would you have to be?”
 
  
 
 So worked up over the sheer madness of it all, Zian replied out loud. “What?”
 
  
 
 Unperturbed, Rain Sent, “You said you wouldn’t help those people even if you were as strong as Nian Zu. How strong would you have to be?”
 
  
 
 Gaping like a fish, Zian had no words for his foolish, indecipherable rival. This was lunacy, sheer insanity. How could he not understand what was being asked? Wrenching his hand away with too much strength, Zian spun a half-circle before catching himself and hurried out the door without looking back. Better to cut all ties now and never return but Zian was a man of his word. He would keep his mouth shut and continue sparring until he won three matches in a row against his rival, but Rain was mad if he thought Zian would have anything to do with his delusions.
 
  
 
 Truly arrogant beyond all belief, it appeared Falling Rain harboured intentions to rebel and challenge the Emperor himself.
 
  
 
 Utter madness.
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 Still reeling from his abrupt defeat, Dastan shuffled off-stage as Li Song took his place. He couldn’t understand how the boss defeated him so easily using his strange, deceptive movement. Seeing it used against Li Song, Dastan realized it wasn’t a secret technique, but something he recognized from the boss’s long hours of practice, an awkward, sliding shuffle. He’d marked it down as a stretching exercise but it turned out it was a clever, if peculiar, ground-shrinking technique, ending two matches before Dastan understood what was happening. Dastan was at a loss to explain how the boss used this misleading step to seize initiative and emerge victorious against Li Song for the first time in a mere handful of exchanges.
 
  
 
 Eager to see more, Dastan cleared his mind and focused all his attention on the following matches, but the boss dealt with Fung and BoShui in a single exchange. Having learned so little from their defeats, Dastan trembled with anticipation as Zian took the stage, delighting in the boss’s successive victories. One look at their faces was enough to see this match was all but won before it had even begun. Zian’s pale, agitated expression was worlds apart when compared with the boss’s casual indifference and relaxed tranquility. Nerves unravelled by the mere prospect of defeat, Zian lost in a spectacular manner as Falling Rain anticipated his opponent’s every move, using a beautiful double slash to send the pompous young magistrate and future patriarch tumbling over the stones.
 
  
 
 Kneeling over his vanquished foe like a hero in an opera, it was clear today’s Falling Rain was different from usual. Gone was the unrestrained dragon raging against the world, the unsheathed blade poised to strike, the bow drawn taut and ready to loose. Though that Falling Rain was tyrannical and domineering in attitude, his skills and foresight were lacking while his veneer of brash arrogance concealed deep-rooted unease and anxiety.
 
  
 
 Which was the act and which was his true self?
 
  
 
 Perhaps Vichear wasn’t entirely wrong about Falling Rain’s dual personalities.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Ludicrous.
 
  
 
 But... If the boss did have a split personality, Dastan prayed this was the real Falling Rain. Today, he was a clever and calculating hunter, patient and all-knowing instead of aggressive and foolish. Standing on stage, he appeared deep and unfathomable, still arrogant but in a different, quieter way. Though he voiced no jeers and offered no insults, his demeanour spoke loud enough for all to hear. Taking no time to savour his victories and rushing his defeated foes off-stage, he appeared disdainful and eager to be done with the spars. It was as if in his eyes, his peers were children to lord over in combat, his victory merely a foregone conclusion instead of the stunning upset it would seem if one reviewed his record.
 
  
 
 So incredible. The other Falling Rain brought to mind a typical young master, puffed-up and cocksure while lacking any real talent. This Falling Rain was a true dragon among men, his superiority ingrained in his bones despite the meek, harmless attitude he naturally reverted to. Yet... why was he holding back in their spars? Why even bother? Clearly none of them were his match if he gave his best effort yet he continued to handicap himself during their spars. The boss’s excuse rang hollow, but he rarely did things that made sense. Perhaps he was telling the truth and there was a weakness to this patient, calculating fighting style, one he’d been unsuccessfully trying to fix. Or maybe he was developing a persona to show the Empire a more conventional young master so they’d overlook and underestimate him.
 
  
 
 ...Unlikely. If this was his goal, then adopting a colony of rabbits wasn’t helping his image.
 
  
 
 While Dastan tried to decipher the boss’s motivations, Zian stormed out of the sparring room. Swarming the boss with congratulations, Fung and BoShui spoke in concert, their voices blending together in their excitement. “Did you see his face?” Fung asked, clapping the boss’s shoulders a little too hard judging by his wince. “Like he ate a frog covered in shit and enjoyed the taste. Beautiful, beautiful.”
 
  
 
 “Magnificent performance,” came BoShui’s overenthusiastic praise. “I knew you were hiding your true prowess, never a doubt in my mind.”
 
  
 
 Instead of swelling with pride, the boss seemed displeased by their praise, so Dastan held his tongue. Frowning at his friends, the boss said, “One victory is nothing to celebrate, and you learn more from a loss than a victory. More importantly, I noticed you both waited until Zian walked out of earshot before saying anything. I’ll admit he’s not the most pleasant person around, but his skills deserve respect. If you want to look down on someone then wait until you’re stronger than they are.”
 
  
 
 A good thing young magistrate Fung was not a man overly concerned with pride or posturing. “Bah, how many years will that take?” Fung said, his smile never faltering. “Even if he never forms his Natal Palace, his Martial Skills will take him far. Though my strength has risen noticeably since we started sparring together, I’m still unable to close the distance between us. So unfair, why couldn’t I have been born with his talent.”
 
  
 
 “Talent has nothing to do with it.” Blunt as always, the boss’s words held no consideration for pride. “Zian works two times harder than you and BoShui put together, so it’s no surprise he remains out of reach.” Seeming in a foul mood, the boss launched into a full-blown tirade. “You’ve grown complacent ever since forming your Natal Palace, but don’t forget you still lack the strength necessary to wield your spear.” Snatching the practice weapon from Fung’s hands, the boss twirled the cumbersome practice weapon before unleashing an overhead, one-handed swing. The heavy rush of air betrayed the strength behind the attack as it crashed into the stone stage with a thunderous crack. Drawing the spear back to his side with deceptive ease, the weapon audibly thrummed in the boss’s grasp while he continued his lecture. “With proper leverage, a one-handed swing can be far more powerful than a two-handed swing, but instead of extra training or proper rest, you waste hours every night with maids and serving girls. Don’t deny it, the bags under your eyes give you away.”
 
  
 
 No longer smiling, Fung shrunk back like a chastised child, clearly unhappy but with no means to defend himself. “You’re starting to sound like Mentor, always harping about my 'bad habits'. It’s just a little harmless fun and I’m not even doing the chasing. Most of the women seek me out.”
 
