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      Chapter 392: Perspective - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 “...and it is these valiant heroes standing before you who will lead our brave soldiers onwards. To. Victory!”
 
  
 
 In response to the Legate’s stirring oration, the people of the Empire erupt into rousing cheers and thunderous applause, glorifying the eclectic gathering of Martial Warriors standing on stage, the winners and closest losers of their respective contests. Running the gamut in gender, age, race, and status, the Legate’s valiant heroes are a fair representation of the Empire itself, a diverse and unique group of individuals unified against a common enemy. Among them are a few familiar faces, like Exarch Erien, the beautiful and ferocious tribeswoman of the North, proudly sporting her ethnic, silver headdress complete with polished moose antlers and savage war-paint. Standing far to her left to avoid being brained by Erien’s unwieldy headgear, Du Kang Bing greets the crowd while dressed in more practical armour, though with bubbling enthusiasm as he waves in all directions with both hands outstretched, his voluminous smile so at odds with his customary stoic and stony demeanour. He’s come a long way since we last met, but I’ll never forget his look of startled surprise when Akanai picked him up and hurled him into three of his underlings.
 
  
 
 Ah, memories.
 
  
 
 Also on stage is the lovely, but thoroughly intimidating Ryo Da’in, and Central’s homegrown rising dragon of humble origins, the plainest and most boring member of the Hwarang, Yong-Jin. I’ve already forgotten the names of most other contestants on stage, because they all pale in comparison to the dynamic force of personality that is Man Giao. Standing at the forefront with a single imposing fist raised in triumph, the proud half-bull accepts his due with confident poise, as if his victory was all but assured and this recognition a long time coming, no longer a Brigadier and promoted to Major General by the Legate himself. Truth be told, the promotion probably is overdue considering he’s almost four-hundred years old and beats down Demons like they’re his red-headed step-children, but I’ve recently discovered my perception of strength is rather distorted, what with hanging around Akanai all the time.
 
  
 
 Her opponents weren’t weak, my Grand Mentor is just ridiculously strong.
 
  
 
 As I’ve done every morning since the commencement of the First Imperial Grand Conference, I sit and watch the festivities from my ‘enviable’ beach-side location. It’s great for networking and visibility, since anyone on the beach can come up and say hi while everyone in the city can see me and Ping Ping, but I’ve never cared about making friends or cultivating a proper image. Doubly so now that I’m an Imperial Manwhore, since my status is so high it doesn’t matter what I do, people will still bend over backwards to please me. If I forced my way into some big-wig’s bedroom and slapped them awake, they’d most likely smile and apologize for not greeting me at the front door. A private balcony would be much nicer, since not only could I avoid all the bootlickers and sycophants, I could also slip away and do something more productive with my time, like meditate or nap.
 
  
 
 How did I ever survive on four hours of sleep a day? I don’t understand how it’s even possible anymore.
 
  
 
 Now, this isn’t to say I’m not impressed by the accomplishments of the people before me. In my eyes, the two dozen Martial Warriors on stage deserve to be there, not only because of their personal strength but because together, they form an accurate microcosm of the Empire’s warrior caste. No matter which province or background you hail from, whether you’re part or the wealthy elite or the beleaguered workforce, there’s someone on stage to relate to, which is almost inspiring all on its own, because it tells the world one simple fact: Heroes aren’t born, they’re forged. These heroes come from a myriad of backgrounds, but it doesn’t matter where they came from or how they got there, they now stand side by side as celebrated heroes of the Empire. It gives every citizen something to aspire to, and if the Legate rigged his contests for such an outcome, then he’s a more cunning and devious man than I gave him credit for.
 
  
 
 That said, I’m still bored out of my fucking mind sitting here on the beach. It might be my imagination, but I feel like I’m not the only one to discover his enthusiasm has waned, since the applause is nowhere near as thunderous as it was on the first day of the Grand Conference, when I stood before them as the Number One Talent in the Empire. Granted, the crowd is much smaller now than it was then and even the most fervent of fanatics will suffer fatigue after twenty-something days of non-stop celebration.
 
  
 
 Twenty-five, to be exact. Today is the twenty-fifth day of the First Imperial Grand Conference, twenty days since Mahakala passed away, and there’s been almost no progress whatsoever. It feels like every day is spent idling our time away with with festivities, contests, banquets, and performances, complete with all the glad-handing and face-giving expected of such a momentous occasion.
 
  
 
 It’s fucking retarded.
 
  
 
 Okay. Maybe I’m not being entirely fair. Stuff has happened in the last two weeks, I just haven’t been a part of it. All the heavy hitters have been deployed to the Western Front, including Akanai, Dad, Nian Zu, and Grandpa Du. Obviously, they brought everyone away with them including Mila, Yan, Alsantset, Charok, and all my friends, leaving me alone in Nan Ping with Taduk, Lin, and my retinue.
 
  
 
 Oh. And Luo-Luo. God, I wish they took Luo-Luo with them...
 
  
 
 By now, most of the soldiers in and around Nan Ping have already been deployed, with only a fraction still left behind. Some stayed to take part in the Contests, but there are a select few like myself who have been left to ponder their unknown fate, with little to do but look on as everyone around them rides off to war. I can only assume it has something to do with my minor spat with the Legate, and I’ve caught myself searching for royal assassins hidden in the shadows more than once. At least now I can put a name to my likely successor, the stodgy and lifeless Yong-Jin. On paper, he seems like the perfect replacement, a young warrior of humble birth, Disciple to a celebrated Hero of Central, Awakened to a Blessing of the Elements, in his case Wood, and best of all, a man with a spotless record and immaculate reputation, beloved by all, peasant and noble alike.
 
  
 
 I’ve never actually spoken to Yong-Jin, but I already hate him. Besides, how is he better than me? I’ll admit, he’s taller and better looking, but he has all the personality of tofu and had his ass handed to him by Wu Gam on stage. A shame no one seems to remember it though, with all the applause directed his way. The contests were stupid anyways, Mila or Yan are far more deserving, but neither one took part in the ‘amended’ Contest. If the Legate expects me to hand over my title of Number One Talent in the Empire to Yong-Jin without a fight, then they’re both in for a rude awakening.
 
  
 
 On the other hand, if he wants Luo-Luo then he can have her with my blessing. I’m keeping the Death Corps though, they’re awesome.
 
  
 
 Now, I may be overthinking things since the Legate has made no move to cut ties with me, nor has he expressed his displeasure in any way, shape, or form. I considered requesting an audience to clear things up, but decided against it on account of not having anything productive to say. I don’t want to be the Legate’s lackey, but I don’t want to be his enemy either, which leaves me in a tough situation since he’ll only accept one or the other. Since I’ve made no move to ingratiate myself with him, then I can only assume he sees me as the latter, and the only reason he has yet to act is because he’s waiting for an opportune moment. Seeing how I’m now isolated from my strongest protectors and Yong-Jin is poised to take my place, I doubt the Legate will wait for much longer.
 
  
 
 Technically, as a Warrant Officer, I could leave to serve wherever I’d like, but if I did, I’d probably piss the Legate off even more, not to mention the Abbot who has still yet to arrive. I mean, it’s already going against custom to ask an elder and superior to come meet me, and it’ll only get worse if he thinks I lied about my circumstances. Worst of all, even though Radiant Fist Wugang agreed to carry a message to the Brotherhood, he couldn’t say how long it’d take to get a response since he wasn’t sure if he could get word to the Abbot himself. All in all, I’ve been sitting around doing nothing for the past two weeks, and I hates it.
 
  
 
 All I want to do is fight the Defiled. Is it too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 With Lin at my side and my floofs all around me, I suffer through the slow, agonizing torture that is ‘enjoying’ the festivities. Despite Luo-Luo’s warnings it’ll negatively affect my image, I’ve taken to using the time to brush my floofs, but today’s festivities are taking longer than normal to wind down, and I’m slowly going crazy with boredom while waiting for the crowd to disperse. The moment I deem it’s polite to, I gather my floofs and rush back to the safety of camp before I’m mobbed by a crowd of would-be minions of nobles who have yet to see which way the wind blows. Honestly, if it wasn’t for the Legate’s ‘with me or against me’ mentality, I’d look forward to being out of the limelight again.
 
  
 
 Plain old Falling Rain, here to kick ass and devour spectres.
 
  
 
 After a quick lunch, I kiss my sweet wifey and adorable floofs goodbye before heading into the city on Luo-Luo’s new rickshaw, a gift I purchased at great expense but went thoroughly unnoticed. Dressed in a conservative tunic and boring old pants, she sits as far away as the rickshaw physically permits, and I give her the space she so obviously desires. Her aloof demeanour is a far cry from how she behaved when we first met, but luckily, I have Blackjack’s playful affections to keep me company throughout the long ride. Upon reaching our destination, there still has yet to be a single word or look exchanged between Luo-Luo and myself, which sadly is probably the best case scenario, all things considered.
 
  
 
 Greeting us at the door to his workshop is Yo Sung-Hoon, formerly known as Snivelling Young Fop. Having grown accustomed to my inclination for informal dealings, Sung-Hoon offers a brief salute before jumping straight into the thick of things. “I heard back from my uncle today,” he says, for once leaving mention of his Uncle’s lofty status as Central’s Marshal unsaid. “He approved the contract and we’re on the hook to provide 25,000 pots and pans to the army.”
 
  
 
 “Well done.” It’s a massive contract, but if he thinks we can do it, then I trust him. “No luck selling him on the woks?” Surprising considering Central’s love of fine cuisine, I’d have thought their nobles would leap at the chance for better battlefield dining.
 
  
 
 At one point in time, Sung-Hoon might have taken my question as an insult to his aptitude, but after two weeks of working side by side, my careless words roll off him like raindrops off a duck. “Sadly no,” he says with a grimace as he leads us inside for our meeting. “We failed to consider one simple fact. Most army cooks wouldn’t know what to do with a wok while any private chef employed by a noble would undoubtedly already have their cookware.”
 
  
 
 Ah... Should’ve known I was barking up the wrong tree. “Right. Well, the pots and pans are good start. Better to start small and lay a foundation for our future dealings. Grow too fast too quickly and everything could collapse under our feet.”
 
  
 
 “True, but as you like to say, nothing ventured, nothing gained.” With a snobby half-smirk, Sung-Hoon casually remarks, “I’ve also secured a contract to provide bells for the watchtowers currently under construction. A dozen to start, which is a small order, but one we can fulfill without too much issue.”
 
  
 
 “You sly little weasel, you’ve been holding out on me.” Delighted by the good news, I clap my business partner on the shoulder with a bark of laughter. “How’d you convince your uncle? It couldn’t have been easy, the warning bells are an integral part of the defence.” We can’t build walls everywhere, but the idea is we build a warning system instead, one to alert nearby patrols and villages there’s Defiled nearby.
 
  
 
 Not a great idea, but it’s... an idea.
 
  
 
 Beaming at the praise, Sung-Hoon offers a modest shrug and replies, “I poached a master bell-founder from a workshop owned by a rival of ours and gifted my uncle our first creation. I couldn’t have done it if you hadn’t insisted on better conditions for the workers. The master has family in our employ, which was instrumental in swaying him to our side. I was prepared to double or even triple his salary if need be, but he accepted a meagre fifteen percent instead.”
 
  
 
 “People go where they’re appreciated. It’s smart business, especially in these circumstances. Soon enough, we’ll be competing with all of Central for talents in a wide array of professions. Others can offer more money and promise better conditions, but we’ll have already established our reputation as fair and decent employers.” Plus, I don’t have to toss and turn at night because I’m growing rich off the suffering of others. “Introduce me to the bell-founder later, unless you think it’s too much.”
 
  
 
 “I was going to suggest it myself, or rather impose upon your lovely concubine to do so in my stead.” With a suffering sigh, Sung-Hoon shakes his head. “You don’t understand how hard it is working under a social recluse. Lucrative deals can be made or broken based on face alone, and my meagre status is far from influential enough to represent your lofty interests.” Opening the door to the meeting room, he offers a sweeping bow and gestures for me to enter first, far too much pomp and circumstance for me to stomach. “Then again, were you a different sort of man, I’d hardly have this opportunity to ride your coattails to success.”
 
  
 
 “Hardly riding my coattails. I provide ideas and little more, you and your father do the lion’s share of the work.” Taking a seat at the table, I pour him a cup of tea and raise my cup in a toast. “To a valued partnership, in which I do so little and gain so much.”
 
  
 
 Chortling as he accepts the toast, we continue going over the nitty gritty of our business venture, the documents all laid out for Luo-Luo's inspection. In a mere two weeks, Sung-Hoon has accomplished more than I thought possible, not only training a basic workforce and creating a supply chain, but even moving on to more advanced projects like bellmaking. The advantage of working with an established merchant powerhouse is starting to show itself, and I’m not talking about his family connections. Having a large pool of talent to draw from makes things so much easier. Organization and communication are crucial in a new undertaking like ours, and experienced administrators make a world of difference. With so many managerial skills being transferable, they only need to learn the details of their new job and are less overwhelmed than someone learning everything from scratch. More than one administrator has spotted and resolved a crisis before Sung-Hoon or I even knew there was a problem, and if not for their help, we’d still be arguing about what products to focus on instead of securing profitable military contracts.
 
  
 
 Seriously profitable. Sickeningly so, even. Getting the infrastructure in place was the hardest part, and I probably made it more difficult with my demands for fair treatment, but the kid rose to the occasion and did his job well and is ready to reap the profits. Our cookware is priced at eighty percent of the copper equivalent, but in comparison, our material costs work out to be less than a tenth, while labour even less so since we don’t need skilled craftsmen to hammer things out. All we need to do is bring in the unrefined iron ore, which is priced in coppers by the kilogram, melt it down in the special furnaces designed by Husolt and Diyako, then pour the molten iron into the specially designed moulds, and voila. Cast iron pot or pan, with zero skilled labour required. Scale these profits up to the level of giant warning bells, and if the Legate waits another month before sending his assassins after me, then I will die a disgustingly wealthy man.
 
  
 
 A small consolation, I suppose.
 
  
 
 As usual, Luo-Luo takes the lead in our daily meeting with Sung-Hoon and they discuss the nitty gritty details while I snack and play with Blackjack all by my lonesome. After the first meeting, I wanted to send Luo-Luo by herself, but she put her foot down and refused to attend the meetings without me, though why I have no idea. Ever since Yan joined my happy little harem, Luo-Luo has gone from eager and enthusiastic to cold and apathetic. Outside these meetings, she spends most of her time inside her yurt and doesn’t speak unless spoken to, only coming out to ride Mafu around when I’m out in the bay with Ping Ping or meditating in my yurt. She even stopped dressing all sexy, which I suppose is a blessing since Mila is already jealous enough and Yan made it clear she doesn’t like to share, but honestly, it couldn’t have come at a worse time.
 
  
 
 I was starved of sex for the longest time, then Yan showed up and blew my mind. We had one incredible night of passion together, and then, not three days later, she left with Grandpa Du, after we were betrothed but before we could find time to... get together again. Mila left too, not that there was much chance of anything happening there, and as sweet and loving as my adorable wifey Lin is, she’s adamant we wait until she’s twenty. It’s not fair, any time I make a move, she scrunches her nose and gives me this adorable glower which makes me feel so damned guilty for wanting to...
 
  
 
 And now, it seems I’ve blown my chance with Luo-Luo, which is a shame. Despite our rocky start, I’ve come to appreciate her brilliant mind as well as radiant beauty and voluptuous body. She had the foresight to suggest Sung-Hoon stockpile iron ore before our competitors drive the price up, and immediately understood the value of purchasing futures as soon as I explained the concept. For less coin than I keep in a single boot, we secured the purchasing rights to enough iron ore to keep us in production for three years, essentially locking in our price and protecting us from unsavoury market manipulation. I wasn’t joking when I said I barely lifted a finger, because with Luo-Luo here, there was no need to.
 
  
 
 Beauty and brains, only lacking in brawn. Oh well. I’ll respect Luo-Luo’s decision, and this is probably more in line with how she truly feels. I suppose the sex-kitten act was just that, an act, what she thought I expected of her, and since she now knows I’m not a lecherous, wanton manwhore who will fuck anything that moves, she feels more comfortable being herself, a quiet, reserved woman who enjoys... I dunno, sitting around in her yurt, slow quin rides around the camp, and making passive aggressive comments about things she warned me about but I ignored, like my current stalemate with the Legate. Whatever, the bottom line is, I will not pressure Luo-Luo for sex, no matter how ridiculously horny I may be. I have three wives who love me, and while they can’t love me right now, I can wait. It’s no big deal. I survived for years without sex, so what’s a few more weeks?
 
  
 
 Of course, given how things are proceeding, those few weeks may very well be the rest of my life...
 
  
 
 Ugh. How much longer until I can go to war?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 While going over the numbers one last time, Luo-Luo ignored Lord Husband’s loud boredom and noisy distraction. Unconscionable is what he was, a callous, hateful man idling the time away while she and Sung-Hoon slaved over financial accounts worth thousands, if not tens of thousands of gold. Sadly, this was better than the alternative, for if not for her dogged persistence, Lord Husband wouldn’t even bother coming along to these meetings. He was utterly irresponsible and entirely too naive in his business ventures. ‘Trust, but verify,’ he’d say, in response to what he undoubtedly considered her nagging. ‘Things will work out.’
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo had a different phrase in mind when she thought of his behaviour: A fool and his coin are soon parted. Having found a trustworthy partner in Mister Rustram, Lord Husband assumed all his associates would be equally as reliable and ethical, which was no proper way to do business. Figures could easily be altered and documents forged, so without constant updates regarding the situation, how could one know the true value of one’s investment? Even more infuriating was how uncharacteristic it was of Lord Husband to be so trusting. Calling him overly suspicious was more than generous, for he was a man who saw threats waiting around every corner and assassins hanging in every shadow. Granted, his suspicions were warranted now that he’d fallen out with his powerful patron Shen ZhenWu, the heir apparent and possibly the second most politically powerful man in the Empire, but that was an entirely different matter all together.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, Luo-Luo had many reasons to insist Lord Husband accompany her to these meetings, and not all were solely for his benefit alone. Mostly, she wanted to spend more time with him and show him how miserable she was, but what if she uncovered a discrepancy in the numbers and could prove Sung-Hoon or the Yo Family was stealing from them? How was she to defend herself if they wished to silence her? Or worse, what if she made a mistake? With only two weeks of practice, Luo-Luo could claim a passing familiarity with this new number system, but any more would be a lie. Already, her insistence had paid off, as Lord Husband’s unconventional thinking saved them from disaster more than once. Compound interest on penalties, purchasing futures to protect against price manipulation, and better working conditions only scratched the surface of his contributions, for many of their decisions had been based off of an errant comment made by Lord Husband, seemingly without much thought put into the matter. Selling directly to the army, for example, to build their reputation before marketing to the masses, or investing into bell-making facilities, though how Lord Husband knew it would be a good idea before the Legate announced the construction of his watchtowers, Luo-Luo couldn’t say.
 
  
 
 Cursing her inattention, Luo-Luo angrily reset her abacus and started from the beginning, her cheeks burning despite Sung-Hoon’s silence and Lord Husband’s ignorance. What must Lord Husband’s associate think of her? The Yo family scion hadn’t asked about her strange ‘numerals’, nor had he commented about her need for a physical abacus instead of calculating with her fingers, but in his eyes, she must seem like a rank amateur indeed. It wasn’t entirely her fault she couldn’t learn a new number system and do mental arithmetic at the same time, but thankfully, he had yet to lose his patience and left her to her own devices.
 
  
 
 Likely because Lord Husband’s proficiency with numbers put them both to shame.
 
  
 
 When she finally finished double checking her work, Luo-Luo gathered the papers and silently placed them before Lord Husband for his perusal. Leaving Blackjack to roam free, Lord Husband flipped through the documents one by one, spending perhaps three seconds to scan each page. The first time he did this, she thought he was putting on a show, right until he pointed out an error neither she nor Sung-Hoon had noticed. When confronted about his remarkable ability, Lord Husband merely shrugged and attributed it to his Natal Palace, accidentally revealing his undisclosed status as the youngest Expert of the Empire in the process.
 
  
 
 No wonder Shen ZhenWu saw Lord Husband as a threat. What other miracles would this young warrior casually accomplish in his lifetime, however short it might be?
 
  
 
 “Everything seems in order,” Lord Husband declared, passing the stack of documents to her with a smile. “Phenomenal work as always.”
 
  
 
 Stifling the urge to smile and blush, Luo-Luo merely nodded and feigned indifference to his praise. ‘Show no happiness,’ she told herself. ‘Be miserable, because in truth, you are. Mere words aren’t enough, you deserve more for your efforts, and you will have your due. Lord Husband is a kind man, and he will soon notice your unhappiness and take steps to correct it.’
 
  
 
 But when? How much longer must she wait? Did Lord Husband not find her attractive? Would he like her more if she had animal ears and a tail?
 
  
 
 Her misery still unnoticed, Lord Husband exchanged what few lines of small talk his limited patience would allow. “Well,” he concluded, not even a minute later, “If that’s everything...?”
 
  
 
 Knowing his business partner’s preference for brevity, Sung-Hoon pounced upon this opportunity while he still had Lord Husband’s attention. “Now would be a good time to meet the bell-founder. His new home is nearby and I gave him the day off to spend with his family. You would give much face by visiting him today, but if you think it’s too much...”
 
  
 
 “Yea sure, I wanted to talk to him about a future project anyways. Come, Blackjack. Time to go. Blackjack! Come!” While Lord Husband struggled to get the hare to obey, Luo-Luo exchanged a questioning glance with Sung-Hoon, but the young man was every bit as confused as she was. Besides making more bells, what future projects could there be for a bell-maker? Neither one had the courage to ask, lest they be shown for a fool, so instead, they kept silent and fell in line as Lord Husband exited the room in a huff, leaving the disobedient hare behind. Not ten seconds later, a piercing shriek emanated from behind as Blackjack raced to catch up, having learned the consequences of disobedience and not liking them one bit.
 
  
 
 An experienced warrior, brilliant scholar, skilled self-Healer, expert animal tamer, and from what Luo-Luo gathered, a consummate lover, Lord Husband was a man who excelled in all walks of life.
 
  
 
 The bell-maker’s home was a modest courtyard manor nestled in the heart of Nan Ping, which meant they couldn’t bring the Guardian Turtle without remodelling this part of the city. Thankfully, the great beast had grown complacent of late and no longer insisted on keeping Lord Husband in sight at all times. Instead, at his direction, the massive creature happily hunkered down on the main street to bask in the sunlight, and after a quick hug and concealed kiss on the beak, Lord Husband left her to go about his business. Glancing over her shoulder, Luo-Luo watched as the crowd queued to pray before the gentle giant, already accustomed to the process after weeks of appearances.
 
  
 
 How might these same people react if they learned their Divine Guardian’s favourite treat was Lord Husband’s bathwater?
 
  
 
 The Guardian Turtle was Lord Husband’s greatest defence against Shen ZhenWu, and if used properly, could also be his greatest weapon. With how recent events unfolded, there were rumours claiming the Guardian Turtle’s actions were guided by divine mandate, due to how she destroyed the Canston Trading Group’s merchant house before their treacherous actions were revealed. This in turn raised Lord Husband’s status even higher in the eyes of the populace, and was perhaps the only reason Shen ZhenWu had yet to act against them, but Lord Husband refused to listen to her suggestions out of sheer, ignorant stubbornness. ‘I don’t want things to escalate,’ he said, unaware his relationship with his Patron was already beyond salvaging. He was dealing with a man destined to sit upon the Dragon Throne, and one did not refuse such a man and walk away unscathed, not under normal circumstances. If Lord Husband were to play his hand right, he could severely limit Shen ZhenWu’s options and perhaps even force a stalemate, a position few could otherwise claim.
 
  
 
 A common-born tribesman in a stalemate with the future Emperor of the civilized world. This was the man Luo-Luo’s Lord Husband could be, if only he’d listen...
 
  
 
 It irked her to see so much potential wasted. Despite his reclusive disposition, Lord Husband was a charming and charismatic man when he set his mind to it. Much of it came naturally, for he never put on airs or treated anyone poorly, even thinking to stop and purchase a gift of wine for the bell-maker and candy for his son. Status rarely entered into the equation, for in Lord Husband’s eyes, every person regardless of standing deserved the same respect. Upon meeting the bell-maker, a slender, timid man in his thirties named Jiao Yu, Lord Husband’s eyes lit up with genuine delight, thanking him for his hard work before greeting his wife with a warm smile (but thankfully not too warm), and his son with a hearty hug.
 
  
 
 With his natural appeal and her education, Lord Husband would make for a most effective politician, but alas...
 
  
 
 Lifting the seven year old boy into his arms, Lord Husband asked, “Do you mind if I borrow your Papa for a few minutes? I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
 
  
 
 Speaking around a piece of candied fruit, the boy shook his head with a silly little smile. “Papa was scolding me for not doin’ my readings.”
 
  
 
 Frowning in mock severity, Lord Husband said, “This is serious business. Why didn’t you do your readings?”
 
  
 
 “Because they’re boring!” Fighting off imagined enemies with one hand, the boy added, “I wanna be a soldier an’ fight the Defiled, just like you.”
 
  
 
 “All the more reason to do your readings. You gotta know how to read or else you can’t use a map or read your orders. It’s an important skill and all my soldiers work hard to learn it.” Putting the suitably chastised child down, Lord Husband crouched and looked him in the eyes. “It’s not just reading either. You wanna know what my greatest weapon is?”
 
  
 
 “Is it your transforming glaive?”
 
  
 
 “No, but that’s a close second.” Amused by the child’s excitement, Lord Husband tapped his forehead and continued, “My greatest weapon is my mind. I can beat people stronger than me because I out think them. Reading, writing, math, and more, it keeps my mind sharp and teaches me different ways to approach a problem, which is a powerful tool for any warrior. Knowing when to fight is just as important as knowing how to fight. In fact, I’m here because I’m not clever enough and need your papa’s help solving a problem.”
 
  
 
 “Really?” The boy’s eyes went wide with wonder as he glanced at his father, who straightened with pride before Lord Husband’s praise. “You need Papa’s help?”
 
  
 
 “Yes I do. He’s a smart man, your Papa, so you should listen to him. Go on and do your readings now, so he won’t be mad anymore.”
 
  
 
 So excited at this prospect, the boy ran off without another word, and Jiao Yu bowed his head in heartfelt gratitude. “Many thanks, Great One. Your words will let this servant hold his head a little higher in the days to come, though he fears he has little to offer in the way of help.”
 
  
 
 “It’s nothing. Don’t worry about my problem, it’s nothing too urgent or important.” Flashing his charming smile, Lord Husband gestured for the bell-maker to sit while he prepared ink and paper. “See, I need a bell made, but not really a bell.” With a few strokes of his metal writing implement, he drew the ugliest bell Luo-Luo had ever laid eyes upon, more a hollow pillar than anything else. Luckily, his next words proved he’d done this by design. “I need something like this, a long, tubular object which is capped at one end and open at the other. The base should be thick and durable with a concave curve on the inside, but with a tiny hole which extends from surface to centre, perhaps as wide as a finger. How difficult would this be?”
 
  
 
 At Lord Husband’s prompting, the mousy craftsman asked a few questions which included the dimensions of the iron tube, though Lord Husband had little in the way of specifics. After careful consideration, Jiao Yu said, “This servant has never crafted anything of the like, so without having tried, cannot speak to it’s difficulty. This servant can only try and pray he does not disappoint Great One.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” With an approving nod, Lord Husband clapped Jiao Yu on the shoulder and said, “Start off small, say about as long as my arm and maybe two to four times as thick, whatever you think is best. There’s no rush, handle whatever Young Master Yo here requires of you first, and don’t overwork yourself. This is merely an idle fancy of mine, an optimistic hope some might say. A few other things need to happen for this to bear fruit, but if everything falls into place, then heaven help me, our names will go down in history, for better or for worse.”
 
  
 
 No one in the room understood what Lord Husband meant, but he still cautioned everyone to keep silent on the matter. Soon enough, his tolerance for society wore thin and he said his farewells, much to the relief of Jiao Yu’s poor, anxious wife, so obviously worried someone in the household would accidentally offend their noble guests. It was a sentiment Luo-Luo could empathize with, for there were times when Lord Husband’s manners were so lacking, only his lofty status kept him alive and unchallenged through it all. Poor Sung-Hoon understood as well, for in their first few days of working together, the prideful young man was almost driven mad by Lord Husband’s unintentionally abrasive demeanour and poorly-worded statements.
 
  
 
 After parting ways with the bell-maker and Sung-Hoon, Luo-Luo and Lord Husband rode home in silence, sitting side by side in her rickshaw yet still worlds apart. They’d been married for over two weeks yet she was still a virgin, a horrific scenario which she wasn’t prepared for. Her bold and seductive behaviour only drove him into the arms of another woman, a shameful defeat which wounded Luo-Luo’s pride, perhaps even beyond repair. Every night since, the cadenced moans and heavy breathing would haunt her dreams and she’d wake each morning panting and covered in sweat, aching at the imagined memory of Lord Husband’s touch. Sadly, even without Mila or Yan here to compete for his affections, he still paid Luo-Luo no mind, and Lin-Lin’s advice to halt her efforts and let nature take its course had thus far failed horrifically. In distancing herself and only speaking when she deemed absolutely necessary, she’d turned herself into a nagging harridan of a shrew who only opened her mouth to criticize, hardly the image she’d hope to cultivate.
 
  
 
 Perhaps this was to be Luo-Luo’s fate in this life, to be unappreciated, undesired, and unloved for the rest of her days. A virginal widow soon enough, for Lord Husband was now separated from his greatest allies and protectors, undoubtedly a prelude to Shen ZhenWu’s cold vengeance. A shame he wouldn’t listen to her advice, but for all his virtues, Lord Husband’s greatest flaw overshadowed them all.
 
  
 
 Nothing could be done until she fixed his crippling lack of ambition.
 
  
 
 Throwing herself at him didn’t work. This passive approach wasn’t working. What else could she do to win his trust and affection? Open a dialogue, at least. For two weeks now, she’d kept to herself in hopes he’d ask her if something was bothering her, but all she accomplished was make it easier for Lord Husband to ignore her. Grasping for a relevant topic, she took a deep breath and asked, “Lord Husband, what is the strange bell for?”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” His wry smile nearly drove her to madness, though out of anger or lust, she could not say. “Finally willing to speak again? Is my punishment over? I suppose curiosity won out over anger.” Ignoring his jibes, Luo-Luo pouted until he asked, “What do you think it’s for?”
 
  
 
 He thought she was punishing him by remaining silent? In what world would silence be a punishment? Baffled by his stone-headed foolishness, Luo-Luo rolled her eyes and huffed. “... Perhaps it’s an improved bell, used to direct sound in a particular direction?”
 
  
 
 “Good guess, but no. This thing will make noise, but that’s not its purpose.” Holding his hand out, he waited for her to take it and Sent, “It’s a weapon, one the likes this world has never before seen.” Noting her confusion, he explained, “No, it’s not a strange club or hammer. It’s a ranged weapon called a cannon. Basically, you place a metal ball into the tube and use a propellant to launch it. There’s a few major issues to work out, like the ban on oil and well... anything that explodes in the presence of fire.” Shrugging, he Sent, “I’ve had my people working on an alternative, and just yesterday recieved word they were making progress.”
 
  
 
 Furrowing her brow, Luo-Luo asked, “Your destructive explosive made from yellow dye?”
 
  
 
 “Guessed it in one. There’s still a ways to go before it’s in working order, but the Enemy is busy innovating new weapons, so for us to do any less would be a mistake.” With a grin which made him look younger than his years, Lord Husband Sent, “Imagine five kilograms of iron launched faster than the eye can follow from range no bow could hope to match. Impressive right? Even more impressive if it explodes where it lands, but one step at a time. All I can say is, if this weapon works as expected, it will change the way the Empire fights war forever.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Luo-Luo studied her incomprehensible Lord Husband once again. How could she ever think he lacked ambition? He cared nothing for status and reputation, but only because he set his sights on loftier goals instead. Perhaps it was time she accepted there was no mastermind standing behind Lord Husband and he was the driving force behind his book after all, the brilliant mind who sought to bring great change or unspeakable horrors to the Azure Empire. What sort of man could be so loving and sweet, yet also devise such terrifying weapons of destruction?
 
  
 
 And why did this make her ache for him all the more? Maybe if she wore an animal costume...
 
  
 
 Pleased by her amazed reaction, Lord Husband released her hand and said, “You know, I wasn’t lying when I said I consider my mind my greatest weapon. You’re a smart girl and your talents are wasted cooped in your yurt all day. Assuming your plan works and the world learns to appreciate the value of my book, then I’ll need help organizing all the inquisitive minds who come in search of funding and cooperation. ”
 
  
 
 Snapping out of her fugue, Luo-Luo nodded. “This one is here to serve at Lord Husband’s pleasure,” she said, hoping he’d catch her play on words. Her body was ready, he only need crook his finger and she would be his...
 
  
 
 Settling back into his corner as if afraid to accidentally touch her, Lord Husband went back to playing with Blackjack while saying, “Excellent. I look forward to a successful working relationship between us.”
 
  
 
 Damnable, insufferable man...
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 Live for today.
 
  
 
 That was Jorani’s new mantra, because Mum Above was a capricious bitch. This wasn’t exactly new news, but recent events had reaffirmed the lesson in his mind. Ever since surviving the shit-show that was Sanshu, he’d been struck by a horrible affliction which blinded him to the truth and made him act against his nature, turning him from wise pragmatist to foolish optimist in the worst of ways.
 
  
 
 His affliction? An insidious disease called hope.
 
  
 
 With his fortunes shifting almost overnight, Jorani could hardly be faulted for succumbing to this ordeal, for it truly felt like things were finally going his way. He was Hangman Jorani, a hundred-man commander in Falling Rain’s retinue, an enviable position for most and an unthinkable honour for someone as lowborn as he. In an effort to live up to the honour, Jorani swallowed his complaints regarding the bossman’s nightmarish training regimen and made great strides along the Martial Path, all the while dreaming of his life after soldiering.
 
  
 
 Such foolish, preposterous dreams, he even gave up gambling and whoring to save his coin, squirrelling away his coppers and silvers so he could someday purchase a cozy little manor somewhere. The details were never too important, he’d be happy in Sanshu, Shen Huo, the Bridge, or even among the Bekkies if they’d take him, but he wanted a home to call his own. Then, he’d find himself a wife, someone kind and sweet for him to love and spoil, and together, they’d raise three children or more if he could afford it, probably less if Ral still needed looking after because the big oaf counted for two children by himself. That was all there was to it, no excessive riches or palatial walls, just a happy family enjoying a cozy little life together.
 
  
 
 Even his modest dream was asking too much.
 
  
 
 As some asshole once said, man proposes and Heaven disposes. The events at the winery opened Jorani’s eyes to the truth. With Ancestral Beasts toeing the line and pushing the limits of the Treaty, all of Jorani’s improvements amounted to little better than nothing, still a shrimp soldier in the grand scheme of things. On the battlefield, his life and death were at the mercy of the Mother, and even if he lucked out and survived his next encounter with the Enemy, there were plenty of battles and years of service for Dear Mum in Heaven to correct her mistake. Forget surviving until his term of service was up, Jorani wouldn’t put money on him surviving the year, so what point was there in planning for a future which would never come?
 
  
 
 In light of this, Jorani did what any reasonable person would do. He drank himself into a stupor, and when he woke up, he drank some more. He wasn’t drinking as much as he’d like since he still had responsibilities, but he drank as often as he could. Good stuff too, because why not? Life’s too short not to enjoy it while you can, and in the same vein, Jorani dined on the finest dishes and slept with the priciest prostitutes. Well, middling dishes and moderately expensive prostitutes, since he only drew a captain’s salary and couldn’t afford the finest or the priciest, but it was good enough.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, last night he’d underestimated the potency of the wine he’d ordered and woke up late with a splitting headache. Stepping out of his yurt, the piercing orb of light in the sky told him it was closer to early evening rather than the late morning he’d expected. Ral and Chey were sitting nearby, idling the time away in each other’s company as they so often did, and like always, it incited a burning hot jealousy in Jorani’s belly. It wasn’t just because Ral had someone to love and Jorani didn’t, but also because he missed spending time with his big, oafish friend, though he’d never admit it out loud.
 
  
 
 Her soft smile melting at the sight of him, Chey’s close-cropped hair seemed to bristle as she scowled at Jorani. “Afternoon, yer excellency. How kind of ye to grace us with yer presence.”
 
  
 
 Jorani’s head hurt too much to come up with a witty rejoinder, and even if he could, his mouth was drier than the heart of a haystack. “Water,” he croaked, nodding as Ral handed him a skin, regretting the decision to move his head.
 
  
 
 While Jorani tried to drink without lifting his head, Ral leaned close and whispered, “You okay Jor? You slept through morning muster you did, and I couldn’t wakes you no matter how hard I tried. I tried real hard too, honest, Jor, but you kept spewing every times I moved you.” Mouth full of water, Jorani waved Ral’s apology aside but the big lug kept going on. “I cleaned you ups and asked Chey to help cover for you, but she wasn’t happy Jor.” Glancing at his lovely partner, Ral leaned even closer and covered his mouth for good measure. “I don’t think Chey likes you Jor. How come?”
 
  
 
 Having emptied the waterskin, Jorani almost rolled his eyes before thinking better of it. “What’s to cover? Bossman ain’t paid us no mind in weeks, Mister Rustram’s too busy training like a madman, and Bulat and Ravil have their hands full with the Death Corps. Aside from them, ain’t anyone around who outranks us, so ain’t no one gonna grief me about missing one muster.”
 
  
 
 “Since you feel that way,” Chey said, her smile cold and forced, “Then there’s no need to cover for you again. I look forward to your lashing, Jorani. Let’s go Ral.”
 
  
 
 Uppity bitch. What annoyed him even more was how Ral left without even looking back. It didn’t matter, it’s not like the giant half-dog was the first friend Jorani lost. Hell, Ral wasn’t even the first half-dog friend he’d lost. There’d been a time when Jorani and Kabi had been thick as thieves, right up until the bastard turned coat and went to work for the Council. Dogs and loyalty, pei. Can’t count on anyone in this world, not your friends, not your family, not your childhood heroes, and not even Mum in Heaven Herself. The only person Jorani could count on was himself.
 
  
 
 To this end, Jorani decided to go all out and cheer himself up, and while he had a mind to start with women, he’d need food and energy to sustain him. After a quick bath, he headed to the restaurant the bossman always patronized, where he’d made good on his promise and treated Jorani and his crew to a feast after the mess at the winery. It wasn’t the best dining in the city, but the bossman never put on airs when going out, and always eating at the same venue was probably a subtle challenge to the bastards who poisoned him, saying, ‘Here I am, so come try and kill me again.’
 
  
 
 The bossman was a few logs short of a proper cabin, but he looked after his own, which was better than most.
 
  
 
 This was all neither here nor there. The important thing was, the establishment was reasonably priced and more than willing to accommodate Jorani’s request for a private dining room and seat him him alone at a table meant for six. Once inside, he ordered their best wine and waited for his meal to arrive while watching a stylized duel take place across the street. There was a time when their nimble acrobatics and flashy movements would’ve impressed him, but now, it seemed silly and wasteful. Hell, he could probably do most of those leaps and twirls himself, but why would he? It left so many openings for your enemy to exploit, and even if they didn’t you’d tire yourself out within minutes. The audience loved it, but only because they didn’t know what battle was really like. It wasn’t captivating and showy like the operas and dramas would have you think, with no room for honour or integrity. Real battles were simple and repetitive. See one, kill one. See ten, kill ten, and do it quickly and efficiently as you can. No point wasting breath jawing away at your opponent, because chances are, you won’t be able to hear each other in the din of real battle, and if you move around as much as those idiots on stage were, then you’d run out of stamina long before you run out of enemies to kill.
 
  
 
 Fucking hell. Even drunk and hungover as he was, Jorani could probably beat both those showy stage idiots himself. He’d fought the Defiled alongside Du Min Gyu and the Death Corps, brought an Ancestral Beast to her knees, and what did he get for all his troubles? Not even so much as a pat on the back. He wasn’t even allowed to talk about his accomplishments, warned to keep quiet in the interest of national security. As far as the bossman knew, Jorani had used the Runic Device against a powerful Demon, nowhere near as impressive as the truth. A soldier’s lot was miserable and thankless, and if he was smart, he’d die sooner rather than later and save himself the grief.
 
  
 
 The door opened and in walked the lovely serving girl carrying his winter-melon soup, a dish he’d only recently tried for the first time. It didn’t sound like much, but the name didn’t do it justice. Start with a plump winter-melon twice the size of a grown man’s head and cut the top off. Hollow it out while leaving about three centimetres of flesh on the sides, then throw in all the trappings; shrimp, lobster, chicken feet, chicken stock, and more melon. The entire thing went into the oven to bake until it was nice and tender, before being served as is, melon and all. A delicious, savoury delight which Jorani only got a taste of last time, but tonight, he had the whole thing all to himself.
 
  
 
 “That all you order boy? No wonder yer so lean and scrawny.” Appearing out of the shadows just as the girl placed Jorani’s feast on the table, GangShu sat at the table and helped himself to the first bowl. The only bowl, in fact, since Jorani was here alone, but this didn’t escape the old bastard’s notice. Flashing his feral yet sickeningly charming smile, GangShu winked at the serving girl and said, “Be a good lass and bring four settings and a menu.”
 
  
 
 “We don’t need no settings, they ain’t staying fer long.” Jorani wasn’t even sure if the smitten serving girl heard him, and he scowled as the other Azure Ascendant’s filed in. Lord of Thunder Lei Gong looked dishevelled as always, his nose and cheeks already red with drink as he sniffed at Jorani’s wine jug. Nodding in approval, the wrinkled warrior guzzled down the wine as the Tyrant Ouyang Yuhuan took her seat with a distasteful grimace, barely sitting on the chair at all and keeping her hands in her lap. Daxian the ‘Virtuous’ came in last and kicked Jorani’s chair leg, rudely demanding he make room at his table for an unwelcome guest, even though there were still two empty chairs to sit in. Ignoring his half-brother, Jorani snatched his wine jug from the Lord of Thunder and wished he had enough courage to snatch his bowl back too. “What do you want?” he asked, pulling the melon closer and drinking straight from the ladle, letting bits of half-chewed chicken and shrimp fall back into the vegetable-turned-bowl. This was his meal and he’d be damned if he shared it with these bastards.
 
  
 
 “Now that’s hardly good manners boy,” GangShu admonished, though still smiling in amusement as he silently directed Daxian to another chair. That smile rarely slipped, as false as the bottoms in the bossman’s boots. “No matter, we’ll order more. My treat. Even though I’ve had plenty, I’ve never had a meal with two sons before.”
 
  
 
 “And you won’t tonight,” Jorani snapped. He hated GangShu’s Sanshu accent, because it proved he spent most of his time there. The old bastard was the fucking Territory Lord for Heaven’s sake, so how could he leave his woman and child to suffer? “I ain’t yer son and I never will be. I’d like to eat me soup in peace, so say yer piece and be on yer way.”
 
  
 
 Daintily sipping at his soup with a wooden spoon, GangShu chortled in the face of Jorani’s anger. “See, that don’t make a lick of sense. Far as I know, I’m the only Ancestral Rat around, and seeing as you’ve got my lovely little ears and a cock between yer legs, then you gotta be my son. You got a cock, don’tcha? I hope so, cuz you’d make fer a damned ugly daughter.”
 
  
 
 “I may be of yer blood, but I ain’t yer son. I said it before, but you don’t got the right to call yerself me Pa.”
 
  
 
 “This again?” The old bastard’s confusion seemed genuine and Jorani even believed it was, which made him hate the bastard all the more. “How many rat daddies you see stickin’ around to look after their rat babies? Hell, when you look at all the animals in the world, a daddy sticking around after conception is the exception, not the norm, and they all get along fine.”
 
  
 
 Jorani slammed his fist against the table. “I ain’t a rat and Ma wasn’t one either. You know how we lived? You know how she died? Ye don’t, and ye don’t care either, and that’s why I ain’t no son of yours.” Taking a long drink from the ladle to calm his nerves, the delicious soup tasted like ashes in his mouth, so he spit the rest back into the bowl and stood to leave. “You can have the room. I’ve no appetite anymore.”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t say you could leave.” Though his smile never slipped, GangShu’s voice held a thread of steel within, warning of consequences should Jorani disobey. If he hadn’t watched a Defiled Ancestral Mole manhandle three Living Legends of the Empire, he might even have walked out, but as things were, he was too terrified of the old bastard’s strength. Standing in place was the most defiance Jorani could muster, but GangShu let it slide with an amused chuckle. “Fine, stand if ye like,” he said, helping himself to a second bowl of winter-melon soup, “but if ye think a little spit is enough to ruin this delicious meal, then ye don’t know me at all.”
 
  
 
 The irony of his statement lost on him, GangShu fell silent as the server returned with the settings and menus. Jorani notice she’d tidied up before coming in, her headscarf gone and her eyes wide as she smiled prettily and played with her hair, hoping to perhaps catch the handsome GangShu’s attention for the night. Part of the old bastard’s charm, though it sickened Jorani to see it in action, while also making him insanely jealous at the same time. Even though the two of them bore a striking resemblance, the serving girl barely glanced in Jorani’s direction, but she couldn’t tear her eyes off of the old bastard, so distracted he wondered if she even registered what GangShu was saying. After rattling off an order of about twenty dishes, the old bastard dismissed the serving girl with a friendly nod, much to her visible disappointment. Filling his bowl once more, he ladled a second out for Jorani and slid it over. “Look, ye don’t like me and ye got yer reasons for it. Not good ones, but reasons, so hows about we each take a step back? I’ll lay off the family talk and you sit down and listen. Sound good?”
 
  
 
 Eyes narrowed in suspicion, Jorani remained standing and left the bowl untouched. “You want something from me,” he said, more a statement than a question. “What is it?”
 
  
 
 “Smart. That’s what I like about ye, even if yer Martial Skills ain’t worth shit.” Unabashed at having his motive uncovered, GangShu shook his head and sighed. “Look, the short version is simple enough. The Treaty’s been broken and the Emperor called his chit. I can’t sit on the sidelines anymore, which means I gotta pick a side and the choice is obvious. I considered heading home to wait the war out, but the problem is, it’s a lose-lose situation. If the Defiled win, then they gonna make their way over eventually, and if the Imperials win, then they ain’t gonna be none too pleased with me when this is all said and done with. You with me so far?”
 
  
 
 Taking a seat because his legs refused to stop shaking, Jorani swallowed hard and nodded. With the Treaty broken, Ancestral Beasts and Imperial Dharma Protectors were free to act as they pleased, and battles between the two were only ever described as a city-destroying calamity. He might as well eat the free meal and spend the rest of his coin on female companionship tonight, because his chances of surviving the year just went from poor to imperceptible.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to Jorani’s inner turmoil, GangShu continued his explanation. “Then, I thought of you, holed up nice and safe in the Behkai brat’s retinue. The Fox bitch who saved yer hide at the winery don’t gotta take orders from the Imperials because she’s busy watching over her kits, so I figured I’d use the same excuse. Even better if ye convince the brat to let Daxian join the retinue too, cuz it’ll give me double the reason to stick close.”
 
  
 
 Resigned to eventual death, Jorani took a deep breath and sighed. “Using your sons to avoid fighting. How heroic.”
 
  
 
 “I ain’t afraid of a good fight.” For the first time, GangShu’s smile slipped as he leaned forward and Jorani’s heart stopped in his chest. “I may be a rat, but don’t ye dare mistake me fer a coward. This is about taking orders and nothing else.”
 
  
 
 Silence fell over the room as GangShu settled back into his chair, and Jorani sat frozen in abject terror, his mind gibbering in primal fear of the god-like being across from him. When he finally came to, he was alone in the room once again, though more than a dozen empty dishes sat atop it, evidence of the time he’d lost in his fear. Collar soaked in cold sweat, he sat shivering from head to toe and told himself it was because of the cold spring air or being sober for the first time in days.
 
  
 
 It was easier to swallow than the truth.
 
  
 
 “You recovered faster than expected.” Startled by the sudden intrusion, Jorani emitted a girlish shriek and regretted the reaction. Standing behind him with arms crossed and a cruel smile plastered across his face, Daxian looked like the man Jorani wanted to be. Though they shared the same rat ears, pointed chin, and high cheekbones, Daxian seemed elegant and dignified in the moonlight while those same features made Jorani look villainous and deceitful. Daxian the Virtuous, they called him, a former Major who might as well have been sculpted from marble, with broad shoulders and a lithe, yet muscular frame. Tall too, which made Jorani hate him all the more, but that wasn’t the only reason he hated his older ‘half-brother’.
 
  
 
 Their ages only differed by a decade, two at most, so why keep Daxian but throw Jorani away?
 
  
 
 “Order something,” Daxian said, nodding at the menu. “We figured you’d be here till morning so we ate everything, but you were only out for two hours, which is... impressive.”
 
  
 
 It took two tries and a cup of cold, bitter tea before Jorani could speak. “What the fuck was that?”
 
  
 
 “What happens when an ant pisses off a Divinity.” Shrugging, Daxian clarified, “You took the full force of his Aura with no defences. Maybe next time you’ll think twice before mouthing off, but somehow, I doubt it. It doesn’t matter though, all you need to do is convince Falling Rain it’s in his best interest to accept this arrangement, and then you can do whatever you please. For now, order, eat, and come find me when you’re done.” Nodding more out of shock than agreement, Jorani kept quiet as Daxian placed a stack of gold coins on the table and strode out the room. Pausing at the doorway, he half-turned to speak over his shoulder, his eyes cold and unsympathetic. “You hate him because he abandoned you and your mother, but take it from someone who knows better. He did you both a favour.”
 
  
 
 And with that, Daxian closed the door and left Jorani to ponder the day’s events, which only led to one conclusion.
 
  
 
 There weren’t enough women in the world to calm Jorani’s nerves, but he sure as hell wasn’t gonna let that stop him from trying.
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 Early morning summons are the worst. No one ever wakes up and calls for a meeting because they have good news to share. That’s not how it works. Meetings at the crack of dawn are reserved for those difficult decisions made after a long, sleepless night, when you want to get whatever it is over and done with so you can go about the rest of your day. Thus, I was none too pleased to find the Legate’s Seneschal waiting outside my yurt in the early morning gloom, and even less pleased to kneel and accept an official summons from the Legate while holding a pan of turtle poop. There are no more easy smiles or friendly pats from the immaculately dressed senior, his eyes cold and lips pursed as he invites himself inside to rummage through my wardrobe. While he searches for what he deems as ‘appropriate attire’ and mumbles what I can only assume are uncomplimentary remarks beneath his breath, I casually bring Mama Bun and Pong Pong out of the yurt and place them into the enclosure, hoping the Seneschal overlooks my tiny turtle friend.
 
  
 
 Everyone says Pong Pong is indistinguishable from a regular turtle, but they also can’t explain how the Legate ‘sees’ my Natal Palace, so better play it safe and keep him away from Imperial eyes.
 
  
 
 After making arrangements for the rest of my pets, I put on the clothes picked out by the Seneschal, which is the same outfit I wore during my wedding banquet, albeit with a new pair of pants since the old ones were covered in blood. The black, high-collared shirt is one of the nicest shirts I own and perfectly compliments the new gold and black bindings Mila wrapped around Peace’s hilt, though the Seneschal seems wholly displeased by my lack of fancy robes and hair ornaments. Audibly sucking his teeth as I slip into my boots, he ignores my confused look and gestures for me to hurry. The moment I’m dressed, he motions for me to grab my weapons before rushing us out the door and into a waiting palanquin, barking orders for the Death Corps to double time it to the palace.
 
  
 
 Oh no... am I being summoned for an early morning duel to the death? Can’t I at least have a last meal?
 
  
 
 Wishing Akanai and Baatar were around to pull my ass out of the fire, I peek out the curtains and take solace in Ping-Ping’s presence and knowing Guan Suo won’t be far behind. While he’s not as dependable as family, his gruff tsundere act has grown on me during our time together, and I think I’ve grown on him. Besides, he’s an ocean-exploding bad-ass with balls big enough to sit at a table of Divinities, which makes him awesome. If there’s anyone in Nan Ping strong enough to give the Legate pause, Guan Suo sits high on the list, not to mention Ping Ping’s beloved status as a Divine Guardian.
 
  
 
 Which is why it’s so disheartening when the Seneschal specifically orders Guan Suo, Ping Ping, and my Death Corps Guards to remain behind while I head inside for my meeting with the Legate.
 
  
 
 After bidding them both a fond farewell, in which Ping-Ping pouts and Guan Suo (hopefully) feigns indifference, I follow the Seneschal up the carpeted stairs and into the palace proper. After a long, circuitous route through the beautiful marble hallways, the Seneschal brings me into a small, but opulent dining room, where he instructs me to remain standing and wait before disappearing through a side door. Wondering how many different rooms the Legate stays in, I study my surroundings to keep my mind off my possibly impending doom. An exquisite, wooden square table for two sits in the centre of the room, its polished red surface and elegant, carved edges making it more work of art than simple furniture. Two equally impressive wooden chairs are positioned across from one another on the left and right sides of the room respectively, and laid out before each are a pair of ivory chopsticks, a white-jade bowl, and an alabaster porcelain teacup. The back wall is adorned with two calligraphy scrolls on either side of a painting, the ‘One Hundred Horses’ Yuzhen gifted the Legate with no less. In front of it stands the jade rooster I sent him, though the calligraphy scrolls are unfamiliar, but beautifully written. Each bears a popular idiom in stylish, flowing script, the left one reading, ‘Topple Mountains; Overturn Seas’, and the right, ‘Rebuke Heaven and Earth’.
 
  
 
 The Legate’s propensity for inspirational posters amuses me. I bet he’d love a ‘hang in there’ kitty poster.
 
  
 
 Wishing I were instead having a nice, relaxing swim through the terrifying depths of the Azure Sea, I keep both hands firmly clenched around Unity and hold it perfectly upright, worried my attention will slip or my new hand will cramp and I’ll accidentally drop it on a priceless work of art. Honestly, if I’d known the Legate loved art so much, I’d have given him an entire wagon of sculptures instead of one jade rooster. Hell, I only picked the rooster because I was miffed about the whole apology thing and my drunk brain found it funny because it’s a jade cock, but I’ll never admit it out loud. Glad he likes it, though I doubt it’s enough to sway his mind.
 
  
 
 Breathe, buddy. Just breathe. If the Legate wants you dead, this is hardly the way he’d go about it. It’s been two weeks and you’re still alive, which is good news, right?
 
  
 
 The minutes pass and I become acutely aware I had no chance to use the bathroom become coming here. What’s the protocol on slipping out for a bio break? I doubt the Legate will be pleased if he shows up and I’m not here, so I’ve no choice but to hold it. Oh gods, now I have to poop too. Why body? Why are you doing this to me? I passed multiple giant vases on the way here, maybe I can duck out and -
 
  
 
 The side door opens and the Seneschal returns, soon followed by the Legate himself. Dressed in a casual red and gold robe, he takes his seat as I remember my manners and fall to my knees. “Imperial Consort greets Imperial Legate,” I utter, having been coached briefly by Luo-Luo on the basics of etiquette. Head bowed, eyes down, don’t look up until he says you can rise, and even then, don’t look directly at him or hold your head high. Seriously, the amount of subservience expected of us is ridiculous, but everyone in the world seems to think it’s appropriate, as if Imperial Scions are inherently better than the rest of humanity because of their lineage.
 
  
 
 I’ll never understand this reverence for nobility, but I don’t understand a lot of things, so it’s not exactly new.
 
  
 
 Long seconds pass before the Legate says, “Rise.” Like the Seneschal, the Legate is all business today, wearing the ghost of a scowl as he directs me to the chair across from him. Hands folded atop the table, he waits in stoic silence as I take my seat, belatedly wondering what I’m supposed to do with Unity. Do people hold onto their massive polearms while eating? No don’t be silly, I should put it down, but where and how? On the floor, pointed away from the Legate? Maybe, but won’t it get in the way of the servants? I could lay it across my knees I suppose, but with how the chair and table are built, it means I’d have to sit on the edge of my seat and at arm’s length from the table, which seems rude. Overhead hangs a massive, wooden candelabra, which means cradling Unity upright is also out of the question, and probably dangerous since it could easily slip and brain the Legate or worse. Eventually, I conclude my only option is to get up and leave Unity by the door, though it takes longer than I’d like to admit to make sure it won’t slide down and break anything of value.
 
  
 
 Not a great start.
 
  
 
 Taking my seat once more, I sit as straight while keeping my eyes fixated on the cutlery, which are every bit as exquisite as everything else in this room. Who uses chopsticks carved to resemble a long, sinuous dragon or teacups sculpted in the likeness of a phoenix? Even the bowls are shaped like the two legendary animals, their painstakingly detailed bodies coiled around a circular object which may or may not be the planet. Seems a bit much for eating off of and I’d rather starve than risk accidentally breaking anything here. Unsure if I should hunch my shoulders to appear more respectful or keep my perfect posture like Luo-Luo keeps reminding me. The silence is overwhelming as the Legate’s gaze bores through my skull and the Seneschal looms foreboding at the side, but I was specifically warned against speaking before I’m spoken to, so the ball is firmly in the Legate’s court.
 
  
 
 Why won’t he say something? Is he studying my Natal Palace? Did he notice the Keystones? Oh Mother in Heaven, I didn’t make anything traitorous or blasphemous, did I?
 
  
 
 “I called you here to speak about my disappointment,” the Legate says, his clear, resonant voice shattering the awkward silence. Drumming his fingers across the table, he continues, “Yet now I see you weren’t speaking out of hand when you said you desired a change of scenery in your Natal Palace.” Shaking his head, he slumps in his chair and sighs, his chin propped on one hand as he studies my innermost secrets. “So young, yet so talented, but what I find most exceptional  is your bold confidence, willing to try what others dare not even dream of. I’ve known Experts twice your age with half your courage and it would pain me to deprive the world of such a rare and commendable individual.”
 
  
 
 Well... I guess today’s not a day for subtlety. I suppose I should gloss over the blatant death threat and focus on the rest. “Imperial Legate’s praise is too much.” What else am I supposed to say? It’s not like I meant to do any of this, it all sort of happened, and I’m not exactly sure why he’s so impressed by my Natal Palace. It’s grown since he last saw me, but only by a little, and still a long way from reaching its former village-sized status. Besides, I don’t see what’s so impressive about visualizing rooms in my imaginary happy place. Sure, it takes focus and concentration, but once you get the hang of it, it’s not so hard.
 
  
 
 “Praise is it?” With a wry smile, the Legate shakes his head and says, “You are a difficult man to read. Is this false modesty or genuine humility? Are you a brilliant tactician or a bumbling fool? I separated you from Yuzhen and your Grand-Mentor to see how you’d fare without them, but if anything, your movements have become even more incomprehensible. Why have you stopped exploring the bay? Did you find what you were looking for or did you satisfy your curiosity for the unknown? What do you mean to do with your cast iron venture? It’s not wealth you’re after, else you wouldn’t have signed such an unfavourable contract or given out your secrets for free. Why do you pursue strength with such enthusiasm, yet barely bat an eye when offered Imperial Secrets? For the life of me, I, Shen ZhenWu, cannot make sense of your motivations.”
 
  
 
 Belatedly realizing his questions aren’t rhetorical, I shrug and answer to the best of my abilities. “Going out into the bay was mostly to feed the Guardian Turtle, but since there’s not enough wildlife in there to sustain her and it’s too dangerous outside the bay, now I bring her out for fun and buy more food.” A lie, but wrapped in enough truth that I hope he believes it. I also stopped exploring because I’m pretty sure Blobby is forever lost to me, but I’ve accepted it and moved on. “The cast iron thing is to show my ideas are financially viable so people will take them seriously. I meant what I said when I presented my book on stage. Education is the first step to a more prosperous Empire, but it’s a massive first step which I have no hopes of accomplishing on my own.” Again, entirely true, but omitting a few important details, like how I hope it’ll give more power to the lower classes and eventually bring equality to the Azure Empire.
 
  
 
 “So you mean to say I’m reading too much into your actions?” The Legate’s mocking tone indicates he has yet to be persuaded. “That you are more brilliant and far thinking than any who’ve come before you?”
 
  
 
 “Hardly. Like I said, the book is a collaborative effort, and most of those inventions have been created before, except the knowledge was largely lost to history.” Technically true again, woo! I’m getting good at this lying business. “I still make a small fortune selling medicines which were called miraculous and never before seen, except I found instructions to make them in a dusty book sitting in my Teacher’s library. There is a wealth of knowledge out there, but most lack the means to share it. I’m hoping education will fix this, but I could be wrong.”
 
  
 
 “Your answer is reasonable and compelling, yet I still find myself unconvinced. Logically, it makes no sense to believe you, because your actions reek of ulterior motives. Buying partnerships with influential merchants, securing goodwill with the common people, and most telling of all, gathering powerful allies to champion your cause, you’ve fashioned yourself a most formidable host, yet still I’m tempted to trust you. How puzzling.” Gesturing for silence, he straightens up and looks regal as the main doors open and servants bring in breakfast, leaving me to wonder what in the hell he’s going on about.
 
  
 
 Well, I get the first two things, but what powerful allies?
 
  
 
 Unable to make heads or tails of the situation, I turn my attention to more immediate matters. My mouth waters as each delectable dish is placed before me, a cornucopia of enticing aromas and palatable sights. Wide noodles in twice-boiled fish soup followed by steamed shrimp dumplings, black fungus and pork, and grilled turnip cakes to whet the appetite. A bowl of stone pot rice with an egg, a haunch of grilled lamb, and half a fried chicken make up the main course, garnished with one plate of stir-fried mixed vegetables and another plate of steamed lotus roots.
 
  
 
 Not the fanciest breakfast I’ve seen, but it’s robust. I wonder if he has dessert afterwards or if that’s not a thing here...
 
  
 
 Indicating I should eat, the Legate digs in without a word and I follow suit, freed of any obligations to pour tea or whatever since the Seneschal is right beside us. Though nervous about eating in such prestigious company, I figure I’ve already made an ass of myself in front of him before, so I might as well enjoy what might well be my final meal. Putting aside all my worries and fears, I sample each dish with a sip of tea in between and parse through the flavours, thoroughly appreciating the hard work and effort which went into this meal. Even better is how the food has already been portioned out for each of us, so I don’t have to worry about contesting with the Legate over the best parts, and soon, I almost forget I’m stuck in a room with the most powerful man in Central, someone who probably wants me dead.
 
  
 
 Honestly, life’s not terrible right now. Things could be worse. I hope someone made food for Guan Suo, but if not, we’ll stop and get something on the way back. I could probably still eat after all this, regenerating flesh is hungry work.
 
  
 
 Making sure to eat at the same pace as the Legate, we finish our meal in comfortable silence, but things get awkward again while the servants clear the table. Then again, I’m almost positive he doesn’t intend to kill me, because this doesn’t feel like a tense, murderous meal. Maybe this is all a ploy to lower my guard, but I can’t see why he’d bother, which means he’s trying to make nice. Again, I don’t understand why, but ignorance is a state I’m well-used to by now, and I’m slowly learning not to stress about it.
 
  
 
 Very slowly. Glacial even, but it’s still progress.
 
  
 
 Once the three of us are alone again, the Legate resumes our conversation with a question. “Tell me, why do you think I haven’t killed you?”
 
  
 
 Oh fun. “Morale, I suppose, or perhaps you’ve had more important matters to deal with, like the Treaty and whatnot. I haven’t given it too much thought.” I sorta accepted it and carried on. I like to think it’s a part of Baledagh’s legacy, because he always had the strength to move forward regardless of the odds. Despite being burdened with all my flaws, Baledagh also had many admirable qualities about him. Daring, determined, and ruthless, he was the person I wanted to become, the person I thought best equipped to survive life in this new and terrifying world.
 
  
 
 Baledagh alone wasn’t enough, but maybe if I keep the best from both of us, I can become someone better, the best person I can be.
 
  
 
 “Not even close.” Proud and aloof, the Legate’s gaze no longer lingers on me, his apathy so clear it’s almost hurtful. “You live because you may still be of value. Though you refuse to work with me, you can still be used to my advantage. So long as my enemies believe you are my pawn, they will waste their efforts trying to turn you, and in doing so, will expose their hand. Not only will your continued existence conceal my actions, I will also benefit from your actions. In the eyes of the world, your successes will be my successes, and should you fail, then I lose nothing by cutting all ties and leaving you to the mercy of my enemies.”
 
  
 
 I think this is all meant to scare me, but I don’t know who his enemies are or what his goal is, so honestly, it’s all white noise and static. Resisting the urge to shrug, I ask, “Why are you telling me all this?”
 
  
 
 “Because,” he says, with a self-satisfied grin, “I expect your aid in carrying out this deception.” He doesn’t bother adding ‘or else’, but it’s implied. “Assuming your final answer is to my liking.” Noticing my confusion, his eyebrow rises as he clarifies, “You care nothing for Imperial Secrets. Why?”
 
  
 
 Oh. This one’s the easiest to answer, because there’s nothing to hide. “I pursue strength so I may remain free, free from conflict, free from strife, free from worry, just... free. The Martial Dao is merely a means to an end, so you see why I refuse to trade my freedom for more strength.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by my answer, the Legate studies my expression for long seconds, and I do my best not to squirm. With a look almost approaching pity, he shakes his head and speaks softly. “I almost admire your foolish simplicity, Falling Rain. The freedom you seek does not exist, not for men like you or I. Service to a person, service to a cause, or service to your conscience, in the end, you are bound by circumstances beyond your control. You wish for true freedom, power enough to remain unfettered from all conflict or struggle? Not even the Emperor could grant you this request, for you’ll soon find that the more power you amass, the more fetters you accrue. There will always be a person, a cause, or a principle which you will serve, even if you think it’s of your own volition.” Dismissing me with a wave of his hand, he waits until I’m at the door to add, “I have a soft spot for dreamers, so my offer remains, though for how long I cannot say. Think on it, but not too long.”
 
  
 
 After escorting me back to Ping-Ping, the Seneschal hands me a scroll with an Imperial seal, eschewing all the ceremony which usually goes with it. “I urge you to accept my young master’s offer. While it’s possible to find yourself a more benevolent master, no person alive will make for a more fearsome foe.” On that ominous note, the Seneschal holds open the drapes to my palanquin and I get in to leave, still reeling from the events of today. Logically, the best choice is to ally myself with the Legate, because I’m already suffering all the drawbacks and reaping none of the rewards, which is probably what he meant to highlight regardless.
 
  
 
 Ugh. It’s too early for decisions like this.
 
  
 
 Breaking the wax seal, I unfurl the scroll to read my orders and almost cheer with relief.
 
  
 
 Finally. Deployment orders.
 
  
 
 Enough politics. It’s time for war.
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 Clinging to the mast for dear life, Luo-Luo clutched her cloak and wondered what crimes she could have possibly committed in her past lives to warrant such a miserable existence. Her thick, furred cloak was meagre shelter from the cold wind nipping at her cheeks, and a frightened gasp left her lungs burning as they hit a rough wave. It seemed to happen more often the further west they travelled, and Luo-Luo couldn’t fathom why no one else appeared even remotely concerned by the shuddering grunts and tortured groans of their decrepit deathtrap the sailors insisted on calling a ship.
 
  
 
 It’s as if Luo-Luo were the only person alive still sane enough to know fear.
 
  
 
 Take her handmaidens, Sorya and Anrhi for example, their cheeks rosy and smiles bright as they gazed out over the boundless waters. Unaffected by the frigid clime, the twin sisters were joined by Aurie and Sarankho as the four of them leaned over the railing to marvel at the quins and turtles swimming alongside. The ship swayed and lurched beneath their feet, but neither handmaiden showed the slightest hint of alarm or apprehension, though Luo-Luo’s stomach turned at the thought of losing one or both to the vast emptiness of the Azure Sea.
 
  
 
 Oh how she envied their courageous ignorance.
 
  
 
 Even then, their escapades paled in comparison to Lin-Lin’s, standing high above them all in the crow's nest with little more than a scarf to keep her warm. Madness is what it was, for even if Luo-Luo were a thousand times braver, she would still lack the courage to scale the frayed netting to such staggering heights while the ship rocked and rolled beneath her feet...
 
  
 
 Trembling at the mere thought of it, Luo-Luo closed her eyes and hugged the mast even tighter. As much as she wanted to return to the warm confines of her cabin, she’d promised Lin-Lin to look after the wildcats. Rather, she promised Sorya and Anrhi would look after the wildcats, and as terrified as she was out here on deck, she’d be even more terrified locked in a room with two bored predators. At least here, there were plenty of sailors between Luo-Luo and the formidable creatures. Should they fail to protect her, then at least they could serve as distractions for the murderous felines. Though she had yet to be attacked, it seemed like it was only a matter of time before one of Lord Husband’s beasts sank its fangs into Luo-Luo’s tender, delicate flesh, and she even knew which animal it would be.
 
  
 
 The meanest and most murderous of Lord Husband’s wildcats, Aurie.
 
  
 
 The bears and other wildcats were content to leave Luo-Luo be, and while the bunnies and hare despised her, they were small, fragile creatures who could do no harm. Aurie, however, was relentless in his harassment, always bounding towards her with eyes wide and fangs bared. He enjoyed batting her ankles with sheathed claws and head-butting her away to say, ‘It’s no fun unless you run, prey.’
 
  
 
 As if listening to her thoughts, Aurie turned his unblinking stare towards her, his pupils expanding at the sight her trembling frame. With a slow lick of his jowls, the creature abandoned his post at the rails and padded towards her. Shrinking back at the sight, she kept the bulky mast between them and watched Aurie’s slow approach with growing trepidation, her eyes locked on his as she tried to sink into the wooden pillar. One moment, Aurie was halfway across the deck and the next, Luo-Luo lost sight of him, only to realize the canny predator had circled around the mast to come up behind her when she felt his hot breath on her cheek. Too terrified to even breathe, Luo-Luo froze as Aurie rumbled beside her, his massive paw prodding her shoulder as he waited for her to turn and meet her grisly fate.
 
  
 
 A high-pitched whine seeped from Luo-Luo’s lips and Aurie’s rumbling rose to match it. Closing her eyes, Luo-Luo turned away and curled into a ball, but the wildcat moved closer to rest his chin atop her head, the cruel and sadistic beast finding delight in her fear and misery.
 
  
 
 “Tch, enough of your games, Aurie,” Anrhi said, and the wildcat’s heavy weight lifted off of Luo-Luo. “Silly kitten, can’t ye see yer scaring milady? She don’t want to cuddle, and that’s that.” Aurie yowled in response and the sound sent a shiver down Luo-Luo’s spine, but Anrhi stood firm, her voice unwavering. “Enough of yer whinging. Go on now, back to the railing with you. Get.” Hearing no growling or screaming, Luo-Luo found the courage to open her eyes and saw Aurie plodding away, his head low and tail tucked. Settling down beside her, Anrhi hugged Luo-Luo much like she hugged the mast. “It’s all right milady,” Anrhi said, her voice low and soothing. “Anrhi’s here now, ain’t nothing to be a feared of.”
 
  
 
 With a plaintive whimper, Luo-Luo said, “He’s so horrid, always tormenting me whenever he can and Lord Husband does nothing to stop him.”
 
  
 
 “Oh, Aurie’s a big ol’ sweetheart, he is. He jus’ came over to say hello.”
 
  
 
 Anrhi’s tone was one usually reserved for reassuring children afraid of the dark, but Luo-Luo’s worries were all too real. Resisting the urge to snap at the foolish handmaiden, Luo-Luo instead asked, “How are you not afraid of them? They’re wild animals, liable to snap at a moment’s notice.”
 
  
 
 Anrhi shrugged. “Same could be said of most nobles I been around, but with the bears and wildcats, a little dried meat buys ye a lotta goodwill.”
 
  
 
 The thought of hand-feeding Lord Husband’s pets made Luo-Luo shiver in terror. “I think he hates me.”
 
  
 
 Even Luo-Luo thought she sounded whiny, but Anrhi responded in stride. “No he don’t milady, ain’t a mean bone in Aurie’s body. He ain’t the prettiest creature around, but you’d be hard pressed to find a sweeter kitten anywhere in the Empire, I swear on Mum above I do.” After a brief hesitation, Anrhi’s voice dropped to a whisper, though still loud enough to hear over the flapping sails and howling winds. “Beggin’ me pardon fer sayin’ so milady, but if’n ye wantin’ to be closer with Master Rain, then charmin’ his pets’d be a good start. He loves them something fierce he does, I daresay much as he loves his family. It’d be something to bond over, fer sure.”
 
  
 
 As if things were so simple. Luo-Luo might as well strive to become Lord Husband’s Martial peer for all the good this advice did. She knew what needed to be done, but she had no way to follow through with her plans. Her efforts at seduction served only to drive him into another woman’s arms and her hard work in his cast iron venture almost failed horrifically when Lord Husband tried to use it as an excuse to leave her in Nan Ping. Oh, his words were sweet enough, claiming he needed her there for the business and it was all for her safety, but Luo-Luo saw through his true thoughts. In his beautiful amber eyes, Luo-Luo’s perceived value was below even that of Tali and Tate, a grown woman who could neither defend nor care for herself. At least the children had an excuse and were learning to be useful, but Lord Husband saw all of Luo-Luo’s pursuits as frivolous and wasteful. He had yet to hear her play or watch her dance, read her poems or appreciate her paintings, because he placed no value on the fine arts. Even his expensive collection was merely a means to an end, gifts to be given or merchandise to be sold, leaving it in the wagons instead of admiring them as they should be.
 
  
 
 In short, Lord Husband was an obtuse philistine, which severely limited Luo-Luo’s options to win him over.
 
  
 
 Still, it was sweet of Anrhi to try, so Luo-Luo said her thanks and counted the minutes until it was time to run aground for the night. When the bells mercifully rang to alert visitors to clear the deck, Luo-Luo clambered to her feet and moved back for a better view. Scarf and furred ears flapping in the wind, Lin-Lin’s grin was wide and bright as she leaped from the crow's nest and into the open air. Even though this wasn’t the first time she’d seen this done, Luo-Luo’s heart skipped with worry, but all was well. With one hand holding the mooring line and the other cradling Blackjack, Lin-Lin drifted down like a fairy descending from the heavens, so slowly Luo-Luo feared a stiff breeze would carry the half-hare girl away. Landing with barely a sound, Lin-Lin skipped over and threw herself into Luo-Luo’s embrace, breathless not from fear but exhilaration. “Hiya,” she said, smiling so hard her eyes disappeared into two tiny crescent slits. “That was so much fun! You should come try next time instead of sitting on deck all day, ya?”
 
  
 
 “No thank you,” Luo-Luo replied, a tad too quickly to be considered polite. “Luo-Luo is happy as she is.” In one piece rather than splattered across the deck.
 
  
 
 “Okay, but if you wanna learn to Lighten, it’s really easy...”
 
  
 
 While Sorya and Anrhi left to pack Luo-Luo’s things, Luo-Luo and Lin-Lin made their way below decks to Lord Husband’s cabin, only to find him surrounded by the bears and rabbits while lost in quiet meditation. Even someone as inept as Luo-Luo could feel the Heavenly Energy stirring around him. It was neither overt or overpowering, more of a minor sensation, a faint cascade of swirling emotion which made her skin prickle and ears ring, things she only noticed because of their abrupt end as Lin-Lin ran over and poked Lord Husband in the cheek. “Hiya hubby,” the sweet girl said as she picked Mama Bun up and took her place in his lap. “We’re landing soon.”
 
  
 
 “Already?” Hugging Lin-Lin tight, Lord Husband pressed his cheek against hers and frowned. “You’re ice cold, wifey. Did you spend all day in the crow's nest again?”
 
  
 
 “Yup,” Lin-Lin replied, beaming as Lord Husband wrapped a blanket around them and Luo-Luo bristled with envy. “It’s so refreshing up there, nice and cool with the wind in my hair.”
 
  
 
 After gracing Luo-Luo with a polite smile, Lord Husband went back to teasing his ‘wifey’. “If you like the cold so much, then sit somewhere else and stop stealing my warmth. I was nice and cozy till you came in, and now look at me. I’m shivering.”
 
  
 
 “Mhmm... no. Cool is nice, but warm is good too.”
 
  
 
 While Lord Husband and Lin-Lin snuggled and chatted, Luo-Luo sat at the foot of the bed and pouted. She wasn’t forbidden from curling up beside Lord Husband, but she lacked the courage to sit so close to Aurie. Even the bunnies seemed to glare at her as she awkwardly twiddled her thumbs and waited, wishing she too could share in Lord Husband’s warmth, but alas, she was left on the outside looking in. She must not despair, and instead continue to persevere, for eventually, Lord Husband would notice Luo-Luo’s sincerity and accept her into his life.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 The ship creaked and shuddered as they made landfall, and Luo-Luo clung to the bed for dear life. While beset with visions of the ship coming apart around them, she watched Lord Husband spring to his feet with Lin-Lin in his arms and bear on his back, unhindered by their weight or his quaking surroundings. The ship had yet to settle but he was already out the door, and by the time Luo-Luo felt it safe enough to follow, she’d already lost sight of him in the dim confines of the ship. Moving as quickly as decorum allowed, she followed the trail of hopping bunnies out onto the beach, where Lord Husband’s soldiers set camp with practised efficiency. Weaving her way through the working soldiers and soaking wet quins emerging from the sea, Luo-Luo eventually caught up to Lord Husband in the centre of camp, where he sat tending the fire to prepare for dinner.
 
  
 
 If word of his craft were to spread, it would see him laughed out of proper society, but Lord Husband’s meals were so deliciously delectable, Luo-Luo couldn’t bring herself to make him stop.
 
  
 
 Not that she could if she wanted to.
 
  
 
 After freshening up inside her yurt, Luo-Luo came out just in time to see Daxian approach. “We need to talk,” the dashing soldier said, his high cheekbones and angular face in sharp contrast to his cute, rounded rat-ears.
 
  
 
 “We need to talk, sir,” Lord Husband corrected, without looking up from his work. Then, as if to prove his disdain, he glanced at Lin-Lin and Mama Bun instead. “I will also accept boss, bossman, Warrant Officer, Imperial Consort, chef, or President and Chief Executive Officer of the Central Cast Iron Conglomerate. I prefer you use the last one.”
 
  
 
 Lord Husband made little effort to hide his loathing for Daxian, and neither Sorya nor Anrhi knew why. Granted they only recently learned this infamous soldier-turned-bandit was their half-brother, but they knew of his exploits. Even more curious was how Daxian also appeared ignorant as to why Lord Husband treated him so poorly, always tensing up in his presence and dispensing with civility.
 
  
 
 A prideful man, Daxian’s neck pulsed with anger as he spoke through clenched teeth. “We need to talk, Sir. I’ve been with the retinue for three days now.”
 
  
 
 “Congratulations. I didn’t know you could count that high.”
 
  
 
 Another unwarranted barb and Lord Husband wasn’t even being subtle about it, but Daxian merely narrowed his eyes and said, “I am a former Major of the Imperial Army.”
 
  
 
 “And I am a current Second Grade Warrant Officer. What’s your point?”
 
  
 
 “What I mean to say is I have experience in a leadership role, and I urge you to make use of my expertise.”
 
  
 
 “Noted.” Rummaging through his spice bag, Lord Husband asked, “Anything else?”
 
  
 
 Incensed by Lord Husband’s dismissive attitude, Daxian’s handsome face had turned an ugly shade of purple. “I have no idea how you rose as high as you have. We’re going to war and your whole retinue is a mess.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Finally looking up from his work, Lord Husband looked more concerned than offended. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by the abrupt change of attitude, Daxian expression was a mixture of confusion and suspicion. “Well... Take the camp for example. It’s set up well for defence, but the horses are left vulnerable on the flanks. Better to bring them into the centre where they can be protected and controlled.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm... Good point. What else?”
 
  
 
 “Your sentry line is too far out and spread too thin. Better to bring them closer and let more soldiers rest.”
 
  
 
 “The Defiled often attack at night. Advanced warning would be nice.”
 
  
 
 “But your sentries have no means to alert you, aside from riding back and shouting. By the time the camp wakes, the Defiled will nearly be upon us and a quarter of your force too far to help.”
 
  
 
 “Well...but.... if... ah, Fuck. You're right.” Gesturing for Daxian to take a seat, Lord Husband gave the veteran his full attention.
 
  
 
 Accepting the invitation with satisfaction, Daxian continued, “Your soldiers sleep where they please instead of staying grouped in their assigned units, which means if we’re attacked at night, they’ll be scattered and disorganized. What’s more, their discipline is lacking, a sure sign of poor or absent leadership as any. It’s expected with so many former bandits in your employ, but there’s more to it. The Protectorate eschew all military law and do as they please. This indifference has spread to your other soldiers and their leaders have done little to arrest it.”
 
  
 
 “Solution?”
 
  
 
 “Replace the shirkers, starting with Jorani.” Unapologetic over stabbing his half-brother in the back, Daxian’s sneered, “He’s a drunk and layabout who has no business being in command.”
 
  
 
 “No. Not Jorani. He doesn’t look like much, but he’s a born leader. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps he was, but not anymore. He’s a broken man, and a soldier is only as useful as his commander. Replace him, or you will regret it.”
 
  
 
 “...I’ll sleep on it.” Their back and forth continued, and though Luo-Luo was soon lost in the technicalities of travelling formations and tactical jargon, she swelled with pride watching Lord Husband at work. Though lacking in many areas, it could only be expected considering his meteoric rise. What impressed her the most was Lord Husband’s willingness to swallow his pride and put aside their petty differences, accepting Daxian’s criticisms and suggestions without feeling personally attacked. A small matter it would seem, but Luo-Luo has seen many an Imperial Servant fall victim to pride time and time again. Seeing this, she resolved to learn from Daxian’s example and be as forthright about Lord Husband’s flaws.
 
  
 
 And perhaps even her desires...
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 Leading soldiers is a lot of work.
 
  
 
 It’s not all training drills and motivational speeches, or logistics and tactics either. Much of the effort which goes into leading soldiers isn’t obvious at first glance, but once Daxian pointed out all of my retinue’s deficiencies, I felt like a complete moron for not seeing them first. Mixed units, dwindling discipline, and piss-poor formations are the most concerning issues, but there are a plethora of other minor matters of contention I need to deal with the immediate future.
 
  
 
 Like my drunk of a hundred-man commander for one. Oh Jorani, what happened? You were doing so well before, and now this?
 
  
 
 “... and thus enabling your retinue to react to ambush or sabotage in the most optimal manner, whether it be to counter-attack or fall back to defend our supplies.” Looking up from the formation he drew in the sand, Daxian asks, “Shall I move on, or do you require clarification, Sir?”
 
  
 
 I don’t like him much. It’s not his bare minimum of respect or his harsh criticism of how I do almost everything, grating though it may be. I get it, he’s a former Major reduced to serving in the retinue of a grossly incompetent Warrant Officer. He doesn’t want to be here any more than I want him around, but we’re both stuck with one another due to circumstances beyond our control. Doesn’t mean I have to like him, and while I must admit he’s not the trumped up, over-hyped, pretty-boy, toy soldier I took him for, my initial plan remains unchanged.
 
  
 
 I intend to treat Daxian like garbage until he runs home crying to daddy, because I don’t want either of them around Pong Pong.
 
  
 
 I admit, it’s not a great plan, or even a good one, but what else am I supposed to do? You don’t refuse an Ancestral Beast, doubly so when he knows a big secret. Even though I haven’t seen Blobby in a month now, it doesn’t change the fact that GangShu kept quiet about him. I owe him for this, but if I tell him to hit the road and go take Imperial Orders, it’s entirely possible he blabs about it and I get black-bagged and forced to give up my Heavenly Droplet. I’m guessing GangShu and his Ascendants are the ‘powerful allies’ the Legate was talking about, but what he doesn’t know is that they’re not here to help me. I’m just the most convenient excuse GangShu could find to avoid following Imperial orders, and maybe also because he hopes I’ll find Blobby again and keep him safe from Anathema.
 
  
 
 I hope that happens too.
 
  
 
 I feel kinda bad about abusing Daxian just because I don’t want him or his sexy daddy hanging around, but I’d feel worse if I liked him more. I mean, who calls themselves ‘The Virtuous’? “I have no questions,” I say, “but let’s continue this discussion after dinner. Report to Mister Rustram as his aide and bodyguard, and inform him to arrange an officer’s meeting in two hours.”
 
  
 
 Shock and disbelief give way to smouldering anger as Daxian processes my command. Yes, that’s it. Give in to your rage and refuse this assignment, then go into hiding with your daddy and his friends. They’re around here somewhere, but I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of GangShu since Mahakala’s death and I’d like to keep it that way. Unfortunately, instead of flying off the handle and spewing a torrent of insults and obscenities, Daxian diplomatically replies through clenched teeth. “I am to be your second’s aide? You would be better served utilizing my tactical and martial expertise in a command position.”
 
  
 
 “You’ll take whatever position I tell you to, soldier.” Is it wrong to enjoy this so much? “It’s not a decision I make lightly. I’m merely a figurehead and I try to stay out of the way while Mister Rustram runs the retinue. Keep him safe and show him the ropes.” Seeing Daxian’s confused gaze, I explain the idiom, “Teach him and keep him alive so I don’t have to step in and mess everything up. Mother knows how we made it this far, but he’s in over his head and so am I. Your guidance in the command tent is more valuable than your spear on the battlefield, and your help will be much appreciated.”
 
  
 
 Oops. Too polite. Curse my good manners!
 
  
 
 Though still unconvinced, Daxian nods and marches off to harass poor Rustram while I whisper an apology to my second-in-command. Finally free to unclench my butt-hole, I heave a sigh of relief and turn to Lin with a smile, reassured that Pong Pong’s presence has gone unnoticed for yet another day. Most days he’s happy to sleep in Mama Bun’s embrace, but he’s recently grown restless of his comfortable lifestyle and insists on swimming with the quins and Ping Ping in plain sight. I tried to explain the dangers, but communication is still an issue. He’s intelligent and learns quickly, but at the end of the day, he’s still a turtle. Telling him to remain hidden didn’t work because Pong Pong doesn’t hide from threats.
 
  
 
 He seeks them out and destroys them.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, his... unique status isn’t apparent at first glance, or even second or third. So long as he refrains from smashing someone with his Aura or performing any Heavenly Energy shenanigans, he’s no different from a regular, run of the mill turtle, albeit a beautiful one who swims faster and jumps higher than a turtle his size should. Sick as I am of having an anxiety attack every time Daxian shows his face, my options are limited. King Pong does whatever he pleases, so I can only pray he goes unnoticed and doesn’t recognize GangShu and the Ascendants as his attackers. Should they come to blows, I’m not sure which side would emerge victorious, but I do know I don’t want to be in the vicinity when it happens. I say ‘when’ because it’s only a matter of time before things go horrifically wrong. Even if they never notice anything strange, GangShu has some means of tracking Pong-Pong. While it may be awhile before he goes back to hunting for Heavenly Droplets, I’ll have to choose a side eventually.
 
  
 
 Oh who am I kidding? I pick Pong Pong because he’s too damned cute, but also because my primal attraction to GangShu’s chest hair makes me extremely uncomfortable.
 
  
 
 Putting my worries aside, I resume cooking dinner for Taduk, Lin, and Luo-Luo. I should thank Charok for igniting my love of cooking, because without his patient and careful guidance, I’d never have discovered how immensely soothing it can be. There are rules laid out to follow, but enough leeway to allow for creative exploration. It’s meaningful work with a clear purpose, and when everything is said and done, I have something to show for all my effort, something I can share with my family and whoever else I so choose to.
 
  
 
 Which makes it a hell of a lot more satisfying than most of the things I do on a daily basis.
 
  
 
 That said, I can’t keep burying my head in the sand. Daxian’s right. My retinue is a mess and it’s largely my fault. I knew Rustram was busy training with Mom and I didn’t do anything to help. Bulat and Ravil were probably holding things together, but then I assigned them to lead the Death Corps and didn’t promote anyone to take their place. Tack on the constant stream of festivities taking place in and around Nan Ping and I’m surprised my soldiers have yet to start a brawl or incite a riot. I need to get everyone back into fighting shape, or else the Defiled will chew us up and spit us out.
 
  
 
 Granted, I’ve got a lot on my plate, like losing Blobby, self-diagnosed multiple personality disorder, my cast iron venture, multiple assassination attempts, social and political dealings, my reduced personal strength, but... uh...
 
  
 
 I forgot what point I was trying to make...
 
  
 
 Right. I’m in over my head, and could use a tonne of help, especially in regards to my Martial Prowess. Akanai and Baatar left for deployment the morning after Mahakala’s death, and Yan left the day after without dropping in to say goodbye, so not only have I yet to reveal my plethora of mental issues to my family, I couldn’t ask anyone for help about my Keystones. Taduk is the worst person to ask for Martial advice from, and while I considered coming clean to him about Baledagh, it’s easier said than done. I’ve tried to bring it up on multiple occasions, but every time my voice catches in my throat and I come up with some stupid excuse to keep quiet.
 
  
 
 It’s fine. I’m dealing with it. I’ll wait until everyone is together again and then I’ll only have to make my confession once. Easy peasy.
 
  
 
 After a pleasant dinner in which Luo-Luo remains uncharacteristically quiet, I set out to have a word with Jorani before the officer’s meeting. On the way over, I pass by an impromptu sparring area where Sahb and Neera trade blows. Stopping to watch the show, I’m taken aback by how much they’ve improved in such a short time, their practice weapons a blur as they match each other blow for blow in a lightning fast flurry of exchanges. Impressive as they are, even more impressive is Dastan and Ulfsaar’s match nearby. Though yet to land a blow or even touch blades, Ulfsaar remains calm and pursues his opponent with methodical cunning, building momentum with every swing and denying Dastan the chance to take the offensive without accepting a disastrous trade. Unperturbed, Dastan runs circles around his stronger, yet slower opponent, avoiding the barrel-chested half-bear’s attacks by razor-thin margins while searching for an opening to exploit.
 
  
 
 All in all, he’s doing better than I would. Number One Talent in the Empire? What a joke. I’m not even the Number One Talent in my retinue.
 
  
 
 Of the five Experts in my retinue, each one has progressed in leaps and bounds since our time in Sanshu. In contrast, I’ve done worse than stagnate, I’ve regressed. While I’ve made plenty of headway with Keystones in my Natal Palace, I’d be lying if I called it progress. Since I received my deployment orders shortly after regenerating my hand and foot, I haven’t had time to test my Keystones in a combat situation. Truth is, I’m scared to test them out because I know Keystones are a sub-par replacement for Baledagh, because he was a Keystone on steroids. Not only did his existence allow me to multitask, it also helped with a plethora of issues both in and out of battle, like my crippling fear of death, my stark disconnect from this world and everything in it, not to mention my natural skepticism of all things mystical.
 
  
 
 No need to compare your progress with anyone else. So you suffered a major setback, it’s no big deal. The important thing is you got back up and persevered. We each walk our own path along the Martial Dao, one step at a time.
 
  
 
 Wishing I could join them for a spar and work off some of the rust, I leave my Experts to it and head towards Jorani’s yurt. There, I find Ral standing guard outside, not relaxing or waiting, but literally standing guard, his burly frame blocking the door as he surveys the area for threats. Noticing my approach, his eyes go wide with alarm and he knocks repeatedly at Jorani’s door, an obvious signal to whoever is inside, and I can probably guess who and why. Greeting the simple-minded half-dog with a friendly, if strained, smile, I say, “Hey there Ral. Is Jorani inside? Can I talk to him?”
 
  
 
 “Err...I dunno.” Torn between loyalties, Ral’s hangdog look is enough to break my heart, his eyes wet and tail still.
 
  
 
 “You don’t know if he’s inside, or you don’t know if I can talk to him?”
 
  
 
 “Um... Both? No, the first one. Yea. Right?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t know. You tell me.” Leaning close, I force the gentle giant to look me in the eyes. “Tell me the truth Ral. Is Jorani inside?” A small, almost imperceptible nod is all I get, but it’s more than enough. “Is he drunk?” A whimper, but no nod this time. “Move aside please.”
 
  
 
 Standing firm, Ral whispers, “Are you gonna hang him?”
 
  
 
 “What?”
 
  
 
 Straightening up, Ral repeats his question. “You gonna hang him? Chey ses that’s the penalty fer getting drunk on duty. Jor’s my friend, I don’t wants him to hang. I ain’t gonna fight you, but if you wanna hang him, I ain’t gonna move.”
 
  
 
 I’ve said it before, but Jorani must be blessed to have a friend like Ral. I’m a little jealous.
 
  
 
 Swallowing my anger and disappointment, I take a deep breath and exhale before answering. “I’m not gonna hang him, Ral. Promise. Now move before I lose my temper.” Despite standing almost twice my height, Ral is frightened by the prospect of dealing with an angry me, so after a moment of hesitation, he opens the door and steps inside. Reeking of vomit and sour sweat, Jorani kneels over his chamber pot and empties his guts while Chey keeps his head from falling in. Her lips pursed in grim acceptance, the buxom, short-haired half-dog considers her options, her fingers twitching as she considers drawing the dagger tucked in her boot. “Stand aside,” I warn her, both touched by her display of loyalty to Jorani and the lack thereof to me. “I’d hate to lose two officers in one night.”
 
  
 
 Defiant to the last, Chey asks, “Ye gonna hang ‘im?”
 
  
 
 “I probably should, but I won’t. When did this start?”
 
  
 
 Chey shrugs, and for once, I’m in no mood to appreciate it. “He been like this ever since the shindig down at the Winery. Left whole and came back broken. Won’t say a peep about why either.”
 
  
 
 “Can’t say.” Words slurred and almost beyond comprehension, Jorani rests his head against the chamber pot’s rim, which is disgusting for so very many reasons. “National Sec– hic – curity. Real hush-hush.”
 
  
 
 Unable to bear the stench, I step out and call my Death Corps escort over. “Take him to the latrines to sober up, then bring him back for a chat. Gently, please. Chey, Ral, you stay where I can keep an eye on you.” Unable to sit still, I busy myself airing out Jorani’s yurt, opening the roof and fanning the door until the interior is filled with breathable air once more. Thankfully, the Death Corps were diligent enough to bring the vomit-filled chamber pot with them or else I’d feel pretty stupid wasting all that effort, so I light a fire and search for a clean place to sit down.
 
  
 
 Fifteen minutes and one furious cleaning session later, the Death Corps return with Jorani in tow. Sober as a judge, the half-rat has enough sense to look ashamed, but wisely keeps silent and takes a seat across from me. Gesturing for the Death Corps to leave, I spy a concerned Ral and Chey standing outside the door as it slams shut. Alone with Jorani, I let the silence work for me while studying his sombre expression. Though I would never call him handsome, Jorani looks particularly wretched today, the dark circles and heavy bags beneath his eyes contrasting sharply with his pale, wan cheeks and rose-tipped nose. Bereft of the haze of alcohol, his clear eyes tell a tale of torment and misery, though tinged with a hint of relief. It’s like he wanted to be caught, and perhaps he did, making this all a not so subtle cry for help.
 
  
 
 “What happened at the winery, Jorani?”
 
  
 
 Surprised by the lack of anger in my voice, Jorani nervously shakes his head. “I ain’t supposed to say. Legate’s orders.”
 
  
 
 “If I followed orders all the time, I’d hang you for dereliction of duty.”
 
  
 
 Flinching at my cold logic, Jorani sighs. “Fair enough.” Taking a deep breath, he launches into his tale with a faraway look. Though seated across the table, his mind is a hundred kilometres away as he relives the harrowing ordeal of how he saw a Defiled Ancestral Beast dismantle three Heroes of the Empire, peak Experts and Living Legends alike. He tells me how the experience robbed him of courage and instilled terror in its place, and where he once held hope now only had despair. “She toyed with them,” he says, still unable or unwilling to believe it. “Whole thing weren’t nothing but a game to her. Should’ve seen it from the start when lifted thousands of kilograms of dirt to make her entrance, but even then, I believed we could win.” Looking me in the eyes for the first time, Jorani asks, “When faced with so much power, how are we supposed to make a difference?”
 
  
 
 “Most nights, I ask myself the same question.”
 
  
 
 “And the answer?”
 
  
 
 I shrug, wishing I had a better one for him. “We don’t.”
 
  
 
 “Ah.” And with that, I watch the last vestige of hope and courage drift away on the wind as Jorani deflates in defeat. “Then ye might as well hang me fer all the...”
 
  
 
 In the flickering firelight, the shadows coalesce around Jorani as he waxes on about how useless he is, but I only listen with half a mind. The other half is busy trying to comprehend what’s happening before my eyes as the light darkens and air thickens around him. My vision blurs for a moment and I blink to clear it away, only to realize there’s nothing wrong with my eyes. It’s the world itself which turns hazy and indistinct, but only the area directly around Jorani as the rest of the room remains clear and distinct. My belly protests in discomfort as I focus on the anomaly, my skin crawling and hairs standing at the loathsome sight before me. It’s not Jorani, but something around him, emerging from him, yet the person in question seems wholly unaware of the abominable happenings around him. As if stretched beyond breaking, the fabric of reality snap back into place and everything is as it was before.
 
  
 
 Except now, a Spectre haunts Jorani’s mind, born of his resignation and misery.
 
  
 
 Well... That’s... disconcerting.
 
  
 
 “...And no need to worry about the old rat bastard, he won’t shed a tear. I ain’t nothing but a sorry excuse to him, but I can talks to him first. Actually, I’d very much like to talk to him first, the old bastard got a few words comin’ to him, he do.” Jorani’s eyes burn with anger as he rambles on, wholly unaware he just gave birth to a disembodied phantom of negative emotion which is now egging him on from within. “In fact, I’d -”
 
  
 
 “Quiet.” Outraged by the interruption, Jorani holds his tongue, though barely. Still not sure what to make of this, I reach over and palm his head, obscuring his vision as I devour the newborn Spectre with ease. Drained by the seesaw of emotions raging through him, Jorani shudders with its passing and slumps down and almost passes out, taxed by the cleansing despite being host to only a single Spectre. Putting the metaphysical developments aside, I tell Jorani, “Hand over command to your second and report to latrine duty until further notice. You think you’re the only one who’s afraid? There will always be someone stronger, but that doesn’t mean you give up the fight.”
 
  
 
 Standing to leave, I stop and try to think of something to say, something I’d want someone to tell me when I’m wallowing in the depths of despair. “Sanshu looked hopeless until Hangman Jorani arrived to stem the Defiled tide. His efforts kept the city alive long enough for others to join the fight, and in doing so, saved millions of lives.” Giving him time to let my words sink in, I look him in the eye and continue, “You still live and breathe not because I’m afraid of GangShu, but because I want Hangman Jorani fighting at my side. Let me know when you find him, will you?”
 
  
 
 “And if I can’t?” Jorani’s voice is barely more than a whisper, his spirits low despite the cleansing.
 
  
 
 I can take care of supernatural manifestations of anger and despair, but I can’t do shit about plain old depression. “Then let me know and I’ll send you somewhere safe. I won’t force you to fight Jorani, but I could use your help.” Closing the door behind me, I shake my head and keep Ral from going inside. “Give him some time to think.” God, I hope he doesn’t kill himself. “But uh... stay close, just in case. He’s had a rough time.”
 
  
 
 Now... what the fuck happened back there and how can I make it stop?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 “To recap: Discipline is shit, so I want two sergeants per hundred-man unit, commander’s choice. Inform Mister Rustram of your picks and get to work familiarizing your people with the new policies and formations. There will be drills and public shaming of those who fail to meet my exacting standards. There may also be rewards for those who exceed it, assuming any of you are even capable of such a feat. Got it? Good. Get it done.”
 
  
 
 While my officers disperse to communicate my displeasure to their subordinates, my mood sours at Jorani’s conspicuous absence and Daxian’s stifling presence. Another reason not to like the poncy soldier-turned-bandit, because he’s like a taller, more handsome, and more successful version of Jorani. I feel for the little guy. Their situation is almost like the one I have with Gerel, if Gerel was more popular and less bald, but I digress. Poor Jorani went through hell and back down at the Winery, with front row seats to an Expert beat-down courtesy of an ugly Mole Ancestral Beast. Now that the Treaty has been broken, it’s entirely possible we’ll get caught between duelling Divinities and be pulped beyond recognition. It’s not pessimism, but pragmatism. What was I supposed to do, lie about it?
 
  
 
 Well... probably yea, because of morale and whatnot, I suppose.
 
  
 
 Okay, so I fucked up and a Spectre popped into existence from Jorani’s psyche. Whatever. I handled it. We’re good, and now I know who the mole bitch is and why Mama Gam was so mad about not killing her. I’m curious why so many Ancestral Beasts were following Mila and her fellow Captain competitors around, but I doubt I’ll ever get an answer. Jorani heard multiple Ancestral Beasts and can place GangShu and Mama Gam at the scene, but who were the others? The Bloodthirsty Bull was definitely there and so was the Law-Abiding Rhino, but who was the Cranky Old Timer or the Eloquent Torturer? How many Ancestral Beasts were there in and around Nan Ping? A handful? A dozen? More?
 
  
 
 Which brings me back to the whole, ‘We’re all gonna die’ thing, especially with GangShu insisting he stick around. I mean, if I wanted to avoid getting caught in the crossfire, hanging around with a walking, breathing, city-destroying calamity is not the way to go about it. I don’t even get Lei Gong or the Tyrant to bolster my retinue. The scruffy old drunkard doesn’t look like much, but he’s a bonafide Awakened Expert who’s friendly enough to maybe answer a question or two on the matter. As for the Tyrant, her Runic Rod brought the Mole-bitch to her knees and she drew two of them when Guan Suo threatened to kill her, so I know she’s packing serious heat. Unfortunately, I haven’t seen either one ever since the whole Pong-Pong fiasco, which I suppose is a good thing. Pong-Pong is smart enough to recognize them but too stupid to lay low, and I’d rather not find out how GangShu feels about losing not one, but two Drops of Heavenly Water to a worthless brat like myself.
 
  
 
 Probably with outrage and bloodshed, if I had to guess. GangShu seems friendly enough, but considering how he dabbles in banditry, I wouldn’t exactly call him a paragon of virtue.
 
  
 
 Eager to check on my new Spectral guest, I head back to my yurt for more quiet meditation, but change my plans once I arrive. Making the most of her time before going to bed, my charming wifey Lin baits and beguiles Sarankho and Jimjam into pouncing at their favourite toy, a bundle of feathers tied to a string. Having recovered from their usual seasickness, the bears wrestle with Mafu while the bun buns and quin pups hop and headbutt around them, caring nothing for their difference in size or diet. Huddled by the fire, Luo-Luo trembles in Sorya’s embrace while Anrhi runs interference between my cowardly concubine and the friendliest floof, Aurie, who seems adamant to make his way over and get the snoot boops he deserves.
 
  
 
 Leaving Luo-Luo to Aurie’s affections for a little while longer, I wrap my arms around Lin’s waist and kiss her cheek. “Hiya wifey.”
 
  
 
 “Hi hubby." Always happy to rest in my embrace, Lin leans into my arms and continues playing with the wildcats. With a wave of her wrist, the bundle of feathers quivers in place and Jimjam lunges for the kill, but my wifey yanks the feathers out of his reach. Waiting for this moment, clever Sarankho pounces once the feathers come to a stop, but Lin uses her foot as a pulley and drags the feathers to safety, dancing across the sand like a taunting bird. Neither wildcat is willing to give up and Lin brings them on a merry chase around the beach, which is much harder than it looks. I should know, because when I’m holding the string, it’s only a matter of seconds before the feathers are caught.
 
  
 
 Sporting a mischievous grin, Lin leads the wildcats towards Luo-Luo and Sorya and leaves the feathers within arms length of their feet. Not expecting his quarry to stop, Jimjam overshoots his target but twists in mid air, smacking the feathers as he lands neatly beside the two women, albeit with butt towards them. Shoulders shaking from mirth, Lin’s muffled laughs are lost in Luo-Luo’s screams, and even poor Sorya is shocked by Jimjam’s shocking, butt-first entrance. Struggling to hide my smile, I kiss Lin’s temple and say, “That wasn’t very nice, wifey.”
 
  
 
 “I know, Hubby.” Her eyes locked on Luo-Luo, Lin whispers, “But I can’t help it. It’s so much fun bullying Luo-Luo, ya?”
 
  
 
 Don’t I know it. There’s something about seeing the prim and proper Imperial Servant cower and cringe which really gets my engine going, and it appears Lin shares my mildly sadistic streak. “I understand, but she’s terrified of the wildcats as is. No need to traumatize her even further.”
 
  
 
 “I know, which is why I’m helping her get over the fear, silly.” Letting Sarankho bat at the other end of the string, Lin grins and says, “Look at how cute JimJam is, rolling around in the sand with his toy. Luo-Luo will see it and know she has nothing to be afraid of.”
 
  
 
 While I also think he’s adorable, I can see why others might find Jimjam’s antics alarming. Laying on his side, the wildcat shreds the feathers with fang and claw while his hind legs twitch in practice murder-kicks, which is both silly and terrifying at the same time. “Wifey...”
 
  
 
 My stern tone shows Lin I’m not fooled by her excuses and she puffs her cheeks in response. “Mean Rainy is bullying Lin-Lin because Mi-Mi, Li-Li, and Yan-Yan aren’t here to protect her. Just you wait hubby, I’ll tell them all about how you bullied me and then you’ll see.”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t dare. My sweet wifey is too precious to bully.” With a sharp pat on the butt, I push Lin towards Luo-Luo. “Now go make nice.”
 
  
 
 Glancing over her shoulder, Lin crinkles her nose and mouths “Pervert”, before skipping to Luo-Luo’s side with a smile. As I move to join them, my presence frees Anrhi from her screening duties as Aurie dives headfirst into my stomach and clinches his paws around my waist. Though I could easily resist, I settle down in the sand and let Aurie think he brought me down, to which he responds with chest-rumbling delight. Abandoning their toys, Sarankho and Jimjam soon join us for their fair share of affection, perhaps feeling starved of it because of Mila and Li Song’s absence along with my recent neglect.
 
  
 
 I’ve been too distracted lately, what with regrowing limbs and crafting Keystones, but that changes starting today. First and foremost is I need to get my retinue in order, because surprise surprise, former bandits don’t make for the most disciplined soldiers. Well, Wang Bao's people are doing all right and I never have to worry about Dastan’s crew, but the rest are a rowdy and boistrous bunch, unused to discipline or, in Lang Yi and his former slave compatriots' case, too indulgent of their freedom. I also should pay more attention to my floofs, because they’re getting bigger and deadlier by the day and I’d rather not be on the business end of Jimjam’s murder kicks. What else do I have to do? Oh right, resume sparring on a daily basis and get practical experience using the Keystones. If there’s a problem, better to find out now rather than in battle with the Defiled.
 
  
 
 So much to do with so little time. We’re on schedule to reach our destination in seven days, a port town on the border of Central called SuiHua where I’m to receive further orders. Who’s giving those orders or what they might entail are a mystery, since the Legate did not see fit to share his plans with little old me. I might be placed on guard duty and have weeks, if not months to continue preparations, or I might be sent to the front lines to fight off armies of invading Defiled. Who knows. So I might as well make the most of the time I have and enjoy the little things in life while I still can, like cuddling with Aurie, headbutting Jimjam, and nuzzling Sarankho while my wifey coddles and consoles my crying concubine.
 
  
 
 God, there’s just something so arousing about Luo-Luo’s tear-stained makeup and heaving chest... I don’t even like her much, but I can’t stop thinking about sleeping with her. I have three loving brides to be, and still it’s not enough to sate my appetite.
 
  
 
 Turning my attention back to more pressing matters, I realize I’ve left an important matter off my list of things to get done. I’ll need to keep an eye on Jorani and make sure he doesn’t keep birthing Spectres willy nilly, though I’m intrigued by the concept. If humans and half-beasts can create Spectres by being suitably despondent, could I make this work to my advantage? As disturbing as it was to see a Spectre come into being, they’re no threat now that I know how to make Water Chi. In fact, I’d love to find more and turn them into usable Heavenly Energy, but there’s been a surprising lack of Spectres in Central thus far. Can I create Spectres and then Devour them, thereby creating an infinite loop of Heavenly Energy powered by angst and depression? Somehow, I feel like it would violate the laws of physics, what with conservation of energy and what not.
 
  
 
 Then again, where’s the harm in trying?
 
  
 
 Alrighty then. It’s time to put your years of practice to work now. You can do this. Be depressed. Become the embodiment of despair itself, a bleak and cheerless soul held together by pain and misery alone, an empty shell housing no joy or hope within. Drown within your sorrows and let the melancholy consume you, for there is only suffering ahead. Basically, life sucks, because trials, and tribulations, and whatnot, you know? Things are bad, and will get worse, like you’ll be eaten by Defiled or something, and uh... in the grim darkness of the grim dark future, there is only darkness and... grim dark...
 
  
 
 This isn’t working. Honestly, I feel a little silly trying to force depression, and my wildcat cuddle puddle is not helping. I dunno, despite my pessimistic outlook, I’m actually not too too depressed lately. At least I don’t think I am. Life still isn’t amazeballs, but I mean, I’m handling it reasonably well. I’ve got Lin at my side, and with luck I’ll reunite with Yan and Mila soon enough and we’ll kill Defiled to our heart’s content alongside other romantic ventures or whatnot.
 
  
 
 So what are my options? Ethics aside, a Spectre farm might be useful, though I’m not sure I could stomach the necessary misery and suffering required to operate one. I could if I had to, I suppose, model it after my time in the mines and force poor souls to carry out monotonous, back-breaking labour while subjecting them to random acts of torture and suffering.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Hang on. Is that what the Canston Trading Group’s been up? I thought they were trying to turn me and the other slaves Defiled, but what if their goal was to create more suffering and birth more Spectres? Siyar said the Winery housed plenty of slaves, but there was no place for them to work. Are newborn Spectres an ingredient for Anathema? Why else would they keep so many slaves on site?
 