  
 
 “Your Mentor scolds you because she worries about you, and now I’m doing the same.” Handing the spear back, the boss shook his head and crossed his arms, looking every bit like an old veteran lecturing a young recruit. “Compared to Zian, you aren’t lacking in talent, only in work ethic. Rumours of his dalliances have all but disappeared while you’ve inherited his title as the most promiscuous young master in the North. Learn from his mistakes and rein yourself in. Besides, women seek you out because it’s public knowledge your betrothal to Ong Jing Fei fell through and they’re hoping to catch your eye. I know you think you’re still young, but have you ever considered settling down to start a family?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed, young magistrate Fung,” BoShui chimed in with a grin, a fool unable to read the boss’s mood. “As an only child, you are duty-bound to continue the bloodline in case disaster should strike. Though many women will weep over the loss of your company, I, a confirmed bachelor, shall sacrifice my time and make myself available to all the scorned young ladies of the north.”
 
  
 
 Without missing a beat, the boss turned his attentions to BoShui. “What are you smiling about? Fung wastes his potential but you lack even that. You play the part of dashing young hero destined for greatness but you and I both know you’re a paper tiger. Your Aura is pitiful, your comprehension lacking, your talent all but non-existent and yet you’re easily the laziest person present.”
 
  
 
 Fearing he’d gone too far, Dastan readied himself to intervene should things turn violent but to his surprise, BoShui merely sighed and glanced away, accepting all of the boss’s harsh criticisms. BoShui wasn’t as easy-going as Fung, nor was he as close with the boss, but the prideful young patriarch naturally stepped the role of meek subordinate. After a long silence, BoShui whispered, “Sorry. I know I promised to seize power and stand at your side, and things aren’t moving as quickly as expected but-”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be stupid.” Mercilessly cutting BoShui off, the boss rolled his eyes and scoffed. “You and Dastan have built me up to be something I’m not. I don’t care about your status. Whether you’re the Han Patriarch or a penniless vagrant, I’ll still call you friend. Because of this, I worry about you. You work just hard enough to feel satisfied and call it a day before running off to indulge in drink and games, happily ignoring the fact that your father has placed a target on your back. Even if your enemies don’t move to kill you, your rival will eventually reveal themselves and come to take your life and title. The truth is upsetting but ignoring it won’t change anything.”
 
  
 
 This was the first Dastan was hearing of this but it hardly shocked him. Noble politics were a cutthroat affair where family bonds meant nothing. Even someone as accomplished as BoShui was a pawn in their games of power, a stepping stone for the true Han heir. What better way to kick off a meteoric rise to power than killing your accomplished, successful older brother, a man who entered the Roll of Experts at the age of twenty five? Such was life among the powerful, a cruel and merciless existence where the strong thrive and the weak die.
 
  
 
 Sighing with regret, the boss patted BoShui’s arm and nodded at Fung in apology. “Sorry. I’m in a foul mood and I’m taking it out on you both, but my words still hold weight. Talent isn’t everything, so work harder and work smarter. I can’t promise to help, but if you need it, ask and I will do what I can.”
 
  
 
 While Dastan, Fung, and BoShui shared glances and silently argued over who should try to cheer him up, Li Song was the first to speak. “Why are you in a foul mood?” she asked, not even glancing over as she watched the sleeping rabbits. “You were fine during lunch.” With another sigh, the boss merely shook his head and retreated into his thoughts, leaving everyone standing around in awkward silence. Fung patted the boss’s shoulder while Dastan and BoShui stood idly by, unused to showing affection to other would-be rivals.
 
  
 
 In the agonizingly long lull, the mother rabbit woke up and hopped out to explore her surroundings. Ignoring Li Song sitting next to her babies, the rabbit charged out to assault the boss’s ankles with a vengeance, slamming her head into his boots to no effect. Chuckling at the sight of a twenty kilogram rabbit trying to slay the boss, Dastan said, “This silly creature doesn’t know how lucky it is, assaulting the only man in the Empire who won’t turn it into a stew.”
 
  
 
 “All she knows is I’ve disrupted her life and she’s doing what she can to defend her babies.” Pulling out a handful of dried fruit, the boss crouched down and presented them to the rabbit, who promptly stopped attacking to fill her belly. “We’re not that different, her and I. We both want our loved ones to live in peace and harmony, and we’re both too stupid to know it’s unlikely to happen. Her babies will probably end up in someone’s belly while mine might one day accidentally offend someone they shouldn’t. This is a cruel world we live in.”
 
  
 
 “Are the Bekhai facing a new threat?” Fung asked, his brow furrowed in anger. “Whatever it is, Shen Huo stands with you.”
 
  
 
 “As do I,” BoShui announced, straightening up before slouching once more. “Though I can’t promise more.”
 
  
 
 Waving their declarations of support aside, the boss shook his head. “Relax, it’s nothing new. The only threats we face are the ones I’ve brought to their door. It’s funny, I joined the Khishigs because I wanted to protect the Behkai, but they’d be better off if I never left the village. I’d go back and change things if I could, the world’s a safer place when no one cares who you are. That’s the only way to live the carefree life I’ve always dreamed of, to be so insignificant you’re not worth killing.” With a rueful laugh, he added, “It’s too late now. There’s no going back.”
 
  
 
 Trying to raise his spirits, Dastan chimed in. “But you’re meant for so much more. Look at what you’ve already accomplished, becoming a hero of the Empire before turning nineteen, your name spoken in every household across the land. If the Western province hadn’t fallen, I’m sure you and the other heroes of Sanshu would have been called to Central to receive honour and glory.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. What good is honour or glory? That and five coppers will buy you a bowl of noodles.”
 
  
 
 It’s almost as if the boss was trying to stay depressed. “What about your school? You’re single-handedly feeding most of the population here at the Wall, a feat worthy of praise.” Though it would probably earn him more scorn than it was worth, talking about the school always put a smile on the boss’s face.
 
  
 
 But not today. “Ha. I know you all think it’s a waste of money, and honestly, it kinda is.” Shrugging, the boss asked, “You know why I keep at it?”
 
  
 
 Surprising everyone once again, Li Song was first to answer. “Because you are a kind man who wants no one to go hungry.”
 
  
 
 “Close, but wrong.” Picking up the voracious rabbit, the boss placed it back inside the box and sighed. “I do it because I don’t want to see anyone go hungry. It brings back memories of times I’d rather forget, understand?”
 
  
 
 Wasn’t the boss a Bekhai princeling? When did he ever go hungry? The more Dastan learned about Falling Rain, the more mysteries there were to uncover. Only Li Song seemed to understand what the boss was talking about, though she merely nodded and offered no sympathy or explanation. Picking up the box, the boss strapped it to his fat quin without another word, leaving Dastan, Fung, and BoShui once again trading awkward stares. After a short, silent exchange, they successfully bullied Fung into speaking out. “Well, even if you deem it a waste of time, we should celebrate your first victory over Zian. Come share a drink with us, explain why you’ve been hiding your strength, and then we’ll go right back to practising. Promise.”
 