  
 
 Mental note, bring this up with the Abbot, assuming he ever show his fat, bald head. What the hell is taking him so long? While wounded, Mahakala ran from Sinuji to Nan Ping in half a day, a trip which would take me ten days by boat and five days by horse for half a month of travel in total. At those speeds, the Abbot should have made an appearance by now, which means he’s either not a Divinity like his departed senior brother, or he’s taking his sweet ass time getting here. I hope it’s the latter, because I would really like a second Divinity around to keep GangShu in check, even if it’ll make my retinue a juicier target for enemy powerhouses. I’m stuck with one nuclear weapon, so I might as well go ham and gather as many as I can.
 
  
 
 Gotta Catch em All, Ancestral Beast!
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband?” Having recovered from Lin’s scare, Luo-Luo greets me from well out of reach, having touched up her make up while I was lost in wilful depression. “May we speak?”
 
  
 
 “Sure. Take a seat.”
 
  
 
 Though none of my kittens even look in her direction, Luo-Luo flinches away at the prospect of approaching my floofs. “Luo-Luo was hoping to speak in private.” Worried I won’t understand, she adds, “Without the animals, if it so pleases Lord Husband.”
 
  
 
 Sigh. If this is another one of her blatant attempts to seduce me, I’m going to... I dunno. Do nothing I suppose. Either way, I don’t wanna stop cuddling with my kitties. “Look, I sympathize with you, but you’ll never get over your fears unless you confront them. Take a seat and relax, it’s perfectly safe.” Unable to resist, I add, “So long as you don’t turn your back on them or make any sudden movements.”
 
  
 
 Honestly, if this keeps up, I might lose control and drag her off to my yurt...
 
  
 
 Eyes wide and brimming with tears, Luo-Luo sports a pleading gaze while clutching her cloak tight. To compromise, I send Sarankho and Jimjam over to Lin and hug Aurie close, giving her a pointed look to tell her this is as far as I’ll go. Steeling her nerves, she circles around so I’m sitting between her and Aurie, but her caution backfires as her fluttering, furred cloak catches my sweet floof’s attention. Pupils going from narrow slits to wide wide saucers, Aurie turns on his Disney charm as he struggles out of my grasp, and Luo-Luo yelps in fear and backs away. Again, this works against her as Aurie’s instincts to chase kick in, pouncing over me to land neatly on Luo-Luo’s cloak. Caught by the adorable predator, Luo-Luo tumbles to the sand with a shriek amidst Lin’s peal of laughter, and Sorya, Anrhi rush over to help, but I wave the twin handmaidens back since Aurie is content to rub his face against the fur.
 
  
 
 While waiting for Luo-Luo to calm down, I stand ready to intervene should I be needed, though I’m more worried about Luo-Luo hurting Aurie than the other way around. Flailing about in a panic, Luo-Luo struggles to scramble away, but her cloak is fastened around her neck and Aurie has the other end pinned down with his weight. Long seconds pass by as Luo-Luo wails and cries to no effect other than to draw a crowd. Not just my retinue, but even the animals are concerned by my concubine’s actions, though their interest seems tempered with a hint of bloodthirst. It’s not the smartest thing in the world to appear injured in front of a predator, but Luo-Luo is the dumbest smart person I’ve ever met.
 
  
 
 Finally unable to stomach it, I shoo Aurie away and help Luo-Luo up. “It’s okay,” I say, feeling guilty for letting it go on for so long, but I honestly didn’t think it’d be this bad. “You’re safe and unharmed. There’s nothing to be afraid of, Aurie just wants to play. Shh, it’s okay, come on now, lets go inside and I’ll make tea.” Ten minutes later, Luo-Luo sits huddled at my table while sipping a cup of tea while my instincts scream at me to comfort her. Through sheer force of will, I remain rooted in place with hands folded atop the table and ask, “So, what did you want to talk about?”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath to centre herself, Luo-Luo begins, “This one has certain concerns she hopes to bring to Lord Husband’s attention, beginning with sir Daxian’s treatment. Though this one is sure Lord Husband has his reasons, antagonizing a man like Sir Daxian is ill-advised. Even if Lord Husband has nothing to fear from him, others will see this treatment and look down on sir Daxian’s strength. There is nothing to be gained from Lord Husband’s outright hostility.”
 
  
 
 Oh. So it’s another critique. Ugh. “Noted. Anything else?”
 
  
 
 Cringing at what I thought was a neutral tone, Luo-Luo continues, “Perhaps Lord Husband could enlighten this one to his intentions? Whatever the goal, there might be a different way to accomplish it without alienating sir Daxian.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps, but you don’t need to know why.”
 
  
 
 Okay, it’s verified. I am terrible at cheering people up. The less people who know about Pong Pong’s true nature, the better, but Luo-Luo takes my denial poorly. Hunched over her cup of tea with tears spilling from her cheeks, Luo-Luo looks so pitiful I could almost cry, but I remind myself to stay strong because she still might be an Imperial spy. Even if she isn’t, who knows where her true loyalties lie? She says she’s loyal and devoted, but how am I supposed to take her at her word? “Look,” I say, trying to sound as kind and gentle as I can. “Like you said, I have my reasons but I can’t share them, okay?” I’m not even supposed to mention GangShu’s existence to anyone, because apparently it’s an unspoken rule. Ancestral Beasts and Divinities are treated with respect, but you’re not supposed to tell anyone about what they are, because they don’t like to be reminded of the vast gulf between them and the rest of humanity. They’re doing their best to fit in, and pointing out how different they are only exacerbates their already difficult positions.
 
  
 
 Boo-freaking-hoo. Wouldn’t want to hurt the walking nuke’s feelings.
 
  
 
 Pouting despite my efforts, Luo-Luo blurts out between sobs, “W-why does Lord Husband hate Luo-Luo?”
 
  
 
 This again. “I don’t hate you.”
 
  
 
 “Then why do you treat Luo-Luo so coldly?” With an adorable hiccup, the teary beauty sips her tea and waits for an answer, her pleading gaze tugging at my heartstrings.
 
  
 
 “We’ve been over this before. I don’t treat you coldly, I treat you like I treat all the other strangers in my life, and make no mistake, you are a stranger.”
 
  
 
 Another hiccup. “Luo-Luo is not a stranger!” she declares, with fire in her eyes and steel in her voice. “Luo-Luo is Lord Husband’s concubine.”
 
  
 
 Finally, she shows her true self once again. Not the mousy, obedient servant she tries to portray, but a pampered little princess who throws a tantrum when she doesn’t get her way. “Both are true. You are my concubine and also a complete stranger, because you refuse to put down the act and be yourself. Who is Zheng Luo? What is your goal here? Your real goals mind you, because only an idiot would believe you’re enamoured by my manly charms and aching to warm my bed.”
 
  
 
 Her scarlet cheeks show she at least has some shame, but it soon turns to naked rage. “So you did notice my efforts! And you ignored them? What sort of man are you to refuse a woman’s desperate advances?”
 
  
 
 A stupid one. “A man who doesn’t want to be entangled in a loveless marriage. Is that the life you want? To warm the bed of a man who uses you to sate his lust?”
 
  
 
 “I am an Imperial Servant,” Luo-Luo snaps, finally dropping her annoying habit of referring to herself in the third person. “My life was given in service to the Empire, and it was decided I would serve as your concubine. You are my Lord Husband, and my goal, nay, my purpose, is to please you, but what I desire is for you to love me as you love your other wives. Is that so terrible?”
 
  
 
 ... I am so turned on right now. I also feel terrible, but mostly, turned on.
 
  
 
 Pulling back from the brink of madness before I lose myself to lust, I clear my throat and pray no one outside heard her rant. “I’m sorry if I’ve treated you poorly, but in my defence, I don’t understand your mindset. How can you be so willing to serve? Why are you not upset about being given away as a prize?”
 
  
 
 “Such is life,” Luo-Luo replies, and her eyes drop in bashful self-consciousness. “Though to be Lord Husband’s concubine is no trial or tribulation, but a blessing in this one’s eyes.”
 
  
 
 Oof. My heart. “Err... I’m not... displeased by you, just confused.” Way to go Romeo. Sweep her off her feet with your silver tongue. “You’re a huge help and I empathize with your apprehension, but I’m not going to sleep with you just to calm your nerves.” No, I’ll do it to sate my animalistic lust. No I won’t. Stop it. “Look, I said this before, but it’s going to take time to get used to this.”
 
  
 
 “How long?”
 
  
 
 Her plaintive tone is almost too much to bear, especially since I’m unaccustomed to being... wanted. “I dunno. A year? Nine months, at least. If I sleep with you before Mila, she may fly into a jealous rage and pound us both into meat paste.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in wide-eyed confusion, Luo-Luo asks, “Mila is a....”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” More or less. “So is Lin. It’s Bekhai custom not to engage in intercourse before marriage at the age of twenty. Not everyone adheres to it, but Mila and Lin were adamant about it.” Not so much for Yan, bless her warm heart and round, juicy ass. “So... er... yea. That’s all, I guess.” Please leave before I lose control. Quick, think of grim dark thoughts...
 
  
 
 Comforted by our little chat, Luo-Luo fixes her makeup before sashaying out to rejoin Lin and the handmaiden twins. Thankfully, it appears as if no one overheard our little chat and Lin-Lin isn’t the jealous or inquisitive type, happy to sit beside me instead of in my lap and not ask questions why.
 
  
 
 Well, one more thing to add to the list, but I can handle it before going to bed. Then again, to be fair, I was probably going to masturbate regardless.
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 Having completed her fifth performance of the Forms, Song closed her eyes and lifted her head skywards. Were anyone watching, it appeared as if she were lost in thought while reflecting on her experiences, but in truth, she merely wanted to bask beneath the morning sun. Chest heaving and muscles aching, her repeated efforts were taking their toll, but as soon as she recovered, she would begin her sixth performance of the morning. Usually, she only performed them once or twice a day, but recently, she found herself with plenty of time and little else to do but train by her lonesome. Unfortunately, her diligence resulted in little to no gains of late, and today’s efforts proved especially fruitless. Too preoccupied by news from the front, she couldn’t focus on the mysteries revealed by the Forms, so she resolved to continue until Insight struck or she collapsed in exhaustion, whichever came first.
 
  
 
 Though her lungs burned from exertion, the cool sea breeze rustled through her hair and wicked away the beads of sweat dripping down her skin. It was a welcome change from the dry gusts of fiery hot air emanating from the blacksmith’s forge across the courtyard. So used to the cacophony of hammering steel, she barely even noticed it anymore, though if she stood too close, the ringing blows were powerful enough to shake her to the bones. The resounding proof of Papa and Sister’s efforts filled Song with pride, yet also raised feelings of inadequacy, for while they busied themselves contributing to the war effort in ways few others could, Song idled her time away keeping unwanted visitors from entering the courtyard and disturbing Papa or Sister while they worked.
 
  
 
 Ill-suited to a life of leisure, these dreary days of dormancy were driving Song to the brink of insanity. Less than a month ago, she’d complained of having too many duties and foisted most of her pet-brushing duties onto Rain, but now her hands itched for something to do. Sweet as they were, Erdene, Coto, and Gakai all disliked brushing and preferred to take part in the communal grooming sessions with their fellow quins, a necessity before their daily morning swim in the cove. So desperate for something to brush, Song even considered grooming the large, furry chickens so common in SuiHua, but she feared to grow attached to creatures slated for slaughter. This, along with the fact that these silky chickens were among the meanest creatures Song had ever encountered, meant she had little to do besides train and count the days before Sister grew bored of forge work and joined Mama on the battlefield, or perhaps even ride out to face the Defiled on her own.
 
  
 
 Had she known there’d be so little to do in SuiHua, Song would’ve left with Mama and the Khishigs two weeks ago. They travelled from Nan Ping together and spent ten days tending to Papa and Sister’s seasickness, but soon after their arrival in this ramshackle port town, Mama left to carry out her duties. Song remained behind because she wanted to be at Sister’s side during her debut battle as Captain Sumila.
 
  
 
 Or, more pragmatically, to ensure Mama had somewhere safe to retreat to.
 
  
 
 From what Song gathered, the Legate did not intend to liberate the West, which came as no surprise. Instead, he committed his troops to defending a swathe of land stretching from the Azure Sea all the way to the Arid Wastelands, almost a thousand kilometres of contested ground between West, South, and Central. Far from an ideal choke-point, it was the best they could do since the Enemy struck sooner than expected and razed Sinuji to the ground. It would have made little difference in the end, for unlike the mountain passes which led to the North or the ocean shoreline leading to the South, the area between West to Central lacked any natural or man-made defences.
 
  
 
 In light of all this, Song had little faith the soldiers of the Empire could hold such a wide line against the Defiled hordes, and from what little she knew of their troop deployments, it appeared the Legate shared her concerns. Instead of a single, static line of defence, the Imperial troops were positioned in multiple layers, with a screening line of skirmishers at the front, a dozen or so armies to hold the centre, and five major encampments at the rear. Should the Defiled break through any point, then additional soldiers would already be in place to close in around them from all sides, drawn there by the line of bell-towers currently in construction. A sub-optimal defence, but again, it was the best they could do until a proper wall was built.
 
  
 
 Assuming their armies held out long enough to build one.
 
  
 
 Despite Song’s reservations regarding the Imperial defences, she yearned to ride out and battle the Defiled, but with Mama gone and Sister busy at the forge, she was stuck in SuiHua due to military law. As the days passed, news from the front lines streamed in and spoke of Captains and Senior Captains clashing with roving bands of blood-drunk Defiled, and just this morning, Song overheard the coolies talking about Du Min Yan defeating a Defiled force which numbered thrice her own. Hearing about the half-deer’s accomplishments had put Song in a foul mood, and hence her distractions from the Forms.
 
  
 
 Born to the Bekhai and so talented Teacher Du accepted her as his terminal Disciple, Yan had everything Song only dared dream of and more. Now, after sinking her fangs into Rain, the two were betrothed and Song would forever be stuck with this living reminder of the Mother’s biased discrimination. Although Sister seemed unfazed by Rain’s philandering, and even seemed delighted by this turn of events, Song felt obligated to be outraged in her place. There was a word for the sort of woman who sneaks into a man’s quarters late at night, though Song was too polite to voice it. A good thing too, for Mama wholeheartedly approved of the union, her wide smile wholly at odds with the surly grimace Teacher Du wore throughout Rain and Yan’s celebration banquet.
 
  
 
 Sadly, Rain’s new status as an Imperial Consort made him too tempting a prize, so Teacher Du made no effort to oppose the union and crushed Song’s last vestiges of hope. No, perhaps this was even their intention from the start, for Yan to worm her way back into Rain’s good graces now that his future seemed limitless...
 
  
 
 “Li-Li!” Interrupting Song’s sullen brooding with their excited cries, the twins catapulted into her arms as they so often did. While her brother snuggled into Song’s embrace, Tali beamed and shouted, “Guess what? Rainy’s here!”
 
  
 
 Unable to share in Tali’s delight, Song nodded and mouthed, “Oh.” It was about time. Whatever plans the Legate had in store for Rain, they seemed to involve little more than loafing about Nan Ping for days on end with his new concubine and... “Oh! Where are the animals?”
 
  
 
 Giggling at her abrupt change in expression, Tali directed Song out the door where the animals sat waiting in their wagon, alongside Rain, Lin, Luo-Luo, and many others Song had no inclination to greet. The moment she appeared, the wildcats pounced upon her and Song struggled to stay upright while Aurie, Jimjam, and Sarankho took turns aggressively nuzzling her head. Not to be left out, Banjo and Baloo ambled over and wrapped themselves around her legs, grunting and chortling the whole while. Burying her face in Sarankho’s fur, Song struggled to hide how happy she was to see her four-legged family, and it warmed her heart to know they missed her too.
 
  
 
 “I’m a little jealous, Martial Aunt,” Rain said, shouting over the clang of hammers. “They’re never this happy to see me.”
 
  
 
 Likely because he kept them to himself all the time. Greeting him with a polite nod, Song handed the twins over and untangled herself from the bears and wildcats to check on the rabbits. She’d worried Rain would neglect them in her absence, but her fears were unwarranted as they seemed in good health. Having grown larger in her absence, she could no longer comfortably hold one in each arm, though the little darlings still clamoured to be held, showering her hands and forearms in little bunny kisses. Able to fly once again, Roc landed on her shoulder and laughed for a treat, but with no pets to feed, Song no longer kept dried meat on her, so a light pat would have to suffice. Otherwise, little else had changed with Rain’s pets. The Divine Turtle was still indifferent to Song’s presence, the octopus still peeked out from his cauldron and retreated at her approach, and Pong-Pong, the ridiculously named newest member of Rain’s menagerie was still firmly clutched between Mama Bun’s paws.
 
  
 
 Though happy to see them all well cared for, a small part of Song’s mind wondered if this meant she’d would no longer be needed...
 
  
 
 “Li-Li!” Stamping her foot, Lin puffed her cheeks and asked, “What about me?”
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning with shame, Song apologized and hurried over to lift Lin off the ground. After spinning around thrice, Song put the laughing half-hare down and intercepted Aurie on his way over to harass Luo-Luo. Seeing this, the dramatic older woman nearly burst into tears. “Oh Li-Li,” she cried, throwing her arms around Song’s neck. “How I missed you! While we were separated, Lin-Lin and Lord Husband bullied me without mercy!”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by Luo-Luo’s ill-mannered use of first-person pronouns, Song wondered what she was going on about. While Rain might bully her, Lin was far too sweet and innocent to do anything of the sort. Before she could ask, Rain cleared his throat and gestured at the forge on the opposite side of the courtyard. “Am I allowed to go inside, or should I wait out here?”
 
  
 
 “Outside,” Song blurted, only now remembering her duties. “Papa and Sister are crafting Spiritual Weapons and must not be disturbed.”
 
  
 
 “Yea, I figured as much.” Lips pursed in disappointment, Rain heaved a sigh and settled down to wait, peering at the doorway hoping to catch a glimpse of Sister’s fair visage. Pleased by his reaction, Song waited until Lin and Luo-Luo took their seats before joining them in the grass. Calling Sarankho to her side, Song pulled out her comb and set out to make up for lost time, staying silent as she pampered and coddled the animals, though she answered whatever questions were directed her way. Most were conversational topics from Lin or Luo-Luo, but Song had little to offer in the way of small talk. Instead, she shared the latest news from the front.
 
  
 
 Too busy razing the West, the Defiled hordes had yet to gather for a concentrated push into Central. In spite of this, several eager warbands had  already wandered east and engaged with the waiting Imperial Forces during the past two weeks. After explaining the general troop distribution for Rain’s sake, Song continued, “The skirmishers on the front lines are primarily composed of young talents and junior officers, allowing them a taste of battle before total war breaks out.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds about right,” Rain replied, his smile cold and gaze eager. “I’ll be there soon enough.”
 
  
 
 “It’s a five day journey,” Song said, hoping Rain at least knew this much. “Martial Brother Fung, Warrant Officer BoShui, and Warrant Officer Zian are already there.” She didn’t mention Yan, because the half-deer floozy was supposedly limping back to replenish her troops, having bitten off more than she could chew. So what if she emerged victorious while outnumbered three to one? Did she miss Teacher Du’s lessons on basic arithmetic? The Defiled hordes outnumber the Imperial forces at least ten to one, and some estimated the disparity could be as high as twenty. At a three to one trade, the Empire might as well admit defeat here and now.
 
  
 
 “Five more days,” Rain said, nodding to himself. “It’ll be over in the blink of an eye.”
 
  
 
 Lunch came and went, and they continued their idle conversation, but it was late afternoon before the forge finally fell silent. Rain immediately leapt to his feet, but Song gestured for Lin and Luo-Luo to remain seated, knowing there was still work to be done before they were done for the night. An hour later, the door opened and Sister emerged first, covered in sweat and soot. Though obviously drained from her arduous labour, Sister’s eyes lit up at the sight of Rain and charged over to leap into his embrace.
 
  
 
 This time, it was Song’s turn to be jealous, but her envy soon turned to amazement as Rain held his ground before Sister’s zealous greeting, staggering back a meagre two steps before steadying himself. Holding her in his arms seemingly without effort, Rain gave Sister a small twirl as they kissed, and if Song didn’t know any better, she’d think Sister was as light as Lin.
 
  
 
 “Well? Where’s my greeting then, lad? Come, lift your papa-in-law off the ground and give him a kiss.” Braying with laughter as Sister shamefully separated from her betrothed, Papa gave Rain a resounding clap on the shoulder. Enduring the blow with ease, Rain grinned and wrapped his arms around Papa’s belly before lifting with all his might. Though Papa’s boots remained rooted to the ground, his look of shock confirmed Song’s suspicions. Rain was noticeably stronger than he was when they left him in Nan Ping, not even thirty days past.
 
  
 
 For the first time, Song understood what it meant to improve by leaps and bounds.
 
  
 
 “Bah, give up before you strain yourself, lad.” Shaking his head in mild disbelief, Papa asked, “How long you in town for?”
 
  
 
 “Only the night. We leave first thing tomorrow morning.” Glancing at Mila, he asked, “Care to join me, beloved? I could use your help running my retinue.”
 
  
 
 Despite his teasing tone, Song could see the request was made in earnest, but Sister shook her head. “I’ll never make a name for myself riding in your shadow. Besides, Yuzhen asked for my help here. We’ll need all the Spiritual Weapons we can get in the days to come, and no matter how exceptionally you perform, there’ll still be plenty of Defiled left for me to kill.”
 
  
 
 “True enough. What a shame. I supposed I’ll have to do without your expertise.”
 
  
 
 “I’ll help.” It wasn’t until everyone’s eyes turned to her that Song realized she’d spoken without thinking. After organizing her thoughts, Song cleared her throat and repeated, “I’ll join you on the battlefield.”
 
  
 
 It felt strange not using ‘this one’ to refer to herself. Liberating, but strange.
 
  
 
 After a silent exchange with Sister, Rain asked, “Are you sure? If Mila stays here and you come with me, then it means... err...”
 
  
 
 “It means someone else must hold my chain.” Repressing a shudder, Song took a deep breath and said, “Lin can hold it.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry, but Lin’s staying here.”
 
  
 
 “No!”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Rain’s tone left no room for argument as he pinched Lin’s cheeks lightly, unswayed by the sweet girl’s tearful pout. “This isn’t a pleasure trip through the plains. I’ll be eating, sleeping, and fighting on the front lines, and I won’t be able to focus if you’re in danger. I already spoke to Teacher, so you’re staying here and that’s final. Luo-Luo’s staying too, along with a hundred Death Corps Guards and all the animals besides Ping Ping.” Turning back to Song, Rain smiled and offered her an escape route. “Actually, I was hoping you’d help look after them in my absence. Mother knows Lin won’t brush them every day.”
 
  
 
 All of the animals were staying behind? Not even a single rabbit or wildcat? Discarding her disappointment, Song considered her options for what felt like an eternity. This was not a decision to be made lightly, for it concerned her freedom and everything that came with it. Who among Rain’s retinue could she trust to be as kind and benevolent as Mama? Mister Rustram? Though she enjoyed their spars together, she felt comfortable in his presence because he was harmless. Put her chain in his hands and this would no longer be true, not in her eyes at least. Dastan? A slave himself, but only in name, for he still had the same ego and personality of a free man. No telling what he would do if offered unrestricted power over another person, especially with his freedom so restricted. A woman perhaps, like Chey or Neera? Song knew no others by name, and she trusted those two less than Rain. Not only were they themselves former bandits, their lovers were former bandits as well.
 
  
 
 Which left only one option.
 
  
 
 Gathering her courage, Song looked Rain in the eyes and said, “I am unneeded here. You hold it.” Bewildered by her choice, Rain blinked several times before pointing at himself, as if unable to believe his ears. He showed no sign of delight or anticipation, only confusion and even a little apprehension. Releasing the breath she didn’t know she’d been holding, Song nodded. “Yes. You.”
 
  
 
 “Are... you sure? I appreciate the offer, but -”
 
  
 
 “Stop arguing,” Sister said, interrupting Rain’s attempt to dissuade her. “Song’s made up her mind, haven’t you?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Sister.” Song didn’t feel the need to explain. Sister understood. There was nothing for Song to do here, and it made her feel worthless. She needed purpose in life, but all she knew was how to fight, so fighting she must go. Lifting the necklace over her head, Sister slowly moved to place it into Rain’s hand, giving Song plenty of time to change her mind. When Sister finally let go and Rain held the necklace, Song’s Oath gripped her heart and warned her to obey her new Master. It took every scrap of willpower she had to remain on two feet, though every instinct she’d ever learned screamed for her to kneel before him. Instead, she clasped her fist in a military salute and bowed her head, a greeting to someone equal in status or perhaps only slightly higher. “This one is here to serve,” she said, choking back the urge to call him ‘Master’.
 
  
 
 Gesturing for her to straighten up, Rain returned her salute and said, “This one is honoured by your service, Martial Aunt.”
 
  
 
 Though she knew the true test had yet to come, Rain’s sincerity filled Song with relief, and the tension drained from her neck and shoulders. Even more reassuring was Papa’s hand on her shoulder, pulling her into his embrace. “That’s my brave girl. You go give the Defiled hell, then come on back and tell Papa all about it.” Fixing his one eye on Rain, Papa growled and said, “This don’t need sayin’, but I’m gonna say it anyways. You hurt my girl, I hurt you. Understood?”
 
  
 
 Reverently slipping the chain over his head, Rain tucked the pendent into his shirt and nodded with all the gravity he could muster. “Understood.”
 
  
 
 Unaffected by the solemn atmosphere, Lin ran over and hugged Song. “Thanks Li-Li,” she said, popping up to kiss her cheek. “Okay, now let’s go eat. Char-Char’s waiting with dinner, ya?” And just like that, they left for dinner, with Papa’s arms around her shoulder and Sister on her arm. They ate and talked, laughed and shared, and when night fell, Song returned to her quarters to sleep with Sister, Lin, and Sarankho. Though Rain wore her chain, nothing else changed.
 
  
 
 Regardless of her circumstances or what the world thought, she was no slave. Not anymore.
 
  
 
 She was Li Song, daughter of Akanai and Husolt, Sister of Sumila and Baatar, and soldier/Martial Aunt of Falling Rain.
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 Lang Yi was not a man of many words.
 
  
 
 Years ago, in what seemed like another life, he married the neighbour's daughter and love of his life, Ruo-Ruo. Unlike him, she couldn't stand even a minute of silence, always tittering on about this woman’s dress or that man’s antics. At night, he’d sit at his workbench and work while she’d snuggle up behind him to share the day’s gossip. Though Lang Yi had little interest in such things and even less to say, he loved hearing her lyrical voice, so whenever she fell silent for more than a second, he’d encouraged her to keep speaking with a non-verbal grunt. Ruo-Ruo used to tease and say he had a thousand different grunts with a thousand different meanings and that she’d be old and grey before she deciphered them all.
 
  
 
 Those happy days were long behind him now, and he wished he told her he loved her more often.
 
  
 
 So much had changed in the year since the Defiled descended upon their quiet little hamlet on the lake. Once a humble fisherman who cobbled shoes for spare change, Lang Yi had transformed into an honest to goodness Martial Warrior, a commander of a hundred men, no less. Back then, he considered a village hunter above and beyond his ken, yet now he’d become a Captain-level talent on par with the likes of young talents raised by wealthy noble houses. With his strength, any city would be glad to have him as a city guard or perhaps even a Sergeant, lofty positions which came with wealth, power, and influence. If others knew of his meteoric rise, their envy would be immeasurable and say he’d found fortune in disaster, but Lang Yi saw things differently.
 
  
 
 If it were possible, he’d trade his newfound strength, the benefits which came with it, and the remaining years of his life just to hear Ruo-Ruo’s voice one more time.
 
  
 
 Since he’d have to wait until his next life to meet her again, the only thing left to him was vengeance. The Defiled who killed his wife and took everything from him were likely dead and gone, having perished in the War for Sanshu he only heard about, but there would always be Defiled to kill. Though yet to claim his first kill, Lang Yi trained day and night with zealous determination, throwing himself headlong down the Martial Path in pursuit of strength. His single-minded focus left little time for anything else, but his strength meant the others looked to him for guidance and leadership, a role he found himself utterly unsuited for.
 
  
 
 What did he know of leading men? About as much water as a net could hold, so he left his fellow former slaves to their own devices, but inevitably, little brother Lang Er would bring one issue or another to his attention. Each time, he dealt with the troublemakers in summary fashion, punishing all parties involved harshly, not because they disturbed him, but because if they had time to cause trouble, then they weren’t training hard enough. The Mother cared nothing for niceties like comfort, joy, or justice, so why should he bother? It wasn’t a perfect system, but it worked.
 
  
 
 Until it didn’t.
 
  
 
 When Benefactor Falling Rain gathered his commanders together to tell them ‘Discipline is shit’, Lang Yi lamented his failures and immediately set out to correct them. Not only did the Mother’s Chosen Son rescue them from a life of misery and despair, he also sheltered, clothed and fed them without asking for anything in return. He even left Teacher Argat and Teacher Jochi behind to lift them to their current lofty heights, yet they still had the audacity to cause Benefactor concern. This shame and indignity could not stand, so after the meeting, Lang Yi gathered his troops and spoke five words, uttered in his gravelly, seldom-used voice.
 
  
 
 “When I train, you train.”
 
  
 
 War was here and time was short, yet his troops still had the audacity to make trouble? No more. Since Lang Yi spent almost every waking moment training, his troops would no longer have the time or energy to make trouble. As a bonus, their strength would grow and they’d become more capable of repaying Benefactor’s mercy.
 
  
 
 Though this was their first day in a new city, Lang Yi cared nothing for the sights, so the moment they settled into their temporary barracks, he brought everyone out to the courtyard for more practice. There they stayed until the sun had long set and the moon high overhead, stopping only to fill their bellies and slake their thirst. There were eighty of them in total, all former slaves captured by the Defiled and freed by Benefactor. Peasants, the lot of them, and in less than a year, all eighty of them had shared in Lang Yi’s startling transformation, becoming Captain-level talents before leaving the Island. Teacher Argat and Teacher Jochi both called it a miracle and claimed such a development was almost unheard of, but it came as no surprise to Lang Yi. Every last soul plucked from Yo Ling’s depraved and deplorable mines shared the same ravenous thirst for vengeance, having endured unspeakable anguish and suffering in order to survive.
 
  
 
 Through their trials and tribulations, they emerged stronger than before, forged in the fires of torment and tempered by Benefactor’s mercy.
 
  
 
 Practice spear in hand, Lang Yi carried out his routine exercises. Stab, sweep, and strike, these three movements encompassed the essence of the Spear. Simple, yet infinitely complex, for these three movements hid innumerable variations which were slowly revealed to him through the Forms. Stab, for example, could be carried out in a multitude of different ways. Mantis Form – Spear Hand became a short, one-handed jab, while Wolf Form – Rending Fang became a two handed thrust. More complex was Snake Form – Darting Fang, a one or two-handed thrust combined with a forward step, a minor variation which changed everything from his grip on his weapon to how he exhaled. This was merely scratching the surface of a single, straightforward thrust, and Lang Yi worked hard to master every single variation, focus on it above all other movements. With a common spear in hand, if he were to sweep or strike the Defiled, his weapon would bend or break, so he could only stab and kill before being killed.
 
  
 
 Despite what everyone said about how far he’d come in such a short time, Lang Yi knew he was still a frog in the well, having taken only a few short steps along the Martial Path.
 
  
 
 “Lang Yi, Lang Er.” Appearing out of nowhere with their spears wrapped and slung over their shoulders, Teacher Argat and Teacher Jochi gestured for the two brothers to approach. With a grunt of compliance, Lang Yi snarled at his sweat-soaked troops to continue their training. They still weren’t working hard enough, as evidenced by the dry stone tiles beneath their feet, a far cry from pool of sweat which had formed beneath his boots. Good, sturdy boots, yet another gift from Benefactor, and few of his troops appreciated or even knew of the expense.
 
  
 
 Following both Teachers back to the barracks, Lang Yi walked shoulder to shoulder with his little brother, bumping into one another every so often, his bone-thin frame having filled out into an unfamiliar lean and muscular body. Inside, Teacher Argat brought Lang Yi into an empty room while Teacher Jochi did the same with Lang Er, and though he had nothing but respect for his half-monkey Teachers, Lang Yi knew how mischievous the two could be. Before entering the room, he checked for tripwires, buckets of water, itching powder, and anything else which might amuse the playful pair if doused upon their students.
 
  
 
 “Relax,” Teacher Argat said, rolling his eyes. “This here’s a serious talk.”
 
  
 
 “Uhn.” Nodding in apology, Lang Yi stepped into the room and was pleasantly surprised to emerged unscathed. Closing the door behind him, he stood at attention and waited.
 
  
 
 Clapping him on the shoulder, Teacher Argat said, “Well brat, you’ve come a long ways since we found you in that pit there. A long ways indeed. Can’t say I expected this, since I started teaching y’all outta sheer boredom, but even though you haven’t fought yet, you’ve done me proud.”
 
  
 
 Lacking the words to express his gratitude, Lang Yi dropped to his knees and kowtowed. Stopping him before his forehead struck the floor, Teacher Argat lifted him back to his feet as easily as turning a hand. “None of that nonsense. You’re a Khishig now, not officially, but close enough.” Clearing his throat in embarrassment, Teacher Argat straightened Lang Yi’s shirt and said, “See, I brought you here because I need to know something. I made you swear an Oath to the Heavens before letting you off the island, and it never sat well with me. You work hard day in and day out, taking no time for yourself except to eat, sleep, and shit. I’ve seen you every day for the past eight months now, and I’ve never even seen you smile. At first I’d worried you’d turn Defiled, but now I’m just scared for your basic sanity. Are you sure this is the life you want?”
 
  
 
 Confused by the question, Lang Yi tilted his head and Teacher Argat clarified, “To be a soldier. To fight the Defiled. You don’t have to do this, you know? You’re still a young man, only a few years older than the brat -” Lang Yi frowned at the lack of respect for Benefactor, and Teacher Argat corrected himself, “Rain.” Better, but still somewhat disrespectful. “Don’t look so sour, that’s the best you’ll get. What I’m saying is, you don’t have to fight. In Rain’s eyes, you don’t owe him anything. Hell, he’d probably be happier if you all went home and lived happy, meaningful lives as farmers and fisherfolk.”
 
  
 
 Perhaps, but Lang Yi could never go back, not without Ruo-Ruo. Vengeance was all he had left.
 
  
 
 After a long silence, Teacher Argat sighed. “Well, I supposed you’ve made your decision.” Lang Yi nodded. Taking the wrapped spear slung over his shoulder, Teacher Argat unceremoniously shoved it into Lang Yi’s hands and said, “Seeing how I’m half a Mentor to you, I can’t let my first quasi-disciple go running into battle armed with scrap metal, so here you go.”
 
  
 
 A sharp gasp escaped Lang Yi’s lips as he uncovered Teacher Argat’s gift. The jet-black spear shimmered in the starlight and moulded into his palms no matter where he held it. At Teacher – no, Mentor Argat’s urging, he gave the weapon a handful of practice thrusts, and his breath quickened at how perfectly balanced the weapon seemed, as if it were crafted for him and him alone as an extension of his body. “It’s standard work,” Mentor Argat said, ending Lang Yi’s wild fancies in an instant, “But Husolt’s standard work is the match of any other Divine Blacksmith’s masterwork, or near enough.” Interrupting Lang Yi’s second attempt to kowtow, Mentor Argat continued without missing a beat. “It weren’t no trouble, you mined out the Spiritual Hearts anyways, so we figured you and your brother should share in the profits. Even though you’re tired, bind it quick as you can. I’ll watch over you to make sure-”
 
  
 
 With a thought, Lang Yi’s Chi surged into his spear and it revealed more mysteries of the Forms for him to study. No longer was he limited to stab, for with this in his hands, he could also sweep and strike his foes down.
 
  
 
 Good.
 
  
 
 “Well...” Running a hand through his wild and unruly hair, Mentor Argat said, “Don’t think I’ve ever heard of anyone binding their Spiritual Weapon in an instant like that. I thought it might be too soon, but it seems like this was long overdue.” Grinning from ear to ear, Mentor Argat added, “Your name’s synonymous for wolf, and now you’ve got a fang to match it. Come on, let’s head out and see what you’ve learned then.”
 
  
 
 Nodding once, Lang Yi led the way out to the courtyard, eager to give Long Fang a try.
 
  
 
 Some day, he would breathe his last and meet Ruo-Ruo in the Mother’s arms, and on that glorious day, he would say, “Ruo-Ruo my love, I’m sorry I couldn’t save you, but I’ve avenged you.”
 
  
 
 Some day.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 “I got a question fer ye.”
 
  
 
 Running his whetstone down the edge of his knife one last time, Siyar looked up and found Bulat standing over him, arms crossed and eyes narrowed. Burly-armed and barrel-chested, he looked like every other two-bit thug Siyar had ever dealt with, big, mean, and full of openings. He had no respect for these wannabes, street-rats who grew up behind their safe walls thinking they were cut-throat gangsters. Hell, Bulat couldn’t even handle the ‘mean streets’ and ran off to join the army for protection, so Siyar had less than no respect for him. Tough as soldiering might be, it ain’t nearly as tough as surviving out in the wilds of the untamed North.
 
  
 
 Horking to one side, Siyar leaned back on his stool and waited for Bulat to voice his question, wondering why the idiot felt it necessary to declare he had a question before asking the damned question. A waste of time is what it was, but not only did the burly thug outrank him, he could also beat Siyar and three of his cronies into a pulp with one hand tied behind his back.
 
  
 
 Idiot he may be, but strength still had to be respected.
 
  
 
 Sucking his teeth at the lack of response, Bulat’s hand made its way dangerously close to the axe tucked into his belt, but Siyar held his tongue and waited. Sensing he wouldn’t get anywhere with brute force, Bulat shook his head and sighed. “What I want t’ know is,” the brute said, eyeing Siyar in a way which would’ve seen him knifed if this were a bandit crew, “What in the hell are ye doing here?”
 
  
 
 Taking a long, pointed look at the whetstone and dagger in his hands, Siyar considered gutting the stupid bastard to prove a point. He wasn’t the fastest, strongest, or most menacing person around, but Siyar learned a trick or two in his twenty-four years of life. On the outside, he looked calm and relaxed, but that could change in an instant. One swipe, three centimetres deep is all, and Bulat would be on the ground writhing in a pool of his own blood. Nothing fatal, but it’d still mean an end for Siyar, and he hadn’t made it this far by taking stupid risks. “I’m sharpening my weapon.”
 
  
 
 “Sir.” Tapping the little metal badge pinned to his shirt, Bulat said, “Lemme hear it now, proper protocol and whatnot.”
 
  
 
 Again, Siyar let none of his frustration show, though he put the whetstone down and readied to draw his back up blade should the dumb thug push him too far. “I’m sharpening my weapon, Sir. That fine by you?”
 
  
 
 “You’ll know if Old Bulat ain’t fine with anything yer doing. You’ll know.” Chuckling at what he thought was a clever quip, the fat oaf continued, “But I wasn’t asking about what yer doin’ doin’, unnerstand? I’m asking, what are ye doing here, in this retinue?”
 
  
 
 For fuck’s sake, what did he want, a history lesson? Shrugging, Siyar said, “Used to work under Big-Eyed Kang and the Sharktooth Syndicate, running contraband for the Council all over the province til the bossman got up under their skin.” Good days those, and better yet, profitable days, but that was over and done with. “When Jorani started robbing them, the Council panicked, press-ganged us into guard duty, and you know the rest, Sir.” Bulat and his crew filled Big-Eyed Kang full of arrows, then threw the rest of the Sharktooth Syndicate into the meatgrinder in Sanshu.
 
  
 
 Truth is, Siyar didn’t mind it too much. Some folk need killing, like Yo Ling and his Defiled bastards, and he kinda liked being hailed as returning hero just for killing some worthless shits. Still, smuggling was such an easy gig, he kinda missed the life. Travel for weeks without a care in the world, one or two nights of hard work slipping over the walls with the goods, and a few more weeks of rest and relaxation on the way home.
 
  
 
 “Nah.” Bulat shook his head, sighing as if Siyar was the dumb one. “I mean, what’re ye doing still here? Ye ain’t the soldierin’ type and ye ain’t under Oath. Ye just gave yer word to serve, and months later, ‘ere ye still are. Why is that?”
 
  
 
 Another shrug. “Like ye said, I gave me word, Sir.”
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Spitting at Siyar’s feet, Bulat leaned close and scoffed. “Yer word don’t mean shit.” One thrust to the neck is all it’d take, but Siyar stilled his itching hand and held his ground. “I’d’ve expected a sneaky fuck like yerself to have hightailed it out o’ ‘ere the first chance ye got, so why didn’t ye? Ah, ah, ah.” Bulat’s axe edge rested against Siyar’s jugular before he even had time to grip his knife. “How about ye take yer hand off that tiny pig-sticker of yers.” The axe pressed down, forcing Siyar to lift his head. “And don’t ye be thinking about reaching fer the other one.”
 
  
 
 Well fuck. Even after months of studying Bulat, Siyar had underestimated the fat thug. “Wasn’t gonna stab you.” Probably. “Sir.” Never antagonize a man with a blade to your neck.
 
  
 
 “No, but ye thought about it, and more n’ once by my count.” With a wicked grin, Bulat backed off and tucked his axe back into his belt. “Then again, I can hardly punish a man fer thinkin’ wicked thoughts, eh?” Confident in his superiority, Bulat even tucked both thumbs into his belt loops and left himself utterly defenceless against Siyar. “So? Answer the fucking question. I ain’t got all night. Why’re you still here?”
 
  
 
 So not to be tricked again, Siyar crossed his arms and shrugged for a third time. “Bandit. Soldier. Smuggler. Scout. What’s the fucking difference? I ain’t got anywhere better to be, the ladies love the uniform, and the bossman pays fair wages, so better servin’ under him than standin’ across from him, you know what I mean?”
 
  
 
 “Ha.” With a bark of laughter, Bulat said, “That I do.” His mirth faded away as he studied Siyar once more, as if looking at a dead man walking. “Still don’t mean I trust ye.”
 
  
 
 “You don’t got to trust him.” The voice surprised Siyar so much he leapt out of his seat, falling into a guarded stance as Ravil stepped out of the shadows. If Bulat was a wannabe gangster, then Ravil was the real deal, a right murderous bastard who made Big-Eyed Kang look positively cuddly. “Ye just gots to be sharper than him, is all.”
 
  
 
 “This here’s a mistake.”
 
  
 
 “Decision’s been made, so jawin’ about it ain’t gonna change anything.”
 
  
 
 “Tch.” Glaring on the onlookers, Bulat growled, “What in the Father’s shit-crusted asshole are y’all lookin’ at, huh? Get on with ye.”
 
  
 
 As the irritable thug marched away, Ravil gestured for Siyar to come along. Pausing only to grab his knife, he sheathed his weapon and followed the dark-skinned killer into a private room. Tossing him a cloth bundle, Ravil said, “That’s yours. Open it.”
 
  
 
 When he discovered the package held a Spiritual Weapon, Siyar almost dropped it in surprise. It wasn’t the first one he’d handled, but it was damn well the nicest Spiritual Weapon he’d ever laid eyes on. A double-edged short-sword, the weapon drank into the lantern-light, barely visible when held against a dark backdrop. Good for stealth kills but still long enough to use in a proper fight, maybe sixty centimetres from base to tip. The only thing off about it was the tube poking out of the hilt, though it ended halfway up the blade. What purpose it served, Siyar couldn’t say, but the blade’s edges were sharp and its tip pointy, which was all that really mattered.
 
  
 
 “The bossman has high expectations of you,” Ravil said, interrupting Siyar’s perusal. “And so do I. I’ve seen what you can do and it’s high time we put you to use.”
 
  
 
 “High expectations?” Far as he could tell, the bossman didn’t even know Siyar’s name. They only spoke the once, the first time he came back from the Winery, and the bossman also gave him a pat on the back after the shit-storm with the geezers and the mole bitch, but that was it.
 
  
 
 “Yea, yea, real touching.” With a cold smile that didn’t reach his eyes, Ravil said, “Thing is, Bulat’s got a point. The bossman, he’s a soft sort, a trusting type. Me? I wouldn’t trust my mother not to sell me for two coppers, and I trust you even less.” For the second time today, Siyar found himself surprised by how quickly another man could draw their weapon as Ravil used his sword to tap every one of Siyar’s hidden weapons, a display which terrified him more than Bulat’s axe resting against his throat. At least then, he still had options, but despite Ravil’s relaxed posture, Siyar saw no openings to exploit and no route to escape to. “Youse a real sneaky bastard, but I cut my teeth knifing sneaks like you in their sleep. If you run off with that weapon there, then you best sleep with one eye open for the rest of yer life.”
 
  
 
 Siyar nodded, not taking the threats personally. This was part and parcel of the life. Bandits were an untrustworthy sort, but you had to trust someone sometimes. “Yes Sir. You want an Oath or something?” He’d lied about not being able to give one, but somehow, he felt like Ravil could see right through him.
 
  
 
 “Hell no,” Ravil said, his eyes lighting up in sadistic delight. “That’d take all the fun outta it.”
 
  
 
 Unable to repress his shudder, Siyar averted his gaze and hugged his new sword, determined to bind the thing and become stronger as quickly as possible. It’s not like he planned on running away, but it was always good to leave your options open.
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 Anxious. Disheartened. Reluctant.
 
  
 
 This is how I feel about the days to come, and considering what I’m faced with, I’m not ashamed to admit it. Maybe I’m overreacting and things won’t be as bad as I imagine, but chances are, it’ll be worse. Much worse. I don’t remember the last time I had to suffer like this, but I know it’ll suck. I mean, sure, there are plenty of people out there already suffering, but it’s not the same. They don’t understand what they’re missing, unable to perceive the emptiness in their hearts because that’s all they’ve ever known. It’s like living in the desert and becoming accustomed to the sand, but I don’t like sand. It’s coarse and rough and irritating, and it gets everywhere.
 
  
 
 Not like floofs.
 
  
 
 Today marks the day I ride for the war front and leave all my floofs behind. I’m fine with the war part, but a life without floofs? I can’t do it. I prefer the company of animals to people. Why wouldn’t I? People are difficult and communication is hard. There’s so many unspoken nuances and complex subtleties you need to keep in mind when dealing with people, things like manners, face, reputation, and etc. Take for example, working with my retinue. I need to appear friendly, but not too friendly because that would be weird. I’m their leader and their boss, not their drinking buddy or colleague. I should always be alert and ready, a shining beacon for my troops to look up too. I need to be respected and maybe even feared, because if I scare them, then I must terrify the enemy. I must also be caring and protective of my own, because they fight for me, so I must fight for them.
 
  
 
 And that’s just dealing with my underlings. I won’t even go into dealing with other people’s underlings or worse, people of equal or higher status. It’s a lot of pressure, and my floofs are how I deal with it, because floofs are awesome. Sure, they’re a lot of work, but it’s well worth the effort. They don’t care about things like face or reputation, what I’m wearing or how my hair is styled. All they care is about how I treat them. If I love and care for them, then they return that love in spades. Maybe this isn’t true of all animals, but it’s true of my floofs, all curled up around me as I lay on the floor of my room. It’s like they know I’m leaving today and they’re going all out with their adorable antics just to keep me around. Truth is, if I had a choice, I’d never leave them, not in a million years.
 
  
 
 How am I supposed to de-stress without my floofs?
 
  
 
 Reluctant to break up the cuddle puddle, I put off my responsibilities to laze with my floofs one last time. Awakened by my stirring, Aurie yawns and stretches before shoving his head beneath my hand, blinking lazily to show his affection as he awaits his head scritches. Curled up beside me, Banjo and Baloo snore away with Jimjam stuffed between them, my grumpy kitten flat as a pancake and happy as can be. Her head buried in the crook of my neck, Mama Bun clutches Pong Pong close and shares her warmth with the tiny turtle as he snoozes peacefully inside his shell. As for my bun buns, they’re all scattered about, buried beneath the bears’ girth, flopped atop Jimjam’s back, or even curled up beneath my blankets, still fast asleep in the presence of so many predators.
 
  
 
 I loves it and I never want this to end, but alas, it must.
 
  
 
 Waking Mama Bun with an Eskimo kiss, I snuggle for a little while longer before getting up, disturbing the restful sleep of all my floofs in the process. Since I won’t have a chance to do this later, I hug and kiss each one of my fur babies good bye. I wish I could bring them along but this is for the best. I’m riding to a warzone, and not a nice, walled warzone where I can leave them in relative safety. I’m riding into the wild west, where it’s less about battle lines and more of an endless back and forth, with roving bands of Defiled engaging solitary patrols of Imperial soldiers. Bringing my animals will only put them in needless danger and strain my supplies while out on patrol. You’d be surprised how much a wildcat eats, especially ones who don’t really do any exercise whatsoever.
 
  
 
 “Goodbye Banjo, I’m gonna miss you, my furry little backpack. You too Baloo, remember not to play too rough with Tate, okay? Jimjam, boop! Yes, my sweet tsun kitty, I love you too...”
 
  
 
 “...And George, sweet George. You’re the silliest bun bun of all, always getting into trouble. Stop trying to climb into Jimjam’s mouth, you dumb doof. Muah. Okay, your turn Fluffybunnykins, you’re my squishiest...” Annoyed by my lengthy goodbyes and in eager need to do his business, Jimjam impatiently paws at the door. Though I ignore him to give Fluffybunnykins a goodbye kiss, the door opens to reveal Li Song in full armour, ready and waiting to go. Patting the wildcat’s head as he slips away to freedom, Li Song greets me with a curt nod. “Rain,” she says, her voice impassive as always, “The caravan awaits. It would be best not to arrive late for our first day of travel.”
 
  
 
 Her way of telling me to get my ass into gear, I suppose. “Thank you Martial Aunt,” I reply, double checking my words so I don’t accidentally give an order or treat her poorly. “I’ll be right out. I was just saying goodbye to all the bunnies.”
 
  
 
 Stepping inside so Banjo and Baloo can leave side by side, Li Song opens her arms and Aurie accepts the invitation. Rearing up on his hind legs for a hug, his murder mittens sit on Li Song’s shoulders as he nuzzles her with affection, but her stony expression remains unchanging throughout it all. “Understood,” she says, using her foot to close the door so the bun buns can’t escape. Taking in my bewildered expression as I sit frozen in place, she frowns and adds, “Time is of the essence.”
 
  
 
 Well... Yea, but I wanted to say goodbye in private...
 
  
 
 Too self-conscious to continue with my baby talk, I make my final farewells in silence. Noticing Li Song’s gaze darting about to all the bunnies gathered around her ankles, I ask, “Would you like to say goodbye too?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Accepting the offer without missing a beat, Li Song drops to her knees and the bun buns fight to be the first one onto her lap. Sometimes I forget on account of how expressionless she can be, but considering how much time Li Song spends looking after them, they’re just as much her furbabies as they are mine. I’m still not entirely sure why she chose to come along with me instead of staying here with Mila and Husolt or meeting up with Akanai, but I’m glad to have her assistance. While the heavy responsibility is unnerving, not to mention the temptation of having complete control over a lovely cat-girl, I think I can keep my hands to myself. I mean, I would never force myself on Li Song, but even if my morals unexpectedly falter and I feel the urge to succumb to my lust, all I need to do is think about Husolt’s patented finisher, the ‘Papa Smash’, and overwhelming temptation is replaced by mind-shattering terror.
 
  
 
 Hell, it’d probably be a mercy compared to what Mila or Akanai would do if I laid hands on Li Song...
 
  
 
 Holding a bun bun in her arms, Li Song asks, “What is this bunny’s name?”
 
  
 
 “Grey face with white fur around his eyes? That’s Bugs.” I’ve never shared all their names with anyone, so my floof dad enthusiasm takes over and I continue, “Buster is the opposite, with a white head and grey fur around his eyes. The one on your lap is Thumper, because he’s got four grey socks, while Hopper over here has four white ones. The ones with single-colour coats are harder to differentiate, but...”
 
  
 
 Even though she doesn’t say much, I like having someone who’ll listen to me gush about bunnies with a straight face. Lin just giggles and calls me silly while Mila rolls her eyes and suffers in silence, and I know Yan will tease me about it. Li Song isn’t a part of my harem, but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy her company. Even though it’s hard to read her lack of expressions, she memorizes the bunnies names and how to tell them apart with genuine interest as she gives them each a farewell hug.
 
  
 
 Our farewells finished, we step out into the morning gloom and bring the bun buns out to their enclosure. Awakened by all the fuss, Pong Pong peers out from Mama Bun’s paws in eager anticipation of the coming meal. Never one to disappoint this mightiest of turtles, I transfer him to a waiting box of shrimp and giggle as he goes to town. For my breakfast, Charok has it covered, handing me a bowl of piping hot congee and a plate of meat buns, with more cooling to bring on the road. “You’re a saint,” I gush, knowing this will likely be the last proper meal I have for a while. Were I travelling on my own, it wouldn’t be a big deal, but military caravans move from sunup to sundown, and fires are often prohibited for safety reasons. Even when they aren’t, I’ll probably be too tired or too busy to cook, which means it’s dried rations and travel bread from here on out.
 
  
 
 Yuck.
 
  
 
 Waving away my thanks, Charok quietly joins me to watch the bunnies eat, knowing I prefer comfortable silence to meaningless small talk. Out of my entire family, I think Charok understands me best, and it shows in his actions. Though he mostly leaves me to my own devices, he’s always there for me if I need him. Like this breakfast, for example. There’s no reason for him to be awake this early in the morning, but he still dragged himself out of bed to cook me a warm meal. It might not seem like much, but it means the world to me, and I pray SuiHua remains safe while I’m gone.
 
  
 
 Just in case though...
 
  
 
 “Orange One.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, Imperial Consort.” Dropping to one knee, the female Death Corps soldier bows her head and awaits my orders.
 
  
 
 Not going to lie. I’m beginning to see why people like having servants, slaves, and bootlickers following them around. It’s a horrible practice, but the sense of superiority is exciting and addictive, like physical proof of my prestige and eminence. No wonder young masters get so full of themselves, they live in an echo chamber of self-praise and flattery. “Rise,” I say, wincing at how cringey it sounds. “This is my brother, Charok. Orange Unit will remain in SuiHua under his command. Guard him and my family with your lives.”
 
  
 
 “By your will, Imperial Consort.” Though obviously disappointed to be left out of the action, the rugged soldier accepts her duty without complaint.
 
  
 
 “You need to establish a chain of command.” Speaking around a mouthful of meatbun, Li Song chimes in. “Without one, should Nephew-in-Law Charok fall in battle, the Death Corps will be forced to return to your side.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you.” Having Li Song on my team is already paying off. “Err, after Charok, will be... Husolt, then Mila, then er...” With Charok’s help, I hammer out a chain of command which ends with Tate, since if it came down to it, Tali is more responsible and level-headed. Now that I think about it... “Is one hundred guards enough? I could leave Yellow Unit too...”
 
  
 
 Interrupting me with a snort, Charok says, “One hundred guards is plenty. Any more and they’ll slow us down should we need to retreat.”
 
  
 
 “Fine.” Switching to Sending, I ask, “You know where my people left supplies, right? Unfortunately, they’re all along the coastline, so if the Defiled make it past SuiHua, you’ll be better off heading inland instead.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes. Enough of your nagging.” Pulling me into a hug, Charok pats my back twice. “No need to fret, little brother. You are the one riding off to war, not us. Stay safe and return whole.” Charok smirks. “In retrospect, it seems like asking for too much from our Mother Above. Return alive, little brother, no matter how many limbs you must leave behind.”
 
  
 
 “Thanks for the vote of confidence, it’s exactly what I need right now. You stay safe too, and more importantly, stay sane brother.” Charok doesn’t have it easy here. Though not as strong as Alsantset, I’m sure he could make a name for himself if he wanted, but someone has to stay behind and look after the kids. I can’t imagine what it must be like waiting for news from the front and praying Alsantset makes it home alive. It’ll be hard on Lin and Luo-Luo too, but leaving them here is better than bringing them along. I shudder to think what would happen if she fell into the clutches of the Defiled...
 
  
 
 Even though it would destroy me, I’d sooner end her life with my own hands.
 
  
 
 Having already said my farewells to everyone last night, I double check my gear and set out with Zabu and Ping Ping in tow. The big grumpy quin is reluctant to leave his pups behind, but he comes along while muttering an unending chorus of displeased squeaks. Soothing him with a vigorous neck scratch, I turn for one last look at my floofs only to spot Pong Pong chasing after us while Mama Bun makes a valiant effort to keep up. It’s not that she’s slow, but Pong Pong is just too damned fast, zipping along in a blur of green and speckled yellow. Turning Zabu around, I gather them both to bring back to the enclosure, wondering how Mama Bun got out in the first place. Lifting Pong Pong to eye level, the tiny turtle almost looks like he’s pouting, not the least bit amused by my attempt to leave him behind, but it’s for the best.
 
  
 
 Having Gang Shu following me around is nerve-wracking enough, I don’t need Pong Pong around to complicate things.
 
  
 
 “Look little buddy,” I say, running my thumb over his leathery head, “You can’t come with me. It’s dangerous, okay? I’ll be back soon enough, but until then, stay here with Mama Bun.” Lowering my hand into the enclosure, Pong Pong squats down and refuses to leave, and when Mama Bun hops over to take him away, his clawed fingers dig into the flesh of my palm. Lifting him out of Mama Bun’s reach, I wrack my brain for a solution. Since logic didn’t work and using force is a terrible idea, maybe I can scare him into staying behind. Using my Aura, I share feelings of warmth and safety while pointing at Mama Bun and the enclosure. The tyrannical turtle’s grip softens and he lets out a sigh, basking in the good vibes I’m sending his way. After a few seconds, I cut him off without warning and make sure I have his attention before moving on. Careful not to overdo it, I use my Aura once again, but this time I share my cold dread and gut-wrenching uncertainty while pointing at myself and the west. Reacting as expected, Pong Pong retreats into the safe confines of his shell and I resist the urge to laugh. Lowering my hand back into the enclosure, Mama Bun’s paws reach out to bring Pong Pong away, and this time he doesn’t resist as my Aura shifts back to one of safety and Serenity.
 
  
 
 As powerful and intelligent at he is, Pong Pong is still a turtle and his thought process is more like a child’s than a fully functioning adult’s. Survival comes first, and even though he could win in a straight up fight against an Ancestral Beast, when faced with conflict his natural response will be to flee or defend. He’ll only attack when left with no other choice, and even then he lacks the killer instincts of a true warrior, which is kind of a shame. I had this wild idea of hiding him in my pocket and secretly using his power to wipe away Defiled hordes, but reality reared its ugly head and ruined everything with cold, uncaring logic. Even if Pong Pong were willing to be my pocket monster and Hydro Pump the Defiled to death, doing so would alert everyone to his presence. Gang Shu isn’t the only one I have to guard against, who’s to say the Legate won’t try to use this to his advantage? Worse, what if the Enemy decides they want to kill Pong Pong and sends a half-dozen Divinities over to kill him? Even if Pong Pong escapes, I’ll be caught in the crossfire and unlikely to survive, so best to -
 
  
 
 A light weight settles on my shoulder and interrupts my pessimistic spiralling. His lips set in a stubborn grimace, Pong Pong looks me in the eye and unleashes his Aura, so similar to mine it’s almost eerie. There’s warmth and safety, but also acceptance and tenacity as the tiny turtle settles in on my shoulder, determined to stick by me despite the dangers ahead.
 
  
 
 It’s almost like he’s saying, “My home is here, with you.”
 
  
 
 Or maybe he’s worried no one here will feed him. Who knows. Resigned to bringing him along, I turn back to pick up Mama Bun and double time it to the meeting area, secretly delighted to have a powerful Divine Beast watching my back and a floof to snuggle with. Two floofs, in fact, after I spot Blackjack perched atop my banner without a care in the world, his velvet black ears swaying in the morning breeze. How do they keep getting out of their enclosure? Do I need to put a roof on it? Whatever, so my plans to leave all my floofs behind fell through, but it’s no big deal. I mean, what’s the worst that could...
 
  
 
 Oh no. I’ve learned my lesson. No more tempting fate, not again. It’s just war with the Defiled. I've lived through one already, so things will be fine.
 
  
 
 Probably.
 
  
 
 Hopefully.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Please?
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 Awash in the orange-red glow of the setting sun, the ruins of Sinuji struck a delicate balance between silent serenity and haunting dread. A calm stillness had settled over the once bustling border town, now nothing more than a pile of cracked stones and crumbling timbers as far as the eye could see. So deceptively peaceful until Chen Hongji spent his Chi to Scry his surroundings from above, peering into those blocked areas his soldiers had yet to clear. Despite an entire week's worth of effort, there were still a multitude of rotting corpses scattered about the debris, and to his trained eyes, each body told a story which he’d foolishly read into whenever he found time to spare. He’d done so with noble intentions, thinking to publish a book of poems and couplets commemorating these poor fallen souls, so that those lost to this tragedy might be remembered in the years to come. The more he looked, however, the more he hungered to burn everything to the ground, for what happened in Sinuji was not a story the Emperor would want told.
 
  
 
 When the Legate declared the Defiled had attacked Sinuji and executed all its inhabitants, Hongji had burned with righteous fury. When he’d been appointed the honour of command on the front lines, he’d swelled with pride. When he marched into the ruins, he ached to take the fight to the Enemy and mete out justice for the dead, but now, after less than a month in the field, he prayed for a chance to relinquish his hard-earned rank of Colonel and make the long journey home as a civilian, where he would say nothing and hold his wife and three children close.
 
  
 
 Whether it be the coolies laid out beside the goods they hauled, the rickshaw runners slumped over the handles of their vehicles, or the trade workers fallen with tools in hand, every story shared one thing in common. Whatever disaster befell Sinuji, death came to its inhabitants in an instant. This was not the work of a Defiled horde as the Legate would have the people believe, for if it were Defiled, the people would have died with weapons in hand or huddled with their families, not mid-work without a care in the world. In Hongji’s admittedly limited experience, only an Ancestral Beast or Divinity could cause such widespread destruction, and if such peak existences had taken the stage, then he understood the dire need for secrecy and deception.
 
  
 
 When Gods stride out to meet in battle,
 
  
 
 Heaven and Earth are torn asunder,
 
  
 
 and Mortals can do naught but suffer.
 
  
 
 A sad little poem he’d only just composed, but undeniably true. There was nothing to be gained and everything to lose from revealing what really happened in Sinuji, for who would remain to fight if they knew what fate awaited them? Even Peak Experts were helpless to act when faced with a Divinity, mere ants to be squashed with barely an effort. Common soldiers were even less and Hongji felt no shame in admitting this task unnerved him. With a self-deprecating sneer, he remembered how foolishly proud he’d been to accept this honour, to stand on the front lines and draw first blood against the Defiled. The task should not have fallen to him and he’d been too excited to think twice about it, but now he understood why he’d been chosen.
 
  
 
 Though a Colonel’s rank was not to be taken lightly, Hongji knew his limits. Born of an impoverished family in a nameless village, greatness was not in his blood, and he accepted this. While he accomplished much through blood, sweat, and effort, he would never match the likes of Shuai Jiao, Mitsue Juichi, or Ryo Dae Jung. Hell, if anyone besides his family and friends mourned him on the anniversary of his death, then Hongji would count it as a life well spent, but even this small dream was unlikely to pass. Why then, had he been picked to oversee such a vital area on the front lines? Why had this honour been granted to him, a soldier with a few minor accomplishments and no ties to nobility?
 
  
 
 Because he was the highest-ranked fool willing to accept it.
 
  
 
 Such was life, trials and tribulation without end. However, no matter what difficulties one faced, the Mother always left a path to salvation, so Hongji sought to turn disaster into fortune. True, a battle between Divinities might break out at any moment and end his life, but it hadn’t happened yet. Until such a time, he would do his best and strive to make a name for himself, so that in the unlikely event the Mother smiled upon him and he survived this ordeal, he would rise from the ashes and soar into the Heavens, where cranes and tigers mingled with dragons and phoenixes.
 
  
 
 Of course, this was easier said than done. While he wouldn’t call them the dregs of the Imperial Army, the soldiers under Hongji’s command were largely comprised of callow youths or veteran grunts. Wide-eyed juveniles at least possessed potential, but those ancient warriors who languished at the bottom ranks for decades were rather difficult to deal with. Shrewd survivors one and all, what they lacked in ambition, they more than made up for in cunning, and while they had yet to piece together the whole truth like Hongji had, more than one had spotted the holes in the Legate’s story.
 
  
 
 There was nothing Hongji could do but keep them busy, and luckily, the Enemy obliged. Wave after wave of howling Defiled came at his forces camped around the ruins of Sinuji. Each time his soldiers threw them back, but before long, the Defiled would regroup and come again in greater numbers than before. His soldiers held the centre, so if the Defiled broke through here, then the front line would collapse. Failure was not an option, but despite killing more than they lost, Hongji’s forces dwindled with each passing battle while the Defiled numbers grew in size.
 
  
 
 The Enemy was numerous, and without the Walls to hold them back, the Empire was fighting a losing war.
 
  
 
 Though once grateful for whatever aid was sent his way, Hongji’s appreciation soured soon after meeting them. Most of his reinforcements came in one of two flavours. The first group were what he called the spares, those scions of ignorant merchants or spare heirs of noble houses. These fops and dandies were only here so they could boast they served on the front lines, bringing their caravans of servants and courtesans to strain Hongji’s supplies while expecting his soldiers to keep them safe no matter the cost. Useless as these surplus toy soldiers were, it pained him to admit they were actually the more desirable bunch, far better than the second group.
 
  
 
 The more problematic of his reinforcements were the hot-blooded glory hounds. Hongji expected many of them knew the truth of Sinuji’s downfall, yet they were still brave or foolhardy enough to come. Each one bore a name he’d heard in passing, such as current and former members of the Hwarang like Tam Taewoong, Wu Gam, and Du Min Yan, or formidable talents from the outer provinces like Dienne Huong, Situ Jia Zian, and Han BoShui. There were others whose names were less resounding, but they all shared the same thirst for fame and prestige, which made them dangerous and difficult to deal with.
 
  
 
 At least the spares could be kept in line with threats of actual service and otherwise ignored. In comparison, these grandstanding peacocks were too eager to serve, roaming out of their patrol zones and crossing battle lines to chase errant Defiled bands. More than once, these headstrong young talents overreached and found themselves in dire straits, forcing Hongji to muster his forces to save their ungrateful behinds. A handful of them earned glory for themselves, like Du Min Yan slaughtering an Enemy force three times her size, but so what? Was he supposed to be impressed? The stupid girl fell for an obvious bait and wandered into an ambush, so even though she didn’t need Hongji’s soldiers to pull her out of the fire, his troops still had to escort her tattered forces back to camp.
 
  
 
 Even with all this, Du Min Yan could be considered one of the better ones. At least she understood the error of her ways, unlike her lesser known peers. More than one up-and-comer had met their end at the hands of the Defiled, but still the others chomped at the bit, eager to cross blades with the Defiled. No need to seek them out, the Enemy would come in due time. There was a fundamental concept these ignorant children didn’t understand, and Hongji was loathe to voice it out loud. This war was never about defeating the Enemy, for the Enemy could not be defeated. This was about defending the Empire, no more, no less. Their mission was not to slaughter all the Defiled, but to hold them back long enough for a new Wall to be built. The new Western Wall would stretch more than a thousand kilometres from sea to wasteland, so they would need every living soldier they could spare. While killing the Defiled three-to-one might sound impressive, the Imperial Forces would have to aim much higher just to hold the line, a harsh reality few were able to accept.
 
  
 
 Knowing this, Hongji had low expectations for this latest crop of young talents now trickling into his camp, and doubly so after his second handed him a list of their names and unit compositions. One name in particular made his stomach churn, a name he knew not because they’d met before, but because these days, when anyone spoke of young talents, this name would invariably come up. A beardless boy who shocked the North when he first appeared, fighting in the second round of the Challenge for Office of Shen Huo’s Magistrate. All but unheard of for a fifteen year old child, but not only was he called, he emerged victorious as well, defeating DuGu Tian Yi, the middle-aged son of famed DuGu Tian Sha and ending this celebrated hero’s illustrious bloodline.
 
  
 
 A year later, this same boy had been all but forgotten when he took part in the Society of Heaven and Earth’s Contest, but once again, his actions spread far and wide, even into Central where they cared little for foreign happenings. Granted, most of this was due to perverse satisfaction at the Society's failure to apprehend a group of tribal savages rather than said savages’ accomplishments, and everyone expected the Society would eventually crush the upstart Bekhai to regain face, which made it all the more surprising when that boy fought and won four duels in a row, slaughtering two gifted youngsters and defeating Situ Jia Zian in the process.
 
  
 
 Only then did people connect the Bekhai youngsters to the nameless young boy from Shen Huo. As a reward for his accomplishments, he was granted the rank of Third Grade Warrant Officer, and at the tender age of eighteen, this made him the youngest to hold the rank in ten thousand years. While this much was enough to impress commoners and peasants, the nobility had yet to take notice, but the boy had only just begun. During a mission to capture bandits, he uncovered an insidious Defiled plot and proved instrumental in subduing it, thereafter becoming the youngest Second Grade Warrant Officer in history. As if this wasn’t enough, he then tamed a Divine Beast and brought it with him to the First Imperial Grand Conference, where he engaged in twenty-eight duels on the first day alone. Then, after defeating the best young talents the Empire had to offer and winning the title of Number One Talent in the Empire, this dragon among men ascended to lofty heights never before dreamt of to become an Imperial Consort, the first ever member of Imperial Peerage not to reside in the Eastern Province.
 
  
 
 That young boy’s name? Falling Rain of the Bekhai a tribal commoner who rose to heights unknown, and soon to be a giant pain in Hongji’s ass.
 
  
 
 Those spare sons and arrogant hotheads all knew of Hongji’s common upbringing and lacklustre backing, so they had little to no respect for his command. While others might think Falling Rain would be more understanding considering his own common upbringing, Hongji knew better than most. Nothing fostered arrogance more than the ability to escape the confines of one’s birth, and few of those arrogant beings ever thought to help their fellow downtrodden companions. Once, in a drunken haze of self-introspection, he admitted to his wife it was because he harboured a deep-seated insecurity he could not overcome. He worried that if he helped others accomplish what he struggled so hard to achieve, it would somehow cheapen his triumphs, and he assumed it was the same with others. Once rare, but twice common, which was why he was so hard on other common-born officers under his command, not because he pushed them to excel, but because he feared their success. Such was the folly of hubris.
 
  
 
 So how would the nineteen-year-old Imperial Consort view the fifty-five year old Colonel? Poorly, to say the least, so while he waited for Falling Rain to arrive with his lesser known travelling companions, Hongji took great pains to hide his trepidation. Strength was respected above all else, so while Falling Rain might possess a higher social standing, Colonel Chen Hongji was undeniably stronger, so one way or another, he would demand the boy’s respect through upfront bullying. He only prayed the Hidden Experts guarding such a valuable young talent would overlook his audaciousness and accept the necessity of his actions, so long as he didn’t overstep his boundaries.
 
  
 
 Such were the difficulties for a mediocre commander. How was he to command without respect? How was he to garner respect without strength? How was he to display strength without being a little heavy-handed?
 
  
 
 His decision made, Hongji turned westward to study the terrain, despite having already memorized every nook and cranny of the sprawling plains before him. While meant to display his intense concentration and keep the soon to arrive young commanders in waiting, it also never hurt to review one’s surroundings, especially since said surroundings hid bands of Defiled. From his command tent in the centre of camp, he could see for kilometres around. In the absence of shepherds and their herds, the grass had grown as tall as a man, and more than enough to obscure his view, but one merely needed to watch for the rustling grass to pinpoint any incoming Defiled. Under such conditions, the Defiled had taken to launching night attacks, but then it became a simple matter of getting enough traps, sentries, and other defences in place while also ensuring half his soldiers rested during the day so they could mount an effective night watch. That was the extent of his tactical planning, to dig in and hold this position from now until the final brick of the new Western Wall was in place, however many years that may take.
 
  
 
 No fancy schemes or complicated ploys were needed. So long as Chen Hongji still drew breath, his soldiers would hold this ground or die trying, because Central, nay, the fate of the Empire itself depended on it.
 
  
 
 While he posed in what he hoped was a suitably heroic manner, he listened as the recent arrivals gathered to greet him. Knowing how the game was played, his second in command quietly warned the eager newcomers not to disturb ‘the Colonel’s contemplation, or else’. Always better to leave the punishment to the imagination, lest some fool with more backbone than brain think five lashes worth it to save himself a few minutes of waiting. It wasn’t, but young warriors always believed themselves untouchable and invincible, when in reality, they were anything but.
 
  
 
 Hongji counted to three hundred before turning around. Without even glancing at the newcomers or his second, he strode into his command tent to loom over the unfurled map of their surroundings, marked with several chess pieces which meant nothing at all. Shifting a few of the pieces about, he pretended he’d had an epiphany while studying the terrain, knowing full well his second would be holding the tent flap open as he ‘reminded’ Hongji the newcomers were here to greet him. “Oh? Fresh blood to be spilled?” he asked, affecting an absent minded tone as he spoke louder than necessary. “Well, I hope these ones do better than the last bunch, bless their souls.”
 
  
 
 While bad for morale, over the years Hongji learned it was easier to instill courage in a coward as opposed to caution in a courageous, but over-confident buffoon.
 
  
 
 Putting the chess piece down with a sigh, he strode out to meet the newcomers with a disgruntled frown, as if he saw something wrong with each and every one of them. Most of the newcomers bristled at his gaze, and few were bold enough to stare back, but when his eyes met Falling Rain standing at the head of the group, the scrawny and unimpressive looking young warrior smiled and winked. Taken aback by the insolent display, Hongji had yet to find his voice before Falling Rain clasped his hands and bowed. A full bow at the waist mind you, not a mere military salute or slight incline of his head. “Second Grade Warrant Officer Falling Rain,” the boy said, his head still bowed, “Reporting to Colonel Chen Hongji for duty.”
 
  
 
 “Rise,” Hongji replied, faster than he’d like. Was the boy trying to trap him? As an Imperial Consort, he need not bow so deeply to a mere Colonel, even if said Colonel was his field commander. “Dispense with formalities, this is the battlefield, not a banquet hall,” he said, though what he really wanted to say was, “Small one dare not accept this bow.”
 
  
 
 “With respect Colonel,” the boy replied, standing at full attention and still barely tall enough to reach Hongji’s chin, “In this one’s eyes, being on the battlefield makes courtesy all the more imperative. Courtesy implies respect, and without respect, there can be no discipline. Without discipline, we are no different from our enemies.”
 
  
 
 Some of the newcomers gasped at Falling Rain’s forthright statements, but Hongji found himself nodding along and repeating the catechism in his mind. It sounded much better than what he’d come up with earlier, mostly because by eschewing any mention of strength, it implied Hongji was worthy of respect through rank alone.
 
  
 
 Recognizing Hongji’s appreciation, Falling Rain scowled at the young warrior beside him and asked, “Well? What are you waiting for? An invitation? Why have you not introduced yourselves to the commander?”
 
  
 
 Good, good... Perhaps Falling Rain wouldn’t be so difficult to work with after all...
 
  
 
 Though he already knew their names, Hongji pretended he was hearing them all for the first time. In truth, few of Falling Rain’s travelling companions were well-known, with the most famous youths either already on the front lines or safely tucked away somewhere or the other. Once finished with the introductions, Hongji addressed them as a group. “Welcome to the front lines,” he said, keeping his voice flat and monotone. “Some of you are here to reinforce the camp, others will be sent out on patrol. Regardless of your task, out here, we are the first line of defence against the Defiled, and should you all follow my commands perfectly, the only line of defence the Empire requires.” Not entirely true, but nothing wrong with building their pride a little before knocking them down. “If you’ve come for honour, glory, fame, or wealth, then turn back now, for you will find none of that here. We are here for one reason and one reason only: to defend the Empire. No more, no less, understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Colonel,” Falling Rain replied, his voice loud and confident. The others in the group chimed in soon after, following his example and showing Hongji the respect he thought he’d have to fight for.
 
  
 
 “Good. Rest well, but be ready.” Dismissing them with a wave of his hand, he added, “The Defiled have attacked every night for the past week, and I see no reason why tonight will be any different.” The gravity of the situation had finally dawned on the last of the spares, but Mother help him if most of these brats didn’t look eager for bloodshed, Falling Rain included.
 
  
 
 Instead of turning to leave, Falling Rain moved a step closer and asked, “Permission to speak to Colonel in private?”
 
  
 
 Here it comes. “Come with me,” Hongji said, heading into his tent. So long as the boy remained respectful and disciplined in public, Hongji would be happy to swallow his pride and hold his tongue in private.
 
  
 
 Inside, Falling Rain studied the map with a puzzled expression before hiding a smirk, having figured out Hongji’s game. Nevertheless, the boy offered a salute and said, “I might be overstepping my bounds, but I noticed a few issues on the way in and thought it best to bring these matters to Colonel’s attention.”
 
  
 
 And so it begins. The Imperial Consort’s camping grounds were too poor, his fare too plain, and so on, and so forth. “Let’s hear it then.”
 
  
 
 “The tall grass provides too much cover to any invading force,” Falling Rain said, again catching Hongji off-guard. “Although you’ve already cleared most of the grass around us, laying stones and rubble will keep the grass from growing back and impede the progress of anyone travelling over it.” Too surprised to respond, Hongji blinked and stared at the strange young man, and Falling Rain took it as permission to continue. “We could also hide traps among the rubble and leave clear paths for troop movement, which will also -”
 
  
 
 “Funnel the Defiled where we want them to go.” Finally finding his voice, Hongji jumped in so not to seem the fool. “Clever, but is it worth the effort? With constant night raids, the soldiers need to rest during the day.”
 
  
 
 “True,” Falling Rain said, unperturbed by Hongji’s rude interruption. “However, another benefit of laying down stones is we now have a firebreak ready.” With a grin which made him look even younger, he added, “You know... so we can set everything on fire before we leave.”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven...
 
  
 
 Imagining the screams of a million Defiled burning to death on the western plains, Hongji smiled for the first time all night, possibly even all week. “Yes... but you think too small. With a little preparation, we could ignite a blaze visible even from Nan Ping.” A few oil caches out in the middle of nowhere would pose no danger to his troops, not if they stayed inside their patrol routes. “This...” Hongji hesitated, wondering how to best frame it. “This goes beyond my reach. I’ll need to speak with the other commanders down the line to coordinate our efforts, perhaps even bring it before high command, but if they see the merits as I do, there will be great rewards in store.” Promotions, wealth, reputation and more...
 
  
 
 “Then I must trouble Colonel to do so.” With a nod of his head, Falling Rain continued, “As for rewards, there’s no need speak of such things. All I did was make a simple suggestion, and Colonel was amicable enough to listen. Besides,” Falling Rain added with a careless shrug, “Any reward will be meaningless if we can’t hold the Defiled here.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning with shame, Hongji steadied his breathing and reassessed the warrior before him, so shrewd and level-headed at such a young age. No wonder the Legate saw fit to reward Falling Rain with Imperial Peerage, for even without his prodigious Martial prowess, this was a man destined for greatness. “Well said, well said.” Thickening the skin of his face, Hongji swallowed his pride and asked, “Have you any other suggestions?”
 
  
 
 Forget keeping the rewards for himself. Hongji would proudly attribute everything to Falling Rain so the world could be inspired by his greatness.
 
  
 
 This time, it was Falling Rain’s turn to be surprised, before beaming with joy. “Certainly,” he said. “For starters...”
 
  
 
 When the meeting came to an end, Hongji peered down at his notes, awed by the wealth of knowledge contained within them. A consummate young talent, brilliant innovator, talented tactician, and Mother knows what else, if not for Falling Rain’s terrible calligraphy and diminutive stature, Hongji would have thought the amber-eyed young man was utterly without flaw. If the other young talents had one-tenth... no, one-twentieth of Falling Rain’s brilliance, then Hongji was confident the Defiled would be swept from the Western province in a mere twenty to thirty years.
 
  
 
 Assuming some Ancestral Beast didn’t slag them all first.
 
  
 
 Inspired by Falling Rain’s attitude, Hongji made a small revision to his poem.
 
  
 
 When Gods stride out to meet in battle,
 
  
 
 Heaven and Earth are torn asunder,
 
  
 
 and Mortals can do naught but persevere.
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 “It’s time to wake, oh husband mine. The night is dark and honour awaits.”
 
  
 
 Knowing what would happen if he continued to laze about, Zian’s eyes snapped open at the sound of his concubine’s voice. Sweet and gentle though she might sound, Jing Fei was not one to pamper or indulge. The opposite, in fact, taking almost perverse delight in causing him minor suffering in a variety of ways, but truth be told, he rather enjoyed her twisted personality. It kept him sharp and on his guard which was exactly what he needed out here on the front lines, where death lurked in every shadow. Were he still the Situ Jia Zian of yesteryear, he would have exhausted himself fooling around with every pretty courtesan or serving girl who caught his eye, or worse, be left utterly frustrated and resentful due to enforced celibacy.
 
  
 
 With Jing Fei however, things were different. A devilishly wicked woman, she knew exactly how to keep him focused and alert, never fully satisfying his needs yet granting him just enough tender affection so he wasn’t driven to distraction. Unaccustomed to this lack of control, Zian still wasn’t sure how Jing Fei held so much power over him, but it was a thrilling and novel experience. Despite her mastery of poisons, it wasn’t fear or love which compelled him to obey, but something else altogether, a feeling he couldn’t quite explain. While cautious of her motivations and enamoured by her character, her force of personality made him want to submit. He had no desire to grovel at her feet and cater to her every whim, but more often than not, he complied with whatever requests or suggestions she made without a second thought.
 
  
 
 Mostly because she had yet to steer him wrong and he’d grown to trust her judgment, but also because with Jing Fei dealing with the political side of his life, it left him free to focus solely on his Martial Path. So long as he followed her instructions, he was confident she’d lead him back to glory, or at the very least, keep the hounds at bay long enough for him to become a force unto himself.
 
  
 
 All this and more flashed though his mind as he watched her naked form slide out of bed. The dim lighting shrouded her flawless, pearly-white skin in obscuring shadow, but his mind filled in the gaps and left him ravenous for her touch. Sitting up, he wrapped his arm around her full waist and pulled her into his lap. Her feigned struggles only fuelled his ardour as he tasted her lips, savouring this minor victory despite knowing it’d been granted to him. The flames of passion burning bright, he nonetheless tempered his lust and reined himself in, pulling away from the kiss to gaze deep into her lovely brown eyes. Was it true affection he glimpsed in those limpid autumn pools or was he merely a means to an end? Did she regret tying herself to his sinking ship, or did she truly believe he would become a dragon among men?
 
  
 
 Easily freeing herself with a touch of his wrist, Jing Fei smirked and said, “Well, it seems you’ve finally learned how to restrain yourself.” Her wide hips swaying from side to side, she slinked over to her wardrobe with slow, seductive movements seemingly meant to drive him to madness. “Pleased as I am by your progress,” she said, keeping her legs straight as she bent down to collect her clothes, “Perhaps you’ve grown tired of your pitiable concubine and set your sights on another woman. Is the accomplished and newly promoted Major Ryo Da’In now lurking in your dreams? Eldest Daughter of the illustrious Ryo Family, God-Daughter to the Sanguine Tempest Du Min Gyu, and now winner of the Legate’s Contest in the First Imperial Grand Conference, her value rises with each passing day. A tempting prize, no?”
 
  
 
 With a throaty growl, Zian darted out of bed and pounced on her, but she was ready and waiting. Dropping to a crouch, his ‘naked and vulnerable’ concubine made a reverse sweep of her leg and knocked his feet out from under him. As he fell face first to the ground, he tucked his head and readied to roll to his feet, but Jing Fei slammed her knee into his belly, driving the breath from his lungs. Rolling him onto his back, she mounted his stomach and pinned his wrists back, her plump breasts swinging just out of reach. “And to think,” she purred, slowly wiggling her hips as she slid down his abdomen, “I only just commended you for your restraint. Oh well. I suppose a little fun wouldn’t hurt.” Leaning close, she pressed against him and whispered, “But not now.”
 
  
 
 Driven to near madness, Zian broke free with a snarl but Jing Fei slipped away out of reach, leaving him dazed, breathless, and aching for her touch. Jumping to his feet, he reached for her as she moved past him back to the bed, but she Deflected his arm with a wave of her hand, a stark reminder her Martial prowess was almost equal to his own. Wholly unconcerned by his predatory gaze, she sat on the bed, posting her arms on either side as she leaned back, crossed her legs, and bared her chest, so full of confidence and sensuality she seemed like the most regal and imposing woman alive. Shaking her head like a disappointed tutor, she reprimanded him with a voice full of steel and fire. “I said not now. The Defiled are sure to attack any moment now and you’ll need your strength to fight. Though I know Situ Jia Zian is a dragon among men, you still must prove it to the world at large.” Using her foot to point at the wardrobe behind him, she fluttered her lashes and added, “Since you cannot be trusted, you’ll have to fetch my clothes and stand where I can keep an eye on you, oh husband mine.”
 
  
 
 Damn it all. As much as he wanted to throw himself upon her and make her submit, Zian knew she was right. The Defiled attacks came like clockwork, every night once the moon began to wane, and to indulge in carnality now would be the height of stupidity. Taking deep breaths to cool his temper, he ran his fingers through his hair and locked eyes with his concubine. The signs were subtle, but they were there, a tensing around her double-lidded eyes, a tremor in her voice, a quiver in her breath, and a hitch in her gait, all this and more told him she wasn’t as calm and composed as she’d like him to think.
 
  
 
 Most telling was how the cold air wicked away the glistening trail she left behind on his belly, her body betraying her desire for his touch. Taking solace and gaining confidence from this knowledge, he stood a little taller and smiled before turning to heed her wishes. A pair of skin-tight leather trousers laid on the floor where she dropped them, and the rest sat waiting in a neat, folded pile. With everything in hand, he approached his concubine with deliberate sluggishness to give her a taste of her own teasing, and his efforts paid off. Her gaze slipped for an instant to appreciate his naked, chiselled form, but she caught herself almost immediately. While she glowered at his smug expression, he could almost hear her inwardly cursing him for being too damned pretty.
 
  
 
 Oh how he loved this woman...
 
  
 
 Leaving Jing Fei to finish putting on makeup, Zian strode out into the torch-lit camp and made his way to the inner perimeter, where he found Jukai poring over a written missive. With a half-hearted salute, the old man spoke without waiting for permission, having all but abandoned the mannerisms of a subordinate. “Colonel Hongji enacted a number of changes to response protocol after you went to bed.” With an indignant huff, Jukai added, “About damned time too. These damned armchair commanders from Central have no experience fighting in an open field, but we’re supposed to listen to them because it’s their homes behind us. Absurd.”
 
  
 
 Since he had yet to meet a commander whom Jukai approved of, Zian prudently kept silent and looked over the missive for himself. Though standing orders were still to hold the line until the Defiled were all dead or fleeing, the outer perimeter guards were to wait in darkness without torch or lamp, until such a time as an attack was underway. The reason became clear once Zian looked up and saw a field of torches, illuminating the two hundred metres of flat ground between the first line of defences and the edge of the tall grass. Any Defiled attackers would be easily spotted the moment they stepped out, while the perimeter guards remained shrouded in darkness.
 
  
 
 Perhaps giving these orders made the Colonel feel like he was contributing, but Zian didn’t see the point. While this might deny the Enemy the ability to scout for weaknesses in the Imperial defences before committing to the attack, the Defiled could easily knock those torches aside while charging in and plunge both sides into darkness, where they were far more adept at fighting when compared to their Imperial counterparts. The darkness also provided ample cover for Wraiths to slip through, though even the sneakiest of Wraiths would find it difficult to remain unseen while crossing two hundred metres of open ground. While renowned for their stealth, Wraiths couldn’t turn invisible or pass through solid matter like the stories would have children believe. They were merely masters of Concealment, camouflage, and lurking in dark corners, but even the stealthiest Wraith would need something to hide behind.
 
  
 
 Aside from this, once battle ensued, all officers in the field were now obligated to obey any officer identifying themselves using certain call-signs. The Colonel stressed every officer would remain in direct command of their own troops, but these new measures were in place to foster improved cooperation between units. He also stressed there would be harsh punishments for any commander found using any of these call-signs without permission, as each one corresponded to a specific Officer. While skimming through the list, one call-sign in particular made Zian’s stomach twist and he tried to convince himself it couldn’t be possible. It had to be someone else, he wasn’t even here, and even if he was, how could he have arrived without anyone noticing?
 
  
 
 The low, booming tones of the warning horns woke Zian from his stupor and his eyes turned to the perimeter. The tall grass rustled to and fro exposing the encroaching Enemy within, and Zian shouted, “We’re under attack!”
 
  
 
 Echoing the call with his Chi-infused voice, Jukai bellowed, “On your feet you shirkers and layabouts! To arms!”
 
  
 
 Double-timing it to the outer perimeter, he arrived in time to see the Defiled horde emerging from the tall grass, stopping at the edge to gather for a concentrated charge. “Get some light up here,” he snarled, after bumping into one of his soldiers, only to regret opening his mouth when he remembered his orders. “Belay that. Wait until the attack is underway. Is everything ready?”
 
  
 
 “Yes sir,” one of his soldiers replied, though for the life of his, Zian couldn’t see who. “As per orders, the shuttered lanterns are lit and the braziers are waiting.” These preparations had all been outlined in the missive, but in his haste to approach, Zian had forgotten all about them. Curse Chen Hongji for waiting until evening to send his damned orders...
 
  
 
 Pushing his way to the front, Zian positioned himself in the centre of his troops, all sixty-four who remained. Two weeks of constant battles had taken its toll as the Defiled hordes chipped away at Imperial strength. Though his soldiers dispatched dozens, if not hundreds of Defiled to join their fallen comrades in death, these were losses the Empire could ill-afford. Slowly but surely, the Defiled were grinding away at the Imperial strength, sacrificing near-mindless savages to kill well-trained soldiers, a poor trade if Zian ever saw one.
 
  
 
 While lacking in skill, the Defiled were abundant in numbers, so much so they could afford to throw away their lives in these ineffective raids. Little more than blood-crazed lunatics, these Defiled were eager to see blood spilled, even the blood of their own. They were nothing like the efficient and disciplined Defiled of Sanshu, who wore full-plate armour and fought in orderly ranks. Instead, these savages eschewed armour for rags and steel weapons for sharpened bone, a sickly looking bunch whose exposed, desiccated skin bore a greyish tint. Rather than proper helmets, they wrapped their heads in strips of dried, human skin, though why Zian couldn’t begin to fathom, and their tactics were even more incomprehensible. Night after night, they congregated there on the field’s edge, massing their numbers before charging headlong into Imperial spears, heedless of their horrendous losses as they fought like rabid animals. Fighting them was like standing in the ocean to chop at the waves, for no matter how many corpses lay at his feet, there would always be another wave of Defiled cresting on the horizon.
 
  
 
 After twenty days of this endless grind, even the most steadfast soldier was beginning to waver. Though Colonel Hongji did what he could to ensure units who saw combat were rotated out to rest, the ugly truth was this: they had far too much ground to cover and not enough warriors to hold it.
 
  
 
 “Steady soldiers,” Zian said, leaving his sabres sheathed out of worry he might injure his neighbours. “Cool your tempers and swallow your pride, for though it is an affront to our honour to be matched against these filthy mongrels, such is our civic duty in these dull and unremarkable days. Chop wood, gather water, kill Defiled, it’s all the same.” His soldiers chuckled at the poor joke, more out of nervousness than anything else. Chaff though they might be, in great enough numbers, they could reduce even a mountain to rubble beneath their boots. Worse, where the Imperial Forces were forced to hold a wide, static line, the Defiled were free to break through at any point, bringing their forces to bear wherever they so pleased and leaving the Empire scrambling to defend.
 
  
 
 Across the field, the Defiled horde grew in numbers as they crept closer to the Imperial lines, wary of the unknown and proceeding with more caution than in previous days. Already Colonel Hongji’s schemes were showing their worth, giving the Imperial forces more time to respond, but how long would this last?
 
  
 
 The ground shook as the thunder of hooves sounded out behind him. Turning around, Zian battled with conflicting emotions as he spotted Rain. Riding atop his quin with bow in hand and rabbit banner billowing behind him, he lead fifty or so horsemen directly towards Zian’s retinue. Stopping about seventy meters back, they spread out and readied their crossbows, illuminated by the braziers behind them and in full view of the Defiled. To the north and south, the same scene unfolded except with quin-mounted archers instead, a sight which soured Zian’s mood even more. While he had less than seventy troops remaining, Rain commanded more than ten times that, the difference between them clear as day. As if this weren’t enough, a Sending soon arrived to confirm his earlier worries. “This is call-sign Undying,” the unfamiliar voice Sent, “Requesting Warrant Officer Zian leave room to his north for cavalry to charge through.” A pause. “You might also want to crouch down in case of stray arrows or whatnot. We’ll be firing over your head in ten, nine, eight...”
 
  
 
 Thankful for the darkness which hid his ugly grimace, Zian hissed orders to close ranks and crouch, all the while wondering how Rain arrived at the front lines unnoticed. The man travelled with a giant turtle for Heaven’s sake, hardly the most inconspicuous officer around.
 
  
 
 And then, there was no more time to gripe as Rain’s retinue unleashed a hail of bolts and arrows over Zian’s head. Then, before those bolts and arrows even hit, they unleashed a second wave of projectiles, and then a third. When the first wave of projectiles finally hit, the under-dressed Defiled let out a collective roar and charged, moving faster than half-dried corpses had any right to. “On your feet and light the braziers,” Zian commanded, flinching as he stood to receive his Enemy. Mother in Heaven, it sounded like the bolts were whizzing right by his ears, but he told himself it was only his imagination. Moments later, the braziers came to life and banished the darkness around him, revealing his retinue of solders standing between the Defiled and Rain’s horse archers. Rather than faltering at this unexpected sight, the Defiled howled as one and ran even faster, undeterred by the constant stream of bolts as they trampled over their fallen comrades, their eyes wild and mouths salivating at the prospect of battle.
 
  
 
 Drawing his sabres, Zian watched without surprise as the Defiled smashed through the sharpened wooden stakes before him, knowing full well it would’ve done little to stop them. Several Defiled were wounded by the static defences in their rush to approach, but most continued onwards even with shafts poking clean through their bodies or guts hanging out. Praying Rain’s retinue knew well enough to stop firing, Zian raised his weapons and sounded the charge. “Forward! Death to the Ene -”
 
  
 
 His voice disappeared as both sides met in a clash of steel and bone. Though he knew his soldiers were only a step behind and he had BoShui and Elder Bolin to either side, Zian felt like a man alone as the Defiled tide closed in around him, and then there was no time left to think. His sabres lashed out and took the lives of two Defiled in a shower of blood, the Honed edges cleaving through leather, skin, and skull with ease. After following through with the strike, he brought his sabres back around, Deflecting a bone spike aimed at his chest with the right and gutting the offending Defiled with the left. As his foe fell to his knees, Zian stepped around the body and pivoted sharply in place, spinning aside to avoid two clumsy chops which hammered into his fallen foe’s flesh. Shortly after, he beheaded both attackers with a single, horizontal slash, while killing a third with a thrust as the scoundrel downed one of Zian’s soldiers.
 
  
 
 And still, the Defiled pressed on.
 
  
 
 Weathering the first charge was always the hardest. The Defiled were fresh, eager, and hungry for blood while the Imperials were only warming up. However, once their momentum was spent, it then became a matter of killing the Defiled until the remainder fled, and most of Zian’s soldiers made it through the first encounter in good health. The fallen soldier was alive and well, grimacing as two others dragged him to the Healers to see to his head wound. Not all of the Defiled carried their unholy weapons and sharpened bone was little threat against steel plate armour, but this job was far from easy.
 
  
 
 The seconds passed slowly and Zian quickly lost count of his kills. This was a match of endurance and little else, of physical stamina and mental fortitude, so he rationed whatever he could. No more sweeping attacks and flashy dodges, stick to the basics. Block and slash, parry and riposte, to spend any more effort killing this chaff is merely a waste. This battle will last long into the night, with hours of labour yet to come, so -
 
  
 
 A peal of thunder sounded to Zian’s right and bodies sailed through the air. In his shock, it took a full second for him to register what was happening as the thunder continued to clatter around him. No, not thunder, but hoof-beats, the heavy cadence of Guo Nei Chargers stampeding through the gap between Zian’s and BoShui’s retinue to crash into the Defiled lines. Dozens of Defiled died in the blink of an eye, and then dozens more as Rain’s cavalry continued unhindered by the wall of flesh before them. Another wave of corpses was thrown into the air and this time, Zian spotted the cause as a gap in the line revealed a blood-soaked Rain in all his glory, smashing his spear left and right while sending bodies flying with every swing. Mouth covered in blood, the quin delivered its master from one group to the next, where Rain dispatched his foes with reckless abandon. With his full might behind every attack, it made for a splendid sight, but Zian knew his friend couldn’t keep it up for long.
 
  
 
 Desperate to link up with the fool before his strength petered out in the middle of a Defiled horde, Zian bellowed, “Soldiers, warriors, clansmen. Forward, into the Enemy. Fight, damn you! Fight!” Discarding all thoughts of conservation, he fought like a man possessed to reach Rain’s side, matching the Enemy’s mindless ferocity as he carved through Defiled three or four at a time. Drawing his mind back from the present, he let his training take over, his hands and feet moving faster once he discarded rational thought in favour of raw instinct, keeping to the singular goal of rescuing Rain. Hack and slash, cleave and thrust, Zian twirled his sabres in a whirlwind of steel and death, wielded by a wrathful warrior who ended lives as easily as plucking apples.
 
  
 
 And then, the Defiled broke.
 
  
 
 It happened so quickly Zian was left standing with no one to fight, the Defiled bolting away into the night while Rain and his cavalry dispatched the stragglers. Careful not to overextend, Rain called his people back and linked up with Zian, grinning like a madman as he wiped Defiled blood from his eyes. “Shock and awe baby,” Rain shouted, cackling at the night’s sky. “Shock and awe. That’s how you kill Defiled. You’re a monster Zian, a killing machine. Shame you’ve got a line to hold and can’t join us.” Raising his bloody spear, he howled, “I haven’t killed enough. Have you?”
 
  
 
 “FUCK NO!!”
 
  
 
 “Then what are we waiting for?” Leading his fifty cavalry away, they fell into perfect formation before charging into a second cluster of Defiled, trampling some underhoof and sending others soaring into the night’s sky. Still gaping like a fish, Zian looked around and saw his retinue in similar states of disbelief, unsure how Rain’s reckless charge turned the Defiled from blood-crazed fools into craven cowards.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven... Every time Zian took one step forward, it seemed like Rain jumped five steps ahead. Truly unfathomable...
 
  
 
 Well... At least they weren’t enemies anymore, so there’s that.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 404 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 In all my current, imagined, and forgotten lives, I’ve never experienced any activity more invigorating than killing.
 
  
 
 Not to say it’s the greatest feeling in the world, but damn if it doesn’t make me feel alive. The sweet, seductive rush of adrenaline surges through my veins, sharpening my senses and washing away my fatigue as my mind works in overdrive to process this wealth of new information. The cold air is thick with blood and sweat, my mouth dry and chest hot. Hoofbeats and triumphant cries blend with cadenced blows and dying screams, the symphony of battle ringing in my ears. The shadows dance in the firelight and I parse through the hazy forms to make out friend and foe alike as the former chase down the latter. Though yearning to dive into the tall grass and hunt my enemies down to the last, reason overcomes bloodlust and I rein Zabu in, giving the order to turn and leave the wretched Defiled to scurry away like the vermin they are. My blood boils and skin tingles as I search for an outlet for all my energy, and I cackle at the sliver of moon hanging in the night’s sky. “Shock and awe baby,” I yell, having little to no idea what I’m talking about. “Shock and awe. That’s how you kill Defiled.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of cheers goes up and I take a beat to survey my surroundings, noting scrapes and cuts a plenty, but no missing faces or incapacitated soldiers, only a sea of eager grins and grim smiles. Time feels slower as my brain works faster, tallying injuries and reviewing my performance. Awesome as it is to send enemies flying with every hit, I can afford to scale things back. There’s no need to Reinforce and Amplify every single blow, one or the other will do. Reinforcement is more reliable while Amplification is more economical, but better safe than sorry so Reinforcement it is. Shutting off my Amplification Keystone with a thought, I wipe the blood from my eyes while mulling over the details of our deployment. Zian and BoShui are in the clear, while Bolin’s squad is mopping up the last of their opponents to the south, but fuck helping that fat bastard. He almost killed Yan after the Contests, so if he expects me to save his fat ass, he’s in for a rude awakening.
 
  
 
 Besides, Bolin has like, a thousand soldiers and the rest of my forces are to the north, including Li Song who I need to stay within five kilometres of. No one can fault me for leaving Bolin to fend for himself, and if he can’t hold the line, there are other reserve soldiers standing by. I’m really only here because I’m bored.
 
  
 
 Spotting Zian in the crowd, his disgruntled glare fills me with guilt so I speak quickly before he can open his mouth. “You’re a monster Zian, a killing machine.” Not even an exaggeration, he was waving his sabres so quickly they were little more than a blur. How does he stay so clean? I mean, he’s got some blood spatter on him, but I’m covered head to toe in gore and viscera. “Shame you’ve got a line to hold and can’t join us.” Or chew me out for almost shooting you in the back of the head. Okay, so my bad, I should’ve aimed higher, but in my defence, I wasn’t expecting him to stand up so quickly. Besides, the arrow wasn’t that close to hitting him, I had a good thirty... okay, maybe twenty centimetres of clearance.
 
  
 
 Note to self: When firing over allies, aim in an arc.
 
  
 
 Whatever. Zian’s alive and well, so no harm, no foul. Apologies can wait, because I have more important business to attend to. While I can’t steal Spectres from proper Defiled, these miserable bastards brought plenty of free-floating ghosties for me to Devour, which means I’d be a fool to pass up this all-I-can-eat buffet of Heavenly Energy delivered all the way from the Western Wastes. A shame the Defiled are running away instead of fighting to the death like they normally do, but the great thing about being outnumbered is that there’s always more enemies to kill.
 
  
 
 Raising Unity above my head, I shout, “I haven’t killed enough. Have you?”
 
  
 
 “FUCK NO!!”
 
  
 
 Inwardly wincing at their vulgar reply, I make another mental note to talk to the officers about decorum before leading them away, yelling, “Then what are we waiting for?”
 
  
 
 Spectres. Get. In. My. Belly!
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Aching from the strain of firing multiple arrows, Ravil rolled his right arm and stretched his shoulder muscles. While standing on his best girl Jinx gave him a raised platform to shoot from, the sweet girl didn’t like it when he put his full weight into drawing his bow. The pressure on her back made her uncomfortable, which in turn made her shiver and wiggle about, hoping to dislodge his foot from her spine. The first time she did it, Ravil almost accidentally loosed an arrow at the soldier practising beside him, so ever since, he’d taken to drawing his bow using only his upper body when standing on his quin. Fifteen shots at full draw seemed to be his limit, as opposed to thirty or forty if he had his feet on solid ground, but as things stood, it didn’t matter too much. These damned Defiled didn’t look like much and they couldn’t fight for shit, but Mother’s tits were they tough. Anything short of an arrow to the head or heart and they brushed it off like a bee sting, but he couldn’t get a good angle for a heart shot with BoShui’s retinue standing in front and those damned head-wraps were tougher than tough.
 
  
 
 Nothing more disheartening than being the only archer around and doing shit all with your arrows. Guess he’d need to work a little harder and upgrade to a bow with a heavier draw. Things would be different if he had one of them Monstrosities, those big honking crossbows Pran and Saluk carried around, or better yet, if Ravil had permission to fire his sword-gun... Welp, there was no helping it. The bossman wanted to keep his little wonder weapons a secret and Ravil could see why. Powerful as they were, those spring-powered projectiles were wildly unreliable and inaccurate, at least for most. Their true strength would show in massed numbers, but by the time little lady Sumila crafted enough weapons and the troopers got enough practice, the war might already be over.
 
  
 
 A damn shame if that were to happen. Ravil itched to show off his skills as he watched BoShui’s boys hold their own. They were strong, but Ravil was confident he could match most, though not BoShui himself. Despite his lacking fame and horrendous duelling record, the Paper Tiger of the Han Clan was force to be reckoned with on the battlefield, no two ways about it. While Zian, Dastan, and the other little shits of the Empire fought neat and pretty, BoShui was a down and dirty brawler, a man after Ravil’s shrivelled, black heart. Sporting no less than four Spiritual Weapons, BoShui’s spiked vambraces and matching greaves served as both sword and shield, weapons which he used to full effect by barrelling into the Enemy like an enraged bull. There was no grace or elegance to BoShui’s movements, no flowery flourishes or sophisticated maneuvers, a rough and tumble smash and bash as he killed every Defiled who stepped into range. Armoured in heavy plate, BoShui fought with impunity in the thick of things, even using his runic helmet as a weapon when all else failed, a sight which left Ravil cackling in delight.
 
  
 
 “Whoo,” he exclaimed, shaking his head in disbelief. “You see that? He head-butted that bastard’s face clean off, he did. How much you think one of them runic helmets run?” A better question would be where could Ravil go to steal one, but that wasn’t something you asked out loud.
 
  
 
 “Responding to Great One, this slave knows not where to purchase Runic Helms and begs forgiveness.”
 
  
 
 Suppressing a sigh, Ravil turned to Green One and shook his head, wishing Bulat was nearby to shoot the shit with instead. “It wasn’t a question question, you know? Just one of them things you ask without expecting a real answer.”
 
  
 
 “...This slave understands.”
 
  
 
 Seeing Green One’s confused expression, Ravil knew he didn’t. Strong as they were, these poor slave bastards were hardly older than the bossman himself, little fawns out in the world for the very first time. Their wide-eye gazes reminded Ravil of those new to life on the streets, those easy marks he targeted or took in under his wing depending on his mood, and today, he felt... Benevolent. “Look, it’s making conversation see? Friendly banter to bond over, that sort of thing. Like, I ask how much one of them costs, and you say ‘More than your scrawny ass could earn in a lifetime’ or ‘round about what you earn slobbering over twenty thousand cocks, so best get to sucking’, yanno?”
 
  
 
 Lowering his head, Green One dropped to one knee and saluted. “This slave dares not slander Great One’s dignity.”
 
  
 
 “Bah, what dignity?” Using his foot to nudge the kneeling soldier, Ravil gestured for him to stand. “My mother was a whore and my father one of her many clients. I grew up on the streets of Shen Huo fighting other children for scraps of rotten meat and mouldy bread. Joined the army to escape the hangman’s noose I did, and if not for the bossman’s mercy, I’d be a blind butt-boy in a whore house somewhere.” Grinning at the bewildered soldier, Ravil winked and continued, “I’m not telling you all this because I’m proud of my roots, mind you. I gutted the first bastard who called me a whore-son and my temper hasn’t improved by much since, but what I’m saying is, I’m no ‘Great One’, so ease up. We soldiers are brothers-in-arms fighting side by side, so none of your ‘this slave’ and ‘Great One’ business, you hear?”
 
  
 
 “Understood.” Green One hesitated. “Then... What is this... one to call...”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven. If Ravil left it any longer, Green One’s head might explode. “Easy enough. I’ll call you soldier, and you call me commander, cause that’s what we are.”
 
  
 
 “Understood, commander.”
 
  
 
 “Good enough.” For now at least. Ravil’s attempts to build camaraderie would have to wait, but he wasn’t in any rush. In his experience, the best way to form a bond was to kill together, and there’d be plenty of killing to be done soon enough.
 
  
 
 Wishing he had someone to banter with, Ravil gave up and raised his bow. Before he could pick out a target however, Jochi’s Sending arrived in his ear. “This is call-sign Undying. Commander Ravil, be advised, the bossman’s coming in from the south. Hold your fire and enjoy the show.”
 
  
 
 Only then did Ravil think to look around at the other battle zones, and to his surprise, he found Zian’s area free and clear of living Defiled. Grinning like a madman, the bossman waited for Dastan’s horsemen to form up behind him before darting ahead on his quin, leading the charge from the front like always. With a roar heard over the din of battle, Falling Rain crashed into the mob of Defiled a full second before his horsemen joined him, wielding his spear like a God given flesh as he cut deep into the Enemy’s flank, their toughened bodies providing no defence from his bone-shattering blows. Bolstered by the bossman’s support, BoShui’s retinue went into a killing frenzy and the beleaguered Defiled held for mere seconds before crumbling on both fronts. Fleeing like frightened rabbits, the Defiled were cut down by the pursuing riders in the ensuing slaughter, pierced from behind and trampled under-hoof without putting up a fight.
 
  
 
 Had Ravil timed it from the bossman’s appearance to finish, he reckoned it took less than a minute to clear the field of Defiled, a feat which would’ve taken BoShui’s boys at least an hour to mop up on their own.
 
  
 
 Whooping at the night’s sky, the soldiers cheered for Falling Rain, but the bossman wasn’t done yet. After a quick headcount, he gathered his cavalry and pressed on, heading North to the next mob of Defiled held in place by Yellow Unit and led by the lovely Li Song. Shaking his head in equal parts awe and disbelief, Ravil chuckled and said, “Well Green One, looks like the bossman’s got this covered.” Hopping off of Jinx, he rummaged through his saddlebags and came out with dried meat for the quin and a wine-gourd for himself.
 
  
 
 Drinking a small mouthful to celebrate, he offered the gourd to Green One who shrank away. “This soldier dare not. Commander, Military Regulation states that any soldier found intoxicated whilst on duty shall be subject to no less than five lashes with a maximum sentence of death by hanging depending on the state of inebriation.”
 
  
 
 “Right, right.” Sticklers were never any fun. With his most charming grin, Ravil winked and said, “But it don’t matter if you don’t get drunk. A small taste never hurt nobody.” With a shake of the proffered wine-gourd, he continued, “So? How about it?”
 
  
 
 Though obviously uncomfortable with the idea, Green One’s eyes shone with interest and curiosity. Gingerly accepting the gourd, he took a tentative sip and his stony face lit up in delight. “Good wine,” Green One said, even though it wasn’t. Until now, the poor bastard probably drank nothing but water, no proper way for a man to live.
 
  
 
 Declining to take the gourd back, Ravil went back to his saddlebag and pulled out four more gourds. “Pass ‘em along, let everyone have a taste to celebrate the bossman’s victory tonight, the first of many in the days ahead.” That was all the wine he had and it’d be difficult to get more here on the front lines, but damn if he was gonna let these soldiers die without knowing the taste of alcohol. Despite the bossman’s impressive showing, Ravil was under no illusions. This war would be long and bloody, with many a death to come.
 
  
 
 Such was life, but Ravil learned early to make the most of it, because the Mother was a fickle bitch. Today, Falling Rain was the Undying Savage, Unrivalled Beneath Heaven, but tomorrow, he might be the dead or dying Savage, destined for the stew pots of some Defiled lunatic.
 
  
 
 Best to celebrate today, because you might not get a chance tomorrow.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Though Song understood the concept of command, she quickly realized it was much easier in theory than in practice, for there were nuances of leadership she had yet to grasp. Take for example inter-unit communication. When Rain ordered her to support the Xue clan’s Captain positioned north of BoShui, Song sent Tursinai and Tenjin over to explain her intentions while she led Yellow Unit to stand guard beside them. Rather than showing gratitude for their assistance, the Xue Captain cursed out the husband and wife duo so loudly Song could hear him from where she stood. Knowing Tursinai’s temper, Song interrupted the Xue Captain’s tirade to call them back, which only earned her more of the foul-mouthed Captain’s ire.
 
  
 
 What was Song supposed to do? Walk over and take his head for the insult, or swallow her pride and ignore him?
 
  
 
 Ultimately, she chose the latter and waited for the Defiled in silence, which only emboldened the Xue clansmen as they joined their Captain in hurling insults and invectives at Song’s unit. Luckily, Yellow Unit was a disciplined and orderly bunch, unlike the rest of Rain’s unruly retinue. So reckless and untrustworthy, Rain specifically stationed Song between Ravil and Bulat so the two troublemakers couldn’t join forces and make a mess of things. While the two ruffians worked well together, Rain confessed he felt it unwise to leave them unsupervised and asked Song to keep an eye on them. Were Song in his place, she would have ordered both men lashed until they were ready to obey, but Rain had a soft spot for his former cripples, a flaw which might prove fatal soon enough. Instead of arming his most promising soldiers with Sister’s ingenious Spiritual Weapons, Rain gave them to survivors of Sanshu, as if to atone for the deaths of their comrades.
 
  
 
 A foolish and sentimental gesture, but Song expected no less of a man who took in orphaned animals and turned majestic hunters into hapless fools. Poor Jimjam was so lacking in instinct he couldn’t even kill a rabbit trying to force its way into his mouth. Sweet George, so brave and reckless, Song missed him and his siblings dearly.
 
  
 
 As the Defiled massed for the charge, Song took a quick glance around and realized why the Xue Captain was so incensed. Unlike her, Ravil and Bulat had stationed their units behind the soldiers they were supporting, which made Song’s actions of forcing her way onto the line seem discourteous at best. Perhaps the Xue Captain thought she was here to steal his glory or that she looked down on his ability, neither of which were true. Unsure how to make amends for her blunder, Song took Tursinai’s hand and asked for advice through Sending.
 
  
 
 Her open-faced leather helmet doing little to hide her smile, Tursinai pulled Song into a hug. “Oh aren’t you just adorable,” she said, squeezing Song tight. “Listen carefully, sweet Li-Li. Yes, your actions offended the Xue Captain, but so what? He has no choice but to accept the insult, because you’re Li Song, Daughter of Akanai and Husolt, Sister to Sumila, and Khishig of the Bekhai. He can complain all he wants, but you’re far above his station.” Releasing Song from her embrace, Tursinai pinched Song’s cheeks and added, “And if he’s foolish enough to try anything underhanded, well that’s what hubby and I are here for, to look after the Chief Provost's precious daughter. Forget about the wounded pride of arrogant nobodies, you concentrate on the battle ahead.”
 
  
 
 Warmed by Mama’s loving regard, Song took a deep breath and nodded before turning her attention back to the Defiled ahead. As an afterthought, she said, “I would like to test my blade. Please don’t act unless my life is in danger.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Commander Li-Li. Hubby and I will butt out so you can have your moment, you glory-hungry fiend.”
 
  
 
 Blushing at Tursinai’s sickly sweet timbre, Song turned to Yellow One and said, “Ready the torches. Prepare to engage.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, Commander Li-Li.” Though they spoke the same words, Yellow One’s delivery lacked Tursinai’s teasing tone, a gruff and humourless woman who took Song’s every order with the utmost sincerity. Song rather liked her, and in a rare show of affection, she gently patted the soldier’s helmet as encouragement.
 
  
 
 Though she wanted to say something to bolster morale, Song didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. Soon enough, the Defiled gathered their collective courage and charged ahead, screaming in their incomprehensible, guttural tongue as they surged forwards. “Light the braziers,” Song ordered and the fires blazed into existence, revealing their presence to the Defiled mob. “Weapons ready.” Grasping her sabre’s hilt, she left the weapon sheathed and Reinforced her body. Waiting until the Defiled were a mere ten meters away, she shouted, “Charge!”
 
  
 
 And charge she did.
 
  
 
 With a tortured hiss of metal on leather, Song’s sabre leapt from the sheathe and scythed out to claim her first three kills. Shifting to a two-handed grip, she brought her weapon up and around for an overhead chop, pushing down on the hilt with her upper hand and pulling up with the bottom one to maximize the impact. Her blade passed through the leather headwraps and cracked open her Defiled opponent’s skull, slicing a gash from crown to nose before she retracted her strike and raised her sabre high once again. No need to cleave him clean in half, Defiled or not, no one could survive with their brain in two pieces. Precision over power was the key in these engagements, for as the commander of this hundred-man unit, Song was responsible for killing any opposing Champions in the Enemy ranks, though she had yet to mark one worthy of her attentions.
 
  
 
 Down came her blade and another Defiled’s head split from skull to nose, the cut so clean both halves stuck together after she extracted her blade. The corpse dropped like a sack of rice and Song moved on, cracking skulls and killing Defiled as easily as chopping firewood. It didn’t matter if her opponents used their weapons to block or if they rushed forward to kill before being killed, Song stayed the course no matter what. Those cowards who blocked lacked the strength to stop her blows and those brave enough to attack couldn’t pierce through her Runic breastplate. This battle was too simple, too easy, hardly the challenge she desired. She could only hope the truly strong Defiled were lurking in the rear, waiting for the Imperial defenders to tire themselves before willing to act.
 
  
 
 If so, Song never got the chance to find out.
 
  
 
 Unnoticed by the blood-hungry Defiled, Rain snuck his cavalry around to their rear and quietly formed ranks behind them. A reckless gambit, considering there could be more Defiled still hiding in the grass, but Rain was nothing if not reckless. Luckily, the Defiled had committed all their forces to the attack and there was no one left to encircle Rain’s cavalry, as expected for one beloved by the Mother above. After leisurely getting into place, Rain charged in and took the Defiled by complete surprise, and Song knew this battle was won.
 
  
 
 To add insult to injury, after seeing her glory stolen away by Rain and Dastan, Song felt even worse for encroaching upon the Xue Captain’s territory. She knew she should apologize, but she bristled at the thought of wasting her hard earned coin on someone who wasn’t likely to appreciate it, so she decided she would leave it be. Like Tursinai said, Song was far above the nameless Captain’s station, so he would have to grin and bear it.
 
  
 
 A rather thrilling experience and a first for Song, offering insult instead of receiving it, and truth be told, she rather enjoyed it. Still, she cautioned herself against making this a habit, else she cause too much trouble for Mama and Papa. As for the rest... it didn’t matter. This was merely the first of many battles to come, so Song would have plenty of chances to show the world Falling Rain wasn’t the only talented warrior among the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 For she was Li Song, Khishig of the Bekhai, and she would make her family proud.
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 Lungs burning and muscles aching, I signal Zabu to stop and hurl Unity like a javelin, spearing a fleeing cannibal clean through the torso until the crossbars lift him off his feet. Drawing Peace as a precaution, I check the surroundings for threats and find none, though some still could be lurking about in the murky darkness or tall grass. Unless the Enemy regroups and returns for a second attack, the Imperial Forces are victorious tonight, or at least they are in the area around Sinuji, only a single sliver of the front lines. While retrieving Unity, I hear the faint sounds of battle off in the distance, where another section is still engaged with the Enemy, but only dead and dying Defiled remain as far as the eye can see.
 
  
 
 As the adrenaline fades and exhaustion settles in, I leave Rustram, Bulat, and Ravil to handle the aftermath under Daxian’s supervision. They’re as well-rested as can be considering the circumstances. Five days of hard travel wasn’t too bad especially considering no one had to walk, but I’d like to have a full day to recuperate before heading out on patrol. Rest is a luxury the Empire can ill-afford, but I think Colonel Hongji will be willing to accommodate. Even if he isn’t, I’m happy to have a commander who’s willing to listen.
 
  
 
 Honestly, I’m astonished at how receptive the Colonel’s been with regards to my suggestions, immediately implementing a handful in the few hours since I arrived. Lighting the fields was a given, since you can’t hit what you can’t see, but keeping our outer perimeter in darkness was all him, though I’m undecided on how useful it is. Another suggestion he jumped on was establishing independent rapid-response teams, allowing certain units to bolster the front lines as they saw fit without need for micromanagement. While Sending is handy for quick communication over a distance, it’s not without its flaws. Although I’m unsure of what the exact requirements are, I know the Sender needs to to be familiar with the recipient, since they need to pick the target out of a crowd of hundreds, or perhaps even thousands. With so many foreign soldiers under his command, most of Hongji’s orders are hand delivered through sealed writ, slowing the lines of communication down to a crawl.
 
  
 
 I made other suggestions like scattering rubble around the fields and creating firebreaks, but those will take time to implement. Truth be told, when I made my first suggestion, I was ready to be politely ignored or worse, but Hongji was more than happy to discuss my ‘unorthodox’ ideas. Maybe it’s his age, which at fifty-five years old, is surprisingly young. Being a Martial Warrior, he’s still in the prime of life, but I figured there’d be someone... with more experience holding a position as important as the centre, or at least someone of higher rank. Since the Legate picked Hongji, I assume the Colonel either has plenty of political clout or is so outstanding no one could argue the choice. Regardless, Chen Hongji is a man I’ll want to befriend, since one can never have too many well-connected and/or talented allies.
 
  
 
 Ha, I’m finally learning the ins and outs of politics. Luo-Luo will be so proud.
 
  
 
 Upon returning to camp, I impose on my Death Corps Guards to prepare a hot bath so I can wash away all the blood and gore. It’s not so bad in the middle of battle, but no one likes to be covered in dried, caked blood, not even quins. Tired from lugging my heavy ass around all day and night, Zabu lays on his side as the wagon quins gather around to groom him, an adorable sight to behold. Unfortunately, I’m not sure if my dignity would survive a quin-tongue bath and I know my skin certainly won’t, so I rinse off my weapons and wait for the water to heat while listening to reports from Rustram.
 
  
 
 Idling in Nan Ping has spoiled me, as I can no long stomach bathing in cold water. I couldn’t bear to part with the fancy stone tub, so I brought it with me to the front lines, but the way I see it, the more baths I take, the happier Ping Ping will be. The happier Ping Ping is, the more likely she is to stick around, so it’s a win-win, especially when you consider the bigger picture.
 
  
 
 While Ping Ping and Guan Suo are idle slackers, the Protectorate are monsters on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 Tonight was the first time they saw action under my command, but I discovered the Protectorate were made of sterner stuff after convincing them to join in on group training. Their shabby clothing and inconspicuous manner kept me from seeing the truth before my eyes, as their ranks hid more Experts and Captain-level talents than any other unit under my command, all gathered for what they consider a Holy Purpose. They lived a hard life out in the wilds of Ping Yao, keeping the Divine Turtle safe from poachers and other unsavoury sorts, but under Guan Suo’s supervision, they trained themselves into an elite unit on par with Akanai’s Khishigs. Bow and long-axe are their favoured weapons, and they handily dispatched all Defiled forces sent against them on the northernmost flank of Sinuji’s defences, with minimal injuries and no deaths.
 
  
 
 Or at least that’s what Rustram’s report says. I never made it that far to see for myself, as by the time I cleaned up the Southern flank, there were no more Defiled left to kill. Cowards. Where are the Defiled who fight to the bitter end? I was just getting warmed up. Granted, I’d much rather soak in hot water and listen to reports than slog through a mire of mud and blood, but variety is the spice of life.
 
  
 
 The reports continue coming in as I scrub myself clean, and a clear picture of our first proper battle emerges. Dastan’s unit took the most injuries, which makes sense considering they saw the most action, but even the worst off will recover without Healer intervention. We lost a few horses which stings, but better a warhorse than a Martial Warrior. Other than Dastan’s, most of my other units played a support role, firing projectiles from behind our allied meat shields, but I’m not thrilled with the results. The new repeating crossbows designed by Diyako’s team are lacking in power, and even though the Defiled will eventually go down if you fill them with enough bolts, it now becomes a question of cost versus benefit. With how ineffective the crossbows are, is it even worth carrying them around? We have about six-hundred repeating crossbows and a metric shit-tonne of bolts, which equals to a whole lot of extra wagons slowing us down.
 
  
 
 It’s something to think about, but I’m not ready to give up the ranged advantage. At least the Monstrosity still holds up, though not many of my soldiers can handle the aptly-named triple shot arbalests. Since most were there to begin with, I put all the beefy Monstrosity wielders into Ulfsaar’s unit. According to Pran’s report, they performed well and ‘maked much death’, which is a huge leap in Pran’s literacy, if nothing else. Other than that, there isn’t much else to say. The Protectorate cleaned house, Ravil and Bulat stood around with their thumbs up their asses, and Li Song and Yellow Unit proved their worth by fighting side by side with a scion of the Xue Clan. It’s always nice to make new friends, and I’m glad to see Song reaching out, though her choice of ally is a little worrisome. On paper, the Xue Clan are allies of the Han Clan and the Han Clan are allies with the Bekhai, but in reality things aren’t so simple. Due to our personal friendship, BoShui’s father, the Han Clan Patriarch, needs to think twice about his original plan, in which BoShui plays the part of sacrificial lamb for the true heir. A cold and heartless way to treat your own son, but such is the world we live in. This has understandably strained on our inter-faction relationship, though the world at large isn’t privy to the details.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, I’m not entirely certain how it changes anything. On the surface, the Han Clan is as supportive of the Bekhai as ever, though I think it’s more to piss off the Situ Clan than anything else. Besides, it’s not like it matters, my status makes me all but untouchable, so BoShui and Zian should be safe from their respective Patriarchs.
 
  
 
 For the time being at least. Who knows what’ll happen if the Legate disavows me, or worse.
 
  
 
 As the last report rolls in and Rustram heads off to bed, I lay back in my heated tub and relax beneath the night sky. I’ve already asked my guards to top off the water twice now, but I still can’t bring myself to get out, so luxuriantly comfortable I could fall asleep. Alas, there’s still work to be done, for Ping Ping waits eagerly overhead for her Spiritual Water treat, a twice-weekly requirement if I ever want to leave her sight. Even then, she’s unwilling to let me stray too far, though how she tracks my position is still a mystery. All I know is she throws a big squeaky fit if I move more than a kilometre away, a radius which rapidly shrinks the longer she goes without Spiritual Water.
 
  
 
 I love the big girl, but she’s so needy, unlike Pong Pong. Maybe it’s because I’ve never tried to abandon him, or maybe he’s smarter than Ping Ping and knows that if all my stuff is here, I’ll eventually come back, but the tiny Turtle Divinity is more than happy to chill in my yurt with Mama Bun and Blackjack. As tempting as it was to bring him into battle, I can’t in good conscience convince myself to do so, not to mention all the extra complications that would come from revealing his presence. GangShu is still lurking about and I’d rather not fall out with him over Pong Pong. I have enough shit to deal with as is, so there’s no need to add murderous Ancestral Rat to the list.
 
  
 
 I doubt I can keep Pong Pong a secret forever, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t try. Then again, I’m fairly certain the little turtle stole Blobby from me, so if he dies, I might get my droplet back... No, I like Pong Pong more than Blobby. That stupid droplet was a worthless freeloader, and Pong Pong is adorbs.
 
  
 
 Having delayed long enough, I close my eyes, reach for Balance, and slip into my Natal Palace. Materializing in the brightly lit bedroom, I take a moment to appreciate the elaborately carved ceiling before hopping out of bed. After setting into motion the process of creating Chi-Water, I gaze out the glass windows at all the recent additions, mildly disgruntled by the lack of cohesion. That’s the problem with a modular design like what I’ve gone with, but it works, so if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Besides, even though it’s not much to look at, my Natal Palace is comprised of my favourite places in the world, which makes it as close to paradise as can be.
 
  
 
 Assuming the foot of my bed is south, then Taduk’s underground cottage sits to the east, complete with my first ever keystone, the first aid kit. I still haven’t figured out how to limit its Healing effects to serious injuries only or prioritize those over cuts and bruises, but that doesn’t mean it’s worthless. I just need to be smart about it, using it only when necessary instead of leaving it on all the time, though turning it on is as easy as snapping my fingers. On the other side of the bed to the west sits my favourite cliff-side perch overlooking the village, though here it overlooks my Natal Palace instead. There sits my second Keystone, a single feather planted in the dirt. If not for its immense size, as long as I am tall and about half as wide, the feather looks like it could have fallen off of Roc’s wings, mostly brown with a shimmering, light-blue tip. When activated, the feather sways in the wind and Lightens my body, allowing me to climb trees and ease Zabu’s burdens.
 
  
 
 As for its flaws... I can’t control the amount of Lightening it conveys, so it’s always working at maximum power, reducing about a quarter of my (naked) weight. Kind of a waste for everyday riding, since it’d drain me dry in about thirty minutes, and if used in battle it fucks with my centre of balance, but it’s something, I guess.
 
  
 
 Moving on is my last new addition, which sits to the north of my bedroom. I styled it after Mila’s forge at the Northern Wall, the one she designed with a bedroom in the back. Only after recreating it in my Natal Palace did I realize she built the bedroom specifically for our naughty little trysts, a place which was hidden from sight and noisy enough to keep Martial Warriors from listening in. It’s a thought which warms my heart and sets fire to my loins, but sadly, Mila isn’t around to break my hand. Inside sits not one, but two Keystones, mostly because I wanted to see if it’d work, but also because I felt my Natal Palace approaching its limits. In pure volume, it’s still a long ways short of my village replica, but I’m guessing the Keystones count for more than empty real estate. Either way, Mila’s forge is the perfect place for my final two keystones, both thematically and emotionally. First up, in the bedroom is an inflated five-pointed star. Plump and yellow, it bounces about as if possessed of a mind of its own, which is why I had to get rid of the cartoonish eyes it originally came with. This Keystone occupies the bedroom because it represents Reinforcement, a skill I use constantly to interact with my beloved Mila. When active, the star flashes with light, and the more Reinforcement I need, the faster it flashes and bounces around, until at maximum power it’s moving and flashing so quickly I can’t hardly stand to look at it.
 
  
 
 All in all, it’s my most sophisticated and well-designed keystone because I desperately need Reinforcement to survive my beloved’s affection. It’s such a relief to not have panic attacks whenever I see Mila running towards me, knowing I can catch her without hurting myself.
 
  
 
 Then there’s my fourth and final Keystone, my most complex working yet, a two-piece hammer and anvil set. Whereas the other three Keystones are used to manage relatively straightforward functions, Amplification is a whole different beast. The way it was explained to me is that Amplification is a three part process. You begin by building up your Chi, then move it in tandem with a strike, culminating with an explosion of Chi at the time of impact. Done correctly, you can multiply the force of an attack, and when combined with Reinforcement it allows you to hit two or more times harder than normal, depending on the amount of Chi used. Done incorrectly and you wasted a bunch of Chi.
 
  
 
 It was too much work manipulating my Chi while moving my body, and I couldn’t get the hang of it in practice, much less in combat. On a good day, I had a one in three chance of success, so I rarely used Amplification in the past. Instead, I favoured using my Chi on more reliable methods like Healing and Reinforcement, but with great risks comes great rewards. There are few things more satisfying than smashing your enemies to a bloody pulp, and this is a sensation only made possible with Amplification.
 
  
 
 ...Is it possible I’ve become too bloodthirsty?
 
  
 
 Whatever. Survival first, ethics later.
 
  
 
 While my Lightening and Reinforcement Keystones were crafted in a day each, I spent the better part of a week figuring out what to do with Amplification. My first thought was to use the forge and bellows, pumping air into furnace to represent the build up, then unleashing in when I strike, but after practising with it a few thousand times to no success, I took a step back and started from the beginning. What was I hoping to accomplish with an Amplification Keystone? Amplification is a matter of building up energy and releasing it at the proper time and location, a process which I hoped to simplify, but with the forge and bellows, I’d already failed. Instead, I turned my attention to the hammer and anvil, two objects which were not only already in the forge room, they were also perfect for representing the same process. Lift the hammer to build up energy, smack the anvil to release it. Higher equals more energy, louder equals bigger boom, can’t get any easier than that. What’s more, the metallic clang gave a far more visceral response than the heated bellows, and as I played the sound in my head, the pieces fell into place.
 
  
 
 Did I really need to envision lifting the hammer and striking it down? With my other Keystones, I briefly picture each one to activate or deactivate it, and then it manipulates my Chi in the background, so why can’t I do the same with Amplification? The hammer lifts and builds up Chi, moves the Chi to the proper location while descending, and explodes the Chi when hammer meets anvil, a wholly automated process from start to finish. All that’s left is to get the timing right, which is much easier than it sounds given that the hammer is an imaginary object, it technically moves at the speed of thought, so all I have to do is imagine the clang as my weapon strikes and the hammer would move to match it.
 
  
 
 It’s a little like tapping a beat with your foot and matching it by snapping your fingers. Super easy to sync up, except in this case, the snapping is a quasi-complex Chi action. When swinging a weapon, you more or less know when you’re going to hit, unless your opponent does some tricky dodging or parrying, so now, my success rate with Amplification has shot up to nine out of ten. The funny thing is, I still can’t figure out the rock flicking thing, where Charok fires pebbles off with his fingers using Amplification. I suppose it goes to show that everyone learns things differently, so I guess the Bekhai teaching method of ‘figure it out on your own’ isn’t entirely full of shit.
 
  
 
 We all must forge our own Martial Path, yadda yadda. I’d still like a few pointers every now and then and a lot less mystical mumbo-jumbo.
 
  
 
 There are still a lot of Keystones I’d like to make, but thus far, I’ve yet to come up with any working ideas. A Honing Keystone would be nice, but I’m pretty good at Honing already so it’s not exactly a priority, and I’d probably need a separate Keystone for each weapon. Otherwise, I might accidentally Hone Peace while it’s still in the scabbard, which would not only be a waste of Chi, it’d also be embarrassing when it drops out of its broken sheathe and onto my foot. I could also make something for Guiding, but the process is so instinctual I’m afraid to fuck things up by thinking about it. Reverberation is an option, sending shock waves through my weapons to attack my opponent’s internal organs, but I don’t know how to Reverberate yet, so a Keystone is out of reach. I’d also like to automate Chi gathering and Chi Water creation, but I’ve had no success with either venture. I figured the first would be as easy as using my Runic ring as a Keystone, but sadly, it fell flat and I couldn’t figure out why.
 
  
 
 My best guess? It doesn’t work because reaching Balance requires a modicum of effort and concentration. When I’m not meditating, I’m not Balanced, and without Balance, I can’t commune with the Energy of the Heavens. No Balance, no Chi or Chi Water, Keystone or not. Who knows for sure though. It’s all guesswork from here on out, though it’d be nice to get a second opinion. I suppose it’ll have to wait until I meet with Mom and Dad again, though with luck, I’ll have a big surprise in store for both.
 
  
 
 Stepping out of my room, I peer into the void where hundreds of Spectres wail and screech, offering threats of violence and promises of power if I’ll only set them free. Pleased with my harvest, I take a deep breath and prepare for the coming unpleasantness. Opening my mouth, I regurgitate all the Chi Water I’ve bound in the past month and send it surging out to cleanse the Spectres, all while wincing at the unpleasant phantom sensation of vomiting more than my stomach can hold.
 
  
 
 This is all Blobby’s fault. Not only is he not here to deal with this, because of his actions, I can’t imagine storing Chi Water any other way.
 
  
 
 After turning all the Spectres into sweet Heavenly Energy, I deposit their remains into the wooden chalice and slurp up the excess Chi Water. Somehow, this is even less pleasant than puking it out, probably because now it’s like drinking second hand vomit. I’d love a better storage method like a squirt gun or something, but sadly, I can’t get it to work. Whatever, it’s a small price to pay for the energy of creation, as Taduk so aptly put it, and while a few hundred Spectres are far from enough, there are still plenty more out there to Devour. With a little luck, a lot of hard work, and drinking  like a thousand litres of Spiritual Back-wash, I’ll eventually gather enough Heavenly Energy to help Mom walk again.
 
  
 
 And maybe, just maybe, I’ll have enough left over to treat myself to a little something special. Dare I say it? Can this really be happening? Is the dream alive?
 
  
 
 Two words: Bear. Hands.
 
  
 
 Please, Mother in Heaven, make it so...
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 Mind rested and spirit restored, Rustram headed out to start his day only to falter a few steps out. The morning sun peeked over the horizon and cast its brilliant glow across the land, treating Rustram to his first real glimpse of the ruins of Sinuji. While they’d passed through those very ruins to reach this campsite last night, their lanterns and torches had failed to reveal the true extent of the horrific damage. Though merely a minor border town of little renown, Sinuji had once been home to tens of thousands of people, a bustling rest-stop for travelling caravans and nomadic shepherds alike. Many a humble farmer and wealthy rancher plied their trade here, away from the bustle of busy Central cities yet still nestled in the heart of the Empire.
 
  
 
 Or at least, what used to be the heart of the Empire. Not anymore. Now, the ruins of Sinuji sat on the front lines, and its inhabitants were put to rest inside it.
 
  
 
 Though less than a month since its destruction, nature was well on its way to reclaiming the border town, for the scale of destruction was nigh on complete. Cracked and crumbling stones littered the landscape, yet nary a single stone sat atop another. Gutted foundations were all that remained of the town’s demolished structures, with piles of debris scattered haphazardly about. It almost seemed like a massive boot had descended from the Heavens and stomped the town flat, with only a few walls of wood and mud remaining on the outer perimeter. Ready to tumble over at the slightest sign of a breeze, teams of soldiers were already hard at work dismantling those few unsupported structures, and even though he knew this was necessary work, Rustram’s heart bled to see the last pieces of Sinuji torn down.
 
  
 
 In ten years, who would know a thriving town once sat here or remember its inhabitants who died with it?
 
  
 
 Clouds of thick, oily smoke hung overhead and cast the ruins in an eerie, orange-red glow, the result of the living working tirelessly day and night to cremate the dead. The aroma of cooked flesh filled his nostrils and turned his stomach, not because he found it putrid and revolting, but rather because it was all too appetizing, a stark reminder that in death, humans were no different from animals. Bodies of Defiled and Imperial citizen alike were fed to the flames, and even as the wind carried their ashes away, it seemed as if their spirits lingered over the devastated landscape within those clouds of ash. Whether those spirits mourned the loss of home and life or took pride in their ‘consummate’ handiwork, Rustram couldn’t say, but he let his gaze linger for a few seconds more to burn this vision in memory.
 
  
 
 These were the stakes. Should the Defiled win, this was what would become of the Empire, and it was up to men like him to stop it.
 
  
 
 A heavy, soul-crushing burden, heavier than the cumbersome lead training armour he currently wore, but like the armour, it was a burden he gladly accepted. To defeat the Defiled, he would need strength and strength would not come from idling about. This was the first lesson Mentor Sarnai taught him, a hard learned lesson he took to heart. From his place at the rear, Rustram looked over the entire camp as it slowly came to life, yet what stood out the most was the heart and soul of the retinue, Falling Rain himself. Moving through the Forms in the centre of camp, the boss diligently trained while others were still fast asleep, having woken at least an hour before Rustram even opened his eyes. “You are not talented,” Mentor had said, when Rustram asked her what she saw in him. “But so what? Talent is worthless. Hard work will overcome talent, and you are nothing if not hard working.”
 
  
 
 Yet how was Rustram to compete against someone like the boss who was both talented and hard working?
 
  
 
 Well, nothing could be gained from standing around gawking, or at least that’s what Mentor would probably say. Taking a deep breath, he remembered Rain and Mentor’s teachings.
 
  
 
 Focus your thoughts and calm your mind.
 
  
 
 Draw yourself inwards and open yourself to the Energy of the Heavens.
 
  
 
 Be aware of nothing but awareness itself.
 
  
 
 Seek nothing, find everything.
 
  
 
 Laden in heavy armour which weighed at least twice as much as full plate, Rustram’s body moved through the Forms without thought or direction, savouring the mysteries and Insights laid out before him. It was hard not to focus on his breathing, footwork, or hand movements, but instead he forced himself to put it all aside and bask in the moment. The Heavens were fickle, for the more you chased them, the more they wished to be chased. Want not, need not, desire not, but accept all, his mind was an empty vessel for Energy of the Heavens to fill. Faster and faster he moved, but he paid it no mind, much like he paid no mind to the strain on his muscles or sweat pouring down his skin. At some point, he’d drawn his rapier, but this was no surprise, for he was the weapon and the weapon was he, two parts of a whole and neither complete without the other.
 
  
 
 Together, they were Death, and Death he would become. Death to the Enemy, death to the Defiled, death to any who would stand against him, the boss, or the Bekhai.
 
  
 
 Time seemed to still yet before he knew it, Rustram completed his performance, having gone through every movement of every Form in a single pass. Gasping for air, he unbuckled his helmet and let it drop to the ground with a clang. Dragging his feet to where his water skin lay, he envisioned himself collapsing in the dirt to drown in a puddle of water, but Rustram’s pride would not let him admit defeat so easily. Picking up the water skin without falling over was a feat unto itself, as was lifting his leaden arms to bring the water skin to his mouth, but once he tasted his first mouthful of cool, delicious water, his body surged with new life. A small thing to delight in, but when he first put on this cumbersome training armour, he couldn’t even make it halfway through the Forms before collapsing into a weeping pile of sweat and tears. Now, little more than twenty days later, not only could he complete a full performance, he still had strength enough to stand afterwards.
 
  
 
 An astounding improvement in so short a time, though still a long ways from reaching Mentor Sarnai’s exacting standards. Apparently, she expected him to go through a full performance and then ten rounds of sparring. Three times. In the morning. With three more at night. A harsh and demanding taskmistress, she could make even the diligent and hardworking Falling Rain seem like a ne'er do well slacker.
 
  
 
 After removing his weighted armour, Rustram’s body felt light as a feather, albeit one which was tired and spent. Still, Mentor said this was the optimal time to reflect on his bounty from training, sharpening his mind while his body rested. Settling down to meditate, he did as he was told and ‘withdrew’ from himself, dividing his mind into two separate portions in order to study his new findings. When Mentor first asked this of him, Rustram didn’t understand how it was possible to empty your mind and contemplate your thoughts at the same time, but as always, Mentor made things clear with but a single statement.
 
  
 
 “Stop thinking about how to do it and just do it.”
 
  
 
 And oddly enough, it worked. With the boss’s Runic ring on his finger, Rustram sat steeped in Balance and endured the soothing pummelling of Heavenly Energy as it massaged his aches and pains away, leaving him stronger and faster than before so he could withstand more abuse in the future. While this once would have required all his attention to maintain, Rustram could now mentally step away and allow the process to carry on while he pored over the newfangled mysteries revealed to him. Rarely did he come away with anything consciously useful, but he found that if he set his mind free, his body knew exactly what to do. While his spars with Li Song still ended in his inevitable defeat, Rustram felt himself improving with each passing day.
 
  
 
 A minor improvement, but improvement nonetheless.
 
  
 
 Sadly, he had yet to test his skills in real battle, for last night’s engagement ended long before he found reason to step in. Chey and Jorani’s units – no, not Jorani’s anymore, it was Erkin’s unit now, a gruff and grizzled old bandit who could charm the dress off a serving girl half his age, the silver-tongued bastard. Regardless, Chey and Erkin’s units of roosequin mounted crossbowmen were enough to hold the centre, showering the Defiled with bolts and leaving little else for Rustram to do besides stand around and watch. Truth be told, he spent more time watching the Protectorate instead of the allied units in front of him, so enamoured by their skill with bow and long-axe. Where the boss’s repeating crossbows got the job done through sheer weight of numbers, the Protectorate longbows cut down the Defiled with ruthless precision. To his eyes, it seemed like every one of their arrows brought down a Defiled, whereas it sometimes took ten or more bolts to do the same.
 
  
 
 The merchant in Rustram raged about the utter waste, but other than retooling the crossbows for a lower rate of fire and heavier draw, he had nothing to offer.
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram, the Commander has called for an officer’s meeting before our departure.” Daxian’s Sending echoed through Rustram’s mind and his eyes snapped open to find the tall, chiselled warrior waiting before him. “I informed the other officers while you rested, but the arranged time is almost upon us.”
 
  
 
 What happened to their day of rest before setting out on patrol? “Good, good,” Rustram said, though things were not good at all. Had he known the boss had called a meeting, he would’ve washed up and gone over his notes in preparation, but alas, this time was now lost to him. Though frustrated by Daxian’s tendency to take matters into his own hands, the former Major-turned-bandit was an intimidating bastard and Rustram didn’t dare scold him, so there was nothing to do about it except hurry to the meeting.
 
  
 
 “Mister Rustram,” Daxian Sent, using the same patronizing tone as always. “An officer must always appear calm and collected, for others look to you for guidance. Soldiers and camp followers tend to panic when the number two commander runs around like a chicken without a head.”
 
  
 
 “Mother Above,” Rustram silently prayed, “Please give me the strength to throttle this arrogant bastard.” Daxian the Virtuous, what a ridiculous name, the sheer arrogance of calling yourself virtuous while doing nothing to deserve it. Slowing his steps, he quick marched towards the Divine Turtle and discovered he was the last to arrive, a poor showing from the second in command. Taking his place beside the boss, Rustram ignored Ravil and Bulat’s teasing grins and offered a quiet nod of apology to the boss, who was too busy making sure his bicorn rabbit was comfortable to notice.
 
  
 
 Cradling the bunny like a child, Rain cleared his throat and the officers fell silent. “Last night I said I’d try to get us a day to rest,” he began, pursing his lips in displeasure. “Unfortunately, my request was denied because our absence would leave too large a gap in the patrol lines, so we set out within the hour. Our route is simple enough, we head west for five days before turning around. Our mission is to engage with whatever Defiled elements we come across and wipe them out, or if their numbers are too great, to harass and delay them so the front line can prepare. As I mentioned earlier, there will be other patrols moving alongside us, but not together. The closest reinforcements will be between ten to fifteen kilometres away, so if we run into trouble, don’t expect someone to swoop in and pull us out of the fire.” Glancing around at his gathered officers, the boss asked, “Everyone know what they’re supposed to do?”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 “You and your troops are familiar with the new policies?”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 “You better be. Your lives all depend on it. We’re heading out to fight the Defiled on their terms, which means they could come at us any time and at any place.”
 
  
 
 “My soldiers welcome the challenge,” Wang Bao declared, and he looked like he meant it too. The former Butcher Bay bandit’s startling transformation made it hard to remember his roots, a model soldier in his pressed uniform, clean-shaven face, and perfect posture. Seeing Wang Bao made Rustram even more self-conscious of his ruffled and sweat-stained training outfit, and he finally understood why Ravil and Bulat always gave him a hard time for his neat and orderly appearance. He couldn’t help but resent Wang Bao for showing him up, and even hated the bandit’s new voice, no longer gruff and clipped as before, but more nasal and articulate, with a tone which grated on Rustram’s nerves for some unknown reason.
 
  
 
 “Glad to hear it.” The boss grinned like a cat, his amber eyes gleaming with mischief. “You and your soldiers can ride in the vanguard then.”
 
  
 
 Thumping his chest with a fist, Wang Bao said, “It would be our honour.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. Bootlicker.
 
  
 
 Moving on, the boss said, “Chey, Erkin, take half your unit and hand it over to Ravil and Bulat. This isn’t because I don’t think you can handle it, but so we can rotate between the four of you and keep at least two groups of quins fresh at all times.” Turning to the representative from the Protectorate, a plain and unobtrusive woman named Sai Chou, the boss asked, “Would it be possible for the Protectorate to do the same? More eyes means less chance we overlook anything, and we’ll only be moving at half speed, so it shouldn’t be too tiring to keep up on foot.”
 
  
 
 Leaning on her long-handled axe, Sai Chou spit and nodded, but otherwise remained silent. Though undoubtedly handsome as all Martial Warriors were, the layers of caked dirt and filth made it difficult to tell her age, not to mention ruined any appeal she might possibly have. While it might seem presumptuous to criticize her appearance, Rustram couldn’t help it as he was getting sick of hearing about Ravil’s conquests or how perfect Dei An was, though where he might find the time for romance in his busy schedule was a complete mystery.
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” The boss said. “Oh, and tell everyone to keep an eye out for herds of horses, cattle, goats, and whatnot. I know what you’re all thinking, and no, I’m not looking for more pets. This whole area is prime grazing land and a lot of civilians abandoned their animals in their rush to head east.” Glancing at what little remained of Sinuji, the boss shook his head and added, “I can’t say I blame them either. Regardless, we’ll be paid an appropriate bounty on anything we bring back, but more importantly it’ll mean less food for Defiled bellies and more for ours.”
 
  
 
 The news was met with good cheer, and the boss turned to Rustram. “Arrange a round the clock schedule, three hours a shift. I want quins scouting three to five kilometres ahead, while the Protectorate form a loose perimeter around us. I want both groups fresh and alert as possible while on duty. We don’t know how many Defiled are out there or where they’re gathering in numbers, so I’d rather not trip over a massive army of cannibals or worse. Have I missed anything?”
 
  
 
 “Deployment formation,” Rustram supplied, a moment before Daxian’s Sending informed him of the same.
 
  
 
 While Rustram revelled in his minor victory, the boss pursed his lips and sighed. “Right. I’ll be honest, I have no idea how we should deploy. Suggestions?”
 
  
 
 “Well, Wang Bao already volunteered for the vanguard, so I say put the Death Corps in the centre, Ulfsaar, Lang Yi, and Dastan as the rear guard, with the resting quins and Protectorate on either flank. The Death Corps hold the line or advance to support Wang Bao, Ulfsaar and Lang Yi wait in reserve, and both types of cavalry are free to move where they’re needed.”
 
  
 
 And woe to any Defiled who came across the Protectorate.
 
  
 
 “Alternatively,” Daxian interjected, using the same condescending tone one used to correct a child, “The smart thing to do is to use one unit of Death Corps as your vanguard and place the other two on the flanks. They’re the most heavily armoured troops you have, which makes them the best equipped to handle any... unexpected situations.”
 
  
 
 “Won’t be no unexpected situations. Yer second’s plan will suit us just fine.” Surprisingly enough, Sai Chou spoke up in Rustram’s defence, though in retrospect, he realized it was because Daxian had subtly insinuated the two lines of scouts might miss something.
 
  
 
 “My second, and your superior.” Unfazed by the boss’s stern glare, Sai Chou spit once more before grudgingly accepting the reprimand with an apologetic shrug. In recent days, the boss had become something of a stickler for protocol, a change Rustram wholeheartedly embraced. It was high time the boss put his foot down and stopped letting his soldiers do as they pleased, especially now that they were entering a war-zone. Discipline and training were their greatest weapons against the Defiled, and without them, the Empire would have been lost millennia ago. Also, Rustram needed all the help he could get and he’d long had his mind set on promoting Silva as his aide, a move the boss was reluctant to force on the lazy but literate bastard.
 
  
 
 Until now.
 
  
 
 “We’ll go with Mister Rustram’s deployment,” the boss declared. “Li Song, I’m handing you command of all three hundred Death Corps, but I’ll send Viyan and Birca to help. Let me know if you need more able bodies, and I’ll do what I can.” Her ears a flutter, the stony-faced cat-girl nodded and the boss continued. “Anything else? No? Okay then. Get your people in order, we leave within the hour. Dismissed.” Staying in place, the boss signalled for Rustram to remain behind and predictably, Daxian stayed as well. “Sorry I couldn’t give you more warning. I didn’t expect Colonel Hongji to say no.”
 
  
 
 “We all serve at the Emperor’s pleasure,” was all Rustram could come up with.
 
  
 
 “Seems like it. Thing is, I don’t mind the lack of rest. We’re tough, we can handle it. It’s this whole asinine plan we’re supposed to follow. It is, hands down, the stupidest way to fight a war I have ever seen.”
 
  
 
 “Scared?” Though his handsome face remained impassive, Daxian’s voice did all the sneering for him.
 
  
 
 “No. Actually, I’m looking forward to killing some Defiled.” A true gentleman, the boss didn’t let his irritation show. “Problem is, we’re facing an Enemy who outnumbers us ten to one, so riding out in piecemeal groups to face them on an open field hardly seems productive. We can hardly kill them ten to one while taking a defensive position. How bad will it be out there in the wild?”
 
  
 
 “Fool.” Dismissive as ever, Daxian explained, “We must ride out to meet the Defiled to show the world we are not afraid. Our victories will be spoken of on every tongue in every bar and brothel in the Empire, raising morale and providing hope to those in need. The warriors left behind to guard, the farmers working the fields, the merchants hiding in their homes, all still have a part to play and without them, we are truly lost. The Defiled are a threat, but it is the Enemy who will be our undoing.”
 
  
 
 “Still stupid. If you want to raise morale, then lie.”
 
  
 
 “And what happens if those lies are proven false?” As much as he hated to admit it, Rustram agreed with Daxian on this count. If the Empire loses the trust of the people, then the consequences would be dire indeed.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, the boss asked, “Then what happens when some idiot makes a mistake and loses a thousand soldiers?”
 
  
 
 Despite all his accomplishments, it seemed like the boss would forever be a worrier, which Rustram found oddly endearing.
 
  
 
 With a shrug, Daxian replied, “Then the loss will fuel the Empire’s desire for justice and vengeance. As Mister Rustram said, we all serve. In life or in death, the Emperor cares not.”
 
  
 
 “How... uplifting. If this soldier turned bandit turned mercenary thing doesn’t work out, I foresee a lucrative career writing greeting cards in your future.” Clutching his rabbit a little closer, the boss sighed and said, “I need you to speak with the quartermaster and make sure we have enough supplies for the entire trip. I want us operating on the assumption that we won’t be able to hunt or resupply until we’re back in Sinuji. I doubt the Defiled will think to taint the water supply or scare away the wildlife, but better safe than sorry.”
 
  
 
 “Yes boss.”
 
  
 
 “Also, send word back to Luo-Luo and tell her stop production on the repeating crossbows and focus her efforts elsewhere. They’re too inefficient for the cost, in both coin and manpower.”
 
  
 
 This was his chance. “Why not adjust the crossbows for a heavier draw? We can easily do it here in the field and while it will take more effort to load each quarrel, even at half the rate of fire, they’ll still have their use.”
 
  
 
 “...See, this is why you’re my second in command. Daxian, you best keep him safe, because I can’t survive without him.” Clapping Rustram on the shoulder, the boss grinned and said, “I was too focused on the repeating part, but I suppose normal crossbows will work too. Write a letter anyways and tell her we’ll be unreachable for the next little while so she won’t panic when I don’t return her messages.”
 
  
 
 “Er... Are you sure you don’t want to write the message instead, boss? And maybe say something to the rest of your wives?”
 
  
 
 “Tch. Right again. How are you still single? Now stop making me look bad and get to work, before I send a letter telling my mom her Disciple is a slacker.” With a playful wink, the boss dismissed Rustram, who strode off with head held high and Daxian in tow, ready to butt heads with the quartermaster over every gram of grain and millilitre of water. While history might not remember Rustram’s name, he was content in the knowledge that Imperial Consort Falling Rain considered him ‘indispensable’.
 
  
 
 Granted, he rather have a loving wife and children to call his own, but until such a time, this would have to do.
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 “Luo-Luo, I’m bored. Let’s go out and play, ya?”
 
  
 
 Innocuous as the statement seemed, Luo-Luo jumped in fright, and not just because Lin-Lin dropped in from out of sight, hanging upside down from the tree branch just outside the window. Repressing the memories of her last adventure with Lin-Lin, Luo-Luo wracked her brain for an excuse, any excuse to remain in her safe, sheltered room. Sweet and charming though she might be, Lin-Lin’s idea of fun not only differed from Luo-Luo’s, it also walked a thin line between insane and suicidal. Climbing trees taller than buildings without so much as a rope, racing at breakneck speeds through grass fields on their quin-pulled rickshaws, or exploring the dark alleys and twisted streets of SuiHua’s seedy underbelly with only a single guard as protection, it was all too much for Luo-Luo to handle. She’d much rather sit in the courtyard playing music or composing poetry instead of running about with reckless abandon, but in Lord Husband’s absence, Lin-Lin had gone from lovable trickster to incessant... dare she say it...
 
  
 
 Lin-Lin was a curmudgeon.
 
  
 
 Even though Luo-Luo didn’t say it out loud, using such foul language even in her thoughts made her blush with shame, but she still couldn’t bring herself to follow along with whatever deranged activity Lin-Lin thought of next. Luckily, she had good reason to deny the grouchy half-hare, so she put on her most sympathetic smile and said, “As much as Luo-Luo would like to join you, have you forgotten our promise to Ser Charok? We agreed to look after little Tali and Tate while he trains with Ser Gerel, so we must remain at home until they arrive. Also, Luo-Luo has much to do regarding Lord Husband’s business ventures, which may take most of the day.” It only took a few minutes to write a letter explaining Lord Husband’s instructions and it was already on its way to Nan Ping, but what Lin-Lin didn’t know couldn’t hurt her. Feigning sympathy, Luo-Luo added, “If Lin-Lin wishes to go exploring, then Luo-Luo will be happy to remain here and look after the children, though this means Anrhi and Sorya will also have to stay so they can look after the animals.”
 
  
 
 Puffing her cheeks in a sinister pout, Lin-Lin huffed and turned to the animals in question. The half-hare wasn’t the only one to turn malcontent in Lord Husband’s absence. Aurie and Sarankho were all but inconsolable and the bears were little better, all of them camped by the gates and menacing everyone who entered the courtyard as if blaming them for not being Lord Husband. Sympathetic as she was, this resulted in Luo-Luo spending most of her days locked inside her room for fear of being attacked, or worse, dragged out on another of Lin-Lin’s insane adventures.
 
  
 
 “Fine.” Lin-Lin’s reply was curt and churlish, crossing her arms while still upside down. “But when they get here, we’re all going out to lunch. I want fresh dumplings, not delivered ones. It’s not the same. No matter how fast the guards run, it’s always too cold by the time they get here, and you’ve been cooped up inside for two days now. It’s not good for your health, ya?”
 
  
 
 On the contrary, staying home was in the best interest of Luo-Luo’s health. Expecting resistance, Lin-Lin glowered until Luo-Luo meekly agreed, her stomach sinking at the thought of another day filled with restless anxiety interrupted by moments of heart-stopping panic. Having secured Luo-Luo’s agreement, Lin-Lin’s scowl reverted to her customary smile as she jumped down to prepare, falling from Luo-Luo’s second story window to land neatly on her feet. “Come my sweet floofies, it’s time to put on your clothes. You hafta look your best so you don’t scare the people in the city, ya?”
 
  
 
 As if a silk shirt and hat were enough to make people feel safe in the presence of a vicious predator.
 
  
 
 Closing her eyes, Luo-Luo prayed for someone to save her from Lin-Lin. These harrowing incidents always began with something innocuous like lunch, and then somehow, before she knew it, Luo-Luo would find herself stuck with no avenue of retreat, her eyes wide and knuckles white as she awaited the horrors to come. To make matters worse, Lin-Lin knew how terrified Luo-Luo was, but instead of taking a step back, the well-intentioned but misguided half-hare got it into her mind to ‘acclimate’ Luo-Luo to the ‘thrill’ of life. There was even talk of teaching Luo-Luo to fire a bow so they could go hunting together, a prospect which had Luo-Luo trembling from head to toe in a cold sweat.
 
  
 
 It was too much for a sheltered, faint-hearted lady like herself, far too much.
 
  
 
 A knock on the courtyard doors interrupted Luo-Luo’s waking nightmare and a burst of optimism flooded through her, hoping this was the answer to her prayers. When the door opened to reveal their unexpected caller, Luo-Luo’s optimism faded away, only to be replaced with surly dejection as Lin-Lin squealed with delight. “Yan-Yan!”
 
  
 
 Mother Above, why must you taunt your children so?
 
  
 
 “Hello Lin,” the horned hussy said, smiling as she twirled Lin-Lin about. “How have you been?”
 
  
 
 “Bored! Are you staying in town? When did you get here? Tali and Tate will be here later, so eat lunch with us, ya? Luo-Luo, come down, it’s Yan-Yan!”
 
  
 
 Quashing the urge to close her window shutters and throw a tantrum in her room, Luo-Luo tidied her appearance and left her shawl behind before heading out to greet the woman who ruined all of Luo-Luo’s hard work. If Yan hadn’t left those quins in Lord Husband’s yurt or had the sheer audacity to sneak into his bed, then Lord Husband would have long ago succumbed to Luo-Luo’s feminine charms. Instead, all her efforts had only driven him into this hussy’s arms, and now all of Central was talking about their betrothal instead of Luo-Luo’s. A most vexing outcome, made so much worse by how close she’d come to victory only to have a veritable stranger swoop in and snatch it out of her grasp.
 
  
 
 And now she had to go smile and play nice with the homewrecker.
 
  
 
 Greeting the hussy with an elegant curtsy, Luo-Luo bent lower than decorum demanded, flauntin her curves before Yan’s boyish frame and short hair. “Consort Luo greets Sister Yan.” While curtsying, she studied Yan’s outfit with a critical eye, wondering how the woman had the nerve to go out in public dressed like a strumpet. No, saying such was a disservice, for even the most vulgar of harlots wouldn’t dare be seen in public wearing skin tight leggings, leaving nothing of her hips, thighs, or buttocks to the imagination. Scandalous is what it was, outright pornographic even, but considering Yan’s... deficiencies on her upper body, she supposed the woman was merely working with what little she had to offer.
 
  
 
 Yan’s smile was as false as her inflated reputation, her animosity towards Luo-Luo as plain as day. “There’s no need to curtsy,” Yan said, helping Luo-Luo stand. “Even though you’re merely a consort who was foisted onto Rain without warning, we’re all one family now.”
 
  
 
 Hmph. What a hateful, detestable woman. Unfortunately, without Li-Li, Lord Husband, or Mila here to shelter her, Luo-Luo had no choice but to swallow the insult, for Lin-Lin was too innocent and guileless to see through it. Pulling them both into her embrace, the half-hare giggled and said, “Yay! This is so nice, ya? We should go see if Mi-Mi wants to join us for lunch so we can all catch up together.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds great.” Gently extricating herself from Lin-Lin’s arms, Yan turned away so the sweet girl couldn’t see her dour grimace, as if being close to Luo-Luo offended her ‘delicate’ sensibilities. Spotting the half-worn shirt around Aurie’s neck, Yan grinned and sauntered over with her customary salacious gait, those all-but-exposed hips swaying from one side to the next. “Hello darling Aurie,” she cooed, grabbing the wildcat’s cheeks in both hands as she pressed her forehead against his. “Aren’t you just precious in your little shirt?”
 
  
 
 “Mwarrrrrrrrrrrr,” Aurie yowled, his fangs bared as he pulled away to settle down with a huff, a cold reception which gave Luo-Luo a small measure of satisfaction. If this brazen half-deer thought it was so easy to win Lord-Husband’s pets over, then she was in for a rude awakening. Luo-Luo had been feeding the wildcats for days now, tossing them whole raw chickens and meaty sheep shanks to feast upon and they still treated her with frosty disdain.
 
  
 
 “Aww, sweet baby, you miss your daddy, don’t you? It’s okay, he’ll be back soon enough.” Digging her slender fingers into Aurie’s thick fur, Yan rubbed the wildcat’s head until he rumbled in what was apparently delight. Before long, Aurie’s head laid on Yan’s lap while the other wildcats and bears jostled around her for their share of affection while the horned hussy laughed and giggled. Even the rabbits were now hopping over to greet this stranger, squeezing out between the bars of their enclosure where they were usually content to lay about.
 
  
 
 Unfair. Yan had spent so much less time around the animals than Luo-Luo, so how could she win their trust so easily?
 
  
 
 “Don’t be jealous.” Her arms still wrapped around Luo-Luo’s waist, Lin-Lin whispered, “Yan’s always been good with animals, but they’ll come around to you soon enough, ya?” Flashing an impish grin, Lin-Lin ran over to join Yan and the animals, leaving Luo-Luo standing with her handmaidens off to this side.
 
  
 
 At least until Luo-Luo saw her handmaiden’s pleading looks. With an inward sighed, she waved her hand and said, “Go ahead.”
 
  
 
 At least Anrhi and Sorya had the decency to look ashamed before scurrying off to join the animal cuddle pile.
 
  
 
 Though she seriously considered it, Luo-Luo decided it’d be too rude to leave without saying a word and knowing Lin-Lin’s penchant for keeping everyone together, the sweet girl would pout and mope if Luo-Luo insisted. Taking a seat nearby, she kept a wary eye on the animals while doing her best to be a part of the gathering, but her distance and lack of participation meant she was once again on the outside looking in.
 
  
 
 Was this to be her life forever more?
 
  
 
 “Has Rain named the bunnies yet?”
 
  
 
 “Yea, but I can’t remember them all. The brown one is Tawny Yi, and... I think George is over there.”
 
  
 
 “...The one trying to force its way into Jimjam’s mouth?”
 
  
 
 “Ya.”
 
  
 
 Yan giggled. “I can see why you don’t let Shana stay here.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t laugh Yan-Yan, she almost ate a bunbun. This one, I think. Or maybe that one. I’m not sure which. All I know is hubby called it Hopper.”
 
  
 
 “I’m surprised it hasn’t happened yet.” So was Luo-Luo, but she hated to agree with Yan, even on something as basic as this. Oblivious to Luo-Luo’s thoughts, Yan and Lin-Lin chatted about this or that, and Luo-Luo sat and smiled in silence. Soon, the conversation took a turn to their recent exploits, and Lin-Lin cheerfully detailed each torturous event she put Luo-Luo through. Yan’s smile grew with each passing second, and when Lin-Lin was done with her tale, the horned hussy said, “Well, that sounds like so much fun. I’m so jealous of all the fun you had together.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t be!” Lin exclaimed, not noticing the blood draining from Luo-Luo’s face. “We can all have more fun today!”
 
  
 
 “Wonderful,” Yan said, her voice oozing with delight. “Why don’t we start with racing rickshaws?”
 
  
 
 This... this... Bitch!
 
  
 
 Luckily (or perhaps not... it remained to be seen), Lin-Lin preferred to try new things rather than the same old things. “Mm, I was thinking we could go hunting instead, ya? Luo-Luo can use one of hubby’s crossbows and we can stay out for a few days.” Lowering her voice to what she thought was a whisper, but was still loud enough for Luo-Luo to hear, Lin-Lin added, “She’s so jumpy and nervous all the time, I thought I could build up her courage. You know, bring her around and show her there’s nothing to be afraid of so hubby won’t leave her behind all the time.”
 
  
 
 As touched as Luo-Luo was at Lin-Lin’s misguided intentions, she moved quickly to block Lin-Lin’s suggestion of a multi-day hunt. “Pleased as Luo-Luo would be to join you, there is still work to be done, so until everything is dealt with, this one would be remiss if she were absent for too long.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring her as if she never spoke, Yan pinched Lin-Lin’s cheeks and said, “Be honest, you adorable scamp. You’re just angry Rain left you behind, and you couldn’t complain because she’s here too.”
 
  
 
 Lin-Lin’s sheepish giggles revealed the truth behind Yan’s words and Luo-Luo’s spirits plummeted. Did this mean she was expected to ride with Lord Husband to war? As loathe as she was to be apart from him, Luo-Luo was petrified by the mere thought of living on the front lines. Even SuiHua felt a little too close for comfort with so many injured soldiers streaming into the city for treatment and rest. In fact, this was the very reason Yan had returned, to replenish her soldiers lost in battle, which is why Luo-Luo kept quiet and accepted the horned hussy’s abuse. Luo-Luo’s heart ached for the valiant warriors left behind, but such was life, and she was grateful for their heroic sacrifice, but that didn’t mean she hoped to join them.
 
  
 
 What could she, a mere Imperial Servant with no training in battle, ever hope to accomplish on the front lines?
 
  
 
 While Luo-Luo was frozen with fear, Yan continued her conversation with Lin. “As much as I’d love to bring you hunting, we can’t. Not only do I have other matters to attend to, you forget that we’re in a military zone under martial law. We can’t go traipsing around armed with bows and crossbows, not without drawing unwanted attention.” Turning to Luo-Luo, Yan smiled sweetly and said, “Tell me, what sort of business does Rain have you working on? Perhaps we could help lighten the load, but I’m afraid all I know is it has something to do with... cheap iron? We didn’t have much time to speak of it.”
 
  
 
 Even her interest sounded condescending, but Luo-Luo grit her teeth and explained to the best of her ability. “Sister Yan is correct, though also incorrect. Cast iron is more than just cheap iron, for it offers a whole new vista of possibilities. Even Lord Husband has yet to comprehend the full breadth of his discovery, too focused on its use in war effort to consider the deeper implications.”
 
  
 
 “Oh?” Her full, pink lips pressed to hide a smug smile, Yan asked, “What sort of implications?”
 
  
 
 “Well... all sorts.” Flustered by how quickly Yan cut to the heart of the matter, Luo-Luo fell back on an argument she had already used, but to no effect. “It’s so easy to create and use, we could replace so many mundane items with cast iron alternatives, like wagons, ploughshares, furniture, and more. Why -”
 
  
 
 “Wagons?” Interrupting with a frown, Yan shook her head and said, “An iron wagon would be far too slow and heavy for a team of two horses. Four or six horses to a wagon would increase costs significantly, which all but invalidates any benefits a sturdier wagon might bring.” As Luo-Luo prepared her rebuttal, Yan continued, “Unless... What if you made the wagon smaller? Say, enough for two to four passengers... On the flat plains of Central, we could use them to move water and ammunition to patrolling units, or rush heavily injured soldiers back to safety and Healers.”
 
  
 
 There was something in Yan’s eyes which kept Luo-Luo from saying she didn’t think the idea was feasible. Perhaps the poor girl was speaking from personal experience, having lost soldiers on her journey back to SuiHua. Not an unreasonable assumption since it took her at least eight days to make what should have been a five day journey...
 
  
 
 “Wah, so smart.” Clapping her hands, Lin-Lin added, “And if those stinky Defiled show their ugly faces, then you can just smash them with your wagon, ya?”
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven...
 
  
 
 “Yes!” Yan exclaimed, her eyes wide with excitement. “We could fix blades to the wagon to clear grass and Defiled alike. It wouldn’t work on a wooden wagon, the whole thing would come apart or be far too difficult to carve, but iron can be welded together. Can it be protected from rust? Oh, who cares, if it’s as cheap and easy as you say, then even as a disposable weapon, it could be worth it against the Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Stomach queasy from picturing vehicles of destruction smashing through flesh and bone, Luo-Luo was saved by Tali and Tate’s arrival. She was so happy to put an end to this line of inquiry, she didn’t even mind that Tate threw himself into Yan’s embrace instead of hers, his plump, pink cheeks blushing as Yan smothered him in kisses.
 
  
 
 What was it about Yan which drew men and animals alike to her? In Luo-Luo’s eyes, the half-deer woman was beautiful indeed, but she was far from the ideal Luo-Luo’s instructors instructed her to become. Perhaps that’s what infuriated Luo-Luo the most, that in spite of all the hard work and effort she put into becoming a paragon of grace and beauty, Yan barely had to lift a finger to rival, if not surpass her. As aggravating as it was, on some level, Luo-Luo was glad for the competition. After surpassing all her peers, she finally had a challenge to overcome, a trial laid out before her by the Mother Above.
 
  
 
 And no matter how difficult a trial might appear, the Mother always left a path to salvation. Luo-Luo only had to seize it.
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      Chapter 408 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Gen felt the old man watching him.
 
  
 
 No, not watching, but Watching, or Scrying as Mentor preferred, an older, more scholarly word to say the same thing. Gen thought it a waste of effort and energy to quibble over what to call things, but Mentor was rather particular about it. Names, designations, honorifics, and titles, Mentor considered all this of paramount importance, for perceptions were formed through not-so-meaningless labels. The more one perceives, the more one discerns. The more one discerns, the more one knows. Since knowledge is power, this meant perception was the first step on the Dao to power.
 
  
 
 Gen still couldn’t grasp why names were so important, but Mentor had spoken and he would obey, because the alternative was... unpleasant.
 
  
 
 This was also why Gen kept his eyes closed and breathing steady while his skin prickled and hairs stood on end, a near daily occurrence since the old man joined them. A fortuitous happenstance, Mentor called it, and while Gen agreed at first, he soon discovered the old man was little more than an incessant bother who brought nothing of value to their efforts. Nestled away in his opulent carriage or hidden inside his lavish bedroom, the old man would Scry on Gen for hours on end when not otherwise occupied with his own training or other carnal amusements. Why the old man found him so fascinating Gen could not say, but Mentor had ordered him not to reveal the true extent of his abilities, so instead of setting the old man’s carriage on fire, Gen pretended he hadn’t noticed the daily intrusions and continued his meditative training, moulding Earth’s Fire to his will inside his Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 He’d much rather learn while slaughtering his enemies on the battlefield, but Mentor’s orders were absolute, so here Gen sat in some Western City he’d never heard of, so close to the action, yet at the same time, so far.
 
  
 
 Soon after their fated meeting, Mentor opened Gen’s eyes to the truth. The Heavens had blessed him with not only mastery over Fire, but Earth too. Such was the secret to his metallic hands, for where Earth and Fire met, Metal forms. An Auxiliary Blessing, Mentor called it, like Wood born of Earth and Water or Lightning from Fire and Wind, but Mentor disliked calling them by their ‘blended’ names. Calling Gen’s Blessing ‘Metal’ was like calling a person ‘human’, technically correct but too broad to be of any use. Earth’s Fire differed from Fiery Earth, but how, Gen couldn’t say.
 
  
 
 The why or how didn’t matter though. All Gen cared about was how to use his power, and Mentor taught him well. While not inherently more powerful than a Primal Blessing in one of the four basic Elements and not as rare as an Esoteric Blessing like Sound or Space, an Auxiliary Blessing offered its wielder more options at the cost of increased complexity. Where others only needed to learn the intricacies of a single Blessing, Gen was forced to spread his focus between three, Earth, Fire, and Metal. Too much of one without the others would cause an imbalance in his Energies, limiting his potential and hindering his Martial Dao.
 
  
 
 A hundred years. This was the time-frame Mentor gave him, a hundred years before he might be deemed competent enough to wield his Blessing to its full extent and match the hidden Divinity who foiled Mentor’s plans in the North, the mysterious Warrior blessed by Sky’s Water, or Cloud as the Imperials called it. Of course, in a hundred years time, Mentor will have already killed the meddling Divinity and conquered the Empire, but Gen was still determined to exceed Mentor’s expectations. A hundred years to match a Divinity, but how many years before he was strong enough to kill Falling Rain?
 
  
 
 Not even one. If that scrawny, piss-eyed runt were to show himself today, Gen would tear the tender flesh off his bones and cook it before his eyes, devouring the Devourer piece by delectable piece. Number One Talent in the Empire? Pei. Only because Gen was not there to contest him.
 
  
 
 Distraction Is The Enemy Of Development. You Must Learn To Focus Your Mind Little Worm.
 
  
 
 Reeling from the unexpected rebuke, Gen keeled over as the powerful Sending lanced through him and overwhelmed his senses. It’s not that Mentor couldn’t control his volume when Sending through the Demons, he just didn’t bother to because he believed pain and suffering were effective teaching tools. Mentor didn’t care if Gen bled from his eyes, ears, nostrils, and mouth, or that each word Reverberated through his bones and inner organs, leaving him in crippling agony for hours without reprieve. Mentor saw this as an incentive for Gen to grow strong enough to resist, while also presenting him with the opportunity to practice his Reverberation countermeasures and Healing.
 
  
 
 Careful not to let his anger get the better of him, Gen steadied his breathing and hid his rage from the Demon beside him, for Mentor’s consciousness inhabited it. Both guardian and warden, the armour-clad Demon was one of Mentor’s newer creations, one almost indistinguishable from human at first glance. Almost being the key word, for the Demon bore an air of inhuman menace about it. Perhaps it was how utterly still it sat, never breathing or shifting its weight about as people tend to do. It could also be the intense, unblinking stare peering out from behind its encased helm, those bloodshot eyes seething with unquenchable fury. Oddly enough, what Gen found the most discordant was the complete lack of decoration or ornamentation. This not only diminished the Demon’s overall magnificence, it also brought attention to the lack of seams, hinges, clasps, or cinches on its sleek, black ‘armour'.
 
  
 
 In some ways, Mentor seemed brilliant and all-knowing, but he favoured function over form no matter the cost. This Demon and its many identical peers would command so much more respect if Mentor cared to stylize them, but as things were, they appeared more like faceless grunts instead of heroic champions.
 
  
 
 When Gen first shared his thoughts on the matter, he learned Mentor was not a man who accepted criticism lightly.
 
  
 
 Keeping his emotions in check, Gen readied his defences and kowtowed to the Demon as he Sent, “This worm is grateful for Mentor’s guidance.”
 
  
 
 Gratitude Is Meaningless. This Sovereign Craves Results Little Worm, Yet You Are Found Wanting. So Slow, So Stupid, Barely Worth This Sovereign’s Precious Time.
 
  
 
 Despite his ample preparations, Mentor’s Sending still left Gen writhing in agony, each word echoing through his mind to set fire to his nerves. Each breath of air came laced with wretched anguish and every movement a bitter torment, but Gen pushed through the pain and settled his nerves, for if he took too long to recover, then more chastisement would follow. His face still pressed to the floor, he Sent, “This worm is unworthy.”
 
  
 
 What Thoughts Trouble Little Worm?
 
  
 
 Mentor’s question was not borne of concern or interest, merely a tool used to identify the issue plaguing his favoured toy. That’s all Gen was, a curio here to satisfy Mentor’s fleeting interest in his Talent, his gift of Oration, and perhaps accomplish something useful in the meantime. Loathe as he was to submit, Gen had no choice but to answer honestly, for somehow Mentor always knew when he lied. “This worm finds the Confessor’s attentions distracting.”
 
  
 
 A Minor Disturbance, Not Nearly Enough To Agitate Little Worm So.
 
  
 
 Trembling from the strain of keeping himself together, Gen Sent, “This worm was also imagining what he would do to the Devourer.”
 
  
 
 So Unworthy.
 
  
 
 Mentor’s disdain cut Gen like a searing hot knife in the kidneys, but he held his tongue and endured, knowing he would only receive worse if he showed weakness.
 
  
 
 Aim Higher, Little Worm. Predator and Devourer Make For A Dangerous Pair, But Devourer Is Nothing Without This Sovereign’s Guidance. Little Worm Advances By Leaps and Bounds While Devourer Flounders and Falters. Set Loftier Goals and More Ambitious Aspirations, For He Is No Match For Your Talents.
 
  
 
 Gen struggled to draw breath as blood pooled beneath his face, but luckily, he didn’t need air to Send. “This worm understands.”
 
  
 
 Good, Good. The Time Is Fast Approaching. You Remember Your Instructions?
 
  
 
 “Yes Mentor.” Gen’s answer didn’t matter, for Mentor still insisted on repeating his instructions, perhaps because he enjoyed watching Gen writhe about in agony or because Mentor thought so little of Gen he believed the reiteration necessary. Either way, by the time Mentor was finished and had withdrawn from the Demon, Gen lay at death’s door from the torturous instruction. Though overflowing with rage and indignation, he let none of this show as he pushed himself to his feet, unsure if Mentor was truly gone or merely pretending. Staggering through the puddle of his own blood, he made his way out of the study and back to his room, leaving the mess for the servants to deal with. As he passed by, he marked every person who saw him so he would know who to kill later. Whether it be later tonight while the Confessor’s attention was elsewhere or a hundred years later, Gen would kill everyone who saw him in his weakened state.
 
  
 
 Which included the decrepit Confessor and Gen’s Mentor himself, the hateful and conceited Zhen Shi.
 
  
 
 It took an entire hour for Gen to Heal himself enough to move unhindered and another hour before he was confident enough to speak before a crowd. Impressive as his growth had been, he still wasn’t strong enough to kill thousands with a wave of his hand, not like Zhu Chanzui. The battle against the mysterious monk had been eye opening indeed, for it had been the first time Gen had witnessed the awe-inspiring might of a Divinity. Two peak existences, one Ancestral Beast and one Dharma Protector, clashed before his eyes, and if not for The Immortal’s protection and the Armoured Demon’s intervention, then Gen would have died in the first exchange.
 
  
 
 Not because the monk was aiming to kill him, no. His death would’ve been mere happenstance, torn apart by the aftershocks of a collision between titans, one powerful enough to level an entire city much less the small town of Sinuji. This power was his goal, not in a hundred years or even fifty. A mere decade was all he would need before the mysteries of Heaven laid bare before him, for he had a secret the Spectres hid from Mentor’s prying eyes.
 
  
 
 While they obeyed Mentor because he forced his will upon them, the Spectres willingly served Gen, for he was the Chosen Son of Heaven, and soon-to-be Emperor of All Creation.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With the serving girl in his lap, Goujian Watched Gen’s conversation with his unseen Mentor, a most mysterious Expert simply titled the Uniter. A man of considerable power, considering he commanded not only all of the Defiled, but The Immortal as well. How strong one must be to force an Ancestral Beast to obey, Goujian could not say, but even with his newfound grasp of the Truth, he was still a long ways off from matching the Bristleboar Divinity, much less the power that backed him. Though Goujian believed they were all Chosen of Heaven working towards the same goal, he’d lived too long and seen too much to let his guard down easily. In his time spent serving Imperial propaganda, he’d seen family and friends turn on each other at the mere mention of his name, without a care in the world if the accused were innocent or guilty. Even four of his five remaining Disciples had betrayed his trust, so why would Goujian trust a traitor like Mao Jianghong or the cowardly Uniter who hid in the shadows?
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, thus far his efforts had failed to bear fruit. Jianghong always knew when Goujian was Scrying and Gen did little besides eat, train, and sleep. A diligent and hardworking young warrior, Gen was living proof of Imperial lies and a shining example to be followed. If only Yuanyin were so devoted to the Martial Path, but Goujian’s last living Disciple was too enamoured in the pleasures of the flesh. Stroking the serving girl’s thighs, Goujian admitted he too was somewhat distracted, but at least he spent his nights in restful meditation instead of the drunken stupor Yuanyin found himself in time and time again.
 
  
 
 Tomorrow, Goujian decided, nibbling the servant’s tender shoulder while Gen tended to his injuries. Tomorrow, he would have a word with Yuanyin and set an example for the boy’s errant ways, for they were both newcomers to the cause and had much to prove to their newfound allies.
 
  
 
 A few hours later, Goujian put an end to the festivities, for Gen had changed into his armour and was now readying his horse, which meant there was work to be done. Tossing the cold, mangled corpse aside, Goujian idly wondered when the serving girl had died, for he’d been too lost in pleasure to notice. A shame, for in their deaths, he often glimpsed scattered fragments of the Truth, putting to use the skills he’d once used to serve the Emperor, only now, he served the Empire.
 
  
 
 Balance in all things, for where there is life, there must be death. Such were the Truths revealed to him by Heaven Above, his mind clear and eyes open.
 
  
 
 Though an ordained law of Heaven, Truths such as this were too much for the ignorant and unenlightened, too much even for fragile Yuanyin, so Goujian was careful to clean away all traces of blood on his person. After rinsing his beard and washing his face, Goujian put on a robe and strode out to the balcony. Basking in the warm sunlight, he made a show of languidly stretching before ‘noticing’ Gen’s presence in the courtyard. “Afternoon, young warrior,” Goujian Sent, wearing his most cordial smile as he waved at Gen below. “How rare to see you out and about. Fancying an afternoon ride, are we?”
 
  
 
 “No,” Gen replied, his Sending clear and crisp as a Warrior twice his age. “There are new arrivals to greet in city square. Would you care to join me to greet them?”
 
  
 
 Perfect. “Gladly, for it is always a treat to see you at work,” Goujian Sent, stepping off his balcony to glide down to the courtyard. Not two months ago, his skill with Lightening would have only been enough to let him land with delicate ease, but now he could almost drift away on a breeze. Or rather, that’s what it felt like, even though no amount of Lightening would be enough to accomplish such a feat, but still, it was more progress than he’d made in decades before. Clapping Gen on the shoulder, Goujian reassured the boy with a nod. “Lead the way, Young Warrior, and this one will follow.”
 
  
 
 An honour for the boy no doubt, showing him the respect he undoubtedly believed he deserved, but Goujian’s skin was thick and his confidence complete. While Gen rode through the city streets, Goujian ran alongside, hand folded behind him as each of his low, bounding steps covered tens of meters before touching the ground again. Though he didn’t need to flaunt his strength, he found the reactions to his movements immensely satisfying, like a god among mortals. He wasn’t quite at that level yet, but to these lucky, liberated souls inhabiting the Western City of ShiBei, he was close enough.
 
  
 
 Within a quarter hour of setting out, they arrived at the city square where they were greeted by an army of captured Imperial soldiers guarded by Chosen Elites. Stripped of their armour and surrounded by their supposed Enemy, the Imperial soldiers were dusty and defeated, but otherwise untouched. Many had even received medical care for their injuries taken in battle, a far cry from the maiming and torture they’d expected. More Imperial lies and deceptions proven false, but clean bandages and warm meals would not be enough to overcome a lifetime of indoctrination.
 
  
 
 Soon though. Soon, these poor, ignorant souls would see the Truth...
 
  
 
 As before, Goujian waited for Gen’s permission before heading onto the stage. The boy knew how to turn a phrase, but Goujian’s lifelong reputation was still a formidable weapon for their purposes here today. As he looked over the crowd and waited for silence, he noted plenty of native residents from ShiBei also in attendance, though as far as he knew, they had not been forced to come. A good sign all things considered, for revealing the Truth was only the first step to dismantling the shield of lies generations of Emperors had hidden behind.
 
  
 
 The next step would be bloody revolution, and for that, they would need an army, which was where he came in.
 
  
 
 “My name is Goujian,” he began, his voice echoing over the crowd and throughout the City. “You all know me. Perhaps not by sight, and perhaps not by name, but you all know my title.” Pausing for dramatic effect, he flicked his sleeves, crossed his hands behind his back, and struck a regal pose with his head held high. “I am the Confessor, Founder of the Aspirants and Former Director of the Purge.” The crowd emitted a chorus of gasps as the defeated soldiers gazed upon him with a mix of rage, loathing, and curiosity. “You all know the stories of my zeal. You all know my mantra, that it’s better to kill a thousand innocents than let one Defiled go free. You’ve heard my less flattering titles, perhaps even used them yourself. Emperor’s Bloodhound, Tormentor of Defiled, The Mad Inquisitor, all this and more speaks for itself, so you must all be wondering, ‘why is The Confessor here, standing alongside the Enemy?’.” He paused again, and he knew he had their attention. “I stand here, because I have always been an Adherent of the Mother, a warrior of faith, and a Defender of the People. I stand here, because the Empire is rotten to its core and has lied to you for centuries, if not millennia.”
 
  
 
 His words were met with outrage and disbelief as loyal soldiers defended their sovereign as they were taught to. Goujian stood still and accepted their denials and insults without batting an eye, waiting until their ire died down to speak again. “The Emperor is good, the Emperor is great, may Heaven bless the Emperor with ten thousand years of boundless longevity. This is what we are told to say, but have you ever asked yourselves, why? Why is the Emperor good? What has he done for you? You soldiers fought for him, your comrades died for him, yet where is he now? Here you stand in beautiful ShiBei, on the border of West and Central, and the proof of the Emperor’s scorn is all around you. What do you see? What do you hear? Nothing! There are no Imperial soldiers riding to support you, no Imperial efforts being made to free the West. When the Western Wall fell, not a day passed by before the Emperor closed the borders, and even as we stand here today, the Empire is hard at work erecting a new wall just east of here. The Emperor is not good. The Emperor is not great. The Emperor has abandoned the West and everyone in it, and when we break through their new, ramshackle Wall, the Emperor will abandon the rest of the outer provinces just like they abandoned you. It is for this reason and many more, that I, Goujian, stand here before you, forever a defender of the people. I stand on the side of justice and virtue, and seek to overthrow the Dog Emperor and his cowardly lackies. Where do you stand?”
 
  
 
 The crowd remained silent in the wake of his declaration, shocked that the Confessor would ever side with the Defiled. There was more to it than he could explain in a few sentences, for while many might turn stark raving mad when confronted with the Truth, this only showed they had not been Chosen by Heaven. His part was done now, having broken wide their misconceptions, and now it was time for young Gen to take the stage. Looking the part of noble young hero, Gen greeted the crowd with a martial salute, and it buoyed Goujian’s spirits to see a good fifth of the crowd saluting back. More out of confusion and habit than true respect, but it was a start. “My name is Gen,” the young Chosen said, his skills far surpassing any young talent his age. “The Emissary of Earth’s Fire. I have come to share my tale and bring you truth and freedom. Not one year ago, I was just like you. Less even, for I lived a humble life outside the city of Sanshu, on the shores of...”
 
  
 
 The crowd hung on the boy’s every word, and truth be told, so did Goujian. There was something about the way Gen spoke which drew you in and made you feel... alive. Goujian couldn’t explain it, but there was much he had yet to understand in regards to the Truth.
 
  
 
 No matter, he had plenty of time yet to unravel those mysteries. Let the Emperor build his wall while those poor deranged souls kept them occupied. Even mad as they were, they knew who the true Enemy was, and perhaps they might even emerge victorious, though Goujian had his doubts. The Empire had vast reserves of strength which had yet to take the field, and no matter how many Divinities the Uniter had gathered, Goujian wagered the Empire had more. Thus, with Gen and Goujian working together, they would build an army of Chosen, Heaven’s invincible host who would sweep through the Empire and raze it to the ground so that a new Empire might arise from the ashes. Thus far, Goujian found no one better to lead it than young Gen here, a true dragon among men. Goujian even had a name for the boy, should he so choose to accept it.
 
  
 
 Shen Tian Zi, the Divine Son of Heaven, first Sovereign of the Holy Azure Empire.
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      Chapter 409: Respite - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 It’s only the morning of the fifth day during our first foray on the front lines, and already I’m dealing with a crisis of epic proportions.
 
  
 
 Not a great start, but if you look at it another way, I went a whole four days without disaster, so overall, not too shabby.
 
  
 
 Despite going to great lengths to be ready for any and all possibilities, evidently my efforts were not enough. Then again, what could I have done differently? It’s not like I didn’t foresee the possibility of this happening, but all the planning and preparation in the world can’t insulate me from simple human error. Short of keeping a cloud-stepping Expert solely dedicated to this one task, I see no other way I could’ve avoided this particular pitfall, but unless I reveal more than I’m comfortable with, there’s no way to secure the services of said Expert. My hands are tied on this, so it’s not my fault things went south so quickly. Sadly, those responsible are not here to suffer the dire consequences of their actions, leaving me and my retinue holding the ball.
 
  
 
 We’re all out of shrimp, which means King Pong will not be happy.
 
  
 
 Hoping to soften the blow, I’ve laid out a veritable feast of seaweed, fish, and dried fruit for him to feast upon, but the adorable turtle tyrant is not so easily won over. While Mama Bun and Blackjack noisily snack away at the offerings, Pong Pong’s tiny turtle head swivels back and forth in search of his daily dose of shrimp, but alas, the familiar wooden box is nowhere to be found. Eyes narrowed and lips pursed, Pong Pong turns his attention towards me and my heart skips a beat. Mouth dry and smile strained, I launch into my prepared explanation. “I know, you’re asking ‘where’s the shrimp?’, and let me tell you, I’m wondering the same thing.” I’m fairly certain he doesn’t understand human language, but Pong Pong is smart enough to learn a few key phrases. ‘Shrimp’ sits firmly at the top of the list, his eyes widening and mouth opening upon hearing his favourite word. So adorable, but it looks like I must disappoint. “Look little buddy, we’re a long ways from the Azure Sea and it’s hard to keep food fresh. We should’ve had enough to last us the full ten days, but they were starting to spoil so I fed it all to Ping Ping last night.” Judging by his huff of anger as he glares at his titanic wifey, her name is another word Pong Pong understands. Wholly unintimidated, Ping Ping continues feasting on smoked fish and cabbage beside us, which only serves to infuriate little Pong Pong even more.
 
  
 
 Scooping the angry turtle into my hands, I stroke his head to soothe his anger. The tension gushes from his body beneath my gentle ministrations and my butt-cheeks similarly unclench. With the crisis averted, I let out a small sigh of relief and chuckle at the sheer absurdity of my situation, held hostage by a gluttonous Divine Turtle who could turn me into meat paste without lifting a finger. Granted I don’t think he would, but knowing he could is enough to make me think twice about disappointing the little lord turtle.
 
  
 
 He’s lucky he’s so damn adorable...
 
  
 
 I shouldn’t have mentioned Ping Ping, not while talking about a subject as sensitive as shrimp. As much as I’d like otherwise, their relationship has yet to blossom into the fairy tale romance I’d once envisioned. Divinity or not, it’s hard to say how smart Pong Pong really is, but his mentality can best be described as that of a selfish seven-year-old child. Maybe it’s because she’s strong enough to threaten him or maybe he’s insecure about his size, but Pong Pong treats Ping Ping as more of a rival than friend, always glaring at her during mealtime if she’s around. It’s a good thing Ping Ping is a sweet and gentle soul, paying the small-but-fearsome turtle no mind, else I might have a battle of the turtles on my hands.
 
  
 
 Or maybe she’s too scared to glare back. So sad. I was so excited for mixed-baby quasi-divinity turtles and I’d also like to know how strong Ping Ping is compared to Pong Pong. Everyone thinks she’s close to Divinity, but if that were the case, then why does she need the Protectorate to look after her?
 
  
 
 Thanks to my maxed-out head-scritching skills, Pong Pong’s anger soon abates and he acquiesces to dining on something besides shrimp. Hopping out of my hands, he promptly begins devouring all the smoked fish and shredded cabbage in sight, leaving the dried fruits, seaweed, and other miscellaneous foodstuffs untouched. I can’t tell if it’s a coincidence he’s eating Ping Ping’s favourite foods or if he’s targeting them on purpose for revenge, but either way this outcome is preferable to sitting ringside seats at a turtle tussle. Magnanimous as always, Ping Ping doesn’t bat an eye, probably because she’s used to sharing food with Mama Bun, Blackjack, the quins, and the laughing birds, so one more Pong Pong isn’t much.
 
  
 
 It also helps that for every one of her bites, Pong Pong needs like a hundred to match it. It might be my imagination but the big girl almost seems amused by his attempts to steal her food, sitting there with a smug glint in her eye as she savours every mouthful while Pong Pong chomps away at maximum speed. Along with the rhythmic crunching emitting from Mama Bun’s cheeks and Blackjack’s squeals of delight as he goes to town on a chicken leg, this symphony of gluttony sets my mind at ease and lets me forget all my worries, if only for a moment.
 
  
 
 Pets are so much work, but I can’t imagine going a day without them. I don’t know what I was thinking trying to quit floofs cold turkey, but I’m glad Pong Pong, Mama Bun and Blackjack tagged along on this pointless and stressful excursion. The quins and laughing birds aren’t affectionate enough to satisfy my cuddle quota, but Blackjack sitting on his bum while hugging a drumstick twice his size is all it takes to recharge my floof batteries to full.
 
  
 
 He eats like people. It’s the cutest thing ever!
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, all good things must end. Their bellies full and bladders empty, Mama Bun collects Pong Pong and hops into my embrace while Blackjack climbs atop my head, all three of them ready to go back to sleep. Spoiled pet jokes aside, I can’t blame them considering the sun has yet to rise, not to mention we have four days of hard travel behind us and six more ahead. This will be the last day we spend marching west and tomorrow we’ll turn around and head back for a week of rest, relaxation, and defending Sinuji from errant Defiled before repeating this entire futile and meaningless exercise once again.
 
  
 
 What fun.
 
  
 
 Thus far, it’s been all skirmishes and night raids, which means we’ve mostly kept to ourselves. Aside from the daily check in, we’ve seen neither hide nor hair of the advanced scouting parties moving parallel to our position. Why the Defiled don’t group up and target one of the smaller scouting parties I couldn’t say, but the Enemy doesn’t seem too concerned about ‘minor’ issues like winning or losing. From what I can tell, they care more about fighting for the sake of fighting rather than winning the war.
 
  
 
 Then again, I doubt it’ll matter. The Western Province is filled to the brim with new recruits just waiting to go full murder-hobo...
 
  
 
 Thus far, there’s been no sign of the recently turned, as the Defiled have all been of the sand-dwelling variety, a human-leather turban-sporting bunch who like to go shirtless and show off their warped, discoloured torsos. It makes their women look particularly revolting, but luckily, both genders care enough to cover their shame and spare everyone the sight of their withered nether regions. Apparently, this is thanks to some unholy concoction they slather themselves in to protect from exposure out in the barren deserts of the West. Aside from giving their skin the colour and texture of porous, desiccated stone, the concoction also makes it tougher than rhino hide, but their partial-nudist tendencies means they also shy away from body armour, making them that much easier to kill. Tough skin is easier to deal with than the iron breastplates, like the ones Yo Ling armed his Butchers with, so I’ll take it.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to boop Mama Bun on the nose, I say goodbye to Ping Ping, mount Zabu, and bring the nap pack with me to relieve Li Song from watch duty. Truth be told, my Martial Aunt presents something of a conundrum. Though surprised by her willingness to join my retinue and flattered by her trust, it’s made our interactions rather complicated. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad she’s here and she’s been a great help, but I’m not sure how our dynamic is supposed to work now that I hold her chain. As her ranking officer, I can technically order her around with impunity, but I don’t want to overstep my bounds and betray her trust by ordering her to do something she doesn’t want to do. I’m still calling her ‘Martial Aunt’ in public while she simply calls me ‘Rain’, which I’m fine with, but ever since we left SuiHua a week ago, a few issues have cropped up here and there which has me tiptoeing around her all the time.
 
  
 
 Take for example my current predicament. On Daxian’s advice, I split my entire retinue into four squads to make it easier to schedule shifts. It took some finagling to figure out who would work best with whom and how to best distribute the soldiers, but in the end, we decided on the following setup.
 
 Sai Chou and the Protectorate are joined by Bulat’s scouts, and together, they make up Turtle Squad, on account of their turtle defending proclivities. Li Song along with Chey, Green, and Yellow Units are Tiger Squad for obvious reasons, while Rustram, Wang Bao, Ulfsaar, and Ravil make up Phoenix Squad, fitting nicely with their whole ‘second chancers’ theme they have going on. That leaves me with Dastan’s former retinue, Lang Yi’s former slaves, Red Unit, and Jorani’s – no, it’s Erkin’s now – unit of scouts, and together, we’re Dragon Unit, as in the Rising Dragon, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Sure the squad names are a little cringey and childish, but they make me smile. What used to be Baledagh’s childish immaturity is my childish immaturity, so it’s high time I embraced it, though I won’t go as far as shouting my attack names as I use them.
 
  
 
 ...Well, maybe once or twice to try it out and see how I like it. Water Bullet! Tsunami Blade! Err... Gushing... no... Swirly... Whatever, I’ll figure out the names as I go.
 
  
 
 For awhile, everything seemed to be working fine only... I’ve noticed a minor, almost inconsequential issue, and I’m not sure if I should bring it up. See, the day has four shifts but night watch duty only has three, so each squad gets one night off every four days. Yesterday, I had first shift and handed second shift over to Li Song and Tiger Squad. Today, I have third shift, which is why I’m up so early, and I’m taking over for... Li Song and Tiger Squad.
 
  
 
 See the problem?
 
  
 
 Second shift is easily the least desirable because you sleep for a few hours, wake up for guard duty, then go back to sleep. Since we usually rotate through the shifts, I should’ve taken second shift today while Li Song took third, but while I was drifting off to sleep last night, I realized Dragon Squad has never taken second shift on night duty. Since it was too late to do anything about it, I gave in and accepted the favour, but like... what do I do now? Thank Li Song, obviously, but I’m not entirely happy about it. While her intentions may be good, it’s not fair to make Tiger Squad take second shift two nights in a row. How do I bring it up without sounding too harsh? Should I even mention my misgivings? Li Song showing initiative is a good thing, right? Except... what if her motivations are wrong? What if she’s only doing this because I’m holding her chain and she feels obligated to serve?
 
  
 
 So complicated. This is why I hate being social. There’s so much to think about and there’s almost never a right answer, it’s too exhausting. Still yet to decide, I arrive at the eastern edge of camp to find Dragon Squad ready and waiting as they should be. Standing at full attention, Li Song greets me with a nod, sombre and serious as always. “Good morning Martial Aunt,” I say while dismounting, hiding my smile as her cat-ears twitch and flutter, the only sign of happiness on her stony-faced demeanour. “Dragon Squad reporting for duty.”
 
  
 
 With another businesslike nod, Song replies, “Nothing to report. No sign of the Defiled throughout the night. Tiger Squad is ready to stand down. Command of the camp is yours.”
 
  
 
 Since departing from Sinuji, not only have we come into conflict with multiple Defiled war bands each day, we’ve also been attacked every single night. Since the Enemy has yet to make an appearance tonight, it means they’ll probably show up soon enough, but I’m wholly confident in Dragon Squad. Turning to my soldiers, I say, “You heard her. Head out to relieve Tiger Squad at their posts. Keep your eyes open and weapons ready.”
 
  
 
 The shift change is always a stressful time, so Li Song and I stand in strained silence while it takes place, ready to spring into action if the Defiled take advantage of the confusion to attack. It’s never happened before, mostly because all the Defiled we’ve come across behave like rabid animals, but it could happen. After a few uneventful minutes, the last of Tiger Squad are trickling in and the danger of ambush is past, so my mind returns to agonizing over what is probably nothing. You know what? It is probably nothing. I doubt I’ll get any complaints from the Death Corps, so I’ll talk to Chey later and maybe she can shed light on how her people feel about the issue.
 
  
 
 Dismissing her people with a wave of her hand, Li Song remains rooted in place and chews her lower lip. If I’m being honest, it’s super hot, but I can’t afford to think like that, not while I hold all the power. Knowing why she stayed behind, I hand Mama Bun and Pong Pong over and smile as she nuzzles the confused and sleepy Mama Bun, who gives her new handler a sniff before going back to sleep. Unwilling to be separated from his adopted mommy, Blackjack hops off of my head and lands lightly atop Li Song’s, his tiny body barely sinking into her silken brown hair.
 
  
 
 So young and already Lightening, truly not all animals are equal.
 
  
 
 Also, stop having weird thoughts about Li Song. I thought I had things figured out between us. She’s my Martial Aunt who sometimes misunderstands my actions and intentions, but that’s okay. We were usually cool so long as I kept my distance, but now, things are different. Even though I’ve been wearing Li Song’s chain for an entire week, it still feels heavy around my neck, a mental burden and overwhelming responsibility I wasn’t ready for. What I want to know the most is, what changed her mind? Why did she all of a sudden decide she could trust me? Did she overcome her fear of me on her own or was it something I said and/or did? If it’s the latter, what was it so I don’t fuck this up?
 
  
 
 “A word of advice?” Li Song’s request interrupts my pensive indecision and I idly note yet another change in our dynamic. She never used to ask for permission, but recently she’s been more cautious about speaking. After I nod for her to continue, she grimaces and says, “It’s about our manner of address. I have been pondering the matter for some days now, and have decided it is not in your best interests to continue in this informal manner.” Her nose wrinkled in displeasure, Li Song spits the word out like she finds it offensive. “In public, you should not address me as ‘Martial Aunt’. It sets a poor precedent for morale and discipline. The soldiers must adhere to the chain of command and addressing me as your senior may cause unnecessary confusion.”
 
  
 
 She spent days pondering this? That’s... so... cute! Clearing my throat to keep from laughing, I reply, “Okay. So what should I call you in public?”
 
  
 
 “By military regulation, I am a team leader and you are the commanding officer, so I think it’s best if we addressed each other as such.”
 
  
 
 “Sounds good, Team Leader Song. May I still call you Martial Aunt in private?”
 
  
 
 Her ears aflutter, Li Song solemnly grants me permission with a stately nod. “If that is all Commander, then this Team Leader shall depart.”
 
  
 
 Ah fuck it. Just say it. “Ah, one more thing.” Though her back is already ramrod straight, she somehow straightens up even more, her eyes widening ever so slightly in alarm. Too late to abort now. “I’ve noticed Dragon Squad has never taken the second night shift. Why is that?”
 
  
 
 “Ah.” Obviously nervous, Li Song shifts and places Mama Bun directly between us before answering, “This Team Leader took it upon herself to arrange things so. As the commanding officer, I thought it would be best if you remained as well-rested as possible.”
 
  
 
 “The sentiment is appreciated, but unnecessary.” Stopping myself before I pat her arm, I awkwardly lower my hand and continue, “I wouldn’t ask my soldiers to do anything I’m not willing to do.”
 
  
 
 Blinking in surprise, Li Song slowly nods and says, “Yes... You wouldn’t.”
 
  
 
 After a few seconds of agonizing silence, I cough and scratch my neck while carefully choosing my words. If only I could destroy the chain and Li Song’s Oath along with it, but that would only tie us together permanantly. “Er, that’s all I have to say. I should get to supervising.” Perfect. No commands or demands at all, leaving her free to do whatever she wants.
 
  
 
 “Yes Commander.” As she marches off, I realize I’m staring at her butt and avert my gaze, but the sight has already been engraved in memory. Less peach and more pear, her curvy posterior sits nicely atop two shapely thighs, an enchanting sight if I ever saw one. With her striking green eyes, long, braided ponytail, flawless, olive skin, and ample bosom, Li Song is a stunning beauty and exactly the type of woman I used to dream about. While Lin, Mila, Yan, and Luo-Luo are all beautiful in their own way, and I love the first three with all my heart, if we’re talking physical appearance and nothing else, Li Song is the only person I know who checks all my boxes.
 
  
 
 Tall, leggy, toned, and busty. Perfection...
 
  
 
 ...
 
 


 
 Well... Akanai and Yuzhen also fit the bill, but that’s it.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Dammit, Alsantset is also exactly my type, as well as Tanaraq and Tursinai, but I could never see any of them like that. Especially Tursinai, she’s too cheery and sociable for us to ever have a relationship. Plus, she’s married. And more than a little crazy.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Now that I think about it, Zian’s mom is also my type. For a human woman, she’s really kept things together. She’s older than Zian’s uncle, but when they stand next to each other, they look more like father and daughter than brother and sister. It would never happen, but wouldn’t it be funny if we got hitched? I’d be Zian’s step-father and Jia Yang’s brother-in-law. God, it might be worth it just to see the looks on their faces when I tell them the good news...
 
  
 
 A piercing whistle puts an end to my indecent daydreaming as I track the source, a modified, blunted arrow used by the scouts to provide advanced warning to the camp. A clever piece of work if I say so myself, though it was harder to craft a working prototype than I thought. I should send word to Charok when we get back to SuiHua, I’m sure he’ll have plenty of advice to offer -
 
  
 
 Focus, idiot. We’re under attack. A big one too, or else Jorani – no, Erkin wouldn’t bother waking the entire camp. Finally, a real challenge. Maybe this time, there’ll even be a decent Champion to test my skills against. Oh, and I should also practice my Beyblade Aura, and maybe even shoot someone with Unity. So many things to practice and so few targets, trials and tribulations abound.
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 The piercing howl cut through the darkness and Jorani’s hair stood on end. Though he’d heard the signal arrows before, it was a whole different beast when heard in the early morning gloom while camped in hostile territory. The whining wail warned of enemies abound and heralded the coming of bloodshed and death, two things which made Jorani’s asshole pucker. Steadying his quin with one hand and readying his Spiritual Weapon in the other, Jorani took a deep breath to mentally prepare for this upcoming clash with the Defiled. No matter how many battles he took part in, this part never grew easier. He felt physically sick, his brow coated in cold sweat as he fought the urge to vomit his breakfast of dried rations. How people like Dastan or the Bossman were so eager to match blades with the Defiled, Jorani would never understand, just as he’d never understand how they could revel in the chaos and slaughter, or how Ral could sit there without a care in the world, his silly grin replaced with an uncharacteristic frown without a trace of fear to be seen. A coward through and through, it seemed like fear and anxiety were built into Jorani’s very being, an integral part of him which would never change.
 
  
 
 The signal arrow’s howl died down as it shot off into the distance and only then did Jorani realize his scouts had yet to move. Instead, they all gawked westward and strained their eyes, rubbernecking about like shit-brained fools who didn’t have the first clue as to what was happening. Choking down a string of expletives, he shifted his quin over to Erkin and lightly tapped the gape-mouthed fool on the shoulder to remind him to take charge. Though more than competent as a team leader, after taking command of the entire squad, Erkin had developed a tendency to freeze in the face of adversity. Jorani blamed himself for not putting enough thought into choosing his successor, but after days of agonizing over the decision, he had yet to come up with a second choice who could do better. Unlike Wang Bao’s former Butchers or Ulfsaars cutthroats, Jorani’s people were a bunch of sneak-thiefs, lookouts, gangsters and the like, hardly the type used to taking charge.
 
  
 
 Overwhelmed by his responsibilities, Erkin did what he always did: he looked to Jorani for help. Doing his best to look supportive, Jorani mouthed, “You can do this. Follow the plan.” And soon, because judging by the enraged roars and rustling grass, the Defiled were preparing to charge and Jorani didn’t want to be standing in front of them when they did. Their job was to alert the camp, which they did, then break into two groups to split the charging Defiled and lead them diagonally away from the camp, so that the waiting defenders could charge into their exposed flanks. Simple and effective, this basic strategy had served them well time and time again these past few days, and hopefully, it would work again today.
 
  
 
 Luckily, with only a modicum of support, Erkin rose to the occasion. “Crossbows ready,” he ordered while fumbling to follow suit. “Er… Spread out and do not engage. Uh... ready for tactical retreat!” Once reminded, Jorani’s scouts let their training take over as they followed Erkin’s orders, looking more like tried and true soldiers with each passing day. The repeated rigors of battle in the past few days was forging his rag-tag group of ruffians into an organized and disciplined fighting force. Though still a far cry from matching the likes of Dastan’s cavalry or the shabbily-dressed Protectorate, it would only be a matter of time before his people could hold their heads up high as true soldiers and experienced veterans of the Empire.
 
  
 
 The thought should have comforted Jorani, but instead it left him with sleepless nights and gut-wrenching terror. His people were bumbling fools who were wholly unqualified yet somehow had made it through their latest ordeals largely unscathed. What if there were other veteran forces who were equally incompetent? Or worse, other commanders faking it like he had? If this were true, then the Empire was doomed even before Ancestral Beasts took the field.
 
  
 
 Putting aside his doubts and insecurities, Jorani turned his quin about and joined the orderly retreat, his crossbow loaded and ready to fire back at the soon to arrive Defiled. Having learned from his mistakes, Erkin said, “Remember, we got advanced sentries west of us, so hold yer fire til yer sure it’s Defiled.” As if to prove his point, a handful of quin-riders burst from the grass and joined them in their measured retreat. Noticing a riderless quin running alongside them, Jorani’s stomach twisted into a knot as he looked down the line to find out who was missing. Not only were the advanced sentries the sneakiest and stealthiest soldiers the squad had to offer, they were also the people Jorani worked with the most, so each loss weighed heavily on his heart. Though casualties had been light thus far, the seemingly inexhaustible hordes of Defiled were wearing them down slowly and the death toll would only increase with time.
 
  
 
 Jinoe. Ciro. Kimi. Ronga. Awdar... One by one, Jorani went down the checklist until he figured out who the missing scout was through process of elimination. Unwilling to believe it, he looked up and down the line in search of the familiar face, but Siyar was nowhere to be found. Much as Jorani wished otherwise, it appeared that the one-time smuggler had met his end at the hands of the Defiled, a loss they could ill afford. Not only was he the best scout in Jorani’s – no, in Erkin’s squad, Siyar might even be the best scout in the retinue, so long as you didn’t include the Protectorate or the Bekkie bodyguards. Not only that, but the bossman had gifted Siyar with a Spiritual Weapon only a week ago, and now that weapon was lost. Replacing it would be costly since Spiritual Hearts didn’t grow on trees. Well, that wasn’t entirely accurate since some Spiritual Hearts were grown from trees, but it took thousands of years for a plant to produce one, a time investment few could afford.
 
  
 
 Swallowing his grief, Jorani used it instead to fuel his anger in preparation for the battle ahead. On Erkin’s orders, they split up to spread the Defiled thin, with one group heading north east led by Ronga while Jorani joined Erkin and Ral heading south-east. Seconds after their split, the Defiled finally came into sight, a horde of bare-chested savages wearing human-skin head-wraps. There were so many of them today, at least a thousand chasing behind him and an equal number chasing the other group. Seeing so many Defiled, Jorani wasted no time and fired at the closest one, his bolt taking the screaming primitive through the heart and stopping him in his tracks. Galvanized by the kill, Jorani urged his quin to run faster while painstakingly working the lever on his crossbow, drawing the string back and releasing the next bolt into the groove. There was a time when he could work the lever with one hand, depress the trigger with the other, and unload twelve bolts in as many seconds, but now he needed both hands and several seconds to reload a single shot. While the old rate of fire felt better, they lacked the stopping power of these retooled crossbows, a trade he was more than happy to accept.
 
  
 
 With plenty of targets available, his second bolt claimed another kill, but he couldn’t tell for his third, fourth, or fifth shots, their trails lost in the mayhem and confusion. Then there was no more time to fire as the rumble of hoofbeats sounded from the west, so Jorani put his crossbow away and took up his Spiritual Weapon, coiling the length of rope around his forearm, wrist, and hand as he’d done so many times before. To his horror, none of the other scouts followed suit as they continued reloading and firing bolts at their Defiled pursuers. With no time to adhere to the chain of command, Jorani shouted, “Cease fire! Cease fire! Friendlies incoming!”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, whether out of habit, sound judgment, or because his incomprehensible shrieking confused them, the other scouts holstered their crossbows, and not a moment too soon. With an earthshaking crash of steel, grass and Defiled alike were flattened before the charging horsemen. The bossman wasn’t leading the charge, which meant he was leading Lang Yi and the Death Corps to crush the other group. The bossman made every one of his squad leaders and their subordinates memorize these ‘game plans’ and all their variations, a demand which seemed excessive at first but had quickly paid off. Since the retinue had a dearth of Senders, this meant everyone was on the same page as it were, saving the squad leaders from shouting themselves hoarse while giving battlefield orders.
 
  
 
 Though the bossman’s intimidating presence would be sorely missed, Dastan led in his place, driving his massive Guonei Charger to trample through the Enemy. Dozens of Defiled died every second as the fifty elite horsemen rendered flesh and bone to red pulp and white gristle, but it wasn’t long before the power of their charge was spent and gone. Were they faced with sane, rational foes, Dastan’s charge surely would have broken them, but the Defiled were as far from rational as one could get. All the death and suffering only served to fuel their blood-lust as they ignored their losses to close in around the horsemen, moving to pin them in place through sheer weight of numbers and nothing else. That’s what you get when you run fifty horses into one to two thousand murderous maniacs, though perhaps Dastan and the bossman had some plan Jorani didn’t know about.
 
  
 
 A few seconds later, it was clear there was no plan and Dastan was in deep shit.
 
  
 
 Knowing they were doomed if forced into a battle of attrition, Erkin took charge and rallied his scouts. “About face!” he howled, barely pausing before launching his quin headlong into the Enemy. “Support our comrades and help them break free!”
 
  
 
 For all of Erkin’s flaws, the man was no coward.
 
  
 
 Unlike Jorani. Though he knew what needed to be done, he’d faltered for the space of a second and was one of the last to join the counter-charge. Ral hadn’t hesitated, the big oaf neck and neck with his new commander as they crashed into the Enemy. His massive quarter-staff smashed Defiled aside with every swing, a towering force to be reckoned without. After Jorani fell from grace, he told Ral to stick close to Erkin and protect him because their new commander didn’t have a Spiritual Weapon, and as always, Ral obeyed Jorani’s orders without question. Even though it’d long since become a familiar sight, Jorani still found his circumstances hard to stomach. That should be him up there fighting side by side with Ral while leading his unit to rescue Dastan’s encircled cavalry, but instead, he was here at the back, his Spiritual Weapon still yet to draw blood.
 
  
 
 He had no one to blame for his fall from glory besides himself.
 
  
 
 Even Jorani’s mount beat him to the punch as the quin killed two Defiled before he landed his first blow of the day. Though most of his weapon was coiled about his arm like a pseudo-bracer, he wielded a short section the length of his forearm like a flail and lashed out at the nearest Defiled. The Honed rope smashed through a leather head wrap, leaving ruptured skin and tattered flesh behind. Were one to look at the wounds, they’d think Jorani wielded a sturdy spiked club instead of flimsy cord. The fruits of his labour after almost a year of training following the Insight he received while cutting trees back at the Northern Wall. Early on, he’d envisioned himself clearing out clumps of massed enemies with every swing of his weapon, but sadly, he lacked the strength and skill to control it properly. Were he to fight using a longer section of rope, Jorani was certain to become a menace on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 To friend and foe alike.
 
  
 
 Worried he’d accidentally lash one of his fellow soldiers, Jorani guided his quin to the edge of the fray, where he could scrap with minimal worry. Twirling his weapon overhead, his weapon hummed as he loosened his grip and released a full meter of rope to bring death to his foes, clearing the area around him with ruthless efficiency. Circling about, his weapon rendered everything it touched into bits of blood and gore. Rather than cut clean through his enemies like a sword or blade, his weapon slid across their bodies, gouging deep channels through skin and muscle to reveal bone and organs beneath. Hardy bastards though they might be, even these deformed, discoloured Defiled weren’t tough enough to ignore the gaping wounds inflicted by his whirling cord.
 
  
 
 So it continued for a few heartbeats until one Defiled woman read his timing and ducked beneath his attack. Her piercing eyes filled with hunger and malice, she leaped towards him with a wicked grin and bone dagger aimed at his throat. Wrenching his arm about, agony shot through Jorani’s shoulder as he forcibly redirected his rope to hammer her down. Connecting with a thunderous crack, his weapon gouged a bloody fissure that ran from shoulder to hip and stopped her forward momentum. Falling short with a wail of pain and anger, the woman moved to push herself up, but even as Jorani scrambled to finish her off, her scream was cut short as his quin crushed her skull with an almost careless stomp of its taloned foot.
 
  
 
 “...Good quin.” Patting the creature’s long, sinuous neck, Jorani made a note to feed the animal more and make sure it knew he was a friend. Perhaps it was time he gave the animal a name, but a proper one like Slayer, Voracious, or Eviscerator. Then again, Ral named his quin Squeaky, and silly as it was, Jorani had to admit the name fit.
 
  
 
 Following this brief interlude, Jorani returned to killing Defiled, though this time he kept his quin moving so not to have a repeat of what just happened. Blood and gore sprayed about as his weapon scythed through the Enemy, but still they pressed on. Nothing short of a killing blow could stop a Defiled Warrior for long, but even these crazed lunatics seemed reluctant to accept a strike from Jorani’s weapon head-on. One warrior thought to grab the rope, but Jorani gave his weapon a light tug and ripped the flesh from the foolish Defiled’s hands, exposing bone and tendons to the morning air. Despite his failure, the now-handless Defiled’s actions had bought his companions a half step closer to Jorani, and the pressure was mounting fast.
 
  
 
 In an act of sheer desperation, Jorani brought all his strength to bear and released the full length of rope. Darting out like a slithering snake, Jorani timed his Chi with the exact moment his rope stretched taut and Amplified, and by the Mother’s grace, he actually succeeded. With so much force behind the strike, his weapon no longer curved or slid upon impact and instead cut clean through everything it touched. Bisecting multiple Defiled with each pass, Jorani’s weapon sang as it killed Defiled and sprayed blood and gore about, but he wasn’t done yet. Lifting his arm high, he angled his weapon forward so it tore through the air behind him and over his allies’ heads before dipping down to cut a swathe through the encroaching Defiled. To ensure there wouldn’t be a repeat leaper, he had his quin to dart about, either from side to side or forward and back at random intervals. With every revolution, Jorani put more strength into his weapon and Amplified it once again, each rotation moving faster and faster as there were fewer Defiled left to obstruct him. Soon enough, the nearby Defiled had all but retreated out of range to wait him out, throwing the odd stone or weapon at him in the interim.
 
  
 
 Reckless and foolhardy the Defiled might be, they weren’t suicidal.
 
  
 
 This was Jorani’s moment. With his strength alone, he held the Defiled back and prevented them from surrounding his comrades. He couldn’t hold out for long, but thankfully, his efforts were noticed and Dastan bellowed orders to disengage, leading his cavalry and Erkin’s scouts away through the opening Jorani created. Off they rode into the darkness to regroup for another charge, but now Jorani was stuck with a tricksy dilemma. If he left now and escaped with Dastan and the others, the Defiled would head straight for camp, but according to the bossman’s game plan, the shift guards would all be out fighting the Defiled. ‘The best defense is a good offense,’ the bossman said, and even though it didn’t make any sense to Jorani, he kept his mouth shut and nodded along.
 
  
 
 Whether the bossman was right or not, there was no way the sleeping soldiers were ready to fight, so Jorani’s hands were tied. He had to stay here and keep the Defiled occupied until Dastan and Erkin rejoined the fray, but how long would that take? A minute maybe? Could he last a whole sixty seconds standing here by himself? It didn’t sound like a long time, but every second felt like an eternity as Jorani’s arms grew heavy and his Chi reserves ran low. To keep his weapon rigid and circling required constant Reinforcement and Amplification on every rotation, and if he eased up or shortened the length then the Defiled might decide to eat their losses and charge in headlong against him.
 