  
 
 “Another day.” Smiling at their half-hearted attempted, the boss declined without thinking. “I’d make for poor company and I have to get home and dig a warren for my bunnies. I didn’t think they’d be so confrontational, so I’ll have to separate them from my other pets. I’d hate to wake up and find my wildcats had themselves a midnight snack. Strange as it seems, I’m under orders to keep these bunnies safe and sound. Besides, you’re overthinking things. I really haven’t been holding back, it’s just the movement technique I used today is too easy to counter once you’ve seen it.”
 
  
 
 Nodding once more, Li Song spoke up, the chattiest Dastan had ever seen her. A beautiful woman, but too cold and impersonal for his tastes, or so he thought. Perhaps she merely needed to come out of her shell. “It’s a matter of perspective,” she explained. “Rain’s aggressive stance draws his opponent’s focus to both weapons. By keeping them in place, it gives off the illusion of stillness while he slides his feet into position. To counteract this, place more attention on his feet and shoulders instead of the weapons themselves, which allows you to easily track his duplicitous movements.”
 
  
 
 Cracking a smile, the boss said, “See, what’d I say? She’s a smart one, my junior Martial Aunt, although I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell Zian. He’ll probably figure it out on his own, but no sense making things easy for him.” Shaking his head with a rueful chuckle, he added, “No idea how I’m going to win one out of three matches from here on out. I don’t have many more aces up my sleeve.”
 
  
 
 Striding out with Li Song, the boss left his friends to puzzle out yet another cryptic idiom. What was an ace and why would one keep it in a sleeve?
 
  
 
 “Well,” Fung said, flashing a grin, “What say we get that drink and celebrate for our grumpy friend?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t think he’d like that,” BoShui replied. “Not after he just lectured us about it.”
 
  
 
 “Too bad for him, Rain’s my friend not my father.” Smile fading away, Fung put an arm around BoShui’s shoulder. “Who I intend to speak to regarding your circumstances. I thought we were friends? Why go to Rain with your problems when you could come to me? Rain is strong but knows nothing of politics.” With a wink, he added, “Dastan, I’m sure you have plenty to add to the conversation, so why don’t we all discuss this over a drink or three?”
 
  
 
 An incorrigible rascal, Fung seemed determined to pull them into a drinking party but Dastan stood firm and refused. “He’s your friend but he’s my master. I am a slave to his whims, which means I must return to train. Such is life.” Chuckling to himself as he strode off, he marvelled how he was already laughing about his status not six months after swearing his oaths. Despite his dour moods and curious ways, being Falling Rain’s slave wasn’t the worst thing in the world.
 
  
 
 “Oh what a shame,” Fung said, feigning a sigh. “I promised to meet these three lovely sisters later this afternoon and they were adamant I bring the numbers to match. Why I’ll never understand for I myself am enough to satisfy all three of them, but they insisted and I am nothing if not a gentleman. Now where will we find a third gentleman to join us?”
 
  
 
 Pausing mid-step, Dastan spun on his heels and returned to Fung’s side. “He’s just in a bad mood, it’ll blow over by morning. Besides, the boss is a kind and forgiving man. I’ll resume training early tomorrow to make up for lost time.” Though the boss treated him well, Dastan still held a slave’s status which meant few women cared to spare him a glance, especially in the presence of eligible bachelors like Fung and BoShui.
 
  
 
 Sorry boss, but even a slave has needs.
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 While riding home, the cold winter temperature helps cools my temper though it does nothing to improve my already foul mood. I shouldn’t have trashed all of Baledagh’s sparring partners, they’re my friends and I trampled over their pride, not to mention my little brother’s. While winning was cathartic, a few minutes later all I’m left with is guilt and regret. Trusting Mafu to find his way back unguided, I enter the Natal Palace to check on Baledagh, where he sits pouting on the bed while lost in thought, his arms crossed and brow furrowed. “Hey buddy, how’re you doing?”
 
  
 
 Scowling as I take a seat beside him, he answers my question with one of his own, one of my greatest pet peeves. “How did you know to parry BoShui’s opening strike? If it wasn’t a feint and had real power behind it, your weapon would have been blown aside and your front exposed.”
 
  
 
 Right down to business I guess. “He’s trained to not telegraph his punches, but he has a tell in his shoulders when he feints. If you see the punch before it starts, it’s a feint.”
 
  
 
 Pausing as he considers my words and reflects on the match, Baledagh nods as he commits this to memory. “What about Dastan? You struck the moment he moved, faster than reflexes allow.”
 
  
 
 “Dastan’s strong, but not strong enough to overpower you through sheer muscle alone. His strikes are so overwhelming because he puts his whole body into each swing, with everything from his toes to shoulders working in perfect coordination to deliver a powerful blow. Problem is, when he’s wearing those cloth sparring shoes, you can literally see his toes clench in preparation for a strike. Plenty of time to react.”
 
  
 
 Again, Baledagh stops to absorb the information before asking his next question. “And Zian? How’d you know he’d slip to your right? Standard tactics say to keep yourself on your opponent’s weak side, which would be your left. Him stepping right is unpredictable.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, I dunno why but I’ve noticed he often puts himself at a disadvantage against you. Only you, never against the others, but it’s not because he’s looking down on you. It’s calculated and intentional, or it was at the start, so my guess is he’s trying to be less predictable. Problem is, you never punish him for it so he’s picked up a couple bad habits.” I also had contingencies in place no matter what Zian did, but let’s leave that alone for now. Baledagh isn't really a planner, more of a doer.
 
  
 
 Still scowling in full force, Baledagh looks me in the eye and asks, “The step you used today. Why didn’t you tell me it’d be so effective? You used it to defeat every one of them except Zian. Against him, the step forced him on the defensive instead of dancing circles around us like he always does, a huge advantage.”
 
  
 
 One he could have used these past few months, but I sort of left him out to dry. “Is that what you want?” I counter, happy to give him a taste of his own medicine. Questions for answers are the worst. “For me to give you all the answers like a little Spectre floating around your mind?” Ah I shouldn’t of said that. Isn’t that all I am, Baledagh’s ‘benign’ Spectre? “You helped me perfect the movement, how come you never tried it out yourself?”
 
  
 
 “Because I didn’t understand what made it so effective until Li Song just explained it.” Deflating with a sigh, Baledagh rests his chin on his palms and adds, “Plus, it looks ridiculous.”
 
  
 
 Putting my arm around his shoulders, I wrack my brains for a way to cheer him up. Failing to come up with anything useful, I ask, “You wanna go for a ride after we drop the bunnies off? Mafu could use the exercise.”
 
  
 
 “No. I’m weak, I can’t spare the time for frivolous activities.”
 
  
 
 “You’re not weak.”
 
  
 
 “No need to lie brother. If I’m not weak, then why do your friends all think you’re holding back when I fight?”
 