  
 
 Jorani was only a man, and not even a full man at that. He was a half-rat and a coward, a scout and a sneak-thief, not some peak Expert or hero out of legend...
 
  
 
 Enough whinging and whining. One minute. That’s not too long, you can do this. Fifty-five seconds now, probably. Worst comes to worst, you send the quin away, surrender to the Defiled, and pray they kill you slowly. At least that way, you can buy enough time for the camp to wake. This was all that old, rat bastard’s fault, insisting you take this stupid rope just because your nickname was ‘Hangman Jorani’. Why didn’t you ask for a sword or spear or something? Sure, your rope’s unique and powerful, but also a terrible choice for a first Spiritual Weapon. Okay, Lady Tursinai’s Spiritual Weapon is sort of similar and she only has the one, but not only is she a Bekkie genius, her weapon also has a sickle attached to it, which is pretty much a curved short sword.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 How much longer is this gonna take? Why weren’t you keeping track of time? Fifty seconds? Maybe forty-five if you’re lucky.
 
  
 
 …
 
  
 
 While inwardly berating himself, Jorani kept a confident sneer pasted across his face, praying the Defiled wouldn’t notice his sweat-soaked tunic or trembling arms. At this rate, he wasn’t going to last the full minute, perhaps not even half. A knot formed in his throat as he desperately considered his options, but no matter how he approached the question, he couldn’t think of a way to escape unscathed without sacrificing his fellow soldiers. In truth, most of the soldiers in camp were more useful and talented than Jorani, whether they be Wang Bao’s Butchers, Ulfsaar’s Cutthroats, the Death Corps, or the Protectorate. Hell, even some of Lang Yi’s peons were strong enough to make Jorani feel threatened, to say nothing of their scary, silent leader himself.
 
  
 
 There was no other option. As the bossman would say, this was the play.
 
  
 
 Stilling his efforts, Jorani let the rope’s remaining momentum play out. His arm held high, the silver cord coiling around it in one continuous spiral until coming to a stop. Not only did it look somewhat impressive and saved him the effort of coiling it himself, it also bought him a few precious seconds as the Defiled collectively flinched in expectation of an attack. Gratified by their apparent respect for his Martial Prowess, Jorani dismounted, sent the quin away, and took a moment to reflect on his life’s decisions before surrendering to the Enemy.
 
  
 
 Despite knowing death was near, Jorani smiled. Truth be told, for a street-rat from Sanshu, he’d done pretty well for himself.
 
  
 
 As he opened his mouth to speak, the Defiled collectively roared. Hooting and hollering in their harsh, guttural language, they raised their weapons and stomped their feet in what appeared to be derision. While he didn’t understand the language, Jorani had seen enough angry audiences to know the Defiled were upset at him, though they also seemed oddly delighted at the same time. A handful of them jostled and shoved their way to the front where a brief and mostly bloodless tussle ensued, until eventually one broke free from the rest and stomped towards Jorani.
 
  
 
 It was at this point he finally understood what was going on. They didn’t realize he was too tired to keep fighting. They thought he was challenging them to a duel.
 
  
 
 Relief flooded through him as he saw a chance to survive, but it lasted only for a brief moment, right up until he took a closer look at his opponent. A hulking beast of a man, the Defiled Champion made Ral look normal-sized in comparison. Hefting a bone club taller than most men, he bared his teeth in an animalistic grin with sharp, blackened teeth. What Jorani first thought was a dirty sash turned out to be a thick, hairless tail, making this not only the first Defiled half-beast Jorani had ever seen, but also a cousin of sorts on account of them both being half-rodents. Yellowed eyes peeked out from beneath the human-skin head-wrap as the Defiled Champion’s Aura erupted outwards, conveying unshakable confidence and an unspoken promise of pain and misery aplenty.
 
  
 
 Frozen in place, Jorani couldn’t even utter what would’ve probably been his last words.
 
  
 
 A good thing too. It would’ve made for an awkward afterlife if his last statement was ‘Fuck me and the Mother’s crusty cunt’.
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 As the Defiled pour out of the tall grass and make ready to bring their weight of numbers down upon us, I already know things won’t go as planned. Wishing I knew how to Send at a distance, I choke back a sigh and ask, “Argat, Jochi, either of you around?”
 
  
 
 “Yea boss.”
 
  
 
 Nearly jumping out of my skin because Jochi is closer than I expected, I swallow the rude remark I was about to make and instead say, “Tell Dastan and Erkin not to engage. Lure their Defiled here and we’ll engage them together. I didn’t expect there to be this many.”
 
  
 
 “Got it.” Unlike his brother, Jochi keeps the conversation to a minimum when the stakes are high.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, neither Dastan nor Erkin have a Sender in their unit which means I won’t get a response. I hope the message gets there in time, but it’s probably too late. Well-trained veterans that they are, Dastan’s people mustered up and set out much faster than Lang Yi’s, which can only be expected. Still, Dastan’s probably smart enough to know not to charge one or two thousand Defiled with only fifty riders, right? Once Jochi confirms my message has been Sent, I ask, “Where’s your brother?” Sure would be nice to Send two messages at once.
 
  
 
 “Probably still getting dressed. He’s not at his best in the mornings.”
 
  
 
 That and the lack of sleep is probably getting to him. While my retinue has four squads split into three shifts a night, Jochi and Argat have no one to split shifts with, which means they’re only getting four hours of sleep a day. Tenjin and Tursinai are the same, so I shouldn’t push any of them too hard. Granted, I could fix this by sharing a room with Li Song, just to make things easier on our guards and nothing else... No. Stop it. Bad Rain. They’re elite Sentinels, they can handle a little sleep deprivation. Besides, sharing a room wouldn’t even solve anything, we’re still working separate shifts. “Well, I’ll be counting on you then. Have the scouts hang back and hold their fire until after the Defiled charge in. More clumped up targets to pick from. Also, tell Daxian to get his ass into gear and head out and support Dastan, because they might need it.” I can already see it happening. Dastan has encountered Defiled. Dastan used Charge. It’s not very effective. “Mister Rustram is to take Squad two and muster south of this position, then either provide support to Dastan or circle around and hit the Defiled in the flank.” Who should I put on the other side? Li Song’s squad is ready now, but I think I need them here. “Have Li Song and Squad three form up beside us, and send the Protectorate north to mirror Mister Rustram. At best, we pincer the Defiled in and at worst, the Protectorate have access to an open flank. A proper greeting, wouldn’t you say? They travelled all this way to see us, so it’d be a real shame if we let them leave early.”
 
  
 
 “You said it boss.”
 
  
 
 Despite my confident tone and relaxed posture, I’m feeling anything but. This is more for the benefit of my soldiers around us, because you can’t underestimate the value of morale. Then again, these are probably scrub-tier like the other Defiled we’ve encountered, behaving more like beasts than humans as they charge in with reckless abandon. I don’t understand why the Spectres are driving their hosts to the slaughter. I mean, I get that the Spectres are like the embodiment of negative emotions, but what do they get from all this death and bloodshed?
 
  
 
 Shits and giggles, no doubt.
 
  
 
 Putting my questions aside, I turn my attention back to the present. I’ve no doubts we will see off this attack, because the only advantage the Defiled have is their numbers. My retinue exceeds them in every other relevant metric, but even if they’re Death Corps elites or former slaves hungry for vengeance, I worry they might be disheartened by the sheer size of the force arrayed against us.
 
  
 
 A quick glance proves my worries unfounded.
 
  
 
 Eager to begin the battle, Red One and Lang Yi both bear a similar bloodthirsty glint in their eyes, like hungry dogs staring at a juicy steak. Truth be told, I kind of regret putting Dastan, Lang Yi, and Red One in my squad. I thought they’d be the easiest to manage on account of their Oaths and free me from the most annoying obligations of leadership, but sadly, this hasn’t been the case. There’s been a lot of tension in Dragon Squad due to a growing rivalry between the three groups which has quickly turned into reckless disregard for their safety once battle is underway. I like their enthusiasm, but it’s gotten them (and myself) in trouble more than once, but try as I might, I can’t rein them in. I don’t understand why they’re all so gung ho about proving themselves or something, as if desperate to show they’re worthy of the Dragon moniker. Hell, if I wasn’t here to hold them in place, these two knuckle-headed leaders would’ve probably already ordered the charge.
 
  
 
 Honestly, if Li Song and Sai Chou weren’t so dependable, my retinue would’ve probably fallen apart at the seams before reaching SuiHua. Maybe I should promote more women, they seem more level-headed as a whole...
 
  
 
 Taking great pains to hide my inner turmoil, I flash a grin at the soldiers around me and do my best to emulate their crazed, mildly-deranged look. “Seems like a shame to wake the others for this,” I quip, and a few nervous laughs sound in response. “But what’s done is done. All we can do is kill the Defiled as quickly as we can so the others can go back and get their beauty sleep. Mother knows, they need it.” More polite laughs follow, but neither Red One nor Lang Yi crack a smile.
 
  
 
 As if prompted by an unspoken signal, a resounding roar erupts from the Defiled horde and they charge as one. Li Song’s squad has yet to arrive, which means I’m stuck here with about half a squad to defend the entire camp.
 
  
 
 Well, I did ask for a challenge...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Anyone who’d ever seen Siyar cloak himself in shadow would always invariably ask the same stupid question.
 
  
 
 ‘How do you do it?’ or some variation thereof.
 
  
 
 Usually, Siyar ignored those idiots, or if he had to, gave them shrug and a smirk while imagining sewing their mouths shut. If pressed, he’d claim it was a ‘trade secret’ or make up some nonsense. His favourite was that he’d accepted a reclusive Expert as his Mentor, but was Oath-sworn to secrecy and had already revealed too much. Truth was, even if he wanted to explain, he wouldn’t know where to start. How was he supposed to explain something which took years to learn and even longer to master in a handful of sentences?
 
  
 
 For as long as Siyar could remember, the darkness had always been his ally, always there to hide him from someone or something. In his early years, he’d hidden from his drunk, abusive father, or his harridan of a mother, or the pervert uncle next door. He hid from them daily, right up until his parents started looking at Siyar with dubious intent, likely considering the pervert Uncle’s repeated propositions. That’s when he learned the golden rule, to always look out for himself. At the tender age of eleven, he ran away from home with nothing except the clothes on his back. He didn’t run far, only to the next village over, but his parents didn’t spend much effort looking, so it was far enough. To survive, he joined a gang of runaway children working for a man everyone called Big Egg, on account his bald, irregularly shaped head.
 
  
 
 The fifth son of a well-to-do family, Big Egg fancied himself a ‘free trader’, which was a prettier way to say smuggler and fence. In truth, he was a bit player who’d found his niche in Sanshu, a city where only the rich thrived. Back before Falling Rain and the damned Marshal got involved, the Council had a stranglehold on all trade in Sanshu and they loathed competition. Since they owned everything from the guards and accountants to the gates and ports, Big Egg couldn’t sneak or bribe his way in like in any other city. He had to be more creative with his methods, so he started using children to move his cargo. Here, the darkness aided Siyar once more as he smuggled stolen goods through pitch black tunnels and crawl spaces only children could fit inside with no one being the wiser.
 
  
 
 This lasted for a few months until one of Big Egg’s runners got stuck squeezing out of an exit. Instead of keeping quiet and waiting for Big Egg to send someone to find him, the little idiot’s struggles caught the attention of a passing patrol and the jig was up. The exits were nailed shut, Big Egg got slapped with a fine, and the idiot kid went to the gallows. Undeterred by the setback, Big Egg set another plan into motion, sneaking kids through the gates in plain sight. All they had to do was join a caravan on its way into the city and pray their rucksack or dolly wasn’t searched. It worked most of the time, but a single child couldn’t carry much without garnering suspicion, so things were slow going. In times of desperation, Big Egg would have the kids swallow the cargo and retrieve it the next morning, which not only allowed the kids to carry more, but also reduced the risk of search and seizure by the guards. Many a wealthy noble in Sanshu wore gemstones which had once been sifted out of ganger shit, an experience which had soured Siyar on jewellery of any sort.
 
  
 
 Not the most glorious of beginnings, but everyone had to start somewhere. As jobs went, the life of a ‘courier’ to Sanshu was pretty cushy since Big Egg had learned his kids were overlooked more often when they looked clean and healthy. Not to say the job was entirely without risk since capture by the guards meant the gallows. Worse was if you were robbed by rival gangsters and returned alive. Furious over the loss of cargo, Big Egg’s go to punishment was to have the other children beat the unlucky offender to death. The bald bastard never laid a finger on his kids, because Siyar and his companions were so desperate for a place to belong, they were happy to beat one of their own to death, and with their bare hands, no less.
 
  
 
 Children are stupid, which was why Siyar stayed with Big Egg’s gang for three years before parting ways. That’s how long it took him to remember the golden rule, to always look out for himself. He had it all planned out in advance and followed through when Big Egg entrusted him with a valuable shipment into the city, a parcel of diamonds which had ‘fallen’ off a wagon somewhere. Siyar swallowed those diamonds down, joined a caravan into the city, then knifed the overconfident bastard the second they were alone. Big Egg had treated him well, but only because Siyar got things done, so they owed each other nothing. It had to be done, since Siyar was getting too old to be overlooked by the guards and the rival gangsters were getting wise to his tricks. It was only a matter of time before he was caught so it was kill or be killed, a lesson Big Egg taught Siyar well.
 
  
 
 With Big Egg dead, Siyar snuck out of the city and after a quick squat and a long rinse, he offered the diamonds as tribute to join the Sharktooth Syndicate. It was the smartest thing he’d ever done, because birds die for food and men die for wealth. If he’d kept the diamonds or sold them for coin, then he would’ve been robbed or worse, but now he had a crew to watch his back while he honed his skills. He still had to hide, only now instead of guards and gangsters, he hid from soldiers and rival bandits, but he took to the life like a fish to water. Two blood-stained years later, he helped Big-Eyed Kang and Light-fingered Yu seize control of the Sharktooth Syndicate, and that’s when things took off. Together, the three of them turned the Syndicate into a successful smuggling operation, with Kang providing security, Yu handling purchases and falsifying documents, and Siyar making sure the cargo got where it was supposed to go. Though seemingly a glorified wagon driver, his hierarchy in the Syndicate was second only to Kang’s and equal to Yu’s, except Siyar cared nothing for standing, reputation, or making decisions which didn’t concern him.
 
  
 
 All he cared about was looking out for himself, and that was enough.
 
  
 
 While their work would never make them rich, it was enough to live a decent life and that’s what they had until Big-Eyed Kang got it into his fat head to be more than just a bandit and smuggler. The muscle-bound idiot didn’t realize it was better to be the head of a dog than the tail of a lion and convinced Yu to play along. Siyar should’ve cut and run when the two of them hitched the Syndicate to the Council’s wagon, but he foolishly stuck around out of a misguided sense of camaraderie and companionship.
 
  
 
 Turns out, grown-ass men can be stupid too, but this time, Siyar had learned from his mistakes.
 
  
 
 When he spotted the Defiled attack coming in the morning gloom, a plan came together in his head. More out of habit than anything else, he already picked out several hiding spots nearby, and one suited his purposes perfectly. All he had to do was keep his head down and stay put until the battle was over and the bossman left, then Siyar would be free and clear with no one the wiser. Everyone’d assume he was killed or taken away by the Defiled, so they wouldn’t even bother looking for a corpse. It was the perfect opportunity to get away, because sooner or later, soldiering would be the death of him. It wasn’t personal, he just thought it would be best to leave while leaving was still an option, and what better opportunity than this?
 
  
 
 After firing off the signal arrow, Siyar sent his quin away and brought his water-skin, crossbow, and Spiritual Weapon with him as he bolted for the crevice. Dug into the westward side of a half-buried boulder, there was just enough room for Siyar to lie prone inside so long as he hugged his sword and crossbow to his chest. Carefully sweeping away the evidence of his passing, Siyar slid into the dark, earthy pocket, placed a layer of grassy sod over the opening like a blanket, and plunged his hiding space into complete darkness. While optimistically confident his presence would go unnoticed, the ground rumbled with the footsteps of thousands of running Defiled, a sound which filled him with concern as he prayed his efforts were enough.
 
  
 
 If not, his sword would prove small protection against the horde of Defiled rampaging nearby.
 
  
 
 Closing his eyes, Siyar forced himself to breathe and calm down. Staying hidden was 90% preparation, 9% mental fortitude, and 1% luck. He’d made the preparations, and so long as his luck held, then all he had to do was sit tight until the coast was clear. Not an easy task as his instincts demanded he flee or fight, but reason prevailed and he remained still as a corpse. The thunder of hooves, the crash of steel, the screams of the dead and dying, Siyar parsed through the pandemonium to find out what was going on around him. Dastan’s cavalry was nearby, that much was clear, but after the initial charge, Siyar didn’t hear hoof beats fading into the distance like he’d expected. Not a good sign seeing as there were only fifty odd horsemen against maybe twenty times that number of Defiled. In a situation like this, the heavy cavalry should hit hard and fade away, so why was Dastan intent on fighting fair? Fucking nobles were a curious bunch, but Siyar had thought a low-born scrapper like Dastan would’ve known better. Was the bossman and his Death Corps infantry on their way? If so, then they’d better hurry or else...
 
  
 
 Seconds passed by but still there was no change. The din of battle continued to sound out and Siyar imagined a landscape littered with his dead comrades, and it occurred to him that he’d assumed the bossman would emerge victorious from this battle. What would happen if the bossman lost? The Defiled would probably stick around for a week or two, celebrating their victory with a bit of cannibalism and torture while Siyar slowly starved to death.
 
  
 
 Maybe it was time to rethink things through...
 
  
 
 Clutching his crossbow and sword, Siyar experienced a pang of guilt over abandoning the bossman in his time of need. Hell, he even felt bad about leaving his comrades in the lurch. Bulat and Ravil could drop dead for all he cared, but most of the others weren’t too bad, like Jinoe and Ronga who were always good for a laugh, or tasty Kimi who liked to get drunk and jump him for angry sex, or Awdar who owed him fifty two coppers and counting. Hell, even Jorani wasn’t a bad sort. Sure, the lanky rat killed Big-Eyed Kang, but the dumb bastard deserved it. Strutting around with a banner behind him like he was hot shit just because he had a big sword and an Aura, it’s like Kang was asking to get shot. More importantly, both times when Siyar went to the winery, Jorani had his back. The pinched-faced swindler was utter shit at sneaking and not much better in a fight, but he put on a brave face and looked out for his own, which was more than Siyar could say about most.
 
  
 
 By the Father’s Syphilitic Cock... When did he become so... sentimental?
 
  
 
 Repressing a sigh, Siyar opened his eyes to the darkness of his hideaway. He’d never forgive himself if he stayed here, so he might as well head out and die with the rest. Shifting the sod away ever so slightly, he let his eyes slowly adjust to the moonlight. Quietly sliding out of the crevice, he allowed himself a small smile as he checked his surroundings and manually loaded his crossbow. Sunrise was still an hour away, and while the Defiled had better night-vision than most, Siyar was confident they wouldn’t see him coming.
 
  
 
 For the darkness had always been his ally.
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 Buffeted by waves of icy-cold terror, Jorani watched his doom unfold like a spectator watches a play. A small part of his brain demanded he run or fight, do something, anything, but he couldn’t. Unable to even draw breath, his lungs burned and knees quivered as he stood rooted in place, helpless to act as the Defiled Champion drew closer and closer, his massive club and black grin growing larger with each step. This was how Jorani would die, reduced to meat paste in front of a crowd of thousands, with no friends or allies to save him. Faced with overwhelming power, there was nothing he could do, his fate sealed the moment his opponent unleashed his Aura.
 
  
 
 No. Jorani’s fate was sealed the moment he was born to a common washer-woman from Sanshu.
 
  
 
 The strong thrive and the weak survive, such was the way of the world. Maybe if his father hadn’t been an absentee deadbeat then things would be different, but with neither wealth nor power, Jorani was destined to a life of mediocrity. While he was busy scrounging for bread and coppers, others fortunate enough to be born into better families ate the best of meals and received the finest instruction. Jorani was seventeen when he first found Balance, almost a decade later than the average noble, and bound his Spiritual Weapon only a year ago. Having come to power so late and with so much working against him, how was he ever supposed to measure up to his peers?
 
  
 
 If only GangShu had stuck around or provided some sort of support. The stingy old bastard could’ve supported a hundred thousand families and still have coin to spare, but instead he left Ma and Jorani to fend for themselves, because ‘rat daddies don’t stick around’. Jorani wasn’t even the worst off of his unfortunate half-siblings either, like poor Sorya and Anrhi were sold into slavery after their mother passed away. Who knew how many others never made it to adulthood?
 
  
 
 Why was Daxian so fortunate? Daxian the Virtuous? More like Daxian the luckiest bastard in the fucking Empire, but that’d be hard to write on a breastplate.
 
  
 
 Back then, news of a half-rat rising to the rank of Major had made waves throughout Sanshu, and Jorani had been the butt of so many jokes. More than a little jealous, he had looked into his supposed half-brother and cursed his good fortune. At fifteen years old, Daxian joined the army as a private and quickly rose through the ranks on sheer talent alone, easily the match of any young talent nurtured by the ruling factions. After earning his Captaincy at eighteen, Daxian won his Spiritual Weapon in an army-sponsored tournament by defeating all competitors in a massive free-for-all melee. At twenty two, he earned his promotion to Senior Captain during a Defiled raid on an outer fortress, killing fifteen Champions in successive duels before leading his unit in an all-out charge to rescue three senior officers from what should have been a hopeless situation. Then, at twenty-six, he fought off an ambush from not one, not two, but three Demons, and even killed one in the process of saving his commanding officer and thereby securing his promotion to Major.
 
  
 
 A rags-to-riches story only found in fables and dramas, it was one meant to inspire and embolden, but back then, Daxian’s success had pushed Jorani into a spiral of depression. They both shared similar origins, so why were they as different as night and day?
 
  
 
 Because unlike Jorani, their father supported Daxian, the only one GangShu gave any care or attention to.
 
  
 
 They never admitted it, but that was the only explanation for Daxian’s strength. Why Daxian and not Jorani, or any of the other dozens of kids GangShu had lying around? Why was the Mother so unfair? The past year proved Jorani had no lack of talent, he only lacked the time and resources needed to become an elite Martial Warrior. He’d made great strides along the Martial Path in a short amount of time, but even the fastest sprinter needed time to catch up when given a handicap measured in years. Jorani was out of his depth facing an Aura-capable Defiled Champion, a helpless lamb before a starving tiger. Maybe if he’d been trained by the old bastard from young, like Daxian so obviously had been, then Jorani would also have an Aura, but as things stood, he was still years away from even attempting it. Even then, there were Martial Warriors who trained their entire lives and never condensed their Auras, so who was to say Jorani would be any different?
 
  
 
 He wouldn’t be. He knew this in his heart of hearts. He was weak, and such was the way of the world.
 
  
 
 Strength. He needed strength and a lot of it if he wanted to survive, and he most certainly did. He thought he was ready for death, but he wasn’t. There was still so much he had yet to do, so much he still wanted to do. He wanted to find a wife, settle down, have kids, and give his family everything he and Ma never had. He wanted to be a hero, a leader his warriors could respect and a man his children could look up to. He wanted to prove that bastard GangShu wrong, prove his entitled half-brother Daxian wrong, and show them both that Jorani was better than they thought. He still remembered the disappointment on GangShu’s face the first time they met. “Oh?” GangShu had said, his eyes narrowed and nose wrinkled like he was looking at a pile of garbage instead of his abandoned son. “Yer Hangman Jorani? That can’t be right.”
 
  
 
 Scathing condemnation and casual disregard in one simple statement. Not exactly the reunion with dear old dad Jorani had dreamed about as a child, but he didn’t know why he ever hoped for more from his rat-bastard of a father.
 
  
 
 All this and more passed through his mind in a matter of heartbeats as Jorani’s hour of death drew near. The hulking, bare-chested Defiled Champion made his way over until, following some unspoken rule of duelling, he stopped about twenty paces away to stretch in anticipation of a good fight. Sadly, the greyish, human-leather wearing savage would soon be disappointed, for he didn’t know Jorani was helpless before him. The part of his brain not gibbering in terror found that odd, because surely his opponent knew Jorani didn’t have an Aura to counter him. That’s how it should work, right?
 
  
 
 Not that it mattered. Even if neither of them had an Aura, Jorani didn’t stand a chance. This was a Defiled Champion, a natural-born killing machine who thrived on death and bloodshed. Opposing him was a street-rat from Sanshu, here only by a strange quirk of fate. Falling Rain could’ve chosen any of the surviving bandits to be his figurehead, almost all of them more qualified than Jorani. Perhaps that’s why he was chosen in the first place, because Rain wanted someone pitiful and pathetic to control, an expendable stooge to use against the Council. If it wasn’t for GangShu asking Falling Rain to look after him, Jorani would probably have died after the Battle for Sanshu, kissed by a dagger to tie up loose ends. In fact, that’s probably why Falling Rain chose him to lead the Mother’s Militia instead of picking Chey, because he didn’t want to waste her potential. Out of all the recruits from Sanshu, Chey had improved the most, a charismatic leader who, while not quite as strong as the likes of Wang Bao, Ulfsaar, or Neera, was the most likely candidate to reach their level.
 
  
 
 In contrast? Jorani was a coward and a drunk who lost the respect of his subordinates and superiors in one fell swoop. No one respected him. He could see it in their averted eyes, the scorn and ridicule they had for their one-time leader who’d been relegated to digging ditches for them to shit and piss in. That’s where he belonged, down in the dirt, because he was a fraud and a charlatan, a puppet whose reputation and accomplishments were all faked. He was a lookout, a scavenger, a bottom-feeding rat lower than the least of them, and they all knew it.
 
  
 
 And now, he knew it too.
 
  
 
 His foolish dreams of grandeur would never come to pass, not while he kept playing by their rules. Theirs was a broken system, one designed by some Bitch sitting on up high, meting out trials and tribulations with impunity, all for Her twisted, sadistic amusement. What did those poncy, puffed-up nobles have that Jorani didn’t? Sure, he formed his Core late, but how many of them could’ve done what he did today and hold off an entire force of Defiled by himself? How many of them could’ve persevered under Falling Rain’s merciless gaze, forced to run and train day after day, put through exercises and gruelling sparring sessions for months without end? Jorani suffered through all that and more, but for what?
 
  
 
 So he could be abandoned here on the battlefield, where he would die alone and unappreciated.
 
  
 
 He should surrender, like he had planned, only... surrender didn’t necessarily mean an end to his life.
 
  
 
 It wouldn’t be the first time Jorani switched sides. How many gangs had he been a part of? How many bandit crews had he joined? He wasn’t a traitor who played tricks to benefit himself, but every time he was left with no choice. When a gang was defeated, you either joined the new crew or died with the old, and this was no different. It’s how he survived all those years after Ma died, by siding with the biggest and baddest thug around, no matter who he had to leave behind. The Empire was doomed anyways, so why not join the winning side? With the Defiled, not only would he grow stronger, but his strength would earn him respect and status. Wealth, women, and whatever else his heart desired, he would have it so long as he renounced Balance and surrendered.
 
  
 
 It’s so easy. All you need to do is let go.
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 They left you here to die. You don’t owe them anything.
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 You have nothing to lose either way. What are you waiting for?
 
  
 
 Surrender.
 
  
 
 Silence fell on the battlefield as Jorani found clarity, the world simple and straightforward once again. Resist, and he would die. Surrender, and he would live. It was simple as that. There was no other choice. Shrugging off the Defiled Champion’s Aura, Jorani marched across the grassy field beneath the moonlit sky, his steps light and head held high, watching his newfound friends as they waited to greet him. This was it, the start of a new Jorani, a better Jorani, one in control of his own fate.
 
  
 
 Twenty steps later, Jorani came face to face with the Defiled Champion. Well, face to nipple since he was a big bastard, but no matter. In time, Jorani would grow taller and stronger, he knew this to be true. How he knew it, he wasn’t sure, but doubts and apprehensions were for the old Jorani. New Jorani did what he pleased, and this... well, it wasn’t pleasing, but it felt like the right thing to do.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right.
 
  
 
 Craning his neck back to look the Champion in the eyes, Jorani spoke quietly, the words not coming as easily as he thought they would. “Me name’s Jorani.” Okay that was easy enough. Now the next part. Just surrender. Say the words and mean it, then everything would be okay. “I’m here... I’m here to... I’m –”
 
  
 
 “Kick his ass, boss!”
 
  
 
 “Fer Sanshu! Fer the Mother’s Militia.”
 
  
 
 “Learn ‘im what the Bekkies taught ye!”
 
  
 
 Almost choking in his haste to swallow his words, Jorani turned around and gawked at his people behind him. What was Erkin doing? Why didn’t he use this time to regroup for another charge? Ral stood tall atop his quin, Squeaky, waving both arms as if afraid Jorani wouldn’t see him. Dastan was also there, grinning like a madman as he always did when there was a battle to be fought, and his mirth was echoed in Sahb’s features beside him. Jinoe, Ciro, Kimi, Ronga, Awdar, and more, all of them were back, maybe eighty people in total lined up for the Enemy to gawk at, a poor showing compared to the two thousand Defiled across from them.
 
  
 
 Yet still, there they were, standing around like lambs waiting for the slaughter, all to support him in his time of need.
 
  
 
 To make matters worse, none of his people seemed to realize how shit the situation was. Instead, they hooted and hollered like they thought Jorani was here to fight and actually stood a chance against the muscled behemoth of a Champion. Had they all gone mad? In what fantasy dream world would this even be an option? Did they not know who he was or what he was really like? Impossible, they all knew Jorani was a coward, a drunkard, a failure and a disappointment, not a dueller of Champions or leader of men. He’d stayed behind to save these idiots and they didn’t even have the courtesy to let him!
 
  
 
 “Jor!”
 
  
 
 Wait? He did this to save them? Didn’t they abandon him?
 
  
 
 “Hey Jor!”
 
  
 
 No, they didn’t abandon him, he stayed behind because that’s what needed to be done.
 
  
 
 “Jor, can you hear me?”
 
  
 
 If he did this to save them, so why didn’t they leave? Did they turn around to save him?
 
  
 
 “Jor!?!”
 
  
 
 Unable to think due to Ral’s constant shouting, Jorani screamed, “What?! What do you want?!”
 
  
 
 Tail wagging so furiously he was liable to fall off his quin, Ral grinned and shouted, “Smash him good, Jor!”
 
  
 
 Oh right, Jorani had almost forgotten he’d come here to fight. Turning back to the Defiled Champion, he locked eyes with the towering giant for a moment, and in that brief, infinitesimal instant, Jorani’s intentions were revealed.
 
  
 
 There would be no surrender. Not today.
 
  
 
 Roaring in anger, the Champion raised his club to strike, but to Jorani’s eyes, the behemoth moved far too slowly. Coiled around his fist, Jorani’s Spiritual Weapon smashed into the Champion’s jaw with a rising uppercut. Warm blood splattered across his face as each successive layer of his coiled cord ground away at leather, skin, flesh, and eventually bone. Instincts and training kicked in as he drew his dagger and slashed it across the Champion’s belly, but even as the flesh parted and guts spilled out, Jorani knew his efforts were wasted.
 
  
 
 After all, the Champion had already died from the first blow. Defiled were tough, but not so tough they could survive losing half their head.
 
  
 
 The faceless corpse fell to one side, revealing the crowd of angry and surprised Defiled to Jorani. Now that the fight was over, he belatedly realized he was closer to the Enemy than to his people. Not the safest place to stand, but running would get him killed even quicker. Arm still raised from his killing blow, he flicked his wrist to slough off the blood before striking a triumphant stance, hiding his fear and uncertainty with false bravado while staring down the Defiled horde.
 
  
 
 He had so many questions, like what just happened? Why did he think the Defiled would accept him? Why did they think he’d join them? Why did the Champion’s Aura stop affecting him? Was he actually secretly strong but didn’t know it because he was surrounded by freaks and monsters? Why weren’t the Defiled charging already?
 
  
 
 Seconds ticked by and Jorani realized the Defiled were treating him with respect, not exactly backing away but less than enthusiastic about engaging him. Ha, his skills scared them away, did it? Well, Jorani couldn’t blame them, that uppercut was something else. How did he do it? Reinforcement, Amplification, his special brand of Honing, and... something else.
 
  
 
 Wait... The Defiled weren’t looking at him. They were looking past him.
 
  
 
 “Well done lad.” A meaty hand clapped Jorani on the shoulder and he almost fell to his knees. Staggering from the impact, he turned to curse the damned fool but quickly held his tongue. With his tangled beard and ragged robes, Lei Gong didn’t look the part of an Expert, but he certainly carried himself like one. There was just something intangible and indefinable about him, something that transcended his shabby appearance and elevated him to a man, nay, a warrior worthy of respect.
 
  
 
 Oh wait. Never mind. Jorani realized what it was. The old man was sober for once. That’s why he looked so different.
 
  
 
 Oblivious to Jorani’s rude, yet honest thoughts, Lei Gong steadied Jorani and nodded sagely. “You’ve come a long way since Sanshu,” he said, and Jorani knew he wasn’t talking about distance. “Seems for once, this old man has lost a bet, but can’t say I’m angry about it. Next time though, how about you tremble a little less? You had this old man thinking he’d have to run in and save yer ass.”
 
  
 
 “Told you we wouldn’t need to step in.” Appearing out of the shadows, Daxian didn’t even spare Jorani a glance. “We’ll settle our accounts later. There’s work to be done.”
 
  
 
 “That there is. Feel like another wager? Say... which one of us kills more Defiled? Same stakes as before?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Come now, where’s yer competitive spirit?”
 
  
 
 “I learned from you. Never make a bet you’re not confident of winning.”
 
  
 
 “Scared?”
 
  
 
 “Not fear, but pragmatism.”
 
  
 
 “Bah. Yer no fun. Give an old man a chance to win it back, yea? Ye only made the bet because ye didn’t want to... Err, by the by lad, you can put yer arm down now.” With a roguish wink, Lei Gong continued, “You did good work here, bought enough time for yer people. Mister Rustram and his lot will be around soon enough, so what say we get the festivities started?” Without waiting for an answer, Lei Gong raised his cane and pointed it at the Defiled. Lightning flashed and thunder roared as the old man reminded everyone why he was called the Lord of Thunder. A bolt of lightning lanced across the field and illuminated the world before crashing into the Defiled. The sight left Jorani blind for several seconds, but soon the stench of burnt flesh wafted over on the breeze, lifting his spirits as the tension melted from his body.
 
  
 
 Finally, the heavy hitters were here and poor little Jorani could finally take a break.
 
  
 
 “Come on lad,” Lei Gong cackled, unleashing a second bolt of lightning while dragging Jorani towards the Defiled. “Stay close and show this old man what else you’ve learned in our time apart.”
 
  
 
 Reluctant to abandon face to turn and run, Jorani quietly followed along while desperately blinking to clear his vision, reasoning that the safest place to be was beside two powerful Experts. Together, the three of them led the charge against the Defiled, and Jorani’s vision returned just in time to see Daxian smash five or six Defiled aside with a single strike. Then Jorani watched him do it again. And again.
 
  
 
 With spear in hand, the Virtuous cleared away the chaff while Lei Gong followed closely behind, conjuring a storm of lightning to wreak havoc across the battlefield. With little to do except clean up the odd stray Daxian sent his way, Jorani used his time to look around and get a better feel for the overall battle. Crashing into a veritable wall of Defiled flesh, Dastan’s cavalry scattered weapons and bodies before them as they cut a swathe through the Enemy ranks. Erkin’s scouts followed soon after, protecting the rear while simultaneously picking off the scattered remnants still reeling from Dastan’s charge. Having learned from his mistakes, Dastan had directed the charge at an angle instead of going head first into the clump, so despite their best efforts to hold the cavalry in place, the sheer mass of the Guonei chargers proved too much for the Defiled to hold in place and the cavalry soon pushed through and emerged bloodied but whole.
 
  
 
 In between the booming of thunder and rumbling of hoof-beats, Jorani made out a familiar sound, the twang of crossbows and whistle of bolts. No, just one crossbow, he soon realized, a single shooter working alone. Across the battlefield, he spotted signs of the marksman’s work as a Defiled warrior toppled over with a bolt in his eye and no enemy in sight, his death going largely unnoticed in the chaos of battle. The dead man’s companion was the sole exception, but after turning around to seek out the killer, he was shot down a few seconds later from a different angle. Pride swelled in Jorani’s chest as he put the pieces together, whooping with joy at the news of Siyar’s safe return. Though he had yet to spot the sneaky smuggler, Jorani didn’t know anyone else who could evade detection like that while also using a crossbow.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t just Siyar who stood out either. Still standing on Squeaky, Ral wielded his massive quarter-staff with unnatural grace. Always spinning this way or that, the weapon danced in Ral’s hands as it broke bones and ended lives, never still even for an instant. Barely recognizable beneath all the blood and viscera, Erkin’s head moved back and forth on a swivel while guiding Ral to where he was needed most. No slouch in battle himself, the squad leader brandished his broken spear about, likely more comfortable with the improvised club than an actual weapon on account of his humble origins as a Syndicate bruiser. Less impressive were Jinoe and Ronga as the inseparable duo covered each others flanks, while Kimi’s beastly she-quin eviscerated everyone in its path, her feral personality well-suited for her mentally unhinged rider.
 
  
 
 Chest swelling with pride, Jorani raised his voice in a wordless scream of triumph and his people echoed it proudly. Who would have thought a rag-tag group of thieves, smugglers, crooks, and vagabonds would do so well against the Defiled? They weren’t the best warriors around, but they were his people, and they’d be damned if they let the bossman down.
 
  
 
 Well... technically, they were Erkin’s people, but not for long. The bruiser had potential, but he wasn’t ready for command, so Jorani would have to step back in. Today marked a new beginning, a new Jorani, one who would no longer drink (to excess) and wholeheartedly pursue his goals (or lower his standards). Perhaps he would take another look at Kimi. While she was a little more intense and fiercer than Jorani liked, it’d be nice to marry a woman strong enough to protect him and their future children, not to mention the angry she-quin Kimi would come with.
 
  
 
 They lived in a dangerous world, and new and improved though he might be, Jorani wasn’t too proud to admit he’d need all the help he could get.
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 With as much authority as I can muster, I shout over the din of Defiled battle cries. “Drive them back from whence they came! Charge!”
 
  
 
 Ugh... what am I saying? Whence? Who talks like that? Luckily, being at the front of the crowd means I’m spared the sight of my cringing soldiers and can instead set my mind to the task at hand. Unleashing my Aura, I encounter resistance from multiple Enemy Champions who have done the same. Bolstered by the Auras of Red One through Three and Jochi’s, both sides reach an uneasy equilibrium in the blink of an eye, the typical outcome one can expect on the battlefield. Auras are both vitally important yet practically useless in massed warfare, and while I understand the why, I’m still not entirely sure about the how.
 
  
 
 Outside of a controlled setting, Auras are a pivotal skill in single combat. If you don’t have an Aura and your opponent does, then you’re boned, and the same is true for the reverse. If both combatants have Auras, then things are better, but still not without risk. Even without Honing, a strong Aura can overpower a weaker one, but the strength differential needs to be overwhelming. Take BoShui, for example. Putting it politely, his Aura is not great, well-deserving of his paper tiger reputation. If Auras were chess pieces, BoShui would be a pawn, and honestly, there’s nothing wrong with being a pawn. You can’t win a game without pawns, but conversely, if all you have is a single pawn, then you’re probably in trouble.
 
  
 
 BoShui sits at the bottom of the Aura game, while people like Akanai, Guard Leader, and Nian Zu stand at the top. There’s no widely accepted belief on what makes an Aura strong, but if I had to guess, it has something to do with conviction or principles. The stronger one’s conviction, the stronger one’s Aura, but that’s just a theory I pulled out of my ass using anecdotal experience. No one cares enough to study Auras in depth because in warfare, having a strong Aura doesn’t make much of a difference.
 
  
 
 From what I’ve seen thus far, a contest of Auras isn’t really an exchange of blows or test of might, but rather more about metaphysical weight, for lack of a better word. I imagine two opposing Auras like oil and water. So long as both substances are present in similar quantities, then the two liquids will never mix. Opposing Auras are the same way, except instead of one floating atop the other, they sorta exist in whatever shape is required to protect the members of each faction.
 
  
 
 Side note, I don’t understand how Auras work when there’s more than two sides in a fight. I should find out.
 
  
 
 Anyway, to break through an Aura, you either need one to be significantly ‘heavier’ than the other, or you cheat and gather all your Aura into one concentrated point. The former is how normal people use Aura, whereas the latter is what I do with Beyblades and Honing, a feat no one I’ve told has been able to replicate. For now, I’ll assume it's a skill unique to myself and ignore its existence, but this is where things get really confusing. Overlapping friendly Auras will become much stronger defensively, but only gain a minor, almost insignificant increase in offensive strength. Why, no one knows, and I don’t even have a guess. Essentially, this means that while one Zian Aura can crush one BoShui Aura, two linked BoShui Auras could probably hold out against two linked Zian Auras, making Aura crushing all but impossible in battles with multiple Aura users present.
 
  
 
 While I can’t sense the exact number Auras we’re up against, judging from the density (again, the best word I could come up with), I’d say there are at least ten Auras emanating from the Defiled. There could still be more Champions who have yet to unleash their Auras and are instead saving their strength, so letting my Beyblade rip is definitely not the path to victory. I might be able to poke a hole through their Aural ‘membrane’ and crush three to five Auras, but when the dust settles, there’ll still be plenty of Aura-capable Defiled on the battlefield while I’ll be drained of Chi and essentially useless.
 
  
 
 Sadly, my cool and awesome Aura hacks are only useful for duels and small scale encounters. It sucks, why can’t I be overpowered for once?
 
  
 
 Doesn’t matter. The time for tricks, tactics, and maneuvers is over and done with. Now, we meet the Enemy in open combat and achieve victory through superior skill and equipment. It helps that the Defiled are wicked stupid and poorly armed, falling for every bait and trap we set while only bringing no armour of any kind and only a handful of Spiritual Weapons scattered across four or five thousand Defiled. That last bit isn’t something I can share with the rest of my retinue though, since I know I can only sense their weapons because I almost went full Defiled myself.
 
  
 
 You never go full Defiled.
 
  
 
 Either way, it doesn’t matter how many Defiled there are because my boys have yet to let me down. In fact, they’ve exceeded all my wildest expectations, which is a nice surprise.
 
  
 
 I don’t get a lot of those.
 
  
 
 A shoe-in for most improved, Lang Yi leads from the front, a force to be reckoned thanks to the hellish training regimen he religiously kept to since regaining his freedom. Meeting the Defiled with jet-black spear in hand, the Elder Lang brother claims the first kill of the night with a thrust of his spear. A fraction of a second later, the younger claims the second with an identical thrust, and only then does Unity taste blood. Fighting side by side, the Lang brothers look like carbon copies of one another, so eerily similar I sometimes wonder if Lang Yi learned how to clone himself. With their shaggy, unkempt hair, grim, unyielding scowls, and lean, predatory builds, the brothers are indistinguishable from one another even down to their Khishig-issue undies, but the similarities go deeper than mere appearance. Their movements are so identical and coordinated it sometimes feels like one is an echo of the other, their actions separated only by the briefest of interludes. From the way they set their feet to how they thrust their spears, it’s like watching one mind direct two bodies through the exact same motions. They even have the same throbbing vein in their necks, the only indications of agitation from facing their most hated Enemy.
 
  
 
 And boy do they hate Defiled.
 
  
 
 All of Lang Yi’s companions in slavery share the same zeal for bloodshed, their eyes wide and cheeks red as they set to slaughtering the Defiled with disturbing levels of glee. Their focus so complete, not a single one utters more than a grunt, their battles fought in complete silence as if to trap all their hatred and anger inside them, but their wide-eyed, blood-soaked expressions speaks volumes to their rage. Merciless to both enemies and themselves, the former labourers are covered from head to toe in injuries, some less superficial than others. They’re a worrisome bunch, because despite how far they’ve come thanks to hard work and dedication, the simple truth is they haven’t trained for long enough. Like myself in my younger years, Lang Yi’s bunch are neither strong nor skilled enough to block or dodge, so they settle on trading blows with their opponents and Healing their injuries with Panacea. Compounding the issue is their lacking Chi reserves, which again can be attributed to their short careers. The slowest ones only formed their Cores a few months ago and even the fastest have been Martial Warriors for less than a year. Impressive as their progress has been, they still need time to develop, but time is in short supply.
 
  
 
 Luckily, their long exposure to Spectres has left them with impressive physiques, an advantage I think I share. I’m not sure how it works, but seeing as how all Defiled across the board are inherently stronger than most mundane bodybuilders, I’d assume it’s less about physical anatomy and more mystic mumbo jumbo. Passive, free Reinforcement maybe, or higher quality muscle fibres or something. Then again, what do I know? Maybe it’s anecdotal and being near Defiled has nothing to do with it. Although I’m stronger than most Martial Warriors my size (not that there are many), it’s nothing compared to Mila’s hidden power, a herculean brute in the form of a sexy, fiery, freckled goddess of the forge.
 
  
 
 ...I miss her. Lin and Yan too. I wonder if I’ll see Yan when I get back to Sinuji? Probably not. Her last foray out west was the same time as Zian’s, and he’s ‘resting’ back in Sinuji. When I go back in six days, he’ll set out once more and Yan will probably do the same, meaning we’ll have one night together at most, assuming I can even get permission to go visit her. Not to say it’s the only reason I want to see her, but god I miss sex. I mean, I always missed it, but I’d grown accustomed to celibacy after the first year or so. Now that I remember how awesome sex is, I can’t stop thinking about it. For the first time in my life, masturbation doesn’t help because it’s not the physical act I crave, but more the affection and intimacy which comes with it, a brand of familiarity you can’t get anywhere else. Sometimes, while lying in bed at night, I can still feel the warmth of Yan’s skin against mine, our bodies intertwined as her quiet moans and hungry eyes feed my desire to –
 
  
 
 A resounding clang interrupts my erotic reminiscence and I dispatch the offending Defiled with a jab to the throat, coating my face in a spray of blood as Tranquility’s blades punch through muscle and bone. Nodding at Red One to thank him for the save, I find the quiet yet imaginative Death Corps soldier already locked in a power struggle with another foe, his shoulder bleeding profusely because I was off in La-La land. Fatigue is no excuse for my distraction, because everyone in my retinue is fucking tired. I need to get my head back in the game.
 
  
 
 Re-invigorated by anger and guilt, I charge forward and impale the closest Defiled through the chest. With a flick of my wrist, I send the corpse crashing into Red One’s opponent and free him from the potentially fatal bind caused by my mistake. Despite his tendency to misread my intentions, Red One doesn’t let his advantage slip away and finishes his stumbling opponent off with a headbutt to the face, a rough and tumble warrior who values substance over style. Scuttling through the field of mud and over a sea of corpses, Red One scampers to my side with a bashful look, likely ashamed he left my side for all of a second. All of the Death Corps take their body-guarding duties seriously, and it’s really cramping my style on the battlefield. Literally cramping. Red One and Two stick so closely to each side I can’t even swing my giant honking glaive without elbowing one or both, leaving them at high risk of accidental dismemberment. When I brought it up, Red One nodded and said, “Worry not, Commander. Our lives and limbs are yours to claim whenever you wish.”
 
  
 
 So tiresome. At least he didn’t make a sexual innuendo or subtly proposition me afterwards...
 
  
 
 I shouldn’t blame the Death Corps for being obstinate. Their intentions are good and their slave Oaths won’t allow them to stand idly by, but sometimes, things would be better if they took things down a notch. Like now when I was spacing out, I wouldn’t have suffered a fatal blow and could’ve Healed back up in a jiffy, but it’ll take Red One several days to naturally heal from that unlucky strike, because Healing with Chi isn’t high on the Death Corps’ skills to practice. They’d rather learn more efficient ways to kill and Akanai forbade me from teaching them to use Panacea. At any given moment, the Legate or any Eastern fop with more authority than brains could demand the return of my (technically Luo-Luo’s) Death Corps Honour Guard and then our secret will be out.
 
  
 
 Suicidal tendencies and homoerotic advances aside, the Death Corps live up to their reputation and more. Whether they be Empire or Defiled, most warriors approach massed melees like a successive series of duels, where each person finds an opponent, dukes it out, then the winner moves on. This doesn’t mean no one will interfere an ongoing match, but most of the time, pitching in to support your friend hurts more than it helps, like with the Reds and myself. Not so for the Death Corps. Individually, they’re not spectacular Martial Warriors, generally worse than the all-Captain Purge force I fought alongside in Sanshu and about on par with Wang Bao’s cutthroats, but it is in massed battles where their training shows through. Packed together tighter than a can of sardines, Red Unit fights in unified groups of three to ten, presenting the Defiled with an impenetrable iron wall of death. A curious mix between sword and spear, their weapons are designed for this type of coordinated conflict, the straight blade measuring one third of the weapon and the haft making up the rest of the two-meter weapon. Favouring short thrusts and measured chops with their heavy pole-arms, the Death Corps throw back every Defiled charge with laughable ease, and those few attacks which slip through are seen off by their dark plate armour.
 
  
 
 The true testament to their defensive prowess is that while every other unit has suffered some casualties, I have yet to lose a single Death Corps soldier. Injuries aplenty, for sure, and those injuries hamper them more than the other members of my retinue, but with their strict, uncompromising discipline, tight-knit formations, and heavy plate armour, the Death Corps are easily the most professional fighting force I’ve ever seen. With Red Unit forming the core of our defence and Lang Yi’s labourers interspersed between the gaps, we’re evenly matched against the Defiled horde despite their overwhelming numbers, and I’m confident the tides will turn in our favour the second Li Song arrives with Tiger Squad.
 
  
 
 Until such a time arrives, I rein myself in and do my best to mesh with Red One and Two. It’s easier said than done since cooperation requires communication and none of the Death Corps ever speak more than absolutely necessary, though Red One has offered to ‘serve at my pleasure’ more times than I can count. Either way, I’m slowly getting used to fighting in their style, but our teamwork is still spotty at best. I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve tried to dodge an attack only to crash into someone beside me, and even though Unity’s glaive form looks similar to the Death Corp’s weapon of choice, it’s not balanced properly to be used the same way. When fighting in groups, the Death Corps choke up on their weapons and hold them just below the blade, whereas trying to hold Unity the same way makes my forearm cramp up.
 
  
 
 Minor issues in the grand scheme of things, but the fact that I can focus on these little details means things are going well.
 
  
 
 The minutes crawl by and stomping feet churn dirt and blood into mud. The Defiled advance slows and the pressure abates, but still they press on. Heedless of their losses, they charge over the sea of corpses and dive headlong into our defences, driving us back through sheer weight of numbers. Having learned better than to try and coordinate an orderly withdrawal on the fly, I do everything I can to bolster morale as the Defiled force us back step by precious step. Despite it being to our advantage to back away, it still feels like losing, which matters more than I’d like.
 
  
 
 Seeing two of Lang Yi’s people dragged down and hewn apart, I grit my teeth and choke down the urge to end the battle now. I could do it as easily as turning my hand but I choose not to, which means every death and injury sits firmly on my shoulders. I have my reasons, but no matter how logical or compelling those reasons might be, it never feels good to lose a comrade and worse to be responsible for it. “Stand and fight,” I yell, as if my Oath-bound soldiers had any other choice.
 
  
 
 As if to reassure myself I’m doing the right thing, I go over the facts in my head despite knowing it won’t make me feel better. Crazed and mindless though the Defiled might be, their actions are driven by the Spectres urging them on, which means the second I start Devouring, the Defiled tend to break and run. Now this sounds all fine and dandy, but every Defiled killed now is one less Defiled we face later. While it feels like trying to bail a sinking ship with a teaspoon, enough teaspoons working together just might do the trick. Despite my doubts and reservations, I’m doing my part in the war against Defiled, but it’s my soldiers paying the price.
 
  
 
 I didn’t free Lang Yi and the others to die for me. Why couldn’t they live happy and fulfilling lives on the island, far away from all this death and misery?
 
  
 
 ...Because they can’t. There’s an anger burning inside them, an anger I know all too well. Their tormentors are dead by my hand, but they need someone to pay for what they went through. I pray they will one day become whole again, be able to close their eyes and not see the nightmares of their past. I pray they make better decisions than I did, that they can resist temptation and hold onto their true selves.
 
  
 
 I pray for them because there’s nothing else I can do, but I know in this world, prayers are worthless.
 
  
 
 Jaw sore from clenching my teeth, I endure until Li Song and Tiger Squad arrive to bolster our defences. The pressure eases as they help shoulder the burden, and barely a minute later, the longbows of the Protectorate sing. Moving much faster through the dark fields than the heavily armoured Death Corps, the agile woodsmen unleash volley after volley of deadly arrows into the Enemy’s exposed flanks. As expected, the Defiled are too berserk to break off a force to deal with the unseen Protectorate and instead fixate on the enemies right in front of their faces, leaving Turtle Squad free to fire at will.
 
  
 
 The Spectres demand bloodshed and aren’t too particular about whose blood it is.
 
  
 
 Things are going exactly as planned, but I can’t help but fret. Jochi is feeding me Daxian’s sporadic reports, and even though it sounds like Rustram's people are doing well on their own, I should clean things up soon and go help. Even though Phoenix Squad is massively outnumbered, Lord of Thunder Lei Gong is almost single-handedly driving the Defiled back. While I’m still annoyed at being saddled with Daxian the Virtuous, the old man is a welcome addition to the team, especially since he remains out of sight (and smell) until there’s work to be done. My heavy hitters in Wang Bao and Ulfsaar’s units are also doing what they do best and slaughtering Defiled by the dozens, but like the song goes, it ain’t over til it’s over.
 
  
 
 ...Why do I remember song lyrics but not something useful... like say, how to make non-flammable explosives? Or flushable toilets?
 
  
 
 The minutes tick by and the Defiled horde dwindles away before my eyes. As the sun rises behind us, I decide enough is enough. Drawing on the bottomless void in which my Natal Palace sits, I unleash my battle-ending ultimate move: Infinite Suck.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Yea... there’s no way to make what I do sound cool. Still, it’s the best part about this patrol and one might even say the only good part. Not only do the Defiled hordes bring lots of errant Spectres with them, dead Defiled are like Spectre pinatas, though far less aesthetically pleasing than those of the paper and candy variety. Bereft of their hosts, the murderous spirits wail and screech as I Devour them by the hundreds where they will await my pleasure before becoming Heavenly Energy. Right on cue, the surviving Defiled turn tail and run, leaving me victorious but none too happy because the cold hard truth is unpleasant to stomach.
 
  
 
 I’m exchanging the lives of my soldiers for Heavenly Energy.
 
  
 
 I wish it were otherwise, but that’s how it is. Fact: I can’t Devour Spectres attached to a host. Fact: Once I turn up the Succ, the Defiled stop fighting and flee. So what do I do? I wait and watch my soldiers die until I feel like there are enough free-floating Spectres to warrant ending the battle. How many soldiers did I lose today? How many of them will make it back to Sinuji or back home to the North? This isn’t a game where I can queue up more faceless soldiers from the barracks, every life lost is precious. While my gains have been substantial, I still don’t know how to use Heavenly Energy and I’m unwilling to waste something my soldiers gave their lives for on experiments and testing.
 
  
 
 Not that it matters. I’m not as smart as I thought I was, not even close...
 
  
 
 “Cheer up,” Argat says, patting me none-too-gently on the back. I don’t know when he arrived, but he’s covered in blood like the rest of us and I’m grateful for the help. “You won a great victory here, but no one would know it with you looking like you swallowed shi – a fly.”
 
  
 
 Cognizant of the message he’s trying to pass on, I raise my voice so my soldiers can hear my reply. “This great victory has little to do with me, for the credit belongs to my brave and stalwart soldiers.” Several of whom lay dead around me. As my words are passed down the line, cheers break out to celebrate their victory and their continued lives, but I find no joy in victory.
 
  
 
 For though the battle is over, the day has only just begun. We still have ten hours of westward travel ahead of us, and from past experience, this means the Defiled will be back in greater numbers than before. That’s the way of things out here on the front lines. Sleep and fight, eat and fight, march and fight some more. There’s no end to the fighting, no end to the dying, and at the end of the day, nothing ever changes.
 
  
 
 Worst of all, I don’t know how long we’ll be out here. A week of ‘scouting’, a week of resting, another week of ‘scouting’, and then... no one can say. I might be here for another month after, or two or three. It all depends. Will the Defiled keep to this status quo or will they send bigger, more well-equipped war bands against us? Maybe they’re fighting amongst themselves to divvy up the West, or maybe they’re gathering for one massive push and there’ll be tens of millions of Defiled swarming into Central at once. No one knows and only time will tell, but whatever the future holds, I just have to keep playing my part.
 
  
 
 Bailing water out of this sinking ship one spoonful at a time.
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 Though Yan first saw them on the horizon two days past, the newly constructed gates of SuiHua were even more impressive from up close. Chest swelling with pride, she took in the surroundings and marvelled at all the changes while waiting in line to speak with the guards. When she first saw SuiHua in the spring three months ago, it was a sleepy little harbour bursting at the seams with ships, soldiers, and supplies. Now, summer was upon them, the year was half over, and the bustling town had transformed into a burgeoning border fortress, one still under construction but with much of the groundwork already laid out. Stone blocks, iron rods, bags of lime and more sat in scattered piles up and down the developing wall while thousands of workers toiled beneath the hot afternoon sun. Each one played a part in this monumental construction project and the fruits of their labour could readily be seen in the several kilometres of grey granite wall, all in various stages of completion. Starting at the shoreline and extending southwards into the grassy plains, the completed sections of wall stood ten meters high, not an insurmountable height, but were decent enough defence against leaping garos and Defiled infantry.
 
  
 
 Off in the distance, Yan spotted the half-built base of a bell tower. As construction on the wall continued, it would soon reach the bell-tower and proceed further south to connect with another bell tower or fortress cropping up along the border. Eventually, this would form a single, unbroken barrier and warning system spanning over a thousand kilometres from Azure Sea to Arid Waste. The Empire’s first (and likely the last) line of defence against a united Defiled army, it was to be a massive undertaking which Yan assumed would take decades to complete, if not centuries. However, if SuiHua’s speedy progress was typical, then this historic effort might be completed by year’s end, a staggering accomplishment in Yan’s admittedly uneducated eyes.
 
  
 
 She knew next to nothing about building fortifications. How many resources had this project consumed and how much more had yet to be spent? An Emperor’s ransom no doubt, a debt shouldered by the Eastern province as a sign of their goodwill and solidarity. When the pretty-boy Legate made his announcement during the Grand Conference a few months back, Yan had scoffed and muttered something about how they’d be better off if the Emperor dispatched more Death Corps Legions and Royal Guardians instead. In response, Grandpa had scolded her for being short sighted, and now that Yan had seen the power one could wield through coin, she wholeheartedly agreed.
 
  
 
 Luckily, her future husband and sister-wives were all wealthy or poised to become wealthy...
 
  
 
 When she reached the front of the line, Yan presented her token and papers to the guard for inspection. “Warrant Officer Du Min Yan, here in SuiHua for rest and resupply. I have forty-three soldiers who require lodging.” Less than half her full complement had survived their latest outing, and she’d left almost four times their number behind in the fields of Sinuji. She’d had plenty of time to mull over her results during the five-day journey from the front lines to SuiHua, and she didn’t like what she concluded. She’d spent sixty days fighting on the front lines, took part in four patrols, a shit-tonne of skirmishes, and lost one-hundred and sixty-two soldiers, losing almost three soldiers a day on average. Not a record to be proud of, but evidently, it was the best she could do.
 
  
 
 Inadequacy was hard to accept, but Yan couldn’t argue against cold, hard facts.
 
  
 
 “City’s full. Lodgings are for officers and grievously wounded only. Your soldiers can camp out on the plains with the slaves and labourers.” The guard’s callous disregard ignited Yan’s ire and her regret and self-pity melted away in a blaze of fury. Blanching at her dark scowl, the guard handed her an entry pass and stammered, “Humble a-apologies Officer Du, b-but my orders come from the Marshal herself. Nothing I – er, this one c-can do.”
 
  
 
 “This is fucking bullshit.” Snatching her entry pass out of the guard’s shaking hand, Yan stormed off to share the bad news with her retinue. Making no effort to hide her displeasure, she grumbled, “My people fought and bled on the front lines, endured hardship, lost comrades, and this is the thanks we get? Can’t even get a roof to sleep under, I shudder to think what they’ll feed us.”
 
  
 
 “A few nights on the plains is but a minor inconvenience.” Blunt and to the point as always, Kyung followed closely on Yan’s heels and all but pushed her along. “Make haste and inform them of the situation so we can be on our way. There could be a message from Master waiting inside.”
 
  
 
 Having long since grown accustomed to his abrasive attitude and complete lack of deference, Yan let the matter slide. A handsome and mature man, the stony-faced Expert wasn’t much like a typical Central slave, an outspoken warrior who didn’t hide the brash arrogance engraved in his bones. Grandpa blamed it on the half-cat’s ‘wild’ blood, but Yan figured it was something else. It wasn’t that he couldn’t be respectful, Kyung merely didn’t respect anyone who wasn’t Du Min Gyu. He treated Grandpa’s instructions like divine mandates from Heaven, while every task she asked of him was done grudgingly with a scoff. She didn’t take it personally, because to him, even the Emperor was an insignificant bystander who should kneel at Grandpa’s feet, and Yan ranked even lower still. Although she held his chain and could command him with impunity, in his heart, Kyung only had one Master and everyone else was unworthy.
 
  
 
 Grandpa and Kyung had such a cute dynamic together, more like a stern, overbearing father and his doting, deferential son. Such a shame Grandpa didn’t see it the same way or share the People’s view of slavery. While he would never mistreat a slave, Grandpa didn’t pay them much mind either. In his eyes, a slave was property and he took care of them much like one would take care of a tea set or saddle. Yan hoped to change his attitude for the better, but like everyone else his age, Grandpa was stubborn and set in his ways.
 
  
 
 Yan’s retinue took the bad news better than she would’ve. Stroking his elaborate moustache, Sutah shrugged and asked, “Camp here?”
 
  
 
 “Wherever you think is best.”
 
  
 
 Hoarding his words like precious gold, Sutah saluted and set off to work. After their encounter during the disastrous Captain’s contest, Yan thought they’d never meet again. Imagine her surprise when the burly, moustached southerner arrived in SuiHua with her second wave of reinforcements. From what she pieced together through his single word replies, the tight-lipped former Captain had offended his superior by refusing to forfeit against and subsequently defeating said superior’s relative during the Captain’s contest. As retribution, Sutah’s superior left him in Nan Ping to oversee the distribution of small clothes, a duty Sutah eloquently derided as ‘women’s work’. Then, whilst drunk and considering ritual self-incineration to reclaim his honour (Yan didn’t ask), he heard about her disastrous first mission in which she led her retinue headlong into an ambush of three hundred plus Defiled and lost almost half her force fighting them off. Luckily for her, by the time the news arrived in Nan Ping, the story had been told and retold so many times, her foolish blunder had been twisted into a stunning victory. This, along with the impression she’d made during their brief time together in the Contest, convinced the taciturn warrior to request a demotion and reassignment to Yan’s retinue.
 
  
 
 A Heaven sent blessing if there ever was one. Yan was an incompetent buffoon of a commander and Sutah was capable and experienced enough to pick up the slack.
 
  
 
 “Sorry. I’d hoped for better conditions, but the orders come from up high.” Even though she’d been looking forward to sleeping in a nice, comfortable bed, Yan stifled a sigh and said, “Have someone pitch my tent. I’ll return to camp before nightfall.” A leader must share in weal and in woe, meaning that if her soldiers suffered, then she should suffer too.
 
  
 
 “Nah.” Shooing her away with a wave of his hand, Sutah continued, “Benefits of rank. Take advantage. Rest well.”
 
  
 
 Taken aback by Sutah’s uncharacteristic chattiness, Yan offered a token protest before letting him ‘convince’ her otherwise, only to disregard face by absconding with Kyung in unseemly haste. During the past three months, she experienced her first taste of command and the repeated ordeals left her humbled and ashamed. Compared to her peers, her knowledge and skills as an Officer were sorely lacking, but she only had herself to blame. Her childhood dream was to surpass her idol, Akanai, the Chief Provost, a Lieutenant General, and the Herald of the Storms, but Yan never bothered asking anyone what this might entail. Instead of seeking advice, her rebellious younger self strove to prove her worth without help, wholly devoting herself to the Martial Path at the expense of everything else.
 
  
 
 Well, not everything. She learned how to read, write, and do arithmetic, but only because she heard they were required skills for Military Officers, and a good thing too. If not for those lessons, Yan would’ve never recognized the beauty of what she discovered tucked beneath the housemarm’s mattress. Her love of tawdry erotic fiction aside, Yan’s dedication to the Martial Path saw her punished repeatedly for skipping lessons and shirking chores in favour of seeking Insight in the Forms and Enlightenment in Balance. While this earned her a place at the head of the pack with regards to Martial ability, she had only recently learned how much her wilful ignorance had cost her.
 
  
 
 Except it was the soldiers under her command paying the price, a debt paid in blood.
 
  
 
 Unlike Mila who studied the classics, or Rain who was naturally clever, Yan didn’t know shit about tactics, supplies, deployment, morale, or any of the other countless skills required to lead a retinue; she only knew how to fight. While out on patrol, she spent most of her time scouting ahead just to avoid the pitfalls of command, leaving capable Sutah to handle everything in her place. The results spoke for themselves as less than half her soldiers returned after every patrol. She should’ve given up after her first blunder when she came across a Defiled warband and failed to spot the two warbands waiting in ambush nearby. A novice mistake, one made in her haste to prove herself worthy of command despite possessing none of the requisite skills or knowledge.
 
  
 
 Though she might be slow to learn, Yan eventually caught on to her ineptitude, aided by a multitude of tales singing praises of Rain’s accomplishments. By now, he would’ve spent two months by Sinuji and similarly was on his fourth patrol, but not only had he stayed there for the entire duration, he also had yet to even request for reinforcements. In comparison, this was Yan’s second leave of absence from the front lines, and she’d already requested reinforcements three times. A fourth would be required if she wanted to replenish her current numbers, but she wasn’t sure if continuing was the right option. She knew enough arithmetic to know she sustained forty percent losses on every patrol, a startling contrast between herself and Rain.
 
  
 
 She couldn’t even blame it on his dog-shit luck. Not only was he a quick study, he was also a cunning strategist who could spot an ambush from a kilometre away, a skill he aptly demonstrated when they were forced to flee from the Society Headquarters. Though they survived mostly due to Alsantset and Charok’s incredible Martial skills, Rain’s contributions could not be overlooked. Whether it be finding elevated hiding spots to shoot from or choke points to fight in, Rain had a good eye for terrain despite his piss-poor forest-craft.
 
  
 
 Though his talents often seemed numerous and without limit, Rain couldn’t track a trail to save his life and left more clues in passing than a blind rhino on a wild rampage.
 
  
 
 Smiling as she reminisced of their fond times together, Yan brought Kyung through the gates before parting ways. While he headed for the mail depot, Yan made her way to Lin’s residence, a courtyard manor overlooking the docks. It was one of the nicest buildings in SuiHua and would remain so until construction finished on the wall, showing just how much the higher ups valued Rain and his Medical Saint of a Teacher.
 
  
 
 Not to mention his brilliant, busty courtesan...
 
  
 
 Who coincidentally enough, answered the door after Yan arrived. “What a pleasant surprise,” Zheng Luo said, faking a smile which didn’t reach her light-brown eyes. Arching her spine to better flaunt those oversized milk bags, she threw the doors open but curtsied in the doorway, presumably so Yan was forced to wait or squeeze inside. “Please, be welcome in our home.”
 
  
 
 Leave it to a trained diplomat to craft a statement so double-edged, stating unequivocally that this was her home and Yan was merely a guest.
 
  
 
 What a bitch.
 
  
 
 “Yan-Yan!” Relieved there was someone here to defuse the situation, Yan watched Lin leap out of a tree and float gently to the ground. Like a dragon returning to sea, her movements were like floating clouds and flowing water. Though always impressive to watch, the more Yan learned about Lightening, the more she was amazed by Lin’s exceptional mastery. There were experts for all skills, and sweet Lin was fast becoming an Expert in Lightening, wholly in her element when high in the air. Skipping with an endearing smile, Lin launched herself into Yan’s embrace and squeezed with all her might, which was to say not hard at all. “Welcome back Yan-Yan. I missed you.”
 
  
 
 “I missed you too,” Yan replied, putting the curvy bitch out of her mind while returning Lin’s hug. As much as she loved Grandpa and her new life with him, Yan missed the little things like hugs and holding hands, actions frowned upon here in Central even when both parties were of the same gender. In fact, especially when both parties are of the same gender, which made no sense. “How have you been?”
 
  
 
 “Bored! There’s too many rules about where and when you can go out, and even if you listen, there’s nothing to do. Daddy is busy with the ugly octopus and Mi-Mi is always working or too tired to play, so only Luo-Luo keeps me company, but all she wants to do is paint, embroider, and do other boring stuff, ya?” Pouting adorably, Lin rested her cheek on Yan’s shoulder and asked, “How long will you stay for? A few days again?”
 
  
 
 “Maybe longer this time.” Possibly even permanently. It was high time Yan gave up. She wasn’t cut out for a leadership, not without more preparation and education.
 
  
 
 “Yay! Come say hi to the floofs, the quin pups and bunnies are so big now and I taught the bears how to clap and dance...” Always happy to gossip, Lin filled Yan in on everything she missed while she reacquainted herself with the pets. Only one quin pup was present because like Shana, the others were a danger to the rabbits, but the little squeaker seemed determined to make up for his absent siblings. Recognizing her scent as the person he used to share a bed with, the pup flopped into Yan’s lap and wiggled about, chirping up a storm and clutching her hand as she sank her fingers into his fat, furry belly.
 
  
 
 Sadly, the other animals were less enthusiastic about Yan’s arrival. Aloof and uninterested, the wildcats lazed in treetops while the bears were still too timid to approach. Unwilling to climb up to greet them, Yan turned her attention to the bicorn bunnies, all fifteen bouncing about in their enclosure. Almost fully grown, the rabbits showered her hand with kisses and tolerated her petting until it became apparent she had nothing to feed them, at which point they went back to hopping around like maniacs and headbutting one another into unconsciousness. They were stupid and greedy creatures, but she loved their silly antics, not to mention their silky soft fur and adorable noses which never stopped twitching.
 
  
 
 Cuddling the affectionate pup, Yan listened and laughed along with Lin’s narrative and forgot about all her worries and regrets for a few short hours. In the middle of tea and snacks provided by the accommodating Death Corps, Yan steered their conversation to Rain. “Do you know when he’ll be back?” Yan asked, praying the answer would be ‘soon’. Though she wished it were otherwise, they’d been stationed at different zones and working on different timetables. While he defended Sinuji, she would be off on patrol, and vice versa.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, why must you tease your children so? They shared one, incredible night together and had been separated ever since. The worst part was, Yan couldn’t even fantasize about sating her needs with another man, and imagining Rain only made her that much lonelier...
 
  
 
 Raising her arms in an exaggerated shrug, Lin replied, “He keeps writing he ‘hopes to come back soon’, but in his latest letter, he said he thinks the commander hates him or something.”
 
  
 
 “You mean Colonel Hongji is denying his request for reprieve?” If so, then it was an abuse of power and he had a rude awakening before him. An unaffiliated Colonel dared to keep Yan from reuniting with her lover? As Grandpa had recently started saying, this was simply seeking death.
 
  
 
 “Hang on.” Running inside for a moment, Lin returned with a sheaf of documents and shifted through them before holding one up for Yan to see, the barely legible scribbles a sure sign it was written by Rain’s hand. “See? It says, ‘Commander Hongji seems friendly, but he works my retinue hard. We are sorely in need of a break but I may have offended him somehow as he has yet to provide us with one. I hope to visit soon, but I don’t know when he intends to schedule our reprieve.’ That’s what hubby wrote, so I dunno.”
 
  
 
 “...That idiot. No wonder he hasn’t had a leave of absence yet.” Re-reading the passage with a wry grin, Yan rolled her eyes and shook her head. “He’s waiting for Commander Hongji to schedule them a reprieve, but that’s not how it works. Rain needs to put in a request, which I’m sure will be approved.”
 
  
 
 “...Hubby is a big dummy.” Thoroughly angered, Lin puffed her cheeks in a childish pout and tossed the rest of the documents down for Yan’s perusal. “You know what’s the worst? He writes a letter every week, but he never talks about anything important. He just drones on and on about something stupid like he feels obligated to fill the page.” Slumping her shoulders and pretending to sulk, Lin gave her best impression of Rain speaking slowly, as if he’d taken a head-injury. “Pong Pong loves shrimp, but when the shrimp arrives, it’s almost spoiled. Can you send more shrimp? Faster too. A faster delivery, not faster shrimp, because that would be silly. Can we get ice in Central? Frozen shrimp might last longer. Also, please look into dried shrimp and see if this is a feasible option, as well as any other shrimp preserving methods you can think of. Pong Pong really loves shrimp, so I need a way to provide him with more shrimp.” Crossing her arms, Lin crinkled her nose and huffed, too angry at Rain to continue with the mockery. “Stupid Rainy. Stupid Pong Pong. Luo-Luo! Why didn’t you say anything?”
 
  
 
 “Apologies Lin-Lin, but this one has little experience in military matters.”
 
  
 
 “Write hubby a letter and tell him what Yan said! If he doesn’t come back soon, I’m gonna eat all his stupid rabbits.” Pointing angrily at Luo-Luo, Lin barked, “Don’t write that last part!”
 
  
 
 Doubled over with tears streaking down her face, Yan gasped for breath and silently begged Lin to stop, her stomach cramping and lungs burning from laughing too hard. It wasn’t just Lin’s spot on impression or uncharacteristic anger, or even how she bullied the concubine like a stereotypical evil wife. What she found most comical was that Lin wasn’t even exaggerating, but repeating a passage Rain wrote word for word. Communication had always been Rain’s biggest problem, right above his trust issues and inability to read social cues, but the problem seemed so much worse in writing.
 
  
 
 When she finally got her laughter under control, Yan felt like a weight had been lifted off her chest. This was what she needed, an afternoon of relaxation and cathartic release. So she wasn’t Officer material and would never command an army of thousands. It wasn’t important. She was Du Min Yan, grand-daughter and terminal Disciple of Du Min Gyu, betrothed to the love of her life, Falling Rain, and sister-wife of Lin and Mila.
 
  
 
 ...Zheng Luo too, but as a concubine, she barely counted. Lin was already bullying her, so Yan had no qualms against joining in.
 
  
 
 Aside from this wonderful life, Yan also had her Martial skills which had won her the title of third strongest young talent in the Empire, losing only to Wu Gam and her beloved husband-to-be. With her skills, her options were limitless. She could have her pick of Officers to serve under, whether it be her childhood hero Akanai, her former idol and future father-in-law Baatar, or if needed, she could even join Grandpa and learn at his side. Better yet, she could join Rain’s retinue and they could learn the ins and outs of command together. As evidenced by his misunderstanding, Rain had just as many gaps in his knowledge as Yan did, except his issues were largely social in nature. It would be so romantic fighting side by side, just like they used to when they were younger, but this time as comrades in arms on the battlefield and lovers in the bedroll, their days filled with glory and nights filled with pleasure.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Perhaps it’d be better if she stayed with Grandpa. If Yan and Rain served together, then neither one of them would ever get a wink of sleep. Regardless, Rain had best return, and soon. Having tasted the sorrows of separation during these long weeks apart, Yan yearned to see his smile and feel his touch again, raving like a silly, sappy, love-struck maiden straight out of one of her favourite novels.
 
  
 
 Not only that, but she was curious to know what he could do with all his limbs intact...
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      Chapter 415 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 With the forge banked and her tools put away, Mila hung up her apron, kicked off her long, leather boots, and sauntered out into the smithy’s courtyard where Papa sat poring over the details of her latest work. Leaving him to his studies, Mila stretched her arms over her head and worked the kinks out of her shoulders and back. The cool evening breeze felt good on her skin, but it was still warmer than she liked, and she looked forward to a long, refreshing bath to wash away the sweat and grime. Summer had only just begun, but already she found the days uncomfortably hot, a dry, blistering heat which left her sticky and irritable. Though she had no issues working next to a burning forge, it wasn’t the same as a stifling summer haze. The flickering incandescence of a lit flame filled her with fevered vigour and exuberance, while the sweltering summer sun made her want to go back to bed and sleep through the worst, two wholly different types of heat despite what most would believe.
 
  
 
 Merely the thought of baking beneath the summer sun was enough to make Mila tired and vexed, so she laid down on the cool, comfortable grass and stared up at the Heavens. The large moon and twinkling stars looked a little different from the view she was used to, though if asked to explain how she’d be hard pressed to say. An apt summary of what life in Central was like, where things seemed familiar enough at first glance, yet dissimilar enough to be mildly unsettling. The food, the clothes, the customs, and even the language were all slightly off and Mila yearned for the familiar trappings of home. She missed traipsing through verdant forests and climbing over majestic mountains, swimming in roaring rivers and exploring twisting tunnels. There were so many unique vistas to take in back home, a scenic view no matter where she turned, but here in Central, there was only clear, shimmering water and tall, swaying grass in every direction as far as the eye could see.
 
  
 
 “This be good work.” Jolting Mila out of her melancholic daze, Papa flicked her latest creation with his fingernail. The heavy flail rang with an audible hum and he nodded in approval, giving it a few more flicks along its length and producing a new sound each time. “Daresay it’s some of your best, lass. You’re a rare talent, one not seen in a hundred millennia, and it won’t be long before you surpass this old man. Might be time you put me out to pasture and took over me duties.”
 
  
 
 Beaming from his glowing praise, Mila sat up and hugged her Papa tight, her arms unable to wrap all the way around his prodigious belly. “Don’t be silly Papa. I would’ve never gotten this far without your guidance and I’m still a long ways from matching your skills. I spent half the week working out the measurements and two more days to craft it, while you made at least two dozen weapons in the same time frame.”
 
  
 
 “Bah.” Snorting in feigned anger, Papa swatted her head lightly and stroked her hair, his palm so large it covered half her skull. “Neat trick you got there lass. You open your mouth and horse farts come out, ain’t ever seen anything like it. Been learning diplomacy, have you? No need to worry, this old man’s ego won’t shatter so easily. I been churning out nothing but standard spears with nothing fancy about ‘em, but every time I look over, you’re working on something new and exciting, like this here flail. Don’t think there’s a blacksmith out there who could do what you do, and I know blacksmiths. This braided cord here, you get the idea from Jorani’s weapon?”
 
  
 
 “Yup. I wanted to see if I could make a better version after Rain wrote about how instrumental Jorani was during their first patrol. The hardest part was figuring out how everything would look when laid out on the anvil, but once I had that plotted out, things fell into place. It was more difficult to assemble than I thought and I almost bungled it a few times, but everything worked out. It’s a flail with an adjustable chain length, measuring three meters at its longest and doubling as a mace when wholly retracted.” Taking the weapon in hand, Mila twisted the base of the haft to show him while narrating the complicated crafting process.
 
  
 
 Papa could joke about horse farts all he liked, but his centuries of experience were nothing to sneeze at. If there was a mistake or deficiency in her methods, then Papa would see it, and as usual, he didn’t disappoint. “A masterpiece to be sure, but you’ll want to choose its wielder carefully. It don’t look too heavy for a mace, but they’ll need a strong arm to wield it with all that chain tucked inside. Your candidate can’t be too big either, the weapon's too small for someone my size to use in any of its forms, not to mention I’d be liable to brain myself with it, so you want someone cautious and precise, someone who thinks twenty steps ahead and plans for ten. Then...”
 
  
 
 These were all things Mila never considered when crafting the flail, more concerned about whether she could do it rather than if she should. Ever since Rain introduced the concept of multi-function weapons, she’d been obsessed with the idea and devoted every free moment to designing the ultimate, all-purpose Spiritual Weapon. Rain’s glaive Unity lacked an extreme close combat option, and by utter fluke, she’d come close with her third Spiritual Weapon, Paragon, but due to its unique requirements, there weren’t many Martial Warriors capable of unlocking its full potential.
 
  
 
 The latter which delighted Mila to no end. Paragon was her weapon, and there might never be another like it.
 
  
 
 After committing his critique and suggestions to memory, Mila and Papa headed home for a bath, a meal, and a long night’s rest. Such was life here in sleepy SuiHua, though the lack of excitement could be seen as a blessing in disguise. Nine months had passed since the West was lost and three months since the Imperial Grand Conference, but the Defiled had yet to gather for a concentrated push into Central. While this gave the Empire more time to prepare for the impending invasion, Mila’s heart ached for the people of the West, no doubt suffering beneath the heel of Defiled subjugation. Many of those poor souls would likely embrace the Father’s lies and take up arms against the Empire, and she couldn’t blame them. The Emperor failed his sacred duty to protect them and abandoned untold numbers of the Mother’s faithful children, leaving them with no hope of rescue or reprieve. To make matters worse, even more souls gave their lives constructing the walls, towers, and border forts which were supposed to protect them, a sad state of affairs if there ever was one. A multitude of new faces arrived in port each day, poor, frightened slaves and labourers press-ganged into service, their lives ready to be consumed by the war efforts of the Empire. Add in widespread food shortages, the death toll on the front lines, and the occasional Purge of dissidents, radicals, or traitors, and the Empire’s losses no doubt numbered in the hundreds of millions.
 
  
 
 A staggering cost in lives and the war had yet to truly begin. What would their losses be like when the Defiled grew bored of subjugation and turned their attentions east? Could the Empire even survive against a united army of Defiled? What could be done to improve their odds? All this and more left Mila with a pounding head and heavy heart. These were matters beyond her comprehension, issues for the likes of the Marshals and Generals of the Empire to contemplate and deliberate over. The problem was, now that Mama was one of those vaunted Generals, Mila wanted to help but didn’t know where to start. She couldn’t even offer emotional support, what with Mama stationed two-hundred kilometres away to oversee the construction of the citadel. One of three massive superstructures, the citadels would form the backbone of Central’s defences, a headquarters, troop training ground, rest area, workshop, and supply depot all in one place, which meant steep construction costs in both gold and blood. Though she carried herself with cold disdain, Mama was a kind and compassionate woman who likely shared all of Mila’s woes, except hers would be compounded by her part in all of it.
 
  
 
 Mila prayed they would be reunited soon, else she feared Mama’s heart would break from all her guilt and misery.
 
  
 
 Kicking open the double doors in his haste to enter, Papa’s booming laugh echoed through their borrowed courtyard manor. “Come little ones,” he called, falling to one knee in front of the twins. “Give your great-grandpappy a hug.”
 
  
 
 Their cheery laughs lifted Mila’s spirits and she took a moment to appreciate the good things in life, like seeing her hulking grizzly-bear of a father in the middle of a massive group hug with Tali, Tate, Baloo, and Banjo. The bears especially loved Papa, perhaps because he was the only person around large enough to carry them comfortably in one arm. Though they still had plenty to grow before reaching adulthood, the goofy yearling cubs had almost doubled in size since Rain left for the front lines, and she feared he’d no longer be able to carry them around on his back. Starved of affection as always, Aurie greeted Mila with a plaintive cry and flopped at her feet, entangling her legs so she couldn’t leave until she provided the requisite belly rubs. Happy to oblige, Mila crouched down and cooed at the needy wildcat, having long since grown accustomed to the ever present Death Corps guards around them. “Hello kitten. Yes, I missed you too. Did grumpy Lin forget to brush you again? I suppose she was too busy moping around. It’s okay, I’ll brush you sweetling. Again. Not like I’m tired from hammering all day or anything.”
 
  
 
 As much as she loved Lin, Mila’s tolerance for the spoiled grouch was reaching its end. The love-struck girl was insufferable without Rain around to spoil her, a sullen, petulant little princess who complained without end. Lin-Lin is bored, Lin-Lin wants fresh noodles, Lin-Lin misses hubby, Lin-Lin hates Pong Pong, Mila was this close to shipping Lin off to the front lines just so they wouldn’t have to listen to her complaints anymore. Rain created this monster with his overindulgent behaviour, so he should be the one to deal with it.
 
  
 
 “Sorry Mi-Mi.” Sounding anything but, Lin bounded over and tackled Mila in a hug, her charming, toothy grin in full-effect. “I only forgot because Yan-Yan came back.”
 
  
 
 “Don’t push the blame on me, I only arrived a few hours ago.” Striding over with her rolling gait, Yan’s warm smile washed away Mila’s peevish melancholy. Running over with a squeal of delight, Mila lifted Yan in the air and spun her about, a tradition of theirs ever since their disastrous journey to the Society Headquarters. Back then, Yan would always crinkle her nose and grudgingly accept the display of affection, a cold and aloof loner who spent every second in training. Now, she laughed her throaty laugh and hugged Mila back, having grown into a warmer, cuddlier person after their long separation.
 
  
 
 Loathe as she was to admit it, Mila had that old fart Du Min Gyu to thank for this. After stealing her away to adopt her, that standoffish tom-boy had blossomed into a loving and affectionate woman, one who better appreciated the bonds of friendship and family.
 
  
 
 “It’s about time you came back to visit,” Mila gasped, dizzy from spinning too much. “After the second time you sent for reinforcements without leaving the front lines, I thought you meant to challenge Rain’s ongoing record for longest tour on the front lines.” Even though she missed him dearly and prayed for his safe return, Mila took great pride in his gruelling accomplishments. Only two others, Mitsue Hideo and Quyen Dienne, could come close matching to Rain’s record of fifty-six consecutive days on the front lines, and neither could ever dream of topping his astonishing results. Rain’s retinue killed more Defiled with fewer losses than any other unit in the Empire, putting his so-called rivals to shame as their elite retinues of heavy cavalry and armoured rhinos failed to match up with Rain’s brilliant tactics and miraculous Healing methods.
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Yan huffed and blew her silky bangs to one side. “As if. It’s our misfortune and poor judgment to be betrothed to an idiot like him.”
 
  
 
 Inwardly bristling at the derision, Mila held her tongue and hugged a little harder, not enough to hurt Yan but just enough to make things a little uncomfortable. Yan’s results were fairly typical and landed her in the middle of the pack, but it wasn’t a competition. They were all one family, so Mila didn’t understand why Yan felt the need to put down their betrothed?
 
  
 
 Mila’s indignation lasted only for a moment as Lin explained Rain’s gaffe between fits of giggles. Mila thought Rain had just been making excuses so he could remain on the front lines and amass glory for the People, but as per usual, this was merely Rain being Rain and misinterpreting the situation. Mother forbid he ask someone for clarification, no, her betrothed was much too arrogant for that.
 
  
 
 Swallowing her irritation, Mila shook her head and said, “Come, join me in the bath and we’ll continue our conversation there.”
 
  
 
 While Yan and Lin readily agreed, Zheng Luo tried to slip away without notice, an oddly prudish woman considering she walked around in public with her cleavage on full display. Stifling a sigh, Mila grabbed Zheng Luo and pulled her along, adamant to integrate the fussy Imperial into their household before Rain’s return. It’s not that Mila particularly liked the woman or even enjoyed her company, but she was Rain’s concubine and they were stuck with her, so it would be best if everyone got along. Already Mila could see fractures forming in Rain’s extended absence, with Lin’s brattiness driving them apart and a budding rivalry forming between Yan and Zheng Luo.
 
  
 
 Why Mila cared about keeping Rain’s harem conflict free, she couldn’t say. Mila was utterly outmatched by the others, so she would only benefit if the harem fell apart. First and foremost, there was sweet, adorable Lin, whom Rain doted upon the most. In all his letters, Lin’s name would always come first and its contents largely addressed to her, while the others were spoken of in passing if he remembered them. With her large eyes and round cheeks, Lin’s youthful features had yet to mature, but that didn’t detract from her charm and allure. With her supple, honeyed skin and long, silken hair, Lin was undoubtedly on track to blossom into a kingdom-toppling beauty once her baby fat melted away and her... womanly assets bloomed.
 
  
 
 Then there was sultry, seductive Yan. With her defined, sculpted features, pale, jade-like skin, and plump, cherry-pink lips, her appearance was reminiscent of the fairies of myth, the Mother’s true daughters crafted in Her own image who descended from the Heavens to aid Her Chosen Sons. Granted, those were made up stories to elevate the wives and concubines of those legendary heroes, but were one to paint Yan as a hornless, long-haired maiden, it would undoubtedly become a textbook portrait of classical beauty. Not only this, but she was closest to Rain’s heart, his best friend and most trusted confidant. Even without her insurmountable beauty or wide, provocative hips, Mila was no match for Yan’s raunchy humour or her throaty, captivating laugh.
 
  
 
 Speaking of classical beauties, one couldn’t forget Zheng Luo. While Yan fit the profile of a fairy from Heaven, Zheng Luo might well be one, her features flawless and physique unmatched, a slim, buxom goddess with long, slender legs and shapely, elegant feet. As if physical perfection weren’t enough, the Imperial Servant possessed a brilliant mind and admirable work ethic, labouring tirelessly day and night in her office on the second floor to grow Rain’s budding merchant undertaking into a veritable enterprise. Under her brilliant management, Rain’s income had finally surpassed his expenditures, no mean feat for a profligate squanderer and bleeding heart philanthropist like him. What’s more, no matter what they needed, Zheng Luo could procure it. Whether it be outrageous quantities of preserved shrimp for Rain, first rate binding materials for Papa and Mila, or Runic Inscription supplies for Taduk, if it took longer than a few days to arrive, Zheng Luo would all but kowtow in apologies for the lengthy delay.
 
  
 
 Last and least of all was Mila, a dour, jealous, harridan of a woman who nagged and threatened her betrothed about every minor detail. With hair which tangled like a rat’s nest and pale skin dotted in ugly freckles, she couldn’t compare in attitude nor beauty. Small wonder why Rain would praise Lin, sleep with Yan, goggle at Zheng Luo, but only tell Mila to not be jealous. Such was her lot in life, to be the shrew and bully in Rain’s otherwise perfect marriage.
 
  
 
 Even wary and watchful Li Song wasn’t immune to his charms, willingly delivering herself to his power so she could fight at his side...
 
  
 
 Stupid Rain and his stupid, licentious ways. Why couldn’t he be more like Junior Martial Brother Fung? They weren’t even betrothed, yet he wrote a poem or sonnet everyday for that ice queen, Ryo Seoyoon...
 
  
 
 Discouraged and disheartened by her bath-time revelations, Mila stewed in silence until it was time for dinner. To welcome Yan, Charok cooked a sumptuous feast and Papa, Taduk, and even Yan’s bodyguard Kyung joined them, but Mila was in no mood to celebrate. Perhaps noticing her low spirits, Lin sat down beside her with a pot of fruit wine, smiling her toothy smile as she poured Mila a cup. Warmed by the rare show of consideration, Mila drank it down and inwardly scolded herself for her catty and hateful thoughts, further proof she had the worst personality among her future sister-wives. Barely able to taste Charok’s delicious food, her foul mood continued to plummet as the night wore on, drinking every time she found more proof of her failings. Maternal Yan making sure Tali and Tate ate all their vegetables, Zheng Luo dining with perfect poise and impeccable manners, or Lin repeatedly refilling Mila’s cup no matter how quickly she downed the fruity alcohol. They were all so beautiful and perfect. How was Mila supposed to compare?
 
  
 
 Something cold and wet pressed against Mila’s lower back and she yelped in surprise, spilling her cup in the process. Frightened by her reaction, Banjo shrank away and took his cold, wet nose with him, his gaze lowered and eyes sad because he knew he’d done something bad, but wasn’t sure what. Feeling remorseful about scaring Banjo, it disappeared when Mila saw Papa feeding Baloo on the other side and she snapped, “Stop feeding the animals table-scraps! It’s not good for them and it encourages them to beg.” With the floodgates opened, her ire burst out as she flew off the handle, venting her frustrations on the people around her. “Taduk, you’re a grown man. Stop pushing your vegetables around and eat them. Zheng Luo, this is a family dinner not a formal event. No one will be offended if your eating area isn’t spotless. Tate, don’t think I didn’t see you throwing your eggplant to Jimjam. He’s a cat, he won’t eat it, and it could make him sick if he does. And you.” Turning to Kyung, the only person at the table still eating, Mila scowled and asked, “Were you raised by wolves?”
 
  
 
 Rather than answer, Kyung responded with a throaty growl, pulling his bowl close as if ready to fight to defend it. None of this kept him from stuffing his mouth, inhaling rice, meat, and vegetables as quickly as his chopsticks delivered it. Incensed by his shameless reaction, Mila slammed her chopsticks down and stood to beat him senseless. “Outside, you manner-less cur, lets see if a guard trained by ‘Great Teacher’ Du Min Gyu fights as well as he eats.”
 
  
 
 “Mila please.” Intercepting her on the way over, Yan grabbed Mila by the waist and pleaded, “He means no offence, he’s never tasted Charok’s cooking before and got a little too excited. Kyung, there’s plenty to go around so please behave yourself. Come sister, sit down, there’s not need for violence at the dinner table.”
 
  
 
 Papa and Charok chimed in to smooth things over, so Mila shot Kyung a glare and returned to her seat, her cheeks burning from the alcohol and embarrassment. The spilled wine had been wiped dry and her cup filled once more, so Mila downed another cup and glowered at the unrepentant Kyung, wishing she could Send and tell him how lucky he was Yan had stopped her from trouncing him. So what if he proved himself Alsantset’s match two years ago? Even though Mila had been cooped up in the forge for the better part of a year, that didn’t mean she’d neglected her Martial Path. In fact, creating so many Spiritual Weapons had honed her senses to the extreme and helped her make great strides along the Martial Dao, specifically with regards to controlling her Blessing. Though she Awakened at a young age, Mila had yet to reveal it to the world at large, but when she did, her name would rise to the Heavens as she claimed her place as Number One Talent in the Empire.
 
  
 
 Whatever, so what if Mila wasn’t the best wife? She had plenty of other admirable qualities and Rain loved her so he would have to accept her flaws. Even if he placed her last in his heart, if he dared treat her poorly, then Mila would beat him to a pulp and complain to Mama and Papa so they’d beat him too.
 
  
 
 Might makes right, in war and in love.
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 Taking slow, deep breaths to calm her racing heart, Luo-Luo thanked the Mother above as reason prevailed and dinner resumed without a hitch. No one seemed to pay any mind to the disturbance and they picked up right where they left off before Mila’s outburst of scathing criticisms. The Medical Saint’s vegetables were left uneaten and he went back to arguing with the Divine Blacksmith about their latest chess match. Tali continued narrating her most recent adventure at the docks for Yan’s listening pleasure. Beside them, Ser Charok explained the intricacies of the soup’s subtle flavours to an inattentive Kyung while an aggrieved Tate choked down his vegetables under his father’s watchful eye. With cheeks matching her hair, Mila threw back a cup of wine and scowled at the empty vessel, angered by its tiny size and inability to slake her prodigious thirst.
 
  
 
 And throughout this all, the devious mastermind behind tonight’s events sat with a pleased smile stretched across her fair face, patting Mila’s arm and filling her cup once again in hopes of more excitement.
 
  
 
 Then again, perhaps Luo-Luo gave Lin-Lin too much credit and blamed her unjustly. Though impulsive and mischievous to the extreme, the troublesome half-hare wasn’t some harbinger of chaos manipulating events with her underhanded schemes, and even if she were, she couldn’t possibly have foreseen this outcome when plying Mila with drink. Who could have expected the fiery redhead to erupt amidst their celebratory meal? Truth be told, Luo-Luo wouldn’t have minded too much if someone ruined their meal with a brawl, but the sentiment was merely her being petty and mean-spirited. Yan’s safe return should be a cause for celebration, for it was a triumphant return from carrying out her sacred duty and defending the borders of the Empire from the hateful Enemy, a task which deserved, nay demanded the respect and admiration of nobles and citizens alike.
 
  
 
 Respect and admiration which she freely gave, but Luo-Luo would be perfectly content if Yan returned to the front lines forthwith. Alas, the half-deer beauty let slip she would stay in SuiHua for an indeterminate amount of time, and now Luo-Luo’s plans to seduce Lord Husband when he returned were no longer viable, not with that horned hussy so eager to jump in his bed...
 
  
 
 Though still yet to eat her fill, Luo-Luo fiddled with her chopsticks and sat in self-conscious insecurity, unsure how to proceed without drawing Mila’s drunken ire. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to slurp her soup or eat with her hands and went to bed hungry, where she tossed and turned for hours while worrying she’d have to eat all her future meals in private, or at least out of Mila’s vision. How was Luo-Luo even supposed to eat ‘less formally’? Was having decent manners really so terrible? It’s not as if she insisted everyone else follow suit and she was careful never to chastise or show disapproval with anyone else’s manners. Luo-Luo merely ate her meals the way she’d been taught to, with small, measured mouthfuls and slow, graceful movements in a neat and orderly fashion.
 
  
 
 A gluttonous woman was shameful at best and revolting at worst, both cardinal sins for a concubine reliant on her Lord Husband’s affection and good graces.
 
  
 
 It felt like Luo-Luo had just closed her eyes when Sorya shook her awake. “Lady Luo-Luo. Lady Luo-Luo. You must wake up.”
 
  
 
 “Leave me alone...”
 
  
 
 “I would, but Lady Sumila is at the door.”
 
  
 
 “I don’t care, let me – What?” Bolting upright in alarm, Luo-Luo scrambled to her feet and made sure her hair and nightgown were presentable before going to receive Mila herself. Opening the door wide, Luo-Luo curtsied and said, “Please, enter and be welcome. Luo-Luo hopes she didn’t keep Sister Mila waiting too long.”
 
  
 
 “Not at all.” As Luo-Luo moved to close the door behind her, she jumped away and choked back a scream at the sight of Mila’s unexpected entourage. With his paws digging into her shoulders and hips, one bear clung tightly to Mila’s back while another ambled along behind her, their mouths half-opened as they sniffed and stared at the fragrant trays of food in her hands. “Papa told me to take the day off, so I thought we could have breakfast together,” the bear-toting beauty announced. “Sorya, Anrhi, why don’t you take the morning off and leave Luo-Luo and I to chat.”
 
  
 
 Though posed as a question, Mila’s delivery made it anything but. Luo-Luo’s (usually) loyal handmaidens scurried away without so much as a ‘by your leave’, leaving her alone and helpless before Mila and two ferocious black bears. Well... ferocious might be overstating the facts, but regardless of how graceless or inept they seemed, the bears and wildcats were still feral creatures, ones who needed to be restrained before they hurt someone. Every time Tali or Tate ran towards the animals, Luo-Luo’s heart seized in her chest and she had to stop herself from diving in front of the children, wholly expecting things to go terribly, terribly wrong.
 
  
 
 Frozen in a combination of fear, shock, and drowsiness, Luo-Luo stayed by the door until Mila called for her again. “Luo-Luo, come eat,” she said, patting the seat directly beside her.
 
  
 
 One half of Luo-Luo’s mind was appalled she’d let Mila set the table by herself and the other half was afraid because she’d have to pass by both bears to get to her seat. “Sister Mila, if you could... the bears...”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The cold snort sent shivers down Luo-Luo’s spine and she pulled her nightgown closed, though it proved lacklustre defence against Mila’s fearsome glare. “You call me sister,” she said, her tone clipped and hostile, “Yet you don’t trust me to protect you? Sit. On my life, the bears will cause you no harm. I could even swear an Oath, if you’d like.”
 
  
 
 “No Sister, this one doesn’t dare accept.” Unable to delay any longer, Luo-Luo stepped around the patrolling bears and took her seat, whimpering audibly as they shuffled over to sniff her. Emboldened by her lack of resistance, one even stood on its hind legs and licked her cheek, likely checking if she suited his tastes.
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Sister Mila fended him off with a light swat and a stern grunt. “Ignore them,” she said, giving Luo-Luo’s back a reassuring pat. “They’re harmless and you’ve nothing to be afraid of. You’ve been practising your Forms everyday like I asked you to, right?” Luo-Luo nodded, though she had yet to note any progress after two months of daily practice, time which could be better spent on almost anything else. “Well, then you could probably beat them both with one hand tied behind your back. Calm down, I won’t make you try, so ignore them and eat.” A massive meat bun in hand, Mila bit into it with gusto and gestured for Luo-Luo to do the same.
 
  
 
 Taking solace in Mila’s strong presence, Luo-Luo steeled her nerves and reached for her chopsticks, but froze once again when she realized there were none to be had. In fact, there were no utensils at all, not even a spoon or knife, and it took Luo-Luo’s fear-addled mind many seconds to understand why. Meat buns, dough fritters, pan-fried wraps, and even bowls of soup, everything on the table could be eaten by hand, though Luo-Luo had never dared do so. One could not daintily slurp or delicately nibble the foods laid out before her, not to mention all the oil and sauces she’d get on her hands, face, or clothes, a fatal blunder for a woman of her precarious standing.
 
  
 
 What if Lord Husband ever saw her with black oyster sauce smeared across her lips? After the nauseating incident in his officer’s tent, he’d never see her in an erotic light ever again...
 
  
 
 Noticing her dismay, Mila grinned and said, “As you may have guessed, I came to apologize for last night. Not for what I said mind you, but how I said it. We’re family Luo-Luo, so you needn’t be overly concerned with protocol and manners. I want no more curtsies or bows, no more ‘if it pleases’ and ‘by your leaves’. Let your guard down and let me get to know the real you.” Gesturing at the food, Mila added, “But first, we eat.”
 
  
 
 Driven by her rumbling belly and Mila’s constant encouragement, Luo-Luo lifted her arm to reach for a pan-fried wrap and gasped in abject horror as her sleeve fell into her soup bowl. Petrified by her blunder, Luo-Luo traded stares with Mila’s aghast expression, her jaw dropped in shock and surprise. After long seconds of silence, it was hard to say which of them giggled first, but soon enough they were both red-faced and gasping for breath at the sheer hilarity of it all, with Luo-Luo’s sides in stitches as Mila helped her wring her sleeve dry.
 
  
 
 After changing into a loose robe and rolling up her sleeves, Luo-Luo’s apprehensions had magically disappeared as she chatted and dined with Mila. Though she still ate in small, measured mouthfuls, she paid no mind to the grease on her hands or the crumbs around her lips, and somehow her meal tasted better for it. When it came time to devour the massive meat buns, Luo-Luo had trouble picking where to start, but after her first bite released the delectable scents locked within, she paid her image no mind and devoured the savoury treat in a matter of seconds. She licked her fingers, slurped her soup, did so many things a lady of status should never do, and it felt so liberating.
 
  
 
 Initially, Luo-Luo believed there was more than enough for both of them, but after clearing the entire table, Luo-Luo’s appetite had yet to be sated. Catching her staring at her plateful of crumbs, Mila giggled and said, “If you’re still hungry, we can head into town for more.”
 
  
 
 “No, this one wouldn’t want to cause any –”
 
  
 
 “Stop being polite. It’s no trouble at all, and you should listen to your body. You can’t build a fire without fuel and you can’t build muscles without food. You’ve been starving your body of energy with your daily practice, so you need to eat more than you’re used to or you’ll end up skinnier than a toothpick like Rain used to be.” Shaking her head, Mila scoffed and added, “What a waste turning a Martial Warrior into an Imperial Servant, and such a meek one at that. There should be an exemption from servitude for anyone who forms a Core.”
 
  
 
 No longer so afraid of the diminutive red-head, Luo-Luo replied, “Sister Mila, forming a Core is a requirement to become an Imperial Servant.” Seeing her confusion, Luo-Luo explained, “The training for an Imperial Servant is both arduous and comprehensive, so without Martial Training, it’s hardly worth the investment. Why go through so much effort when a common human will age and wither away in ten to fifteen years? Not only would their bodies lack the beautifying effects of Chi, a thirty-year-old commoner might already have wrinkles and grey hairs whereas a Martial Warrior of similar age would retain their youthful good looks for decades to come.”
 
 Take Mother-in-law Sarnai for example, still beautiful by any measure despite her seventy plus years. Though she bore a few wrinkles and a head full of grey hairs, Sarnai had a dignified allure about her which was impossible to find in a younger woman, and a ferocious elegance found only in the Bekhai. Luo-Luo hoped to look half as good when she reached the same age, though she’d still fall far short of matching her long-lived sister wives. Already older than Lord Husband by five years, Luo-Luo knew she had to make the most of her youth, but how was she to win him over from several hundred kilometres away?
 
  
 
 “The Imperial Clan truly knows how to live,” Mila said, as close a criticism as Luo-Luo had heard anyone say, and it frightened her to no end. Had a true Imperial Scion heard her and taken offence, the Bekhai would be finished in the blink of an eye. “No matter. You’re a part of the Bekhai now, and the Bekhai have no useless Martial Warriors.” A chilling statement if Luo-Luo had ever heard one, but Mila wasn’t finished. “Earlier I told you I came to apologize, and it wouldn’t be a sincere apology without a gift. It’s waiting outside, so let me help you with... whatever it is you need two handmaidens for. Pick something practical to wear though, we have other events planned for later.”
 
  
 
 Though Luo-Luo put up a token protest and insisted no help or gift was necessary, she truly cherished this bonding experience and wanted something to remember it by. Prior to today, the gruff, hardworking young blacksmith seemed so scary and intimidating, utterly unapproachable for a pampered Servant like Luo-Luo. They had nothing in common aside from a shared spouse and even Lord Husband tread lightly in Mila’s presence, but today’s shared experience showed a different side of the bushy-tailed young blacksmith, a kind and considerate interior hidden beneath her blunt, dour exterior.
 
  
 
 A sorely needed friend considering Lin-Lin’s increasingly domineering attitude of late, the once amicable half-hare growing more petulant and demanding with each passing day. Quin racing, chariot rides, archery practice, and more, Luo-Luo’s nerves might not last another month if Lord Husband didn’t hurry back.
 
  
 
 Scalp aching and hair thinned from a little heavy-handed brushing, Luo-Luo followed Mila into the courtyard with the bears ambling at their heels. A quick glance around failed to reveal her gift, only Lin-Lin teasing the wildcats with a bundle of feather on a string while Yan played with the pups under the watchful eyes of the older quins. Confused, she turned to her strong-armed sister-wife for direction, but Mila merely smiled and pointed at Mafu, flopped on his side and grooming a pup. Yesterday, Luo-Luo would have shied away and called Mafu over to her, but today, things were different. Unwilling to lose face in front of Mila (and Yan too, now that she thought about it), Luo-Luo summoned her courage and approached the quins with as much dignity as her trembling legs allowed her. When she stepped into range of the pups, the adult quins collectively turned towards her with teeth bared, and for a split second, Luo-Luo believed she’d made a huge mistake. Then, after the longest fraction of a second in her life, Mafu blinked, squeaked, and plodded over with the pup in his arms, his head lowered and eyes pleading for a hug and a kiss.
 
  
 
 Only then did the other quins visibly relax, and Luo-Luo made a mental promise to buy sweet Mafu an entire basket of fresh seafood. Fish, clams, lobsters, or squid, let him gorge to his heart’s content and engrave her into memory so he might recognize her that much sooner.
 
  
 
 With his furry head nestling in her arms, Luo-Luo noticed Mafu had been harnessed and guessed her mysterious gift was at yet another location. Moving around to his side to mount, she froze for the third time today when she spotted a dark metallic sceptre sitting upright in his harness. Recognizing it for what it was, Luo-Luo’s stomach flopped about and threatened to expel her hearty breakfast as she broke into a cold sweat, her mind blanking in sheer panic at the enormity of this gift. While Luo-Luo struggled to draw breath, Mila cheerily confirmed her fear. “It’s a Spiritual Weapon. Your Spiritual Weapon. Pick it up and see how it feels.”
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo wanted to do exactly the opposite, to run away screaming and hide in her room, but her legs failed her once more. “Sister Mila,” she whispered, her throat too tight to speak loudly, “This is too precious a gift. This one dares not –”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” The kind, considerate Mila was nowhere to be found and the fearsome, no-nonsense Mila stood in her place. “I won’t force you, but if you don’t dare accept it, then it must mean you don’t see me as family.”
 
  
 
 And there it was. Earlier, Mila said, ‘The Bekhai have no useless Martial Warriors’. Though she left the rest unsaid, Luo-Luo understood the implication and knew a decision was upon her. To her new family, black was black and white was white, with no grey areas in between. Take up the weapon or be cast out from the Bekhai, those were the only two choices. A choice between life and death because Luo-Luo had nowhere else to go, so what sort of choice was it, really?
 
  
 
 Cold and decisive, Mila was far more fearsome than Lin-Lin.
 
  
 
 Tears spilling down her cheeks, Luo-Luo took the sceptre in hand and nearly dropped it on her foot, the weapon far heavier than she expected. Expecting this outcome, Mila chuckled and said, “Heavy right? That’s good, it means it’ll do plenty of damage when it connects. I finished crafting it yesterday and Papa says it might be my best work. I didn’t make it with you in mind, but while considering possible candidates, you stood out among the rest. See, your height and build are perfect...”
 
  
 
 As Mila expounded on the finer details of the weapon, Luo-Luo blinked away the tears and tried to keep up. Though only a little longer than her arm and less than two thumbs thick, the sceptre was almost too heavy for Luo-Luo to carry, much less swing. Still, it was truly a beautiful piece, with the predominantly black metal sporting thin veins of silver throughout the shaft, spiralling ever upwards as if streaking towards the top, where an obsidian orb half the size of her fist rested neatly atop an octagonal setting. So dark it seemed to drink in the light, she saw only herself reflected in the orb’s flawless, inky surface, but nothing else, as if the weapon had chosen her to wield it.
 
  
 
 A silly flight of fancy is all it was, for a quick test showed it merely needed to be held at the right angle to reflect Mafu’s curious expression.
 
  
 
 This was to be Luo-Luo’s weapon, a sceptre to wield in battle against the Enemy. The thought left her utterly terrified, especially once Mila showed her how to turn the sceptre into what was essentially a three-meter long whip, the cord so thin one might mistake it for twine. How did she expect Luo-Luo to control such a beast?
 