  
 
 I really wished they’d been more tactful about it all. “They’re misinformed.” Rolling my eyes at his disbelieving scoff, I suppress the urge to be snarky and sarcastic. Internally hemorrhaging from the effort required, I broadcast my recollection of the fight on the windows and let it play out to emphasize my words. “Notice how cautiously they’re approaching the fight. Even though we look the same, our styles are drastically different and it shows. Everything they learned about fighting you doesn’t apply to fighting against me, whereas I know everything there is to know about them. That’s why I won so easily. Believe me, if we fought a second or third time, my victory won’t come so easily.” Though I’d probably still win if I went all out, even against Zian or Li Song. Baledagh could too if he stopped falling for obvious baits, but he’s too eager to close the distance and duke it out. He’s a little brainless in that regard and while it’s not so bad in a real fight where I can heal our injuries, it's a huge handicap in a spar where we fight to first obvious ‘injury’.
 
  
 
 Determined to continue sulking, Baledagh ignores my attempts to cheer him up and grumbles, “That can’t be the only reason. Even with what you’ve revealed, I still have trouble seeing a path to victory in my next spar.”
 
  
 
 Honestly, I’ve pondered the same thing, but he’s not gonna like my answer. “I’ve seen you practice. You’re fast and agile, your movements flowing and free, yet when you step on stage, that all changes. You tense up, puff out your chest, and lock your knees, clenching and unclenching your fist and jaw.” In other words, my little brother has stage fright but calling it that won’t win me any points. He needs to come to that conclusion himself. “Answer me this: When those soldiers posing as merchants tried to kill you, how did you feel?”
 
  
 
 With a small chuckle, Baledagh replies, “Amused, mostly. Their intentions were laughably obvious.”
 
  
 
 “So relaxed?”
 
  
 
 “Yea. Sort of.” Closing his eyes, Baledagh smiles and sighs. “My heart raced, hand ached, and nerves screamed of danger, but my blood sang as we fought, a smile stretched across my face the entire time. When it was over, I felt more alive than I had in weeks. Months even. I longed for more, more combat, more bloodshed, and I even considered slaughtering the slaves for sport, hungering to feel my blade sink into their flesh.” Opening his eyes, he hurriedly admits, “But I didn’t. Wasn’t even close, just a stray, dark thought.”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s kinda terrifying. Seems like my little brother is an adrenaline junkie, his mind conditioned by Spectres to release all the feel-good signals when he kills. It’s not enough to turn people into monsters, Spectres wants their victims to enjoy the descent into darkness. “Dark thoughts aside, maybe that’s the difference. You don’t really enjoy sparring, do you?”
 
  
 
 “I did at first, but now... There’s too much to focus on. Their weaknesses, my movements and positioning, my Chi skills and approach, a thousand things I never had to consider before. Just thinking about it all makes me dizzy.”
 
  
 
 The humiliation from losing is probably also a factor, but his pride won’t let him say it. “Practice makes perfect little brother. Once Reinforcement and Lightening become second nature, that takes a lot off your plate. Same goes with spotting openings and counters, it’s not so much an active process for me anymore.” Sensing victory at hand, I add, “You’re always cooped up in the Natal Palace, you don’t get enough time practising in real life conditions. How’s about you take over when we run to the training grounds? Then you can practice your Chi skills in a real environment.” With adorable Banjo strapped to your back. 
 
  
 
 “... but you hate it in there. You always complain when you come out.”
 
  
 
 His sheepish concern makes me laugh out loud. “Is that why you keep refusing to take over? Ignore me, I love complaining. I’ll survive a few extra hours little brother.” Probably.
 
  
 
 It takes a little more convincing but Baledagh finally agrees to spend more time wearing the meat-suit, a bitter-sweet outcome for us both. We mostly leave it unspoken but neither of us are thrilled by our current circumstances, which is all the more reason I need to up my Chi game and craft him a second body. Or more likely, craft me a second body, since I’m probably a soul-jumping, quasi-Spectre intruder. Chances are, I’ll adapt to a new body better than he will.
 
  
 
 Besides, who wouldn’t want to customize their own body? I’ll be tall and bearded, and maybe even have a pair of bear arms. Anything is possible.
 
  
 
 “Hey,” he mumbles, interrupting my plans for the future. “I’m sorry.”
 
  
 
 “For what?”
 
  
 
 Staring and his palms like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar, Baledagh mumbles, “It’s my fault we were almost exiled. Because I was...”
 
  
 
 Well that deserves a smack to the head. Following through with the thought, I ignore his angry glower and say, “Not your fault idiot. The Spectres latched on to you through no choice of your own.” Now, going full Defiled is partially his fault, but the odds were stacked against him so I don’t blame him too much. We all make mistakes, some more than others. “Just stay strong and don’t let them influence you again. Besides, I’m also to blame. My actions during the Purge were also good reason for the Bekhai to exile me.” Stupid Emperor, how are you supposed to improve if you can’t accept a little criticism concerning your genocidal practices?
 
  
 
 Our conversation comes to an end as we both retreat into our thoughts. All I can think about is how I was almost exiled for bringing calamity to everyone I know and love. I keep forgetting I’m not just ‘Falling Rain’, I’m ‘Falling Rain of the Bekhai’ and my actions reflect on them as a whole. If I break a law, the punishment doesn’t stop with my death. It’s weird because I never really saw myself as a part of the Bekhai and didn’t really care about it too much, yet it hurts knowing they’re only keeping me around because my family stood up for me. I liked being part of a community even if I always kept myself apart. It’s human nature, we all want to feel like we belong, no matter how emo or rebellious we might pretend to be. In retrospect, I understand the Bekhai never truly accepted me but both sides share equal blame. I showed no interest so they made no effort. To me, the Bekhai started and ended with my family and friends while the rest were just strangers who lived nearby, but I could have been a part of them at any time, if I wanted to.
 
  
 
 Now? Even if they didn’t exile me, I know they don’t want me around, which hurts a hell of a lot more than I ever thought it would. With a heavy heart, I trudge into my yurt to try and pretend my almost exile never happened only to find Lin lazing around a blazing fire with Aurie as her backrest. Wrapped in a heavy quilt, my adorable wifey looks up from her book and greets me with a heart-melting smile. “Hi hubby.”
 
  
 
 Despite my dampened spirits, seeing Lin always cheers me up. “Hi wifey.” While taking off my jacket and boots, I glance over my lazy pets, all sprawled around the yurt with Lin’s vest-wearing quins, each one hoping I’ve brought food. Sensing warmth, Mama Bun pops her head out of the box and scans the room, ignoring the bears, wildcats, and quins to focus on the birds inside of their cage, letting loose with a cacophony of mimicked laughter to herald my arrival. As if sensing a rival, Roc stops mid-squawk to fix Mama Bun with a glare, his feathers ruffled and puffed in an attempt to intimidate this new floppy-eared intruder.
 
  
 
 Funny how it’s always the tiny animals who think they’re the boss, while the real boss of the yurt, Suret, has yet to return. Placing the box of bunnies in front of Lin, I curl up beside her and use Aurie’s back as a pillow, basking in my wifey’s smile as she feeds Mama Bun a handful of tubers. “I thought I ran out. Did you go buy some?”
 
  
 
 “Yup.” After coaxing Mama Bun into her arms, Lin leans back and touches her head to mine. “Tired?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, lunch was exhausting.” Not to mention what happened after. Lin doesn’t know about my near brush with exile. No one knows aside from Baatar, Akanai, and their respective spouses, and I’d rather keep it that way.
 
  
 
 “You’re so funny hubby. It was just a family lunch, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but social interactions are draining, even if it’s with family. I love them, but a big meal once a week is probably my limit.” And one almost-exile a lifetime is already too much.
 
  
 
 “Mm. I love having a big family.” Resting her head against mine, Lin smiles as she snuggles with Mama Bun, who is oddly docile in my wifey’s arms. “It used to be just me and Daddy, or sometimes even just me alone. Now, every night I get to eat with my Rainy and his family, it’s the best.”
 
  
 
 “It's your family too, wifey. I love having a big family, I just don’t necessarily want to be around them everyday. I need my personal space, some alone time to rest and recuperate.” Alone time I almost never get unless I lock myself in the Natal Palace, but such is life.
 
  
 
 Lin’s big brown eyes meet mine as she asks, “Want me to leave so you can be alone?”
 
  
 
 The best thing is she’s not offended at the prospect of being asked to leave, only concerned she’s bothering me and I’m too polite to say so. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I pull her close and whisper, “Never. I love being alone with you around.” I really do. Don’t know why, but I’m comfortable around her, even more so than with Mila. Lin has no expectations, she only wants to be close. 
 
  
 
 With a tiny giggle, Lin kisses my forehead and says, “Silly Rainy, you’re not making any sense.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t have to. It’s just how it is.” Spotting a drooling Mafu crawling towards the box of bunnies, I stretch a foot out and nudge his fat head away. I’m gonna need to dig a warren soon or I’ll be left with exactly zero bunnies and one slightly fatter quin. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, but since Guard Leader specifically told me to look after Mama Bun, I don’t want to disappoint her.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, I don’t blame Guard Leader for wanting me gone. Akanai was wrong to stand up for me, she should’ve let them exile me and be done with it. She didn’t defend me because I was morally in the right, she stood up for me because in her eyes, even though I fucked up, we’re family and family sticks together. As much as I appreciate her support, my actions during the Purge almost brought disaster to the Bekhai’s doorstep. Worse, if given the same choice again, I don’t think I’d do things any differently. I understand the smart thing to do is to be like Zian and keep my head down, but I don’t think I could ever forgive myself if I did nothing while innocent people suffered right before my eyes.
 
  
 
 All it takes for evil to triumph is for good people to do nothing, but what am I supposed to do if evil has already won?
 
  
 
 Things aren’t even that easy. The Purge might very well be a necessary evil. A few thousand lives sacrificed to ‘protect’ millions more, simple arithmetic. This doesn’t mean the Emperor is evil, just a cold-hearted pragmatist. Who am I to say things should be different? If I had my way and the Purge was stopped, maybe the Spectres would take over everyone and leave nothing but death and ashes in their wake. Who can say?
 
  
 
 Maybe it’s better if I give up and go full hermit mode for the rest of my life, but is that what I really want? As much as I hate people and travelling, I can’t live my life in self-imposed isolation. Right now I feel like hiding away from the world, but who knows what tomorrow will bring? Maybe I’ll want to go to the market with my wifey, or travel with Mila as she rises to glory, or even take my family on a pleasure trip to see a giant turtle. During these excursions, if I see something morally wrong, then I’ll most likely do something stupid and try to stop it regardless of the law or possible consequences. I’m not some paragon of justice, but I can’t turn a blind eye to abuse or suffering. In all likelihood, I’ll end up dying for a stupid reason, but that’s the life I want to live.
 
  
 
 Unfettered and free to do whatever the fuck I feel like.
 
  
 
 Which apparently means I need to be at least stronger than Nian Zu. I wish Zian had answered my last question. How strong do I need to be before I can tell the Emperor to mind his own god-damned business? Stronger than the Society obviously. Maybe there isn’t an answer. I’m not sure if the Emperor rules through personal strength or his massive armies, or maybe he commands obedience through Divine Right of Kings or something. Whatever. The Empire has survived this long, and while things are looking grim, we’re still not on the brink of outright extinction so they’ve got to be doing something right. Either way, matters of national security are above my pay grade. I’m just a small man with small dreams, who wants to live a long, happy, uneventful life with his family and friends. Is that really so much to ask for?
 
  
 
 If past experience is anything to go by, then yes it is and how dare I demand such extravagance? Well fuck you Universe. I want it all and I’m gonna get it, with or without your help. I’ll show the Bekhai not exiling me was the best decision they ever made. I’ll collect all of Blobby’s friends and master the use of Heavenly Energy, becoming strong enough to not listen to some absentee ruler who doesn’t give a damn about the welfare of his people. I’m aiming for the pinnacle because I now realize the only way my loved ones will ever truly be safe is if we become strong enough to ensure our safety.
 
  
 
 Even if it’s through the threat of mutual destruction.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Though I should probably hermit up for a year or five first. Just to be safe.
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 “You expect the Lin Clan to bid for what is rightfully ours? This is preposterous!”
 
  
 
 No, what’s preposterous is an accomplished diplomat losing his temper so readily. Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Yuzhen waited in stoic silence for Lin Xiang Gu to realize the severity of his actions. Though he was no warrior, pounding the table and advancing on the Marshal of the North was a severe breach of etiquette which had her guards reaching for their weapons. Yuzhen was well within her rights to have him lashed or worse and he knew it. Oh, how difficult it was to hide her smile as she watched his ruddy complexion go from purple rage to white terror, his cheeks quivering and mouth working as the Lin Clan’s foremost diplomat struggled to invent an excuse for his actions.
 
  
 
 Papa taught her to use silence as a weapon and though she was content to wait, Yuzhen’s assistant signalled it was time for lunch. Gesturing for her guards to remain in place, she stood and left the room without a word, leaving the fat toad and his counterparts from around the province to stew in her absence. She’d already said her part and her disregard for everyone present should clue them in to how little this lucrative contract meant to her. If any of them had done a little digging, they would've realized she could easily fulfill the contract herself, but her efforts were better spent elsewhere. Gone were the days when those men and women held all the economic power in the North. Now, she threw scraps to her lieutenant marshals and expected them to thank her for her generosity. For Lin Xiang Gu to expect Yuzhen to shower his clan with prosperity showed just how hard papa had to work to get things done. Thanks to his sacrifice and Sanshu's economic power in her pocket, Yuzhen had freedom he only dreamed of.
 
  
 
 And she’d trade it all away for five minutes at his side, but such was life.
 