  
 
 In response to the question, Mila smiled and answered, “When Rain comes back with Tursinai, I’ll ask her to teach you, but in the meantime you can learn the basics of rope weapons with Lin and the wildcats.” Beaming in sadistic glee, Lin-Lin hopped and squealed in delight, but Mila wasn’t done delivering bad news. “Don’t worry, Jorani picked it up in less than a year without any help, so I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon enough. You’ll require a lot more muscle to wield your weapon effectively though, so you’ll have to put more time and effort into practising your Forms. I was going to oversee your workouts, but since Yan will be around with nothing to do, I... she volunteered to help. You’ll also have less time to run Rain’s business, so she can help with that too. Isn’t this great?” Mila asked, proud as a popinjay as she took in Luo-Luo’s reaction. “Neither of you knows the other very well, but now that you’ll be practically spending every minute of every day together, you’ll be thick as thieves in no time.”
 
  
 
 “What fun,” Yan said, her tone sickly sweet while her eyes implied otherwise. Luo-Luo felt the same way, but lacked the courage to retort. Instead, she nodded mutely and clutched the sceptre to her chest, wondering if it’d be better to use it to hang herself. A quick and painless death now would be far more merciful than suffering through the days ahead, to say nothing of what would happen if the Defiled captured her alive on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 No.
 
  
 
 Had Luo-Luo wanted to end her life, she would have done so long ago. She had thought about almost every day after her fateful zither performance where she, an Imperial Servant, received a standing ovation from the Emperor himself. To most, she lived a cursed life, a first generation daughter of nobility sacrificed to Service due to a cruel twist of fate, then left to rot because she was so dazzling no one dared accept her.
 
  
 
 An Imperial Servant too talented to employ, and as much as this haunted Luo-Luo, she also took pride in her excellence, for it was only fitting.
 
  
 
 Though not everything came easily, thanks to her hard work and dedication, she excelled in every subject she ever tried her hand at, so why should combat be any different? She was already a Martial Warrior, so how difficult could it to become an Expert? Others might struggle their entire lives and never succeed, but for her? Not difficult at all. She couldn’t even remember forming her Core, for she’d been young and she’d succeeded as easily as breathing, but more importantly, once she put her mind to a task, past experience showed that success was not a question of if, but when.
 
  
 
 For she was Zheng Luo, a daughter of Heaven with the blood of Emperors flowing through her veins. Excellence was merely what was expected of her, and she would achieve no less.
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 Since stepping into office as Marshal of the North, Yuzhen had never taken a day off to rest, yet she still struggled to keep up with the workload. How her old man managed was beyond her comprehension, as dealing with the day-to-day routine left little time for the multitude of calamities crossing her desk. Defending her holdings, keeping her allies happy, and ensuring her enemies weren’t plotting her demise, these were merely the appetizers in her full-course meal of disasters, but the main course changed from day to day. Food shortages, dwindling funds, price gouging, and unruly bandits, there seemed to be no end to these tribulations in sight.
 
  
 
 A small wonder her old man never had time for the Martial Path. Forget training, Yuzhen counted herself fortunate if she had time enough to sleep.
 
  
 
 Being stationed so far away from her base of power wasn’t helping her efforts, but she understood the need. Without these new defences in place, a million-strong horde of Defiled could waltz into Central and the Empire would be helpless to stop them, and without Yuzhen here to supervise, thousands of unscrupulous parasitic merchants would bleed the Empire dry, too stupid, short-sighted, or conceited to care about the consequences of their actions. They were a few weeks into construction and Yuzhen had already executed over a hundred people for crimes ranging from simple thievery and embezzlement to all-out fraud and war-profiteering. She was happy enough to look the other way if an overseer pocketed a few silvers here and there, but the sheer audacity of some of these crooks and swindlers left her in awe of their stupidity. What did these merchants expect to happen when they delivered sub-par goods or shoddy materials? For her to shrug, open her coffers, and pay them what they were owed? Did they expect her to strip down and dance for them too? One enterprising con-man even tried to sell her the rights to a mine she already owned, a move which left her sides in stitches from the first real bout of uncontrolled laughter since her old man’s passing.
 
  
 
 Grateful as she was for the much needed hilarity, she still had the fool hung by the neck until dead.
 
  
 
 At least things weren’t all doom and gloom for Yuzhen, with more working in her favour than against her. In her absence, things had settled down back home, with most cities and factions falling in line. Shen Huo, Shen Yun, and the Bekhai all stood firmly in Yuzhen’s camp, and with Sanshu already in her pocket, this meant the peripheral cities reliant on them like Shen Bin and Jiu Lang had no choice but to follow. After Falling Rain absconded with their Guardian Turtle, the people of Ping Yao took it as a sign from the Mother above and pledged their eternal support to the Bekhai, leaving their Magistrate with little choice but to follow suit or risk bloody revolution if seen working against his city’s ‘Divine Attendant’. With everyone working harmoniously, construction on her section of the Wall was ahead of schedule and below budget, earning the North much vaunted praise from the Legate.
 
  
 
 Security of the North was also well in hand. Reconstruction at the Bridge had finally finished, but now Shen Jin was the more concerning location. As the guardian of the passageway into the West, the Magistrate of Shen Jin set to reinforcing the pass at his own expense, filling it with pitfalls, dead ends, fire traps, and countless other defences. To hear him say it, the expense rendered him ‘without two coins to rub together’, and Yuzhen mostly believed it. She was less inclined to believe his claim that should the Defiled horde seek entry in the North through Shen Jin, then they would die to the last savage before seeing the city gates, but she appreciated his willingness to part with his fortune.
 
  
 
 Then again, considering his family had amassed said fortune over multiple generations from collecting taxes on goods moving from the North to the West and vice versa, it was only fitting he foot the bill.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, most Yuzhen’s headaches arose from the Society, and by extension, Feng Huang. As the two southernmost cities, all of the North’s people, supplies, and resources funnelled through them to reach her here in SuiHua, giving them the upper hand in negotiations. One word from them and everything would go to shit as delays cropped up, shipments disappeared, and ‘evidence’ of smuggling, bribery and extortion would find its way into the wrong hands. To the outside world, it appeared as if Yuzhen had united the North, but more discerning individuals knew the Society bent her over a barrel and ravaged her at every opportunity.
 
  
 
 Metaphorically speaking, of course. She actually found being bent over a barrel by Gerel rather exhilarating on those rare occasions she found time away from her duties.
 
  
 
 ‘Focus,’ she mentally scolded herself, returning to her present circumstances. Sitting across the table were three individuals representing the most powerful factions of the Society. The first two were Situ Rang Min and Han BoDing, the Patriarchs of their respective clans and a pair of greedy, self serving bastards. Long-time enemies always at each others throats, Yuzhen had had great success playing them off one another in the past, but recent events had changed the dynamic between them. Both Patriarchs were on the back foot regarding Clan politics now that their sacrificial heirs, Situ Jia Zian and Han BoShui, had risen to fame in the public eye, mostly thanks to their relationship with Rain and their success on the front lines, which in turn earned them support from their Clan Elders. Though both young men were overshadowed by Rain, his achievements were so far ahead of his peers most people placed him in a category all on his own, leaving the others racing for second place.
 
  
 
 Having seen the writing on the wall, Rang Min and BoDing were desperate for a victory to tout before their clans, and thus they entered a shaky alliance to present a united front against Yuzhen. Today’s order of business was to demand she lower taxes on account of all the poor, destitute Society members struggling to maintain their decadent lifestyles. Jin ZhiYa, the third individual present and current High Elder of the Harmonious Unity Sect, was supposedly on Yuzhen’s side, but a reduction in taxes would be beneficial to ZhiYa’s faction, not to mention the woman was essentially a human puppet for her half-beast masters and had to check in before making important decisions. Since the two Patriarchs brought this issue up without warning, for the sake of this negotiation, ZhiYa might as well not be present.
 
  
 
 Her eyes radiating cold fury, Yuzhen sat with hands folded in silent stillness, letting time and suspicion do her work for her as she Sent a message to Gerel. “Done sparring with Charok yet? Are you shirtless and sweaty?”
 
  
 
 “We have yet to begin my love, but it could be arranged. Do you require my presence, or merely desire it?”
 
  
 
 Cocky bastard. Don’t smile. “Neither,” Yuzhen Sent, studying both Patriarchs intently. “Just making noise for my troublesome guests, so stop being so damned charming.”
 
  
 
 “Alas, if only I could,” came Gerel’s reply, deadpan and serious as always. “Such is my curse, but fear not, for I only have eyes for you.”
 
  
 
 “Enough.” Yuzhen let her frustration show, a calculated ‘error’, then widened her eyes ever so slightly in feigned surprise. It all happened in the blink of an eye, but her guests missed nothing and the display left them wondering what fortuitous news she had just received. “I need to concentrate now, so shush. Love you.”
 
  
 
 “Love you more.”
 
  
 
 A genuine half-smile slipped out before Yuzhen caught herself, but the minor gaffe helped sell her story. Since everyone in the room could sense her Sendings but didn’t know who she Sent to, each Patriarch would believe she was communicating with the other and cutting him out of the deal, a ploy which worked like a charm. Rang Min and BoDing had grown up together as friends written rivals and there was no greater enmity than one between former allies. They’d been at one another’s throats for decades, and Yuzhen would dance naked in the streets if she couldn’t use it against them and shatter their flimsy alliance to pieces.
 
  
 
 Truth be told, she found the idea of public nudity rather titillating, but sadly the trappings of office and easily identifiable fox-tail meant she couldn’t afford to risk it, which made it that much more enticing.
 
  
 
 While her mind drifted and daydreamed, her opponents unmade themselves before her. Though Yuzhen’s Sendings had fallen silent, Rang Min and BoDing were deep in conversation as they fired silent messages at one another, each accusing the other of underhanded dealings. Neither Patriarch would believe the other was working in good faith, especially since they betrayed one another often enough in the past. They’d see their counterpart’s accusations as a sham to cover up their subterfuge, and soon, once all the accusations and insults were out of the way, one would take a step back and offer a counter-proposal, which they would both assume was what she was after. A smaller tax break, something Yuzhen could accept to avoid the bloody and costly struggle which would ensue should she back one Patriarch against the other.
 
  
 
 Games within games, but unlike her opponents, Yuzhen had learned from the best.
 
  
 
 Soon enough, the two Patriarchs reached a conclusion and they presented her with a new offer, quoting numbers Yuzhen was happy to work with. Unfortunately for the Society, her old man taught her how to squeeze blood from a rock. Chest heaving in false anger, she made eye contact with each Patriarch before raising her hand to slash at the air, leaving it up to them to interpret if she wanted to halve the new numbers or had just offered to decapitate a Patriarch. The temptation too much to resist, Rang Min and BoDing traded heated glances before grimacing in defeat, offering each other a quiet nod of respect before agreeing to halve their offer once more.
 
  
 
 After finalizing their deal, everyone walked away a winner. Undoubtedly the biggest winner, Yuzhen decided to celebrate by watching her handsome future husband work up a sweat, then drag him away for a horizontal spar in their bed. Arriving home with her Honour Guard in tow, Yuzhen was surprised to see she wasn’t the only spectator present. While Gerel and Charok traded ringing blows in the courtyard, Rain’s harem and menagerie watched from the side with Charok’s darling twins, the white-haired sweetlings cheering their papa on with startling blood lust. Inwardly lamenting the loss of her alone time with Gerel, Yuzhen greeted Mila with open arms and grunted as the powerful young woman squeezed just a little too hard. “Had I known you’d all be here, I’d have brought something back to eat.”
 
  
 
 “We’re showing Luo-Luo a real fight!” Knowing better than to get between them, Lin-Lin waited until Mila withdrew to step in for her hug. “We have leftovers if you’re hungry Yu-Yu. Fried rice, steamed chicken, and dumplings too.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen didn’t hate the girlish appellation so long as Lin-Lin remembered to call her ‘Marshal Yuzhen’ in public, but it was hard to say if she would. The sweet half-hare girl was just like her adopted father, intelligent but eccentric to the extreme. Whereas Lin-Lin merely liked to fly kites and climb trees, Taduk spent his days exploring the Azure Sea in a shabby dinghy, accompanied by a single guard, a rabbit, and an octopus in a cooking pot. What he was searching for was hard to say, but off he went every morning with the same lineup, though he often switched between the many rabbits hopping about Rain’s manor.
 
  
 
 Accepting a bowl from Luo-Luo, Yuzhen’s gaze fixated on the girl’s new accessory, a long-handled mace whose weight threatened to tear her silk belt in twain. “Thank you,” Yuzhen said before nodding at the beautifully crafted Spiritual Weapon. “A marvellous piece. Did Mila craft it?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed it is Marshal Yuzhen,” the Imperial Servant replied, her pale complexion and wan smile telling Yuzhen everything she needed to know. “Luo-Luo received it this morning and has yet to bind it, but she will give it her all and endeavour not to disappoint.”
 
  
 
 Silly, naive girl, didn’t she know how dangerous it was to admit she carried an unbound Spiritual Weapon? Then again, Luo-Luo could strip naked and walk from here to the Arid Wastes and arrive untouched, such was the power of her Lord Husband’s backing. Thinking to help the poor girl escape this dire fate, Yuzhen turned to Mila and said, “Perhaps my request is too forward, but I have a talented guard in dire need of a Spiritual Weapon like Luo-Luo’s. Seeing how it’s unbound, would it be possible to sell this one to me?”
 
  
 
 There was no talented guard in need of a mace, but forcing Luo-Luo to become a Martial Warrior would be an utter waste of the girl’s talents in business and statecraft. Purchasing the Spiritual Weapon would buy Yuzhen time to dissuade Mila and the others from this foolish decision and save Luo-Luo, which might earn her a sizable discount from Rain’s budding merchant empire. Despite having released all his secrets to the world for free, Luo-Luo’s sharp business acumen had grown a minor partnership into a highly-profitable enterprise built around cast iron, with over two-dozen military contracts under their belt and still more yet to be fulfilled. Every facet of the company had been considered before their competitors understood the value of cast iron, whether it be purchasing pig-iron mines to ensure a steady supply, offering better wages and conditions to develop loyalty in her work force, selling at a discount to the army to build their reputation, or paying a premium weeks ago to settle a contract now worth ten or twenty times what they paid. They were even prepared to craft bells the same day the Legate announced his bell towers, which made Luo-Luo a once in a millennia genius of commerce who Yuzhen had to recruit.
 
  
 
 It was even thanks to Luo-Luo’s ingenuity the wall was progressing so quickly, though where the young woman got the idea to insert metal rods through multiple layers of bricks for added reinforcement, Yuzhen couldn’t say. The girl was as ingenious as Rain and hardworking as Mila, and though Yuzhen once hoped to take both under her wing, they were too talented in other fields for her to poach. How could she let Luo-Luo slip out of her hands too?
 
  
 
 “It’s not for me to decide,” Mila declared, wholly unconcerned with the issue. “I gifted the weapon to Luo-Luo and it’s hers to do with as she pleases.”
 
  
 
 Perfect. Turning to the Imperial Servant, Yuzhen waited for her to nod and say yes, but Luo-Luo hesitated instead. Why? Didn’t she know the Bekhai meant exactly what they said and nothing more? If Mila said the weapon was Luo-Luo’s to do with as she pleased, then that’s exactly what she meant. Sell the weapon, gift it to another, toss it in the sea, whatever Luo-Luo did, Mila and the others wouldn’t care one whit.
 
  
 
 Well... they might care if Luo-Luo tossed it in the sea. The Bekhai abhorred waste, especially considering Spiritual Weapons were both rare and vital for Martial Warriors.
 
  
 
 After a long period of deliberation, Luo-Luo fell to her knees and kowtowed, a move which left Yuzhen bewildered and confused. “Luo-Luo offers her most sincere apologies, Marshal Yuzhen. This gift is too precious to sell for any price. Luo-Luo hopes to become a Martial Warrior worthy of the Bekhai and stand on the battlefield beside Lord Husband and Sister Mila.”
 
  
 
 Even as Yuzhen rushed to help Luo-Luo up, she noted the flash of annoyance which crossed Yan’s fair face, surmising all was not well in Falling Rain’s happy harem, but this wasn’t the time for juicy drama. Brushing Luo-Luo’s forehead clean of dirt, Yuzhen hugged her and said, “No need to be so dramatic, girl. It was merely an off-hand request. The weapon is yours and I’m sure you’ll become a splendid warrior.” Damn the Bekhai and their Warrior idolatry. Damn the Empire for the same thing too. How long before the bureaucrats and bean-counters of the world were recognized for their work? If not for them, armies would limp into battle, naked and starving...
 
  
 
 Her mood dampened, Yuzhen ate the leftovers and watched Gerel prance about the courtyard, swinging his heavy glaive about like a twig while Charok fended him off with his spear. A daily routine of theirs, the two rarely fought to a decision, always exchanging blows until both were too tired to continue. After the first time she watched them spar, she asked Gerel if he’d been taking it easy on his partner and her prideful man gave her a wounded look as if she’d called him a child rapist or worse. In Bekhai culture, going easy in a spar was apparently akin to wishing death upon one’s opponent, which explained volumes about Rain’s behaviour during his sparring matches.
 
  
 
 Sadly, Charok was the closest thing Gerel had to a friend, and apparently, yet another hidden Bekhai Expert. Her pitiful, loner of a lover, she didn’t know why Gerel stood as a man apart from the otherwise close-knit community, but she reckoned it was their loss and her gain. A shame he wasn’t business savvy like Rain, Mila, or Luo-Luo...
 
  
 
 Especially Luo-Luo. Though her eyes stayed fixated on the match, the Imperial Servant wasted no time by Yuzhen’s side, pitching all manner of goods from pots and pans to iron wagons and triple-crossbows. Though intrigued, Yuzhen feigned disinterest and nodded along, knowing if she appeared too eager, the shrewd beauty would take her for everything she was worth.
 
  
 
 “Oh, by the way,” Luo-Luo remarked, her tone neutral and aloof as she handed a letter to Yuzhen. “Lord Husband has a gift for Marshal Yuzhen. Scholar Diyako and his team recently perfected a treatment to rust-proof iron, the process of which is detailed within.”
 
  
 
 Yuzhen’s jaw dropped and shattered her indifferent facade, but she couldn’t be bothered to care. “A rust-proofing treatment? As in it can be applied to items which have already been crafted?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed.” Her cherry lips pursed in a pleased smile, Luo-Luo said, “Lord Husband found it distasteful to sell so many iron products only for them to rust within the year, so he tasked Scholar Diyako to find a solution and is distributing it freely for all to use.” Glancing over the solution, Yuzhen grimaced and bit back a curse. The materials listed within weren’t too rare or valuable, but she had a sneaking suspicion Luo-Luo would have already secured large quantities to sell, a suspicion quickly proven by the crafty servant’s next sentence. “If Marshal Yuzhen would like to purchase the materials, then Luo-Luo would be happy to provide them.” For a price, no doubt. Brilliant. Utterly brilliant. Not only would Rain earn a fortune, he also earned the goodwill of all his previous customers by providing the rust-proofing method for free, something he wouldn’t have been able to keep secret regardless of his intentions.
 
  
 
 “If you don’t ask her, I will.”
 
  
 
 “I will, but later.”
 
  
 
 “She’s right there. Just ask. How often are you going to meet with the Marshal?”
 
  
 
 “I’ll handle it, so shut up and watch the spar.”
 
  
 
 Though Yan tried to keep her argument quiet, the half-cat slave Kyung made no such effort. Needing time to research before butting heads with the master negotiator Luo-Luo, Yuzhen seized the opportunity to escape and approached Yan. “There’s no need to be shy. Come, tell sister Yuzhen what you need. More soldiers? So eager to return to the front lines, are we? I’ll take care of it forthwith.”
 
  
 
 “Ah...” Flushed with shame, Yan shrunk back and shook her head, unable to look Yuzhen in the eye. “Er... no, I don’t need reinforcements. I... uh... I don’t think I’ll be going back.”
 
  
 
 “What? Why?”
 
  
 
 Mila and Kyung spoke with one voice and Yan flinched away, but the short-haired beauty soon rallied and answered, “Well... because I’m utter shit at command.” Giving voice to her fears seemed to help her accept it as Yan shrugged and continued, “I lost 40% of my retinue every time I set out on patrol, so I figured it’s time I stopped going out and getting good soldiers killed.”
 
  
 
 “Tch. This is why I hate kids.” Grabbing Yan by the shoulder, Kyung spun her to face him, an utterly unthinkable act for most slaves. “Listen idiot, because I’ll only say this once. You did fine.” Hearing this, Yan rolled her eyes and opened her mouth to speak, but Kyung gave her no chance. “Shut up. I’m not trying to comfort you, I’m stating a fact. Your results weren’t great, but no one was expecting them to be. You set out with standard soldiers using standard-issue gear, an all light-infantry force with less than ten Spiritual Weapons. You had no dedicated scouts, no cavalry, no heavy infantry, nothing except a bunch of common grunts, a rushed education, and a dearth of experience. Of course you can’t compare to the likes of Falling Rain, who has everything you’re lacking not to mention the finest heavy infantry in the Empire under his command. Master figured you would’ve lost your entire retinue on your first time out, but you didn’t, so congratulations. You exceeded expectations.”
 
  
 
 “...Grandpa wanted me to fail?”
 
  
 
 Yan’s eyes brimmed with tears at the apparent betrayal, but Kyung snorted and said, “No, Master expected you to fail. There’s a difference. You’ve never been a five or ten-man commander, but Master has no time to coddle you, so he accepted my suggestion to send you out on a trial by fire. ‘Learn by doing’, and it was working, but now you want to laze around and shirk your lessons? Absolutely not.” Poking Yan in the chest, Kyung demanded, “Ask the Marshal for more fodder and get back out there.”
 
  
 
 Trembling from head to toe, Yan snarled and grabbed Kyung by the collar. “So you’re telling me one-hundred and sixty-two soldiers died to teach me a lesson?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Unperturbed by Yan’s wrath, Kyung stood hunched over in her grip and weathered her murderous glare without blinking. He made no effort to defend himself should she lash out, not that it mattered if he did. Yan wouldn’t even need to lift a finger if she wanted him dead, she only needed to speak the words and he would take his own life. After long seconds, Kyung sighed and spoke softly, a tone which ill-suited the blunt, no-nonsense slave. “Behind every Great General lies a mountain of dead soldiers. You think the likes of Nian Zu, Shuai Jiao, or even your admired Akanai never made a mistake? When officers make mistakes, soldiers die. Such is life little Yan, but as Master’s Terminal Disciple, you must become a Great General. One-hundred and sixty-two soldiers have already died to pave the way forward. Don’t let their sacrifice be in vain.”
 
  
 
 A hard lesson for all youths to learn, but an important one. Yan’s compassion was admirable, but also a hindrance. Great achievements required great sacrifices, but the ones accomplishing the achievements were rarely the same people making the sacrifices. To build the wall, hundreds of slaves had already died, and thousands more would follow, but such was the price the Empire paid, lives spent now to save more lives later. The same concept applied to Yan’s training. An error now might cost her a few dozen soldiers, but as she rose in rank, those errors would only grow more costly, so better she make them now and learn from them. As much as Yuzhen wanted to comfort the poor girl, she knew it would be counterproductive to coddle her, a sentiment shared by Mila as she kept Lin-Lin from approaching. Instead, they all looked away and pretended not to notice Yan’s shaking shoulders or hear her quiet sobs, giving her the time she needed to deal with her guilt and grief.
 
  
 
 Which was better than how Yuzhen had handled it back when she learned this lesson, kicking and screaming up a storm. She still remembered how, after all her anger was spent, her old man had pulled her close and patted her head, reassuring her with his soothing timbre...
 
  
 
 After thirty minutes and countless exchanges, Gerel and Charok’s spar ended with yet another draw. Only then did Yan wipe her tears and approach Yuzhen, her eyes red and gaze determined. “Marshal Yuzhen,” she said, her voice trembling ever so slightly. “Warrant Officer Third Grade Du Min Yan requests reinforcements for her retinue, fifty-nine soldiers in total.” As an afterthought, she added, “Also, a billet for the forty-one soldiers still with me. They deserve a roof over their heads, at least until we head back.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to hug the poor girl, Yuzhen instead gave her a military salute. “Understood, Warrant Officer Du. This Marshal shall make it so.” Only then did she pull Yan into her embrace, a hug which Mila, Lin-Lin, and Luo-Luo joined soon after. “Everything will be all right child,” Yuzhen said, her chest tight and heart heavy as she repeated what her old man told her then. “Because you have family who love you to help you through this.”
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, she missed her old man...
 
  
 
 “Okay then,” Kyung said, ruining the tender moment. “That’s taken care of. My turn to spar now. Baldy, you rest up, I’ll warm up with your friend and we’ll settle old scores when I’m done.”
 
  
 
 ...Baldy?!
 
  
 
 “Yan darling,” Yuzhen said, her voice loud and sickly sweet. “I never noticed it before, but don’t you think Kyung would look so handsome with a shaved head?” The half-cat warrior froze in place and Yan burst into laughter, but Yuzhen wasn’t joking around. If Du Min Gyu didn’t know how to keep his subordinates in line, then Yuzhen didn’t mind teaching Kyung in his place. After all, no matter how strong he might be, Yan held his chains and Yuzhen had no qualms against playing dirty. “Of course, we’ll need to shave his tail to match and give him a cute little outfit to show off in. Something short and tight to show off his abs and thighs, with plenty of colour and lace...”
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






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


 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 






      Chapter 419 and 420 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Nowadays, battles rarely end with a bang.
 
  
 
 Instead, they close out with a slow burn, where the resolution is set in stone but the Defiled are too stubborn to concede or retreat, so everyone’s forced to play along and fight to the bitter end. I’m tired, my soldiers are tired, the animals are tired, hell, even the Defiled are tired, but we’re not willing to let them live and they’re not willing to quietly die. Sure, I could turn up the Succ and send the Defiled running for the hills, but then we’d have to chase them down which is even more exhausting.
 
  
 
 Figuratively speaking, that is. About the hills. No hills here on the border, just grass and dirt as far as the eye can see. Where are the rolling meadows or lush forests, the rocky barrens or coastal backdrops? If this world was truly crafted by an omnipotent being, then you can tell they definitely phoned it in while making most of Central.
 
  
 
 A Defiled warrior charges forward with a hobbling gait, moving painfully slowly through the mud and corpses yet still almost too quickly for me to respond. My overworked arms move Unity in place and the Defiled impales himself on the blade, offering one, last, brief struggle before the hatred fades from his eyes and leaves a lifeless corpse in its place. Enemy though he might be, it’s hard to hate the Defiled knowing what I know now. They’re afflicted with a disease, not in body or mind, but in spirit, and much like a rabid dog, they’ve little to no control over their actions. It really puts a damper on all this wholesale slaughter, since my anger and hatred have been replaced by sorrow and pity which are much less motivating. Too tired to lift my legs, I hone Unity and watch my fallen foe slide off the blade to join the carpet of corpses stretching out at my feet, the bodies stacked four or five deep in some places after hours of non-stop fighting.
 
  
 
 How are there still so many god-damned Defiled?
 
  
 
 Howling in wordless fury, yet another Defiled Champion rushes forward to challenge me in mortal combat, brandishing an ugly bleached-bone battle-axe exuding a sense of loathsome damnation. Responding with a scream of my own, I eke out what strength I have left and thrust Unity at my Enemy’s throat. Swiping the attack aside, the Champion lowers his shoulder and charges. Caught off guard, the tackle hits me head on and fractures my clavicle, not yet broken but close. More through luck than skill, the charge lifts me off my feet and pushes me back. Lightening for all I’m worth, I pray I stick the landing, but as per usual, no one’s listening. The tempo of battle has churned dirt and blood into viscous sludge which sucks my boots in deep, and only with Unity’s aid do I keep myself from falling back into the muck. It will take precious seconds to free myself, time which I lack as the Defiled Champion winds back to cleave my torso in twain and offer my blood to his unholy weapon
 
  
 
 Where I once might have clenched my jaw and taken the hit, I’ve learned much in the last two months. Rescinding my Aura with a single thought, I hurtle a Honed blade of fear and self-loathing at the Champion which hits him like a thunderbolt. Staggered by the incorporeal assault, he recovers in time to watch me leap away in a splash of gore and mud as I use multiple Keystones to full effect. Landing delicately atop a Defiled corpse, I fire three lancing jabs in rapid succession, but my foe wards them off with ease. Retreating before his relentless advance, I spring from corpse to corpse to avoid getting stuck in the mud while testing his defences, aiming high then low, low then high, jabbing and thrusting, feinting and slashing, yet no matter what I try, I see no way to break past his impenetrable guard.
 
  
 
 This guy is good. Not crazed and wild like most axe-wielders, but calm and cautious, a patient hunter waiting for the perfect opportunity. Does this make him more Defiled, or less? Can he be saved? Mahakala said they could, but the question is how? Also, where the fuck is the Abbot? I sent Wugang and Yelu Shi to tell him about Mahakala almost three months ago, but there’s still no word from any of them. I could’ve crawled to Nan Ping and back by now, much less cloud-walk. What the fuck dude?
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, saving my opponent is less important than saving me from him. Though I hold the range advantage, he has the upper hand in leverage. With stance low and axe held close to his chest, all it takes is one good parry or Deflection to send Unity aside, leaving me wide open for chopping. My options limited, I hammer him with a second blade of Honed Aura and turn my probing jab into a Reinforced and Amplified thrust, but the Champion barely flinches beneath the emotional assault. Already committed to the killing blow, I follow through to disastrous results as he parries the attack, grabs Unity’s crossbar, and yanks hard. His one hand overpowering my two, I involuntarily leap into a backhanded swing which knocks multiple teeth loose and sends me careening into the mud.
 
  
 
 By the time my vision clears and I get back on my feet, the Champion lies dead and Argat stands guard over me, his spear dripping with the blood of my fallen foe. I’ve lost track of how many times the two brothers have saved my life and it shames me to rely so heavily on their protection. Strong against the weak and weak against the strong, that about sums up my current plight. Maybe I would’ve had an easier time against the Champion if I were fresh and well-rested, or if I’d killed him the first time I used my Honed Aura instead of running away, but excuses are worthless. I need to become stronger, but my Martial Path has reached a bottleneck as I stand stuck and confused at the dividing line between trash and treasure. The Defiled Champion had me beat in raw stats, so if I want to easily defeat him, I must learn to use Chi externally. A single step which might as well be an impassable gorge, because for the life of me, I can’t figure it out. Even with Tenjin and Lei Gong’s occasional advice, I’m still unable Send without skin contact, much less Conceal or craft water bullets and blades. All I can do is a shitty impression of a fountain, spitting a tiny stream of water which dissipates into nothingness as the Heavens reclaims my Chi like a starving beggar devours free rice.
 
  
 
 Gasping for breath, I embrace the pain to clear my mind and assess the situation. Noting precious few Defiled still standing, I turn my gaze to the thick fog of Spectres floating about, their ghastly faces twisted in sadistic delight as they survey their handiwork and whisper into the minds of Defiled and Imperial alike. I don’t know why they’re driving the Defiled to massed suicide, but they’re loving every nightmarish minute, which makes this next part much more satisfying. Focusing on all my repressed anger and hatred, I open myself to them and they surge forward to take the bait, gathering in droves to whisper their sweet lies. It’s as if they can sense how close I once was to accepting their murderous ways and can’t resist the allure of possibly bringing me back into the fold.
 
  
 
 I’m like ghost bait, and now that they’re all nice and close, it’s time to once again unleash my battle-ending ultimate move: Infinite Suck!
 
  
 
 The Spectres’ wails are like music to my ears as I draw them into my abyss... ew. As I banish them to my void. As I consign them to the gaping hole in my soul... fuck it. I don’t care anymore. It doesn’t have to sound cool, I’m eating Spectres and it’s awesome. Useful as the Talent is, Devouring is limited by a range of around fifty meters, about a swimming pool’s length in any direction. The range has grown since I arrived on the front lines, which tells me repeated use makes it stronger, but I’m limited to once per battle since any Spectres and Defiled outside its range turn tail and run the second chow time comes around. It never used to be like this; Sanshu was rife with Spectres hanging about and I spent two weeks clearing them out. Hell, they even seemed kinda happy to drop in for a visit, but it appears word has gotten out about my Heavenly Energy Hoarding Endeavours and none of them care to donate to the cause.
 
  
 
 Closing my mind to their empty promises and hollow threats, I leave the trapped Spectres for later and oversee the cleanup instead, sending my injured and weary warriors back to rest while the reserves stack corpses for disposal and scouts check the surroundings to make sure we’re safe. The blood bakes against my skin beneath the hot summer sun and the fetid stench of death soon becomes overwhelming as I await the final tally, which arrives soon enough from the lips of a gloomy Mister Rustram. “Eighteen dead,” he says, and my heart seizes in my chest. “Seventy-nine others too wounded to walk or ride, mostly from the Protectorate.” Guan Suo’s turtle defenders aren’t privy to the secrets of Panacea and lack the Death Corp’s heavy armour to protect them. I’ve done my best to keep them out of the thick of things, but when we’re killing hundreds to thousands of Defiled a day, sometimes the only choice is to send everyone into the meat-grinder.
 
  
 
 Adding today’s losses to the butcher’s bill leaves me with a number which turns my stomach. Exactly fifty-nine days ago, I arrived in Sinuji with seven-hundred and ninety-four soldiers. Today, I’m left with five-hundred and ninety-six still breathing, and less than half at fighting strength. Twenty-five percent losses doesn’t sound too bad, until you realize it means one in four of my people have died. Lang Yi’s bunch took the worst of it, with a mere twenty-eight remaining from the original eighty. Theirs was a story of miracles, of rescued slaves turned Martial Warriors in a staggeringly short time, but there are no happy endings here. Dastan’s retinue and the Death Corps shouldered most of the remaining deaths, losing more than half and a little less than a third respectively while crippling the backbone of my retinue in the process.
 
  
 
 My hammer and anvil have been sorely abused, so perhaps it’s time I learned a new trick. Sadly, tactics are not a part of my packaged memories, though I have songs and memes a plenty.
 
  
 
 It’s not all bad news. Since they primarily fought at range, the Protectorate only lost twenty-three warriors, while the rest of my retinue suffered precious few losses. Thanks to Taduk’s field-medic training and Panacea, the former bandits of Sanshu proved hardy enough to survive anything short of instant death. There were still over two dozen casualties scattered among them, but the repurposed Mother’s Militia is still going strong. Even better news is I have yet to lose a Spiritual Weapon wielder, so my original eight from Shen Huo are all still alive and kicking.
 
  
 
 So what have I learned? Panacea helps a lot. The Protectorate is largely intact, but down to a third of effective strength due to injuries. Armour is useful against schmucks, but relying on it too much means the Death Corps die in droves against Spiritual Weapon-wielding Champions. Dastan’s retinue has the same Healing training as the rest of my troops, but it’s harder to save your injured comrades when you’re surrounded by the Enemy. I might have to reevaluate how I use them and keep them for cleanup rather than an opener.
 
  
 
 The most important lesson I’ve learned? Range is king.
 
  
 
 Wow. What a surprise. Who knew?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Everyone. Fucking everyone knows it, but they’re too stubborn to admit it.
 
  
 
 Things might change once Demons and Wraiths take the field, but against massed Defiled, the best solution is to fill them full of arrows from a respectable distance. Asinine as it is, the general aversion to ranged weapons works fine when you’ve got a nice big wall to stand behind, so I understand their disdain. Martial Warriors are a prideful lot, which they deserve considering they’re essentially super-human, and it probably sucks seeing their years of hard training be outperformed by some peasant with a crossbow. Still, this is no time to coddle a bunch of arrogant idiots and their overblown pride. The survival of the Empire is on the line and we’re massively outnumbered, so efficiency is the name of the game. On an open field against the Defiled, the bow reigns supreme and the crossbow sits firmly in second place. Both are useless against Demons and vulnerable in a melee, but the benefits are too overwhelming to ignore. A longbow takes a lifetime of training, but any idiot can use a crossbow. Ammunition is a problem considering my small retinue is churning through thousands of arrows and bolts per week. They’re simple enough to make using bamboo or cast iron, but if I want to scale manufacturing up to supply weapons and ammunition to the entire Imperial Army, then I’ll need more help than even Yuzhen can provide.
 
  
 
 For one, even if I had an infinite number of crossbows and bolts, how do I convince an Empire of close-combat purists to put aside their preconceptions and take up a ranged weapon?
 
  
 
 I can’t. I literally can’t. I’m working my ass off out here killing more Defiled with fewer losses than anyone else, yet no one will accept the real reason for my success. I say “Crossbows,” and they all think I’m holding out. It’s gotta be hidden Experts in my ranks (which is admittedly true), or the higher quality of my troops (again, also true, but it only goes so far), or some other asinine theory like the Divine Turtle racking up all the kills (which I wish was true, but neither Ping Ping nor Pong Pong have contributed to the war effort and instead spend their days in the lap of luxury devouring inordinate amounts of shrimp). This means I’ve yet to sell a single crossbow to the military, and even Fung, BoShui, and Zian won’t buy them. In their eyes, ranged weapons are for peasant hunters and nothing more, an Empire-wide symbol of weakness and poverty. How am I supposed to overcome prejudice when even cold hard facts and incredible results fail to sway their minds?
 
  
 
 Sometimes, I feel like the Empire deserves to die, but the Defiled are far, far worse, so it’s not much of a choice.
 
  
 
 Why bother? I should let everything burn to clear out the choking undergrowth, reset the world, and be there to plant the seeds of renewal in the aftermath.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Tch. Fucking Spectres. They’re real tricky bastards and only get trickier with time and numbers, but I’ve no choice but to leave them to stew in the void. I ran out of Spiritual Water three days into this patrol, so I have to wait until my next bath at Sinuji to make more. I’m also collecting more Spectres with every patrol, not just because I’m getting better at it, but also because more Spectres are showing up and bringing more Defiled, more Champions, more twisted Spiritual Weapons, and more duels. I don’t know how much longer I can keep at it, but such is life.
 
  
 
 Hongji, I thought we were cool man. Why won’t you give me a break? Do you think I enjoy this? Okay, I kinda do and the Heavenly Energy is great, but still. I need a vacation.
 
  
 
 And from the looks of things, I’m not the only one. There are no cheers or celebrations for our overwhelming victory, and instead my people go about their business with cold indifference and weary disregard. Piles of burning corpses which would have once inspired and uplifted are now part and parcel of their daily routine, retreating away from the oily smoke to eat, drink, and rest while they can. Overall, morale is more ragged than our uniforms, which says a lot considering Guan Suo hasn’t changed his clothes in weeks and is still one of the better dressed individuals of my retinue.
 
  
 
 I can see why the Protectorate dress so shabbily now. No point wearing nice things if it all gets torn to shit, and with armour in short supply, getting replacement gear isn’t merely a matter of doling out coin.
 
  
 
 Tattered gear, lost comrades, and extended battles all take a toll on morale, but the Spectres’ influence is the greatest contributing factor to the retinue’s poor mood. Though I’m here to vacuum all the bad ghosts away, once the Spectres place a thought in someone’s mind, I’m powerless to remove it. Their influence is easy to spot once you know what to look for, most common of which is the thousand-kilometre stare. The afflicted sit there amidst their squads and units, a part of the group yet mentally alone, gazing off into the distance with wide, unblinking eyes as they contemplate whatever lies the Spectre told them. Lang Er is the worst off, almost wholly reliant on his brother to do anything outside of battle including eat and drink. Left alone, I’m pretty sure he’d soil himself and starve to death, but maybe I’m being overly dramatic.
 
  
 
 The other signs are less obvious, but still difficult to deal with. It’s mostly minor issues like A-Gui purposely inciting jealousy amongst her many suitors, Jinoe’s increasingly macabre humour, Awdar’s growing drug problem, and Ravil’s fetish for punishing infractions. Then there’s the more-serious-but-also-not-so-obvious signs of Spectres, like Dastan’s wild desperation to prove himself, Ulfsaar’s barely restrained rage, and Neera’s growing gloominess at being unable to help him. Even without the Spectres constantly reinforcing these behaviours, my people still embark down the self-destructive paths laid out before them and there’s little I can do to stop it.
 
  
 
 That’s the trickiest thing about Spectres. All they do is provide the rope and leave us to hang ourselves with it.
 
  
 
 It takes two hours to tally the dead, clear the battlefield, cremate our fallen comrades, and gather enough strength to get back underway. There are still many hours of travel before we’re done for the day, but we’re close to the finish line. By this time tomorrow, we’ll be back in Sinuji for a week of rest and relaxation, aside from the odd Defiled war-band or two. I’ll give Hongji a day or two to redeem himself, but if Colonel Braid-Beard doesn’t schedule my people for a break, then rank be damned, because I’m gonna march into his tent and make him eat his stupid poems.
 
  
 
 Assuming I can convince Gang Shu to come with. Still not sure how strong the Colonel is, but considering he outranks Lei Gong, I doubt he’s a pushover.
 
  
 
 A few blessedly uneventful hours later, Chey rides back from scouting duty and offers a military salute, which does wonderful things to her voluptuous bosom. She’s one of my best and most resilient officers, so I should probably stop treating her like eye candy, but it’s difficult being celibate again. Nose wrinkled in a fetching scowl, she pats her quin and reports, “Spotted a herd of cattle east of here, least three hundred heads total. Looks to be a mix o’ domestic and wild types, all gathered fer protection. They sittin’ real purdy between us and Sinuji, grazin’ and lazin’ about.”
 
  
 
 Fun. I’ve always thought cows were cute, but they’re too delicious to make friends with. “Alright then. Carry on Scout Leader.” I wonder what’s the bounty on three-hundred cows? We’ve brought back sheep, pigs, chickens, and horses, but no cows. Seems weird though. We’re only a day away from Sinuji, so how have so many cattle gone unnoticed for so long?
 
  
 
 “Er, boss?” Still riding alongside Zabu and I, Chey appears reluctant to speak. “You want us to keep on keepin’? Head right on up without so much as a how d’ya do?”
 
  
 
 Charming as her lovely appearance and folksy vernacular might be, I’m a little confused by her hesitation, not to mention why she thought this information important enough to deliver it herself. Having learned from my (many) mistakes, I ask, “Is there something I’m missing here? Speak freely.”
 
  
 
 My request is met with a fetching smile as the tension melts from Chey’s shoulders, which somehow makes her bosom all the more appealing. “Two pieces of advice?” Chey waits for my nod before continuing. “First off, ye keep starin’ at me tits and yer eyes are liable to pop out.” Her grin as wide as my cheeks are red, Chey winks and continues, “Now, I don’t mind ye givin’ the girls a gander now and then, but I ain’t about to be responsible fer blindin’ the number one talent in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 A chorus of chuckles sound out and I can already hear my retinue spreading the story, but there’s nothing I can do besides accept it and move on. “Noted. Intermittent ganders to preserve eyesight. Good advice. Next?”
 
  
 
 Brightening at how well I took her teasing, Chey’s tail wags at a mile a minute. “See,” she drawls, “Back in Sanshu, there was an order to things, a hierarchy of sorts. The easiest and safest meal ticket was to visit the fisherfolk. They lived close to the waters and the lake leaves no tracks fer guards to follow. Real safe.”
 
  
 
 I don’t understand what robbing hardworking peasants has to do with anything, but whatever. “Okay?”
 
  
 
 “Next on the list was farmers, fer rice, wheat, cabbage and whatnot. Couldn’t take much with us when we left, but they was easy pickings.”
 
  
 
 “Is there a point to all this?”
 
  
 
 “I’m getting there.” Straightening her back in an overt invitation to gander, Chey resumes her lesson on soft targets for bandits. “Now, times were we’d hit a caravan or two and slink off into the wilderness, but after the Council started buying bandits, those became off limits. So, the Freebooters turned to raidin’ further inland, hittin’ sheep herders, pig wranglers, and even horse ranchers, but ye know who we always left alone?” Without waiting for an answer, Chey supplies it for me, which is good because I wasn’t sure which colloquialism to use. “The cattle-hands. You don’t ever mess with a herd of cattle on their own territory, ‘less you lookin’ to get yer skull caved in.”
 
  
 
 “Hm... I see.” The pieces fall into place and I ask, “Is that why these cows are still around? Everyone’s avoiding them?”
 
  
 
 “Can’t say fer certain, but I’d wager sweet Squishy here on it.” It takes a moment to realize she’s talking about her quin and not, as I’d first assumed, one of her boobs.
 
  
 
 After thinking things through, I nod and say, “Bring us around the herd, Scout Leader Chey. I’ll approach the cattle when you’re all safely away and see if they’re willing to follow us home.” Frowning in disapproval, Chey shrugs, salutes, and rides off while I ponder how best to approach the herd. Truth is, even with Chey’s long-winded warning, I’m not too worried about dealing with cattle. I mean, they’re cows. Giant, walking steaks with horns and hooves. I’ve tamed bears, wildcats, a flock of Laughing Birds, and two Divine Turtles, so I think I can handle a couple cud-chewing cattle.
 
  
 
 Then again... If things do go wrong, do I really want to be the Number One Talent in the Empire who died to a cow?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme 1
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 Chapter 420
 
  
 
 With his head held high and banner fluttering behind him, Mitsue Hideo rode into camp at the head of his retinue. Ten days ago, he set out with a hundred armoured cavalrymen bearing no less than thirty one Spiritual Weapons. Today, he returned with seventy-three and twenty-eight after securing nine-hundred and thirty-three Defiled kills. A magnificent accomplishment, one soon to be discussed in taverns across the Empire, with his name spoken by every tongue in the land.
 
  
 
 As it should be.
 
  
 
 Damn the cursed moron who came up with the idea to use a floating stage for the Imperial Grand Conference. Were it not for this glaring disadvantage, he would’ve never lost to that smug, northern hick Dastan. Defeated by a lowly slave, this shame would follow Hideo for years to come, but what burned the most was seeing his rightful rewards go to the savage, Falling Rain. The beautiful Zheng Luo, the Imperial Peerage, and title of Number One Talent in the Empire belonged to Mitsu Hideo, Great Nephew and Disciple of Mitsue Juichi. With his exemplary skills, he would have made short work of his opponents on solid ground, whether it be slave Dastan, those half-breed mongrels Wu Gam and Du Min Yan, or even Falling Rain himself.
 
  
 
 So what if they had Awakenings? So what if that bitch could use Chi externally? So what if the savages had Divine Blacksmiths and Runic Craftsmen? All this paled before Hideo’s Mountain Collapsing Stomp.
 
  
 
 Things wouldn’t be so bad if he had won the Legate’s Contest, but sadly Hideo came in second to a damned peasant, Yong-Jin. With his twin-maces in hand, none of Hideo’s remaining opponents were a match for him, but sadly strength of arms was merely one aspect of the Contest, the others being intelligence, acuity, and leadership abilities. Even then, Hideo defeated his opponents time and time again in each successive challenge, but they were all too feeble-minded and dull-witted for him to display his true skills, which led to the damned street-urchin scoring higher. Preposterous is what it was, absolutely preposterous.
 
  
 
 Thus, Hideo had no choice but to prove to the Empire what he already knew, that he was superior to those serfs and mongrels, starting with Falling Rain. Defeat him, and all his achievements would bolster Hideo’s own reputation, so he set forth to surpass the piss-eyed savage’s accomplishments. The task was proving more difficult than expected considering he only had command of a hundred soldiers to Rain’s thousand, but he was confident he would soon succeed.
 
  
 
 Upon arriving at his campground, Hideo discovered his reinforcements were nowhere to be found with Father waiting in their place. Rather than speak, Father handed him a missive which Hideo recognized as a copied letter addressed to Falling Rain. They’d been monitoring the savage’s communications hoping to uncover his secrets, martial or mercantile alike, but the tribesman was a wily one. The brightest scholars under Father’s employ couldn’t crack his code and had no idea what he was talking about when he mentioned ‘Pong Pong’ or ‘Shrimp’ or a myriad of other confusing terms. Some thought it was a request for armour or reinforcements, but weeks passed and still the Bekhai sent nothing. Father’s people then theorized the words themselves had no meaning, and the true message was hidden within the barely legible scrawls, but it was all outside of Hideo’s purview.
 
  
 
 Though he didn’t expect much, Hideo opened the missive wishing it were the original instead, so he might see the letters written by Zheng Luo’s beautiful hand and smell her scent upon it. Her charm, her grace, her beauty, it was a travesty for such a woman to be wasted on an undeserving primitive, but Hideo would defeat the savage runt and rescue Zheng Luo from her terrible plight. How wonderful it would be to hold her in his arms and gaze into her eyes, to hear her lyrical poetry or soothing melodies, to taste her lips and more beneath the moonlit Central skies...
 
  
 
 After reading through the letter twice, Hideo raised in head and said, “I don’t understand Father. What’s so important about this?”
 
  
 
 “We’ve misjudged him,” Father said with regret in his eyes. “He is not the man we thought him to be.”
 
  
 
 “What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 “The answer lies before you, you only need open your eyes and accept it.”
 
  
 
 “...Preposterous.” Hideo tossed the letter away in disgust, unsure how Father could believe these childish lies. “So his ‘wives’ know he can return any time he likes. What does it matter? He’ll come up with another lie to stay behind. He’s already spent sixty consecutive days on the front lines and gone on three patrols, a formidable feat but not without cost.” Oh the cost. After four weeks of nonstop fighting, Hideo knew all too well the horrors of war. “The Bekhai can not or will not reinforce him and his retinue dwindles with each passing week, but still he remains, because he knows I am this close to surpassing his accomplishments.”
 
  
 
 With a tired sigh, Father reached out and cupped Hideo’s cheek, and despite his best efforts, he almost collapsed into his father’s arms. The last four weeks had been difficult, but it would be worth it once he trampled over that damned savage. “Son,” Father said, his hand warm and voice consoling, “Falling Rain brought his retinue away on indefinite leave two hours ago.” Shaking his head, he added, “The little savage even tamed the massive cattle herd giving our patrols so much trouble. Had the entire camp in a panic thinking they were coming to stampede through the lines. Worse, there weren’t any cattle-hands capable enough to handle them, so Colonel Hongji gifted the entire herd to the savage. Good riddance I say. Let the peasant play with his cows and turtles.”
 
  
 
 “...Preposterous!” Retrieving the letter from the ground, Hideo scanned through it once more, searching for hidden meaning within. “This is merely an excuse. The arrogant bastard couldn’t handle it anymore and is running home. It must be a trick. He means to make me lower my guard and play me for the fool.”
 
  
 
 “Son...” Gently taking the letter away, Father embraced Hideo in a rare show of affection. “Your plan to eclipse his achievements was a good one, except the savage cares nothing for honour or glory. Think back to his other letters and you will see him for what he truly is, an idiot with more luck than good sense. There is no benefit to continuing here, and Father fears the cost too high for you to bear. We’ll speak with Uncle Juichi and find another way, but for now, come home and rest. Your mother yearns to see your face again.”
 
  
 
 “No, I can’t leave now, not when I’m so close.” Pushing Father away, Hideo set to pacing about in thought. “The savage is gone now, so I will over-take him. Six weeks? Eight, ten, I’ll stay until every citizen in the Empire knows Mistue Hideo stands above all others, the true Number One Talent in the Empire.”
 
  
 
 And if he can’t, then he would slaughter the Bekhai to the last.
 
  
 
 “Son –”
 
  
 
 “Time is of the essence. I must strike while the iron is hot.” Speaking over Father’s protests, Hideo demanded, “Bring me a fresh retinue. I’ll speak with Colonel Hongji and secure a place on the coming patrol. It’s perfect, even if the soldiers are different, the commander remains the same, and no one has ever gone on two consecutive patrols. I’ll –”
 
  
 
 “No.” Father’s refusal stopped Hideo in his tracks, for he could hardly believe his ears. “This obsession has consumed you,” Father said, shaking his head in stern disapproval. “I’ve let this go on too long. Come home son, else you risk losing Balance or worse.”
 
  
 
 And thus, Father’s true fears became apparent. “You think me inferior to a tribal savage?” Hideo asked, disbelief turning to anger as Father kept silent. “You think I, Mitsu Hideo, cannot match a mere Falling Rain? Preposterous!” Neck throbbing and spittle flying, Hideo stomped his foot to vent his anger and set the world around them to shaking. Horses screamed and soldiers shouted, but Hideo ignored the fuss and advanced on Father, screaming, “I will defeat him and prove my superiority! You cannot stop me!” Raising his foot for a second stomp, Hideo intended to show Father how strong he’d become.
 
  
 
 Kill him and you inherit everything. No one but Mentor to tell you what to do, and he’s always supported your decisions.
 
  
 
 The thought made Hideo hesitate for the briefest of moments, but he steeled his resolve and followed through. Time slowed as his foot crashed down, his Chi pulsing and ready to sunder earth and flesh alike.
 
  
 
 “I’m sorry Son.” With those words, Father disappeared from Hideo’s sight and the world went dark as he collapsed into quiet slumber.
 
  
 
 So many mistakes, so many failures. How was Hideo ever to recover what was rightfully his?
 
  
 
 If only he were stronger. Stronger than Father, stronger than Mentor, stronger than the Emperor Himself.
 
  
 
 Only then would he recoup his losses and redeem his failures.
 
  
 
 He would trade anything for this strength.
 
  
 
 Anything.
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 With two sharp pats on her rough, wrinkly skin, Dienne requested Ehani lift her foot for inspection and the large girl happily complied. Though he found no injuries, he noted her toenails were too long and at risk of cracking, a dire injury for a creature as large and heavy as she. Placing a sturdy footstool beneath the ponderous pad, he respectfully presented his nail file to Ehani so she knew what to expect. In a mischievous mood, her long, serpentine nose snatched the file out of Dienne’s hand and held it up high so he couldn’t retrieve it. Though he’d happily play along if they were at home or in a secluded area, privacy was lacking here on the front lines of Sinuji. “Please, little ancestor,” he implored, scratching Ehani’s chin to appease her. “Small one cannot play here, for appearances must be kept.”
 
  
 
 As the Number One Talent of the South, he could hardly allow himself to be seen leaping about and being played for a fool by an elephant, no matter how much he enjoyed their games.
 
  
 
 Trumpeting what he interpreted as a snort, Ehani returned the file with a huff and refused his offering of dried mangoes, quite literally turning her nose up at the sweet treat. Resisting the urge to bow and scrape to appease the dramatic beast, he set to filing her nails and hoped her anger would soon pass. The old girl was senior even to Dienne’s great grandfather, so should he lose her support, then Father’s tenuous hold over the clan would slip even further. A loyal creature which had formed a Spiritual Heart was not unheard of, but few were as powerful and capable as Ehani. Strong, intelligent, and an Expert in her own right, the Queyen clan called her their little ancestor because every rider she bonded with had gone on to become Patriarch.
 
  
 
 Keeping his voice low, Dienne said, “Little ancestor, small one knows these past weeks have been difficult and you desire rest, but he still requires your aid. Small one lacks the prodigious talents of his peers and his fighting style is not suitable for duels, so warfare is the only area where his expertise might shine. If small one cannot make great accomplishments here and now, then he will forever be stuck in Falling Rain’s shadow.”
 
  
 
 Though Ehani didn’t understand everything he said, she read his tone well enough. Flapping her large, leathery ears, she glanced at him as if to say, “Hmph. A mere runt with a giant turtle thinks he can outdo us on the battlefield? A frog stuck in a well.”
 
  
 
 Or perhaps she regretted turning down the dried mango. Even after twenty plus years, Dienne still wasn’t entirely sure what went on in Ehani’s mind.
 
  
 
 Just as Dienne finished filing Ehani’s last toenail, Akopa returned from his task. “Blood Ward, it has been confirmed. Falling Rain marches for SuiHua.” Needing time to think things through, Dienne offered Ehani the dried mangoes again and she accepted them with grace and aplomb, eating one piece at a time and chewing thoroughly to enjoy the taste.
 
  
 
 Still uncertain after considering all the information at hand, Dienne fed Ehani the last piece of dried mango before addressing Akopa. “Your thoughts?”
 
  
 
 “Falling Rain has proven himself unworthy of consideration.” Never one to mince words, Akopa launched into a scathing condemnation. “What we believed to be a lie has now been proven truth. The beardless runt fought for sixty days because he was unaware of proper procedure. A child playing games of war while adults who should know better leave him to run free.” His voice heavy with scorn, Akopa continued, “His exploits speak for themselves and his low casualty rate is admirable, but to recklessly persist without understanding the consequences... He is no leader of men. A true leader would have seen his soldiers’ plight and known he risked losing them to madness. How many soldiers will Falling Rain be forced to cull, driven mad with anger and hatred thanks to their extended excursions? Or worse, what if some Tainted go unnoticed and they escape to spread the Enemy’s infection? If such a calamity were to occur, then Falling Rain would have brought disaster to the Bekhai, and perhaps even to the Empire itself.”
 
  
 
 “Enough,” Dienne said, inwardly rolling his eyes. “A little heavy handed with the rhetoric, but I understand your meaning. You think me overly ambitious to remain here?”
 
  
 
 “Small one dare not criticize,” Akopa replied, though his tone was far from deferential and almost a little mocking in its monotone. “Though now that Blood Ward mentions it, small one notes many parallels. Truly, Blood Ward is brilliant to have seen so.”
 
  
 
 A tad flippant, but the man had earned the right to it. First among a thousand of his peers, Akopa was Dienne’s Khadga, a sword to be wielded in the battle against the Defiled and his most trusted confidante. They both knew he was the stronger and more talented warrior, but Akopa forfeited so Dienne could advance, surrendering before he could order the Oath-sworn warrior to do his best. A distressing state of affairs, for perhaps Akopa could have defeated Falling Rain on stage and won great glory for the South, but sadly, there was no cure for regret.
 
  
 
 Still unconvinced, Dienne sighed once more. “A strange matter comes to mind, one I cannot comprehend for the life of me. Falling Rain fought the Defiled at Sanshu, but before, he took part in a Purge. He experienced the hidden dangers of the Enemy firsthand and saw the extreme consequences which go with them, so how could he be ignorant of the ramifications of his actions here?” Shaking his head, Dienne muttered, “Contradictions within contradictions. Though a woman and half-beast, surely Akanai is competent enough to see the inherent danger, yet she sends no support or reinforcements, not even advice or a request for updates. Such freedom is unheard of for a talent such as he, yet Nian Zu and Baatar also leave Falling Rain to his own devices, while I’ve already ignored three of Father’s letters. Either all three highly-ranked Northern officers are gravely incompetent or there is a factor in play which we do not understand.”
 
  
 
 Dienne had no proof, but he suspected it had something to do with Sanshu. More than a year had passed since the Defiled rebellion, yet there was still no sign of a resurgence of Enemy influence. How could it be possible? Most of the Empire expected Sanshu would have been razed to the ground, and for good reason. The Father’s Taint was dark and insidious, a malignant disease lurking in the hearts of humanity, yet against all odds, Sanshu emerged uninfected after the most disastrous Defiled outbreak in recent history. As ridiculous as the thought might be, could this also have something to do with Falling Rain?
 
  
 
 Goujian certainly seemed to think so.
 
  
 
 Depending on who you asked, Goujian was the Mother’s Sanguinary Priest or the Emperor’s Mad Dog, but whatever his reputation, few would have doubted the Confessor’s loyalty. Then, five weeks ago, the deranged lunatic dispatched countless missives to the nobles of the Empire declaring Falling Rain, the Legate, and the Emperor himself were the true Enemy and that he’d joined forces with the ‘Chosen’ to overthrow the ‘dog Emperor’ and his ‘unholy heathen lackeys’. Madness is what it was, but for Goujian to turn against the Empire... well, these were dark times indeed.
 
  
 
 Dienne put no stock in the turn-coat torturer’s claims, though he disagreed with the Legate’s response. By issuing an Imperial Edict commanding the letters be destroyed and never spoken of again, the Legate lent credence to the rumours, laughable though they might be. Falling Rain was no Defiled in disguise, for if he were, he would not have the allegiance of so many creatures. Most wild beasts of the Empire harboured a natural aversion to the Enemy and all its agents, an instinctive hostility borne of self-preservation, especially more powerful creatures like the Divine Turtle. That’s what made the Arid Wastes so impenetrable to the Defiled, for even if they could withstand the difficult terrain and inhospitable clime, those deadly beasts lurking within would not react kindly to Enemy intrusion. It’s also how the Queyen Clan dealt with their suspected Tainted, by giving them a choice: either banishment to the Arid Wastes or be brought before Ehani and judged. How accurate she might be was up for debate, but history proved few Defiled willingly allowed themselves to be brought before the little ancestor, while none ever survived the Arid Wastes.
 
  
 
 Then again, in all her years, Ehani had only ever spared one life, a child not even three years of age, so perhaps the innocent would be right to refuse her judgment and test their luck.
 
  
 
 After four weeks of constant fighting, Dienne had difficulty keeping his mind focused. How might a lesser man fare? In the end, this thought more than anything helped him reach a decision, for he had yet to make heads or tails of the mysteries surrounding Falling Rain. “Send word to Colonel Hongji and request a leave of absence.”
 
  
 
 “By your will, Blood Ward.”
 
  
 
 The order given, Dienne felt the weight of the world lift off his shoulders. Allowing himself a small smile, he patted Ehani on the cheek and leaned against her, taking comfort in having made the correct decision. No need to compete with Falling Rain in time spent on the front lines, for only the Enemy would profit from this asinine contest. Better to take a step back for the sake of physical and mental well-being, lest he lose his mind and run off to join the ‘Chosen’.
 
  
 
 Whether they be Chosen or Defiled, let them come. Queyen Dienne would gladly teach them the meaning of regret, for he was a true son the Empire and Defender of its people.
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      Chapter 421 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Despite Luo-Luo’s best efforts to amend his ways, Lord Husband had yet to grasp the significance of his public image.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t his bloody, war-torn clothing which bothered her so, for such was to be expected of a soldier returning from the front lines. Nor was it his enthusiastic waving from afar which made him seem more like a homesick child rather than the triumphant hero he was, or how he greeted everyone, even all his animals down to the last rabbit, with warm hugs, soft nuzzles, sweet whispers, and in Yan’s case a salacious kiss, yet all Luo-Luo received was a polite smile and businesslike nod. It wasn’t even his shabby posture or wispy facial hair in dire need of a razor’s touch which irked her so. No, the greatest affront to Lord Husband’s image was his choice to make his triumphant return to SuiHua with his legs folded like a damsel while seated on the back of the biggest, ugliest, smelliest bull in all of Central.
 
  
 
 At this point, Luo-Luo suspected Lord Husband was being wilfully antagonistic just to spite her.
 
  
 
 Having sent a rider ahead to bring word of his arrival, it didn’t take long for Lord Husband’s retinue and herd of cattle to pass through the gates and make their way around the city to their campground. Luo-Luo had worked hard to ensure every last detail had been accounted for their homecoming, and she did her best to make it known. She’d picked out the perfect resting area, an isolated yet scenic field with easy access to the bay where his retinue and cattle could rest and graze in peace, away from the hubbub of moving caravans, migrant soldiers, and boisterous merchants hawking their overpriced wares. She’d instructed the camp followers to spare no expense on tonight’s celebratory feast and bought plenty of fresh meat, fragrant wines, and tantalizing desserts for all to share. She even purchased new bedding, blankets, and plain-clothes uniforms for the soldiers, though her heart ached to see Lord Husband’s brutes tearing off sleeves, cutting slits in pants, throwing away vests, and a host of other horrible modifications to the snappy ensemble she’d designed and commissioned using her share of profits from Lord Husband’s business endeavours.
 
  
 
 Were things to continue in this fashion, the only way she’d ever see Lord Husband at the head of a heroic, dashing retinue would be to paint it from imagination...
 
  
 
 Luo-Luo didn’t forget to entice and titillate her war-weary Lord Husband either, wearing a freshly tailored dress made to accentuate her cleavage and hips. Displaying the latter set her cheeks aflame, for she felt as if her posterior was completely uncovered, with every curve and contour on exhibit like a wanton harlot stalking the streets in search of a client. Sadly, nothing came of her foresight and shamelessness besides more polite smiles and businesslike nods, which was disheartening to say the least. She truly thought things had changed during these past two months and that upon his return, he would see her in a new light. They’d been in near constant communication during his time in Sinuji and while the conversation rarely strayed from his business interests, he wasn’t much sweeter to Lin-Lin or Mila in writing. After weeks of cordial correspondence, Luo-Luo had imagined seeing burning desire or at least fond affection in his beautiful, amber eyes as she welcomed her Lord Husband home with a hearty embrace.
 
  
 
 Instead, reality reared its ugly head and Luo-Luo was summarily cast aside, playing the part of stranger intruding on a loving family reunion.
 
  
 
 Even his animals were treated with more warmth than Luo-Luo, including the newest additions to his menagerie, a herd of dirty, disgusting cattle. While waiting for his soldiers to finish setting camp and dinner to finish cooking, Lord Husband tended to his bovine mount, an intimidating creature of horn and muscle. In obvious distress due to its new surroundings and all the commotion, the beast dug its hooves in and lowered its head, turning its massive twin horns this way and that to warn off the unfamiliar strangers in this unfamiliar locale. It didn’t look much like the beasts Luo-Luo had seen depicted in paintings, but rather a shaggier, more muscular cousin of sorts, the difference as stark as the one between Lord Husband’s wildcats and a tiger. Its beady, brown eyes burned with fury from behind its coarse, thick fur, its dark, sinewy form barely able to contain its strapping might. An unkempt behemoth standing over two meters tall at the shoulders, it towered over Luo-Luo’s head, to say nothing of Lord Husband’s, but he seemed unconcerned by the creature’s size or anxiety. “Easy Moomie,” he said, his voice calm and reassuring as he stroked its neck, far more tenderly than he’d ever touched Luo-Luo. “Nothing to be afraid of big guy. Everyone’s a friend here, no need to worry. Jimjam, get back here. Don’t stalk the cows, you’re gonna get trampled.”
 
  
 
 Bold and daring as always, Lin-Lin reached up and stroked the creature’s muzzle, causing Luo-Luo’s heart to skip a beat as the behemoth flinched and stamped its hooves. Unfazed, Lin-Lin lifted the bull’s jowls to inspect its teeth and said, “Mm, it’s too late to butcher and cook you today Moomie, but we can do it tomorrow, ya? You’re gonna be so yummy. Char-Char will turn you into steaks and ribs and skewers and beef buns and beef brisket and beef tongue –”
 
  
 
 Pulling Lin-Lin back into his embrace, Lord Husband lifted her away from the bull with a troubled frown. “No wifey, Moomie isn’t for eating. First off, he’s a wild cow so he won’t taste good. Secondly, he’s like two or three tonnes of angry cow and I’d rather not upset him. Thirdly, he’s too cute to eat. Look.” Cupping the bull’s face, Lord Husband massaged its cheeks with both hands and giggled as it visibly relaxed at his tender ministrations, its tongue dropping out of its mouth to hang loose with an audible sigh. “See? Isn’t he adorable?”
 
  
 
 Only Yan shared Lord Husband’s opinion as she crooned and joined him in petting Moomie while Lin-Lin and Mila traded exasperated glances. Unwilling to lose (again) to the hateful half-deer, Luo-Luo gathered her courage and circled around to the behemoth’s side so that its sharp, curved horns weren’t pointed directly at her. Perhaps reading her movements as a threat, the skittish bull turned its head to face her and snorted in warning, so Luo-Luo froze in place. Sucking her teeth, Yan grabbed Luo-Luo’s wrist and forcibly guided it towards the bull’s mouth, but despite her best efforts to break free, she soon made contact with the beast’s nose. Repressing a shriek as it licked her palm, Luo-Luo reminded herself that cattle were vegetarians and Lord Husband was an experienced beast-tamer with a unique Aura to aid him.
 
  
 
 “Yan, let her go before she soils herself.” Gruff and straightforward as always, Mila came to Luo-Luo’s rescue and she was so relieved she didn’t even quibble over the embarrassing, albeit accurate, statement. “And you,” Mila said, pinching Lord Husband’s arm, “If we can’t eat them, then what are we going to do with three-hundred head of cattle?”
 
  
 
 “Don’t know. Don’t care.” Unyielding before his spirited beloved, Lord Husband hugged the bull’s head and said, “They’re mine now, and you can’t eat them. We can still have beef from other cows, but Moomie and his friends are off limits. This is his herd and he’ll get real angry if we hack his buddies apart for steaks.” Leaning back, Lord Husband lowered his voice to an exaggerated whisper. “Seriously, you won’t like him when he’s angry. I was gored twice trying to approach his herd and he gave me worse the first time I hopped onto his back. Luckily, he only broke my shins and didn’t flatten them, else I would’ve had to amputate both legs below the knee.”
 
  
 
 Upon hearing this, Luo-Luo retreated three steps and positioned herself behind Mila.
 
  
 
 “Well, thank the Mother for small miracles. You returned whole for once.” Laughing her deep, seductive laugh, Yan favoured Lord Husband with a harlot’s gaze which set his cheeks and desire aflame, no doubt Sending him obscene and lurid promises. Finished with her vulgarities, she abandoned Moomie to embrace Mila instead. “Don’t be a grouch,” Yan said, slowly dragging the indignant Mila towards the bull. “The cattle can pull wagons and free up the quins and horses. They aren’t as fast, but they’ve got plenty of strength and stamina. Hell, with some time and practice, Rain could even mount his soldiers on them.”
 
  
 
 “Good idea.” Lord Husband lifted Tate onto Moomie and left him there, his boyish grin matching Tate’s delighted smile as the bull inspected the child. “How about it Tate? Forget war-bears. How do you like the sound of war-bulls?”
 
  
 
 “Yea! Charge!”
 
  
 
 Thankfully, Moomie had more sense than Tate or Lord Husband and stayed in place, dismissing the child as a threat with a shake of its head. Sighing with relief, Mila lowered her guard and patted the bull’s neck, grateful the worst hadn’t come to pass. “Fair enough,” she said, inspecting Moomie’s pearly horns with a weaponsmith's eye. “They’re the best choice of draft animal on the plains of Central and I’d love to see what they can do against the Defiled.” All the bulls in the herd had thick, pointed horns, but none were the match of their leader’s, a pair of forward facing natural armaments each as long as her arm. Wrinkling her nose, Mila added, “If only they didn’t stink so much.”
 
  
 
 “Ah!” Displaying her bloodthirsty nature once more, Lin-Lin clapped her hands and said, “We can use them to pull the chariots ya? They were too heavy for the quins and the trained horsies were too expensive and in limited numbers, but these cow-cows should be perfect, ya?”
 
  
 
 The thought of chariot-laden bulls certainly terrified Luo-Luo and scaling up the vehicle’s size would be simple enough. “An idea worth exploring,” she said, mentally composing the letters she’d have to write. “Luo-Luo will look into it forthwith.” Spotting Lord Husband’s surprise, she remembered her place and fell to her knees, her head lowered in fearful contrition, “Luo-Luo has been presumptuous in overstepping her bounds and requests Lord Husband punish her.”
 
  
 
 “Relax. There’s no need to kneel or ask for punishment. Like... Ever.” Extending a hand to help her up, Lord Husband squeezed her fingers lightly, which made it worth the momentary panic. “I’m not upset, I’m just surprised at how decisive you’ve become. You’ve done incredible work with the cast iron business and I’m comfortable leaving everything in your capable hands.”
 
  
 
 Oh dear Mother in Heaven no. “Luo-Luo will require Lord Husband’s aid in handling the beasts and other matters...”
 
  
 
 “Yea of course, but not today. Let’s get everyone settled in first, and I would love a bath.”
 
  
 
 Cursing herself for overlooking something so vital, Luo-Luo scurried off to prepare one. As she left, she casually glanced over her shoulder to see if he would watch her leave, but to her disappointment, he was busy trying to balance a rabbit atop Moomie’s head. The rest of the night continued on in this fashion, with Luo-Luo an unimportant bystander as Lord Husband celebrated with his soldiers, shared sweet snuggles with Lin, gave Mila a lengthy and slightly erotic shoulder massage, cuddled his bears and wildcats like babies, rolled about the grass with Mafu and the rabbits, and bid his cattle goodnight as they laid down to rest. Then, back at the mansion, Luo-Luo was then forced to suffer through the muffled moans and shuddering gasps emanating from the wall she shared with Yan’s bedroom, an erotic torment from which there was no escape.
 
  
 
 It was so unfair! After two, long, lonely months, Luo-Luo received no tender care and saw no passionate desire from Lord Husband, not even warranting a pat on the head like the one he gave Li-Li after handing her chain back to Mila. The cold, braided beauty looked so pleased and contented by Lord Husband’s soft touch, her eyes closed and cat-ears aflutter, Luo-Luo couldn’t help but bristle with jealousy. Who knew how this adulterous master-and-slave pair spent their evenings on the front lines, experiencing life-threatening ordeals day after day. How might it have happened? Did Li-Li seduce Lord Husband with her smoky, green eyes and long, fluttering lashes before inviting him into her bed with a seductive kiss? There, the two of them would engage in frantic, desperate coitus to affirm their love for one another, a love born from shared hardships and harmonious efforts.
 
  
 
 Or perhaps theirs was a darker affair, one born of anguish and desperation out on the battlefield. Unable to restrain his animalistic urges, Lord Husband set upon Li-Li in her yurt one night, stripping her clothes off in a passionless frenzy before ordering her to please him. Fear and reluctance melting away beneath Lord Husband’s skilled ministrations, Li-Li would soon find herself not only a slave to her Oaths, but also a slave to her lust. Now, a simple head pat was enough to send pleasure surging through her body, but Lord Husband had developed a taste for compulsion. Freed from the shackles of morality, Lord Husband turned his lecherous sights on the alluring women beneath his command, forcing himself upon two, three, or even more women every night just to sate his prodigious appetite.
 
  
 
 ...Perhaps Luo-Luo should have gone with him to the front lines. Don’t think she didn’t see those hussies and their covetous gazes earlier at the banquet, like that indecent minx A-Gui licking her rouged lips and fanning her unbuttoned collar, or Ciro’s bawdy and indecent proposal that the retinue go swimming naked in the bay. Worst of all was Chey winking at Lord Husband while wearing a too-tight tunic and eschewing a vest to flaunt her voluminous bosom, and then tying her shirt-tails to expose her taut, seductive midriff. How dare she?
 
  
 
 Only now, seconds before sinking into exhausted slumber, did Luo-Luo understand why Lord Husband’s soldiers were ripping her uniforms apart. Not because they didn’t like her design, but because they weren’t used to the hotter temperatures of Central...
 
  
 
 Dawn soon arrived and Luo-Luo’s fitful sleep was once again interrupted by the sounds of Lord Husband and Yan’s passionate lovemaking. After venting her pent up anger and jealousy on her defenceless pillows, Luo-Luo slipped out of bed at this unholiest of hours, put on her make-up, styled her hair into two buns, put on her bulky, unflattering Khishig leathers, and brought her sceptre out for breakfast and morning training. Amidst bites of dumplings and sordid daydreams in which Lord Husband had his way with her, Luo-Luo saw everyone in the household off as they went about their day, aside from Lin-Lin who would remain in bed for several more hours. Mila and her Divine Blacksmith Papa headed out for a day of labouring at the forges, while Ser Charok hustled to market with his adorable children in tow. Medical Saint Taduk collected the Divine Turtle, Mama Bun, and Blackjack for a boat ride around the bay, and Li-Li brought all the quins, bears, and wildcats out to do... whatever she did during her days off. Practice, most likely. Sorya and Anrhi finished cooking breakfast for their brother and brought it over to Lord Husband’s camp, and still Yan had yet to show up for their morning practice session.
 
  
 
 Striding in almost an hour late, Lord Husband and Yan sat down across from Luo-Luo. Lord Husband at least had the decency to look sheepish, but Yan had the audacity to preen and smirk, her wet hair and glowing cheeks giving her a vibrant, alluring look. “Sorry we’re late,” she said, rolling her eyes in an exaggerated fashion. “Someone couldn’t keep his hands to himself. First it was in bed, then in the baths, then while walking over...”
 
  
 
 “Excuse me? As I recall, I’m not the only one to blame.” Lord Husband pulled Yan close and pressed his lips against her cheek as they fell silent and shared an exchange through Sending. Not entirely silent, as there were plenty of tongue clicks, exasperated sighs, muffled giggles, and light kisses. Her sceptre resting across her knees, Luo-Luo clenched it tight and wished she were a more accomplished Martial Warrior, if only to smack this immoral couple upside the head. What hurt the most was that if not for the half-deer’s calculating machinations and a cruel twist of fate, it would be Yan stewing in her jealousy while Luo-Luo and Lord Husband giggling and laughed...
 
  
 
 And three times before breakfast? Three!?! Did this harlot intend to drain Lord Husband dry and leave a withered corpse for the rest of them?
 
  
 
 “So Luo-Luo,” Lord Husband said, catching her by surprise. “Yan tells me she’s been helping you with the Forms every morning.”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lord Husband, and Luo-Luo is deeply grateful for her assistance.” A bald-faced lie if there ever were one. It took twenty-four years but Luo-Luo finally found a subject she did not excel in. According to Yan, Luo-Luo wasn’t even passable as a Martial Warrior, a complete failure from top to bottom, which was liberating, in a way.
 
  
 
 Mortifying in so many others, but still liberating...
 
  
 
 “I hear things... have not been going well.” Lord Husband was kind to understate it, but Luo-Luo knew she was hopeless. “You haven’t bound your Spiritual Weapon yet either, right?”
 
  
 
 “...No, Luo-Luo has not.” It wasn’t entirely her fault. Yan was neither patient nor courteous with her instruction, nor did she put much effort into her infrequent explanations. Mostly, she stood ready with switch in hand and gave Luo-Luo a taste of pain every time she did something Yan deemed incorrect, which was often. ‘Feel the Forms’, Yan would say, ‘let them guide you through them’. ‘Become one with the weapon and make it a part of you.’ How were banal platitudes supposed to teach Luo-Luo to fight or bind her weapon? Why couldn’t Yan simply tell Luo-Luo the correct thing to do? How to stand, where to place her feet, what to move, when to move it, were simple, basic instructions too much to ask for?
 
  
 
 “Well, why don’t we switch things up and I help out today? Maybe a fresh perspective is what you need to get started along the Martial Path.” Giving Yan’s cheek a pinch, Lord Husband chuckled and said, “Astounding. I know Yan’s sitting here beside me, but that glare is 100% Mila. Don’t be jealous. Remember, there once was a time when I too was an ‘insufferable idiot’.” Belatedly realizing he’d spoken out of place, Lord Husband gave Luo-Luo a small shrug in apology before continuing. “Besides, it’s not like I’m sending you away to have my way with the concubine.”
 
  
 
 ...Why did he have to say it like it was such an unreasonable scenario?
 
  
 
 Realizing he’d misspoken again, Lord Husband stuffed the last dumpling into his mouth and rose from his seat. “Well, let’s go. I need to go make sure the cattle haven’t slaughtered the remnants of my retinue, and a change of scenery might do you good. Oh right, is your zither in your room?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lord Husband.” Luo-Luo’s heart surged with joy as she hurried to follow. Was he finally going to ask her to play for him?
 
  
 
 “Great. Yan, could you help her grab it while I collect the rabbits?”
 
  
 
 Thanks to Luo-Luo’s careful planning, Lord Husband’s camp wasn’t far from their manor and they arrived without delay. The cute caravan of hopping rabbits drew many an eye, but aside from a smattering of friendly cheers and greetings, most left Lord Husband to his own devices, either too busy to bother him or understanding his need to unwind after a long tour of duty. Word arrived ahead of him that both Mitsue Hideo and Quyen Dienne had also gone on leave, meaning Lord Husband’s record of sixty consecutive days served on the front lines would remain unbroken, lending further significance to his stunning accomplishment.
 
  
 
 Granted, knowing he’d done so involuntarily made it much less impressive, but the important thing was Lord Husband had endured and returned whole.
 
  
 
 After finding the camp still standing in the distance and receiving a warm welcome from Moomie and a half-dozen other friendly cattle, Lord Husband turned to Luo-Luo with a supportive smile. “Alright then,” he said, settling down in the grass beside Yan while the rabbits explored and cattle grazed. “Let’s see what you can do.”
 
  
 
 For some odd reason, Luo-Luo found his expectant gaze more terrifying than his anger. She desperately wanted to impress him, but was this even possible with her mediocre skills? Closing her eyes in abject shame, Luo-Luo hugged her sceptre to her chest and reviewed the last ten, gruelling days of lessons. Then, once she was as ready as she would ever be, she performed the first movement of Tiger Form, Stalk the Dragon. The seconds passed in agonizing sluggishness as she performed the single step, yet it felt like everything she was doing was wrong and a complete affront to the Forms. What expression would she see on Lord Husband’s face if she had the courage to look? Pity? Disgust? Hatred, even? The Forms were a Holy Ceremony passed down from time immemorial, and her poor performance might be akin to blasphemy for a Martial Warrior like Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 It felt like an eternity had passed before she finished the first movement, and she shakily proceeded to the second, then the third, before Lord Husband finally said, “Stop.” Trembling from head to toe, Luo-Luo hung her head and opened her eyes, unwilling to look up even if her life depended on it. After a long silence, Lord Husband sighed and said, “Luo-Luo, I want you to do something for me.”
 
  
 
 Take her own life perhaps, to apologize for her heresy. “Luo-Luo awaits your command, Lord Husband.”
 
  
 
 “Okay. I want you to forget everything you’ve learned these past ten days and Demonstrate the Forms as you were taught earlier.”
 
  
 
 “What?” Yan and Luo-Luo spoke at the same time, one voice brimming with anger and the other tinged with confusion.
 
  
 
 “You think I didn’t teach her properly?” Yan asked, and inwardly Luo-Luo squealed with delight.
 
  
 
 “Calm down. What’s gotten into you? I’m not accusing you of anything.” Blissfully unaware of the tension between his betrothed and concubine, Lord Husband kissed Yan on the cheek and said, “I think you taught her the same way you were taught, which is fine for children who know nothing. They’re blank slates learning the Forms for the first time, but Luo-Luo already knows them, right?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Lord Husband.” Worried Yan hadn’t told him, Luo-Luo said, “However, Luo-Luo learned the Forms through dance. An amended version if you will, simplified so we only need follow the defined steps in the proper order to strengthen and revitalize our bodies.”
 
  
 
 “That’s fine.” Lost in his memories, Lord Husband explained, “The Forms can be seen as a finite set of movements which teach you how to fight, but that’s only on the surface. They’re meant to guide you along the Martial Path, for each movement holds infinite variations, and within those infinite variations lies the true secrets to Martial strength. Where one person might see Stalk the Dragon as a singular step, another might find a pattern within and use it to develop a style of footwork. A third might see the power hidden with that initial, singular step, and transform it from a means of movement into an attack. Another good example is Mantis Form – Balance on Windy Leaf. Most Warriors see it as a dodging technique, rooting your feet in place and swaying your upper body to avoid an attack while remaining in range to counter-attack, but Grand-mentor saw it as a means to explosively boost her charging speed.” Waving his hand in dismissal, Lord Husband added, “That’s all neither here nor there. The point is, the Forms are finite, but the Martial Path is infinite, so why can’t someone learn how to fight from dancing? You wouldn’t be the first and won’t be the last. There’s no right or wrong way to perform the Forms, it all comes down to what you can perceive within them.”
 
  
 
 Repeating Lord Husband’s last sentence to herself, Luo-Luo felt the warm embers of confidence flicker to life within her. Forget what she learned from Yan and just dance. She could do that much, and if more came of it, then good. If not, then at least Lord Husband would watch her dance, and perhaps even ask her to play him a song when they were done.
 
  
 
 The best case scenario would be if Lord Husband decided Luo-Luo was a lost cause as a Martial Warrior and took her Spiritual Weapon away, while simultaneously being charmed by her beauty, grace, and musical abilities.
 
  
 
 Please Mother in Heaven, make it so.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 





 






      Chapter 422 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 As much as Yan loved romance novels, they weren’t without their flaws. Most were formulaic and unoriginal, featuring a banal title and a main character who falls in love at first glance, usually while having little to nothing in common with their prospective lover. Putting aside their vast differences, there would also be some conflict keeping the ‘fated’ lovers apart, something silly and frivolous like a family rivalry or difference in status, but the main character would always want to do things the ‘right’ way, when it would be so much easier to wash your hands of the silliness and elope with your lover or even find someone else more worthy of their efforts.
 
  
 
 What Yan found most unrealistic was how there was always a rival, if not several, characters whose despicable behaviour bordered on the extreme. Usually, the rival was a petty, spiteful individual who would stop at nothing to interfere with the main character’s relationship. More than once, she thought it strange for someone to go to such great lengths to sabotage another, especially when the rival usually held so many advantages over the main character. A childhood friend, an arranged marriage, a similar background, or shared employment, the rival’s time would be better spent winning over the love interest instead of plotting contrived and nonsensical schemes against the main character which required everything to go perfectly according to plan.
 
  
 
 It all seemed so absurd right until this very moment when Yan realized she was the petty and spiteful rival doing everything she could to sabotage the star-crossed lovers, Zheng Luo and Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 The Imperial Servant’s dance was unlike anything Yan had ever seen, the familiar movements of the Forms given new life by Zheng Luo’s beauty, grace, and poise. To call her dance complex or even technically difficult would be a far stretch, nor were the movements exceptionally innovative or beneficial from a Martial Warrior’s perspective, but neither of those things took away from its simplistic elegance and breathtaking artistry. Were Yan to execute the same movements in the same order, her performance would fall laughably short of Zheng Luo’s for there were a myriad of minor details contributing to this exquisite display. Her shimmering hair, soulful eyes, shapely body, and gorgeous features only added unnecessary ornamentation to the performance, for its beauty went beyond the physical. There was something about the way she flowed that aligned with the natural order of the world, like how the grass swayed and wind blew to accentuate her movements, or how her weapon came to life like a partner dancing alongside her, or how the tilt of her neck and angle of her fingers seemed to twist sunlight and shadow about her, as if the Mother herself were taking part in Zheng Luo’s awe-inspiring demonstration of the Forms.
 
  
 
 To call it beautiful would be to do it a disservice, but Yan couldn’t find it in herself to appreciate the performance, because she was far too busy being jealous and catty.
 
  
 
 Illogical is what it was, irrational and absurd, but Yan couldn’t help it. Only now did she realize what love did to a person and she hated it with a passion. Every time she looked at Zheng Luo, Yan saw a woman so unreasonably flawless it drove her mad with envy. Beauty and brains, usually wrapped up in a tight, alluring dress, Zheng Luo couldn’t be more perfect if she tried, yet here she was, doing exactly that. It didn’t matter if she had her beautiful hair done up in twin buns, or if she wore bulky, protective leathers and wielded a heavy, unfamiliar weapon, Zheng Luo still danced with effortless charm and stunning refinement, and Yan hated her for it.
 
  
 
 Still, Yan had never purposely sabotaged Zheng Luo during their week of training sessions, though she admitted she didn’t try as hard as she should have. While giving the Imperial Servant a taste of the switch was satisfying at first, Yan’s soft-hearted empathy prevented her from using it as much as she’d like. The hateful woman was too damned charming and lovable to hurt and her teary, weepy eyes made Yan feel like an inhuman monster for gently correcting her mistakes. Yan did her best, but Zheng Luo seemed utterly hopeless as a Martial Warrior, so why put her through more physical pain than necessary? Yan was no sadist, so she eased back and waited for Zheng Luo to quit, but the woman was stubborn and driven to succeed. Now, in light of her consummate dance, it looked like Yan had tried to suppress Zheng Luo’s skills and prevent her from becoming a Martial Warrior, which was completely untrue.
 
  
 
 Stupid Rain. Why did he have to be so damned smart sometimes?
 
  
 
 Seeing her lover so enchanted by the sight of another woman, Yan elbowed him in the ribs and Sent, “Leave your tongue out any longer and the sun will turn it to jerky.”
 
  
 
 Confused, Rain studied her for long seconds before his eyes lit up in genuine surprise. “Mother in Heaven,” he Sent, the message delivered through their intertwined fingers. “You’re actually jealous!” Idiot. Elbowing him again, Yan looked away so he couldn’t see her cheeks burning with shame, but Rain kept on Sending. “I thought you were kidding around, but you’re seriously mad.”
 
  
 
 “Of course I am, shit-for-brains!”
 
  
 
 “...Is this why you’ve been so... affectionate lately? Because you’re worried you’ll lose me to Luo-Luo?” Yan hated how he called her that, so sweet and sickly, and she especially hated how he almost seemed delighted by her jealousy. “I mean, I get Mila being jealous because she’s jealous about everything, but I didn’t expect this from you. How am I supposed to survive with two jealous wives?”
 
  
 
 “Whose fucking fault do you think this is, you smug, insufferable twit?” Turning around to gently headbutt her idiot lover, Yan hit Rain a bit harder than she’d planned, though still lighter than he deserved. Kissing his forehead in apology, she went right back to being angry. “It’s not like I want to be jealous, but you keep collecting lovers like you want one for every night of the week. I hate what it does to me and I hate you for doing it.”
 
  
 
 Clearly trying not to laugh, Rain pulled her close and nuzzled her neck. “Don’t be ridiculous. Lin already set a hard limit of five wives.” When he finished laughing at his own stupid joke, he continued, “You have nothing to worry about, not from Luo-Luo. I didn’t ‘collect’ her, she was forced on me, and I’ve no intentions of being with someone I can’t trust, much less not in love with.”
 
  
 
 Yan scoffed. “You say this now, but how long will it last? What happens once Zheng Luo proves herself trustworthy? Or if she becomes a proper Martial Warrior? How am I supposed to compete with your beautiful, brilliant, hardworking, and compassionate concubine?”
 
  
 
 “First off, it’s not a competition.” Punctuating the statement with a kiss on her neck, he continued, “Seriously, I will not play favourites or assign any hierarchy, because I truly love all three of you equally.” His lips brushed her shirt collar aside to kiss her shoulder, and Yan found herself yearning for more. “Also, if this were a competition, Luo-Luo wouldn’t even be a participant and you’d be in the lead, solely on account of what we did last night and earlier today.” This time, she elbowed him like she meant it, but he grinned and waggled his eyebrows. “If you’re still feeling insecure, then why don’t we sneak off and widen your lead?”
 
  
 
 Sometimes, Yan wondered what crimes she committed in her past lives to warrant falling in love with a buffoon. Still, his words lifted Yan’s spirits, though now she felt bad for Zheng Luo. The Imperial Servant had no say in the matter, but it sounded like Rain blamed her for intruding. Looking back, she realized his attitude towards her did seem unusually distant, something she’d overlooked in her haze of jealousy. Rain barely even glanced at Zheng Luo’s exquisite, hip-hugging dress last night, a sight which even Yan had difficulty tearing her eyes from, which spoke to the depths of his resentment. This newfound understanding made Yan feel even worse for being so antagonistic with the poor woman, so she ignored Rain’s proposition and turned her attention back to their problematic student.
 
  
 
 Neither fast nor slow, the dance continued at a moderate pace on the grassy plains of Central, lasting under an hour from start to finish. Barely restrained by her dark leather vest, Zheng Luo’s chest heaved with exertion and her skin glistened with sweat as she gazed longingly at Rain, her eyes full of hope and expectation. Barely giving the alluring enchantress a second glance, Rain said, “Okay then. What have you learned?”
 
  
 
 Crushed by the lack of praise or applause, Zheng Luo visibly deflated and hugged her weapon close. “...Apologies Lord Husband, but Luo-Luo does not understand. What sort of answer is Lord Husband looking for?”
 
  
 
 A little harsher than necessary, Rain shook his head and sighed, making Yan’s heart ache even more for Luo-Luo. She was trying so hard, but Rain couldn’t even spare a kind word or soft smile. He didn’t even say anything about how amazing her performance was. “Remember what I told you earlier?” He asked, his tone mildly impatient. “It all comes down to what you perceive. It’s not a pretty dance you do to impress people, the Forms are meant to guide you along the Martial Path, so you must seek Insight within them. What do you think about when you’re dancing?”
 
  
 
 Her head hung low, Luo-Luo couldn’t even bring herself to speak and Yan yearned to spring forward and take the poor woman in her arms. Mother in Heaven, was she going to have to help her rival win her lover’s affection?
 
  
 
 Completely without mercy, Rain continued lecturing Luo-Luo as she fought back her tears. “You know the Forms, and that’s a good start, but knowing isn’t enough. It is literally the first step along the Martial Path, so now you must take the next. Performing the movements through rote memorization is useless, you must explore the movements and delve into their mysteries. Think of it like... mathematics. Addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division are your basic Forms, and with enough study, you can discover how to derive the volume of a wagon based on its dimensions or calculate the interest on a two-percent loan.”
 
  
 
 “...But why can’t you teach Luo-Luo these things?” Even her petulance was endearing, and Yan had to resist the urge to demand Rain treat his concubine better, because watching a grown woman pout and stomp her feet was too much. “Tell Luo-Luo how to hold her weapon, where to place her feet, and other simple instructions she can follow. Going by Lord Husband’s example, those mathematical formulas are already in existence, so what point is there in having Luo-Luo rediscover them on her own?”
 
  
 
 “Because the formulas change from person to person.” Smiling like an idiot, Rain smacked himself on the forehead. “I can’t believe it took me this long to figure out. The answer was right in front of me, but I never pieced it all together. Listen closely Luo-Luo, because this took me seven plus years to figure out: I can’t tell you how to fight because it’s better if you learn on your own. What works for me might not work for you, and the same goes for Yan, because we are each our own unique individual. You might find success following in another’s footsteps, but the only way to realize your full potential is to forge your own path using the Forms to guide you.”
 
  
 
 ...Which was the foundational basis of the People’s teachings. Why was Rain only learning this now?
 
  
 
 Understanding dawned upon Luo-Luo’s fair face, but she still seemed unconvinced. “But... Luo-Luo does not understand the ways of war, so how is she to find Insight in the Forms?”
 
  
 
 Seeing an opportunity to chime in, Yan said, “Maybe you already have. Do you always dance with a weapon in hand?” Blinking in confusion, Luo-Luo shook her head and Yan continued, “Then how did you know what to do with the sceptre?”
 
  
 
 “...Luo-Luo merely did what felt right.”
 
  
 
 “Exactly!” Excited to finally make progress, Yan beamed from ear to ear. “You keep asking us to tell you what to do, but while you were dancing, did your sceptre ever get in your way? Did you stop and think about how to hold it, when to twirl it, where to move it, or anything along those lines? No, you followed your instincts and did what felt natural. In other words, you let the Forms guide you. Remember this feeling the next time you sit down to bind it, because that’s what it means to become one with the weapon, treating it not as an object, but as an extension of your body.”
 
  
 
 Between the physical exertion and mental acrobatics, Luo-Luo seemed ready to fall to pieces, so after a few more words of advice, Yan suggested she take a break to rest and think things over before going through the Forms a second time. Dragging Rain away for a quiet stroll around the field of cattle, Yan voiced her misgivings through Sending. “You should be kinder to Luo-Luo. Don’t speak so harshly and maybe compliment her every now and then. Her performance was phenomenal but you skipped right over it to lecture her.”
 
  
 
 “Oh? It’s ‘Luo-Luo’ now, is it?” Rain’s smug smile made Yan want to headbutt him again, but she graciously let him be. “What happened to ‘Zheng Luo’? Were you swayed by her phenomenal performance? You’re free to court her if you’d like. I don’t mind so long as I get to watch.”
 
  
 
 Rethinking that headbutt, Yan rolled her eyes and Sent, “Idiot. I don’t understand you at all. A gorgeous woman is desperate for your approval, but every time you speak you almost bring her to tears. It’s like you’re trying to make her hate you.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not that mean to Luo-Luo.” Seeing the look she gave him, Rain blinked and asked, “Am I?”
 
  
 
 “Mean might not be the right word. Cold perhaps, or distant. You treat her like a stranger, but when you treat everyone else in camp like a dear friend, the contrast is obvious.”
 
  
 
 “...She is a stranger. We met three months ago and spent two of those months apart.”
 
  
 
 “...Fine, but how can you bear to make her cry? Heartless cad. Callous fiend. Cruel beast.”
 
  
 
 “Oh please.” Crouching down to let an insistent bunny hop into his arms, he showed her its adorable face and Sent, “Don’t get taken in by her deception. Luo-Luo changes moods faster than Thumper here twitches his nose. She is a master manipulator and knows exactly what to say and do to get you on her side. That’s why I’m so guarded against her, because I know she’s trying to play me. Even after I told her I didn’t want a loveless relationship, she’s still pushing for sex so she can wrap me around her little finger.”
 
  
 
 Much as she appreciated Rain’s sentiment, Yan was mildly horrified by what he considered proper behaviour. “You told Luo-Luo you didn’t love her and didn’t want a physical relationship? Okay, now I’d say you’re mean.” Taking the bunny away because Rain didn’t deserve its sweet kisses, Yan gave it a quick nuzzle while it settled into her embrace, inwardly gushing at its adorably angry expression. “What did you expect to happen? For her to accept your words and do nothing? She’s a young woman who was thrust into a scary and unfamiliar situation, one trained in the arts of diplomacy and seduction. Of course she’ll rely on what she knows. You can’t seriously be blaming her for trying to make friends and seduce her ‘Lord Husband’, are you? What you call manipulative, I say is adapting to circumstances. Only an idiot like you would try to impose their will in unfamiliar surroundings.”
 
  
 
 His expression darkening with each sentence, Rain’s grimace was both adorable and darling. “...This isn’t fair!”
 
  
 
 “How so? Have I said anything that isn’t true?”
 
  
 
 “No, but you’re twisting the facts and making me feel bad. Stop bullying me, I don’t like it. And why’d you change your mind so quickly? First you hate her, now you love her. You were jealous, but now you’re supportive. How am I supposed to keep up?”
 
  
 
 Laughing at Rain’s childish tantrum and sullen pout, Yan decided that was enough for today. Perhaps Rain was right and Luo-Luo was a manipulative charlatan, but Yan would find out for herself. “Fine. Let’s talk about something else. What’s your secret to success on the front lines? Healing can’t account for all your accomplishments.” Over the last week, Yan made great strides in utilizing the miraculous Panacea with Lin as her teacher, and she already intended to beg Akanai to share it with Grandpa. A shame she couldn't share the secret with her retinue, but she understood why.
 
  
 
 Half-expecting him to laugh off the question, Rain answered, “Crossbows. Want some? Talk to Luo-Luo, she’ll outfit your whole retinue with them. Your hubby will foot the bill.”
 
  
 
 “How generous.” Wishing he’d given a different answer, Yan sighed. “Sadly, I don’t think I can accept your offer. If I armed my retinue with crossbows, they’d toss them in the latrines and mutiny.” Stupid Martial pride. Grandpa even made her give up the bow, called it a weapon ‘unbefitting’ for an Officer.
 
  
 
 “Well, they’re super helpful. Point, fire, and a bunch of Defiled die. Armour and discipline helps too, and so do good scouts, but so far, range is king.” Having picked up an escort of cattle joining them on their stroll, Rain patted the closest one on the flank, a shaggy, reddish-brown behemoth with white patches around his eyes. “You want a couple war-bulls? They’re not all suitable for the battlefield, but wild cattle like Big Mac here are something fierce. Give Luo-Luo a few days and she’ll have them hitched to chariots, or if you’re feeling less daring, wagons.”
 
  
 
 Though Rain claimed not to trust Luo-Luo, he certainly had faith in her skills. Suppressing her jealousy, Yan bit her lip and sighed. “The chariots I want, but the war-bulls... not so much. I think your cattle are adorable and their fierce reputation precedes them, but if I ride into battle in a modified ox-cart, I’ll be laughed at by the world over.”
 
  
 
 “What? Why?”
 
  
 
 “Because they’re cattle, the means of conveyance for peasants who can’t afford horses. I have enough problems with my reputation as it is without adding fuel to the fire.” And, despite their darling dispositions, cattle were notoriously difficult to train and also stank to High Heaven.
 
  
 
 Luckily for him, Rain knew her better than to try and fix her problems or convince her his methods were better. Yan didn’t want a hero to sweep her off her feet, but a partner to support her, and Rain played his part perfectly. Squeezing her hand, he gave her a reassuring smile and Sent, “...Okay, no cattle then. Trained warhorses are in short supply, but since I don’t have to worry about public opinion, I’ll use the cattle and you can have my Guonei Chargers and Acasian Trotters.”
 
  
 
 Yan wanted to refuse them, but she wasn’t sure she could afford to. Even Grandpa would find it difficult to purchase trained warhorses within the year, especially considering his bleak financial situation. Still, she couldn’t let Rain cripple his retinue and cast aside reputation to help her, so she Sent, “You keep them. Pretty boy Dastan won’t look quite as dashing sitting atop Moomie.”
 
  
 
 “All the more reason to be rid of the horses. Dastan keeps making me look bad.” His troubled smile cast a pall over the joke as he added, “Don’t worry, I’ll keep enough mounts for his people and give you the extras. At this point, I have more horses than horsemen.” This time, it was her turn to support him and she did her best, resting her head against his shoulder as they wandered aimlessly around the field of grazing cattle. It didn’t feel like she was doing enough, but she knew Rain would only retreat if she pressed him to open up, so instead, she focused on avoiding the many cow turds in their path while giving him time to recover. It didn’t take long, but he quickly changed the subject. “My turn to ask questions. What’s your secret to using Chi externally? I’ve been trying for weeks and this is the best I can do.” Pursing his lips like he was about to whistle, Rain spat out a small stream of water which dissipated before hitting the ground.
 
  
 
 Pretending to swoon, Yan Sent, “Oh such a daunting attack, I fear I will never be your match!” When she finished cackling, she kissed his wet, pouting lips and smirked. “What happened to ‘reaching your full potential by forging your own path’? Or is it do as I say and not as I do?” His pout darkened even further, but the lines around his eyes told her he was faking, shaking with barely contained mirth rather than unrestrained fury. “Honestly, what you did was fairly impressive. You already know how to materialize your Element, so now you need to focus on manipulation.”
 
  
 
 “...and how do I do that?”
 
  
 
 “I’m not sure it’ll help, but here’s how Grandpa explained it.” Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Yan shared Grandpa’s lessons with Rain. “One cannot tame the wind, only shape the setting so the wind chooses to follow your will. Wind is a capricious element, and while many believe it embodies freedom, it follows a strict set of rules like any other force of nature...”
 
  
 
 Hand in hand, they circled the field while Yan expounded on the intricate mysteries of the Divine Wind. Each time they completed the circuit, they checked in on Luo-Luo and picked up more followers until the entire herd of cattle and bunnies were accompanying them on their quiet stroll, but Yan still wasn’t finished. Rain had plenty of questions and when she didn't know the answer, they discussed the possible answers together, during which Rain had many insightful remarks to further Yan’s understanding. While they continued their discourse with their entourage of cattle and bunnies, Luo-Luo performed her dance twice more, but she seemed to have exhausted herself after the last iteration. There she sat with her mace laid neatly across her lap, while Yan and Rain circled the field three more times. As they came around the fourth time, Yan opened her mouth to chide Luo-Luo for shirking her training but before she could speak, the Imperial Servant sprang to her feet and struck an elegant pose. Arms out at her sides, her mace dangled loosely from her fingers as she arched her back and stared up at the sky, a mortal standing in supplication of Heaven above.
 
  
 
 And then, using her body and weapon as instruments, Luo-Luo performed a piece composed by the Heavens itself.
 
  
 
 Steps light and strikes heavy, the beautiful warrior leapt and pranced about the field, wielding her mace with spirited purpose in a deadly dance of destruction wholly unlike her previous performances. Swiping the Rushes paired with Gliding Wing, Parting the Underbrush followed by Fluttering Raindrops, Raising the Winds melded with Darting Fang, her movements announced themselves before Yan’s disbelieving eyes, the secrets of each underlying Form laid bare in these intrinsic configurations. Simple, yet sophisticated, rudimentary, yet intricate, at first glance Luo-Luo’s movements all seemed easy to learn, but each hid a myriad of complexities within which made them difficult to master.
 
  
 
 While Yan struggled to commit each detail to memory, Luo-Luo’s performance continued unabated, her weapon gradually transforming from primitive mace to refined flail and her simple movements evolving into elaborate compositions. The flail howled as it spun through the air, one moment graceful and flowing, the next, twisting and snapping. A creature given life through Luo-Luo’s exhaustive efforts, body and weapon working in concert to strike down their foes. The weapon soared high and struck low, circling and spiralling like a serpent given wings, a formidable beast which struck fear into Yan’s heart, for were this creature to bare its fangs towards her, then she saw death as the only possible outcome.
 
  
 
 And when the consummate performance ended, Luo-Luo stood with arms at her sides, weapon coiled about her feet, and eyes facing skyward, an arrogant warrior standing in defiance of Heaven.
 
  
 
 “Fuck my life,” Rain muttered, thoroughly ruining Yan’s appreciation of the moment. “Why are all my wives more talented than I am?”
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Number One Talent in the Empire?
 
  
 
 What a load of bull shit.
 
  
 
 I’m not even the Number One Talent in my marriage.
 
  
 
 With her prodigious strength and comprehensive skill, I’ve always been stuck in Mila’s shadow, and Yan’s feat of mastering the Divine Wind and External Chi is downright astonishing considering she hasn’t formed a Natal Palace. Then there’s Lin who, despite never training a day in her life, has mastered the art of Lightening to a degree which I could never hope to match, a true prodigy in the flesh. Having three magnificent future wives keeps me humble regarding my talents, but after seeing Luo-Luo’s breathtaking performance of the Forms, I’m wondering if my talents can even be considered mediocre.
 
  
 
 I mean... c’mon! This isn’t fair. Even though she’s had her Core for over a decade, Luo-Luo literally took up the Martial Path a week ago! Before, it was all dance, poetry, art, and music, but ten days of montage training and she’s already doing awesome air kicks and chain tricks. Her performance was so sublime it bordered on the supernatural, and though her actions obeyed the laws of physics, she controlled her weapon flawlessly and made it seem alive in ways I didn’t even think were even possible. Were I to try the same, there is a one-hundred percent chance I’d injure myself. Shit, I still have to pay attention so I don’t smash my foot with Unity or accidentally impale myself while sheathing Peace, and don’t get me started on how many outfits I’ve torn because I forgot I had Tranquility strapped to my wrist.
 
  
 
 And to top it all off, Luo-Luo is still styling on us, standing like a diva in her stupid, post performance pose. This sucks.
 
  
 
 Noticing something I must’ve missed, Yan runs to Luo-Luo’s side and catches her as she falls. This was no stumble and trip but rather a full-on fainting spell, complete with dramatic gasp and the hand-to-forehead nonsense you see in shitty dramas. Unsure if she’s faking or if she genuinely reacted like a two-bit actress, I nonetheless head over to make sure she’s okay. Maybe it’s the cynic in me but I can’t help wonder if her whole ‘helpless sex-kitten’ act was a ruse meant to lower my guard so she could... I dunno. What if she’s a top-tier assassin sent here by the Legate to determine where my loyalties lie and eliminate me if I prove a threat to national security?
 
  
 
 ...No, that’s stupid. Not the Luo-Luo hiding her true skills part, which is still plausible, but I doubt the Legate would intentionally place an assassin at my side. Ignoring all other arguments, I’m hardly worth the effort.
 
  
 
 Covered in sweat and gasping for breath, Luo-Luo makes for a captivating sight, even more so when cradled in Yan’s gentle embrace. One slender and petite, the other full-bodied and buxom, the juxtaposition sets my heart to racing as I imagine what it’d be like to have them both in bed. I was joking about Yan courting Luo-Luo, but now I can’t stop thinking about it. Does Yan swing both ways? The concerned look in her eyes tells me... maybe? Did Luo-Luo’s Imperial Servant training include same-sex shenanigans? Considering Red One’s many subtle and not-so-subtle propositions, almost definitely.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Why can’t I stop staring at Luo-Luo? Last night, she wore a dress so skin-tight her handmaidens probably sewed her into it, but I barely gave her a second glance. Today, she’s wearing a thick leather vest over a high-collared shirt and poofy silk pants which are tied off at the ankles, hardly the most erotic outfit she’s ever worn, yet somehow, I can’t take my eyes off her. Considering her bosom and butt are modestly covered, it’s difficult to pinpoint what’s got me so heated up. Maybe it’s because her cheeks are flushed with a healthy, robust glow instead of its usual pasty paleness, or her dishevelled, hair-buns and bangs plastered to her forehead, giving her an enchanting, post-workout allure.
 
  
 
 Or maybe I’m attracted to strong women. Did getting my hand broken by Mila’s thighs awaken something in me? Or is it my self-flagellation and tooth-breaking training regimen which got me in this mess? Oh gods, am I going to turn into a sexual deviant who begs his wives to hurt him?
 
  
 
 “Rain.” Yan’s honeyed timbre jolts me out of my spiral of self-misery and my palms instantly break out in sweat. Sweet and cordial though she sounds, she only uses this voice when she’s mad and trying to hide it. “Luo-Luo must be parched after so much exercise. Why don’t you be a dear and offer her your water-skin?” Her agreeable suggestion is subsequently followed by a scathing private Sending. “What’s the matter with you? Luo-Luo faints and all you do is stand and stare? You studied herbalism, so help her!”
 
  
 
 Bolting into action, I fumble with my water-skin and offer it to Luo-Luo, but her arms are too weak to hold it. Holding the bag to her lips, I try to ignore the tantalizing sight and check her condition, but physically, she looks fine. Damn fine. Exhausted and dehydrated, but no visual cause for immediate concern like swelling or bruising. She’s short of breath which means I should check for heart arrhythmia, but if I touch her neck to check her pulse then it’s game over man, game over. “Are you feeling dizzy? Seeing double? Hurting anywhere?”
 
  
 
 While waiting on her answer, my resolves slips and I imagine her greedily suckling something which isn’t my water-skin, a tantalizing fantasy I could make reality with a snap of my fingers, but I endure. You can’t sleep with Luo-Luo, no matter how much you want to, not until you have a better grasp of who she is and where her loyalties lie. After draining the water-skin dry, she leans back to rest in Yan’s arms, her chest heaving and smile sheepish as she answers between gasps. “Thank you. Lord Husband. No dizziness. Or double vision. Moderate. Muscle pain.”
 
  
 
 Relieved and disappointed I won’t have to physically touch her, I nod and say, “Sounds like you overexerted yourself, but I’ll ask Teacher to double check when he gets back from his boat trip.”
 
  
 
 “Your Healer’s conduct is terrible,” Yan Sends, her heated glare filling me with burning desire. “Be more gentle and compassionate, she’s your concubine not a random stranger you found on the side of the road.”
 