  
 
 Striding across the hall and into her private dining room, she smiled at the sight of her beloved sitting in wait. Sporting a black eye and cut lip from his morning training, Gerel the perfect husband, a strong, confident, quiet man, content to stand at her side without needing his ego stoked every time they were alone. Papa would have hated Gerel and his cold, stoic attitude, seemingly uninterested in advancing his career or anything unrelated to the Martial Path. Papa used to call people like him ‘lunkheads’, fanatics too focused on personal strength to see farther than their own nose. By all appearances, Gerel fit the mark, shrouded in a practised air of indifference which bordered on disdain, but Yuzhen knew he was so much more. Hiding beneath his frigid arrogance was a man of passion and warmth, an intelligent, loving partner who’d been starved of affection all his life.
 
  
 
 Orphaned as a babe, Gerel’s talents in combat and command caught the eye of his ‘Mentor’, a pretentious, conceited woman who forbade others from revealing her name. Although Gerel claimed he spent months tracking her down and begging her to teach him, Yuzhen knew if his mysterious Mentor didn’t want to teach, then she would never been found by a boy of fourteen years. Worse, the bitch strung him along for over a decade now, teaching him bits and pieces to keep him on the hook while denying their relationship to this very day. Because of this, neither his mentor, his people, nor the Empire wholly accepted him as one of their own, this brave, talented, fiery-eyed man an outsider wherever he went.
 
  
 
 Perhaps that’s why he never missed a chance to tell her how beautiful she looked or how much he loved her. She loved the way he stared at her, the way he said her name, even the way he moved her hair aside to gaze into her eyes. It broke her heart to learn he had no friends or family of his own, an outcast instead of the celebrated hero she thought him to be. A private man, he never volunteered why the Behkai treated him so poorly and Yuzhen never pressed him for answers, but it vexed her to no end. His brush with the Spectres was too recent to explain his complete lack of friends, but she was content to wait until he was ready to tell her everything. Until then, having him at her side was enough.
 
  
 
 Settling into his lap, she kissed him deeply before breaking away, tilting his face for a better look at his injuries. “Oh my little lamb, you look even worse than yesterday.” Gingerly poking his ribs in search or breaks or fractures, she tilted her head and said, “Goodness. Did mean old Rainy bully you again? Shall I have a word with his Mentor? I can’t have my future trophy husband banged up all the time, the taverns will be rife with rumours of my heavy-handed ways.”
 
  
 
 His sour grimace made her laugh out loud and she kissed him once more to make up for her teasing. Wincing as her fingers found a bruised rib, he smacked her behind lightly and shook his head. “You joke great beauty, but I fear the day will soon come when those words ring true. Rain’s progress is nothing short of astounding.”
 
  
 
 “Worry not my battered love. Young shoots grow fast but old ginger is spicier.” Running a finger around his blackened eye, she added, “This, however, is a first. How’d he get through your defences to bruise your pretty face?” She wasn’t too upset, the injuries made Gerel look more savage and dangerous.
 
  
 
 “A trick.” Gerel spat the words out, his lip curled in scorn. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
  
 
 “Well, you have two bruised ribs, a black eye, and a cut lip.” Giving his earlobe a playful nip, she whispered, “How did your opponent fare today?”
 
  
 
 “... I lost my temper and took both his legs off. Right above the knee.” Oh the poor child, her love was a brute. Perhaps she should ‘sacrifice’ herself to temper his aggression. “Not that he cared, the idiot reattached them without blinking. Complained more about his ruined pants than the pain.”
 
  
 
 Men and their fragile egos. He almost sounded like he admired Rain’s resilience, but the young hero was ever the touchy subject for Yuzhen’s otherwise supremely confident husband-to-be. She could hardly wait to announce their betrothal, but as a dutiful daughter, she intended to mourn papa's passing as custom demanded, with no celebrations to take place until a year and a day passed. Patting his cheek, she said, “You still came out ahead, nothing to worry your pretty little head over.” Sliding off his lap and into her own chair, she squeezed his thigh and grinned. “Now stop pouting and eat. You’ll need your strength, my little lamb. I’ve plans for you and a schedule to keep, so make haste.” While she couldn’t keep all those dignitaries waiting for too long, an hour or so wasn’t going overboard, and so much fun could be had in an hour.
 
  
 
 Halfway through their meal, the doors burst open and a squad of armed soldiers marched in uninvited. Reaching for her weapon, Yuzhen froze as she spotted the red, gold-trimmed banner strapped to the leading soldier’s back. An Imperial Messenger, here to deliver the Emperor’s orders. Falling to her knees, she frantically instructed Gerel to follow her lead through Sending. An Imperial Messenger flying the Emperor’s banner represented the Emperor himself, so she prayed Gerel wouldn’t do anything rash. Bowing her head, she said, “Ten thousand years of boundless longevity upon the Emperor. Imperial Servant Yuzhen awaits her orders.” Head still bowed, she presented both palms as protocol demanded.
 
  
 
 Placing a missive in her hands, the Imperial Messenger said, “The Emperor Demands.”
 
  
 
 “And this servant obeys.”
 
  
 
 Instead of turning to leave, the Imperial Messenger side-stepped to stand before Gerel. Confused, she coached Gerel through Sending as he repeated her words verbatim and received a missive of his own.
 
  
 
 They both remained kneeling until the Imperial Messenger left the room with his escorts and her servants closed the doors. A cold drop of sweat trickled down Yuzhen’s spine as she imagined what would have happened if the Imperial Messenger arrived a half hour later. Perhaps it would be best to limit their romantic trysts to rooms with locked doors, but half the fun was the thrill of possibly getting caught. After checking the wax seal for signs of tampering, she unfurled the scroll and read her orders, heart growing heavier with each passing word. Though superficially innocuous and transparent, these orders could spell the end of the Empire as she knew it.
 
  
 
 Her little lamb Gerel wore a rarely seen grin as he celebrated his good fortune, unable to see beyond the surface. Rather than burden him with her worries, she offered her congratulations and quietly made her plans, seeking to turn crisis into opportunity. Who could she turn to? Nian Zu? No, he undoubtedly would receive orders of his own, as would his successor Bataar and every other soldier or Warrant Officer of note. Perhaps Akanai could help Yuzhen through these troubled times.
 
  
 
 If not her, then who else?
 
  
 
 Wrapped in her lover’s embrace, Yuzhen closed her eyes and prayed for Gerel’s safety, wishing him all the best in the coming trial and tribulations.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “Wonderful news!” Zian started at Uncle Yang’s sudden joyous exclamation. His scruffy beard and unkempt hair made him look the part of a madman as he danced a merry little jig around the foyer with scroll in hand, celebrating the news brought by the Imperial Messenger. “I feared the worst but the Emperor has not forsaken me. This is a Heaven sent opportunity to mend my reputation.”
 
  
 
 “Congratulations, Uncle.” Zian said. These past months had been hard on all of them, but he was happy to see the man smile again.
 
  
 
 Grinning, Uncle Yang used his scroll to tap its twin being held by Zian. “This isn’t just good news for me, boy.” Clapping him on the back, Uncle Yang pulled him into a half-hug, a rare show of affection spoiled by the foul odour of sour sweat. Zian didn’t even want to think about how long it’d been since Uncle Yang bathed. “Your talents have been noted and your future unlimited. You will win great glory for our family and clan in the months to come, this I know.”
 
  
 
 A twinge of guilt ran through Zian as he watched his uncle celebrate. The only reason Zian hadn’t withdrawn from Clan and Society affairs was because Uncle Yang’s future had yet to be determined in the wake of his blunder here at the Wall. Now that the Emperor had spoken, Uncle Yang’s career and life was no longer at risk, which meant Zian could renounce his position as young patriarch without fearing for their safety. Coughing to clear his throat, Zian steeled his nerves and asked, “Uncle? What if... What if I were to withdraw from Clan affairs to focus on my Martial Path?”
 
  
 
 His words brought an abrupt end to Uncle Yang’s celebration. For long seconds, Zian inwardly cursed himself for opening his mouth as he sweat beneath his uncle’s stern, silent glare, the imposing Martial Warrior reinvigorated by the Emperor’s absolution. Absently running his fingers through his tangled beard, Uncle Yang sighed as his eyes glazed over, reflecting on memories of distant past. After what felt like an eternity, he finally spoke, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “It pains me to admit this boy, but I am not a talented man. Forget being first among my peers, I wouldn’t even dare to claim a spot in the top fifty, yet I survived where better men died, my career advancing while greater talents stagnated. This led me to believe I was blessed by the Mother and destined for greatness, so I spent my days and nights dreaming of leading the Situ Clan to prosperity.” Shaking his head, he continued, “But man proposes, and Heaven disposes. The truth is, I owe everything I have to high birth, phenomenal luck, and hard work. I’ve known for years now that I’d never be Clan Patriarch, but I found it difficult to abandon my lifelong dreams. When I learned of your Heaven sent talents, I knew you would surpass me in every way and a part of me hoped to ride your coat-tails to the success I once dreamed of. I was wrong to do so.”
 
  
 
 “Uncle...”
 
  
 
 “Quiet boy.” There was no anger in Uncle Yang’s voice, only steely direction, commanding compliance through sheer force of will. “You, Situ Jia Zian, are a dragon among men. It is my greatest pride to call myself your uncle, and my greatest shame to admit I had no part in shaping the man you’ve become.” This time, Uncle Yang pulled him into a full hug and Zian didn’t even notice the smell. “Whatever choices you make in life, I will defend you to the best of my meagre abilities.” Pulling away, Uncle Yang frowned and said, “It’d be best if you waited until we’re out of your Mother’s reach before informing her. She loves you dearly, but she might... overreact. You know how she is.”
 
  
 
 Swept up in a whirlwind of emotions, Zian had trouble comprehending what just happened. At least Uncle Yang wasn’t against him abandoning clan politics which was a welcome relief. “Defend me from what? Why would Mother oppose my choice? She never wanted me to have any part in Clan politics, but the Patriarch made me his successor regardless of her objections.”
 
  
 
 “True, true, but your decision will still upset her. Your father tried to do something similiar and... well, I’m sure you know the rest.”
 
  
 
 “The rest of what?” Almost everything Zian knew about Father, he’d learned from reading the gravestone marker; Lu An Jing, Husband to Situ Jia Ying. Zian wasn’t even mentioned because it would still be months before he was born. In fact, he’d only guessed Father used dual sabers because of the two inert Spiritual Weapons hanging on the wall of Mother’s bedroom.
 
  
 
 “Oh? I was sure he’d have told you everything by now.” Holding a hand up to stop Zian before he could speak, Uncle Yang shook his head. “I promised your mother never to speak of it in your presence, so don’t ask. If you want to know more, then ask the cantankerous bastard you call a Mentor.”
 
  
 
 Confused and bewildered, all Zian could do was stutter and stammer like a drunken fool. “Wha-? Mentor? Who? I would never...” How did he know? They’d been so careful to keep things secret...
 
  
 
 Rolling his eyes, Uncle Yang turned away, standing straight backed with hands folded behind him as he stared out the window. “I’m no spurned maiden to be let down gently. You made a good choice accepting Jukai as your Mentor.” Striding towards his bedroom, Uncle Yang ended the conversation with, “After all, who better to teach you your father’s style than his most trusted martial brother?”
 
  
 
 The door slammed shut and Zian was left alone with mouth agape, struggling to comprehend this stunning revelation. No wonder a man of his skills and rank was willing to serve under a mere Warrant Officer, Jukai was looking after his Martial Nephew. Collecting his wits, Zian strode out of the foyer in search of his Mentor, mentally going over everything Uncle Yang had said.
 
  
 
 Father wanted to withdraw from Society affairs. Strange considering there was no Lu Clan and Zian had no ties to any of the various sects. What position did Father hold? Did this decision lead to his death? Is that why Mother left the Clan estate to make her own way in life? Or why she never told him about Father, to keep him from seeking retribution? Was it vengeance driving her to gather personal power, enough to rival the Society?
 
  
 
 Whatever the answer, Zian was determined to have them. If Father’s death was due to treachery or political maneuvering, then as the only son and heir it was Zian’s duty to avenge him. For that, he would need power and allies, both in short supply if his enemy turned out to be the Society. Oh Mother Above, did this mean he’d have to ally himself with the Bekhai?
 
  
 
 Clutching the scroll containing the Emperor’s orders, Zian shook his head and smiled. Like Uncle said, these orders represented a Heaven sent opportunity, a chance to make new friends and allies. Though no longer the number one talent of the North, he was still a highly qualified bachelor and Mother always said marriage was a powerful tool. If necessary, Zian would charm the fattest, ugliest, smelliest woman in the Empire so long as she came from a faction with sufficient power.
 
  
 
 Anything was better than going to Rain for help.
 
  
 
 Anything.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Pressed against the vertical cliffside, Huushal fought the ever-present urge to look down at the vast void beneath him. The howling winter winds pummelled him from all sides as the bitter cold pierced him to the bone. Numb and exhausted, he closed his eyes and steadied his breathing, knowing this tiny, fist-sized perch was his last chance to rest before the final stretch. Directly above him was a steep overhang, which meant climbing almost parallel to the void below before reaching the top, easily the most perilous stretch of his deadly, two kilometre climb. It was madness to do this without a net to catch him or rope to arrest his fall, with only a burden sitting in a rucksack slung over his shoulder to ‘aid’ him.
 