  
 
 Oh no. I can’t be saved. I’m too far gone. Even verbal abuse is enough to get my gears cranking. If I didn’t have an audience of three-hundred odd cows, twenty laughing birds, and fifteen bunnies, I’d strip down and jump both women right here and right now. I still might if I see Luo-Luo suckle another water-skin, so I suppose it’s a good thing I only had the one. “You still thirsty?”
 
  
 
 Because I sure as hell am.
 
  
 
 Shaking her head, Luo-Luo averts her eyes and gasps, “No thank you. Lord Husband. Luo-Luo only needs. To rest.”
 
  
 
 “Mother in Heaven, stroke her cheek, fix her hair, take her hand, do something! You don’t have to profess eternal love but at least pretend like you’re concerned.”
 
  
 
 Between Yan’s overbearing dominance and Luo-Luo’s submissive compliance, it takes every scrap of self-determination I have to resist dragging them into my yurt for some afternoon delight. How Luo-Luo convinced Yan to side against me is the real mystery, but I hold true to my convictions and resist the sweaty, busty temptress at great cost to my sanity.
 
  
 
 It also helps that I had sex three times this morning, but the important thing is, I endured.
 
  
 
 While recovering her breath, Luo-Luo explains what Yan and I already suspected, that her binding ceremony is complete and her weapon bound. Clutching the flail to her chest, Luo-Luo’s smile is one of pride and satisfaction, as well it should considering what I just witnessed. Seeing as the binding ceremony takes place in one’s mind, how much one learns from it is usually left to chance, but Luo-Luo’s phenomenal performance showed she benefited a great deal from the mystical process, even if her actions were largely influenced by the echos of her ceremony and how much she retained has yet to be determined. Still I’ve never seen someone go from zero to hero so quickly before, a powerless concubine transformed into a mighty, morphing Martial Warrior after binding her first Spiritual Weapon.
 
  
 
 She still could’ve been hiding her true skills, but I can’t rule out the other possibilities, namely her Imperial Blood and/or personal latent talent. Imperial clansmen are supposedly bad-ass to the extreme, and since Luo-Luo’s a first-generation Imperial Servant, it probably means she has a pedigree long enough to fill a bookshelf. I’m not sure how relevant bloodlines are with regards to mystical ninja hi-jinks, but a genetic predisposition to Martial Talent could explain Imperial supremacy. If their servants are this talented, what does this say about the Scions themselves? The Legate looked young for a Cloud-Stepping Expert, but I chalked it up to his noble upbringing and all the advantages which come with. What if all Imperial Scions are innately OP like Luo-Luo, an extended family of natural born warriors possessing consummate skill?
 
  
 
 Man... Why don’t they fight this stupid war then?
 
  
 
 Pressured by Yan’s Sendings, I fake a smile and give the tired temptress a firm but friendly pat on the shoulder, which does little to appease my horned, headbutt-happy lover. Unwilling to sit through another scorching scolding, I say, “Congratulations. I’m sure you’re famished after all your hard work, so why don’t I cook a celebratory meal?” Luo-Luo smiles prettily and tries to refuse, but I can tell she’s happy even though Yan doesn’t think it’s enough, but I’ve got schemes. “Yan, could you head back and ask Lin to join us?” Wake her and braid her hair too. Adorable as my sweet wifey is, she could probably use a couple handmaidens of her own. “Oh, and please Send to Song and ask her to bring Mafu to carry Luo-Luo.” Good catch. She won’t want to ride Moomie, which means I’d have to carry her. It’s not that I don’t want to, but I certainly don’t trust myself to. Yan, Mila, and Lin might have fallen for Luo-Luo’s charms, but I’m wise to her tricks.
 
  
 
 Or I’m a paranoid idiot refusing to sleep with a gorgeous woman who’s all too eager to please. Then again, that’s a huge part of why I can’t trust her. What possible reason could she have for being so interested in me? She’s gotta have an ulterior motive, but what?
 
  
 
 “Sure.” Yan’s genuinely chipper tone throws me for a loop, her triumphant smirk announcing I’ve overlooked something. “Take my place and I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
  
 
 Take Yan’s place. Behind Luo-Luo. Then be left alone. To cradle a sexy, sweaty, helpless damsel who’s desperate to seduce me.
 
  
 
 Yea, this won’t bite me in the ass.
 
  
 
 Unable to come up with a suitable excuse, I reluctantly slide in behind Luo-Luo, keeping my legs to one side so she can’t press up against me and my hands on her biceps so I can push her away if needed, though there’s nothing I can do about her forehead pressed against my cheek. I doubt she’ll be shameless enough to jump me in an open field, but better safe than sorry. As expected, the mere thought of sex conjures countless carnal delusions, no doubt aided by the bouquet of floral aromas and fragrant pheromones emanating from her hair and body. How is it even possible to smell this nice after a strenuous, three-hour workout? Also, even though she’s a full head taller, her shoulders are only a little wider, so the difference isn’t so obvious when we’re cuddling. If I sat with my legs open, my crotch would line up with her lower back, which isn’t the best, but if I shift her a little higher and lean back a bit more, I think we’d be groin to butt. Plus, I’d also have a perfect view down the front of her vest and the soft, milky skin of her...
 
  
 
 “So,” I say, mostly to get away from my perverted thoughts. “Crazy binding ceremony, right?” Wow, I’m terrible at small talk. “Impressive performance too. Any questions? I committed the entire performance to memory, so if you’re unsure about anything, feel free to ask.” Near photographic recall is one of the best things about having a Natal Palace, allowing me to appreciate every step, twirl, bounce, and jiggle. I was too distracted to properly document everything my first time with Yan, and the same happened last night, but I recorded the hell out of everything this morning and it. Is. Awesome.
 
  
 
 Brain... Stahp!
 
  
 
 “Oh Lord Husband, it was incredible.” Breathy and erotic, her exclamation sounds a siren’s song if I’d ever heard one, but she hardly seems to notice. “Such unimaginable warmth and intimacy, this one has never felt anything like it, as if the Mother Herself descended to impart Her knowledge and guide Luo-Luo’s actions. Is it the same for everyone?”
 
  
 
 I wish I were talented too... “Not really. Personally, I found my binding ceremonies more detached and emotionless. There’s safety and assurance, yes, but I always felt more like an audience member rather than the performer, which makes learning... difficult.” An understatement if I’d ever made one. “Like, I know how the movement is supposed to look, but lack knowledge of how it feels, so I often miss out on minor, but significant details until after a few hundred hours of practice.” Or more. Even then, it’s hard to tell if I’m doing things right, because I could still be missing something vital, like say, most of the Divine Blessing instruction manual.
 
  
 
 Song’s timely arrival saves me from more small talk because Luo-Luo is too busy shrieking at Aurie’s spirited charge. Her ear-piercing wail sends the cattle scurrying away, but Aurie pays her no heed and sprints even faster. “Stop Aurie,” I say, but the big baby ignores the command to pounce over and repeatedly boop me in the face. Delighted by his adoring affection (and amused by Luo-Luo’s hilarious screams), I keep him away from Luo-Luo while calling for Song to help. With a clap of her hands, the animals skid to a halt and scamper to Song’s side, where they sit prettily like trained show-dogs waiting for a treat.
 
  
 
 Why don’t my floofs ever listen to me?
 
  
 
 After imposing on Song to help Luo-Luo onto Mafu, I run over to give my fur-babies a proper greeting. Even though I saw them yesterday, I had to kick them out of Yan’s room for happy-fun-times and they’re still not entirely convinced I’m sticking around. All of them, even grumpy Jimjam, are being extra affectionate, swarming me in a jumble of fur, fangs, and claws. The bears gurgle like stalled motorboats and Aurie Mwar’s, Myarh’s, and Myawp’s up a storm, filling me with more joy than I could ever explain as I give each of my fur-babies a hug and a kiss.
 
  
 
 ...Okay yea, now I see it. I thought they were being over-dramatic, but I can see how it totally looks like I’m being cold and aloof to hurt Luo-Luo. I’m not though, I don’t trust her and love my floofs. While I feel bad for her, certain actions must be taken to guard against temptation and avoiding physical contact is one of them.
 
  
 
 Clingy as always, Banjo climbs onto my back while Baloo curls up in my arms, the two of them nuzzling for all their worth as if to make sure I’m really here. Too enamoured to push them off, I activate my Reinforcement Keystone and set the sparkling star to bouncing at maximum speed, which supplies barely enough strength to move beneath both bears’ weight. Smiling in fake nonchalance, I ask Song to grab the zither before setting out and make small talk with Luo-Luo. “It’s a shame we never got a chance to hear you play. Another time, perhaps.”
 
  
 
 See? I can be nice.
 
  
 
 Almost prone on Mafu’s back, Luo-Luo’s shy smile and protruding butt are an enticing sight as she sleepily snuggles against the warm fur. “If Lord Husband so desires it, then Luo-Luo would be happy to perform a piece later today. This one has business to attend to in the afternoon, so after dinner perhaps?”
 
  
 
 “Nah, let’s wait until tomorrow morning,” I reply, taking a shaky step to see if I can handle carrying both bears. It’ll be difficult, but the camp isn’t far so I think I can do it. “The cattle sleep early and it’ll be harder to see their reactions in the moonlight.”
 
  
 
 “Lord Husband wants Luo-Luo to play for cattle?
 
  
 
 “Yea. Moomie’s herd is okay around people, but they’re not really bonding with anyone. I figured a little music might help make them less indifferent to harmless strangers and more appreciative to the company.” Wanting in on the fun, Aurie springs onto my shoulders and I freeze in my tracks, my bones buckling beneath over a half-tonne of floof. “Aurie, off please.”
 
  
 
 As per usual, Aurie ignores the command, and just as I’m about to beg Song for help, Luo-Luo interrupts and says, “Li-Li, why don’t we ride ahead and let Lord Husband enjoy a nice stroll with his pets? We’ll start the lunch preparations, so don’t worry and take your time.” By the time she finishes speaking, Mafu is already dashing off and Song isn’t far behind, drawn away by the thought of eating lunch that much sooner and leaving me struggling beneath my furry burden.
 
  
 
 A quiet whimper slips out as I fall to my knees and my floofs grumble at the unexpected jolt. With a curious “Mwar”, Aurie pats my head twice as if wondering why I’m not moving. “Off!” I command, unwilling to throw him from my shoulders because I’m worried he’ll panic and claw me to shreds. “Please Aurie? You’re too heavy, I can’t carry all three of you unless you learn to Lighten.”
 
  
 
 And then, by some miracle, all three animals Lighten and I’m no longer being crushed beneath their weight. My jaw dropping as quickly as my encumbrance, I stare at the animals in conflicted admiration, because as marvellous as this is, I now know that even my pets are more talented than I am. Aurie pats my head again and I stagger back to camp in a bewildered daze, unable to make heads or tails of the situation. Blackjack knowing how to Lighten is one thing, but how did Aurie and the bears learn too? When did they even form Cores? Did they all figure it out individually or did someone teach them? Can they do anything else, like Hone or Reinforce? Are they going to live forever?
 
  
 
 It’d be great if they did...
 
  
 
 Amidst the cheers and jeers of my retinue, I arrive at my yurt sweaty and exhausted, barely able to handle the combined burden of the three Lightened animals. Stoking the fire with intense focus, Song greets me with a frown and points to the side, sending Aurie and the bears scurrying to join the other wildcats and rabbits in a cuddle puddle. Without skipping a beat, she points at the ingredients laid out around the fire before going back to work, ignoring me as I settle in beside her. It's amazing how far we’ve come in the last two months. Before, she would’ve shifted aside and kept me in her sights, always vigilant and guarded in my presence. Now, not only is she more comfortable, she’s even confident enough to give non-verbal orders without worrying about being punished or abused, which has the added upside of not making me feel like a horrible person whenever we’re together.
 
  
 
 Progress, woo!
 
  
 
 Judging by the ingredients, Song wants pork broth noodles and pan-fried mutton dumplings, but considering this is Luo-Luo’s celebratory lunch, I figure she might want to weigh in too. Unfortunately, the person in question is curled up with Mafu and fast asleep, her luscious lips twisted in a pout as if ready to cry in her sleep. Studying her out of the corner of my eye, I try to make sense of this beautiful, dramatic woman and figure out where she fits in my life. Drawing a complete blank, I instead turn my attentions to steaming up some red-bean buns for dessert, which I assume she’ll enjoy on the sole basis that everyone likes red-bean buns.
 
  
 
 Seriously, what do I know about Luo-Luo? Pros: she’s smart, hardworking, and evidently, an incredibly talented Martial Warrior. Cons: she’s cunning, manipulative, and doesn’t love floofs, aside from Mafu, who has somehow gotten even fatter in my absence. She’s gorgeous, which is good, but her loyalties are suspect, which is bad. She says she wants to help me ‘soar through the Heavens’, but what happens if she’s forced to choose between me and the Legate? How can I trust her if she’ll spill everything she knows at the wave of a fan?
 
  
 
 Yan wanted me to be nicer, so what I need to do is figure out how to do that without succumbing to Luo-Luo’s feminine wiles. Cold and aloof is too mean, but any warmer and I’m worried I’ll lose all self-control, so what am I supposed to do?
 
  
 
 Go back to the front lines, I guess.
 
  
 
 Sadly, not a viable option, at least not until I fix the mess I created by staying out there for so long...
 
  
 
 “Hub-bbbbbbbbyyyyyyy!!” Shouting at the top of her lungs, my darling wifey Lin rides into camp with her braids and white scarf streaming behind her. Leaping off her quin into my waiting arms, I spin her about and marvel at the beautiful young woman she’s become. Though still dainty and delicate of frame, her facial features are leaner and more mature, though her mannerisms remain unchanged. Bringing her in close for a hug, she wraps her arms around my neck and squeezes tight, always happy to see me and never shy about showing it. “Hiya. I missed you.”
 
  
 
 “Missed you more.”
 
  
 
 “Good.” Leaning back in my embrace, Lin puckers up for a kiss and I happily oblige, planting a quick peck on her pursed lips. Cupping her plump cheeks, Lin’s eyes disappear into her toothy grin, so overjoyed she can barely contain it. Smiling so hard my cheeks hurt, I twirl her about again because I can’t stand still, so utterly enchanted by her endearing demeanour and soul-soothing smile, a breath of fresh air after a suffocating encounter. Don’t get me wrong, I love spending time with Yan and our morning was both enjoyable and enlightening, but I don’t deal with conflict well and once the topic of Luo-Luo reared its ugly head, my easygoing half-deer lover turned stubborn and intractable as a bull.
 
  
 
 Gesturing to put her down, Lin’s smile turns mischievous and she says, “I missed your cooking too. Noodles and dumplings, you’re the best, hubby!” Patting my cheek in encouragement, she adds, “When we’re done eating, I’ll show you all the commands I taught the floofs, ya? They know Clap and Bow and Wave and Jump and...” With Lin’s lovable smile and lighthearted stories to ease my mind, I ignore Yan’s questioning look regarding Luo-Luo’s pitiful demeanour and set to cooking a delicious meal for everyone to enjoy. With no Defiled to watch out for and no life or death decisions to make, I set aside my worries for the first time in two months and enjoy this peaceful, trouble-free day.
 
  
 
 Because Mother knows, I’ll have precious few of those in the months ahead.
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 Cooking ain’t easy.
 
  
 
 Truth is, it’s kinda a hassle. Without freezers or chemical preservatives, everything’s gotta be done on the spot when you want to cook a meal, which adds up to a whole lot of time spent two or three times a day. Even making something as simple as dumplings takes a lot of effort. You gotta knead the dough, mince the meat, dice the veggies, grind the spices, roll the wrappers, wrap the dumplings, and steam them evenly to ensure they’re completely cooked without being over cooked. Things get even more complicated if you take into account things like hunting and butchering the animal or milling the flour, or getting things done in the right order at the right time. Can’t pre-make the wrappers because they dry out quickly, nor can you mince more meat than needed because it spoils faster, and a multitude of other minor issues which can drive a man crazy. All this just for dumplings.
 
  
 
 In short, I suspect my love for cooking stems from my masochistic tendencies.
 
  
 
 Still, after two months of eating nothing but field rations, even a simple meal cooked over a campfire tastes heavenly in comparison, and doubly so when shared with loved ones. There’s something spiritually satisfying about watching people enjoy a meal you cooked, a confidence boost I can’t get from anywhere else. My time and effort has gone into this food, and Lin’s cherubic facial expressions, Yan’s quasi-erotic appreciative moans, and even Song’s muted gestures of delight are all the reward I need.
 
  
 
 That said, today, my most rewarding diner is Luo-Luo.
 
  
 
 Recovered after an hour-long nap, the once-elegant Imperial Servant devours my cooking like a ravenous beast. Gone are the days of her dainty bites and refined sips as Luo-Luo’s chopsticks tap out a symphony of gluttony, hard at work shovelling thick noodles and shredded pork into her waiting mouth. Barely chewing, she slurps down the soup before moving on to the dumplings, tearing into the piping hot wraps with a furious vengeance. Eyes wide and mouth full, Luo-Luo’s movements are quick and precise, her chopsticks readied and eyes focused on the next piece of food. It’s like seeing Pong Pong go to town on shrimp, impressive, yet oddly unsettling and somehow also endearing. If Luo-Luo genuinely loves my cooking even half as much as Pong Pong loves shrimp, then I could really see a future between us.
 
  
 
 God... why am I so turned on right now?
 
  
 
 In less than five minutes, the four ladies devour what took me an hour to make, with Luo-Luo eating more than the rest of us combined. Lips pursed in disappointment, Luo-Luo reclaims her ladylike demeanour and gingerly dabs her mouth with a handkerchief, her gaze filled with restrained dissatisfaction as it turns in my direction. Rising to her feet with a cold, humourless smile, she eschews her customary curtsy and says, “Luo-Luo must excuse herself, as there is much work to be done.”
 
  
 
 My apologetic smile goes unnoticed as she stalks over to Mafu, and I make a mental note to cook more food next time. Shaking her head in disapproval, Yan offers to ride back with Luo-Luo while Sending, “I left you two alone for five minutes. What did you say or do to offend her?”
 
  
 
 ...Nothing? I thought our alone time went fine. Isn’t Luo-Luo just hangry? Did I stare too much and embarrass her? Or maybe she has to poop and she’s rushing home for privacy, who knows. I don’t understand women, and I probably never will.
 
  
 
 Good thing this will never be a problem with Lin. After washing the dishes with Song’s help, we settle down to watch my sweet wifey’s impromptu pet pageant, featuring all the silly tricks Lin taught the floofs in our absence. Turns out, she has a real knack for training animals which goes beyond simple commands like “roll over” and “paw”. Those are merely the opening act, and soon after Lin guides the floofs through a series of Chi-powered stunts. From bears balancing on chairs to gravity-defying wildcat parkour, the animals display an unprecedented level of skill, intelligence, and coordination which leaves me astonished, especially the bun buns. Sweet though she may be, Mama Bun isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed so I figured her cute babies would be the same, but under Lin’s command, the adolescent bunnies work together to untie knots, move in eye-catching formations, and perform synchronized flops and binkies, which is what I call their random jumps of happiness.
 
  
 
 By the end of the performance, my sides are splitting with laughter and I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve “aww’d”. Even the usually icy Song has a soft smile on her face as she individually rewards the floofy performers with delicious treats. Meanwhile I sweep the conductor into my arms and reward her with a kiss. “Incredible,” I say, careful not to hug her too tightly. “Absolutely incredible. How did you teach them to use Chi?”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t teach them hubby, they figured it out on their own.” Beaming with pride, Lin adds, “All I did was motivate them to learn, ya?”
 
  
 
 “Oh? What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 “Mm... Like ‘jump’.” Fluttering her long scarf to catch Aurie’s attention, Lin commands the golden wildcat to make another breathtaking vertical leap. His mouth wide with glee, Aurie easily clears five meters without a running start, which is two meters higher than what he could jump six months ago. “I stopped feeding them regular meals and just hung meat in the trees. Then, every day, I’d raise the meat a little higher, and once they realized they could do it, they were jumping around all the time.” Covering her mouth to giggle, Lin continues, “Oh hubby, you should’ve seen the first time Jimjam jumped into the house through Luo-Luo’s window. She screamed like ‘Kyaaaaaaaa’ and Jimjam jumped right back out and hid in the bushes like a scared bun-bun.” Narrowing her eyes with a pout, Lin adds, “That’s when Mi-Mi made me teach them to jump on command, so they’d understand ‘no jump’.”
 
  
 
 Shaking my head, I roll my eyes and sigh. “I don’t understand what Mila was thinking, gifting Luo-Luo with a Spiritual Weapon. So what if she becomes a peerless Martial Warrior? It’s been two months and she’s still terrified of the floofs, so what good will she be on the battlefield?” More importantly, how can I use Lin’s method to ensure all my floofs outlive me? How does Chi make animals live forever anyways?
 
  
 
 Busy clipping Banjo’s claws with her saber, Song chimes in without looking up. “Courage will come with confidence. Much like Lin-Lin built Aurie’s confidence by having him jump higher each passing day, we must gradually build Luo-Luo’s the same way.”
 
  
 
 Tugging her braids in a show of frustration, Lin grumbles, “I know, and I tried, but Mi-Mi scolded me and told me to stop bullying Luo-Luo. I wasn’t bullying, I was trying to help! I planned a trip to hunt and fly kites but she refused to stay out overnight, and then she threw a big hissy fit when I tried to bring her boating with Daddy.” Huffing with indignation, she adds, “I even had a plan to help her get over her fear of the wildcats. I was gonna wait for Luo-Luo to fall asleep and then sneak Aurie into her bed. Then, when she wakes up and sees how cute he is, she won’t be scared anymore like with Mafu-fu.”
 
  
 
 “Liar.” Seeing through her deception, I pinch Lin’s cheek and expose her true intentions. “You just think it’s funny when she screams.”
 
  
 
 Her girlish grin warms my heart as she denies the accusation. “No hubby, I wanted to help, honest.” With an almost evil snicker, Lin adds, “But if it didn’t work, then at least it’d be funny, ya?”
 
  
 
 So cute...
 
  
 
 After so much bloodshed and chaos, this is exactly what I need, a bit of silly, carefree entertainment with Lin and the floofs. That said, not everyone can be as lucky as I am, which means I should get back to work. Having shirked my responsibilities for long enough, I promise Lin to spend more time with her tomorrow before sending her away with Song, then head over to Rustram’s and ask him to gather the troops for a talk. It shouldn’t take long to find everyone; for some strange reason, Luo-Luo got it in her pretty little head to station my retinue outside SuiHua and east of the new wall, where no other soldiers are camped out. By itself, this isn’t a problem, but to prevent treachery or sabotage, no one is allowed west of SuiHua without a pass and unrelated individuals aren’t allowed to approach any of the construction grounds under penalty of death. This means to visit the taverns, brothels, gambling dens, night markets, duelling stages, or anything else which might entertain a soldier on leave, all of which are situated west of the wall where the majority of soldiers are camped, then my people have to apply for a day pass which must be authorized by the Marshal.
 
  
 
 Seriously, Luo-Luo might be the dumbest smart person I know. What are my people supposed to do, sit around and enjoy the view?
 
  
 
 Once my people are gathered, I raise a hand for silence and look over the crowd, noting so many missing faces and absent friends who I’ll never see wearing these new fetching uniforms. High-collared shirts sporting elegant knotted buttons, smart looking vests to go over it, and loose pants which look oh so comfortable gave the retinue a unified appearance, their sable blues complementing the Death Corps in their dark heavy armour worn over black Imperial robes. With a determined effort, I turn my mind away from distraction and mourning to instead focus on those who remain, especially those who need my help. Whether they be reformed bandit or discharged soldier, former slave or Death Corps elite, defeated rebel or woodland protector, they’re all hurting and it’s mostly my fault.
 
  
 
 “Well,” I say, hiding my guilt to smile for the crowd. “We marched, we fought, and we bled for sixty days straight. We set two records, one for longest consecutive days spent and one for most efficient kills-to-casualties ratio, but most importantly, we survived.”
 
  
 
 A short cheer rings out as the survivors celebrate their safe return and I’m happy to hear it. I’m an idiot for keeping them on the front lines for so long, but all the self-recrimination in the world won’t change the past, so there’s no point in coming clean. I’m not doing this to save face, but because many of my soldiers take pride in what we accomplished. While working for the Number One Talent in the Empire might sound nice, they all have a personal stake in the records we achieved on front lines and I don’t want their pride tainted by knowledge of my ignorance and stupidity.
 
  
 
 Also, it’s super embarrassing.
 
  
 
 Once everyone quiets down, I continue. “We survived, but our work is not yet done.” A few faces in the crowd grimace while others grumble in discontent, but I speak over them without stopping. “We survived, but we are far from safe, for the machinations of Enemy are subtle and insidious.” That shuts the dissenters up, as they understand the risk of Defilement far better than I do. I’ve got a mental void packed with Spectres and absolutely nothing to worry about, but they can’t do what I do and they don’t know what I know. I see worry written all over their faces now that I’ve brought it up, no longer able to ignore the quiet little voice in the back of their minds telling them all is not well. They grew up on stories about the Enemy, heard all the warnings and know all the signs, and now every one of them is wondering if their friend, their neighbour, or even their lover is too far gone to save.
 
  
 
 A handful are even self-aware enough to worry about themselves.
 
  
 
 “We survived,” I say, emphasizing this again. “We survived because we fought side by side. We fought in teams, units, squads, and as a retinue, but whatever the designation, we worked together to fight off the Enemy.” The last thing I need is for my people to turn on one another out of fear or paranoia. While I know no one is Defiled, proving it is difficult and I could do without the threat of a Purge hanging over our heads. “What do you do when you see a comrade struggling on the battlefield? You help them, plain and simple.” Despite doing my best not to single anyone out, my gaze lingers on a few troubled individuals, like Awdar, Jinoe, Ravil, and Ulfsaar. “We are still on the battlefield, albeit fighting a different sort of battle, but nothing’s changed. You think someone needs help, then provide it. If you cannot, then find someone who can, whether it be your group leaders, your sergeants, your squad commanders, or even myself. For though the Enemy is subtle and insidious, I do not believe the brave warriors who fought at my side will succumb to the Father’s hateful lies, especially when we. Fight. Together.”
 
  
 
 As much as I wish my speech was met with thunderous cheers and victorious fist-pumps, my lacklustre oration and ham-fisted delivery only earn me a smattering of claps. I’m not too worried, especially since I know there are no Spectres around to bother them, but positive mental attitude is important. I know all too well the dangers of spiralling depression and how much help a friend can be. Granted, my friend was imaginary and I was just talking to myself, but I like to think Baledagh had an overall positive impact on my life.
 
  
 
 Honestly though? I kinda wish Mahakala didn’t break the veil, so to speak.
 
  
 
 Or you know... didn’t die. That would’ve probably been better.
 
  
 
 After promising to do something about our camp’s location and placating the crowd with free alcohol (one thing Luo-Luo did right, though I shudder to think of the cost), I lead by example and follow through with my advice, starting with what’s probably the most problematic case. “Ulfsaar,” I call, knowing many will see and hear what I’m doing. “A word?” The knotted buttons of his snug-fit uniform strain as the hulking half-bear tries to hide his snarl, but he doesn’t try very hard. Swallowing my fear, I clap Ulfsaar on the shoulder and ask, “How do you feel about cattle?”
 
  
 
 “They are delicious.”
 
  
 
 I’d laugh, but I don’t think he’s joking. “Well, too bad because you can’t eat these cattle.” Ignoring how many of Ulfsaar’s former bandits are gathering close, I point at my herd of mixed cattle and say, “What do you see when you look at them?”
 
  
 
 “Food.”
 
  
 
 “...Beyond that.”
 
  
 
 “No word games,” Ulfsaar snaps, his fists balled at his sides. “Speak plainly.”
 
  
 
 Refusing to back down, I narrow my eyes and wait until the big guy reins in his temper, his expression regretful, yet also unrepentant. He’s sorry he spoke out, but believes he is right to be angry, except he doesn’t really understand why he’s angry. “You once told me you studied bears in order to seek your purpose.”
 
  
 
 “A mistake,” he growls, now angry at his past self. “I am no beast.”
 
  
 
 “True, but that doesn’t mean you can’t learn from their example.” Pointing at the herd again, I say, “Take another look and tell me what you see.”
 
  
 
 “I see dumb, smelly animals chewing grass like the placid beasts they are.”
 
  
 
 Mean. “Okay, now think back to the first time you saw the herd, a day’s west of Sinuji. They were chewing grass then too. Did you notice anything different about them?”
 
  
 
 “...No.”
 
  
 
 “Exactly.” Seeing his confusion, I continue, “Here, they are safe and sound, but out west, they were in constant danger, yet in both cases, they remained calm until a threat presented itself. Like you, they are strong and powerful, and like you, their temper is fierce to behold, but unlike them, you’ve forgotten how to let go of your anger.” Growing defensive, Ulfsaar growls, a hoarse, guttural sound which sets my bones to shaking, but I press on. “We spent a lot of time surrounded by danger, so you held onto that anger because you think the anger makes you strong, but it doesn’t. Anger is a crutch, one you’ve come to rely on too much, so it’s time to change.”
 
  
 
 “What do you know, child?” Ulfsaar reaches out to grab me by the neck, but the ring of weapons stays his hand. His people, the warriors he brought from Sanshu, all stand ready to cut him down should he lose control, and leading them is his sweet wife. Her eyes filled with sorrow, Neera gazes at the man her husband has become and Ulfsaar deflates before her scrutiny.
 
  
 
 Waving his people away, I continue speaking as if he didn’t just consider killing me in his rage. “I know that despite your prodigious strength, you are a man who loves peace. I know that given the choice, you would never again turn your weapon against a living foe and you pursue Martial Strength because you seek the Mother’s lessons within the Forms. I know that you followed me here out of a sense of obligation more than loyalty, because despite my objections, you still believe I am the Mother’s Chosen Son. I know you recently formed your Natal Palace, yet your strength has stagnated, and most importantly, I know why. Throw away the crutch, Ulfsaar. You don’t need it. You have people you can rely on if you need help to stand.” Patting his arm, I say the next part through Sending so only he hears it. “Release your anger and seek Balance my friend, else next time, I fear I won’t be enough to save you from the Father’s agents.”
 
  
 
 It’s a risk even implying I can do what I do, but I trust him. I fed him a line about drugs and detox after I ripped the Spectres from his soul back in Sanshu, but he’s always suspected otherwise, which I assume is why he’s still following me. My gambit pays off as Ulfsaar’s eyes widen in surprise, and after a long, excruciating pause, he nods. That’s all I get, but it’s enough. “Good. Another thing. I’ve got a job for you and your crew.”
 
  
 
 “Your command?” Ulfsaar asks, his voice quiet and eyes reverent, which isn’t the best, but it’ll have to do.
 
  
 
 With a triumphant grin, I point at my herd a third time. “Make sure they don’t wander off and pick out the best candidates for combat training. You and your giants are too slow on your feet, so I’m thinking it’s time we gave you some personal transport. Try and wash them too if you can. They stink.” Plus, it’ll be good for Ulfsaar to look after a living, breathing creature instead of killing it, sorta like a therapy cow, and it saves me from having to hire too many cattle-hands.
 
  
 
 That’s like three or four birds with one stone. Great value. Much savings.
 
  
 
 After hammering out the details, I leave Ulfsaar to it and move on to my next trouble problem, this time an easier one. “Anyone seen Awdar?” I ask, speaking to no one in particular. “I’m gonna beat the shit out of him and burn his drugs. Wanna help?”
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 “Three loincloths are sitting in a tea house. What do they talk about?...Nothing, they’re stuck up assholes.”
 
  
 
 It took a moment for the punchline to register, but once it did, Jorani cackled with surprised amusement. His drunken crew were only a heartbeat behind and soon they were all chortling at the bossman’s joke, crude and tawdry just like they liked em. Jinoe in particular seemed delighted by the one-liner, which was a relief considering his recent fascination with gallows humour. It’d been amusing at first, but after the third time Jinoe snuck a decapitated head into someone’s bedroll, Jorani wondered if it was time he stepped in.
 
  
 
 He didn’t, mostly because it was fucking hilarious, but still… he thought about it.
 
  
 
 When his laughter died down, Jinoe said, “My turn, my turn. What’s the bossman got in common with a pussy?”
 
  
 
 The tension thickened and silence palpable as the crowd shut their mouths and shifted in discomfort. Glancing at the still smiling bossman, Jorani wondered if Jinoe had survived Sinuji only to end up hanging from a nearby tree branch, but the bossman had skin thicker than SuiHua’s new walls and a dirtier mind than the lowest-born scoundrel among them. “One slip of the tongue,” he answered, grinning like a wolf, “And you’re in deep shit.”
 
  
 
 A pause, then the crowd howled with laughter, Jinoe loudest of all. Giddy with relief, Jorani refilled the bossman’s winecup with a grateful nod. Noticing Jorani didn’t have a cup of his own, the bossman raised an eyebrow in silent question, but Jorani merely shook his head. Drowning your sorrows was a slippery slope he’d only just climbed up from and he wasn’t in no hurry to slide back down again.
 
  
 
 If only he could’ve shared the lesson with Awdar…
 
  
 
 Shivering despite the afternoon heat, the drug-deprived scout sat in the middle of the crowd, where they could all keep an eye on him. With pale skin and sunken eyes, handsome Awdar appeared half-dead and miserable as he hugged a bucket to his chest, oblivious to the mirth and cheer around him. They’d never been the best of friends, but Jorani sympathized with the man, an old comrade from the Freebooters who made it all the way here. Awdar had earned a gash on his brow and a gap in his teeth when the bossman came to burn his drugs, but there was no more anger left in the lanky raider and it hurt Jorani to see him like this. They had all indulged in Pearl Dust, Tiger Balm, Sludge, or other such street tonics at one point or another, but Awdar had gotten hooked on Dream Smoke, a higher class of drug much stronger than he was accustomed to. Despite throwing the dried leaves into a campfire on an open field, the smoke had still made Jorani a little numb and woozy, leaving him to wonder what it’d feel like to grind and snort it like Awdar had been doing.
 
  
 
 Then again, upon seeing him vomit another belly full of water, Jorani was pretty sure nothing would be worth this.
 
  
 
 Unable to ignore Awdar’s watery spewing, the crowd’s mood soured as they were none too happy to see their comrade’s torment. The front lines had been hard on all of them and few blamed Awdar for turning to his vices. Hell, most thought a hit of Dream Smoke before battle made him an even tougher son of a bitch than normal, an unstoppable warrior who knew no fear and felt no pain. Even without it he was one of the toughest bastards in Jorani’s crew, coming in third after Ral and Erkin, which was surprising considering his hunched posture and gangly frame. Was Dream Smoke really so terrible to make all this suffering worth it?
 
  
 
 Borrowing a water-skin to wet a clean handkerchief, the bossman crouched down and wiped Awdar’s face, with as much gentle care as he gave his pets. “You’re probably cursing me out right about now,” he said, holding the water-skin to Awdar’s lips so he could drink. “I don’t blame you. This doesn’t look pleasant, but it is necessary.”
 
  
 
 Speaking for the first time since they’d burned his drugs, Awdar gazed at the bossman with tear-filled eyes. “Boss… please… I need it… dying...”
 
  
 
 “You’re not dying.” Tearing a small piece off a plain steamed bun, the bossman popped it into Awdar’s mouth. “You just feel like you are. That’s what Dream Smoke does. It tricks your body into thinking you need it to survive, like you need to breathe or sleep.”
 
  
 
 “Can’t do this...” Awdar’s pitiful moan drilled a hole through Jorani’s chest, and he dug his feet in just to keep from walking away. Expensive though it might be, Dream Smoke was readily available in SuiHua to anyone with enough coin, and Jorani had enough to spare. This was too much, he’d seen people who were actually dying suffer less than Awdar.
 
  
 
 “You can and you will.” Wholly without remorse, the bossman continued stuffing bits of bun and pouring water into Awdar’s mouth. “It’s not interfering with your duties yet, but this addiction will make you worthless. I need a soldier, not a junkie.”
 
  
 
 “Fuck you!” His misery turned to fury, Awdar sprayed a mouthful of soggy bun into the bossman’s face, his angular face ugly with rage. “Fuck you and fuck yer fight! Burn in the Father’s Maw, ye shit-eatin’ midget. I’ll rip yer head off and shit down your throat if ye like it so much. I’ll...”
 
  
 
 Unperturbed by Awdar’s tantrum, the bossman calmly wiped his face and picked soggy bits of bread out of the handkerchief before shoving it and his fist into Awdar’s mouth. “Now listen here.” There was no anger in the bossman’s voice, only cold honesty. “If you can’t handle the battlefield, then that’s fine. This life is not for everyone and there’s no shame in walking away. You say the word and I’ll have you on the first ship heading north with papers for passage back to Sanshu, Shen Huo, or wherever else you want to go.” Leaning in to stare Awdar in the eyes, the bossman added, “After you kick this habit. I’ll not watch a man kill himself, not while he’s still a part of my retinue. You want to poison yourself, then do it where I won’t see it.”
 
  
 
 From their dark looks and muted exchanges, Jorani could see his crew didn’t like the sound of this and feared the bossman was making a big mistake. Remembering how reasonable he was the last time Jorani spoke up, he cleared his throat and said, “Bossman, not fer nothing, but don’t ye think this is goin’ too far? We all seen Awdar’s had a bit of a problem, but he ain’t ever let it get in the way of proper business.”
 
  
 
 “Yet.” Giving up on trying to feed Awdar, the bossman stood up and gestured at the poor, gagging bastard, his stomach so empty there was nothing left to throw up. “He’s managed without incident so far, but if we wait until it becomes a problem, then it’s already too late. What happens if he takes too much during break time and is still loaded on sentry duty? Or if he burns through his stash half-way through our next patrol? What happens when his drug-addled brain can’t differentiate between his own thoughts and the Father’s whispered lies?” Shaking his head, the bossman sighed and said, “I understand the need to unwind, but keep within reason. Balance isn’t just about meditation and Chi, but something you should seek out in all aspects of life. Drink, smoke, snort, or whatever, but do it in moderation. I can’t set hard limits because I don’t know where those limits lie, but do you really think Awdar is okay like this? How long’s it been since we burned his drugs and made him flush his system clean?
 
  
 
 Checking his jewel-encrusted pocket-watch, Jorani found the answer surprising. “Round four hours.”
 
  
 
 “Which shows Awdar’s problem is a lot worse than any of us knew. The signs are easy to hide so long as he keeps feeding the addiction, but once he stops, this happens.” Crouching once again, the bossman looked Awdar in the eyes and said, “I know this is difficult and you think I’m being unfair in singling you out. You’re not the only one with a habit, not by a long shot, but you’re the only one I’ve noticed spiraling out of control.” Raising his voice to address the onlooking crowd, he continued, “Things haven’t been easy, but we’ll get through this together, no matter the consequence. I meant what I said. I am proud to fight alongside you all, but there is no shame in stepping away. Mother knows I wish I could, but I can’t. If any of you feel like you can’t or don’t want to keep fighting, then come to me and I’ll send you home with a smile. Even the Death Corps,” Bossman added, giving a pointed look at his elite, Imperial Bodyguards before his expression turned dark. “But be warned. Whatever your vice, keep it under control, because if you fuck up and get someone else killed, I’ll hang you myself. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Sir!”
 
  
 
 Everyone in ear-shot answered in unison as the bossman stalked away, and Jorani thanked his lucky star that he’d only been hooked on the drink. Taking a seat next to Awdar, he took over feeding the poor bastard while Ronga switched out the soiled vomit bucket for a clean one. Patting the lanky raider on the back, Jorani breathed deep through his mouth and said, “You remember how we met the bossman? How he took down the Freebooters with a wagon of poisoned wine?”
 
  
 
 “Y-yea.” Awdar snarled and said, “Shit so much I thought my innards were gonna slide out.”
 
  
 
 “You think that was worse, or is this?”
 
  
 
 The question earned Jorani a feeble chuckle, though Awdar immediately vomited after. While chewing on a piece of bun, the sickly raider shook his head and said, “Fuckin’ hell Jorani. Back then, I was a hot-shit killer and you was just a scrawny scavenger. Look at us now. Didn’t know it then, but yer a tough bastard.”
 
  
 
 “You ferget about my demotion? Was drunk as a lordling in a whore house fer a week straight when I first found out we were headed for the front lines.”
 
  
 
 “How’d ye get over it then?”
 
  
 
 Awdar’s haunted gaze made Jorani wish he had a better answer, but all he could do was shrug and say, “Bossman sat me down, set me right, and gave me the same choice he gave you. Almost took him up on it too. Figured I’d head back and get hired on to guard the bossman’s caravans or something.”
 
  
 
 “So why’d you stay?”
 
  
 
 Jorani shrugged again, because he really didn’t have a good answer, or at least he thought he didn’t. “Most commanders would’ve hung me and moved on, but he said he wanted me fighting at his side. Me, plain old Jorani, standing shoulder to shoulder with Falling Rain, and he’s the one who’s proud. Crazy right? Cept he means it, which makes me want to live up to his expectations and be worthy of his pride.” Another shrug. “But you gotta decide what’s best fer you. Ain’t a bad life working fer the bossman. Plenty of our old friends are still back north, guarding caravans and warehouses and whatnot. Or maybe you try yer hand at farmin’ or something, I dunno. Do know this though.” With all the gravity he could muster, Jorani said, “Ye ain’t half as pretty as ye think ye are, so ye certainly won’t make nuff to eat if ye’re set on turnin’ tricks.”
 
  
 
 Awdar threw up again before responding with a groan. “Ah, fuck you. Quit makin’ me laugh. Fucking hurts.” After a long pause, he whispered, “I couldn’t sleep, ye know? That’s why I turned to Dream Smoke. Every time I closed my eyes, I’d see them there in the darkness. Those I killed, those who almost killed me, haunting me. Not just Defiled but others too. The farmers and fisher-folk, the merchants and wagon drivers, anyone and everyone I put to rest. They’d be there, staring and accusing, tryin’ to drag me down into the Father’s Maw with em. I ain’t a good man and ain’t ever tried to be, but all this fightin’… You think She won’t want me?”
 
  
 
 Luckily, Awdar moved on to another topic before Jorani could put together a coherent answer. He stayed with Awdar for another hour, but the man only got progressively worse. Resting his head on the edge of his bucket, he sobbed and mewled incoherently as the withdrawal pangs intensified, though Jorani thought he heard the poor bastard begging for death more than once. The mood grew heavy as Awdar went on about his flaws and faults, about the people he’d killed and punishments he deserved, his nightmares given voice in his time of suffering. Something wasn’t right, but Jorani couldn’t say what, just a sense of wrongness about the proceedings, an unsettling discomfort which had nothing to do with Awdar’s sobbing or the stench of his vomit. Jorani’s skin crawled as the world darkened around him, as if the poor bastard’s litany of sins had been given form and blanketed the area in a shroud of gloom and despair. The feeling got so bad, he sent Ral to get the bossman just to be safe, but oddly enough, Awdar quieted down seconds before the bossman reached his side. Placing a steaming pot down in front of him, the bossman checked Awdar’s pulse and pupils before turning to Jorani. “I’m gonna go get Teacher and ask him to take a look, but I think Awdar’s okay. If he wakes up, try to feed him and lift his spirits.”
 
  
 
 Without waiting for an answer, the bossman darted away, so Jorani lifted the pot lid to see what was inside. Winter-melon chicken soup, not done as fancily as the restaurants back in Nan Ping, but it certainly smelled better, its pleasant aroma overpowering the sour stench of Awdar’s puke bucket. Stomach growling with hunger, Jorani figured there was no way the sickly raider would ever finish the entire pot, so he poured himself a bowl to enjoy.
 
  
 
 “What’s that?” Waking at the worst time possible, Awdar lifted his head and smacked his dried lips, eyes locked on the bowl of fragrant soup. “Smells good.”
 
  
 
 Swallowing his disappointment, Jorani helped Awdar sit up straight and held the bowl to his mouth. “Sure does. You in luck, because this is fresh cooked soup made by the bossman himself. Drink up. The Medical Saint will be comin’ by to check on ye soon enough, so try not to throw up on him, yea?”
 
  
 
 After slurping down half a bowl, Awdar sat back and sighed. “Delicious soup and a Healer? Me own mum never treated me half this good.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to finish the bowl, Jorani chuckled and said, “I hear ye. Way I see it, ain’t no one know what’s gonna happen after ye die, but I know fer a fact the bossman’ll treat us right, dead or alive. Better than we deserve, if I’m bein’ honest.”
 
  
 
 “Suppose yer right.” Nodding his head, Awdar looked much recovered after half a bowl of soup, leaving Jorani to wonder what in the hell went into making it. “Can’t be lettin’ him down, now can I?”
 
  
 
 “Sure, but soldierin’ on ain’t the way to make him proud.” Patting his friend on the back, Jorani said, “You do what’s right fer you and show him you were worth the effort. Don’t matter if it’s as a soldier, guard, farmer, or even a whore, you live yer life happy and that’s how ye’ll pay him back.”
 
  
 
 “You happy Jor? Bein’ a soldier?”
 
  
 
 “Sure am. Happier once I get me a taste of this soup.”
 
  
 
 And the strange thing was, Jorani wasn’t lying. Despite all the fighting, killing, and almost dying, he really was happy. As a soldier, he served a purpose in fighting off the Defiled, and not only was he getting stronger with each passing day, he had the bossman’s trust and command of his squad back. He hadn’t seen the old bastard since their meeting in Nan Ping, Daxian kept to himself, and nowadays, Jorani was closer with his lovely little sisters than ever. Time was, playing house would’ve had Jorani running for the hills, but there was something nice about sitting down for a meal with Sorya and Anrhi without trying to get into their dresses. Not to say he’d stopped trying entirely, but it was nice to have a family again and know there were people waiting for his safe return.
 
  
 
 And maybe, just maybe, his little sisters would help Jorani find a proper wife. His options were looking slim now that he knew Kimi and Siyar were a thing. Ciro only had eyes for Ravil and A-Gui was crazy if she thought Jorani was going to fight Wang Bao for her affection, which left precious few single and age appropriate women in the retinue. Maybe he ought to expand his horizons and see if Sai Chou wanted a drink or five. She couldn’t be too much older, maybe early thirties, early forties at the most, but it was hard to tell underneath all the dirt and blood. Still, she seemed like an earnest woman, albeit one far too devoted to turtles for his tastes, but if he wanted a woman to protect him, then Sai Chou was undoubtedly the strongest in the retinue, an axe-wielding, Aura Capable, Expert waiting for Jorani to sweep her off her feet.
 
  
 
 Right after Awdar stopped throwing up. Such were the sacrifices a scout leader must make, putting the health and safety of his crew before his own happiness.
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 I’ve had it with these mother-fucking Spectres in this mother-fucking retinue.
 
  
 
 As nice as it would be to have a steady supply of Spectres, there’s too much I don’t know about the birthing process to feel comfortable. Does it harm them in any way? Are they losing a part of their soul? What if my people go full Defiled before I can save them? Hovering about while Taduk checks on Awdar, I try to come up with non-specific questions to ask Jorani. “Ral said things looked bad?”
 
  
 
 Wringing his hands and refusing to look me in the eye, Jorani watches Awdar with lips pressed and fists clenched. “I swear on me life, he took a turn fer the worse. Sobbin’ and hurlin’ like there ain’t no tomorrow, sick as a dog he were. Something didn’t feel right so I sent fer ye, but he calmed down right as ye got here.” Barking in anxious laughter, Jorani adds, “After ye left again, he took one sniff of yer soup and he was like a brand new man. Must be some real miracle herbs in it, eh bossman?”
 
  
 
 “Nah, it’s normal chicken soup.” Double boiled and made with the tastiest, most flavourful chickens I’ve ever eaten, but no magic herbs or spices, only mundane ones. “You said he was crying and vomiting before I got here. Anything else?”
 
  
 
 The gathered crowd scatters at a pointed glance from Jorani, a skill I envy and desire. “Thing is,” he says, keeping his voice low despite our newfangled privacy, “I can’t exactly say what it was, but something was off. He kept goin’ on about how he weren’t a good man and how Mum Above wouldn’t want him, on account of all the killin’ he’s done. Said he was bein’ haunted by the dead and it was a sign he deserved to be punished, and it felt... wrong.” Shuddering at the memory, Jorani tries to laugh it off once more. “Might be gettin’ a little long in the tooth and soft in the head. Sorry to disturb ye over nothin’, and doubly so for botherin’ the Medical Saint.”
 
  
 
 Ah yes, guilt and self-blame, delicious Spectre bait laid out for them to feast. “You were concerned and went with your gut. No need to be sorry.” Especially since his gut was right. Awdar calmed down right before I arrived because I Devoured the new-born Spectre the second I saw it. Dollars to donuts the wrongness Jorani felt was the actual birth itself, an incident I’m glad I missed and hope to never experience again. That said, considering I wasn’t around to see it first-hand, I’m only guessing a Spectre was birthed because last I checked, Awdar was Spectre free and there are no ghosties hanging about who could’ve infected him. This marks the second time I’ve been close to a Spectre birthing, which raises a whole host of new questions I have no answers for. Am I a walking font of gloom and despair who enables the birth of Spectres, or is Jorani to blame? Maybe Spectre births can occur anytime and anywhere and I happen to be unlucky enough to have two hosts in my retinue, but if someone is to blame, what can I do to lower the incident rate?
 
  
 
 Or raise it. I mean, I did get a free Spectre to nom on and Awdar looks much improved from when I last saw him. It’s not saying much considering he was an inconsolable, strung-out mess, but any improvement is a win. Clutching an empty vomit bucket to his chest, the lanky druggie’s expression is one of calm and serenity, his eyes glazed and gaze detached as Taduk carries on his inspection. Awdar’s withdrawal symptoms have all but disappeared, his heartbeat steady and body still, no longer wracked by the involuntary tremors of addiction. There are no signs of the inner turmoil and self-recrimination Jorani witnessed first hand, and if not for his vomit-encrusted collar, cracked lips, and bloodshot eyes, I might’ve thought Awdar was deep in a meditative trance.
 
  
 
 Even for a Martial Warrior, recovering this quickly from withdrawal is kind of ridiculous.
 
  
 
 Then again, maybe Awdar wasn’t going through withdrawal to begin with. The symptoms presented themselves much too quickly, barely an hour after we burned his stash, but I chalked it up to the potency of Dream Smoke. Is it possible his dependency and subsequent withdrawal was mostly mental which led to a downward spiral which culminated in birthing a Spectre?
 
  
 
 Or something. I dunno.
 
  
 
 If true, then it might explain why Awdar looks so much better now. I didn’t put much stock into it before, but Jorani was the same after I Devoured his birthed Spectre, going about his duties with renewed focus as if he’d shed all his worries and despair. If Spectres are born from negative emotions, then it stands to reason those negative emotions would be lessened after I Devour said Spectre, a sort of cathartic release, in a sense. It’s not a perfect assumption, because emotions don’t have a quantifiable presence and Spectres are supposedly itinerant souls or whatever, but it’s the best guess I’ve got. It might also be why the Defiled are so big on torture and bloodshed, because they’re being driven to cause fear and misery so more Spectres will be born.
 
  
 
 Finally... an argument to end slavery which the Empire might actually accept. Better working conditions equals happier people equals fewer shitty Spectres floating about. Now I just need to figure out how to prove it without being condemned as a heretic or whatever.
 
  
 
 ...Wait.
 
  
 
 What if the higher ups already know and their solution is to ensure mistreated slaves don’t live long enough to become a problem? It’d be about par for the course for this shitty Empire...
 
  
 
 While I struggle to ignore the host of Spectres residing in my brain, Taduk draws back with a tired sigh, a result of spending his mornings hunting for Spiritual Plants and his afternoons Healing my injured soldiers. There’s a good reason most injuries aren’t treated by Healers, because the cost-benefit is heavily skewed in favour of the former. Assuming an injury would cost one unit of Chi to self-Heal, it might cost Taduk anywhere between three to ten units depending on the complexity of the injury. This doesn’t take into account the focus required to direct and control Healing, as I myself experienced before pioneering Panacea, nor the mental fatigue accrued from long bouts of intense concentration. While Taduk can also use Panacea to Heal others, its advantages are mostly lost when used on someone besides yourself. While Traditional Healing might be more Chi intensive, Panacea Healing requires much more time to work, time my teacher has precious little to spare.
 
  
 
 Even though he’s busy and most of my soldiers will recover on their own, he still insists on looking everyone over and Healing anyone who needs it, his way of helping me fight the good fight. Patting Awdar’s head like he would a child’s, Taduk says, “The worst has passed for now. Eat and drink as much as you can, but no need to force it. Avoid drugs and alcohol for a few days, and with rest, you should be back to full strength in no time.” Turning to Jorani, he adds, “If he continues to vomit into the night, then come find myself or the boy, yes?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Ser, Medical Saint Ser, thank ye kindly.” Bowing and scraping as if faced with the Legate himself, Jorani says, “Sorry fer wastin’ yer time Medical Saint. Like I was tellin’ the bossman, I can’t rightly say what came over me, lettin’ my stupid worries get to me like that. Sorry and thank ye again.”
 
  
 
 Waving the apology aside, Taduk wraps an arm around my shoulder as we walk away. “There’s something off about Awdar,” he Sends, his brow furrowed in thought. “Though presenting the symptoms of withdrawal, his blood still shows trace amounts of the drug flowing within. Addicted though he might be, his reaction is too extreme for someone in his condition, and I found no physiological explanation for his sudden malady.”
 
  
 
 “I have a theory,” I Send. Briefly outlining the information I’ve pieced together regarding Spectres and how they’re created, I keep my half-baked conclusions to myself until Taduk’s had time to go over the facts. “... so it’s possible the sudden onset of his symptoms was brought about intentionally to stimulate the birth of a new Spectre.”
 
  
 
 Rubbing his eyes with his free hand, Taduk rewards my prudence with a helpful insight. “You said there were no Spectres around before hand, yes? Then who or what directed Awdar’s sudden breakdown and suffering?”
 
  
 
 That’s one of the best things about Taduk. Even though he believes it’s the Father Himself pulling strings in the background, he’s open-minded enough to consider other possibilities. Try as I might, I have trouble accepting an all-powerful duo of Gods would be so petty and bored as to meddle in the lives of us insignificant mortals. Then again, for all I know, we’re all pieces on a cosmic board game of five-dimensional chess or something. After a moment of thought, I Send, “My best guess is Awdar brought it on himself. With his drugs burned, he realized he couldn’t hide any longer and was forced to come face to face with his past actions. His guilt and shame drove him to believe he deserved to suffer for his sins, and in doing so, he caused himself to suffer from imagined withdrawal.”
 
  
 
 “...Plausible.” Nodding in thought, Taduk murmurs through Sending, possibly without even knowing he’s doing it. “Belief is a powerful force, and Awdar’s familiarity with Healing would help with subconsciously affecting his physical well-being. It explains why he had a fever, but no trouble breathing or inexplicable bruising, which is atypical, and why physical movement caused him no discomfort despite being wracked with pain. He only knew withdrawal would hurt, but not why it would hurt, so he manifested general throbbing pain rather than muscle-and-joint specific pain.”
 
  
 
 “It was psychosomatic,” I helpfully supply, having found the word in a dusty old book among his collection. “A condition or ailment caused or made worse by a mental factor, such as stress or depression.”
 
  
 
 “It bears looking into, though how one might combat an illness of the mind is beyond my ken.” Slumping his shoulders, Taduk looks more tired and defeated than I’ve ever seen him, his smile mocking and filled with self-loathing. “In my hubris, I once believed I could Heal any malady short of death, but now I see I was but a frog in a well.”
 
  
 
 Hugging him a little tighter as we walk arm in arm, I Send, “The mind is a complicated thing and the world has yet to unlock its mysteries. You can hardly blame yourself for not understanding something no one else does. Besides, how are you supposed to know things aren’t as they seem if you can’t perceive Spectres?”
 
  
 
 “True, true.” Tilting his head, he Sends, “Hmm... The Defiled, they can see these Spectres, yes?”
 
  
 
 Oh no. “Don’t turn Defiled for the sake of curiosity, Teacher. It’s hardly worth it.”
 
  
 
 “Nonsense, Rain my boy, I’ll be perfectly safe with you by my side. I only need to... how did you put it? Invite the Spectres in for tea? By thinking sad or angry thoughts, correct? Simple enough.” Closing his eyes, Taduk trembles with focused concentration for all of two seconds before opening them again. “What sort of tea would they prefer? Red or green? Or perhaps they’d prefer something floral or fruity?”
 
  
 
 My teacher can’t be this cute. “Teacher, warmed as I am by your faith in me, I find your lack of prudence disturbing. Also, the tea is a metaphor and there are no Spectres around to invite, so the point is moot.”
 
  
 
 “Hmm. Unfortunate.” Recovered from his brief bout with self pity, Taduk smiles and leans sideways to rest his cheek on my head while we walk. “We’ll try again another time then.”
 
  
 
 Try and fail. My teacher is the second most upbeat and positive person I know, following closely behind on Lin’s hoppy heels. Maybe half-hares are predisposed to a cheery demeanour, though you wouldn’t know it from looking at Blackjack. Seated firmly on Song’s head, the tiny hare frowns and glares from his perch while the lovely half-cat brushes her quin, Erdene. Noting my arrival, Mama Bun springs over to greet me with a headbutt to the chest before flopping into my arms like a fluffy, fat baby. Yawning as she snuggles in, she strokes the air with her paw in a silent, but forceful demand for belly scritches. All too happy to oblige, I indulge the sweet floof while checking on the many pots of soup cooking over the campfires, all made with help from the cooks hired by Luo-Luo. Truth be told, she did more right than wrong in choosing this place for my retinue to camp, and I can’t help but feel I’m being unnecessarily judgmental of the multi-talented Imperial Servant. Part of it is jealousy, and another big part is fear, but I suppose being married to her isn’t the worst thing in the world.
 
  
 
 With the soups all done, I ring the proverbial dinner bell and call my soldiers over to eat, though I deliver a few pots personally as an excuse to check up on the most problematic of the bunch. Lang Er is looking a little better now but still has a tendency to drift off into a daze, while the Death Corps have largely recovered during our safe journey back to SuiHua. They’re a resilient bunch, though I have no idea how they can remain Spectre free while wearing so much heavy armour in this summer heat. Delivering soup to the Protectorate earns me many punches to the arm, their preferred method of saying thanks, while Dastan is glum and morose as usual. If a handmade breakfast delivered by the enamoured Sorya and Anrhi failed to lift his spirits, I’m not sure what will. Oddly enough, he seems happier to receive a pot of soup from me, which leaves me to wonder if he’d prefer Red One’s advances over those from the cute half-rat twins. Nothing wrong with that, love is beautiful no matter what form it takes, so maybe I can make something happen.
 
  
 
 Only after I finish making the rounds do I head over to collect Ping Ping, the big girl happily splashing around in the shallows after two months of land-locked suffering. Along with Pong Pong, Sir Inky, and most of the quins, Guan Suo defies the laws of nature and watches over the playful frolicking without a smile on his face. After greeting the grumpiest half-red-panda in existence, I call Ping Ping over who happily obliges, and she even brings Sir Inky along on her beak so he can plop into his cooking pot. Pong Pong is more difficult to work with, but a promise of more shrimp brings him scurrying out to leap into Mama Bun’s embrace.
 
  
 
 It’s not a nice feeling being extorted by a turtle.
 
  
 
 To counter my discontent, I lure the sweetest quin pup away with us as we head back to the manor. Her parents won’t mind, the poor baby was being bullied by her siblings and mean old Zabu let it happen. Even sweet Shana didn’t care too much, leaving me to wonder if the Bekhai modelled their parental practices after roosequin behaviour; nurturing and affectionate when young, then left to flail on their own once old enough to fight, albeit under close supervision.
 
  
 
 At least I hope I’m under close supervision...
 
  
 
 Upon arriving at the manor, a sumptuous feast awaits, one cooked by Charok, Sorya, and Anrhi. Kyung, Guan Suo, and even Guard Leader join us at the table, and for once, I don’t mind the intrusion. Alongside my meagre contribution of winter-melon soup, we all partake in the delicious meal while the floofs dine in the courtyard outside, the sliding doors of the dining room opened wide to catch the breeze and minimize the separation. Family gatherings are always a happy affair, and even with my preference for solitude, I wouldn’t mind having group dinners as a daily occurrence. A few vital loved ones are missing to complete the set, so I spend dinner spoiling the twins while drinking and chatting with Charok about how our absent family members are doing.
 
  
 
 In a nutshell, they’re bored. Sarnai and Alsantset have little to do except write letters and complain while Akanai and Baatar scout the lands, run endless drills, and await the completion of their stronghold. One of three massive super-fortresses being built along the new border, I wholeheartedly believe they are a massive waste of time, resources, and lives. A fortress is nice to have when situated in a choke point or if your enemy is concerned about supply lines and what not, but when there’s literally a thousand kilometres of wall they could attack instead, those fortresses become as useful as a nipples on a breastplate. Even if we could afford to man the entire wall, one concentrated push by the Defiled will probably bring a whole section down before reinforcements arrive, making this whole construction effort a fruitless endeavour.
 
  
 
 Well, not entirely fruitless. I am shamefully profiting hand over fist off the whole thing, but fat lot of good that does. What the fuck am I supposed to spend my coin on while the Defiled rampage through Central? With Martial law in effect, I can’t even buy armour for my retinue unless the Army releases their surplus, and those always go to people with better connections than I have. I’d buy craftsmen and make them myself, but wouldn’t you know it, skilled labour is also in short supply, along with steel, leather, food, and almost anything else one can think of.
 
  
 
 If it wasn’t for cast iron requiring next to no skill, I wouldn’t even have enough bolts and arrows...
 
  
 
 Hoping to solve these issues, I approach Luo-Luo once dinner is done. Happily chatting away with Yan, Mila, and Lin, my gorgeous, virgin concubine takes no notice of my presence, even though I’m standing directly in her line of sight. I don’t mind, and I’m actually kinda happy to see Luo-Luo getting along so well with the others, as the last thing I need is a cat-fight in my harem. Truth be told, I was worried about sweet Lin being bullied by the cunning and spiteful concubine, and I doubt I could protect Luo-Luo from Mila or Yan much less both working together, so it’s in everyone’s best interest if they all get along nicely.
 
  
 
 Having had plenty of intimate moments with Yan since my return, I sidle up behind Mila and place my hands on her shoulders. Careful not to slide her too-large tunic off, I vigorously knead the knots out of her steely shoulders and marvel at how her soft skin and slender physique can hide so much power underneath. Luckily, most of her prodigious strength comes from the magic of Chi, for which I give gracious thanks to the Mother. Though athletic of frame, Mila is far from what I’d call muscular, more tone and trim than brawny and robust. Broad of shoulder and slim of waist, I might even call her dainty if I were feeling suicidal, and the sight of her barely-covered and oh-so shapely thighs leaves me wishing we had a soundproof forge to escape to.
 
  
 
 Calm down Rain. This is neither the time nor the place to get frisky, not with your terrifying future father-in-law scowling from across the room. Sure, he’s probably scowling because he’s losing at chess to your other future father-in-law sitting across from him, but are you really willing to take that chance?
 
  
 
 Thoroughly enjoying the tender loving care, Mila downs another cup of wine before tilting her head back to flash a sleepy smile. That’s not all she flashes, so utterly entranced by my magic fingers she’s forgotten she’s not wearing anything besides a loose tunic which allows me a direct view down her baggy shirt at the freckled, cherry-tipped twin peaks hidden underneath. Then again, maybe she doesn’t care considering nudity is no big deal among the Bekhai, but a glimpse of paradise somehow seems more erotic than having it all laid bare. “Scoundrel,” Mila sends, so not as to interrupt Yan, Lin, and Luo-Luo’s conversation. “What did you do to anger Zheng Luo so?”
 
  
 
 “...She’s angry?”
 
  
 
 “Do you not see her ignoring you?”
 
  
 
 “...I can’t think of any reason why she’d be mad. Are you sure that’s the case?”
 
  
 
 Rolling her eyes, Mila shimmies her shoulders and diverts my kneading hands from her shoulders to her upper back. “She must be mad, else she would have stopped mid-sentence to greet you.” Fluttering her eyelashes, she affects a flirtatious falsetto and Sends, “What might Lord Husband desire? Shall Mi-Mi put on a tawdry dress and dance for Lord Husband’s pleasure?”
 
  
 
 I’m not gonna lie... that was hot. The eye fluttering, not the falsetto. That was terrible.
 
  
 
 “Don’t be jealous,” I reply, making a half fist and using it to work at a particularly tight knot by Mila’s shoulder blade. “Though I wouldn’t say no to a dance.”
 
  
 
 “Pervert.”
 
  
 
 “You offered. You sure she’s mad?”
 
  
 
 “Positive. Does this upset Lord Husband? Perhaps Mi-Mi can make up for it.”
 
  
 
 I don’t know if it’s our time spent apart, the alcohol she drank, or my massage turning Mila into a horn dog, but I love this. “And what did you have in mind?”
 
  
 
 “...Pervert.” Puffing her cheeks in defeat, Mila changes the subject. “Why do you keep glancing at her? Am I not enough to hold your attention? Or perhaps it’s Yan you’re so enamoured by. Counting down the seconds until you two can abscond to your premarital bed of sin?”
 
  
 
 “My sweet, jealous, beloved Mila.” Finding no more knots on her upper back, I drop to my knees and start work on her lower back, receiving a low grunt of pleasure for my dedicated efforts. “Can you not? I’m only waiting for Luo-Luo to finish speaking so I can talk to her about sourcing armour and weapons for my retinue.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph.” Resting her head on my shoulder, Mila is so utterly relaxed it’s almost comical, yet her face still maintains her customary frown. “Why would you ask Luo-Luo for something like this? Is she a blacksmith? No, she is not.”
 
  
 
 “She’s not a blacksmith, but she is a merchant, so unless you and your papa can craft a few hundred steel spears and breastplates before I head back out on patrol...”
 
  
 
 Mila’s dismissive snort draws everyone’s attention, but she remains blissfully unaware because her eyes are closed, thoroughly enjoying the massage. “As if I would waste my time making mundane weapons. Listen carefully beloved: mundane work is for mundane blacksmiths, understood?”
 
  
 
 “Yes beloved, but this doesn’t –”
 
  
 
 “Even with everyone busy meeting quotas, if I were to offer even the most basic Spiritual Weapon in trade, I could gather a thousand sets of armour and weapons within the week.” Opening her eyes, Mila smiles and blinks slowly to accentuate her point. “So why. Would you. Ask Luo-Luo. Instead of. Myself?”
 
  
 
 With Mila already so relaxed, there’s no point continuing the massage, so I pull her into my lap and she happily snuggles into my embrace. “My most humble and sincere apologies, my talented and intelligent beloved. I should have known better and gone to you first.” Maybe she can help with my other issues. “Would you happen to know how I request reinforcements? Do I put up a poster or something?”
 
  
 
 “Stoooo-pid. If you want trash reinforcements, then talk to Yuzhen. If you want stronger ones, then maybe ask Fung, Chu Tongzu, or better yet, Nian Zu. If you want elites, then swallow your pride and talk to Mama. With real Khishigs under your command, you will strike fear into the hearts of those worthless Defiled.”
 
  
 
 Fung’s on the front lines and I don’t know where his dad is, but Chu Tongzu should be in SuiHua... “Tempting as it is, I doubt any Khishigs will want to join my retinue.”
 
  
 
 “Oh beloved, perhaps I was wrong. You are not stupid, but brainless. You are not prideful, but simpleminded.” Biting me on the chin for emphasis, Mila growls and Sends, “Do you think no one wants to join your retinue? You are the Number One Talent in the Empire, but to our dismay, you represent the Bekhai with no Bekhai under your command. Shameful is what it is, and you are shameless for allowing it.” Releasing her toothy hold, she kisses it better before continuing. “You have stood on your own for long enough, and why you refuse to ask for help, I do not know, but it is high time you lowered your head and asked your people to fight at your side.”
 
  
 
 “But... after Sanshu, all of the Khishigs left my retinue when you did, and more recently, I figured no one would want to join because of the whole...” Almost exiled thing.
 
  
 
 “Idiot. Do you remember how you gathered the people for your first retinue?”
 
  
 
 “...Grand-Mentor made me fiscally responsible for them.”
 
  
 
 “No, you idiot! Well, yes, but that was not all. You asked them to join you and fight at your side. Did you ever ask any of the Bekhai?”
 
  
 
 “...No.” Shit, was it that easy?
 
  
 
 “So why not try?”
 
  
 
 “...Will you join my retinue, beloved?”
 
  
 
 The irony lost on Mila, my query earns me an elbow to the ribs. “Absolutely not. Stop asking. I will not fight in your shadow and beneath your command, for I will rise to glory on my own. And I want Song back when I do. Who knows what perverted thoughts you had while out on patrol, with poor, defenseless Song there to tempt you. It can’t have been easy on either of you, so its best if she fought at my side...”
 
  
 
 Laughing beneath my breath, I cuddle with Mila and listen to her scolding with a smile stretched across my face, wholly contented to be back with my loved ones again. With the war looming over our heads, who knows how many more peaceful days we have ahead, for the future looks grim and dark indeed. I have plenty of room to grow and much to learn, but even with a surplus of Heavenly Energy and the ability to send the Defiled fleeing by Devouring Spectres, I cannot imagine a future in which the Empire emerges victorious.
 
  
 
 There’s only so much I can do on my own, so unless I can discover a mundane weapon of mass destruction, its only a matter of time before the Defiled get their shit together and push through to Central, and when it finally happens, I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure my family emerges whole and unharmed.
 
  
 
 Even if I have to sacrifice the rest of the Empire to do it.
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 No matter how I look at him, Pong Pong doesn’t look like a creature standing at the pinnacle of strength.
 
  
 
 For starters, he’s tiny and not growing bigger at a noticeable rate. I’ve been tracking his growth with a piece of string, and after four months, he’s barely grown a centimetre from tip to tail despite devouring at least a hundred times his weight in shrimp. It’s almost like he doesn’t retain any nutrients and turns all his food into turtle poop, which begs the question if he even needs to eat. I wish he’d grow larger though, mostly because it’ll make him even stronger. Sure he can summon tidal waves to crush his foes, but Chi alone (or in his case, Heavenly Energy) can only go so far. Take Reinforcement for example. Being in peak physical condition for a human my size and age, I can deadlift close to three-hundred kilograms without using Chi. That number jumps closer to four-hundred while using Reinforcement at 30% effectiveness, but maxes out around four-fifty at 100% effectiveness. The important thing to note is that those numbers are a flat value contingent off of my base strength, meaning that if my physical condition deteriorates, Reinforcement becomes less effective. Knowing this, how much extra strength could Pong Pong possibly get from Reinforcing the muscles of a turtle measuring seven centimetres long?
 
  
 
 There’s something to be said about intimidation through sheer mass. Sweet and affable as she is, Ping Ping just seems so much scarier given her massive size, especially once you realize how much effort she puts into not accidentally killing things.
 
  
 
 Another thing which I found surprising was Pong Pong’s temperament. Less apex predator and more petulant teen, the little turtle is prone to long bouts of pouting when things don’t go his way, but is also incredibly forgiving and magnanimous. Even lovable Aurie will show a little fang if I clip his nails too short, but Pong Pong has the patience of a saint. I’ve legitimately stepped on the little guy and gotten nothing more than a dirty look and a sigh, though it could be because he wasn’t actually injured. While Reinforcement won’t help him much, Pong Pong has an incredible mastery over Deflection which he uses to great effect. We even made a game of it where I toss fruits and pebbles at him and he Deflects everything inedible while allowing the fruits to plink off his shell.
 
  
 
 It seems mean, but I think he enjoys the challenge, like being hand fed is too boring. Small turtle. Big mood.
 
  
 
 Then there’s how much he sleeps, which is a lot. Twenty plus hours a day whenever he can get away with it, which I have no idea how he managed out in the wild. Even lazy Mama Bun is awake more than he is, and no matter how indelicate she is with his sleeping shell, nothing she ever does will wake him. I’ve seen her cuddle him, groom him, drop him, and even gnaw on him, but still little Pong Pong continues to sleep, snoring away without a care in the world while tucked inside his intricately patterned shell. I’ve gotten so worried I’ve had Taduk check on him at least a dozen times to see if he’s still alive, but every time my teacher has given Pong Pong a clean bill of health and told me to let sleeping turtles lie.
 
  
 
 Gotta say, I’m kinda envious. The little guy’s got it made. If I wasn’t so concerned with keeping his power-level a secret, I’d charge him rent in the form of dead Defiled per month.
 
  
 
 In the end, Pong Pong is a little too smart to be considered a floof. I’m not talking about animal smart either, where he learns a few commands, does a couple tricks and everyone’s blown away. While intelligence is difficult to measure, Pong Pong’s abilities go beyond simple tool use, facial recognition, or clever problem solving, as he’s proven himself capable of abstract thinking and reasoning. For example, after we ran out of shrimp during our first patrol, Pong Pong learned to ration his favourite treat and pad his meals with other, less desirable foods like smoked fish and cabbage. It’s gotten to the point where I show him all the shrimp we have remaining and he’ll decide how much he wants to eat. He doesn’t divide it into equal daily portions, but he always leaves enough so he never has to go a day without shrimp. He even knows to start on the fresh shrimp first before moving onto the preserved stuff, though it could be more a matter of preference rather than understanding that food spoils.
 
  
 
 Although I’m not entirely sure how much of his cognitive abilities transfer to non-shrimp endeavours, all of this shows that his mental capabilities are far beyond most animals. It shouldn’t be so surprising considering Mahakala claimed intelligence correlated directly with chance for Ascension, but I’m still blown away by how reasonable the little turtle can be. He’ll make demands, like more shrimp, more Water Chi, or more scritches, but if I say no, then he’s willing to accept it, though perhaps not understanding why. It feels strange treating such an intelligent creature like a pet, but the way I rationalize it is that Pong Pong is smart enough to decide things for himself, and he’s decided that he likes letting me decide things for him. Where we go, when he poops, what he eats (so long as it includes shrimp), he accepts all the decisions I make regarding these minor issues without complaint.
 
  
 
 Which is good considering his last turtle temper tantrum almost got Ping Ping, myself, and a handful of Peak Experts killed.
 
  
 
 Sunning himself atop Zabu’s head, the tiny turtle in question surveys the land before him in a rare show of vigilance. Most days he prefers staying snuggled in Mama Bun’s embrace, but it appears the summer heat makes it too hot to spend nestled in rabbit fur. It’s that or Pong Pong’s feeling anxious because we’re back on the front lines again, but that might be me projecting my fears on him. Our month-long vacation in SuiHua felt far too short, but in our absence, the Defiled threat continued to grow unchecked. Now it’s the tail end of the eighth month and the small war-bands have been replaced by large tribes of Defiled, complete with Elite warriors, capable Champions, cunning Commanders, and even the odd Demon or two, marking a critical period in this war for survival. While a true, cohesive army like the ones we faced at Sanshu or the Wall has yet to present itself, these Defiled tribes are far more organized than the feral gangs which came before them. Most Captains can do little except retreat in the face of such overwhelming numbers, while even the most veteran Senior Captains are under pressure to perform.
 
  
 
 And today, I get to find out why firsthand.
 
  
 
 Seconds after Pong Pong hops into Mama Bun’s embrace, I receive a Sending from my old travelling companion and new scout leader. “Enemy forces inbound from east-north-east,” Orgaal Sends, wholly professional despite taking orders from a kid half his age, “Clumped up and close to three-thousand strong, possibly more trailing behind.”
 
  
 
 One hell of a welcome party for our first day back on patrol, but we didn’t spend our vacation twiddling our thumbs. After Sending orders through Jochi to Orgaal to have his scouts swing around to investigate, I lift Unity high, and shout “Warriors of the Empire, prepare for battle!”
 
  
 
 The violence and bloodshed is abhorrent, but there are certain aspects of warfare which I’m utterly in love with. Watching so many soldiers move into formation at my command is high among them, though I miss the first part while handing Mama Bun, Pong Pong, and Blackjack over to Ping Ping for safekeeping. Gotta protect the few floofs I’ve brought, and even Roc’s flock seems aware of the danger, landing to perch atop the big girl’s shell. Guan Suo will keep them safe if things get rough, but I’m confident my retinue won’t need help from the surly, ragged Expert.
 
  
 
 Under Song’s leadership, Red One, Green One, and Orange One bring their Death Corps to the front with polearms at the ready. As I ride past to mark the battle lines, I see Orange Squad chomping at the bit for their first taste of warfare. I left them behind during our first tour in Sinuji and their hawk-nosed leader all but demanded to take part in the next. Still, despite her squad’s rookie status and eagerness to prove themselves, Orange One keeps her people in line with ease, each of them no less disciplined than their more veteran comrades in Red and Green squads, which is good to see considering they form the backbone of my front line.
 
  
 
 If only I could get more...
 
  
 
 Behind them, my light infantry gathers for battle, albeit with far less discipline. Wang Bao’s bunch were always a rough and motley crew, but they’ve risen to a whole new level of organized chaos after being bolstered by reinforcements hailing from Sanshu. In the wake of the clusterfuck brought about by Yo Ling, Magistrate Chu Tongzu replenished his depleted City Guard ranks by offering amnesty to everyone who showed up to fight and signed up for duty. Perhaps having bitten off more than he could chew, the rotund Magistrate was more than happy to dump a hundred or so ‘rehabilitated’ bandits into my retinue, led by an unfamiliar face bearing a familiar name. A one-time sergeant of the City Guard, Chun Yimu shares the same name as my old war-buddy former Lieutenant Colonel and current Guard Captain Chun Yimu, so you can imagine my disappointment upon discovering I wasn’t getting a Lieutenant Colonel to boss around. To make matters worse, this discount Junior Yimu is nothing like his uncle and namesake, a lazy shirker who’d rather spend his time losing a fortune dicing with Viyan and Birca instead of seeing to his actual responsibilities.
 
  
 
 At least the Magistrate was upfront regarding his intentions. Having seen the magic I can work with ‘undisciplined chaff’ (his words, not mine), he hoped I could do the same with Junior Yimu’s bunch, and I can’t say I blame him. It took Rustram and Wang Bao an entire week to get those former bandits under control, though part of it was due to old rivalries. Despite his new look and attitude, Wang Bao’s old rivals from the Crossbone Corsairs weren’t fooled for a second, which led to a tense few minutes during which I debated executing a hundred (mostly) innocent newcomers to keep them silent and damaging my relationship with the Magistrate in the process. Thankfully, the new influx of bandits were no strangers to turning coat and settled their differences with a few smacks to the face, mostly delivered by Wang Bao, though Rustram gave a fair few himself. I still don’t trust the majority of them to stick around when the fighting gets tough, especially Junior Yimu who apparently pissed himself when the Corsairs surged into the city gate he was stationed at during the Battle for Sanshu. The former sergeant denies it of course, but methinks the coward doth protests too much.
 
  
 
 To make up for sending me a bunch of uncouth marauders, Chu Tongzu dispatched another familiar name to join my retinue, one far more welcome in these trying times. Guiding his elite heavy cavalry to the northern flank, Chu XinYue offers a smile and salute as he prepares his people for battle, happy to fight by my side once again after our victory in Sanshu. Loosely related to the Magistrate, XinYue shares Tongzu’s prodigious height and girth, a chubby, red faced Major who only recently condensed his Aura and joined the Empire’s Roll of Experts, but has been capable of External Chi usage for some years now. Honestly, I should probably be taking commands from him, but he wouldn’t have it, claiming he was much better suited to serving under myself or Rustram. Luckily, I know how to take a hint and placed Dastan under his command instead of the reverse. The moustached axe-man didn’t like it much, but time and time again, Dastan has proven himself too emotional and impetuous for command. As a warrior, his future is limitless, but as a commander, he doesn’t always make the best decisions.
 
  
 
 Which is probably a good thing. If he weren’t, then he wouldn’t have given up his squad’s overwhelming advantage to fight Fung one-on-one outside Sanshu, and I would’ve lost my first, non-Bekhai friend.
 
  
 
 ...Not that I have many Bekhai friends. More now, I hope.
 
  
 
 Riding past XinYue’s bunch, I join up with Bulat leading the rest of my quin riders. Jorani, Chey, Ral, Siyar, Erkin, Awdar, and a few other familiar faces grin in greeting, while Lang Yi and Lang Er sit perfectly still atop their quins, sweet, friendly creatures freed up from wagon duty by Moomie’s herd. Also joining the quin riders are the rest of the Khishig newcomers. Without me showing up to make a personal request for aid, Akanai could only scrounge up fifty Khishigs willing to join me, which was fifty more than I expected. Some served with me in Sanshu, while others I vaguely recognize as my peers, but most are loose acquaintances from the village. There’s Alsantset’s gorgeous, amber-eyed friend Maral, who I thought hated me for ogling, and her brown-eyed husband Gansun, who I know hates me for ogling. Looking past their hostile gazes, I look to the more friendly faces in the crowd. Agadei, Kiril, Hadai, and Tuya are regular visitors at Charok’s workplace, while Altan, Tomor, and Mugi are Yan’s friends from the orphanage, all much friendlier than Maral and Gansun. The rest of my Khishigs seem more or less ambivalent, joining my retinue either because Akanai asked or because they’re eager for battle. Regardless of their personal feelings towards me, their bows and scouting expertise are welcome additions to my retinue, and they’re happy to share their knowledge with their comrades in arms, the most valuable of which is how to best control the squeaky, furry, adorable quins and turn them into weapons of death and destruction.
 
  
 
 Mostly, their advice boils down to keep the quins hungry, a practice I find horrific and inhumane. How can anyone bear to deny those adorable floofs a full belly?
 
  
 
 Though I should never say this out loud, there are two recent additions who I value above all others. At first glance, nothing about Jigari or Abjiya really stands out. They don’t have Orgaal’s dependable composure or Ulfsaar’s silent confidence, nor are they large and intimidating like Chu XinYue or dangerously attractive like Maral. Clad in their light, summer robes, Jigari and Abjiya could even be mistaken for commoners if not for their Chi-Perfect features and bulging belt pouches overflowing with herbs, poultices, bandages, and anything else they might require.
 
  
 
 Yes. It’s true. I, the Undying Falling Rain, finally have a Healer in my retinue. Two no less.
 
  
 
 I was pretty surprised to find two healers in addition to the fifty Khishig newcomers, but apparently if it weren’t for Tokta putting his foot down and limiting it to two, I would’ve had more Healers than actual warriors coming to join me. Not because they’re my fans, no, but because they’re fans of Medical Saint Taduk. As sweet and goofy as he is, my teacher’s quirky behaviour makes me look like a social butterfly with charisma up the wazoo, and a chance to learn from him was too enticing to pass up for newbie Healers like Jigari and Abjiya. Personally, I think Tokta is an exceptional, if overly sadistic, instructor, but regardless of their intentions, I’m glad to have them both aboard and hope they’ll be enough to keep everyone alive.
 
  
 
 Even though I know it won’t.
 
  
 
 After months of patrols and battles, the prairie grass no longer restricts our view and the Defiled army jogs into sight from four or five kilometres away. The grass is still tall enough to hide in if you were to crouch, but the Defiled aren’t big on hiding which is why we have so much time to prepare. Not a second goes wasted as my people follow through on their training, but we’re ready long before the Defiled are even close to bow range, giving me plenty of time to study the Enemy. Once again, these Defiled are primarily of the desert-dwelling variety, and while they appear more professional than the ones we fought last time around, they’re still nowhere close to what I would call appropriately armed. Their weapons are largely improvised and what little armour they have is ragged leather or crude bone. They have no cavalry, no scouts, no standards, and no formations, pretty much nothing to differentiate them from an unruly mob. It doesn’t make sense. The first few groups I can understand, but how did a three-thousand strong tribe of Defiled fail to find even a single piece of armour or weaponry during their long trek through the Western Province? They’re murderous, not stupid. They wouldn’t leave serviceable gear to rust on the battlefield, so it begs the question: where has all the gear gone?
 
  
 
 Personally, I’m hoping they used it all in some grotesque sculpture or macabre totem or something, because the alternative is too bleak to think about.
 
  
 
 When the Defiled are a kilometre away, Sai Chou scores the first kill with her new Bekhai bow, a double recurve composite longbow taller than she is. The draw strength is too much for me to handle more than once or twice, but the grungy woods-maiden stands high on her wagon and fires off three more shots without slowing, each one finding its target true. As the Enemy speeds up their pace and more archers find their range, a symphony of bowstrings sound out, the Khishigs atop their quins and the protectorate atop their wagons letting loose at the encroaching sea of Defiled. There will be no organized duels today, no quiet exhibition of blades, for we are fresh and well-rested and they are close to their destination. With a series of mechanical clicks, hundreds of crossbow strings ratchet into place and add their quarrels to the hail of arrows, while the Defiled dead disappear beneath the unclad feet of their comrades, like raindrops disappearing into the ocean.
 
  
 
 When the Defiled charge into the readied polearms of the Death Corps, their three-thousand strong horde is already at half-strength, if not less. Already in motion, XinYue raises his hammer and thunders into the fray, crashing into the mass of bodies and carving a swathe deep through their lines. On the southern flank, Moomie leads a similar charge pulling a hundred kilos of iron and more than double that in half-bear behind him. The angry bull flattens everyone in his path, and those lucky enough to avoid him are cut down by spinning, meter-long blades affixed to the wheels, leaving precious little for Ulfsaar to do. Accompanied by nine companion vehicles and dozens more of their mounted brethren, Ulfsaar and Moomie are barely slowed as they trample unchecked through the Defiled tribesmen, moving so quickly XinYue is forced to turn his cavalry around retreat back the way they came lest his cavalry fall victim to the stomping hooves and scything blades of my cattle-driven chariots.
 
  
 
 Note to self: Give Moomie more scritches, and maybe a helmet and breastplate. He’s fucking worth it.
 
  
 
 Also, leave a clear path for the chariots. Cattle aren’t great at cornering.
 
  
 
 Less than a minute has passed since battle was joined, and already we’re in the endgame. While Wang Bao strides forth to join the fray with his mangy marauders and Bulat leads the voracious quins to encircle the Enemy, I open wide and Devour all the delicious, delectable Spectres before basking in the sensation of a job well done. Honestly, I don’t understand what all the fuss was about. So what if there are more Defiled? I’ve got soldiers, cavalry, armour, crossbows, healers, most importantly, cattle. Forget the chariots, I should just let the cows group together and fuck the Defiled up while we fill the survivors with arrows. If cattle are peasant animals and bows are peasant weapons, then it won’t be long before the peasants usher in a regime change. Who needs a wall? I’d rather arm every one of those poor labourers with a crossbow and all the bolts they can carry. Let’s see how many Defiled remain after getting hit with a million bolts every ten seconds.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 I wonder if I can train cattle to Lighten and launch them at the enemy using some sort of cow catapult...
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 The heady rush of battle drains away, leaving concern and self-condemnation in its wake.
 
  
 
 As much as I often dread it, I’ve never felt more alive than in the midst of battle with my heart pounding and mind racing, a primal thrill I can’t get anywhere else. Physiologically, the why is easy enough to explain. In response to stress or excitement, the body produces adrenaline, nature’s little pick-me-up which gives you the extra edge you need in a fight-or-flight situation. It kicks your body into overdrive and unlocks your full potential, allowing you to carry out incredible feats of strength and stamina. For a while, it lets you become more than what you were, hitting harder and reacting faster while your razor-sharp focus renders fear, pain, and fatigue to mere suggestions rather than driving motivations. It’s one hell of a drug, but the after-effects are a real bitch to deal with.
 
  
 
 While burning off the last of the adrenaline, you sweat like a snowman in summer, yet somehow feel cold all over, but this is only the beginning. Your lungs burn as you pant for breath and the sudden drop in blood pressure and sugar leaves you light-headed and shaky. Colours dim and senses dull, but your mind and heart continue to race, and without a thousand different details to keep track of, you can’t help poring over the last few minutes, hours, or days, and fixating on all your failures as you wait for the butcher’s bill. Should you have insisted on heavier armour for Phoenix squad? Mobility is nice, but protection is better, because even if steel plate is next to useless against Spiritual Weapons or superhuman strength, it still works against the majority of the Defiled. Was it really the best option to have everyone stand here to absorb the charge? If you led your quin riders out to harass the approaching Defiled and baited them into an early rush, then you could’ve led them on a merry chase around the plains of Sinuji and left them tired, strung out, and vulnerable to your cavalry and chariots. Or maybe if you figured out how to wield your reservoir of Heavenly Energy, you could give up this farce and have the power to protect your family, your retinue, hell, maybe even the Empire itself.
 
  
 
 I dunno how everyone else deals with the post-battle plunge, but redirecting aggression to anxiety is how I manage. There was a time when Baledagh would chime in to console me. “What of our glorious victory, Brother?” he would ask, before clamouring on about how he gutted one Champion or bested another with child-like glee. At first glance, it comes off as dark and edgy, but after going through the wringer my first time around Sinuji, I sort of understand why. With all the death and bloodshed going on, it’s almost necessary to focus on the positives lest you become overwhelmed by the negatives. Without Blobby’s miraculous intervention, there’s no doubt I would’ve gone full Defiled, but Baledagh was how I applied the lessons I’d learned but couldn’t put into practice. Glorifying combat is one way to deal with all the horrible things we soldiers must face, though I will admit Baledagh was probably a bit overboard. To this day, I’m still not sure if I was pretending to enjoy the fighting or actually enjoyed it, but there are lessons I can take from the whole experience. There’s nothing wrong with enjoying battle and bloodshed, I just need to tone down the zeal and be as murderous as Fung, BoShui, or Zian.
 
  
 
 Well... Maybe not BoShui and Zian because I’m pretty sure they’re both fixing to slaughter their respective Patriarchs. Then again, those Society assholes kinda have it coming.
 
  
 
 ...Hey, would you look at that. I’m already adapting!
 
  
 
 My two Healers and their assistants are all hard at work fixing up various wounds and lacerations, and although I could pitch in and help, my presence tends to do more harm than good. Not because I’m a terrible medic, but for some strange reason, when I’m in earshot, the wounded have a tendency to lie about the severity of their injuries and try to get away with as little treatment as possible. I don’t know if it’s their overblown pride or pure stupidity, but either way, Abjiya has forbidden me from helping out. Whatever respect she has for Teacher, it clearly hasn’t improved her opinion of me as the irritable, bob-haired Healer has no qualms against giving me a public tongue lashing should I intrude upon her domain or even glance in her general direction.
 
  
 
 I wouldn’t exactly call her a bitch, but if Abjiya were from the modern world, she’d be a total Karen.
 
  
 
 To this end, instead of lending a hand with the injured soldiers, I run over to check on Moomie and friends. Although the actual fighting went off without a hitch, like me, cattle don’t seem to be the best at dealing with post-battle trauma. Unhitched from his chariot, Moomie huffs and puffs while glaring at the dead Defiled, scraping his hoof as if the corpses aren’t trampled enough for his tastes. Standing at his side, Ulfsaar looks tiny in comparison as he strokes the bloody bull’s neck, but Moomie could hardly care less. Eyes wide and tail lashing, the massive bovine swings his head to and fro and utters low pitched moans of obvious pain, a scene which breaks my soft, fragile heart.
 
  
 
 Am I a horrible person for making Moomie fight? My overabundance of empathy has always been a real problem, but since I can no longer hide away from the world, I’ve been working on it the best I can. I still can’t slaughter docile animals for food and I have to avoid looking at beggars or slaves else I feel compelled to help, but I no longer memorize the faces of everyone I kill or feel crippled by intense guilt when one of my soldiers die. That said, there are certain aspects of myself I expect will never change, because even if I became the most tyrannical and merciless commander in existence, I doubt I’ll ever be able to remain indifferent to an animal in distress.
 
  
 
 Ulfsaar greets me with a cursory salute and I motion for him to step back in case things go horrifically wrong. Gingerly approaching the towering bull at a diagonal, I use my friendliest and most soothing voice and say, “Hey big guy. You’re okay now, the fight’s over. No one’s going to hurt you anymore.” I could use my Aura to calm him down, but it doesn’t always work out the way I’d expect. Cattle are fairly stubborn and single-minded, so even using Aura at full-blast might not change his mood for the better while covered in blood and gore. Tracking my approach with vigilant intensity, Moomie shies away and I stop in place, waiting so he can get used to my presence. It doesn’t take long, and the sweet boy ambles forward to rest his head into my waiting hands, bellowing softly as I stroke his muzzle and massage his cheeks. Only now do I see the source of his distress, as not all the blood belongs to his enemies. Sporting a gash on his forehead and a series of cuts on his shoulders and flanks, none of the injuries are fatal, but if he were a person, Moomie would probably need a few dozen stitches at the minimum.
 
  
 
 Then again... why shouldn’t I stitch him up?
 
  
 
 It takes some effort to get the massive bull to lie down, and even more effort to get him to accept the needle, but he’s more trusting than my other floofs. Even well-trained Zabu is still wary about letting me touch his teeth, but Moomie barely flinches after the first six or seven stitches and instead closes his eyes to snuggle in my lap. Once the cut on his forehead is taken care of, I switch places with Ulfsaar to work on Moomie’s other injuries and the hulking half-bear surprises me by cradling the sweet bull close like a favoured pet. Putting them together has paid off in spades, though I probably should’ve expected as much. While fierce and murderous in battle, it’s almost like Ulfsaar has two separate personalities, much like I had with Baledagh and Brother. At his core, he’s a kind, devoted man who loves his wife and treats his comrades like family, so why wouldn’t he grow attached to Moomie? Now, Ulfsaar can direct his brutal rage towards a more benevolent purpose, to protect his cattle and keep them from harm. Besides, everyone loves cuddles and cattle are incredibly affectionate.
 
  
 
 It’s a little disappointing, but I might have to add beef to my forbidden foods alongside roosequin, rabbit, bear, and wildcat. Luckily, chickens are stupid, goats are jerks, I hate pigs, and carnugators are ugly and delicious, which means I’ll never have to worry about going full vegetarian.
 
  
 
 If only cows weren’t so damned delicious...
 
  
 
 It takes ninety-seven stitches to finish patching Moomie up, and once finished with the last, I double check my work before moving on, but the wound on his forehead gives me pause. Concerned by my startled expression, Ulfsaar grunts in question, but I wave his worries aside. “It’s nothing,” I say, lacking the ability to non-verbally communicate my next thoughts. “Surprised is all. His cuts are already starting to heal over. They’re still raw and in danger of infection, but the bleeding has stopped and I can already see signs of mending. At this rate, I’ll probably have to remove the stitches tomorrow morning.” Giving Moomie’s ears a rub, I ask, “Aren’t you a talented bull? You already know how to Heal.”
 
  
 
 Coughing in embarrassment, Ulfsaar catches my eye and subtly shakes his head and his implication is immediately clear. “You’re Healing him? Since when were you a Healer?” Shaking his head again, he adds a shy scratch of his beard and grimaces. After a moment of thought, I untangle Ulfsaar’s message. “Oh, you’re not ‘Healing’ Healing, you’re... uh... yea.” Even though no one would understand the meaning of ‘Panacea’, I refrain from saying it out loud in case GangShu or one of his minions are listening in, but Ulfsaar’s accomplishment is impressive. I didn’t even know he could use Chi externally, but I suppose it makes sense considering he’s like a billion years old. Well, fifty something, but close enough. Whatever. While Panacea based Healing is slower than traditional Healing, Moomie’s injuries will be fixed within a day or two. “Make sure you don’t tire yourself out, but great work.”
 
  
 
 Ulfsaar responds with a smile that says my praise and advice are unneeded, but appreciated nonetheless. I don’t know how he does it, but the man can convey a thousand words with a single glance, another skill which I am dying to learn. Leaving him with a promise to look into cattle barding, I check on the other animals, but most will do fine without care except for Neera’s mount, a reddish-brown cow I’ve affectionately named Wendy who took a spear to the shoulder. Concerned the deep puncture could lame her, I place a hand on her neck and close my eyes before reaching for Balance to try and Heal the big girl’s injury. It would never work with traditional Healing because that requires the Healer to have a comprehensive understanding of the subject’s physiology, but lack of knowledge doesn’t matter with Panacea. Cattle and people are similar enough. We have skin, muscles, blood, and most importantly, bones. All I need to do is direct my Chi to Wendy’s bones and instruct them to produce Panacea and the rest will take care of itself.
 
  
 
 Long minutes pass without success, but it’s hardly unexpected. I’d be more surprised if I succeeded on my first try, because unlike Healing myself, I can’t envision Wendy’s injuries. When directing my Chi throughout my body, I don’t exactly get a mental image of all my injuries, but it’s close enough. Rather than looking at an x-ray, it’s more of a general feeling about what’s wrong, sensations which my brain translates into actual information using past experience and unfounded guesswork. Mostly, I grade my injuries by colour, with red being fully functional and increasing in severity as you move up the colour spectrum. For example, bruising is yellow, internal bleeding would be green, and blue is usually fractured or broken bones. It’s not entirely accurate, but it works well enough.
 
  
 
 With Wendy, I get none of that. No matter how hard I try to direct my Chi through her body, there isn’t even a hint of knowledge regarding her condition. I mean, I know she has a punctured shoulder because I saw it with my eyes, but my Chi is giving me bupkis. I’m not even sure if it’s even making it past her hide. For all I know, it’s turning back into Heavenly Energy the moment it escapes the confines of my body, but regardless of my lack of success, I continue to try and hope for the best. Only stopping after emptying half my Chi reserves, I see no change in Wendy’s wound, so I hobble her leg to keep weight off the injury and leave Neera to Heal her with Panacea.
 
  
 
 It’s fine. Failure today does not mean you lack ability. Besides Ulfsaar, Neera, and the two Healers, there probably isn’t another person in your retinue who can Heal externally with Panacea, though Chu XinYue could probably manage it if someone taught him the method, but he’s like thirty or something. You’re nineteen (physically), with only seven years of training. Even your overly optimistic teacher thinks it’ll be years before you’ll become a true Healer, so don’t be so hard on yourself. Give it five to ten years before you condemn yourself as a worthless, untalented hack.
 
  
 
 Two hours later, once the clean up is finished and we’ve resumed our patrol, I do something I’ve avoided for months now. Calling Daxian over, I share my thoughts on integrating hit-and-run quin tactics and ask for his advice. I hate doing it, mostly because of his stupid, smug face and holier-than-thou attitude, but Jochi and Argat know next to nothing regarding tactical warfare and XinYue thinks I can do no wrong and agrees with every suggestion I make. Even if Daxian pisses me off, he’s the best candidate to bounce ideas off of, mostly because he delights in pointing out all my mistakes. Keeping with tradition, the pinched-face rat bastard scowls from atop his warhorse as if I suggested he eat shit and says, “Hard to say if the benefits outweigh the costs.”
 
  
 
 As far as his responses go, this one is fairly positive. No name calling, no eye rolling, no muttering beneath his breath, and best of all, no instant rejection. “Explain.”
 
  
 
 Taking a deep breath in preparation, Daxian launches into a lengthy lecture. “In pitched battle, your stratagem would undoubtedly be effective assuming the Enemy lacks light cavalry of their own and doesn’t have hidden soldiers lying in ambush. While your use of ranged weapons lacks honour and shames me to the core, your suggestion is not a terrible one. It touches upon one of The Three Hunting Strategies of Huang Shaotian, ‘Deception and Control’. More specifically, this pertains to ‘Feint East, Strike West’, in that you draw the Enemy’s attention with one force and strike with a second where they least expect it. A fairly basic concept but one deserving of praise when coming from your lips, especially considering how you’ve probably never touched a tactical manual, much less read one.”
 
  
 
 This is why no one likes him. Daxian the Virtuous, more like Daxian the Smug, Arrogant, Haughty Bastard, though that probably wouldn’t fit on his breastplate.
 
  
 
 Enjoying this far too much, Daxian continues, “While your suggestion is reasonable, you must understand by now that we are not fighting a simple pitched battle. Though I admit the Bekhai scouts excel at their job, you would be remiss to underestimate the Defiled. They are a canny, cagey bunch, and it wouldn’t surprise me if they sprung out around us after weeks of hiding beneath the earth. Here on the front lines, the Enemy can attack at any time and from any direction, which means your suggestion exposes your light cavalry to unnecessary risk. Not only this, it is not a single unified force we must concern ourselves with, but a multitude of uncoordinated tribes and war-bands. What would happen if you exhaust your mounts in one battle only to stumble across a second a few hours later? Disaster, that is what.” Grimacing as if it hurts to say, Daxian adds, “You’ve done well enough thus far against the rabble. No need to overthink things until we face more organized foes, but if you’d like to educate yourself, I can lend you my copy of The Three Hunting Strategies. Penned by Li QiYi himself, it includes the great general’s personal notes to clarify and expand upon the original work.”
 
  
 
 “Thank you,” I say, and somehow, I even sound like I mean it. “But perhaps when we go on break.” Huang Shaotian might’ve understood warfare, but he certainly didn’t understand brevity considering he wrote like he was being paid by the word. I’ve tried reading his book a dozen different times, but I’ve never made it past the first chapter of flowery language and rambling tangents, which is before he even starts in on the idioms and anecdotes.
 
  
 
 “Then heed my words and I shall endeavour to explain the intricacies of Three Hunting Strategies. Before we speak of warfare, one must first understand...”
 
  
 
 A man deeply in love with the sound of his voice, Daxian expounds on the art of war while I try not to cut myself. I’d tell him to stop, but some of what he says actually makes sense, so I suffer in silence for the better part of an hour until a Sending from Orgaal arrives and I have a reason to interrupt. “We’ll have to resume the lesson another time.” Like when hell freezes over. “It seems we have allies to the north in need of assistance.” And thank the Mother for that. Another hour of Daxian’s lecturing and I might’ve shit out a Spectre or five. I can’t cleanse people of snobbery, but I’m more than willing to hold him underwater and try until he stops kicking.
 
  
 
 God I hate Daxian so much… if only I didn’t respect him too.
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 “Come, soldiers of Sanshu. We have been honoured with an appointment to the vanguard, so let us ride forth to glory!”
 
  
 
 Smothering the urge to scowl or spit, Dastan watched the new arrivals cheer and after their towering, silver-tongued leader, the barrel-chested Chu XinYue. Just shy of thirty years and already a Major if one could believe it, which Dastan most certainly didn’t. It was undoubtedly nepotism which secured XinYue his current rank, promoted beyond his expertise thanks to a loose relation to a corrupt City Magistrate. Leadership abilities aside, nothing about the rotund, red-faced man-child suggested he could kill or even slow the weakest of Demons unless it stopped mid-battle to consume his girthy corpse. Swaddled in silks beneath his dazzling black and gold armour, XinYue certainly looked the part of heroic warrior, and it made for a touching tale to hear how the nephew of the Unstoppable Golden Vanguard had taken up his uncle’s mantle, but it was all pomp and pageantry without substance. To start, he wasn’t even that closely related to the Magistrate, and after hours sweltering beneath the summer sun and a brief and intense clash with the Defiled, the hefty hero no longer looked so imposing. His colourful silks were soaked with sweat and blood and his polished armour streaked with dirt and viscera, but even whilst immaculate, his appearance failed to hold up to inspection. A discerning eye could easily find where the golden breastplate had been stretched and mended to make room for XinYue’s broad belly, and no amount of facial hair could conceal his bulbous nose or chubby cheeks.
 
  
 
 Better if he switched his open-faced helmet for a full-faced one, assuming he could find one large enough to fit his fat head.
 
  
 
 Most damning of all, Dastan had seen Magistrate Chu Tongzu before, a heavy-set, pot-bellied fatty who made XinYue look positively dainty. Forget riding in the vanguard, Chu Tongzu would be lucky to find a horse strong enough to carry him without breaking its back, which was why the mantle had to be passed down even though the Magistrate was in the prime of life. The greatest blacksmith in the world couldn’t stretch his old armour to fit his current frame, but even a middling politician could spin dog shit into solid gold. A fat man handing down his armour to a less-fat relative became a passing of a mantle from ‘seasoned veteran’ to ‘rising dragon’, and an unqualified Field Officer sent to curry favour was instead a young Major humble enough to serve and protect the Imperial Consort, Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Gluttonous and shameless, truly a winning combination.
 
  
 
 At least XinYue’s heavy-cavalry were stalwart and dependable. A hundred veteran Elites with forty-three Spiritual Weapons, thirty of which were pole-arms crafted for mounted combat, this was a retinue to be proud of, one Dastan had once dreamed of commanding. Those dreams were dead and gone now, for he’d lost the boss’s respect with his repeated blunders during their first foray on the front lines. Less than a quarter of his original retinue remained, the last of his comrades from the defunct Golden Highland’s Coalition, a detail which had not escaped notice. More than one new arrival had called him the ‘Golden Highland’s Golden Boy’, muttered like a curse as he passed by, and his people had all gotten worse. In the eyes of the victors, Dastan and his comrades were traitors or possibly even Defiled in hiding, untrustworthy despite their Oaths because they stood on Yo Ling’s side during the Battle for Sanshu.
 
  
 
 No one cared to remember Dastan Zhandos had rebelled for a good cause or that he’d been tricked into serving his Defiled Masters. All that mattered was he stood against the victors and alongside the Enemy.
 
  
 
 Considering how events unfolded, Dastan didn’t blame them for their enmity. Though he regretted his decision to stand with the Coalition after learning they’d allied themselves with Butcher Bay, his core principles remained unchanged. Something had to be done about the rampant corruption and inequality in the Empire, and Sanshu had been the shining example of greed and discrimination. City walls were meant to shelter the weak and vulnerable from the dangers of the wild north, but Magistrate Chu Tongzu drove them out and turned Sanshu into a haven for the wealthy alone. How many lives had been lost to wild animals and bandit raids in the years since? No one would ever know because no one cared enough to keep count, but Dastan had seen the conditions those poor people lived in and to this day, the scenes from the Purge still haunted his nightmares. It rankled his nerves to see the fat greedy Magistrate emerge a hero from the whole debacle, especially since his decisions were largely responsible for Butcher Bay’s rise and the subsequent fallout.
 
 Were it not for his Oaths, Dastan would’ve happily traded his life to bring down Chu Tongzu, for this was a travesty which he could not stomach.
 
  
 
 No, he couldn’t think like this. Circumstances had changed and Sanshu was on the mend, so from the looks of things, Tongzu had merely been a puppet, one now dancing to Marshal Yuzhen’s more amicable tune. Killing the man would be pointless and might even interfere with the good Marshal’s hard work, so Dastan reined in his temper. Choking on dust, shame, and vitriol, he fell in with his cohorts at the end of the column and lamented his failures for the umpteenth time. Though schooled in the art of command, Dastan had erred greatly in melding with his feeble-minded Natal Soul during battle, for the diminutive fellow had no head for strategy, a trait which carried over whenever they worked in harmony. The Natal Soul quite literally lived for battle and its reckless desire to close with the Enemy caused Dastan to figuratively lose his head more than once. Many a sleepless night had been spent tossing and turning in deliberation over Vichear’s warnings of madness and loss of control, but rather than claim the Natal Soul took over, it would be more accurate to say Dastan had been infected by its boundless enthusiasm which caused him to charge headlong into danger without regard for risk or reward.
 
  
 
 When they were one, all he wanted to do was fight and kill, which cost him the lives of his men and the privilege of command.
 
  
 
 A demotion which came too late, if he were being honest. The boss was a kind man, but Dastan should’ve been stripped of command after returning from their first patrol. If not for Jorani’s timely rescue, he would’ve lost the boss’s entire heavy cavalry detachment which was only the greatest of his blunders. In the weeks since, Dastan had yet to discover a means to temper his Natal Soul’s passion with caution and resorted to confining his Natal Soul within his Palace, but the damage had been done. Even before XinYue arrived, Dastan expected he would be replaced, though he believed the boss would take direct control or pass it to Daxian. Even Sahb would be a better choice than XinYue.
 
  
 
 Perhaps if the fat bastard died in combat, Dastan would have command back...
 
  
 
 In light of his previous fears and current difficulties, Dastan stopped teaching others to form Natal Souls after Vichear strong-armed the information out of him. He considered broaching the topic with his peers or even the boss himself, but cowardice and uncertainty stilled his tongue. The boss might not even be aware of his condition and bringing it up could send him into a spiral of self-doubt or worse, something the Empire could ill-afford in these trying times. Ulfsaar and Wang Bao couldn’t be relied upon, for Dastan had inadvertently lied when he claimed this method was a Bekhai secret, so telling them it might be flawed could send them or Neera spilling their guts to the boss. He hadn’t seen BoShui or Vichear in months, which left only Sahb to compare notes with, but the unremarkable man had experienced none of the same problems. To hear him tell it, his Natal Soul was blank and emotionless, more statue than sentient being, not unlike the man himself. Both methods had their advantages and disadvantages, for while Sahb’s blank puppet of a Natal Soul did not affect his emotions or thought processes, it also laid dormant without direction, while Dastan’s childish and simple-minded Natal Soul was always practising the Forms and had long since surpassed him in mastery and Insight.
 
  
 
 Knowing his mount would follow Sahb’s lead, Dastan closed his eyes and looked in on his sweet mental son, hard at work sparring against his conjured, shadowy opponents with axe and shield. If Dastan were to solely focus on becoming a duellist, then his Natal Soul was undoubtedly superior, but it rendered him unsuitable for command. While unable to provide passive Insights into the Forms, Sahb’s Natal Soul left his mind unaffected and also gave him unprecedented control over Chi. When joined, he could Reinforce a single part of his body, Amplify on command, Hone only a single edge of his axe, or even Send a single message to multiple people at the same time, provided he had direct physical contact with each recipient. Dastan was tempted to test the waters and craft a second Natal Soul based on Sahb’s archetype, but he decided to hold off until he had a chance to speak with Vichear in person.
 
  
 
 This was too dangerous a topic to entrust to ink and parchment, as any letter he wrote would likely be intercepted and copied by agents of meddlesome nobles.
 
  
 
 The familiar questions rattled through his mind, one after the other. What sort of Natal Souls did the others have? Was there an archetype superior to all others? Nothing could be gleaned regarding those not stationed on the front lines, but Ulfsaar’s Natal Soul was undoubtedly a murderous beast, powerful without compare but almost utterly mindless and consumed with rage. At least the hulking half-bear seemed to have things under control, but the rest were unknowns; Wang Bao grew stronger with each passing day and Neera stood at the precipice of greatness, while tales of BoShui’s heroic accomplishments were the talk of Sinuji, though admittedly mostly due to the entertaining rivalry between him and Tam Taewoong, yet their improvements were mundane enough that it couldn’t be attributed to a Natal Soul without further proof.
 
  
 
 As for the boss? Dastan hardly saw any evidence of a second personality anymore, leaving him to worry if he’d wandered off course from the proper Martial Path and merely stumbled upon something that worked.
 
  
 
 Putting his worries aside, Dastan intended to withdraw from his Natal Palace when he noticed something strange about the shadowy enemies. As he drew in for a closer look, the Natal Soul finally noticed Dastan’s presence and paused its sparring to smile and wave. Frozen in mid-attack, the oddly familiar sparring opponents came into full view and he winced in embarrassment, for his tiny mental son had been hard at work cutting down replicas of a Chu Tongzu and his horde of XinYues. “You can’t do this,” he admonished, and the miniature him had the good sense to look ashamed. “Even though I dislike them, XinYue is our superior officer and the rank must be respected, while Tongzu is the boss’s ally and no longer our concern.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks puffed in vexation, the Natal Soul refused to meet Dastan’s eye but Chu Tongzu’s features shifted to match Major XiaoGong’s, Dastan’s one-time idol turned Defiled filth (and later Demon under torture), while all the XinYues in the arena became faceless Defiled grunts. A chill ran down his spine as he considered the implications of this discovery, his mind spinning from the circular reasoning. Was his Natal Soul influencing his emotional state, or was his emotional state influencing the Natal Soul?
 
  
 
 Too many questions with no answers to be found.
 
  
 
 Upon returning to the waking world, he was greeted with the distant, but unmistakable clash of steel. Though he ached to put heel to flank and race out to meet the Enemy, sound travelled well over the flat plains of Sinuji and the battle could easily still be several kilometres away. Burdened as they were by barding and rider, even five kilometres would be too far for the horses gallop, while a canter would see them arriving only half-dead. This knowledge and the fact that he no longer held command kept his zeal in check and he kept his horse at a slow trot along the back of XinYue’s cavalry.
 
  
 
 Though less than a quarter hour had passed, it felt like an eternity before the battle came into sight, close to two thousand of the Enemy surrounding a massively outnumbered clump of Imperial infantry, perhaps four or five hundred in total. Though savage and barbaric, the Defiled were far from stupid, and a good third of their numbers splintered off to intercept the new approaching threat, intent on preventing the two Imperial units from joining together. Thus, one battle became two, so while the other Defiled and Imperial forces battled it out, a hundred and twenty-eight heavy cavalry faced five or six times their number in scattered infantry. On paper, the numbers might look daunting, but Dastan knew it would be a complete slaughter in their favour. They would lose twenty to thirty soldiers, but this splintered Defiled force was certain to die to the last.
 
  
 
 “Soldiers of Sanshu!” XinYue’s Chi-infused voice interrupted Dastan as he was about to sound the charge, and a good thing too. He’d embarrassed himself enough in front of the boss and there was no need to do so again with these new arrivals. “Form a loose square. Crossbows to the front and fire when ready. Spears and pole-arms behind them, and the rest of you to the back.”
 
  
 
 Putting his axe and shield away, Dastan readied his crossbow and made his way forward, all the while flirting with the idea of putting a bolt through XinYue’s chest and claiming it as an accident before rebuking himself for a fool. With the Enemy standing before them, this was hardly the time for infighting. Keeping his finger off the trigger until his crossbow was pointed at the Enemy, he loosed his first bolt at the oncoming Defiled and didn’t bother to watch while reloading. With so many targets to choose from, he could hardly miss unless he tried, and even if he didn’t score a clean kill, better to fight a wounded warrior than a healthy one.
 
  
 
 Dastan’s people were the only ones carrying crossbows, for each and every one of them were low-born and proud of it. So what if the crossbow was a peasant’s weapon? They were all peasants and held no delusions of grandeur, so they would be fools to pass up one of the only advantages they had. In the space of thirty seconds, their twenty five crossbows fired three or four times each and claimed at least one kill per crossbow, which wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, but still twenty five less Defiled to kill in melee combat and many more wounded. What did it matter if the Enemy died by bolt or by blade? Dead was dead, and only an idiot noble would quibble over the details.
 
  
 
 Even though he refused to arm his people with crossbows, at least XinYue was willing to let Dastan’s people use them. A shame, really. He’d been ready to rage at the fat man for being a stubborn, wilfully ignorant fool, but how was he supposed to relieve all his suppressed resentment if his replacement was actually a reasonable and competent commander?
 
  
 
 “Hold fire! Crossbows hold, lances forward. Charge!” Already several meters ahead, XinYue led from the front with his maul held high, glimmering in the afternoon sun as he waved it about like it was made of paper despite being over a meter long with a handle thicker than Dastan’s wrist. The lances followed on his heels and the rest behind, forming a loose triangle as they charged the Enemy without uttering a word. Not that it would have mattered if they screamed their lungs out, for the thunder of hooves drowned out all else as Dastan fumbled with crossbow, shield, and axe while simultaneously struggling to keep up. His weapons in hand, Dastan reached for Balance and merged with his Natal Soul moments before the front lines crashed into the Enemy. Ready to spill blood, he made to veer off and find someone to kill, but XinYue’s voice cut through the din of battle. “Stay close!” he shouted, so clear it sounded like he was standing directly beside Dastan. “Follow! Into the teeth of the Enemy! Victory or Death!”
 
  
 
 Growling beneath his breath, Dastan closed the gap to keep within a horse-length of the soldier in front of him. Stranded in the middle of his soldiers, he sat surrounded by allies in every direction while the chaos of battle raged unseen in the distance, leaving him with nothing to do except follow orders to ‘stay close’. Seconds passed by and he looked down to see his horse trample over pulverized corpses while they sank deeper and deeper into the mass of Defiled, the same mistake Dastan made during their first patrol. Truly a man with more courage than sense, one who was going to get them all killed thanks to his idiotic -
 
  
 
 Without warning, the surroundings changed and Dastan realized they were free of the battle, though still galloping at full speed. Slowing after a few hundred meters, XinYue set their pace at an easy walk, still moving away from the battle behind them but on a wide circle around. Straightening in his saddle, Dastan turned around and finally understood what XinYue had done, and his appreciation for the man’s skills shot up a few notches. Rather than charging in a straight line, XinYue had led them on an easy curve, cutting a bloody swathe through the thin, blockading line of Defiled and across the rear of their beleaguered allied forces. Not only did their passing cavalry ease the pressure on their allies, the Enemy force which had gathered to intercept them was now bloodied, reeling, and out of position to reengage since XinYue was now leading his cavalry to the opposite side of the battlefield. Unwilling to leave the heavy cavalry free to pick and choose their targets, the Enemy had no choice but to splinter off another third of their numbers to meet the second charge, relieving even more pressure from their allies while the Enemy manoeuvred to meet them.
 
  
 
 A simple concept in theory, but not so easy to keep one’s head in the heat of battle. A single moment of hesitation might have seen the entire unit bogged down and surrounded, but the results spoke for themselves.
 
  
 
 “Wounded to the centre,” XinYue commanded, and Dastan immediately gave way, edging through his people to stand on the right flank. “Fresh warriors to the sides. No crossbows. Follow close and wait for my command.”
 
  
 
 The seconds slowly ticked by and Dastan brimmed with impatience, thinking they were to hit the Defiled before they could form up. Loose infantry were like paper in the face of a proper charge, but XinYue continued at their slow, almost lazy pace around the edge of the battlefield, presumably to give the horses time to rest and cool down. Again, Dastan found himself disagreeing with his new commander, for while they lacked stamina compared to Acasian Trotters, Guonei Chargers were bred for battle, his own mount barely panting despite the exertion. They should spread out, perhaps two or three lines deep to maximize impact and charge in. The Defiled would scatter before them and they could withdraw and regroup for another charge, then another, until no Enemy was left standing on the battlefield.
 
  
 
 One minute became two, then three, but still XinYue did not order the charge. From his new position, Dastan had an unobstructed view of the battle, and it pained him to see the Imperial forces being ground away by the surging Defiled. Dastan didn’t even know the name of the allied commander they’d come to rescue, for even the bannermen had abandoned their standards to add their blades to the defence efforts. How much longer could the poor bastards hold out? They were clearly on their last legs, so why was XinYue still twiddling his thumbs? Perhaps the commander was a rival and he intended to watch them die, the initial attack only made so he could honestly claim he made an attempt. Dastan wouldn’t put it past him, for nobles were a -
 
  
 
 The familiar twang of arrows sounded and the boss’s bunny banner appeared on the other side of the battlefield, surrounded by a horde of voracious quins. Deceptively fast on the charge, the roosequins closed the gap in a matter of heartbeats and tore into the vulnerable backside of the Defiled, wreaking havoc with fang and fury.
 
  
 
 “Victory or Death!” For the second time, XinYue waited too long before ordering the charge, already well ahead of the pack. As he watched the others racing to catch up, Dastan realized XinYue had delayed his orders for good reason. In their scramble to support their heroic leader, the lancers naturally closed in and formed a loose wedge without need for drills or preparation, which he supposed was the formation XinYue desired. The cavalry were a spearhead and he was its tip, penetrating deep into the flesh of the Enemy while the edge parted flesh and bone, with each subsequent rider adding to the mass and momentum of their charge.
 
  
 
 The last vestiges of resentment melted away as Dastan accepted his inferiority, for even if XinYue was an undeserving Major, he was still the superior choice for commander by far. Giving himself over completely to his Natal Soul, Dastan threw away the shackles of leadership and hacked and cleaved to his heart’s content, following XinYue’s orders without a shred of hesitation.
 
  
 
 Why should it matter whose orders he followed? In the end, they all served under Falling Rain, and it was he who would reap the rewards.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 






      Chapter 430 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Hammer meets anvil as Spiritual Weapon collides with Defiled club, and the results are predictable.
 
  
 
 Amplified by my Keystone, a simple wave of my arm is enough to overpower my opponent. Though his weapon is nigh indestructible, his arms prove much less durable and break. Bone and muscle give way to steel and Chi as my Honed glaive smashes the club aside and lops my opponent’s head off at the neck, quick and neat like plucking a ripe peach from a branch. Ignoring the spray of blood, I follow through with the swing and score a second, messier kill, Unity biting deep into the shoulder of a second Defiled and emerging from his chest. Gaping in shock and disbelief, his surprise fades alongside the light from his unseeing eyes, but I don’t stick around to watch his corpse fall and instead urge Zabu towards to my next target.
 
  
 
 Yawn.
 
  
 
 It’s getting kinda boring and repetitive out here on the front lines. A terrible thing to say considering all the carnage and killing, but it’s the truth. Hack, slash, stab, and maybe block sometimes, there’s no real skill to 99% of what I do here. Most opponents die in a single hit, so I might as well be chopping firewood, assuming the firewood tried to chop back. Oh, and there were super strong pieces of firewood who looked no different from regular firewood who might take you by surprise. Err, and said firewood could mutate into a giant, face-eating monster at a moment’s notice. So really, nothing like chopping firewood at all, but still boring.
 
  
 
 Then again, I’d rather be bored than dead, so there’s that.
 
  
 
 After so much killing, I can hardly bring myself to care about taking faceless Defiled lives anymore. I probably should considering Mahakala said they could be saved, but he also said they have to want to be cured, and these murder-hobos don’t seem too keen on redemption. They may be sick and not entirely in control of their actions, but they also present a dire threat to me, my soldiers, my family, and the people of the Empire, a threat I cannot ignore. If the outer Walls still stood, then perhaps I could spare the time to give redemption a shot, but the Enemy has sown the seeds of conflict and now I must reap the harvest before we are overrun. It’s not heroic or grandiose, but the Defiled are a plague upon humanity, one well past the point of ‘contain and control’. Maybe the Abbot can offer an alternative solution, but until he deigns to poke his bald head out from where he’s hiding, then bloodshed is the only answer I’ve got.
 
  
 
 Rather than sympathize with their plight, I kinda wish I had a more efficient way to kill the seemingly endless hordes of Defiled wandering the plains of Sinuji. Chariots and crossbows are a start, but they aren’t flashy or effective enough to overcome local stigma. Regardless, I asked Luo-Luo to continue production in hopes public opinion would shift, but thus far, the whole venture has been a black pit of coin and despair, to say nothing of newer, bigger, and unwieldier triple crossbows I had developed and left behind in SuiHua. One thing the Empire isn’t against is catapults, though I have yet to figure out why a rock lobber is acceptable while a bolt thrower is not. A few full-sized behemoths are already in place along the new Wall and there are still more to come, but Marshal Yuzhen has also been manufacturing a whole slew of miniature catapults, ones developed by Diyako and used by the traitorous Golden Highlands Coalition in their failed bid for Sanshu. They’re fairly complicated pieces of work which pack a hefty punch, especially considering their diminutive size, but they need four dedicated Martial Warriors to carry around, must be staked or held down when fired, and can be out-ranged by a great archer carrying a shockingly expensive bow like Sai Chou or Gansun. The mini-catapults still have two to three times the range of my crossbows, but they’re too unwieldy for use while out on patrol, much like the newer triple crossbows.
 
  
 
 In other news, my bell-founder crafted and delivered three small-scale prototype cannons, but progress has stalled until my people can develop a non-flammable explosive. Then again, considering I don’t really know how gunpowder is made, even if I didn’t have to guard against fire-flinging Demons and Defiled, I wouldn’t have working cannons regardless. Apparently, not any old flammable propellant will do when trying to launch balls of iron a kilometre away, a lesson I learned at the cost of a butt-tonne of gold and one cannon prototype. Luckily, I’m rich and was prudent enough to set a long wick. Luo-Luo and our business partner Sung-Hoon had everything in place before cast iron soared in popularity, allowing us to reap enormous profits while our would-be rivals were still scrambling to get their infrastructure in place.
 
  
 
 The profits are shrinking by the day as we fulfill our existing contracts and renegotiate new ones, but I’ve got a nice, fat nest egg to sit on, even after setting a big chunk aside to pay for death benefits.
 
  
 
 While Luo-Luo also had a head start on manufacturing scented soaps, strap buckles, farming implements, and a few other choice items from my book, paper is easily the most popular new product outlined within, most likely because the Legate called it a ‘lucrative business industry’ in front of everyone in Nan Ping. It’s not even remotely lucrative, because it’s dirt cheap to get started and there are too many competitors, but paper is being used everywhere now, albeit not entirely in the ways I’d expected. Sure, paper permits and vouchers are seeing more use in the military, but the illiterate citizens of the Empire seem to be hard at work discovering new and inventive ways to use paper for anything besides its intended use. They’re wrapping food, covering windows, decorating walls, lighting pipes, and a billion other stupid things besides reading or writing. I suppose it’s because ink is still expensive, but everyone has charcoal which works almost as well, so I don’t get it. It’s like they don’t want to educate themselves and would rather they and their children remain ignorant until the end of time.
 
  
 
 Maybe I’m being too judgmental. It’s only been a few months and change takes time, but I’m impatient and want things to change now. At least they aren’t using it to wipe their asses yet...
 
  
 
 Parrying a reckless thrust which almost rips my face off, I inwardly sigh at my distraction while bashing the offender’s head in. A woman, judging by her desiccated and misshapen breasts, but there can be no chivalry when dealing with the Defiled. Besides, I’m an equal opportunity slaughterer. You try to kill me, then I’ll kill you first, regardless of age, gender, or race.
 
  
 
 Unless you’re cute and floofy. Then I try and make friends before doing the choppy chop.
 
  
 
 ...Am I a terrible person for being more lenient to animals than I am to people?
 
  
 
 ...Nah. People suck.
 
  
 
 Enough distraction. Even though you’ve split your focus and have half a brain on the battle, it’s a bad habit to get into. You kill in one hit, but you can also be killed the same way, so pay attention. You rode out with your heavy cavalry and quins to save... some guy whose name you forgot, so get to work.
 
  
 
 Paying no heed to the fact that they’re pinned between my quins and XinYue’s cavalry, the Defiled continue to inflict heavy losses on our Imperial allies, who for some reason are all clumped up in the most inefficient group huddle ever instead of any semblance of a proper formation. Maybe it’s victim blaming or maybe the Defiled did something tricky, but I can’t help but feel like our allied commander doesn’t know what he’s doing.
 
  
 
 I suppose I should end things before they all die.
 
  
 
 Plus, I’m kinda tired. Chopping firewood isn’t complicated, but it still takes effort.
 
  
 
 A simple thought is all it takes to draw the Spectres into the void, their shrieks and howls going unnoticed by all except the Defiled. As one, their eyes turn towards me and I roar in challenge, a cry taken up by my quin riders as we surge deeper into the stunned Enemy ranks. Though I know the Defiled are heeding their Spectral masters, to everyone else, it appears as if their nerve has broken as they flee before me, a pitched battle turned into full-blown rout without even a hint of warning. While the Defiled scatter in all directions to escape my gluttony, our allied forces watch on in muted disbelief as my mounted warriors run roughshod over the retreating Defiled, killing as easily as turning a hand once they’ve given up the fight. I’d much prefer if they all ran in the same direction, but they’re clever little cowards and there’s nothing I can really do to stop them short of bringing more people, so I continue drawing in the helpless Spectres and ignoring their empty offers and whispered lies while dreaming about all the wonderful Heavenly Energy they’ll soon become.
 
  
 
 Still don’t know how to use it though, and Taduk was decidedly unhelpful with his instruction. ‘Use it as you would use Chi’, he says, except like Chi, my trapped Heavenly Energy dissipates the moment it leaves my body. I can pass it over to Taduk and he can use it, but otherwise, it’s more or less worthless, which is a real bummer.
 
  
 
 The power of creation in the palm of my hands, but me too stupid to use it. 10,000 IQ right here folks.
 
  
 
 Having run out of Defiled to kill and wary of a possible ambush, I rally my riders and regroup with our allies. Bloodied and beaten, only two-hundred odd Imperial soldiers still remain, most of them standing in place sharing similar shell-shocked gazes, glancing around at the empty battlefield as if unable to believe their eyes. Since Orgaal and XinYue have things well in hand, I steer Zabu away from his disgusting meal of withered Defiled flesh and ride over to greet the survivors. “Hello,” I say, stopping Zabu as the soldiers kneel and salute. God, I hope Zabu was eating a Defiled and not a soldier. “This one is Warrant Officer Second Grade Falling Rain. Please rise.” Fuck, I wish I remembered their commander’s name. This will probably ruffle some feathers but... “Could I speak with the officer in charge?”
 
  
 
 A flurry of traded glances ensues as the soldiers engage in a silent exchange, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d think none of them wanted to talk with me. A little rude considering I saved their lives, but I suppose they might not see it that way. Prideful, arrogant little shits who think they’re the Mother’s Chosen Son are probably a dime a dozen in the Imperial Army, though this is the first one I’ve personally encountered. All the other patrols I’ve helped were suitably grateful, but my luck had to run out eventually.
 
  
 
 After a long minute of hemming and prodding, a young soldier finally steps out from the crowd and salutes, her helmet in hand and shoulder bleeding profusely as she offers a courtly bow. “This lowly one is surnamed Situ, first name Ji Yeon. We thank Imperial Consort for his timely assistance. The Defiled rarely break in battle, but it seems Imperial Consort’s reputation precedes him.”
 
  
 
 The name brings me back to a simpler time, an eternity ago when I crouched in front a lovely young woman and threatened her for information about a bounty on my head. “Er... Small world. I see the Situ Clan has produced another young prodigy, Miss Ji Yeon.” I’m not blowing smoke up her ass. She can’t be much older than I am, yet she already has a thousand-man retinue. It might sound conceited to say, but that’s an impressive accomplishment for someone so young. Zian doesn’t even have a thousand-man retinue, and he’s twenty-five.
 
  
 
 Then again, so are Tenjin and Tursinai, so maybe Zian isn’t as talented as I was led to believe...
 
  
 
 Unfortunately, as per usual, it seems I’ve misread the situation. Bowing even lower, Ji Yeon cringes and replies, “A thousand apologies for misleading Imperial Consort. This lowly one dare not call herself a prodigy, for she is merely a talentless soldier without rank. This lowly one holds command by virtue of status, not rank or seniority.”
 
  
 
 “Oh.” This is awkward. I probably should’ve realized it when she introduced herself with no rank or title. “Your commanding officer fell in battle?”
 
  
 
 Contempt ripples through the crowd at the question, some faces twisted in anger as others spit in disgust. Still bowed, Ji Yeon’s voice is dry and cutting as she says, “Seeing the superior forces arrayed against us, Senior Captain Situ Ji Jing brought Situ Gulong and their retainers to seek out reinforcements before the battle began.”
 
  
 
 I guess Ji Jing didn’t like the odds so he cut and ran, leaving Ji Yeon and company to cover their retreat. Diplomatically choosing not to continue along this line of conversation, I clear my throat and move on to more important matters. “Well, the battle is won and over with. I see you have many wounded and close to death, but my Healers are still a quarter hour away. With your permission, I have several soldiers trained in battlefield medical care. Mundane treatments, but they’ll help keep your people alive until my Healers arrive.”
 
  
 
 Finally straightening up, Ji Yeon blinks in surprise before nodding like a chicken pecking grains, uttering her thanks and gratitude as I call my medics over. Dismounting to lend a hand, I organize an impromptu field hospital a little ways away from the battlefield, though some wounds need treatment right next to the corpses. Infection shouldn’t be too much of an issue for Martial Warriors, but even then, it’s not a pleasant experience. The Society forces took a real pummelling at the hands of the Defiled, with amputations, gut wounds, and cracked skulls aplenty among the survivors. By the time Jigari and Abjiya arrive, I’m up to my elbows in caked blood, but none of the wounded have died, so I’d call it a job well done, despite Abjiya’s scathing glare for intruding upon her domain.
 
  
 
 C’mon now. What was I supposed to do, stand there and watch people bleed to death?
 
  
 
 Having stayed close throughout the ordeal, Ji Yeon continues to bow and scrape until I straight up ask her to stop. “So what will you do now?” I ask. “Return to SuiHua?” Which means I’ll have a big open flank to the north with no one to guard it. Not the best news for our first day out on patrol.
 
  
 
 “Apologies Imperial Consort, but this lowly one’s hands are tied.” Telling her to dispense with formalities was next to useless, but at least she’s standing upright. “This lowly one lacks the rank to command so many soldiers, so we must return to seek orders.”
 
  
 
 “It’s fine. At least I’ll know.” I should send someone to inform whoever is north of us too. “If you hurry, you can make it back to Sinuji before nightfall, but I’ll keep a screen of scouts to guard your rear and see you safely there.” It won’t do much if the Defiled return in force, but at least they’ll have advanced warning before they die.
 
  
 
 “This lowly one is grateful for Imperial Consort’s aid.” Studying me as if I’d suddenly sprouted wings, Ji Yeon continues, “If this lowly one may be so bold as to say, but... Imperial Consort has changed in the years since our paths first crossed.” With a wry smile, she adds, “This time, Imperial Consort didn’t charge for his services. It may not mean much, but you have my, Situ Ji Yeon’s heartfelt gratitude.”
 
  
 
 Cheeks heating at the reminder, I look away to hide my shame. “No need for thanks or gratitude. The Enemy seeks to destroy the Empire, so we must stand united, or fall divided.” Hoping I don’t offend her, I add, “I know little about Ji Jing or Gulong, but Situ Jia Zian is a man I’m proud to fight alongside.”
 
  
 
 I’m not the only one who’s changed. No longer the mousy little coward I remember, Ji Yeon’s dark eyes are filled with promised vengeance as she glances eastward. “Imperial Consort’s advice is... appreciated, but some things are out of this lowly one’s hands. Ji Jing is this lowly one’s older brother and Gulong her betrothed, so her future is tied to both, for now.”
 
  
 
 “My condolences.” Don’t offer to help, this is family politics and that shit is messed up. Besides, I can’t imagine her brother and betrothed would leave her to die for no reason, which means I should butt out.
 
  
 
 Heeding my own advice, I keep the conversation light until its time for them to leave, tasking Jorani to escort the Society forces away and Orgaal to inform whoever’s patrolling to the north before we head back to our assigned route. The rest of the day passes by without incident, and after a dinner of dried fish and preserved vegetables, I lounge beside Ping Ping and watch Song playing with Mama Bun and Blackjack. Not watching in a creepy, perverted way, mind you, but she has first watch and I have the night off, so this is the only time she can play with them and I have nothing better to do. It goes against all my instincts, but I try my best not to lewd the sexy cat-girl, no matter how kind, loving, or gorgeous she might be. I have three beautiful betrotheds and a concubine which should be more than enough for any man. Granted, I’ve only slept with Yan, but sex isn’t all there is to love and intimacy. Also, Luo-Luo has been kinda cold and distant lately, though I’m probably at fault for giving her too much work. I mean, she hasn’t even had time to play music for the cattle, which I was looking forward to, but all in good time.
 
  
 
 Her head resting in the dirt, Ping Ping’s eyes shine with amusement as I sing her silly songs, relaxed as can be while Roc’s flock settles in atop her shell. Back in SuiHua, on those rare nights when Yan wasn’t in the mood for canoodling, I’d sleep out in the courtyard nestled in Ping Ping’s embrace, her cool, supple skin great comfort on the hottest summer nights. She’s a big sweetheart and I wish she were small enough to cuddle, but I suppose I’ll have to wait until she reaches Divinity and turns into a tiny turtle like Pong Pong, assuming it happens in my lifetime. She’s been around Ping Yao for hundreds if not thousands of years, but it seems like she’s stuck on that last step. I considered speeding things along by sharing my Heavenly Energy with the big girl, but Taduk convinced me not to. Being given Heavenly Energy is not the same as learning to manipulate raw Heavenly Energy, so if Ping Ping starts transforming and I don’t have enough to fuel the process, then she might get stuck halfway and die or worse.
 
  
 
 Then again, things might work out. Who knows. It’s difficult to quantify something without substance, so even though the wooden goblet sitting atop Baledagh’s nightstand is still the same size, it now holds many times more Heavenly Energy than it did when I crafted it. Two months in Sinuji netted me tens of thousands of Spectres and a month in SuiHua saw plenty of hitchhikers attached to soldiers coming back from the front lines. Who’s to say how much is needed to turn Ping Ping into a pocket monster? Either way, experimentation will have to wait until after Taduk Heals Mom back to the peak of health.
 
  
 
 I can hardly wait to see her walking around again. She tries not to let it show, but Mom is super self-conscious about her current condition, especially around Dad. Will I feel the same way when I’m eighty and hunch-backed while Lin, Mila, and Yan are all still in their prime?
 
  
 
 Still, aside from those first Spectres after she woke from her coma, Mom’s shown no signs of depression, supernatural or otherwise. One strange thing I noticed was that the labourers and slaves working on the Wall didn’t have many Spectres hanging about them either. What’s more, throughout the entire month, I didn’t see a single newborn ghostie spawn from them or anyone else passing through SuiHua. I only have Jorani and Awdar to go by, but both were near suicidal when they birthed their Spectres, so it probably means it takes more than suffering to attract or produce them. It lends credence to my theory that the Canston Trading Group was purposely trying to produce Spectres among their slaves, because plain old misery and adversity is not enough; they needed slaves who were hopeless and suicidal, hence all the torment and hardship.
 
  
 
 Question is: why? I thought their Spectre farming might have something to do with the production of Anathema, but there’s nothing distinguishing about a newborn Spectre. From what I’ve seen, the other Spectres don’t treat newborn ones any differently. They all lie, scheme and melt in Spiritual Water all the same, so why go to so much trouble? Maybe the Legate discovered something from all the merchants he captured, but from what little Yuzhen knows, the higher ups from the Canston Trading Group either escaped beforehand, died fighting, or committed suicide. Mysteries upon mysteries, but I’m in no position to investigate. Ask one wrong question and I could tip the Legate off to my indiscretions or worse, about my one-time possession of an Elemental Spirit.
 
  
 
 I miss Blobby... things were so much easier when he was around. For starters, he was an infinite source of Spiritual Water and could wipe out Spectres as I gathered them. Now I’ve gotta deal with their tricksy temptations while out on patrol and spend an hour meditating in a cold bath every day I’m in camp just to deal with the Spectre backlog. I have a fair bit of Spiritual Water saved up in my Natal Palace, but I’m keeping it for practice and emergencies, like if a Demon bleeds all over one of my Experts or the Defiled start carrying Anathema. Hell, I’m not even sure my Spiritual Water can even counter either of those things, but if it does, I should come up with an excuse beforehand. I can’t imagine all Water Blessed individuals are the bane of Demon Ichor, and while it wasn’t a big deal before when it was just people I could trust, with XinYue and Junior Yimu hanging around, I need to be more careful with my secrets.
 
  
 
 So how to explain my need to vomit water all over an Ichor-covered warrior?
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 It occurs to me that my life may be the butt of some phenomenal, cosmic joke. Why else would my greatest Talents be Succ and Spew?
 
  
 
 It’s so funny, I could almost cry.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
 


 






      Chapter 431 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Amidst the pandemonium of battle, Zian stood a man alone, his curved sabres flashing in a ring of rotating death beneath the starry night sky. His soldiers fought around him, but they knew enough to keep back and give him ample space, for fighting shoulder to shoulder was not his way. His whirling blades guarded him better than two allies ever could, and he showed his soldiers what a true warrior could accomplish, offering a goal to be matched and an example to be followed. Parry and riposte with the right, Deflect and thrust with the left, these were his primary killing tools as he strode through the horde of featureless Defiled, their howls of fury and screams of challenge cut short by his arrival. The exhilarating rush of triumph threatened to overcome his cool composure, but he swallowed the urge to give in to celebration and clung to calm tranquility instead, a task growing more difficult with each passing day.
 
  
 
 Poise and self-control were his guideposts to the State of Enlightenment, but with having experienced so much bloodshed and mayhem in the past three months, Zian found his Path grown twisted and treacherous. Other warriors such as Rain or Fung could let their emotions rule whilst retaining Balance, but Zian found it would slip away if he gave in to wrath or jubilation, an irrefutable death sentence should it happen to a man in his current predicament. Though he yearned to give in to outrage or submit to euphoria and slaughter the Defiled to his heart’s content, to do so would mean to go against his Dao and seek a new Path to the peak of strength. No, better to stay the course, for his Martial Path lay in detached serenity, a tranquil mind and impassive heart in the heat of battle, his passions and emotions fed to the void within. Mentor Jukai had guided him well in this endeavour, teaching him that anger and happiness were not the Enemy nor a human failing, but merely a distraction of the mind. Zian learned not to suppress or eliminate his emotions, but to instead remain unaffected by them, a willow-tree swaying in the wind or a lotus blossom skimming over water.
 
  
 
 At least until battle was won. Then he could celebrate his victory or criticize his errors all he wanted, for such was life. Love and hate, joy and anger, experiencing these emotions were all a part of the human condition, and repressing them wholly would unbalance him as surely as overindulging. Balance in all things, not only when required, such was his Dao of not just Martial might, but of life itself. A hard learned lesson, and one he had Rain to thank for, because if not for his defeat at the runt’s hands, Zian would never have fallen from grace and Mother would have never have allowed Jukai to meet him.
 
  
 
 Mother in Heaven, it still soured his appetite to admit as much...
 
  
 
 Sidestepping a clumsy attack, Zian dispatched the offending Defiled without breaking the rhythm of his whirling blades. The constant motion of his twin sabres provided both defensive and offensive options, but the key to utilizing them properly was economy of motion. Another lesson learned from his Mentor, for while Zian studied the reports of his father’s fighting style, Jukai had helped Lu An Jing perfect his skills through countless hours of sparring and deliberation. Two stalwart friends of humble origins, working together to puzzle out the Martial Path, and without Zian’s father to guide him, Jukai had stepped in to take his Martial Brother’s place.
 
  
 
 Sometimes, Zian wished he too had a close Martial Brother to rely on. The closest he had were Fung, BoShui, and... Rain.
 
  
 
 Ugh.
 
  
 
 A jarring impact shook Zian from his thoughts as a Defiled Weapon broke his momentum, the triple-bladed bone katar catching his right sabre and holding it fast. A second, similar katar lanced towards his throat and Zian loosened his grip and Lightened his body, cartwheeling through the air to avoid the killing blow and free his sabre. Back on his feet and no longer caught, Zian slowed his tempo to avoid getting caught by his opponent again. Though his face was wrapped much like any other Defiled, his piercings denoted him as a higher ranking member of his feral tribe, though the two Defiled Weapons already said as much. Finally, a challenge worthy of Lu Jia Zian, though still not notable enough to warrant casting aside his current name, Clan, and Society to stand on his own.
 
  
 
 Then again, considering the celebrated accomplishments of his peers, Zian would have to slaughter a thousand Defiled or kill a Demon unaided before the world at large would take note...
 
  
 
 One step at a time. Giving his foe the respect he deserved, Zian fired off a barrage of rapid, twisting thrusts, daring his opponent to catch them so he could Deflect the attempt and leave the Champion open and vulnerable to a killing strike. Not rising to the bait, the Defiled Champion writhed and contorted to avoid the blows, his head bobbing wildly as his feet moved in a series of meandering and illogical steps which left Zian flustered and bewildered. When his opponent should’ve stepped right, the Defiled Champion leaped back, when he should’ve held ground, he instead gave way, his movements never ascribing to common sense or rational theory. Rather than a battle, it seemed almost as if the Defiled Champion were dancing instead, moving to an unheard rhythm which had Zian tripping over his own feet.
 
  
 
 Unable to adjust to the cadenced movements, Zian opted for the next best thing: breaking it apart. Rather than aiming for chest, neck, or head, he set his sights on his opponent’s limbs. His blades flashed and simultaneously scored a gash on one arm and a gouge on opposite thigh, never slowing as he brought them around for a final, double thrust. Stumbling back beneath the onslaught, the Defiled Champion gazed upon Zian’s form and saw death approach, his eyes wild with madness and disbelief. Howling in wordless rejection, he charged forward and impaled himself upon Zian’s sabres, avoiding instant death and trapping them fast with flesh and katars. Legs kicking and teeth snapping, the Champion raised his head to the Heavens and...
 
  
 
 Rippled.
 
  
 
 There was no other way to describe it. As if a thousand bugs crawled beneath his skin, the Champion’s muscles quivered and pulsated while suspended on Zian’s sabres, and try as he might, he could not free them. Comprehension gave way to abject horror as he realized what was happening, his efforts redoubling beneath the assailing Aura before it was too late. A Demon birth, taking place in front of his very eyes, with both his weapons entombed within the emerging disaster. Tugging, kicking, Honing, and Deflecting, nothing he tried would free his sabres and Zian panicked at the thought of losing them both. Few things could destroy a Spiritual Weapon, but getting caught in the transforming flesh of an unborn Demon was one. The Living Legend Broken Blade Pichai lost his scimitar in this manner, and though he survived the ordeal to eventually reach the pinnacle of Martial Strength, he took the better part of three decades to accomplish such a feat, lauded as an exception to the rule, rather than the norm.
 
  
 
 Was this the end of Lu Jia Zian’s rise to fame and glory, ruined before he could even announced his new name?
 
  
 
 “Release your weapons and step away, Young Master.” Jukai’s voice jolted Zian from his panic and he did as his Mentor instructed. “Continue Honing your weapons and Mentor will handle the rest.”
 
  
 
 Taking action for the first time, Jukai stalked into battle with the grace and poise of a tiger on the prowl, his sabres flashing in the moonlight faster than Zian’s eyes could follow. One pass severed the developing Demon’s hands from its body and a second ripped Zian’s Honed sabres from its flesh, their hilts hooked on the curved tips of Jukai’s matching blades. A flick of his wrists sent the recovered weapons hurtling back through the air, arcing high before plummeting down to drive deep into the dirt on either side of Zian, a display of control, precision, and skill which few could ever hope to match.
 
  
 
 And all done in less than the time it took to blink.
 
  
 
 Pulling his sabres out of the dirt, Zian scraped the Ichor off on a nearby corpse, flooded with relief to find his weapons were unharmed. Fully formed, a Demon’s yellow-white bodily fluids would not damage a Spiritual Weapon, but if caught in the transformation process, the transforming Ichor would render the nigh-indestructible material brittle and weak. No one knew exactly why, but most theorized it was the Father’s malicious purposes at work, a ‘protection’ offered to His children as they took physical form.
 
  
 
 Mouth dry and heart pounding, Zian stood back and watched the Demon emerge from Defiled flesh, a humanoid nightmare given form. Grey flesh gave way to ebony carapace and the human-leather headwrap fell off to reveal features just human enough to unsettle and unnerve all who gazed upon its grotesque face. Blood-red furrows encircled its glowing green eyes and its flat, powder-white face almost seemed in mockery of the makeup so favoured by Central’s elites. Another bloody furrow divided its face lengthwise, running through the gaping wound which sat in place of its nose and its bloodless, black lips, pressed so thin they seemed stretched in a taunting grin. Shorn off by Jukai’s lightning quick actions, the triple-bladed Defiled katars rose from the ground and merged with the stumps of the Demon’s wrists, the blades elongating into sinuous fingers as its back erupted into a cape of billowing, dagger-like appendages. Each seemed capable of independent movement as they wriggled and writhed about, rearing up like dagger-headed snakes to snap at the patiently waiting Jukai.
 
  
 
 Grotesque and disconcerting to the extreme, the Demon’s birth had put an end to the chaos on the fields of Sinuji as Imperial and Defiled alike stepped back to watch a duel for the ages, and neither man nor Demon intended to disappoint. One moment, both stood across from one another, and the next they were locked in bloody combat, though still several meters apart. In utter defiance of logic and reasoning, Jukai’s two sabres fended off dozens of the dagger-like appendages in a cacophony of ringing steel, his feet rooted in place and body untouched beneath the Demon’s onslaught. Some of the attacks were seen off by the sabres themselves, while others were drawn aside by an invisible force, the pinnacle of Deflection on full display as one man and two sabres stood unscathed beneath a flurry of attacks. So flawless a defence, a full arms-length of impenetrable air sat between Jukai and the Demon, a demonstration which made Zian’s attempts seem slow and unpractised in comparison.
 
  
 
 The stalemate lasted for long seconds before Jukai’s first step, and to Zian’s dismay, it was a step back. The constant barrage of blades shifted and swerved, probing Jukai’s defences in search of a weakness and found one in his unguarded back, hence the need to retreat. Redoubling its efforts, the Demon surged forward and Jukai skipped away, knowing that if even a single appendage were to slip past his whirling guard, it would spell his defeat. Step by step Jukai gave way, and behind him, the Imperial lines retreated from the duel. Though itching to get involved, Zian swallowed his pride and moved aside, knowing that if he tried to help, then Mentor would die trying to save him.
 
  
 
 Instead, he committed everything to memorizing this battle, knowing that if Jukai were to fall, then it would be up to Zian to unlock the secrets hidden behind every move and decision. To bind a Spiritual Weapon, one must become One with the Weapon, but to utilize External Chi to its full extent, one must become One with the World, and only then would Chi remain Chi outside his body instead of returning to the Heavens. That’s how Jukai explained it, and though Zian had yet to have much success beyond Sending, he clung to the words and studied his Mentor’s actions, hoping to find Insight or even mere comprehension to help him along. Deflection was only the most obvious of Jukai’s Chi expenditures and Zian ached to understand the rest. Was there an external version of Lightening which allowed Jukai to move as if in harmony with nature itself? Always retreating yet never stumbling as he tread through mud and over corpses, he darted left and slipped right with supernatural speed and nimble agility unmatched by anything Zian had ever seen. Such celerity required precision and practice, but also raw power as well, so was there also an external version of Reinforcement which raised the limits of the skill? Or was he instead Amplifying every step and pivot to keep up the frenetic pace, a feat which Zian wasn’t sure was possible considering how much focus it would take. One wrong move and an ankle would turn or a knee would blow out, to say nothing of the strain it would put on one’s muscles...
 
  
 
 Despite this consummate display of skill, Jukai claimed he was still inferior to Lu An Jing when he died at thirty-one years of age, only six years older than Zian was now. Was the old man a fool or was Zian’s father truly a dragon among men?
 
  
 
 A strangled cry escaped his lips as his Mentor took his first wound, merely a shallow cut to the shoulder, but just as the embankment crumbles before the flood, the insignificant wound heralded the coming of disaster. For all his footwork and Deflecting, Jukai could no longer fend off the all-out assault, the dagger-laden Demon closing the distance between them and scoring more hits with each passing second. A graze on the thigh or a gash on the cheek, none of its hits were decisive, but it would only be a matter of time.
 
  
 
 Or so Zian thought.
 
  
 
 In a reversal of roles, Jukai let loose with a triumphant roar as he Deflected every appendage away in an undulating wave of darkness. Only a short, three meters remained between them, but Zian’s Mentor paid a hefty price in Chi to charge through that gap, and the investment paid off as his twin sabres bit deep into armoured carapace. In the space of a heartbeat, Jukai scored a half-dozen critical hits and gouged a multitude of deep wounds across the Demon’s abdomen, chest, and face before the bladed appendages recovered enough to defend it. Now it was the Demon’s turn to retreat, the distance between them widening to twenty metres as Jukai stood in place, flourishing his sabres with quiet arrogance and undisguised disdain.
 
  
 
 An inhuman screech emanated from those thin, blackened lips, the Demon now sporting a new set of furrows diagonally across its face. A centimetre higher and Jukai would’ve blinded the creature, though some believed Demons senses had nothing to do with their physical organs. More than one Demon had been recorded as lacking eyes or ears and their vision and hearing didn’t suffer for it, but regardless, the fruits of Jukai’s efforts made for an inspiring display. Imperial soldiers sounded out with encouraging cheers to celebrate his display of superiority, and the Defiled shrank back upon seeing their revered entity receiving a sound thrashing at Jukai’s hands.
 
  
 
 Cautiously moving forward to reengage, the white-faced Demon stopped and turned westward, its body frozen in mid-step. Long seconds passed in utter silence before it turned back to face Jukai, its green eyes oozing with hatred and reluctance. Its elongated fingers retracted into normal length fingers as the undulating katar appendages fell still and draped about the Demon’s shoulders like a leather cape. Drawing itself up to its full height, it spun on its heel and stalked away, crossing tens of meters with every step in casual disregard for the laws of nature.
 
  
 
 Seizing the opportunity, Zian raised his weapons and signalled the charge with a wordless bellow, his cry taken up by his comrades and allies as they surged forwards to meet the Enemy. The Demon’s retreat did little to dissuade the tribal savages, but Jukai’s victory had Imperial morale at an all time high and they made short work of the remaining Defiled. With victory in hand, Zian relinquished Balance and let elation take control as he ran over to embrace his Mentor. Laughing like a madman, he shouted, “Let’s hear it for Colonel Jukai, Twinned Dragon of Shen Bin!”
 
  
 
 Cheers rang out as the soldiers hailed their triumphant hero, but Jukai’s Sending cut through it all. “Bah. Twinned Dragon my ass. Your father was the dragon, and I a mere snake, hitching a ride upon his rising star. My Martial Brother would have skewered that fledgling with half the effort it took me to wound it, even lacking twenty-something years of practice.” Grimacing as he looked West, Jukai Sent, “Strange that the Demon retreated. I’ve heard inklings of other new-born Demons doing the same, but this is the first I’ve seen of it, and there has yet to be a Demon sighted marching east. There’s no doubt about it young master, the Enemy is marshalling its strength. A war is coming, one unlike any the Empire has ever before seen, so you must hurry and live up to your inborn talents.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to curse Jukai for being a fool stuck in the past, Zian composed himself and stepped back, wondering if it was even possible to catch up to his Mentor if given a century, much less a handful of months. Staying behind long enough to oversee the cleanup, he returned to camp a weary and worried man, hoping he could live up to his Mentor’s exacting expectations. How was he to take the next step and become ‘One with the World’?
 
  
 
 A steaming hot bath awaited him as he slipped inside his tent, his beloved concubine ready with a team of beautiful handmaidens to help him wash away the rigours of battle. Having learned from experience, Zian kept his eyes forward and hands to himself while the serving women went about their work, well aware of Jing Fei’s propensity towards violence if her ire were provoked. Why she insisted on keeping such gorgeous servants, Zian couldn’t say, but he honestly believed she would end his life in a jealous rage if he were ever to smile at the handmaidens, and he would beg for death if he ever laid with one.
 
  
 
 Oh how he loved this deadly and dangerous woman...
 
  
 
 Sat in the tub with four naked handmaidens, Zian struggled to retain control while Jing Fei circled about like a hawk in search of prey. Stopping behind him, she placed her hands on his shoulders and massaged them, though she made sure he had a clear view of her sharp, poison coated nails. “Try and relax,” she Sent, as if she were not the reason for his tension. “In case someone cares to Scry on us. You’re not supposed to be terrified of your Fei-Fei, remember?”
 
  
 
 A silly game of hers, where she played the part of abused and despised concubine so she could garner sympathy from his enemies’ servants. “Why bother?” he Sent, though he still did his best to obey. “The last nearby Society force set out on patrol this morning.”
 
  
 
 “They did, but Ji Jing returned just before you set out for battle.”
 
  
 
 Which mean Gulong was with him, Zian’s little cousin and greatest rival for the title of young patriarch. Not that he cared for the title, but Gulong would gladly slit Zian’s throat for it. A shame, considering there had once been a time when they’d been closer than brothers, but that faded away after Gulong suffered a shameful defeat at Falling Rain’s hands and Zian failed to avenge him. “Why?”
 
  
 
 “It seems Rang Min desires a new wife for his precious heir, one with a larger dowry and more significant influence.” Jing Fei Sent, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he accidentally made eye contact with a handmaiden. Luckily, she didn’t break the skin else Zian might very well drown in the tub without assistance, so he closed his eyes and she continued speaking without missing a beat. “They came across a two-thousand strong force of Defiled and left little Ji Yeon behind to die, alongside seven-hundred soldiers to make it look realistic.”
 
  
 
 Poor girl. Her mother was cousin to Zian’s mother, which meant that by blood, Ji Yeon and Ji Jing were the closest family he had in the Situ Clan, but they never got along. Ji Jing had always been jealous of Zian’s accomplishments and their father kept Ji Yeon away from the playboy philanderer Jia Zian. “A shame. I’m surprised Ji Jing went along with it.”
 
  
 
 “Likely ordered to by their father, though I doubt their mother knows. She does so love her precious Ji Yeon, but alas, Gulong needs more support if he means to snatch the title of young patriarch away from my heroic husband, and a wife from the same Clan brings no riches.” Forestalling his questions, Jing Fei explained, “Ji Yeon is highly favoured by her uncle, Lin Xiang Gu, who also happens to be a Lieutenant Marshal and the Society’s closest tie to Marshal Yuzhen. Even though Ji Yeon’s father is amicable to the divorce, if it upsets Lin Xiang Gu, then the fat merchant might switch sides and back you instead. He is a rich man with deep pockets and widespread influence who, despite his best efforts, has no natural born children of his own, so he dotes on Ji Yeon quite a bit.”
 
  
 
 “And her death, though unfortunate, should be more or less expected for a soldier on the front lines. Clever. A shame about the girl though, she was a shy, timid little thing with no head for politics, but Gulong was infatuated with her beauty and demanded the marriage.”
 
  
 
 “Then perhaps dear husband would like to go bat his eyes and rescue her from Gulong’s insidious clutches.”
 
  
 
 Though teasing, there was a hidden edge to Jing Fei’s tone, one which aroused Zian so much he almost missed the implication. “She’s still alive?”
 
  
 
 “Indeed. Rescued by Falling Rain, no less.” At this point, her ‘massage’ turned into plain abuse as her powerful grip threatened to tear flesh from bone. “Luck or design, it’s difficult to say. The little runt is the most perplexing foe I have ever faced.”
 
  
 
 Tapping her hand gently to beg for mercy, Zian Sent, “Luck, without a doubt. He’s not one to scheme or plot, following whatever fool notion slips into his head. Did you hear about his cattle-mounted cavalry? Ridiculous.”
 
  
 
 Loosening her grip, Jing Fei switched to massaging his scalp instead, as she still needed physical contact to Send. “You underestimate your ‘friend’ too much if you believe his facade. On the surface, he appears to be a foolish oaf who cares nothing for politics, yet he has repeatedly outmanoeuvred all his opponents. He was sixteen years old when I watched him goad a forty-year-old veteran warrior into losing Balance, and only a year older when he humiliated Gulong and defeated you in single combat. Let’s not forget how he noticed my nails and identified the likely poison, or his book and the wonders contained within. Falling Rain is nothing short of brilliant, and to believe otherwise is folly.”
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to scoff, Zian Sent, “You’re reading too much into his actions. So Rain stumbled upon Ji Yeon’s forces and rescued them. Hers is not the first force he’s rescued nor will it be the last. His Bekhai scouts range farther than any others, which is how he finds so many Defiled to kill. It’s sheer coincidence he foiled Gulong and Ji Jing’s plot.”
 
  
 
 “Is it also sheer coincidence the escorts Rain provided to see Ji Yeon back safely carried a report of the battle, a report which contradicted the one given by Ji Jing?” Zian could imagine her smirk as he shifted in the water, no longer as certain as he was before. “I believe Rain knew of Ji Yeon’s troubles and understood she could not afford to contend with her brother and betrothed, not while here in Sinuji. If she did anything besides nod her head and follow whatever story they presented, she would’ve tripped and fallen on her sword in the dark of night, but now, thanks to Rain’s report, she can seek refuge with Colonel Hongji and there’s nothing anyone can do to stop her. I’m told the Colonel even let Ji Jing dig his own grave and lie about the Enemy numbers before reading Rain’s report aloud, which I doubt he would have done unless Rain requested it. The Colonel has no reason to antagonize the Society, nor does he have the backing to do so, which means your friend is pulling strings and means to make you Situ Clan Patriarch.”
 
  
 
 Ha. As if. “Rain’s never written a report in his life, he leaves that to his Second. There is no conspiracy and he is not pushing me to become Patriarch. Enough, we will not speak of this again.” This was the one point of contention between them, for she refused to let things lie. “I want nothing to do with Clan or Society. I intend to renounce my place as young patriarch and take up my father’s name, and nothing you say can convince me otherwise.”
 
  
 
 “Oh idiot husband of mine.” Her condemnation almost sounded fond until she drove her knuckles into his temples. “You’re like a child who refuses to play the game because he doesn’t understand the rules. No matter, for your darling Fei-Fei is here to explain things in simple terms so you’ll know what to do.”
 
  
 
 “I said enough! I will not be manipulated into doing your bidding.” The pressure on his temples had yet to abate, but Lu Jia Zian was not a bull to be led around by the nose.
 
  
 
 “What you call manipulation, I say is merely speaking sense.” Changing her tack, Jing Fei eased up on his temples and pulled his head back into her bosom. “Fine. You want to become an independent Martial Warrior. How will you manage? Your uncle has recused himself from command and now serves under Nian Zu. Will his support be enough to keep you safe from the Society? Hardly, even if you add in your Mother’s influence as Magistrate. So who will you rely on? Falling Rain? Will you go crawling to your friend and ask him to shelter you? Will you also ask him to pay your soldiers and purchase your weapons? Is that the sort of man Lu Jia Zian is?”
 
  
 
 “Of course not, but –”
 
  
 
 “Yes, yes,” she Sent, speaking right over him. “You will accomplish a great feat and make a name for yourself. Lu Jia Zian, not Situ Jia Zian, and people all across the Empire will be dazzled and flock to your side. Is that what you think will happen?”
 
  
 
 “Well... yes, but it sounds ridiculous when you –”
 
  
 
 “Your name will be on everyone’s lips, but not in the way you think. Worse than unknown, Lu Jia Zian will be infamous, known solely as the fool who threw away riches to become a short-lived pauper. You want vengeance and recognition for your father? Then become Patriarch and take it! One word from you and Gulong dies tonight, with nothing to connect his passing to either of us. So long as he lives, your position as young patriarch is tenuous at best, so act now and seize victory!”
 
  
 
 “I will not have Gulong poisoned.” Dismissing the serving girls with a wave of his hand, he waited for them to leave before opening eyes and turning his glare to Jing Fei. “Rival or not, he is still my cousin. If he is to die, then it will be by my hand, not yours. Understood?”
 
  
 
 “As you command, husband mine.” Smirking as if she’d won a great victory, she slapped him across the face hard enough to darken his vision and Sent, “Now, rough me up in case someone is still Scrying so we can go about our marital duties. Mother-in-law is understandably upset I am still without child, so I will work you hard for the next few days.”
 
  
 
 Heavens above, Zian loved this woman more than words could ever describe.
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 I’ve said this before, and I’ll say it again. I don’t like Central much.
 
  
 
 The cities are dirty and disorganized, the people wear too much makeup and too many accessories, and 99% of the time, the landscape is so flat and uniform it’s like you’re stuck in some boring, clone-stamped purgatory, condemned to wander through the endless boring plains of Central for all eternity. I much prefer the vibrant forests, towering mountains, roaring rivers, and rolling hills of the North, its wild, untamed beauty bearing breathtaking vistas around every corner and over every horizon.
 
  
 
 Granted, the province isn’t entirely devoid of beauty. Nan Ping’s bay is a breathtaking sight when not cluttered with hundreds of ships, especially at sunrise and sunset. The bamboo groves are also kinda nice, so long as you only look at the oldest growth and ignore the half-grown and recently harvested areas. Then there’s the flower fields, which while few and far between, are an explosion of colour in an otherwise green and blue world. Pink orchids, orange rhododendrons, golden chrysanthemums, and purple lilies, it’s as if Central were trying to balance out its boring colour palette with a smattering of densely packed meadows filled with more flowers than I can even name.
 
  
 
 We passed by one such field on our first patrol three days march from Sinuji, and seeing as our route brought us close by, I decided to stop in again. Not solely because of all the pretty flowers, but also because this is a rare defensible location on the plains of Central. Hemmed in by a roaring river the sand-dwelling Defiled refuse to cross, the flower field lies just south of our encampment, which is how the meadow has remained untouched in the previous months of fighting. To our north is a lotus-studded pond, formed by a naturally constructed dam of stone, mud, and dead vegetation which sits directly west of camp, the only ‘dry’ approach the Defiled can take if they want to ford the river and attack us. It’s not often we find a choke-point on the flat fields of Central, so the first time we passed by, I asked Rustram to note it in his report as a place to retreat to in case things go bad.
 
  
 
 I also pressed a whole slew of samples to bring back to study, but sadly, the plants growing here are all mundane and have no purpose besides looking nice, making tea, and feeding bees. No meat pies falling from the sky this time.
 
  
 
 Previously, I wasn’t sure if anyone read those reports, though now I’m almost positive no one does. It’s been over two months since we last stopped here and I can still see the signs of our last visit. The furrows in the dirt from where we placed our yurts are still there, the trampled field where the horses grazed and slept has yet to fully recover, and the latrines dug by Jorani are still open at the back of camp. Waking with an adorable snort, Mama Bun struggles out of my arms and hops over to the centre of the field where my yurt once stood and greedily chows down on a lone, sprouting flower. It seems she remembers our last time here, when she romped through the meadow with ravenous delight and gorged on the fresh grown delicacies, though if she was aiming for the buffet line, she’s a little off target.
 
  
 
 Mama Bun is lucky she’s cute, because she is hella dumb.
 
  
 
 Curious and filial as always, Blackjack clambers down from the bunny banner and scampers to Mama Bun’s side, his little nose twitching as he tries to join in on her feast. Sweet Blackjack still sees her as his parent, but Mama Bun is done with raising babies and promptly punts the interloper away from her meal. Heart breaking as the cloud chaser hare screams and tumbles away, I beat Song by a hair and pick him up, nuzzling the poor hare close as he trembles in my hands thanks to Mama Bun’s cold rebuff. Silly little guy, he doesn’t even like veggies and should be on an all-meat diet, but time and time again, I’ve seen him chewing the grass and tubers his bunny siblings love so much just to try and fit in.
 
  
 
 Though Taduk and Lin would disagree, I think it’s adorable how Blackjack thinks he’s a bunny. He even headbutts his siblings sometimes, though it never ends well once the bigger bunnies headbutt back. At least Tawny One likes him, though she’s a little... too affectionate, if you know what I mean.
 
  
 
 Bicorn bunnies mature much faster than cloud chaser hares.
 
  
 
 After confirming all of Blackjack’s fragile bones are intact, I stroke his tiny velvety head and join Song in following Mama Bun around the field, watching the abusive parent enjoy her all-you-can-eat buffet while the quins and turtles go for a swim and my soldiers set camp. Although it feels like I’m shirking my duties, lately, I’ve become more of a figurehead than actual commander. I mean, everyone obeys my commands without question, but they don’t need me barking orders to place tents or form a defensive perimeter. Even Rustram has learned not to micromanage the retinue and instead betrays his inner masochist for all to see, topping off a long day of travel with an intense training session in his weighted armour. People call me crazy, but I’ve seen him run into battle and duel Defiled Champions while wearing his cumbersome training gear, which is just all sorts of wrong.
 
  
 
 That said, a modicum of supervision still required since former bandits aren’t exactly known for their discipline. Yimu Junior’s lot in particular presents something of a dilemma, so Wang Bao, Bulat, and Ravil stalk the camp in search of infractions to punish. The latter is no longer so enthusiastic in administering them, and for once, I didn’t have to do anything to fix it. Ravil’s newfound composure is probably thanks to Ciro’s sultry gaze following him about, the ribald beauty watching him at work and not shy about making indelicate jokes at his expense if he oversteps his bounds. Though they’ve always looked out for one another, their protection used to start and end with their little cliques, so it warms my heart to see my retinue taking the newcomers under their wing.
 
  
 
 Also, I love it when issues resolve themselves. It gives me time to figuratively and literally stop to smell the flowers.
 
  
 
 Having found the chrysanthemums, Mama Bun hunkers down by her favourite treat and I take a seat to wait. No longer interested in tasting flowers, Blackjack climbs my arm to perch on my shoulder, wiggling his cotton tail as he gauges the distance to Song. Bounding over in a single leap, he lands lightly on her shoulder and scoots up her braid, where he nestles between her cat-ears without disturbing a hair, abandoning my comforting nuzzles for Song because she’s a little bit taller.
 
  
 
 Okay, like a hand taller, which isn’t too too much. Then again, he never tries to climb Luo-Luo who’s even taller, so maybe he likes Song’s soft tufts of ear fur or her silken hair smells better than my hands. Caught accidentally staring at Song’s emerald green eyes, the tension ramps up until I feel obligated to fill the awkward silence. “No Defiled attack today,” I say, trying to keep things professional. “Which means we’re due for a visit soon enough.” With my luck, it’ll be right as I’m falling asleep.
 
  
 
 “Mm.” Responding to my attempt at conversation with a non-committal grunt, Song’s expression remains unchanging and gaze unwavering as we sit in the flowers and lock eyes. We never really talk much, and when we do, it’s usually about tactics, training, or floofs, though it appears she’s not in the mood for tactics today, and recently she falls silent whenever the topic of training comes up. It’s weird. Everything was fine during our first foray on the front lines, but over the break, Mila kept getting drunk and rambling about how I might be making Song uncomfortable, and now I’m uncomfortable because I’m worried I’m making her uncomfortable. There’s nothing to be read from her stoic expression, neither warm and welcoming nor wary and cautious as she once might have been. Instead, she seems consumed by curiosity, her eyes questioning and head tilted as she searches for... something.
 
  
 
 I’d be lying if I said I didn’t squirm. Not a big fan of intense scrutiny.
 
  
 
 Landing in a flutter of feathers, Roc’s arrival frees me from Song’s probing gaze and I greet the bird with a smile. “Hi Roc.” Giggling as the massive bird rolls onto his back and stretches his wings, I gather the fatty into my lap and stroke his chin and belly. “Did you eat too much again?” We still have one more subject of common interest, so there’s no harm in trying to make conversation with Song again. If she was uncomfortable, she’d leave right? I didn’t ask her to follow me around, and she’s certainly capable of doing her own thing. She’s probably lonely without Mila, Lin, or Luo-Luo around, though I’ve noticed she doesn’t get along with Yan very well. No idea why. “You know, when we first arrived in Central, I was worried Roc and the others wouldn’t know how to survive on their own.” Giving Roc’s distended belly a soft poke, I chuckle and add, “Seems silly now that I think about it.”
 
  
 
 “There are no great trees or cliffs for birds to nest in,” Song replies, giving in to Yipi and Kai Yay’s squawks for attention, “So they stay close to the coastlines where most subsist on fish and water fowl. Also, being more densely populated, Central has hunted most of the dangerous, land-based predators to extinction. Only smaller predators such as snakes, weasels, badgers, and foxes survived, though a few varieties of canines and wildcats are still lurking about, all of no threat to the laughing birds so long as they remain cautious.”
 
  
 
 Ooh, doggies. Yay. “What kind of canines? Are they friendly?”
 
  
 
 “Yes. Some are tame, used to guard chickens or...”
 
  
 
 More receptive to this topic, Song and I chat about the wildlife in Central and which ones would make the best pets, all without making eye contact while we play with our birds. Although our rankings differ greatly (who wants a pet mouse or weasel over a dog or fox?), we both agree there is a general need for more floofs in our lives, because there clearly aren’t enough to go around when the whole family is together. The conversation shifts from prospective floofs to the ones we left back in SuiHua and how their training might be progressing, before moving on to how we might teach the laughing birds the same lessons, or if we even should. Amused and horrified at the thought of Roc using his Honed beak to nip my fingers and steal shiny jewellery, I shake my head and sigh. “I suppose it’s a good thing the birds don’t have Cores. They’re already troublesome enough as it is.”
 
  
 
 “Mm.” This time, Song’s grunt is tinged with approval. “Treasuring a jade ring becomes a crime.”
 
  
 
 “...Sorry, I don’t follow. What do you mean?”
 
  
 
 Song’s surprised blinks are tantamount to bewildered shock. “Their Spiritual Hearts.”
 
  
 
 “Oh right.” The extra step animals take where they infuse Chi or Heavenly Energy into their physical bodies to produce a Heart, thereby become hunting targets to every Martial Warrior in need of a Spiritual Weapon. Mama Bun is apparently on the cusp of producing one, though I’ll kill anyone who tries to slaughter her, Legate and Imperials included. I’ve been told I’m pretty much trying to do the same thing with my whole self-flagellation and natural healing business, force Heavenly Energy into my physical body to create a natural Spiritual Weapon, which sounds like a great idea, but no one else seems to think so. “Why don’t people put more effort into turning their body parts into personal Spiritual Hearts? Iron skin, jade bones, steel tendons, it all seems fairly useful.” No, steel tendons don’t make sense. Plus, teeth are probably a better place to start; not because I have an unhealthy obsession with them, but because they’re small and replaceable in case something goes wrong. Or right.
 
  
 
 “Time.” Brief and concise as usual, Song cuts straight to the heart of the matter, as it were. “Even a half-beast’s life span is not long enough to produce a Spiritual Heart, whereas powerful animals can live for hundreds to thousands of years.”
 
  
 
 I suppose that’s why Akanai said my attempts were like swatting flies with a heavy spear, small results attained with great effort. “Why does it take so long? Better question, how do animals live for so long?”
 
  
 
 “No one knows.” And to Song, that’s all there is to it. She never wastes time pondering the unknowns, because if no one knows, then there’s no point agonizing over it. I, on the other hand, work at the question like a shard of bone stuck between my teeth. Why are some Chi-capable animals practically immortal? Are Ancestral Beasts the same? What about Divinities? Do long-lived Martial practitioners produce Spiritual Hearts? If I cut GangShu’s arm off, could I use it to make a Spiritual Weapon? If Taduk then regrew GangShu’s arm for him, would it still be a Spiritual Heart? Can I use Spiritual Water on myself to create a Spiritual Heart? What about Heavenly Energy? Why does the process take so long and how can I speed it up?
 
  
 
 Why do I do this to myself? It’s not like I’ll ever find an answer, unless I feel like wasting a whole bunch of Heavenly Energy to test it or GangShu is in a chatty/self-mutilating mood. Besides, I haven’t seen him since Mahakala’s death, probably hard at work with the Tyrant crafting a new Pong Pong tracking device. I still have no idea what I’ll say when he finds out about my tiny turtle friend, but with luck, I’ll be dead long before it becomes an issue.
 
  
 
 Should I warn Pong Pong and set him free? How?
 
  
 
 After dinner, I say goodnight to Ping Ping and leave the floofs in Song’s care as I head out for my turn at watch duty. I almost wish the Defiled would attack so I can work off this nervous energy and go to bed exhausted, but alas, my watch passes without incident. After collecting the floofs from Song, I head back to my yurt for bed, though I doubt I’ll get much sleep. On the plus side, my post-Baledagh enervation has disappeared and I’m back to sleeping four hours a night, so there’s that. Then again, considering years of post-traumatic stress and insomnia is probably what led to Baledagh in the first place, I’m not sure this is really a plus.
 
  
 
 Too wound up to lie still, I give up on sleep and take a seat on the floor, double checking to make sure Mama Bun, Blackjack, and Pong Pong are all still in bed. I’m not entirely sure how I dive into Natal Palaces or if my long-eared floofs even have Natal Palaces to dive into, but I’d rather not risk another foray into the spiritually massive turtle’s gargantuan domain. Not that it matters. It could be the fear, frustration, anxiety, or perhaps the torrent of whispering Spectres are to blame, but Balance doesn’t come easily tonight. My mind will not calm, I cannot focus on nothing, and I’m painfully aware of all my faults and deficiencies. Maybe a month off wasn’t long enough, or maybe it was too long and I need to work off the rust. Who knows. Not this guy. I know nothing. Ugh. Focus. Calm. I wish I could go swimming in the bay. It’s always nice and calm underwater, except when it isn’t. Fucking sharks.
 
  
 
 Annoyed by my failures, I lie back with a sigh and despair. The last time I had trouble finding Balance was before Baledagh came into being, because I’d become Tainted and was on the cusp of turning Defiled. Is that what’s happening here? Why are things so difficult on this patrol? Because I’m bored of fighting? Or am I worried about the tentacle-knife Demon Jorani saw in Sinuji? Maybe it’s guilt from not helping Ji Yeon. I’m a sucker for a pretty face and doubly so with a damsel in distress, but I just ignored her plight and sent her back to the people who tried to kill her. Her brother and betrothed, no less. God the Society is fucked up.
 
  
 
 So what do I do? Rekindle my love of bloodshed? Ride back to rescue a beauty? Before, I fixed things by creating Baledagh, but that’s not an option anymore. I wish Baatar or Akanai were here to help. They rarely give lessons these days and barely even send letters, but I can’t blame them. They have more important things to deal with than a stubborn idiot who refuses to listen. No, that’s not fair, and probably Spectres. I never really appreciated how much my family risked to welcome me into the Bekhai, or how hard they fought to keep me there. They aren’t to blame for my problems, and even if they were a thousand times busier, Baatar and Akanai would still make time for lessons if they thought I needed them. Even though they prefer I figure things out on my own, they wouldn’t leave me flapping in the wind with no help or support, which means they’re confident I have the tools required to progress along my Martial Path and are content to let me puzzle it out.
 
  
 
 So what would they do if I told them I was having trouble finding Balance?
 
  
 
 Probably tell me to seek Insight in the Forms. That’s essentially what most of my training amounted to, that and sparring. Resigned to give it a try, I clear the yurt and do as Baatar taught me several years ago, freeing my mind as my body slowly guides me through the Forms. Stalk the Dragon melds into Killing Lunge before seamlessly shifting into Swipe the Rushes, a prelude to Reverse the Flow and Fanged Clutch. Finding a sense of comfort in the familiar movements, I relax and feel all my anxieties and insecurities melting away as I give myself over to studying the Forms.
 
  
 
 Unity’s binding ceremony aside, I can’t remember my last Insight into the Forms. Why? It’s a part of my daily routine, but somewhere along the way, I stopped studying them because... because I was impatient. I was so caught up with my Blessing and Blobby, using External Chi and whether Visualization or Intent is better for Chi manipulation, I forgot all about the Forms and the mysteries hidden within. I spend so much time speculating on wild guesses and half-baked theories because I’m too eager, too ambitious, and too impatient for more. I’m like a kid who just learned to count and is trying to puzzle out quantum physics instead of learning how to add and subtract. Add in all my neurotic tendencies and a rotating host of Spectres lodged in my brain, and well, we got ourselves a mental breakdown stew going.
 
  
 
 Just relax. Your retinue will be fine without you fretting over them all the time, and who cares about what the Abbot is doing? Stop worrying about what GangShu will do, you’ve made your choice, so live with it. Leave the mysteries of animals and Spiritual Hearts for someone else, it’s a flight of fancy you don’t have the time or lifespan to indulge. I’m not saying stop asking questions and leave everything to fate, but there are some things outside of your control, so stressing over them accomplishes nothing.
 
  
 
 As for becoming stronger? Baatar once told me ‘the Forms hide within them all the knowledge you require in order to do battle’. How much of that knowledge have I uncovered? Probably less than a single percent, which makes my desire to move on all the more ridiculous. The answers were right in front of my face all along. Seek nothing, find everything, isn’t that how it goes?
 
  
 
 Banishing all extraneous thoughts, I calm my mind and focus on nothing, making my way through the Forms, one movement at a time.
 
  
 
 And when the last movement fades away, I find Balance already upon me and slip into my Natal Palace, my domain, drawn there by an inkling in the back of my mind I wasn’t even aware of until I act upon it. Ignoring the horde of Spectres all but begging me to surrender, my attention fixates on the torrent of Heavenly Energy surging into my Core, invisible and intangible, but the sensation is there. What was once a warm summer breeze in the cool, calming shade has become a constant struggle to keep my head above water, one I’ve grown accustomed to in the years since I first put on the Runic Ring. Even after I stopped wearing it, nothing changed. The Energy of the Heavens were once gentle and affectionate, a refreshing, invigorating experience which left me tranquil and content, but now it is more akin to a turbulent river, raging windstorm, blazing inferno, and destructive earthquake all wrapped into one, somehow both exhilarating and calming at the same time.
 
  
 
 It’s like I’m fighting the Energy of the Heavens, trying to keep it from overwhelming me, right until I feel the overwhelming urge to stop struggling and let the power consume me. Why? Others say that to bask in the Energy of the Heavens is to experience the warm embrace of the Mother, but why does it feel so... antagonistic?
 
  
 
 Because it’s resisting. Probably for the same reason Chi returns to Heavenly Energy when released into the world, because that’s its natural state, and what I do now is... unnatural? Wait, no. No one else has this problem, so this must be something unique to me. Why?
 
  
 
 ...Fucking idiot. You’re doing it again, speculating without basis. I can’t help it. It’s who I am. Still, my gut tells me I’m onto something, like I have most of the pieces to the puzzle, but just can’t figure out how it all comes together...
 
  
 
 From the top. Heavenly Energy goes into my Core and becomes Chi. Chi moves out of my Core and goes back to Heavenly Energy. Heavenly Energy in and Heavenly Energy out. Aside from the name, what’s the difference between Chi and Heavenly Energy? No, better question, how do I keep Chi from turning back into Heavenly Energy? Is it possible to... expand my Core outside my body so Chi stays Chi? No, that’s stupid. Not my Core, but some type of barrier which can’t be Chi. I tried that with Sending and it didn’t work, so... what do I make the barrier out of? What else do I have? What am I missing? It feels as if it should be obvious, like the answer is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t figure out what it is...
 
  
 
 New topic. Fresh break. Come back to this later.
 
  
 
 Animals have Spiritual Hearts. Animals have everlasting life. Left side equals right side, so Spiritual Heart equals immortality?
 
  
 
 ...No. Break.
 
  
 
 Embrace of the Mother. Surrender to the Father. Are they really all that different?
 
  
 
 ...Probably Spectres. Break.
 
  
 
 Fuck I’m doing it again, reaching beyond my comprehension. Still, I think I was close to several answers there, but I couldn’t quite finish any of my thoughts. Overwhelmed with frustration, Balance slips away and I crawl into bed to rest, but before the blankets even settle over my body, shouts rise throughout camp, warning of an incoming Defiled attack.
 
  
 
 What did I say? Just my friggen luck...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme

 
 Chapter Meme 2
 
 


 






      Chapter 433 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Stomach fluttering in rhythm with the shadows flickering by torchlight, Song directed Tiger Squad into formation as they readied to meet the Defiled. Her nervous apprehension had nothing to do with the obscured figures jogging towards them through the shrouded night’s gloom. According to Chey, the Enemy came in greater numbers than they’d ever faced before, but the odds were of little concern to Song. With a flowing river on one side and a deep pond on the other, the retinue’s defensible position limited the number of combatants each side could bring to bear, and in comparable numbers, the Defiled were no match for the Imperial Death Corps Elites at her side. Even if the desert-dwelling Defiled overcame their aversion to swimming, it would only hasten their hour of death and leave them helpless before the deadly, aquatic roosequins.
 
  
 
 Though the battle would be long and tedious due to the lack of charging cavalry and chariots, their victory was all but assured.
 
  
 
 No, the Defiled were not the cause of Song’s trepidation, only a stark reminder of her abject failures. Two months of near constant combat and she had little to show for it, only marginally stronger today than she was when she first joined Rain’s retinue. Tail lashing in agitation, Song glanced back at Tursinai’s wide grin and took comfort from the Khishig’s imposing presence as she twirled a short section of chain in slow, easy circles. Poised and patient as always, Tenjin stood beside his beloved wife with a throwing knife dancing through his fingers, ready to step in and pull Song to safety should she falter in the coming battle, as he’d done during yesterday’s brief skirmish and countless other times before.
 
  
 
 Though they’d only encountered the most feral and impulsive of Defiled, the dregs and chaff of the Enemy, Song had almost died more times than she cared to remember. A slip of the foot here, a momentary lapse of focus there, her litany of errors grew with every battle and it shamed her to her bones. To think, she dared called herself a Khishig of the Bekhai and thought to make her family proud with such lacklustre skills and deficient talents, unable to keep herself safe while wearing a priceless Runic breastplate. Tenjin and Tursinai were only a handful of years older, a year or two senior to Situ Jia Zian, and both were easily talented enough to warrant a Major’s rank should they desire it, but their abilities were wasted protecting an incompetent dreamer like Song.
 
  
 
 Meeting Song’s eyes, Tursinai winked and Sent, “Don’t you worry Commander Li-Li, Hubby acted a little too hastily yesterday, but it was our first day back and you know how he frets. I’ll keep him out of your hair, so you fight to your heart’s content.” Anxiety spiking due to the misunderstanding, Song held her hand out so she could clear the air through Sending, but the capricious Khishig shook her head and instead stuck out her tongue. “No time for hand holding Commander Li-Li, but I’ll be happy to snuggle after the battle’s finished. In fact, if you’d like to snuggle sooner, then why don’t we send Hubby out to end the battle now? He’s been looking for an excuse to show off and you know how men are with their egos.”
 
  
 
 Oh how Song wished she could Send without physical contact and correct this misunderstanding, but even after devoting so much effort to the subject in the past three months, she had yet to accomplish anything even remotely resembling success. Were this her only shortcoming, then circumstances would not be so dire, but since becoming Mama’s Disciple, Song had made no progress whatsoever along her Martial Path. Not only was she unable to utilize external Chi, she also had yet to condense her Aura and still struggled with her mental exercises, to say nothing of forming an actual Natal Palace.
 
  
 
 Despite weeks of failure, Mama was still as patient as ever, her letters filled with love and encouragement which told Song not to concern herself with failure or success, but to simply continue with her strange and seemingly frivolous exercises without reason or explanation. Why did it matter if Song could close her eyes and remember how many swords were in the room, or have one conversation through Sending and another out loud at the same time? Not that she could, but what benefit would be gained from success? The other assignments were similarly far-fetched, doing things like drawing circles with the right hand and squares with the left, playing games of concentration with Tursinai and Tenjin, or reciting memorized poetry while performing the Forms. None of it made sense to Song, and though she gave it her all, her constant failures and lack of progress were both shameful and discouraging.
 
  
 
 Things had been different with Teacher Du, who always laid out his expectations beforehand and gave Song a goal to strive for. With Mama, there were no goals or markers to track her progress which left her feeling lost in her training, like a ship adrift in the Azure Sea without oar or sail. Mama always answered Song’s questions the same way, to continue her exercises, seek Insight in the Forms, and meditate on her findings, but no matter how hard she tried, she still couldn’t perform two separate tasks at once like Mama expected her to. Single-minded focus was one of Song’s greatest strengths as she’d been taught to devote all her attention to the task at hand, but in her last letter, Mama instructed Song to recite the entirety of the Classics of Poetry while in combat, even at the cost of Enlightenment. Yesterday, she’d lost her place while battling a particularly tenacious opponent and almost lost her head in the process, but Tenjin’s timely intervention kept her neck intact.
 
  
 
 Three stanzas consisting of fifteen words total, that’s how far she got into her first poem before forgetting her place, an utterly disgraceful display.
 
  
 
 Making a note to clear up the misunderstanding and thank Tenjin properly, Song swallowed her irritation and reached for Balance, for the scouts were slipping past her lines and the Defiled close enough to see. Already in place atop their wagons behind her, the bows of the Protectorate sang out in greeting, their arrows flitting off into the darkness to strike down the oncoming foe. Without need for orders, the Death Corps collectively pointed their polearms towards the Defiled horde, the disciplined, dark-armoured warriors utterly silent in stark contrast to their unruly, howling foes. Gripping her sheath with her left hand and the hilt with the right, Song lowered her stance and recited the first line of ‘Clear Temple’. “Solemn is the Clear Temple.”
 
  
 
 The Defiled charge slowed to a crawl once they reached the crossing, with many in the vanguard slipping into the depths of the pond or pushed into and carried away by the roaring river. “Reverent are the illustrious adherents.” The second stanza was accompanied by the mechanical twang of crossbows, the scouts repaying the Enemy for the harrowing chase. Bodies fell by the dozens as the Defiled wavered in shallows, only to be trampled underfoot once their fury overcame reason, heedlessly dashing over the slick natural dam and into the waiting polearms of the Death Corps. Tiger Swipes the Rushes scored Song’s first kill of the night, her sabre Honed and Lightened in simultaneous fashion. “Dignified are the many officers.” She once likened using two separate Chi Skills to composing a poem with the right hand while painting a portrait with the left, but she now knew the depths of her ignorance. The former now seemed easy as turning her hand and the latter more difficult than squeezing blood from a stone.
 
  
 
 “Adhering to the virtues of Nobility.” Sabre still Honed and Lightened, Song Amplified her next attack, cleaving her opponent’s weapon in twain and severing flesh and bone behind it. Retracting her weapon from the entangling corpse, she raised her saber high and...
 
  
 
 Forgot the next stanza.
 
  
 
 The brief moment of hesitation cost Song dearly as her opponent’s attack landed before her sabre claimed his life. The bone spear slid off her Runic armour thanks to its innate Deflection, and the dampening effect meant she barely felt the impact, but sheer instinct drove her a step back and left a gap in the line. Scrambling to recover, she unleashed a flurry of two-handed thrusts while trying to remember which stanza she’d left off on, but her mind was still blank after reclaiming her place. Restarting from the beginning, she rushed through the poem but lost focus on the battle and somewhere along the way, forgot to keep Honing her blade. Caught by surprise as she locked weapons with an opponent, she failed to react in time and was driven back by the heavier Defiled’s forward advance. A supporting hand reached out to steady her balance and Song Honed her sabre once again, cutting through the crude axe as if it were made of water instead of stone.
 
  
 
 Cheeks burning in humiliation, Song avoided looking back at her guardians and yearned to stop waxing poetic, but Mama’s instructions were clear. Even if Song didn’t understand why, Mama believed reciting poetry whilst battling would help her become stronger, so she would continue to do so until it bore fruit. “Solemn is the Clear Temple,” she shouted as she split her next foe’s skull, so frustrated by the lack of Enlightenment and her repeated failures that she needed to vent. “Reverent are its illustrious adherents.” Impaling a Defiled through the chest, she rushed in and shoved the corpse into a crowd of Defiled. “Dignified are the gathered officers.” No longer constrained by the close-knit formation, Song unleashed her fury upon the Defiled with Twitching Tail and Sharpened Claw, Fanged Clutch and Killing Lunge, her favoured tools among the Tiger Forms. “Adhering to the virtues of Nobility.”
 
  
 
 Reverse the Flow saw her dance away from one opponent before she departed from the Tiger Forms to execute Oriole Takes Flight. Why she chose this particular movement over a more familiar one, Song couldn’t say, but her upward slash caught her target unaware and bisected him from hip to shoulder. “Praising our Mother in Heaven,” she cried as she performed Pounce Upon the Lamb, gutting three foes on her way back to cut down the first one she’d left behind. “They Hurry swiftly into the temple.” Already turned away to face a Death Corps soldier, he lost his life to Mantis’ Hidden Ambush, and Oriole Raises the Winds finished off Song’s gutted foes, both superior options to what would’ve been her first choice of Killing Lunge and Swipes the Rushes. Her immediate area cleared of foes, she found herself with a full second of calm to recite the last two stanzas, and she did so with head held high. “Greatly illustrious, greatly dignified, She safeguards Her children forevermore.”
 
  
 
 Finally. A mere eight stanzas and forty-one words, but thus concluded the first poem of the Classics of Poetry. A minor achievement and small step along her Martial path, but one to take pride in.
 
  
 
 The battle continued unabated and Song held her place at the front, reciting poetry as her body guided her through the Forms. Bull Form – Traverse the Mountain and Deer Form – Part the Underbrush, Snake Form – Shake the Branch and Bear Form – Pluck the Honeycomb, Song had never used most of these movements in true battle before, but she performed them as naturally as breathing. While busy reciting poetry, she had less time to find the perfect variation of movement from Tiger Form to respond with, so instead, she defaulted to whichever basic movement from any Form fit best. As the battle continued, she gained confidence in her instincts and went back to planning several steps in advance as she’d been trained to, her mind adapting to the extra burden with surprising ease. No longer lingering at the edge of perception, Enlightenment came easily now, her body relaxing even as her senses sharpened. The fog of battle lifted away and Song’s prowess rose another notch, the circle of dead Defiled growing as she chanted her poems and danced along the battle lines.
 
  
 
 How long she fought for, she couldn’t say, but when Tursinai pulled her away from the battle, Song found herself barely able to stand. Her lungs burned and arms were leaden, and only now did she realize her Death Corps had already fallen back into camp to rest, replaced by Rain and Dragon Squad fighting on foot in the choke point while Phoenix squad guarded the camp’s rear. Leaning heavily on Tursinai for support, Song used her chin to point at an open area by the pond, and though the teasing woman spoke idly of throwing Song into the water to rinse her clean, Tursinai helped her to her chosen vantage point where she continued watching the battle.
 
  
 
 Had it been Phoenix Squad embroiled in combat, Song would have gladly sat down to rest since she worked with Mister Rustram the most, but ever since discovering just how difficult her next steps would be, she saw Rain and Dastan in a new light. Nineteen and twenty-three years old respectively, both were much farther along the Martial Path than Song was at the age of twenty-one, and she yearned to know why. Though she could still match them in spars, both were Aura-capable Experts who would only grow stronger with time, and it showed. Axe and shield in hand, Dastan’s performance spoke for itself, an untouchable whirlwind of violence on the left flank as he almost single-handedly drove the Enemy back into the shallows. On the right flank, Rain performed a similar role, hacking and slashing repeatedly with inelegant efficiency. Unlike Dastan’s wild glee, Rain almost looked bored in comparison, executing Sweeping the Fields into Swiping the Rushes in a continuous cycle and barely slowed by the multiple bodies standing in his path. Left, then right, then left, then right, he swung his glaive back and forth along an unchanging arc, yet no Defiled could stand before him as he harvested lives much like a farmer harvested wheat.
 
  
 
 Where Song defeated her opponents with superior skill, Rain massacred them with overwhelming power and clever tactics, stopping his advance at the edge of the shallows so Dragon Squad stood on solid ground while the Defiled moved across grasping mud and slick stone. Situational Positioning, as outlined in Huang Shaotian’s Three Hunting Strategies, but where he found the time to study the complex and flowery manuscript, Song couldn’t say. What truly boggled her mind was seeing his slender frame produce so much explosive power time and time again, but it was clear his every strike was generously Reinforced and Amplified.
 
  
 
 The seconds turned to minutes until Dragon Squad had fought for a quarter hour, and still Rain continued with his flawlessly Amplified attacks. This begged the question: how? How did he have enough Chi to sustain for so long? How had he yet to fail a single attempt? How did he make slaughtering multiple Defiled with every swing look so easy and effortless? While Song had finally taken her first step in ages, it seemed like Rain was still progressing in leaps and bounds. Not just in Martial Prowess, but in tactical acumen as well, his accomplishments so great Song no longer dared give advice unless explicitly questioned lest she make a fool out of herself in front of him.
 
  
 
 Why the thought of that happening vexed her so, Song couldn’t say...
 
  
 
 “Why, Commander Li-Li, your cute little cat ears are pressed flat to your head.” Tursinai’s Sending bore a teasing tone as she hugged Song tight. “Is something the matter? Why don’t you tell Big Sister all about it?”
 
  
 
 Settling back in Tursinai’s warm embrace, Song rested her temple against the taller woman’s cheek and Sent, “Big Sister, I stagnate along the Martial Path while my peers pass me by. Mama tells me not to worry and to proceed at my own pace, but what if I fail and disappoint her?”
 
  
 
 “Kya, Li-Li is so cute.” Squeezing her even tighter, Tursinai kissed Song on the cheek and Sent, “First off, your Mama loves you no matter what, and she’ll never be disappointed so long as you are happy. Second, you can’t go wrong with the Chief Provost as your Mentor, so follow her instructions and strength will come. Third, answer me this Li-Li: why do you seek strength?”
 
  
 
 Frowning, Song considered the question before answering with the same thing she told Mama. “I pursue strength so I can stand with Sister, Mama, and Papa without being a burden.” Strength made her needed, and while it was nice to be loved, being needed made her feel secure.
 
  
 
 “Then you’ve no need to train anymore,” Tursinai Sent, punctuating her point with another kiss on the cheek. “Your family would never see you as a burden, because the burden would fall on hubby and me.” Chuckling at her own joke, she continued, “Your desire to stand alongside your family is admirable, but if you hope to match the likes of your Mama and Papa, then you have a journey of centuries ahead of you. No need to stress over being surpassed by Rain and Dastan, because worst comes to worst, you can claim superiority after outliving them.”
 
  
 
 Noting Song’s dissatisfaction, Tursinai Sent, “You see the other youths with their Auras, Natal Palaces, and Blessings, and you’re worried you can’t match up.” Song nodded and Tursinai continued, “Well, you’re right. You can’t match up right now. Heaven isn’t fair, and chances are you would have fallen behind regardless because half-beasts in general are slower to progress with regards to Chi manipulation.” Which made Wu Gam and Du Min Yan all the more talented, but Song held her tongue. “Don’t pout, little Li-Li, though it is oh so adorable. Envy and resentment will eat away at your resolve, and even should you overcome it, it wastes time better spent training. Worry not about how your peers fare, for everyone moves along the Martial Path at the same pace: one step at a time.”
 
  
 
 Nodding in agreement with Tursinai’s sage advice, Song replied, “True, but I still want to be stronger. Though I made some progress in training today and saw its effectiveness, I don’t understand how reciting poetry is supposed to help form my Natal Palace.” Knowing the Bekhai penchant for letting students reach their own conclusions, Song wasn’t brazen enough to directly ask Tursinai for advice, but the talented warrior surely had something to offer.
 
  
 
 Understanding Song’s meaning, Tursinai shook her head and sighed. “The Chief Provost will have my hide if I overstep, so listen carefully, if only so you can tell her exactly what I said and prove me innocent. Forget your Natal Palace. You haven’t even condensed your Aura yet, so just continue working on the exercises your Mama gave you and reflect on my earlier question. Strength for the sake of strength is meaningless, for only with purpose can Martial Strength truly hold significance. Got it?”
 
  
 
 “Yes Big Sister. Thank You.” Though she didn’t quite understand Tursinai’s veiled meanings, Song committed every word to heart before turning her thoughts to her second Spiritual Weapon. Though she already put off answering Papa for a quarter of a year, she still had no answer to give. She’d hoped to ask her older brother Kyung for insight into Teacher Du’s thoughts, but not only did he repeatedly rebuff her attempts to make conversation and refuse to spar because she was clearly not his match, he treated their shared parentage and teachings as empty air, and only carried a single Martial Weapon, a sabre much like her own.
 
  
 
 In short, Kyung was a massive disappointment, of no help whatsoever, and prickly to boot.
 
  
 
 Seeing Rain and Dragon Squad holding the Defiled back with ease, Song wondered if he had any insight to offer. Though he’d been on his best behaviour while holding her chain and she was fond of his warm head pats, she wasn’t too keen about going to him for advice. It wasn’t because she worried he might take advantage or tout his strength over her, but there was something unsavoury about outright admitting her inferiority. Why this was, again, she couldn’t quite say, but the mere thought of acknowledging his genius out loud set her nerves on edge, especially now that he’d gone back to being intensely uncomfortable in her presence, a sign of his impure thoughts he could not act upon.
 
  
 
 A failing of all men, but at least Rain was repentant of his desires.
 
  
 
 If purpose was so important to Martial Strength, then maybe Song should set a goal of her own besides becoming strong for the sake of being needed, something like surpassing Rain and Yan, defeating Kyung, or better yet, catching up to Tursinai. Then again, maybe something more realistic was in order such as... having her own pet. No, this had nothing to do with the Martial Path, though she would enjoy having an animal to love and call her own, an affectionate but practical creature who served a purpose and could fit in her yurt. A small dream, but best not be too greedy, for she still remembered a time when her dreams consisted of enduring through the night until her morning ritual, the scant five minutes a day which were hers, and hers alone. In light of this, perhaps she didn’t need a pet of her own, for she had already been blessed with a loving family and compassionate friends.
 
  
 
 Then again, having a cute, battle-trained torch weasel or thunder mouse would make up for her lack of Awakening and offer a marked increase in strength. Nestled in Tursinai’s arms, Song idly watched the engagement play out and imagined herself striding across the battlefield with her sabre engulfed in flame or lightning, reciting poetry and slaughtering Defiled as easily as lifting her hand while leaving Rain awestruck in her wake...
 
  
 
 Truly a dream, but perhaps a goal as well...
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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      Chapter 434 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Much as I enjoy cutting down my enemies like chaff, I wholeheartedly regret my decision to leave the triple crossbows and catapults behind.
 
  
 
 Clumped together at the river crossing, the Defiled horde make for perfect targets as they scream and dance on the other side, impatiently awaiting their turn to cross while wholly indifferent to the fate which awaits them. Said fate is likely a messy death at the end of my glaive as it carves a figure-eight through the air and slaughters any Defiled caught along the way. Bear Form – Standing Fury is one of the last Insights Baledagh left me with, but I completely forgot about it following the whole reveal. After unearthing the memory and working out the specifics, it’s come in handy for these long, drawn out engagements despite how silly it looks and feels.
 
  
 
 It’s a little like waving a giant flag on a pole back and forth while trying to stay level on a rocking boat, minus the actual flag or boat. Odd, but effective. Not as odd as Song reciting poetry on the battlefield, but her delivery is surprisingly evocative.
 
  
 
 Though what I’m doing seems simple enough, it’s physically and mentally engaging to pull off. There’s a flow to the continuous movement, with arms, shoulders, hips, and knees all working in tandem to minimize effort and maximize effect, with each pass of the glaive building on the last. Still, minimizing effort is not the same as no effort at all, and after twenty minutes of repetitive motion, the strain is building up in my knees and obliques, those rarely used muscles at the side of my abdomen. Add in my lack of sleep and dwindling Chi reserves thanks to constant Reinforcement and repetitive Amplification, I expect to topple over in exhaustion in ten or so minutes, but there are still many, many enemies left to kill. Bloodthirsty though they might be, the Defiled aren’t stupid, and even though we hold the terrain advantage, they have the numbers and they mean to wear us down.
 
  
 
 Having learned from observation, my latest opponent avoids running headlong into my glaive and tries to feint at the edge of my range, but I simply loosen my grip and Unity slides out to catch him between the ribs. Without Chi, the attack would probably glance off my opponent’s bones, but thanks to the magic of Amplification and Honing, it rends his chest open and slices through lungs and heart. Eyes wide with surprise, my latest victim falls to his knees where he’ll soon join the other corpses at his feet, to be stepped over or kicked aside by the next idiot dumb enough to approach.
 
  
 
 Play stupid games, win stupid prizes.
 
  
 
 Or maybe not.
 
  
 
 Surprise turns to panic in my fallen foe’s eyes, which then gives way to hatred and resignation, his accusing glare first directed towards the water and then at me, blaming the slippery terrain for getting in his way and condemning me for killing him, even though he meant to do worse. Murky blood spills from his mouth as he moves his lips, his voice silent due to the lack of connected lungs, yet for some reason, it’s like he’s gaining vitality when it should be draining away. Back straight and shoulders squared, he lifts his head high in a silent cry of triumph, not what you’d expect from a man who’s already drawn his last breath. A small part of me marvels at his tenacity and wonders how he’s still alive, even as Unity swoops back around to take his head and offer the small mercy of death.
 
  
 
 I’m just glad his face is covered with a headwrap. It dehumanizes him and makes it easier not to empathize.
 
  
 
 Just as Unity is about to reach his neck, someone grabs me by the scruff and pulls me away, my feet lifted off the ground while the blade cuts through empty air. “Fall back!” Argat booms, his Chi-infused voice rising over the din of battle. “Fall back to the wagons!”
 
  
 
 Irritated at being dragged around like a misbehaving kitten, my angry snarl dies on my lips and a chill runs down my spine as the Spectres circle around my ‘dying’ foe in a vortex of coordinated chaos. For the first time, I witness the Spectres affect the physical world as they surge into the Defiled warrior’s chest wound, bringing multiple spiralling streams of water along with them. No, not just water, but blood and flesh too, the corpses of his fallen comrades melting as the Spectres pass by, then carried along by the gushing water and fed into his chest cavity. Body swelling like a balloon, his skin bulges and stretches from the excessive fluids before contracting inwards, then expanding even larger than before as his unholy feast shows no signs of slowing. Growing with each throbbing pulse of his body, his headwrap explodes to reveal a water-logged face, and the rest of his skin takes on the same grey-white cast, no longer dried and wrinkled but smooth and engorged as if he’d been submerged underwater for several days and stretched out over a too large frame.
 
  
 
 The detached, clinical part of my brain which isn’t gibbering in terror notes the Spectres are being consumed in the same manner I Devour them, though these ones appear willing to go along for the ride. Then again, the Spectres back in Sanshu were pretty happy to be Devoured and I didn’t encounter resistance until coming to the front lines. Another piece of another puzzle I cannot comprehend, but I see that water, flesh and Heavenly Energy are required to fuel this particular horrific metamorphosis.
 
  
 
 What good this does... well... who knows.
 
  
 
 The Demon’s Aura collides against my own and snaps me out of my fugue, a stark reminder I’m still alive and should probably do something if I want to stay that way. Tearing my eyes away from the burgeoning, water-logged abomination, I ask, “So... wouldn’t now be a good time to kill it? You know... while it’s busy... growing?”
 
  
 
 My question earns me an inquisitive stare from Argat, a single eyebrow raised in minor bewilderment. Giving a slow shake of his head, he drawls, “Best to leave the Demon alone and let things run their course; Ichor will ruin a Spiritual Weapon and cripple your Core if you strike before it’s finished. Besides,” he adds, turning his eyes back to the Demon, “The Father often casts His gaze upon His birthing children, and I’d rather not draw His attention any more than I have to.”
 
  
 
 ...Wow. Glad I couldn’t kill Vivek before he finished transforming. Just another time where my failure was actually a success, I suppose.
 
  
 
 Now that Argat mentions it, I realize none of the Defiled are moving either, having withdrawn out of the shallows and back to dry land to celebrate the birth of their new Transcendent. A fresh wave of dread leaves me reeling in place as I realize where the epithet came from, my captured Spectres howling the title in an uncontrolled frenzy while demanding I release them to join their comrades to form what surely must be the fattest, ugliest Demon in existence. A thought crosses my mind to Devour the errant Spectres and keep them from the Demon, but I discard it immediately as I track down the source. My captured Spectres want me to try because doing so would offer them the escape they so desire, their subtle manipulations made obvious by crazed desperation.
 
  
 
 Okay, mental note: My Succ is less than Demon birthing Succ.
 
  
 
 ...I wish my life wasn’t so weird.
 
  
 
 “Move these wagons and make a space.” Swaggering out of the crowd with wine gourd in hand, Lei Gong’s confident demeanour is reflected in his steady, unwavering Aura, uplifting everyone out of their shock as they scramble to obey. Marching over to my side, he puts the gourd away, which is usually a sign of tough times ahead. “The water’s receding, so reposition yer line to meet a wider front. I suggest ye send yer tired boys to guard the back and bring yer second up with the Death Corps. No more arrows fer now, no sense inciting a charge before we need to, but leave ‘em to rest in reserve.” Switching to Sending, he eyes Argat and Jochi before adding, “Ye stick around too. Best keep all the heavy hitters nearby, cuz this big‘un is gonna be trouble. It’s clear as day the creature has Awakened to Water, which means it won’t be easy to kill.”
 
  
 
 Deferring to his expertise without questions, I give the orders and move back as my people scramble into position, keeping XinYue, Sai Chou, Dastan, and Sahb nearby just in case. Daxian is already here, having arrived sometime during my stupor to pose beneath the moonlight with his spear pointed down and head held high, the very picture of unconcerned composure beside Jochi and Argat. Tenjin and Tursinai also make their way to the front, while Li Song shuffles to my side with uncharacteristic fatigue, her ears flat and tail lashing as the Death Corps form up on either side. The seconds tick by as my people move into place, Wang Bao and Ulfsaar joining my second string of Experts while the fresh members of Phoenix Squad set about reinforcing Tiger. The stifling atmosphere threatens to overwhelm us as the Demon pulsates and grows, already standing over three metres high with a rotund belly almost double that in girth, a corpulent behemoth with bulky legs thick as tree trunks and arms longer than I am tall.
 
  
 
 I shall name him Pudge, because he is a fat and disgusting abomination.
 
  
 
 Out of the corner of my eye, I see Bulat and the others loading up their Spiritual Guns and I curse myself for not doing the same. Fumbling around the cross-guard, I hit the release and twist the haft, turning the elegant glaive into an ugly axe with a series of crisp, mechanical clicks. Holding the weapon point down, I work the crank to compress the spring while fumbling around my side pouches for ammunition. Finally finding the right pouch, I give a quiet, triumphant cry as I slam the spherical steel bullet into the readied chamber and hold Unity ready, my finger close to but not on the trigger and the barrel pointed down.
 
  
 
 Conscious of the curious stares, I find an open line of fire behind the first string Experts and gesture for my other gunmen to join me. Sounding calmer than I have any right to be, I say, “Wait a moment before you attack, let me and my people take a crack at it first.”
 
  
 
 Though he’s seen us practising with our spring-loaded guns and was suitably impressed, Lei Gong thinks them too cumbersome and inconvenient for something we’ll maybe use once per battle, but he’ll humour me if I insist. “Won’t be much time to let ye know when it’s safe and no telling if it’ll stand still and smile pretty. Might have to move against it and I’d rather not get shot in the back.”
 
  
 
 Eyeing the diminishing cloud of Spectres around Pudge, I give a reassuring nod. “Don’t worry about it.”
 
  
 
 “Easy to say when it ain’t yer hide.” Regardless of his misgivings, Lei Gong shrugs and settles into place, smacking his cane against his meaty palm in anticipation of the battle ahead. Annoying as always, Daxian stops posing to move to the far side of the group, putting as many bodies between my guns and himself as he possibly can, though to be fair, I would do the same in his shoes. Sparing a moment to glance at my soldiers, I say, “Wait for my signal, then fall back into line. My beloved betrothed worked hard on those weapons, and I’d rather not see them turn to junk right after their debut.”
 
  
 
 Their new Runic shields strapped across their backs, Bulat, Viyan, Birca, and Silva chuckle nervously from beneath their open faced helmets, looking sharp and heroic in the best steel armour money can buy. Similarly armoured minus the shields, Pran and Saluk grin and nod, eager to test their precious weapons against a Demon and unlikely to care if it’s with gun or hammer. Standing still as a statue, Siyar barely acknowledges the order until Ravil elbows him in the ribs, which earns me a scowl as if I’m somehow to blame. While the two of them couldn’t be any more physically different, they’re both cut from the same cloth, refusing plate armour and Runic shields with the same excuse, claiming it would slow them down in a fight.
 
  
 
 Having seen them in action, I believe it. Ravil was always a dangerous bastard, but instinct tells me Siyar isn’t far behind.
 
  
 
 These are my elites, the soldiers I’ve invested so much into, standing at my side to fire our inaugural volley. If this works, then maybe I can finally convince Mila of their effectiveness and get her to make more. Much like any artist, she’s a little touchy when it comes to her work, preferring to follow her muse and test her limits instead of buckling down to go with what works. I –
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Nice try Spectres, but I’m razor focused today.
 
  
 
 Raising my gun, I take aim and prepare to fire. The pond recedes and the river slows to a trickle as the Spectres direct a continuous torrent into Pudge’s gaping chest wound, and a fetid stench assails my senses, a combination of raw sewage and rank mold alongside a few other high notes. As more Spectres are consumed and fewer remain, the torrent slows enough to reveal a cavernous maw where the wound once stood, large enough to fit a grown man inside and complete with razor sharp fangs and long, sinuous tongue. The face itself has no nose or mouth, its feature smoothed over with slick, greyish skin under blue, bulging, hate-filled eyes which are still fixated on my own.
 
  
 
 So... I guess Pudge still remembers me. That’s not unsettling at all.
 
  
 
 It feels like an eternity since the transformation started, but by my best guess it’s probably been three minutes at most. Three, stressful, intense, unnerving minutes, but judging by the few Spectres still left, not much longer to go. When their numbers dwindle to a dozen remaining, I say, “Steady.” Trigger. Pause. Hammer. At five left, I focus on my Amplification Keystone, the natal hammer raised and ready to drop. “Aim.” Trigger. Pause. Hammer. Not at the same time, but not too long a pause. You can do this. Trigger. Pause. Hammer.
 
  
 
 And as the last Spectre slips into the horrifying chest-mouth, I pull the trigger, pause, drop the hammer, and shout, “Fire!”
 
  
 
 Our guns roar in thunderous salute as the Demon comes to life, cordially greeting the newborn monster with nine bullets moving at the speed of sound. Rocked by the impact, Pudge reels in place as seven, Ichor-spurting craters form across its abdomen, the majority of shots including my own aimed at its broad belly. As Pudge straightens up, we see its two ruined eyes courtesy of Ravil and Siyar, and the battlefield falls silent as Imperial and Defiled alike struggle to come to terms with what we just witnessed.
 
  
 
 Is it dead? A living creature would be dead, but Demons aren’t exactly living, so...?
 
  
 
 Opening its chest-mouth wide, Pudge reveals a reddish-pink gullet and lets loose with a bestial roar of fury, confirming my suspicion that it is indeed, not dead. To my great dismay, its sightless eyes track me as I move back into line with my soldiers, somehow still able to perceive my location despite its lack of vision. Chalking it up to another unsolved mystery, I debate reloading for a second shot when Pudge’s scream is cut short by a blinding flash of light followed by a deafening clap of thunder.
 
  
 
 Wooo, Lord of Thunder Lei Gong!
 
  
 
 My vision clears and high spirits give way to consternation as Pudge stands unscathed behind a shimmering shield of water, one which covers its entire hefty frame. A second bolt of lightning crashes into the Demon, but again, the shield stops it cold. Reacting to an unseen attack, Lei Gong dodges aside as something smashes into the ground a few meters behind him, raising a furrow of mud and dirt before knocking three Death Corps Soldiers off their feet. A water bullet maybe? Luckily, Pudge is tall and the projectile was angled downwards, else those Death Corps soldiers wouldn’t have escaped with just a few scrapes and bruises.
 
  
 
 The Defiled stomp and cheer in the background, content to stand and watch their Transcendent clean up, so I signal my soldiers to do the same. It makes sense, because if Lei Gong really wanted to go all out, he could easily wipe out a good portion of the Defiled on his own, and the same could be said of Pudge. Hell, the fat fucker could lie on the grass and roll over my retinue and we’d probably be helpless to stop it.
 
  
 
 No longer playing around, Lei Gong unleashes a storm of lightning. When the light show dies down and my vision returns, I find the battle in full swing as Pudge chases Lei Gong, throwing wide, predictable punches which most people would be hard pressed to avoid, given its incredible speed and tremendous reach. That said, the Lord of Thunder can hardly be counted as ‘most people’, nor can Tenjin and Tursinai who take the field. Each falls into their respective roles with ease, as if this were the umpteenth time they'd fought side by side, rather than their first time ever. Lei Gong holds Pudge’s attention with dazzling blasts of lightning, while Tursinai impedes its movements by tangling its legs, a dangerous game of push and pull which could end in disaster. Too much slack and the Pudge roams freely, but not enough a single yank could pull her into the Demon’s crushing embrace. Meanwhile, Tenjin nips at its heels, unleashing a storm of mundane throwing knives which puncture soggy flesh, but doing little damage otherwise.
 
  
 
 The three remaining Experts on the field each pick a partner and stick close by, their spears held at the ready to help defend should their partner require it. Wondering why Jochi, Argat, and Daxian don’t just rush in and nail a foot down or something, my unspoken question is soon answered by the Demon itself. Weary of chasing Lei Gong, the Demon’s water shield collapses and the liquid adheres to its fists, forming six rippling tendrils which lash out independently at its foes. The Imperial Experts back away to avoid its reach, though if they’d been any closer, then they undoubtedly would’ve been caught. Freed from Tursinai’s ensnaring chain, the Demon charges at Lei Gong to end the incessant bolts of lightning, but the Lord of Thunder is not so easily caught. Hurling his cane like a javelin, the Spiritual Weapon smashes into an empty eye-socket and pierces clean through Pudge’s head. Staggered but not downed, its tendrils go wild but Daxian is in place to defend, his spear fending off multiple attacks while Lei Gong gathers his Chi and unleashes the most powerful strike yet. Night turns to day as an orb of lightning emerges from Lei Gong’s cane, covering Pudge’s face in an explosion of electrical discharge. A rapid-fire series of thunderclaps deafens my ears and shakes me to the bones, but right before the world fades back to dark, I see Tenjin sailing through the air with his blazing twin daggers aimed at Pudge’s wide, unprotected back.
 
  
 
 Wishing I had some way to protect my vision, I set to repairing my ruptured eardrums the old fashioned way while blinking repeatedly, hoping to see or hear something to tell me what’s going on. Long seconds pass before my eyesight returns, and once it does I wish it hadn’t. Though its face is a blackened mess and its back spurting Ichor, Pudge continues its rampage against the Imperial Elites. Tursinai’s weapon dangles in its fist while the wielder herself kneels by her fallen hubby, laying in an indent in the dirt where he’d been slammed. As I watch in horror, a watery tendril slips past Jochi’s guard to strike his leg and his bones crumple like tissue upon impact. A follow up strike misses as Argat drags his screaming brother away from battle, paying no heed to pain he’s causing in order to save a life.
 
  
 
 Only Lei Gong and Daxian remain on the battlefield, and neither one looks in good condition. Planting Unity in the dirt, I draw Peace and launch it without thinking, hoping to get lucky and kill in a single blow, but the Honed blade sinks into Pudge’s skull with almost no effect. Reminded of my existence, it turns those empty sockets towards me, an almost comical sight with my sword stuck through its skull and Lei Gong’s cane in its eye. Raising a meaty arm, Pudge extends a razor-tipped finger and reforms its shield, the water rippling briefly before firing out. My throat tightens as my vision goes dark, and a metallic crash sounds out, but not the chime of a bell or the ring of a sword, more of a crumpled bang you’d expect from driving a car into a solid stone wall. Taking a step back out of reflex, a brigandine chest-piece comes into focus, the word ‘Virtuous’ neatly engraved in the centre.
 
  
 
 Holy shit, did Daxian just leap in front of me to take a water bullet?
 
  
 
 Peering around my prickly would-be hero, I’m relieved to see yet another person standing in front of Daxian, my hero’s daddy dripping wet from head to toe in his ragged shirt and all the sexier for it. With a throaty growl which echoes over the silent battlefield, GangShu scowls at his ruined clothes and declares, “This one is under my protection, Demon. I’ve been ordered to keep to the Treaty to not escalate the situation, so best you fuck off now.”
 
  
 
 Sightless eyes narrowed in rage, Pudge advances a single, step, but GangShu suddenly appears in front of the Demon, standing right up against the shimmering shield of water. “Seems you don’t understand Common, so let’s try a different language.”
 
  
 
 GangShu is neither particularly tall nor wide, a lithe man who is broad of shoulder and slim of waist, with a shocking amount of body hair beneath his torn shirt. Arms crossed as he stands in Pudge’s path, he looks like a hairy, petulant child trying to bar the path of a massive adult. As the Demon winds up to punch, I can’t help but wince in anticipation. Even if he’s an Ancestral Beast, the laws of physics still apply, which means –
 
  
 
 Jack shit, it seems.
 
  
 
 A full-on haymaker hammers home into GangShu’s shoulder and the Ancestral Beast barely shifts, though the wind from the attack is enough to send clumps of wet dirt flying. Rather than a meaty thunk, Pudge’s fist emits a crumpled bang and implodes on impact, the same sound I heard earlier while Daxian was blocking my vision.
 
  
 
 So GangShu didn’t put up any fancy Chi shields and just blocked the water bullet with his bare body. Cool. Cool, cool, cool.
 
  
 
 Retracting its broken fist, Pudge raises its other arm and lands another haymaker to the same effect. Metallic crumple, broken flesh, Ancestral Beast standing in place. Still unwilling to give up, the Demon leans forward as if intending to swallow GangShu whole, but with a wave of his hand, he sends Pudge flying back to crash into the clustered ranks of Defiled, water shield and all. Rolling to its feet, its shield melts away and gushes out to dissolve the Defiled who’d been pulped by its passing. Before long, the liquefied remains flow back into Pudge’s gullet, though its injuries show no sign of recovering.
 