  
 
 As if hearing his thoughts, the burden shifted in his rucksack and almost caused Huushal to lose his grip. “Hmph,” the burden snorted, poking Huushal through the rucksack. “Still not there yet? Worthless! Is this what Ghurda calls talented? Wasted months tryin’ to teach you and you still ain’t worth shit. Enough dallying, you’ve a visitor waiting. Up, up, up!”
 
  
 
 Quashing the compulsion to unfasten his rucksack and let the wizened old bastard drop to his death, Huushal grit his teeth and resumed climbing. Polished smooth by years of buffeting winds, the overhang’s underside offered precious few finger or toe holds, but neither retreat nor surrender was an option. Sanshu and Uncle Kalil's death showed Huushal just how little strength he truly possessed, and he was determined to rectify this. No risk ventured, no reward gained, and if this was to be his death, then at least he’d take the wrinkled burden with him, the world a better place for his absence.
 
  
 
 No no, that’s no way to treat your great, great... whatever great grand mentor. Even if he’s a crotchety old geezer who reeks of alcohol and spits when he speaks.
 
  
 
 Huushal’s foot slipped and his heart leaped into his throat. His legs dropped away from the cliff side and he Lightened and Reinforced for all he was worth, clinging to the stone by his fingertips as he screamed with exertion, both feet flailing about in futile search of purchase. Muscles burning and lungs emptied, Huushal fought a losing battle against gravity and fatigue, his arms trembling as he desperately tried to keep his grip, but it was not to be. For a brief, eternal moment, his entire body felt weightless, as if suspended in the air against all logic. Then, time resumed and the cliff side sped off into the distance as he plummeted to his doom.
 
  
 
 Then he jerked to a halt and fell to his hands and knees, face planted in the snow with sturdy earth beneath him.
 
  
 
 What?
 
  
 
 How?
 
  
 
 Is this the afterlife? Why’s it still so cold?
 
  
 
 “Worthless.” Even in the afterlife, the old bastard was still here to pester him. “Can’t even climb a simple cliff. How am I supposed to teach this fool? He’s nothing compared to you.”
 
  
 
 Ma’s gruff voice sounded and Huushal idly wondered what she was doing here. “All due respect but it’s been decades since I made the climb. Open your blind eyes and have a gander, the cliff’s smoother than a baby’s behind. I’m surprised he made it far as he did.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Excuses.” A boot prodded Huushal in the ribs and he scrambled to his feet. “Quit lying around boy, and go greet the Imperial Messenger. I’m too old fer kneelin’. Damned girl, always finding more work fer me to do. Now I suppose you want me to find a new cliff...”
 
  
 
 His mind in disarray, Huushal followed Ma’s Sendings and stumbled down the path before kowtowing in the dirt, unable to lift his head even if he wanted to. After saying all that was required, he collapsed with a scroll in hand, too exhausted to care what the Emperor wanted from him. Whatever it was, it could wait.
 
  
 
 A short nap, a quick meal, then back to the bottom to try again.
 
  
 
 Such was life.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Dropping the Imperial Missive to the table, Fung clicked his tongue in annoyance. Knowing Fu Zhu Li had read it from over his shoulder, Fung turned to the man and raised a single eyebrow in question. “So... what now?”
 
  
 
 Instead of answering out loud, the ever cautious ‘manservant’ Sent his reply. “The Emperor walks upon the razor’s edge. There will be difficult times ahead.”
 
  
 
 “Indeed,” Fung Sent, cupping his warm teacup with both hands. “Our hand is forced. Either we obey and risk losing everything, or we openly rebel and do the same. The Emperor has left us no third option.” Sending without physical contact was incredibly draining, but being able to do something better than Rain gave Fung a massive sense of accomplishment. The animal obsessed maniac was too talented for words. “So the question remains: What now?”
 
  
 
 Fu Zhu Li gave a tiny, almost imperceptible shrug, the first time the half-weasel advisor had failed to offer an answer or guide Fung towards one. “I’ll send word to your father. Whatever his decision, we shall abide by it.” With those simple words, Fu Zhu Li left the room.
 
  
 
 Still cradling his teacup, Fung sank into his chair and pondered over what the future held in store. Where would father stand? With the Emperor, or with the North? As he moved to sip his tea, Fung found himself trembling from head to toe. Scoffing at his meek apprehension, he swallowed his fear stilled his body. So shameful. So his peaceful days here at the Wall were at and end. What of it? So he might be at odds with the Emperor. Big deal. Any warrior who aspired to the pinnacle of strength would be lying if they said they’d never dreamt of overthrowing the Emperor.
 
  
 
 Placing his empty teacup aside, Fung flicked his sleeves and headed towards the sparring grounds, eager to see what his friends thought of their orders. Rain was likely beside himself with joy, feigning objection and reluctance as he prepared to run roughshod over anyone who dared bar his path. A good friend to have and a fearsome enemy to cross, such was Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Who knows? Perhaps in a few weeks time, Falling Rain would no longer be known as the number one talent in the North, but number one talent beneath the heavens!
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With a sigh of relief, I stand up and stretch my back, annoyed by the need for all this bowing and scraping. It’s a messenger, why do I have to treat him like the Emperor himself? Besides, fuck that guy, what’s he done lately besides abandon the Western Province? Turning to Dastan, I grin and say, “Thank the Mother you were here or else they’d be dragging me off for execution right about now.” Don't look at the messenger, don't address the messenger, don't turn your back on the messenger, so many unspoken rules, how am I supposed to remember them all?
 
  
 
 Overzealous subordinate that he is, Dastan takes my words as a personal affront. “Not while I still live and breathe, boss.”
 
  
 
 The man has zero chill. “Some day, we’ll sit down and you’ll teach me everything you know about courtly manners and protocol and stuff.” Unfurling the scroll, I’m greeted by a wall of beautifully flowing script. ‘On the twenty-seventh day of the first month of the thirty-fifth year...’ Is that how they write the date? So complicated and inefficient. ‘His Majesty, the Son of Heaven, Emperor of the...’ Good god it keeps going on and on like this. How long can one man’s name be? More inane preamble and greetings... Ah, here we go. ‘... invites Warrant Officer Second Grade, Falling Rain of the Bekhai and his retinue to take part in the First Imperial Grand Conference, where decorated heroes and promising youths from all around the Empire will gather to discuss measures to combat the growing Defiled threat, with contests and prizes to be awarded to our Empire’s most valiant warriors and able generals. Hosted by the city of Nan Ping in the Central Province on the Spring Equinox, attendance is mandatory and absence will be taken as mutiny, punishable by...’
 
  
 
 Welp, so much for my hermit plans. No problem, I can do this. I’ll just stay out of trouble and not offended anyone while surrounded by the Empire’s most arrogant warriors and spoiled noble brats. Easy peasy.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 ......
 
  
 
 .........
 
  
 
 Maybe I should fake my death...
 
  
 
 Nah. I'm overreacting. Things'll be fine, plus I might even get to see Yan again.
 
  
 
 Besides, what's the worst that could happen?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
 – End of Volume 15 –
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