  
 
 Well, that’s one thing to be grateful for. It’s strong, fast, durable, has a shield, multiple whips, and speedy bullets, but at least it doesn’t Heal too quickly.
 
  
 
 Ripping Lei Gong’s cane, Tenjin’s daggers, and my sword out of its flesh, Pudge screeches one last time before marching west, reaching decent speeds with its squelching, ponderous stride. Heart pounding and knees weak even though all I did was stand around, my mind blanks as GangShu flashes his charming smile and says, “Well, my part’s done here. I’ll leave the cleanup to you.” Before I can ask him to clarify, the forgotten Defiled horde scream their battle cries and charge across the shrunken pond and trickling river, unfazed by the herculean battle we all just witnessed. Screaming back to calm my nerves, I take up Unity in its axe form and charge into the fray, happy to abandon all thought and kill some Defiled.
 
  
 
 If that’s what top tier fights are like, then maybe I’m better off not getting stronger...
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 I hate to admit I grade and rank them, but out of all my pets, Mama Bun is the best cuddler.
 
  
 
 Aurie is an affectionate sweetheart, but he likes to sprawl out while he sleeps, usually over my legs with a big swathe of blanket stuffed in his mouth. The other wildcats don’t enjoy hugs so much as tolerate them, though they will nuzzle and boop when they’re in a friendly mood. In contrast, the bears love hugs and their fur is so soft and warm, but they’re so heavy it’s hard to breathe with their fat heads resting on my chest. Roc and the other birds don’t sleep lying down, the bun buns tear up the bedding, and Blackjack is too small and fragile to hug too tight. The cattle are nuzzlers, but aside from their massive size, weight, and terrible smell, their horns make it dangerous to move around in the dark. Even the cows have horns, which confused me at first, but apparently, that’s how cattle do in the Azure murder-world.
 
  
 
 Can’t really blame them either. If offered the choice, I’d want a set of ingrown weapons too.
 
  
 
 With Ping Ping being too large to compete, Sir Inky disqualified on account of his perverted nature, and Pong Pong refusing to participate, this means Mama Bun is the best cuddler by default, but she’s not content to rest on her laurels. When I lay on my back, she stretches herself across my chest in a full bun hug, and when I’m feeling vulnerable and lay on my side, she flops right up against me and squeezes her head under my chin, playing the little spoon to my big. Not only is she affectionate enough to cuddle and give bunny kisses, she’s also the perfect size to snuggle, her twenty kilogram frame light enough to shift around, but sturdy enough to give her a good squeeze without hurting her.
 
  
 
 Which makes her a great companion to have when I’m depressed and down in the dumps.
 
  
 
 So like everyday, but especially today in particular. Having stayed in bed longer than usual, Mama Bun finally reaches her limit and slips out of my embrace, headbutting the door and thumping her feet to indicate she really has to go. Striding over in my nightshirt, I let Mama Bun and Blackjack out to pee, leaning in the doorway to watch them scurry off to the meadow. Pong Pong has long since slipped away on his own, though not before leaving a comparatively enormous amount of turtle poop in his toilet pan. Why he still uses it instead of pooping outside, I’ll never know, but if I don’t leave a pan of water out for him, he’ll poop in my washbasin, teapot, or whatever else he can swim in, as I learned in the worst way possible. Emptying the pan next to my yurt, I chuckle at the memory of Mama Bun smacking Blackjack aside to chow down on the lone flower sprouting in this very same spot, a flower which had probably been nourished by the turtle poop we left here the last time we visited. It’s the circle of poop. Eat, poop, grow veggies in said poop, then eat again, or at least that’s how it is when Mama Bun doesn’t skip over the veggies part.
 
  
 
 Gross. I should wash my face.
 
  
 
 Sadly, as a man with responsibilities, I can’t spend all day in my yurt giggling about poop, nor can I wander the camp in my pajamas. After washing my face and brushing my teeth (in clean water), I throw on a black high-collared shirt with golden embroidery, eschewing the outer robes and matching vest Luo-Luo insists I wear, along with the stupid cap and jewelled accessories she made me bring. Honestly, if I didn’t put my foot down, she wouldn’t have even given me any pants, expecting me to go into battle wearing what’s essentially a male gown. While many of Central’s warriors go into battle wearing something similar, they also powder their faces bleach white and wear more rouge than most prostitutes in the North, so I’m not exactly rushing to follow in their fashion footsteps.
 
  
 
 Having delayed long enough, I take a deep breath and centre myself before going out to meet the day. Falling in line alongside my Death Corps escort, Song hands me my breakfast of jerky, hardtack and preserved vegetables washed down with a cup of fresh milk, which I devour without tasting as I take a walk around camp to gauge the overall mood. Subdued, in a word, as soldiers go about their business of looking busy while having nothing to do, oiling leathers, polishing metals, sharpening blades, and other such chores. XinYue and his cavalrymen groom their horses while Ulfsaar and his cattlery do the same, checking hooves, filling feedbags, and in Neera’s case, braiding hair. Wendy the big red cow is looking lovely with her new hairstyle and prances in delight as I head over to say hi, her nasty shoulder wound already Healed over thanks to the half-bear matron’s careful attentions. Moomie and some other cattle wander over for their fair share of attention, and I make an effort to speak with their handlers while massaging cattle cheeks.
 
  
 
 “How’s that gut wound Daru? Get it seen to sooner rather than later, else you’ll be making more work for the Healers.”
 
  
 
 “No Desmal, I don’t have any heavier polearms, but I’ll see what I can do when we get back.”
 
  
 
 “Redan, Big Mac deserves more grain than that. He’s gotta carry your fat ass around and I’ve seen sacks of turnips ride with more grace than you do.”
 
  
 
 Being the forward thinking leader I am, I remember to include the newest members of my retinue too. “Zari, right? I knew you and your Sanshu boys could ride, but last night, you showed me you can fight too. Well done.” The reinforcements from Sanshu seem embarrassed by my familiarity, but I’m trying to ease them into it the best I can. It’s not just XinYue’s bunch who are uncomfortable in my presence, even the former Corsairs seem to think I’m some hoity toity noble who should act like my shit don’t stink, but I’m slowly chipping away at their apprehension one day at a time.
 
  
 
 Or maybe they’re just upset because I got their friends killed last night.
 
  
 
 In stark contrast, the Protectorate are always on sharp lookout for any sort of snobbery so they can call me out on it, which is equally as bad. “Good shooting out there,” I say, but I might as well have said ‘grass is green’. “If any of you can handle a bow like Sai Chou’s let me know and I’ll see what I can do.” My second statement is received with more warmth and good cheer, albeit a bit too warm. I want to be liked, but respected too, and with how free the Protectorate are with their shoulder punches and back slaps, I’m pretty sure I’m neither.
 
  
 
 As for the Death Corps, they remain a conundrum. Though stoic as always, I’m learning how to read their general lack of expression, and from what I can tell, they’re not quite nervous, but not as calm and composed as they’d like me to think. It’s small things, a twitch of the cheek here, an averted glance there, minor signs of surprise or disbelief when I try talking to them like normal people. I find remembering their numbers is next to impossible, but I’ve familiarized myself with a few dozen faces, except none of them seem willing to build a rapport, probably because they resent having to die in service to my stupid ass.
 
  
 
 Even the Ones do everything they can to avoid conversation, or Father forbid, offering an opinion, which gets tiring after awhile. I understand it’s how they’ve been trained and they’re leery of making friends with someone who literally holds absolute power over them, but if they’re going to fight and die for me, then I’d like to at least know something about them so I can commemorate their memory. Today, like every other day, I get nothing for my efforts. “Yes, Great One”. “No, Great One”. “By Your will, Great One”. I tried changing the way they address me, but the only alternative they’re willing to accept is ‘Imperial Consort’, and they immediately discovered how much I loathe that particular title.
 
  
 
 Then there’s the Khishig contingent of my retinue, with whom I never know where I stand. Beautiful Maral greets me with a glare from her lovely amber eyes, while her husband Gansun moves protectively between us as if I can see through clothes. In contrast, Altan, Tomor, and Mugi all scurry over to greet me, doing that thing kids do where they pretend they don’t care but actually care too much. “Hey boss,” Altan says, his hands moving to salute before he decides a casual nod is better. Messy hair and sloppy clothes aside, the kid is a model Khishig and I can see him going far, assuming he survives long enough. “Er, I know we just joined up, but uh, like, do you think you could like, talk to Sumila about, you know, crafting Spiritual Weapons for us? After we’ve earned them, of course,” he adds, making sure I know this isn’t a demand.
 
  
 
 Chipper Tomor chimes in, a pretty girl who tries way too hard to emulate Yan’s casual strut and devilish attitude, though it looks like she’s got Altan and Mugi wrapped around her finger. Then again, judging by the way both boys keep glancing at Song, Tomor’s hold over them isn’t as firm as she’d like. “Like, we saw what your guns did to that Demon, and holy shit, that was fucking. Crazy!”
 
  
 
 “Didn’t do nearly enough.” Two bullets to the head and seven to the stomach, but the thing barely flinched. It even kept going with two Spiritual Weapons jammed through its skull. Fucking unbelievable. “I can’t make any promises. Mila’s been really busy working on Imperial requisition orders and it takes her a week or two to make one of those guns.” And it hardly seems worth the effort. I’m not even sure a Spiritual Minigun could’ve brought the water Demon down, so what’s the point in crafting more rifles? I thought clever ingenuity might make up for raw strength, but apparently, everyone was right and I’ve been wasting my time and money. “If you don’t mind a more standard weapon, I could probably get you guys spears or swords.”
 
  
 
 Their surprised gasps remind me just how lucky I really had it, having been adopted by Baatar instead of tossed into an orphanage like they grew up in. Still, despite my poorly thought out offer, all three insist they’re happy to wait until ‘Sumila’ has the time. After a bit more awkward conversation, I leave Song to distract them and thank the Mother Lin, Mila, and Yan don’t say ‘like’, ‘you know’, and ‘um’ so much. Worried their youthful stupidity is going to get them in trouble, I drop in on Orgaal, looking savagely regal as he smokes his pipe and strokes his thick, shaggy beard. Subtly nodding towards the youth contingent, I mutter, “Do me a favour and keep a close eye on the children. Last thing I need is for them to lose their heads, figuratively or literally.”
 
  
 
 A placid, easygoing man, Orgaal oozes serenity as he lounges in the grass and exhales a lungful of smoke, nodding slowly in agreement. “By your order, Officer,” he says, though his eyes tell me he would’ve done so without my instruction. Lips turned in a mild grimace, he adds, “You do them a disservice calling them children. Two be older than you are and Tomor only a year younger.”
 
  
 
 “We may be the same age, but it’s been a long time since I was a child.”
 
  
 
 “True.” Orgaal’s tranquil expression breaks into a grin. “I do still remember how you complained the whole trip down to the Society, the only young man I’ve ever met who cares nothing for adventure.” Patting the grass beside him, he says, “Come, young but not childish Rain. I would have a word with you, not as soldier to officer, but senior to junior.” At his insistence, I lounge beside him and wait as he studies my face and puffs on his pipe, gathering his thoughts before speaking his mind. After a short pause and a long sigh, Orgaal scratches his beard and says, “You carry too much, Rain.” Shaking his head as I glance at my pouches, he continues, “Not on your body, but in here.” Using his pipe stem to point, he gestures at my head. “And here.” The pipe taps me gently on the chest. “Your face, it says it all, as do all your generous offers. Sorrow, regret, guilt, and remorse, you carry the weight of every death and injury, but to do so is to disrespect our part in this.”
 
  
 
 Seeing my confusion, he gestures around the camp and explains, “We are here because we chose to fight at your side. I cannot speak for the others, but we of the Bekhai bade our loved ones farewell before riding to war, and though none wish for death, we all know the risks and have made our peace. Even those ‘children’ you mock are here of their own free will, here to do their part in the Eternal War against the Enemy.” Holding a hand up to forestall my argument, he waits until he’s sure I’m listening before moving on. “Upon our return from the Society Contests, I had lost four friends and comrades under the Chief Provost’s command, but such is life. Even when everything goes as planned, losses are inevitable in battle. As our commander, your task is to lead us into battle. Conserve our lives and mourn our deaths, but to accept blame when there is none to be had is to belittle our choice in the matter. We are here to fight the Defiled. Some of us will take injuries and others will die, but that is why we have come. This demands respect, young Rain.”
 
  
 
 “We could’ve all died last night,” I say, keeping my voice low so no one will overhear. “That Demon could’ve killed us all if it wasn’t for GangShu and Daxian.”
 
  
 
 “And how is this your fault?”
 
  
 
 “...I’m in command. Tenjin and Jochi were grievously injured on my watch.”
 
  
 
 “Did you command them to fight the Demon?”
 
  
 
 “Well... no –”
 
  
 
 “Did you ignore their warnings to retreat? Recklessly endanger yourself and get in their way? Disobey their instructions and make things worse? Did you summon the Demon yourself?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Then again, how is this your fault?”
 
  
 
 “I don’t know. I should’ve done... something.”
 
  
 
 Taking a long draw on his pipe, Orgaal raises an eyebrow and asks, “Like what?”
 
  
 
 Designed better bullets maybe, or tried my Honed Aura, though I don’t know how I could’ve coordinated it with the others. Maybe I could’ve touched the Demon and jumped into its Natal Palace to kill it, even if I don’t have Blobby anymore and an actual Defiled host probably won’t be as accommodating as Bei was. Or I could’ve vomited water at it and... “I don’t fucking know.”
 
  
 
 Having said his part, Orgaal smiles and pats my shoulder. “There was nothing you could’ve done to make a difference, and it is time you accept it. I did not join in against the Demon, not because I am a coward, but because I know my limits. Learn yours and work within them.” Gesturing at the medical tent, he says, “Now enough moping and meandering about. Go visit the wounded and show gratitude to your Healers, but also remember your own contributions. Many still live because of this camp you chose, the armour you provided, the training you taught, and more.” Chuckling as I stand, he adds, “And remember to smile, lest your grim disposition make everyone forget: Last night’s battle ended in victory, young Rain, a slaughter of thousands in exchange for hundreds of wounded and dozens of deaths. A fair trade, I’d say, and it’d be a mad man who disagrees.”
 
  
 
 Sheepish at having been caught out but still not entirely convinced, I thank Orgaal for the advice, put aside my inferiority complex, and head over to the rarely assembled medical tent. Offering a few quiet words of encouragement to the conscious patients and hearty thanks to the staff, I eventually make my way to the back where both my Healers are still hard at work. Lying on neighbouring cots, it’s hard to say whether Jochi or Tenjin looks worse, but neither of the powerful Experts are in the best of health. Though it’s been hours after the fact, Jochi’s complexion is still disturbingly pale after his double amputation, losing most of his right leg and the bottom half of the left to Abjiya’s not so tender ministrations. As for Tenjin, his smile is still bright but horizontal, as the vigorous and spirited Khishig is unable to sit up because his spine is in a bunch of itty bitty pieces, with Jibari hard at work keeping shards of bone from entering Tenjin’s brain.
 
  
 
 Two months of non-stop victories, but one Demon shows up and fucks everything and everyone up. Unfair.
 
  
 
 Keeping Orgaal’s advice in mind, I smile and stick around for moral support, laughing at Jochi’s joke about using his tail as a third leg or Tenjin’s complaints about his father nagging him to practice more Healing. Soon enough, both injured Experts fall asleep and Abjiya chases me out, making passive-aggressive remarks about how ‘proper Healers’ need ‘quiet and concentration’ to work, though why she chose to emphasize those specific terms is a mystery.
 
  
 
 Rescuing a beleaguered Song from the chatty trio and collecting Mama Bun and Blackjack on the way, we head over to an unoccupied area by the pond to stand in comfortable silence and watch the turtles and quins splish splash in the water, a much needed floof break after a hard morning’s work. Wishing I could steal Mama Bun from Song, I sigh and turn away before I make her uncomfortable. Having recovered from yesterday’s Demon birthing, the pond is back to its regular water level and the river flowing as usual, though its fish and lizard inhabitants are being hunted to near extinction by a hundred and fifty odd quins.
 
  
 
 Watching the animals frolic only buys me a short reprieve before my mind turns back to more important matters. Terrifying as last night’s ordeal was, it raised a few interesting questions aside from ‘How the fuck am I supposed to survive?’. For starters, if I drain an area of Spectres, does that mean no Demons can be birthed? Does more Spectres = stronger Demon? Is there some sort of critical mass of Spectres required before Demon birth takes place? Did it become a Water wielding Demon because it was formed around water, or because the host had strong feelings regarding water? If the Defiled host had slipped on ice before his transformation, would he have become an ice Demon?
 
  
 
 It also revealed a little more about water manipulation. The Demon only used a finite amount of water in its attacks, which is in accordance with Elder Ming’s notes about binding physical water with Chi, i.e Chi-infused water. Bullets were drawn from the shield and the whole thing melted away to form tentacles, and I can’t imagine it would’ve done that if it could use the ambient water to attack instead. It’s also different from what Tenjin and Lei Gong do, using Chi to mimic fire or lightning which is supposedly easier. Why couldn’t the Demon do the same with water? Why was it limited to the water it had bound? Maybe it’s time to put more effort into figuring out how to use Chi-infused Water instead of feeding it all to Pong Pong and Ping Ping for no gain whatsoever aside from their cute turtle smiles.
 
  
 
 Bah. I’m doing it again, making baseless speculations. Didn’t I just agree to stop reaching beyond my grasp and let nature take its course? That doesn’t mean I won’t experiment, but I can’t devote too much time to it. The Forms is where the bulk of my efforts should be focused towards, that and... Ugh. Learning strategy from Daxian. The man literally jumped in front of a bullet to save me, but I still can’t bring myself to like him. When I thanked him last night and joked about how I didn’t think he even liked me, he straight up said, “I do not like you, but you are my superior officer. Thus, it is my duty to keep you alive.”
 
  
 
 It’d be so much easier to hate him if he wasn’t so... right all the time.
 
  
 
 “Pei. Pei. Pei!” Suddenly sitting beside us, Guan Suo bristles with indignation and says, “I’ve had enough of your groaning and moaning, like a damned bellows with a leak. Shut it or get gone and leave an old man to smoke in peace.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry, didn’t know you were here.” Though to be fair, if you hide yourself so well people can’t even see the clouds of pipe smoke, you shouldn’t get so upset when people accidentally intrude on your privacy. Besides, if he wants privacy, then he can go home to Ping Yao or whatever. Not like he’s even remotely useful, didn’t see him once during last night’s battle. Probably slept through the whole thing. “Song and I will get out of your hair.”
 
  
 
 “Hmph. The girl can stay if she wants.” Lying back down in the grass, he adds, “I like her. She’s quiet and respectful, unlike a certain mouth-breathing brat who fakes good manners while thinking rude thoughts. What’s the matter? See your first Demon and shit your pants? Regret your decision to play soldier?”
 
  
 
 “I’ve seen Demons before,” I reply, more annoyed than I probably should be. “Killed one too, though I’ll be the first to admit it was more luck than anything else.”
 
  
 
 Guan Suo’s snort of laughter is infuriating to the extreme. “You? Kill a Demon? What’d you do, smack it once before it died and now you’re claiming credit?”
 
  
 
 “Ran it through, actually.” And sent a droplet of Heavenly Water directly into its Natal Palace, but he doesn’t have to know that. “I figured I hit a vital organ or something, because it died.”
 
  
 
 “Pei. Now I know you’re lying.” Deigning to sit up and look me in the eye, Guan Suo empties his pipe while we speak. “Demons don’t have vital organs. You saw it yourself, that thing had a Spiritual Weapon clean through its skull and kept on moving. A damn fool is what you are for thinking your piddly little dagger could’ve changed things. Even if you cut its head right off it would’ve made no difference, and you almost got yourself killed trying.”
 
  
 
 ...Okay, so he watched the battle. Still doesn’t absolve him from staying out of it. My protectors, my friends, they almost died and he did nothing. “...So how do you kill a Demon?”
 
  
 
 Finished packing his pipe, Guan Suo fixes me with a knowing stare. “You don’t. Neither do I. I ain’t here to fight your battles, boy. The Protectorate is help enough. Me, I’m just looking after the big girl there and keeping her safe from the fool she’s hellbent on following around. Next time you see a Demon about to kill your protectors, you turn and run away, you hear? Ain’t no point throwing yourself on the Enemy’s swords, especially not if you bring the big girl with you. Leave the Demons well alone and live to fight again another day.” Laying back down in the grass, his pipe glows with heat even though I didn’t see him light it. “Now quiet down or get gone.”
 
  
 
 Quietly turning to go, I pause at the sound of Song’s voice. “Rain is no coward and he did not lie, Venerable One. He killed a Demon in Sanshu, though I do not know how. A single stab and it died, as I and others in camp have witnessed. By your leave.” Stalking away, she motions for me to follow and whispers, “The only way to kill a Demon is to inflict massive trauma to its body or starve it of corpses until it weakens and falls.”
 
  
 
 “Ah. Thanks. Good to know.” Surprised she would come to my defence, I hesitate to correct her, but in the interest of honesty, I add, “Truth is, I was terrified last night. Still am. How am I supposed to fight such a creature?”
 
  
 
 More slipped out than I’d intended, but Song takes it in stride. “There can be no courage without fear. You struck at the Demon while all others, myself included, stood idle. That is enough. If you mean to face the Demon, then you must train until such a time when you can defeat it. Such is life.” Almost as an afterthought, she adds, “We can discuss training methods together, if you’d like.”
 
  
 
 ...Is she trying to console me? “I would. Thank you.” Throwing caution to the wind, I ask, “Song, you don’t have to answer, but do I make you uncomfortable?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 And that’s all she says as we move to another unoccupied area around the pond, but it’s good enough. I don’t make her uncomfortable, and even though we took a bloody nose last night, we still came out on top. Don’t get me wrong, I’m still going to get anxiety attacks thinking about fighting Pudge again, not to mention the sheer despair of knowing my guns didn’t do shit and how insurmountable a difference in true Martial strength really is, but er...
 
  
 
 Fuck.
 
  
 
 I forgot the point I was trying to make...
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 Since as long as he could remember, Gen had aspired to be a hunter.
 
  
 
 It wasn’t the most lucrative profession he could’ve chosen. No, that would’ve been fishing, believe it or not. It didn’t take much to haul nets and set traps for a steady source of food and income, but that wasn’t what made fishing so rewarding. Western Treasures Lake hid untold wealth within its turbid depths, and more than one fisherman had gone out to drag his nets and returned home with radiant pearls, sunken gold, or other such items of fortune. It seemed like every other month he’d hear about someone’s distant cousin or friend of a friend striking it rich, but more telling were the many widows and orphans scattered throughout every hamlet and village. For every family who struck it rich, there were hundreds of others brought to ruin by death and disaster, with thousands more barely surviving on fish and mussels while dreaming of the day they too would stumble across wealth beyond compare.
 
  
 
 Not to say hunting was any safer. The safest profession was to become a farmer. Though not as temperate and fertile as the farmlands adjacent to the Xiangmi river, the soil around Western Treasure’s lake still yielded plenty of rice, grain, and vegetables. Farming was not a simple job, for the work was never done. Till the fields, sow the seeds, feed the chickens, milk the cows, water the crops, pull the weeds, the list went on, but short of bandits or wild beasts overrunning your farm, one could always count on the harvest to feed one’s family. The downside, aside from the hard work, was the need to pay protection money. Most of a farmer’s efforts went to paying bandits to leave them alone, which meant they’d have barely enough to survive through the long, cold winters and no chance of ever striking it rich. A grim, dismal existence, farming was arduous and depressing, but safe.
 
  
 
 If fisherfolk were risk takers and farmers were cowards, then hunters were the middle ground, the romantics as Pa used to call them. Hunting was not only a means to provide for one’s family, but a good hunter who ate and trained enough might even become a guard or Martial Warrior, a far more lucrative profession than fishing could ever be. Not only could they dream of glory, but a hunter was beholden to nothing and no one, unlike the fisherfolk beholden to the mercy of the lake or farmers to bandits. Though they risked life and limb each time they set out to brave the wilds, a clever and careful hunter could minimize risks and maximize benefits to live a decent and respectable life. Strength was always admired and hunters stood at the top of the pecking order in those insignificant villages like the one Gen grew up in. There were days when the hunting team returned with nothing to show for their efforts, but there were also times when they hunted more meat than they knew what to do with, like the time they brought down a sixteen point buck, a massive, majestic creature which fed their village for weeks.
 
  
 
 Gen had been the one to make the killing shot, his arrow taking it clean through the eye as it tried to run him down, but upon returning home, it was not a hero’s welcome which awaited him. No, Pa had beaten Gen with a switch, then brought out the strap when he asked why. “For taking a fool’s risk,” Pa had said, but Gen saw things differently. He stood his ground killed his prey, whereas a lesser man like Pa would’ve run and gone hungry.
 
  
 
 Killing that cowardly bastard had been a mercy, and Gen’s only regret was letting him die so quickly.
 
  
 
 Though raised by sheep, he had always possessed the heart of a dragon, and since becoming Enlightened to the Truth, he made an effort to remember to his roots. Where Mentor and Goujian believed his time best spent recruiting soldiers and guards to their cause, Gen believed their efforts would be better focused on his fellow hunters. It took some convincing and plenty of effort to get Mentor’s blessing, but as he rode through the sandy dunes with his personal cadre of Huntsmen, he knew it had been well worth the effort.
 
  
 
 These were his people, hundreds of former hunters turned Enlightened Warriors thanks to his Talents. Each was armed with spear, short sword, short recurve bows, and the knowledge they’d gathered over generations of their craft. The west had no stags, wolves, or tigers, but they had similar beasts like antelopes, coyotes, and leopards, and strange, foreign ones such as flightless cassowaries, tri-horned kroxsaurs, poisonous hiccup skinks, and other beasts Gen had never seen nor heard of. To make matters worse, his woods-craft skills were next to useless here in the sandy deserts of the Western Province, but his Huntsmen were happy to teach and he was quick to learn. After months of practice tracking and hunting the most dangerous beasts in the West, today, Gen brought his Huntsmen out to hunt the most dangerous prey of all.
 
  
 
 Humans.
 
  
 
 Though Mentor’s tamed savages had conquered the cities and subjugated the people, there were still plenty of Imperial Loyalists resisting his rule. Scattered bands hid in the deserts and emerged every few weeks to prove themselves an annoyance, and the savages were as unfamiliar with these lands as Gen himself was. Busy with boring matters of logistics and economics, Jianghong tasked the Huntsmen with tracking down these hidden bastions of resistance, which would be the first true test of their skills. Though the Westerners traditionally rode camels, the stupid ornery beasts were unable to accept the greatness of Heaven’s Enlightenment, so instead, Kash and Deng led the way riding atop gajashias, twin-tusked equine mounts with beaked heads which were brought here by the savages. How anything left a trail in the shifting sand dunes and constant dust storms, Gen couldn’t say, but his friends followed tracks which were invisible to Gen’s foreigner eyes, a testament to their native skills and hunter’s craft.
 
  
 
 They weren’t the same Kash and Deng Gen had grown up with, bearing the tanned skin and thicker brows so commonly found in natives of the west, but they were good replacements for the friends he’d left behind. Hunters and trackers much like himself, the three of them spent many a night drinking and dallying alongside the zealot Yuanyin, sharing wine, women, and wisdom until the early hours of the morning. They were his pack now, sheep turned wolves much like himself.
 
  
 
 “The dissenters be close, Emissary,” Deng Sent, his distant figure pointing south at a towering sand dune. “The oasis sits over yonder, the only one large enough to support their numbers within a hundred kilometres. The signs guide us close, and we shall be upon them before night has come.”
 
  
 
 “Good. I tire of tasting sand these past few days.” Adjusting his veil, Gen Sent, “Find them within the hour and you shall be rewarded. Fail, and punishment awaits.”
 
  
 
 “By your will, Emissary.”
 
  
 
 Though they were his friends, Gen knew enough to separate work and pleasure. Though it would upset him to kill yet another set of his friends, they wouldn’t be the first, or even the fifth of their name. Gen had lost count of how many friends he’d gone through some time ago, but the latest Deng and Kash had proven themselves rather competent. Six months ago, they’d been little more than bugs to squash underfoot, but with his guidance, they’d found their true place in the world. According to Jianghong, both were now strong enough to hold the rank of Major, while Gen would be a Lieutenant Colonel by Imperial standards. Of course, this was merely in strength alone as Gen had no head for tactics, but to reach such heights in so short a time only proved Balance was a lie. While Imperials struggled through every step along the Martial Path, the Enlightened progressed by leaps and bounds under the direct guidance of the Spirits in service to Heaven’s cause.
 
  
 
 As their luck would have it, the Heavens blessed Deng and Kash when their hour grew short, delivering a sign even Gen couldn’t miss. A flock of turkey vultures took flight to the northwest and the Huntsmen turned as one to head towards the disturbance, for not even a pack of coyotes could scare off those large, avian scavengers. This meant there were humans nearby, and out here, this far from civilization, that could only mean Loyalists.
 
  
 
 The armoured lizards crested the sand dune with their loping gait and Gen spotted the first signs of their hated foes, a small caravan of eight camel-drawn wagons headed to the oasis to fill up on water. Moments later, the Imperials spotted Gen’s Huntsmen riding down upon them, and their looks of despair were delicious to behold. “Take them alive,” Gen commanded, his booming voice easily heard over the stampeding charge. “Death is too good for traitors of Heaven!”
 
  
 
 To this end, Gen refrained from setting their wagons alight and turned his attentions to the leading camels instead. Once he was within range, he conjured a pillar of flame to spring up from beneath the beasts’ hooves, charring the creatures black in the blink of an eye. It came as easily as breathing now, the secrets of Heaven unfolding with each passing day, and he flaunted his prowess by conjuring seven simultaneous pillars of flame to kill the remaining camels in one fell swoop.
 
  
 
 There was something so satisfying about killing with a point of his finger, even though the effort left him sweating and panting for breath. Stopping to rest, he watched as his whooping huntsmen ran down the fleeing Imperials and feathered their legs with arrows, the small recurve bow far more powerful than the unwieldy longbows Pa used to make. Jianghong scorned the Huntsmen’s use of ranged weapons but Mentor applauded it as a tool for ‘lesser beings’ to strike back at their betters. A shame it took a lifetime to learn, but this more than anything convinced Mentor to allow Gen his Huntsmen.
 
  
 
 The glorious battle ended far too quickly, a half week of tracking ending in a half a minute of glory, but this was merely the beginning. There were no Martial Warriors amongst these traitors, merely servants and retainers out to collect water for their masters, which meant their base must be hidden nearby. Dismounting from his gajashia, Gen handed the snapping beast off to another Huntsman and studied the gathered prisoners with a frown, for only a handful still lived in spite of his earlier command. “I ordered you to take them alive.”
 
  
 
 “Forgiveness, Emissary.” Familiar with his temper, the Huntsmen all fell to their knees and grovelled for his mercy while Kash pleaded their case. “Most of the traitors took their own lives the moment we were spotted, using a poison derived from hiccup skinks.”
 
  
 
 Troublesome, but fanatics and extremists often were. Nothing to be done about the dead, hiccup skinks were so named because commoners they bit only had time enough to make a strangled gasp before dropping dead, the poison potent enough to even weaken hardy Warriors of Heaven. Turning to the gathered survivors, Gen saw pain, terror, and anguish in their expressions, but above all, desperation. They still hoped to live, else they too would’ve taken their poison, and Gen could use that. Stalking up and down their lines, he studied his prisoners one by one in utter silence, giving them time to deliberate their eventual fate while the Spirits whispered in their ears, delivering them a chance to reject Imperial lies and embrace the truth.
 
  
 
 The Heavens were just and merciful, even if Gen was not.
 
  
 
 When he felt the time was ripe, he introduced himself without preamble. “I am Gen, Emissary of Earth’s Fire.” A shame Mentor was so particular about naming conventions, for ‘Earth’s Fire’ just didn’t sound right to Gen’s ears, but his reputation alone was enough to elicit a chorus of shuddering gasps from the prisoners. Allowing the bare hint of a smile to grace his face, he asked, “Where are your comrades hiding?” No one answered, so Gen pointed at the prisoner he deemed least likely to talk, a grizzled old servant who had the audacity to glare. Eager to please, Kash hauled the old servant to his feet while Deng salvaged a wheel from one of the camel-less wagons, and together, they lashed the prisoner to the wheel using strips of torn cloth. The old servant screamed and struggled, but it did him no good, and once he’d been firmly secured to the wheel, his shouted insults quickly turned to pleas of mercy under Kash and Deng’s deft knives.’
 
  
 
 Gen was in no rush, for the day was still young. Even if the prisoners gave up the location of their comrades, it would take time to confirm and plan the assault. Only a fool charged headlong into danger, so he was happy to let his Huntsmen have a little sporting fun. None of the prisoners would live unless they accepted the Truth, and Gen could already see most would not. Cowards the lot of them, but some might be convinced otherwise and all had potential to become a Transcendent, even the defiant old servant who called them Defiled scum and now screamed for death.
 
  
 
 One prisoner in particular had caught Gen’s eye, a terrified serving girl sobbing in the sand. A pretty little thing with honeyed skin and dark, smoky eyes, her features lacked the cold perfection of Imperial Martial Warriors but her imperfections made her all the more beautiful. Her ragged clothes and unwashed hair reminded him of Bei during those few precious hours before she surrendered her human trappings to become a Transcendent, and he ached to repeat the process with this exotic western beauty.
 
  
 
 Gen had mourned for long enough. It was high time he replaced his wife, for a man as powerful as he needed a strong woman to stand at his side. Perhaps this new Bei would suffice, but even if it ended in failure, then he could enjoy the process.
 
  
 
 When the old servant’s screams quieted to a hoarse whisper, Gen addressed the servants as a group. “I was once like you all, a base scavenger from an unnamed village in the wilds, living under Imperial yoke and too stupid to realize it. I spent my days seeking Balance and yearning for strength, but thanks to their lies, I tasted the barest hint of power, one which elevated me a hair’s breadth higher than a basic commoner. You’ve seen the strength I now wield, and you could wield it too. All you need do is reject the lies and accept the Truth, and Heaven’s bounty will be yours. Why remain loyal to a dog Emperor who has abandoned you? Why cover for your so called comrades who’ve sent you out to die? You see us as conquerors and rebels, but I tell you, we are the true patriots of the Empire! Those Loyalists spout their lies of Balance and Defiled to keep commoners like us weak and underfoot, but in doing so, they cause more death and misery than any foreign savages ever could. I, Gen, the Emissary of Earth’s Fire, will bring change to the Empire, and it will be change for the better.” Gesturing at his Huntsmen, he shouted, “We are the wildfire who will clear away the dead undergrowth of the Imperial Clan. We will form the steel and earth of a new foundation, a new Azure Empire without the lies and corruption of the old, but to do that, we need your help.” Pointedly glancing at his new Bei, he added, “I promise to guide you to discover the immeasurable power of the Heavens, and I only ask one thing in return. Give me the location of your comrades, and I will erase your sins committed in ignorance and personally welcome you into the fold.”
 
  
 
 Bei’s eyes met his own and Gen suppressed the urge to lash out. She would soon learn not to challenge him, but for now, he needed her alive to find those hidden Loyalists. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Bei straightened up and declared, “You will find our comrades when they emerge to take your dog life, Defiled filth.” Her part said, she trembled in fright and shut her lovely brown eyes, stubbornly rejecting the Spirits from her mind and Gen from her heart.
 
  
 
 How dare she?
 
  
 
 When he emerged from his berserk rage, dusk was upon them and all the prisoners laid dead save one, a young man with robes reeking of blood and excrement as he busied himself telling Kash anything and everything he could think of. Sweet Bei was an unrecognizable mess scattered about the desert, for no matter what Gen did or made her do, he could not convince her to accept the Truth. Chest aching in heartbroken sorrow, he took a deep breath and licked his fingers before scrubbing them clean in sand, for there was still more work to be done.
 
  
 
 Perhaps he’d find another Bei amongst the Imperial Loyalists.
 
  
 
 After scouting out the area, they found the smuggler’s warehouse right where the gibbering prisoner said it would be, backed onto a towering dune and entirely hidden beneath the sands. Further searching uncovered the well-concealed stone entrance described by the prisoner, as well as two more exits he swore he didn’t know about. Not convinced, Gen removed a strip of skin as punishment and fed it to his gajashia. Then, since he wanted to wait until midnight before attacking, he removed a strip of fat, then muscle, then began carving his name into the bone before the prisoner finally fainted and it was no longer fun.
 
  
 
 He finished carving his name regardless, mostly because he needed the practice. Reading and writing were much harder to learn than the secrets of Martial strength.
 
  
 
 When the time came, he dispatched Kash and Deng to guard the other exits while leading the assault on the main entrance himself. Aside from Mentor’s plain-armoured Transcendent who never left his side, Gen had also brought a second Transcendent along on this hunt, one under his sole control. A recently born Transcendent, the white-faced Demon was both stylish and deadly, a lean, dangerous duellist with a billowing cape of blades, and like Gen, hands bearing sharpened, metallic fingers. Gen had an older brother who’d died in infancy, so he imagined that this Transcendent was his brother reborn, here to protect Gen as an older brother should.
 
  
 
 Samat had been his name, and this Transcendent would wear it proudly. A shame he was too stupid to hide in Gen’s shadow like the first Bei had, but he made allowances for family.
 
  
 
 Though the warehouse was well hidden, it had been built with concealment in mind, not fortification. Once discovered, it was more deathtrap than fortress, for there was no place for sentries to watch and warn of enemy approach. Striding up to the entrance under the cover of darkness, Gen arranged the Transcendents on either side of him and the Huntsmen behind before drawing on the Blessing of Earth. Body bristling with boundless strength, he ripped the heavy door off its hinges and tossed it off into the empty night. Though surprised by his abrupt entrance, the Imperials were ready and waiting for an attack, trembling behind their impromptu barricades at the force arrayed before them. Grinning from ear to ear, Gen stood tall and clasped his hands behind his back, portraying the young hero he knew he was.
 
  
 
 Ah, of course. It’s too dark for them to see.
 
  
 
 Conjuring a ring of fire around his feet, Gen posed and said, “I am Gen, Emissary of Earth’s Fire.” There were no shuddered gasps this time, which put him in a foul mood. Perhaps he should’ve kept the Transcendents out of sight. “Lay down your weapons, embrace the Truth, and your sins shall be forgiven.”
 
  
 
 Silence was their only reply, their weapons still pointed towards him in utter irreverence of his status. Utterly unacceptable. Anger consumed him for the second time this night, and when he emerged from the darkness of his mind, the battle was done and he held a lovely warrior woman by the hair, so similar to the Bei he’d dismembered only scant hours ago. A Heaven-sent gift, no doubt, to come across his deceased wife’s sister so soon after losing her, and Gen rejoiced to find love once again. “Hello Bei,” he said, stroking his wife’s flawless cheek with his gore-soaked hands. She would look so much more beautiful after he branded her with burns. “I’ve missed you so, wife.”
 
  
 
 “I’m not your wife, Defiled filth.” Bei struggled in his grip, but her arms and legs were covered in lacerations and completely useless. It pained him to see his wife in such poor health, but the woman defied him and must learn her place. “Nor am I this ‘Bei’ you speak of. I am Brigadier –!”
 
  
 
 Her words gave way to a strangled scream as he held a burning hot finger to her lips, leaving a lovely black line across them both. “Hush dear wife. You are Bei, my beloved bride, and I have missed you so. Come, let us celebrate our reunion. You remember my brother, yes? You injured him greatly in your hysterical struggles. A good thing he calmed you down.” Eyeing Samat’s grievous injuries, Gen shook his head and sighed. “Dear wife, you must be more gentle with your brother-in-law. Healing does not come easily to the Transcendents.” Gesturing at the dead Huntsmen and Loyalists around them, he commanded the Spirits to sacrifice themselves to Heal Samat using the corpses at hand and lamented the waste. Mentor treated the Spirits like a resource to be spent and consumed, but Gen knew how precious each of them truly were. The more Spirits used to Heal Transcendents, the fewer remained to convince his prisoners to accept the Truth.
 
  
 
 Reminded of his work, Gen tossed Bei aside to deal with later and turned to the crowd of prisoners, launching into his oft-recited speech. “I grew up as a base scavenger from an unnamed village in the wilds...” No matter. The cost was well worth it, and with Mentor’s savage rabble marching east to their deaths, there would soon be many more Spirits free to roam about, Spirits better suited to Enlightening or inhabiting more worthy hosts. Then, once their army of Enlightened Warriors and Transcendents was ready, they would bring fire and justice to the Azure Empire and slaughter all those who opposed them.
 
  
 
 And after the Dog Emperor lay dead, Mentor would be next to pay for his crimes against Heaven. Such was Gen’s burden, to usher in a new age of Enlightenment as the Chosen Son of Heaven and future Emperor of All Creation.
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 It’s amazing how quickly structures can be built without machinery to speed things along or silliness like bureaucracy and human rights to slow them down.
 
  
 
 In the four months since Sinuji’s destruction, Colonel Hongji has been hard at work turning the area into a deathtrap for Defiled. Though not comparable to the miracle of engineering and logistics which is to become the new Western Wall, the transformation is still mind boggling to behold and it all started with my off-hand advice given on my first day here. The rubble of Sinuji has been cleared away and repurposed into a cobblestone walkway, and while I’d hardly call it elegant or even complete, it’s serviceable enough for my chariots and supply wagons to roll over without cracking an axle or getting stuck in a rut. Five kilometres from north to south and a hundred and fifty metres across, the walkway’s main purpose isn’t for travel or transportation. Instead, it serves as firebreak, deterrence to Wraiths or other sneaky bastards hoping to slip by, and an open killing ground where we slaughter all Defiled who dare approach.
 
  
 
 To this end, an impressive array of earthwork fortifications stands behind the walkway, ones designed to funnel the Enemy into multiple choke-points where Imperial soldiers hold the advantage. Again, they’re nothing fancy, mostly dirt walls and deep trenches, but completely serviceable and a huge upgrade to fighting the Defiled man to man on open ground. Constructed using a technique Dastan calls hangtu or ‘rammed earth’, the compressed dirt walls are durable as stone and almost as smooth thanks to an outer layer of clay which keeps the whole thing from turning to mud in the rain. While a determined attacker could probably break through a meter thick section in a matter of minutes, the walls only stand about three-and-a-half meters high and most are under a hundred meters long, which means the Defiled who aren’t smart enough to run around the walls usually try to jump over, where Imperial soldiers stand ready to greet them with steel and fire.
 
  
 
 Though it makes me giggle to say, holding the high ground is a significant advantage in battle. For starters, it’s much easier to hit an opponent's head when it’s literally at your feet, and also less tiring when you’ve got gravity working on your side. Battlements on the rammed earth walls protect the Imperial soldier, a raised lip they stand behind and lean over to stab, crush, or otherwise kill their Defiled opponents. Even the strongest warrior in the world is vulnerable while jumping over a three metre obstacle, and considering the Defiled aren’t big on constructing even basic siege equipment like ramps or ladders, then I’d wager the wall will hold until garo or other such mounted warriors make an appearance.
 
  
 
 Not an event I look forward to. Apparently, the Western Defiled ride things called gajashia, which were eloquently described as carnivorous, sharp-tusked, elephant-faced armoured lions of nightmares. The Southern Defiled have bhietkura, giant, hammer-headed dinosaurs with talons long as a man’s arm. Strange how even the most docile animals from the Azure Empire will snap at Defiled, but outside, the wildlife have adapted to accept the murder-happy humans. Then again, like GangShu said, are Imperials and Defiled really all that different when seen through the eyes of an animal?
 
  
 
 I’m just glad there will always be ugly or angry animals which I can eat guilt free. Like geese, the feathery embodiment of hatred and loathing...
 
  
 
 Fort Sinuji’s temporary nature only adds to how extraordinary its speedy construction was, though I use the term ‘fort’ lightly. It’s less of a building or enclosed area and more like a labyrinth of rectangular blocks, walls, and giant fucking trenches, all built so you’re forced to zigzag through the fortifications to get to the other side or spend a day exposed in dangerous territory looking for a way around. Once past the first line of fortifications, you find yourself trapped inside a veritable maze with steel pikes and polearms thrusting down from above, Imperial soldiers lurking around every corner, shifting exits, hidden pitfalls, reinforced dead-ends, and barricaded choke-points to spice things up. Granted, the whole place will probably crumble to pieces the moment an organized Defiled army appears on the horizon, but until such a time as the Enemy gets their shit together, Sinuji’s defences will be the bane of wandering warbands of Defiled.
 
  
 
 One strange thing to note is that since building these fortifications and flying flags which can been seen from kilometres away, Sinuji has encountered more Defiled attacks, not less, and it’s supposedly the same with the similar structures all across the front lines. Whereas my first instinct would be to go around an entrenched enemy, the Defiled see well-fortified positions the same way lemmings see cliffs, preferring to run headlong at them and die instead of finding a safer way around. Not to say there’s no more fighting on the open fields, and some warbands still have enough sense to bypass Fort Sinuji, but the end result is more or less the same. Since heavy cavalry don’t have much of a place in sieges, Colonel Hongji and the other commanders along the front lines have organized patrols between them, which means most Defiled who try to sneak past meet their end at the tip of a steel lance. Loose infantry don’t do well against heavy cavalry, and even less so when presented with an organized charge from multiple directions. Should any Defiled be lucky enough to escape the front lines intact, there is still a second line of defences behind us waiting to greet them, not to mention the heavily patrolled border where the new Western Wall is being constructed.
 
  
 
 All in all, after four months of fighting, there have been exactly zero confirmed Defiled to successfully cross the border into Central, which is the only good news I can think of while riding through Sinuji’s winding defences to report to Colonel Hongji. From atop the battlements, Imperial soldiers stare at my escort of quin riders and Death Corps in undisguised curiosity, wondering what could’ve prompted the Number One Talent in the Empire to return from patrol early. Two and a half days early, in fact, since we booked it back to the front lines as soon as Tenjin was stable enough to travel. This marks the first time I’ve returned in defeat, an event made all the more significant considering how well my first deployment went. While resting in SuiHua, there were tales of defeat and despair a plenty on everyone’s ears and tongues as the returning soldiers brought news of growing Defiled aggression, but more than once I heard my supporters boasting about how my retinue would handle it with ease.
 
  
 
 It’s funny how I never cared for public opinion until it turned in my favour. I can shrug off hatred, disgust, and hostility without breaking stride, but disappointment hits me like a kick in the balls.
 
  
 
 About a quarter way through the maze, a voice sounds from atop the battlements. “See how the savage scurries back after an ignoble defeat. Truly a disgrace to the Empire.” Shielding my eyes from the afternoon sun, I glance up and see a typical arrogant noble popinjay standing on the battlements with his nose pointed towards the sky, mocking without deigning to even look in my general direction. Head high, shoulders square, chest out, and back arched, the nondescript young man carries himself with the standard pretentious posture of someone born into nobility, a milk-skinned brat who’s probably never had to pour his own tea, much less fight for his life. His verdant silk robes flutter in the wind as he stands there with his lightly powdered face and nary a hair out of place, thanks to a pair of soldiers holding up a canopy to provide him with shade while a third soldier guards against the heat using a massively oversized fan.
 
  
 
 I don’t even know him and I already don’t like him. I bet he even positioned himself there so the sun shines in my eyes while we talk, a literal play for power because standing on top of a wall wasn’t enough. There’s probably a bunch of other stuff I haven’t noticed too, as nobles and their ilk love their little games of clever insults and calculated contempt, which I don’t really get. From what I understand, hurling expletives and outright slander is vulgar and low brow, but a harmless remark which might be interpreted as offensive is the height of sophistication.
 
  
 
 Take his comment for example. Were I to rise to the bait, he would simply laugh and claim it a part of a poem he was composing or the title for a painting or song. Worse, by taking offence at his seemingly innocuous statement, I not only lose face for being ‘overly sensitive’, but it also shows I equate myself with a ‘scurrying savage’ and accept the criticism as true. Nobles sometimes have hours of dinner conversation where every line is laced with insults and disrespect, but the first one to lose their temper or leave is considered defeated, a bunch of high-brow nonsense I have no patience for.
 
  
 
 Unfortunately for the popinjay, no one told him I don’t play by their rules and his sky-turned gaze fails to notice I don’t stop to chat. I’m a good distance away before someone thinks to inform their cloud-gazing young master I’ve ridden away, though I’m still close enough to hear him screech, “You dare ignore me?”, along with the other customary questions and statements that follow. Even his tantrums sound rehearsed and commonplace, hitting all the regular notes like ‘Do you know who I am?’, ‘Are you deaf?’, and my favourite, ‘I did not give you permission to leave!’.
 
  
 
 His incredulous statements soon turns to meaningless babble, ranting about how I must think myself clever and how things will soon change. I have no idea what he’s going on about, so I continue riding on my merry way, moving at a nice, moderate quin walk. Sadly, the popinjay isn’t very good at the game of subtle insults and has a poor temper to boot, for just as I’m riding out of earshot, I hear him yell, “Falling Rain, you coward! Come back and face me!”
 
  
 
 Now, I’m a pretty laid back guy, but it burns my blood to see a little shit like him living in pampered luxury while so many soldiers die to keep him safe, not to mention his oh-so-punchable face. In accordance with his poorly thought out demand, I turn Zabu around and ride back, moving from an easy walk into a full-out charge without even a whisper of warning. On my instructions, the agile quin pounces onto the battlements with a single leap, his lashing tail and snapping jaws sending soldiers into a panic as he clears a path to the popinjay. A quartet of loyal bodyguards stick close to the popinjay’s side, who along with the three serving soldiers make for a pitiful seven-man barrier between Zabu and the popinjay, especially with Orgaal, Argat, and four other Khishigs at my back. Tilting the odds further in my favour, Red One arrives with eleven Death Corps soldiers only a handful of seconds later, working in concert to scale the wall in their heavy armour as easily as climbing a set of stairs.
 
  
 
 With my people surrounding him and his back to the battlements, the snobby little popinjay looks properly regretful, though it could be because of his white-powdered face, not quite as heavy as Central likes it, but done in similar, if not more tasteful, fashion. Previously, I wasn’t able to see the writing on his portable canopy, but now that I’m up here, I notice it bears the ‘Situ’ character, alongside the twin characters for ‘Heaven’ and ‘Earth’, which means this is one of Zian’s many, many, many cousins. Changing tack, I wait until the little bastard finds the courage to speak, then speak right over him. “What,” I say, deriving immense satisfaction from seeing the popinjay’s mouth snap shut, “Is the penalty for slandering an Imperial Scion?”
 
  
 
 I refuse to use my title, but it has its uses.
 
  
 
 “Replying to Imperial Consort,” Red One answers, ruining the moment by stating my hated title outright. “The answer depends on the severity of the crime, with the maximum penalty being execution. The Emperor does not look kindly on outsiders defaming the Imperial Clan.”
 
  
 
 The Situ idiot’s eyes widen in terror as I pretend to consider it, even though I’d never order him executed over an insult. Fairly certain I couldn’t even if I wanted to, what with being an Imperial Consort and not an Imperial Scion, but Red One knows how to play the game better than I do. He merely answered my question and framed it in a way which implied I am an Imperial Scion, without outright claiming it. After a long pause, I shake my head and reply, “No, no execution. Were we in private, I would overlook words spoken by a child in anger, but there are too many witnesses present. What is the minimum penalty?”
 
  
 
 “For a first infraction, ten strokes of the lash and impermanent removal of the offender’s tongue.”
 
  
 
 ...Harsher than I expected, but maybe the little brat will learn to keep his mouth shut after he regrows his tongue. Trying to look as bored as possible, I gesture at the popinjay and say, “You may order your men to carry out the punishment forthwith.” While it seems like I’m being merciful, truth is, I’m not entirely sure I have enough clout to order him punished without repercussion, so it’s best if he does it himself. “If you refuse, then I must take matters into my own hands.” 100% true. I’d have to go find a Justicar and plead my case, which will probably end with me challenging the Situ Clan to another duel or something. Hard pass.
 
  
 
 Not sticking around to see things through, I ride Zabu down the other side of the wall, more than making up for time lost thanks to our detour. Wishing I could just go straight to the command centre, I keep to the pathway for the rest of the trek, which goes by without incident until I’m face to face with Colonel Hongji inside his personal tent. Normally, the friendly Colonel would offer tea and snacks during these private meetings, but today, he greets me with back turned and leaves me standing alone while pretending to pore over his reports. I say pretend because it’s silly to stand when you could sit at your desk, stupid to leave your back to the tent’s entrance, and suicidal not to turn around to make sure the intruder is friendly, but after a few seconds of thought, I conclude that his actions are another calculated insult. Why, I don’t know, but it sucks because I was looking forward to a hot cup of tea. It doesn’t seem like much until one considers the restrictions on fire in camp, meaning no fires allowed aside from a few specific exclusions. Due to my rank, I’m allowed a small fire for personal use and most officers quietly shirk the restrictions regardless, but having chosen to lead by example, I’ve eschewed the minor luxuries in the name of solidarity. Stupid mistake. Like anyone cares if I give up hot tea, toasted biscuits, and warm stew.
 
  
 
 Can’t even heat a hot bath in my swanky stone bathtub without feeling guilty. It’s the worst...
 
  
 
 Regardless of whether I made the right choice, I’m stuck with it and too stubborn to give up, but there’s nothing that says I can’t accept Hongji’s hospitality. A moot point, considering said hospitality appears to have withered away and died in light of my recent failure, which just goes to show how precarious my current situation is. As Number One Talent in the Empire, there are countless rivals just waiting to topple me from my lofty position, which is why I can’t wait for Mila to condense her Aura and form her Natal Palace so she can stomp on my spine and wrench the title from my bloodied, broken, fingers.
 
  
 
 I’d happily forfeit and spare myself the suffering, but knowing Mila, she means to earn the title herself and will be furious if I don’t fight to keep it. The things I do for love...
 
  
 
 After long minutes of cold silence, a soldier strides in without a word and places a small wooden jewellery box on Hongji’s desk. Leaving as quietly as he arrived, the good Colonel waits until the soldier marches out before finally turning around. Though still wearing more than most women, Hongji’s makeup is more subtle and understated, lacking the vibrant reds and sombre blacks so many in Central overuse and giving a pale, pinkish cast to his skin which almost looks natural. His stylized eyebrows angle upward and makes his expression look permanently angry or surprised, but his broad forehead, strong jawline, and piercing glare keeps the effect from becoming comical. It’s hard to take Central’s warriors seriously when they show up in full face paint, but wearing his official Commander’s gown with the Imperial Token tucked into the belt, Hongji makes his peers look like kittens beside a tiger.
 
  
 
 Moving aside, he gestures curtly at the box on his desk. Inwardly shrugging, I head over and flip it open to reveal a severed tongue, still fresh and wet with blood. Suppressing the urge to recoil away, I glance at Hongji and raise an eyebrow in question. Does the gesture translate? I can’t imagine it being easy to pull off when your eyebrows are waxed in place. Luckily, he understands, but he only utters a single word in reply. “Gulong.”
 
  
 
 Ancient Dragon? That can’t be right. “...Who or what is a Gulong?”
 
  
 
 Hongji’s impassive facade cracks ever so slightly to reveal his surprise, but he recovers soon after. “Do not pretend, young officer. Deception will make you no friends here.” After a long silence in which I flounder for what to say, he furrows his brow and says, “Situ Gulong.”
 
  
 
 Oh... So that’s what his name was. I probably should’ve figured things out through context, but names are weird. “Ah.”
 
  
 
 “Who commands here, officer?”
 
  
 
 Uh oh. He seems mad. Snapping off a military salute, I model my answer after what I think Red One would say. “Replying to Colonel, you do. Err... that is to say you, Colonel Hongji, is who holds command here. Whom holds command? Sir.”
 
  
 
 Covering his mouth to cough, Hongji recovers and says, “So you did know. Which means these soldiers gathered here are mine to command, and mine to punish.” Giving me his best glare, Hongji jabs me in the chest with a steel finger. “So what gives you the right to punish my soldiers?”
 
  
 
 “Replying to Colonel, I would not dare.” ‘I’, not ‘this one’, since the Legate’s panties would twist in a bunch if I dared lower myself as such, and not ‘Imperial Consort’ to show I’m not treating this as a formal matter. Or at least, that’s my intention and how he should read it. I’m getting the hang of this politics thing, but it’s still hit or miss most of the time.
 
  
 
 “You don’t dare? Hmph.” Gesturing at the bloody box, he roars, “Then explain this!” Happy to share how clever I’ve become, I keep a straight face while summarizing my encounter with Gulong. Quickly catching on, Hongji asks me to repeat our exchange word for word. Despite knowing I’m in the clear, he confirms that I’d be willing to swear an Oath to back my statements, though falls short of asking for one, and only then does he sigh in relief. Slumping into his armchair, he gestures for me to sit and dabs his brow while bellowing orders for someone to bring tea, utterly ruining his calm and stoic ‘Tiger General’ appearance from earlier.
 
  
 
 I don’t understand why he’s so stressed about one measly Situ brat losing a replaceable tongue but I know better than to ask. Flipping the tongue box closed, I hand him my reports before explaining my findings over hot tea and fresh pastries. “...so on the advice from my remaining Experts, I request permission to delay until replacements arrive before going back out on patrol.” Abjiya and Jigari are great Healers, but they’re not even close to Taduk’s level, so they’ll be taking Jochi and Tenjin along with the other injured back to SuiHua as soon as Hongji issues the proper papers.
 
  
 
 “An Awakened Demon so strong even your Experts could not kill it... Most unsettling.” Shaking his head while writing out the travel passes, he adds, “Fortunately, you escaped without incurring significant losses. I fear the plains west of Sinuji are littered with corpses of those who cannot say the same. Too many Demons being born these days, at least one a day so I hear.” Feeling guilty for not telling him about GangShu’s intervention, I keep my mouth shut and nod along. The sexy rat daddy was adamant I leave his part out of the official reports, because he reports to whichever poor bastard the Emperor hated enough to put in charge of Divinities.
 
  
 
 After settling where my retinue will camp and where I fit in the command structure, Hongji hands me the freshly stamped passes and Sends, “Tread carefully, young hero. The Society of Heaven and Earth has friends in high places. The matter with Situ Ji Jing should have been plain and simple, for he built himself a grand funeral pyre and climbed inside, but rather than setting it alight as he should have, the Justicar ordered Ji Jing lashed and dishonourably discharged. Seven hundred soldiers left to die and the boy walks away with a light beating, an affront to career soldiers across the Empire, but my hands are tied. Now this matter with Gulong... Might I suggest you request permission to pay your family a visit? Or perhaps an audience with your benefactor, though if you do, I caution you to temper your expectations.”
 
  
 
 It takes a second to remember who Ji Jing is and what Hongji is talking about, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out why he’s telling me about Ji Yeon’s brother. I certainly had nothing to do with it, though I can see why Hongji isn’t happy about how things went down, but why should I run away to Baatar and Akanai or ask the Legate for help with Gulong? Misreading my confusion as disbelief, Hongji Sends, “Remember, the Justicars dispense justice, but it is the Emperor who decides what is just.” I doubt he means the Emperor is backing the Situ Clan, but I suppose someone Imperial might be. Nodding despite not entirely understanding, I thank him for his hospitality and turn to leave, but Hongji isn’t done. Clapping me on the shoulder, he personally sees me out of the tent, which is a big deal according to Luo-Luo, and Sends, “I offer you my full support, but I fear if you are ever in a position to require it, then we are already doomed.”
 
  
 
 Well, that’s not ominous or anything.
 
  
 
 Still, I like Hongji. A soldier through and through, he does right by the people under his command, even if he doesn’t like them. If I had laid a finger on Gulong, the good Colonel would have had me lashed or whatever the punishment is, not because he’s afraid of the Society or whoever backs them, but because it would’ve been the right thing to do. The Empire needs more no nonsense soldiers like Hongji and I’m proud to serve beneath him.
 
  
 
 Oh, I remember Gulong now! I punched him unconscious before interrogating Ji Yeon during the Society’s Contests. I wasn’t great at it back then, so he lost a lot of teeth before passing out.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Am I the bad guy?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 On account of our early return from patrol, there wasn’t enough room for us in the nice, cozy fort, but I actually prefer camping out on the exposed plains. The hot Central summer is winding down and autumn looms around the corner, but the temperatures are still higher than what I’m used to, so it’s much more comfortable out here than it would be crammed into a sweltering, dirt-walled room next to a hundred more just like it. Large as Fort Sinuji might be, it was built with defence in mind rather than comfort, so yurt life is almost luxurious in comparison, especially if you’re not an officer. Sleeping four soldiers to a yurt is far better than twelve to a room, packed in shoulder to shoulder like a tin of sardines.
 
  
 
 Ooh... Tins. Food preservation. I should write a letter to Diyako, the sooner we get tastier food on the front lines, the better. No wait, glass jars would be easier than tin cans. We haven’t figured out how to make the clear glass needed for telescopes and eyeglasses, but clouded glass will work fine for jarring.
 
  
 
 While grinding the ink, I ponder over the significance of my arrival in this world for the umpteenth time. Most days, I prefer not to think about it because it reminds me of all the modern amenities I’m missing out on, like indoor plumbing and air conditioning, not to mention the existential horror it dredges up. Was I brought here for a reason? Am I bound by fate to carry out a purpose? Am I a piece in some cosmic game of four-dimensional chess? Were my memories intentionally preserved or is all this a freak accident?
 
  
 
 Will I ever know the answers to any of these questions?
 
  
 
 Most recently, I’ve started worrying about the unintended and unforeseen consequences of my actions, which is silly, because by definition, there’s nothing I could have done to stop them from happening. Still, I wonder if my ideas are upsetting the natural order of things. Will there be consequences if I break the status quo and enact radical change and progress? This wasn’t a problem before because no one cared about my ideas, but since introducing my book and being crowned Number One Talent in the Empire a mere four months ago, I’ve noticed a myriad of issues cropping up in its wake.
 
  
 
 Take paper for example. Although the material now sees more widespread use and the value of literacy has risen, I’ve yet to hear of anyone opening schools or offering cheap reading lessons, so the divide between the rich and the poor will only grow instead of shrink. Paper walls are no longer a luxury for the wealthy and are now trending with the poor, and coloured paper decorations have taken the cities by storm. Forgery is on the rise, with enterprising thieves using replica seals on false orders to steal from illiterate guards and warehouse workers, and while woodblock printing presses have yet to appear, I’ve seen plenty of lewd and elaborate woodblock carvings used to stamp pictures which are then sold for a few coppers apiece. Though not as detailed as the painted fapping materials favoured by the nobility, it’s a huge step up for commoners who previously only had their imagination to work with.
 
  
 
 So I guess I am making the world a happier place, just not a better one...
 
  
 
 The worst fallout from my efforts is how the military wants everything in triplicate because paper is so cheap. Not only do I need to send a copy of my written orders and requests to my superior in Sinuji and high command in SuiHua, I also need to keep a copy to cover my ass. My once spacious yurt is now cluttered with chests filled with stacks of reports, orders, and correspondences, though most are written by Rustram and Silva, as my writing is barely legible and I have a tendency to ramble. I’m much neater if I use a pen, but Luo-Luo doesn’t approve. Though she likes the concept of using pens, she thinks the resulting calligraphy is too ‘prosaic and soulless’, which isn’t entirely wrong, but is totally stupid. I mean, who cares if my written characters are ‘uninspired’ or ‘lack elegance’? At least they’re legible, unlike what comes out when I use a proper brush. It’d be easy to ignore Luo-Luo if she tried to browbeat me into using a brush, but the alluring temptress has long since learned to get her way through guilt. I’ve developed an immunity to fake tears and tantrums, but when she quietly sighs and slumps down like a defeated dog, it makes my insides twist with guilt as if I were a complete monster for using a pen.
 
  
 
 Luckily, Luo-Luo is in SuiHua and this letter will go straight to Diyako who doesn’t care if my writing is elegant. Keeping it short and sweet, I detail my thoughts as they come without caring for structure or reason, as I find my ideas are more comprehensible when I don’t think too much, else I get hung up on the details I don’t understand. Like for starters, I don’t know how glass jars keep food preserved, but I know a sealed container helps. A metal lid which screws on is probably too much to ask for, but an unbroken wax seal will probably work just as well. Oh, coloured glass candle holders would probably be popular with the nobility, though I supposed this is more Luo-Luo’s wheelhouse than Diyako’s. Fuck, guess I’ll break out the brush and write her a letter too, especially since she’s due one and I need cattle armour. At least I won’t have to find a trustworthy courier to deliver the letters, as Tenjin and Jochi’s escort can bring it with them when they set off for SuiHua in the morning. I was horrified when Mila mentioned all our letters had probably been intercepted and copied, but mostly because I’m ashamed of my calligraphy. Even Tate has better writing than I do, but I can’t get the hang of using a stupid brush.
 
  
 
 It doesn’t make any sense. Brushes are for painting, not writing. Get it right!
 
  
 
 After penning letters to Diyako, Luo-Luo, Lin, and Mila, I write one to Mom and Dad asking how they are and telling them about my recent run in with Gulong and everything which preceded it, including Ji Yeon and Ji Jing. I also mention Colonel Hongji’s advice, though I leave his name out just to be safe. Better if he has plausible deniability so he can safely cut ties, especially if my suspicions are correct. Regardless of who’s helping the Situ Clan in secret, the whole thing is so far above my head I wouldn’t even have noticed if it wasn’t for the good Colonel, so I leave it up to my parents to decide my next move.
 
  
 
 Honestly, this is almost as bad as the alternative. I’m a grown-ass man running to mommy and daddy when things go wrong. It’s disgraceful, but at least this way they’ll have fair warning of the dagger hanging over our heads.
 
  
 
 Finished just before it grows too dark to read without candles, I hand the bundle of sealed letters to a Death Corps soldier and ask him to pass them to Tursinai. She wasn’t too happy about being put in charge of the group going to SuiHui, but I could tell Tenjin was grateful. Tursinai is far more liable to take risks when he isn’t around and I know he wouldn’t sleep easily knowing she was out here with no one to watch her back. I figured I owed him as much, considering this is the second time he’s been injured while serving in my retinue, and even though Orgaal is right about it not being my fault, I still feel liable. Truth is, if we broke things down to absolute numbers, Tenjin is far more valuable a warrior than I am, what with being a twenty-nine year old Awakened Expert who’s so much stronger than his peers it boggles the mind.
 
  
 
 Then there’s Tursinai, two years younger and lacking an Awakening, but that doesn’t stop her from beating Tenjin with one hand tied behind her back. Hell, I’ve seen her give Gerel a run for his money, and he’s supposedly the top dog amongst his generation, though I don’t see why. Alsantset and Charok are almost his equal, so baldy doesn’t really stand out from the crowd, but no one denies it. Still, it says something about his personality when the Bekhai treat him like a social outcast despite his strength, which makes me feel a little better about my almost exile.
 
  
 
 No one likes me because I’m weird and shy, but they hate Gerel because he’s a jerk. Granted, we both almost turned Defiled, but they disliked him before that came to light, whereas I was at least tolerated.
 
  
 
 With my letter writing out of the way, I ask the Death Corps to prepare a cold bath while I practice the Forms beneath the darkening sky. Having been placed in reserve, there is a literal army between my retinue and the Defiled, so I can set those problems aside and get a full night’s rest, provided I’m tired enough to sleep. Unfortunately, Song stole the floofs after dinner which leaves me alone for the night, so I’ll have to make do without a cuddle buddy. I could sleep outside with Ping Ping, the cattle, or the quins, but as a member of Imperial Peerage, I’m supposed to cultivate an image of grace and nobility. The Legate got his panties in a twist when I referred to myself as ‘this one’, so I’d hate to hear what he’d have to say if he hears I’m sleeping in the field with animals.
 
  
 
 Even though he’s probably to blame for my current political predicament, there’s no sense in actively antagonizing the Legate. Hongji flat out said the Justicars uphold the Emperor’s justice, which means someone with Imperial clout saved Ji Jing from a date with the hangman. I figure either the Legate did it to keep me in line, or one of his supposed enemies has taken the field and claimed the Situ Clan for their own. A rook to deal with my pawn, as it were, but what the Legate’s enemies don’t know is I’m merely a distraction, a sacrificial piece to protect his new protege Yong-Jin, winner of the First Imperial Grand Conference and the plainest, most boring man I’ve ever met. Sure, he rocks a mean man bun, but I’ve seen statues with more emotion than the twenty-three year old Senior Captain and Awakened Expert.
 
  
 
 Tenjin claimed Blessings have nothing to do with personality, but I gotta say, the Blessing of Wood fits Yong-Jin’s wooden personality to a T.
 
  
 
 Displeased by my lack of focus, I buckle down and start the Forms anew, holding to Enlightenment while searching for Insight, but there is none to be had tonight, which isn’t too surprising. I’ve always been a skeptic, and even though I have solid proof that Insight is real and have even experienced it first hand, a small part of my brain still can’t believe in a mystical data download from the Heavens and thinks there’s a better explanation out there. What it might be, I haven’t the slightest idea, but it hinders my progress along the Martial Path.
 
  
 
 Yet another purpose Baledagh served, having no trouble with Insights because he was a ‘native’ believer from this world, two things which I will never be. It’s one thing to say things like ‘accept reality’, ‘follow your dreams’, or ‘love yourself’, but not so easy to do.
 
  
 
 This is fine. Seeking Insight isn’t the only reason to go through the Forms, it’s a full body workout in thirty minutes or less, and performing them for three hours straight is gruelling to the extreme. I’m tempted to have a set of weighted armour made for myself, but using Mom’s training methods would be disrespectful to Dad. Face and whatnot, though why this specifically would result in a loss of face, I can’t say. It’s one of those concepts which you can only understand with experience but have no basis in fact, and I have a whole lot of experience making people lose face.
 
  
 
 Weary and dripping with sweat, I trudge past the fancy wooden partitions and say hi to Ping Ping looming above the bathtub, eagerly awaiting the results of my watery meditation session. Peeling off my sweat soaked clothes, I grit my teeth and pour a bucket of cold water over my head, reminding myself this is a choice since I am well within my rights to have a hot bath, but I don’t because I enjoy suffering and need to check my privilege. Soap and lather comes next, and I try not to look too closely at the disgusting grime which sluices off, as it will undoubtedly turn my stomach to think about the sources. When I finally feel clean enough for the tub, I slip in and smile at patient Ping Ping, who squeaks in contentment now that the waiting has almost come to an end.
 
  
 
 Though not as enjoyable as a hot bath, a cold soak is still good for the soul, so I take a few minutes to organize my thoughts and relax my body, ready to test the theories which I’ve developed since my moment of clarity before the battle with Pudge.
 
  
 
 Chi is Heavenly Energy which has been branded by an individual. We gather it into our Cores, and so long as it remains inside, Chi will stay as Chi and never dissipate unless used or released. If set free into the world, then Chi turns back into Heavenly Energy because that is its natural state, for Chi is merely borrowed, not owned. This is stuff I learned on day one, but sometimes, when you’re stuck on a difficult problem, it helps to go back and review the basics.
 
  
 
 So what does this mean? To do what we do, Martial Warriors defy the Heavens and seize Heavenly Energy to use for ourselves. A fanciful concept, but it’s the indisputable truth, so why not take things a step further? Closing my eyes, I reach for Balance and step into my Natal Palace, where I am immediately set upon by a horde of Spectres, their whispered lies and forceful demands growing more persistent of late. I’m guessing it’s because not only do they all know what’s to come, a big chunk of them also know they missed their chance to take physical form with Pudge, which I suppose is the end goal of all Spectres. Infect a host, turn them murderous, make them surrender, and blammo. You got yourself a spicy Demon, though I’m still not entire sure what their motivation is. I know they’re born from despair and suffering, and Mahakala called them ‘itinerant souls seeking to break through the barrier of existence’, but that doesn’t exactly tell me much.
 
  
 
 Breathe in. Breathe out. Focus on what matters instead of stressing about what doesn’t. You came here with a goal. Complete it. Don’t let distraction bring you to ruin.
 
  
 
 Following my advice, I ignore the Spectres and take in the sights of my multi-faceted Natal Palace while calming my mind for the trials ahead. At the centre sits my plain, white bedroom with its comfy bed, goblet of Heavenly Energy, ceiling of carved heroics, and panoramic view, the seat of power in my domain much like Pong Pong’s coral bed and Yo Ling’s throne. While not as daunting as their choices, a bedroom suits me perfectly, because even though I am merciless to myself in my pursuit of strength, I would happily give it all up if not for my neuroses and mental trauma. Better to lie in bed and dream of heroics than live through them myself, but in this murderous hellhole of a world, there can be no peace without strength.
 
  
 
 My Natal Palace is filled with places which remind me of what I’m fighting for. To the east sits Taduk’s underground cottage, and in the west, my favourite cliff-side perch across from it, each one positioned just as they would be in real life, albeit with the addition of two Keystones, the first aid kit for Healing and giant feather for Lightening. Mila’s forge sits alone in the north with my two most used Keystones, the shining star for Reinforcement and the hammer and anvil for Amplification, while the south sits empty and uninhabited, as I cannot support more real estate and have yet to come up with a new Keystone to put there. All together, this forms my Natal Palace, and though I cannot deny its effectiveness, it feels... lacking. Though I know it would have never worked out, I still miss seeing the village when I look out the windows, which I suppose is why I always set myself apart from it, in real life and in my Natal Palace. It’s okay though, because now, my home is where my family is, and so long as they are safe, then nothing else matters.
 
  
 
 On that cheery note, I sit crossed-legged on the bed and open myself to the Energy of the Heavens, holding fast against the torrent threatening to sweep me away. A turbulent river, raging windstorm, blazing inferno, and destructive earthquake. Violence, yes, but there is peace too, beneath the waves and in the eye of the storm, or in the aftermath of the cleansing fire and shattered earth, the power of Creation and Destruction intertwined so closely together it’s almost impossible to separate one from the other.
 
  
 
 In a word: Balance.
 
  
 
 The people of the Empire speak only of the warm embrace of the Mother and the Defiled submit to the Father’s demands, but why should I pick sides? I don’t care for all the theological bullshit. Perhaps there is a Mother and a Father, a force of good and evil watching us from the Heavens, but if they brought me here as a piece for their game, then they can fuck off. I refuse to play along and I reject them both. I will not surrender to the Father, nor will I accept the Mother. Instead, I will forge my own Path. It is not a choice I make lightly, but since Martial Warriors are already acting in defiance of the Heavens, then why shouldn’t I take it a step further and defy the Deities residing within them?
 
  
 
 No more of this mystic mumbo jumbo. Forget good and evil, there is only creation and destruction with no morality to muddy the waters. Heavenly Energy is an enigmatic force of nature, but people have been taking advantage of nature since the dawn of humanity. Whether it be working with fire or harnessing the wind, taming a horse or cracking the atom, humans have always bent nature to their will, so I will do the same. Instead of treating it like an ineffable power, I will uncover its secrets and use it to my benefit and the benefit of humanity. Energy is energy, regardless if it’s electric, kinetic, potential, Heavenly, or otherwise. The only difference is how to use it, but the first step to using energy, is to control it.
 
  
 
 What I do now while gathering Chi can hardly be called control. I struggle, I endure, and I survive, so things must change, but how? I can’t control Heavenly Energy, but if Chi is Heavenly Energy in a different form, then it stands to reason what works for one will work for the other. I know how to control Chi. I may not understand it, but that doesn’t matter so long as it works. For awhile, I wondered which was better, Intent or Visualization, but the answer doesn’t matter when you can use both.
 
  
 
 The Energy of the Heavens rages and coerces, abuses and nurtures, but I remain undaunted and bend it to my will by Visualizing my Intent.
 
  
 
 No surrender and no embrace, I will not go with the flow, nor will I resist.
 
  
 
 I contain and control.
 
  
 
 I am the dam which stops the river, and I am the wall which blocks the wind.
 
  
 
 I am the forge which contains the flame, and I am the drill which pierces the mountain.
 
  
 
 Faced with my oppressive demands and unyielding resolve, the Energy of the Heavens seethes and intensifies, but I persevere as time passes. Seconds, minutes, hours, I don’t know how long it takes, but I keep at it until the Heavenly Energy turns docile and... impartial, is the best word I can come up with, filled with no whispered promises or tempting demands as it submits and transforms into Chi. Where I once offered invitation and Heavenly Energy flowed into my Core to fill a vacuum, I now draw it in much like I Devour Spectres, by opening the void to the world and (sigh) sucking it in to become mine. Faced with this information, an epiphany strikes, and I realize something I should’ve figured out a long time ago. The void is my Core. That’s why Martial Warriors have access to near infinite Chi inside their Natal Palace, because it sits inside the Core! It’s a closed system, and since energy cannot be created or destroyed, anything you do using Chi inside the Natal Palace will eventually revert back to Chi. Zero net loss.
 
  
 
 Yeah! Science, bitch!
 
  
 
 ...Honestly, seriously surprised it worked, and it raises a whole host of new questions. Not bad work though. I fixed a flaw I’ve lived with for more than two years now and also stumbled across a mundane insight into the mechanics behind Chi, but there’s still more to be done.
 
  
 
 Yesterday, I would’ve had to hold Balance and meditate to gather Chi, but now I merely have to think and it appears, surging into my Core as if I were demonstrating Purity. Freed from the need to concentrate, I let the Chi gathering continue in the background and turn my attention to Spectres, but only now do I notice they’ve fallen silent and still. Suspended in the void, they watch in what I can only describe as abject horror, remaining frozen even as my Spiritual Water washes out and consumes a few hundred of their peers. Usually, this is when I’d call it a night, but unsettled by their unusual behaviour, I convert Chi into Water Chi and Water Chi into Spiritual Water, a process which is slow going and requires all my focus to sustain. Though it takes hours to cleanse the Spectres, I continue until every last one of the them has been turned into Heavenly Energy and deposited into the goblet, unable to rest easy with an audience of frozen spirits sitting within the void.
 
  
 
 That’s not a good sign... but let’s be fair: if what I did horrified the Spectres, then it can’t be all bad.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Right?
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Feeling better after scouring my Core clean of frozen Spectres, I return to reality whereupon my tired mind informs me I am freezing my nards off. One look at the moon explains why, as it’s close to three in the morning and I’ve been lounging in a tub of chilly water for the better part of four hours. Tired from waiting, Ping Ping’s head rests in the dirt at the foot of my tub, the carved wooden divider which once stood beneath her neck now laying in the grass beside her. At least she’s big enough to block the view, else my shame would’ve been on display for the whole world to see, but seeing her go alert the moment I move fills me with guilt for keeping her waiting so long. Unfortunately, I still haven’t gotten around to turning the bathwater into Chi water, which means she’ll have to wait a little longer before its ready. Though cold and tired, I bite the bullet and continue shivering in the tub so I can make a batch of the Chi Water to treat sweet Ping Ping.
 
  
 
 Chi, Water Chi, Spiritual Water, Heavenly Water, and Chi water. I need better names for this shit. There are times when I can barely keep things straight.
 
  
 
 Water Chi is Chi mimicking water. Tenjin uses Fire Chi to create animals of fire while Lei Gong uses Lightning Chi to conjure bolts of lightning, so why is it when I use Water Chi, all I can do is spit a mouthful of water which dissolves into nothingness before it hits the ground? Sad, but until I get a better handle on using Chi externally, my water-bending shenanigans will have to wait.
 
  
 
 The only real use I have for Water Chi is to make Spiritual Water, which is what I call Water Chi mimicking Heavenly Water. Chi mimicking Water which mimics Heavenly Energy mimicking water. Not complicated at all. Essentially, Spiritual Water is my pseudo-Blobby which does what he used to do, but not as well. I couldn’t tell you what the fundamental differences between Water Chi and Spiritual Water are, but they are most definitely two similar, but distinct types of energies, just like Chi and Heavenly Energy are different. For starters, not all Water-Blessed Martial Warriors can cleanse Spectres, Anathema, and (probably) Demon Ichor like I can, which proves Water Chi is not the same thing as Spiritual Water, hence the need to differentiate between them.
 
  
 
 As for Chi water, that’s what I’ve been calling my failed attempts to bind normal, physical water by infusing it with Chi, like the stuff Elder Ming carried around in his gourd or how I think Pudge the Water Demon was doing his water magics. I might as well call it Chi Tea because the only use I have for it is keeping the turtles Hydrated. As luck would have it, my new Chi Devouring method also works in reverse and my Core empties in a matter of minutes. Light-headed and near exhaustion, I giggle as Ping Ping squeaks a symphony of thanks, which proves I didn’t waste my efforts and the Chi Tea is ready for consumption. Where it used to take an hour and a half or thereabouts, now all it takes is five minutes to turn water into Chi Tea, which is a huge improvement for my quality of life.
 
  
 
 It’s a fun name, but I should really stop calling it Chi Tea and use Chi-infused water to be safe and differentiate it from Water Chi. As I recently proved, Visualization is important to Chi usage, which means names are important, so if I ever figure out how to bind water, I don’t want to go around thinking about shooting bullets of Chi Tea. Water Chi, Spiritual Water, and Chi-infused water. Water Chi, Spiritual Water, and Chi-infused water. Three, totally separate and different things, which are not at all similar.
 
  
 
 This naming scheme is totally gonna bite me in the ass...
 
  
 
 Opening the void to the world, I Devour the Energy of the Heavens and the resulting Chi settles into my Core. It’s a small thing, but having taken this step, a burden has been lifted from my shoulders. It’s not just about ease of gathering Chi, but also an affirmation of my path, my Dao as it were. As Fung once told me, morality is a human construct, one which should not apply to the Energy of the Heavens, and knowing this, accepting this, makes things so much easier. I think a big part of my lack of Insights has been because I was terrified the information could be coming from the Spectres, but so long as I hold to my morals, then why worry about where the source of my power comes from? The Mother and the Father might as well be called protons and electrons, two opposing forces which are part of a whole.
 
  
 
 Unless they are actual omniscient gods, in which case I beg for forgiveness and ask that such supreme beings not hold a grudge over my lack of faith.
 
  
 
 That said, a big benefit of this new technique is my Chi gathering doesn’t slow down as my Core fills up, not to mention I can easily recharge my Chi reserves in the middle of battle. Time was I could only do it if I got in the groove, but now, gathering Chi is almost effortless, as easy as thinking of pink elephants. Forget conserving energy and remaining efficient. So long as I spend Chi slower than I recharge, then I essentially have unlimited Chi. At this rate, it should take about an hour of passive Devouring to fill my Core to the brim, as opposed to thirty minutes of active meditation to fill up halfway, then three more hours to top off the tank. I’ll have to do more testing to see how quickly I can spend Chi, but this will save me so much time. These days, I do most of of my meditation while travelling on quin-back to maximize efficiency, but now, I’ll have a whole two and a half hours more every day to stew in paranoia and neurosis.
 
  
 
 It took an entire two minutes to go from joyous celebration to discouraging pessimism. Old Rain would’ve shit on his achievements the second he accomplished them, but not new Rain. I’m improving.
 
  
 
 After getting out and filling two gourds with Chi-infused water, I put on my pants while Ping Ping goes to town on what’s left in the bathtub. My butt sat in it for hours but Ping Ping slurps it down like honey water, the implications of which are downright embarrassing to think about. Thankfully, word of her perverted habit hasn’t spread because the Death Corps don’t gossip. Most of my retinue thinks Ping Ping likes to watch me bathe, which is less humiliating than the actual truth. I mean, for all they know, she’s wondering why I’m swimming around in such a tiny pond, and not at all entranced with my physical form.
 
  
 
 I’ve heard a handful of jokes about the big turtle being interested in the small turtle between my legs, but Rustram, Sai Chou, and Wang Bao of all people are quick to shut it down. Personally, I’d rather they laughed along, because otherwise, people will think the Warrant Officer doth protest too much. Theoretically, I don’t need to sit naked in water to turn Chi into Water Chi, but in practice, it only works if I fall into a meditative trance with water all around me. It works best when I’m submerged, but laying in a tub does the trick nicely. Rather than a requirement, being in water is more like a crutch, one I should work on going without, but for now, I should take things one step at a time.
 
  
 
 No matter how many weird and embarrassing jokes you have to pretend not to hear. Celebrate this victory and be happy.
 
  
 
 Having said that, I immediately disregard my previous advice and try for more, because I’m a greedy little shit who desires phenomenal cosmic powers. Still Devouring Heavenly Energy, I Visualize my Intent and imagine a globe of water atop the palm of my hand, not tapping into my Chi to do so but the ambient Energy of the Heavens all around me. Long seconds pass as I fixate on this one thought, putting the rest of the world out of mind in my effort to Create water out of the invisible and intangible energy, but alas, nothing comes of it.
 
  
 
 Disappointing, but hardly unexpected. If manipulating Pure Heavenly Energy was as easy as really, really wanting it, then there would probably be a whole lot more Ancestral Beasts hanging around.
 
  
 
 Giving Ping Ping a good night kiss on the beak, I shuffle into my yurt and set out three pans of water for Pong Pong’s visit in the morning, one for his poop, one for him to swim in, and one filled with Chi-infused water to drink. Say what you will about the little guy, but he loves sleeping in Mama Bun’s fur and pooping in pans. After hiding the other gourd of Chi-infused water to study later, I crawl into bed and fall asleep the moment my head hits the pillow, a rare, blissful treat in recent months.
 
  
 
 And all it took was a full day of travel, three hours of practising the Forms, four hours of meditation, changing my basic Chi gathering method, and fixing a significant issue with my Martial foundation to earn it.
 
  
 
 The next morning, I step out to empty Pong Pong’s poop pan and almost pour the waste water over OuYang Yuhuan. Arms crossed beneath her modest bosom and pierced nipples (don’t stare), the Tyrant of the Azure Ascendants narrows her eyes as I fumble with the pan and Unity, her cheeks reddening once she realizes what she’s been standing in. Moving away from the stairs, Yuhuan scrapes her boots in the grass and gives me a look which tells me she is none too pleased and holds me to account for this indignity, but we will settle our accounts another time. “The Ascendant left early this morning,” she says, her tone curt and attitude haughty. “He meant to inform you himself, but you were late in rising.” Her pointed sniff speaks volumes of her disapproval for my laziness, but also tells me she can’t be bothered to correct my poor habits. It’s impressive how much information she can condense into a single look or sniff. “His sons left with him, so I have been called in from my work in SuiHua and asked to take little Virtue’s place as your protector.”
 
  
 
 Little Virtue? Oh my god, that’s adorable, but more importantly, now I know Daxian is ‘the Virtuous’. His name is a homonym for ‘great virtue’! I feel so stupid for not figuring it out sooner.
 
  
 
 Wait... Is Yuhuan Daxian’s mom?
 
  
 
 Something in my expression gives away my thoughts and the Tyrant’s cheeks turn scarlet in anger or embarrassment, her hands reaching for her bristling pouches of Runic goodies before she reins her temper in. “I am his Mentor.”
 
  
 
 “Oh. Right. Of course.” Duh. Someone had to teach Daxian how to fight, and the OuYang Clan is known for their Spearmanship. Besides, I wasn’t judging, she could hardly be blamed if she succumbed to GangShu’s charms. I’m straight, but his feral grin and soft chest hair makes me rethink my sexuality at times. Pouring the waste water out, I descend from the stairs and smack the pan against them, presumably to get all the poop out, but mostly so I can break the awkward eye contact. “Did GangShu say why he left?”
 
  
 
 “The Ascendant,” she replies, her articulation making it clear I am not to refer to GangShu as anything else, “Has gone to check on Wugang and Yelu Shi. It’s long past time since they should have returned after passing along your message.”
 
  
 
 “Oh. I see.” I’ve all but given up on the Abbot showing up, but I guess GangShu wants his people back. The timing sucks though. If they left a week ago, I would’ve jumped in joy, but I’m already down three heavy hitters after the encounter with Big Pudge, and now I’m losing Daxian too, not to mention a freaking Divinity. Jorani too, but I’m less scared about losing him and more annoyed. Well, at least GangShu left Yuhuan here to protect me, so there’s that. “I thank you for your assistance in these trying times.”
 
  
 
 “You do not have it yet.” Snapping in annoyance, Yuhuan stamps her foot like a woman half her age or less, which lends a girlish charm to her mature beauty. Drawing herself up to her full height, her nipple piercings poke out from the thin fabric of her robes while I do everything in my power to keep my eyes elsewhere. “I am a Runic Craftsman and my time is valuable. Not even the Ascendant commands me. If I am to protect you, then I require payment for my services. A Spiritual Weapon will do, one bearing the same launching mechanism as your own. I will provide the materials and discuss the specifics of its form with the Divine Blacksmith at a later date. The work will be completed in no less than six months from then, at which point I shall present the blacksmith with a gift in thanks. Agreed?”
 
  
 
 She wants a Spiritual Gun? Also, this doesn’t really sound like payment, more like she wants a favour, especially when she mentions a gift at the end. A face thing, I think, because... this implies she wants to make friends with Mila rather than merely conduct a transaction? I dunno, I haven’t gotten that far in my lessons with Luo-Luo. “Er... I should warn you, the... launchers aren’t exactly the most... effective weapon, and I don’t command the blacksmith either. I can ask and she’ll probably agree, but if she doesn’t, then there’s nothing I can do.”
 
  
 
 Her lips pursed in a frown, Yuhuan focuses on a surprising detail I didn’t expect. “She? Is your weapon not the work of Divine Blacksmith Husolt?”
 
  
 
 “Well, my sword and shield are, but his daughter Sumila crafted my glaive and all the other launchers.” There’s no Common word for gun, so I’ve been calling them rifles, but launcher works well too.
 
  
 
 After a moment of thought, Yuhuan nods her head. “Then so be it. Results matter more than age. If Divine Blacksmith Sumila will not agree to craft a weapon, then you must compensate me with five crafted Spiritual Weapons. Spears mind you, not short swords or daggers, but spears of standard-length and weight. Do we have an agreement?”
 
  
 
 ...How come she doesn’t give me any face?
 
  
 
 After hammering out the details, we reach an arrangement which works for us both, though I don’t think it’s fair when she threatened to box my ears for haggling. Regardless, once our deal is struck, I hand the poop pan to a Death Corps soldier to clean, wash my hands, and bring Yuhuan to meet her ward. Though she gives me a strange look when she finds out she’s to look after Song, the Tyrant shrugs and accepts her charge with indifference, though she perks up when she learns Song is Mila’s sister. Initially, I figured Lei Gong would protect Song while I kept Jochi and Daxian, but the grimy old drunkard doesn’t exactly inspire confidence. Besides, my Martial Aunt will probably feel much safer with a woman to watch her back, though I almost have a heart attack when Pong Pong pokes his head out of Mama Bun’s fur to glare at Yuhuan.
 
  
 
 I completely forgot about the bad blood between them, but the Tyrant doesn’t even notice. Whatever methods the Ascendants used to track him didn’t tell them what manner of beast they were tracking, else they would’ve figured it out by now. By all appearances, Pong Pong is merely a tiny, adorable turtle I spoil because he has a lovely shell-pattern. Nothing about him suggests he’s a True Divine Turtle, capable of wielding the power of creation to match or perhaps even overpower a Divinity, but from the looks of things, he certainly recognizes the woman who chased him around for weeks without rest.
 
  
 
 Using my Aura to soothe Pong Pong’s temper, I draw Yuhuan’s attention away from him and Song’s Runic breastplate. “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you want a Spiritual Launcher? They’re unwieldy and proved ineffective against the Demon.”
 
  
 
 Oddly enough, Yuhuan responds with uncharacteristic enthusiasm, leading me to believe I could’ve asked for a lot more than I did in exchange for a gun. Pulling a Runic rod from her belt which I recognize as twin to the one Jorani had, she gestures at the carvings and says, “I spent years developing a weapon meant to dispatch a Peak Expert even in the hands of a mediocre Martial Warrior, and this is the culmination of my research. A touch of this rod contains more power than a hundred of Lei Gong’s lightning bolts, but such power means nothing if the enemy can simply dodge the attack. I considered using a crossbow, but they could not provide enough speed without extensive preparation, and while bows could, they also require a lifetime of practice to master, so most of the runes on this rod are to ensure it moves fast enough to connect. However, when I heard about what happened with the Water Demon, I knew I could use such a weapon to launch a redesigned version on this runic rod, one stripped of everything aside from sheer power.”
 
  
 
 Holy shit. Runic bullets which hit a hundred times harder than Lei Gong’s lightning bolts would be nice but... Struck by a flash of genius, I race back to my room to grab my notes, ignoring proper officer decorum in all my excitement. Shoving the relevant documents into her hands, I ask, “Do you think you could design a Rune which can generate an explosion?”
 
  
 
 While Yuhuan scrutinizes my notes, I explain the concept of cannons the best I can, and her eyes slowly light up in excitement. I’ve got everything in place except for the explosive charge, and a few simple changes is all I need to get this working. The cannon itself is easy enough to make and can remain mundane, all I’d have to do is add a slot in the back to slide a Runic Rod into. Airtight would be best, and maybe a locking mechanism to hold it in place. Ooh, some cannons open up at the back right? Maybe the Runic Device could slide in there with a handle sticking out, and then you affix the back of the cannon to hold it in place. A Martial Warrior would be needed to provide the Chi, but otherwise, this could totally work, with nothing for a fire happy Demon to set off. I wouldn’t even need a Runic Rod for every cannon. Two or three cannons to a team, with two being reloaded while the third sits ready to fire, raining iron death upon Defiled and Demon alike. Five millimetre bullets didn’t do enough damage, but let’s see if Pudge can shake off a two and a half kilogram sphere of iron crashing into his fucked up mouth, and worst comes to worst, the team can abandon the cannons and run away with the Runic Devices.
 
  
 
 This is great news, plus Runic bullets for my Spiritual Gun means my weapons won’t be a complete waste. Whooooo!
 
  
 
 There’s still a lot of trial and error to go through, and funding Yuhuan’s research process is going to be expensive as hell, but I’ve got time to waste while waiting for reinforcements, more coin than I know what to do with, and an intense desire to kill Defiled in the thousands. Besides, if the Enemy is stockpiling Demons like Pudge, then we’re going to need something to even the odds. Once Yuhuan has enough details to work with, she storms off to find somewhere to work and leaves me alone with Song and the animals.
 
  
 
 Guan Suo too, as he pops into existence to ask, “What were you doing last night boy? You better have a good reason for displaying Purity for so long. Kept me up half the night with your shenanigans.” Nose wrinkled in displeasure, Guan Suo shakes his fist at me and says, “Playing around with your Chi so much is like making a racket in the middle of the night. Pei! Rude is what it is. I’m an old man who needs his sleep.”
 
  
 
 “Sorry.” A side effect of my new Chi Devouring abilities I suppose, which means I shouldn’t do it if I’m trying to stay hidden. “I got lost in my work and didn’t know it would bother you. I’ll avoid practising at night.”
 
  
 
 “Back to binding water, are you?” Guan Suo’s Sending catches me by surprise and I nod before thinking better of answering. I mean, I can probably trust him with something like this, but if he finds out about the Heavenly Energy I’ve got tucked away in my Natal Palace, then our relationship might turn sour. Birds die for food and men die for wealth, or so the idiom goes. “Well, show me what you’ve been trying, and maybe I can help point you towards the right questions so you’ll stop making such a ruckus when you should be sleeping.”
 
  
 
 Lacking the ability to Send from a distance, I ask, “Don’t you mean the right answers?”
 
  
 
 “No boy.” With an air of solemn wisdom, Guan Suo puffs at his pipe and Sends, “You need to find the answers on your own, but some answers are more useful than others.”
 
  
 
 ...The worst cryptic sayings are the ones that make sense.
 
  
 
 Still, I’m not one to turn down free advice, so I grab the gourd of Chi Water from my yurt and bring it out to practice. Both turtles show marked interest when I uncork the gourd, but I wave them both away to show them this bathwater is mine. Just to be safe, I dump half of my Core’s Chi into the water, which sets Ping Ping to singing once more, but the big girl calms down after a liberal dose of loving, yet remorseful Aura. Despite investing so much Chi into this, I still feel no connection to the water within, but perhaps a copious amount of Visualization and Intent will help.
 
  
 
 Taking a seat in the grass, I place the gourd on the ground with my palm over the spout, willing the water to rise up to touch my hand. It’s not far to travel since the gourd is filled to the brim and my hand hovers a hairsbreadth above the opening, but after long, focused minutes of effort, my palm remains dry save for a trace of sweat. Throwing in the towel, I turn to Guan Suo for advice, but the old half-beast merely raises a single long, white eyebrow and Sends, “What in the Father’s Maw are you trying to do? Do you need to pay a visit to your latrine tent first?”
 
  
 
 ...I am not constipated, but I refuse to declare it out loud. Shuffling closer to Guan Suo, I wave away the clouds of acrid smoke and take his hand, Sending, “I’m trying to make the water rise up and touch my hand.”
 
  
 
 “See,” Guan Suo drawls, blowing a cloud of smoke directly into my face, “Now I know you don’t know shit. How about this. Tell me what you know about Awakenings and we’ll go from there.”
 
  
 
 Doing my best to think through the coughing, I Send, “Well... Manipulating water is like binding a weapon. The water must become a part of you, your Chi flowing through it without thought or guidance, and only then will you be able to control it. It’s different from what other Awakenings in that they simply use their Chi to mimic their respective Elements, rather than controlling the mundane versions outright. Tenjin can create a spark with Chi, but if it sets off a wildfire, then he would be helpless to control it unless he binds the physical fire, whereas if I bind this water, then I can use it, but not any other ambient water around us.”
 
  
 
 “Uh huh... and where’d you hear all this?”
 
  
 
 ...In Elder Ming’s journal and from Mila. “Why does it matter?”
 
  
 
 “Because it’s not entirely right.” Shrugging, he adds, “Not to say it’s wrong either, but the viewpoint is too narrow. Take a step back and forget about manipulating or controlling your Element.” Pointing at the gourd, Guan Suo asks, “If you wanted to empty the gourd without turning it upside down, how would you go about it? Not with Chi, mind you, but with your hands or whatever.”
 
  
 
 “I dunno. Shake it?”
 
  
 
 “Okay. And what if you wanted to move the water around inside without spilling?”
 
  
 
 “...Swirl it.”
 
  
 
 “Then how would you make the water come out of the gourd and touch your palm, like you were trying before?”
 
  
 
 “...Squeeze the gourd, I guess, though it’d probably break.”
 
  
 
 “Any other bright ideas?”
 
  
 
 “Drop something inside to displace the water. That’d make it shoot up, probably.”
 
  
 
 “Exactly.” Leaning back with a smile, Guan Suo acts as if everything should be apparent from his pointless questions. Seeing I still don’t understand, he scoffs and Sends, “Bound or not, water is still water. There are rules to follow, and having Chi doesn’t mean you can break those rules. You’re trying to make water do something it cannot physically do without outside assistance, and no amount of Chi will change that.”
 
  
 
 “...But the water Demon made a shield and tentacles with his water. Tenjin can make hypnotic patterns and realistic animals of fire with his Chi.”
 
  
 
 “Can he now?” Nodding in approval, he shrugs and says, “Forget the Demon, and Tenjin is talented, but do you think he was talented enough to do all that during his first year? What’s more, why compare yourself to him? You’ve already said this is a different method, so why would they follow the same rules?”
 
  
 
 ...Right. Learn to crawl before you walk. How many times will I make this same mistake?
 
  
 
 “Get you gone now and let an old man nap in peace.” Guan Suo waves me away, but adds, “There’s one more question you should ask yourself. Why bind water? I’m not saying you should or shouldn’t, but right now, you’re going through a maze by following directions from people who have never been there. Quit worrying about how others do things and focus on your own Martial Path. You spend so much time lost in your thoughts, so maybe try thinking for a change.”
 
  
 
 With much to think about, I thank Guan Suo for his time and sit and stare at the gourd. So many questions, with no one to tell me the answers.
 
  
 
 One step forward, with a thousand more to go. Such is life, trials and tribulations without end.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 God I hate that phrase. It’s so... depressing.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
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 Lying in bed within my Natal Palace, I stare at the carved ceiling and go over everything I’ve learned about my Awakening first-hand, which is precious little.
 
  
 
 I received the Blessing of Water. I know this much at least.
 
  
 
 I produce Water Chi, which is Chi mimicking water, by inviting the ‘essence’ of water into my Core for my Chi to copy, hence why I can only make Water Chi while sitting in water, or at least I think that’s why. I have separate supplies of Chi and Water Chi, and I cannot use them interchangeably, which is a real hassle considering Water Chi’s limited uses. At most, I can spit a stream of fake water, but it dissipates into Heavenly Energy before hitting the ground, which limits its offensive uses to nil.
 
  
 
 More useful is my ability to turn Water Chi into Spiritual Water, which is Water Chi mimicking Heavenly Water. Again, this means I take my Chi which is mimicking water and have it mimic Heavenly Energy mimicking water, which is all sorts of complicated. Spiritual Water cleanses Spectres, destroys Anathema, and presumably neutralizes Ichor, though unlike Blobby, it does not self-replicate. While there’s no discernible difference between Water Chi and Spiritual Water, I can somehow tell them apart as easily as if one were coloured neon pink and the other bright yellow, which is strange.
 
  
 
 Lastly, if I inject Chi into real water, I turn it into Chi-Tea, or rather Chi-infused water, which also has no discernible difference from regular water, but while I can’t tell the ingredients apart from the final product, Ping Ping and Pong Pong most certainly can.
 
  
 
 And that’s it, the sum total of my knowledge regarding my Awakening. So little information, yet so incredibly complicated. Everything else I ‘know’ comes from other sources, which Guan Suo pointed out weren’t entirely correct. They might have been correct for those who said it, but it’s almost like personal perception and reality are somehow intertwined, as if believing something to be true makes it so. Why though? That makes no sense whatsoever.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 Or maybe it does.
 
  
 
 Yo Ling described Runes as the ‘Language of Energy’, but not a language in the conventional sense, with rules and grammar and whatnot. Taduk creates Runes using music, humming a tune and waving his arms to conduct an unseen orchestra, whereas the Tyrant’s Runes are rooted in symbolism and allusion, but the symbolism is based on her perception of the concept. Her phoenix necklace is a great example of this. Whereas I see phoenixes as creatures of healing or rebirth, the Tyrant’s interpretation is one of unmitigated destruction. Theoretically, if we were to craft the same Rune using the phoenix as our symbol, then we would end up with vastly differing effects.
 
  
 
 How did she put it? “The Energy of the Heavens is unwilling to adhere to something so strict and rigid as a language, so Runic Craftsmen must find more creative and intuitive ways to express their desires.” Intuitive, as in based on what one believes to be true. Not what is true, or could reasonably be true, but an instinctively known ‘fact’ that may or may not have any actual basis in truth. In short, the truth is what we make it, or seen from another way, there is no truth.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 It all comes back to teeth. Kids lose their teeth naturally, but new ones grow in their place, so why shouldn’t adults be the same? Is this why commoners and Martial Warrior alike can regrow teeth? I always thought it might be because humans evolved from monkey/shark hybrids or something, but what if everyone in the world is subconsciously using Heavenly Energy to churn out infinite teeth? Seems like the shittiest superpower ever, but it’s a clue. Does this mean wilful ignorance is the secret to manipulating the Power of Creation?
 
  
 
 Don’t get distracted by philosophical musings about things you don’t understand. Runes and stuff might be important later, but you lack the ability to comprehend it for now. Back on topic please. Where was I? Oh right, what I know about my Awakening and what I need to do. After pondering it over, I think I’ve finally figured out what Guan Suo was getting at with all his questions. Water doesn’t jump, swirl, or move about on its own. Water only moves when presented with an external stimulus, whether it be mechanically induced or natural, like shaking a container or gravity. Even if bound by Chi, I can’t make water move by willing it to move, because even if the water wanted to move, it has no innate ability to do so. Rather than commanding water to move through Chi, I need to use my Chi to induce the water to move, turn my Chi into the swirling gourd or dropped stone to get it to do what I want.
 
  
 
 Which means if I want to manipulate Chi-infused water, I would have to use external Chi to do so, and since I can’t, then I should stop wasting my time. We’ve done this little dance before, but I wanna be awesomeeeee...
 
  
 
 Okay. Let’s put manipulating water aside into the to-do pile, for real this time. Guan Suo said my viewpoint was too narrow, so let’s take another step back and think about External Chi manipulation. No, let’s go further back and look at Internal Chi manipulation again. Baatar and Akanai’s radio silence means I have everything I need to progress along the Martial Path, so I need to take what I already know regarding Internal Chi manipulation, and apply it... externally. Easy, right?
 
  
 
 With a blink of my eyes, I’m no longer lying in bed and instead, I stand in the void. My Core, technically, but I’ll ponder the technicalities some other time. I need to focus on the big picture for now which means Chi manipulation. Summoning Water Chi with a thought, I gather it in my hands and send it coursing out into a shimmering shield of water, similar to the ones I saw Pudge and Elder Ming use. The Natal Palace is supposedly a tool for practising Chi manipulation, but I don’t see how. Doing things in here is as easy as imagining it, for as my darling Lin so aptly put it, this is my domain.
 
  
 
 Huh... Domain...
 
  
 
 Now that I think about it, Lin wasn’t the first person to put that word into my head. The Spectres were. Inside my Natal Palace, they told Baledagh to ‘Kill Brother and become master of your own domain’. Afterwards, I separated Brother and Baledagh into their own separate domains, dividing both personalities so thoroughly that the passive personality couldn’t hear Sendings delivered to the active one. I specifically remember calling them domains, though I never gave the word any thought. Later on, when I was kidnapped by the Shrike and met the not-Baledagh Spectre in my Natal Palace, I tried to dive into its body and Send a message to Baledagh, but not-Baledagh told me I was arrogant to ‘enter (its) domain so willingly’.
 
  
 
 So... why does Lin understand Spectre terminology? Or is it standard Martial Warrior terminology which overlaps? Are Domains important somehow? I’ve never heard of them, but I also never heard of Natal Palaces until someone told me I had one. That’s how they do things here. You forge your own path only to discover you’re doing the same thing everyone else does, essentially inventing the wheel once again. It’s weird and unintuitive, but whatever. Does this mean sweet Lin knows more about the Martial Path than I do?
 
  
 
 Ha, yea right. I’m overthinking things. Lin was speaking nonsense, a coincidence is all. Back to Chi manipulation.
 
  
 
 I use Visualization and Intent to manipulate Chi, but I also use Keystones. Then again, Keystones are pretty much me mentally Visualizing my Intent and giving the resulting mental construct permanent form in the Natal Palace. Hang on... If I use Keystones to convey my Intent to Chi, and Runes are used to convey the craftsman’s desire to Heavenly Energy, then wouldn’t my Keystones technically be internal Runes? While Keystones are powered by and affect Chi, I’ve already established that what works for Chi will work for Heavenly Energy, so why wouldn’t the reverse be true? Like Runes, my Keystones are specific to my interpretation as symbols used to represent complex Chi skills. A first-aid kit Heals, a feather Lightens, a bouncing star Reinforces, and a hammer and anvil Amplifies. These symbols might mean different things to other people, but in my mind, they’re intrinsically linked to their respective Chi skills.
 
  
 
 So I guess I can add theoretical Runic Craftsman to my list of accomplishments, though I’m not entirely sure how to take a mental concept and inscribe it onto a physical object...
 
  
 
 Forget crafting. Focus on the problems you already have instead of making more problems to ponder over. We’re talking about Chi control, so stick to the part of Runes which helps, not hinders. I’ve glimpsed bits and pieces of the truth over my years here, but I never put it all together and looked at the big picture. Whether it be Chi or Heavenly Energy, Runes or Keystones, Water Chi or Chi-infused water, the labels aren’t important. I mean, they’re important to me as a person because I need labels to tell things apart, but to the Energy of the Heavens, it’s all the same. It doesn’t matter whether it’s Heavenly Energy or Chi, control hinges upon proper communication, which comes in the form of Visualization, Intent, Keystones, and/or Runes.
 
  
 
 Perhaps that’s what differentiates Chi from Heavenly Energy. The latter doesn’t understand human thoughts and intent because it is Divine and Supernatural, so to use it, control it, and direct it, we must first bring it down to our level, so to speak. We gather the Energy of the Heavens into our Cores and it becomes a part of us, an extension of our bodies, the same way we Bind Spiritual Weapons. This bridges the language barrier and allows us to communicate effectively and control Chi, but the problem is, Chi is not its natural state, so once outside the body, it reverts to Heavenly Energy and no longer understands our intent. How am I supposed to keep Chi from doing that? Bind Chi, Bind Spiritual Weapons, Bind Water. I’m seeing a pattern here, but what am I supposed to bind next? One with the Chi, One with the Sword, one with the Water, and one with... What? The World? That’s so fucking stupid. The Heavens? Even dumber. Might as well become one with the fucking galaxy. This is some grade A –
 
  
 
 Holy fucking shit!
 
  
 
 When Elder Ming said Binding Chi-infused water is similar to Binding a Spiritual Weapon, he wasn’t saying the binding process was the same, but rather that you Bind them for the same reasons! A bound object allows you to use your Chi through it without Chi turning into Heavenly Energy, because the Spiritual Weapon and Chi-infused water become a part of you. Wait, does that make sense? If this is true, then why haven’t I heard of the other elements doing the same? Maybe... Fire by nature is uncontrollable and Wind cannot be contained, whereas Earth... I dunno. I don’t have all the answers. Do Wood-Blessed Martial Warriors bind trees? I’ve only ever met one, and Yong-Jin’s choice of weapons were a reverse-grip short sword and gauntlet, both metal, but he’s also known for having never used his Awakening. What about Lei Gong? Does he have real lightning stored in his cane? For all I know, there’s a super powerful Warrior out there carrying a giant gourd full of sand or something.
 
  
 
 Calm your tits, buddy boy. This is a step in the right direction, but you’ve only figured out why Water-Blessed Martial Warriors Bind water, and you might not even be right. This doesn’t tell you how to control it, the same way you can’t control your sword with Chi alone and send it pinballing through the Enemy ranks. Stop speculating and focus on what you know.
 
  
 
 Wait. Is it possible to turn Chi-infused water into physical Spiritual Water? That’d be like... counterfeit Heavenly Water, right? I don’t see why it shouldn’t be possible, and if so, then even if I can’t control water with Chi, I could throw containers of counterfeit Heavenly Water at Demons. I’m not thrilled with having yet another variation of water to keep track of, but if this works, then external Chi can wait. The Enemy has Anathema, but we have counterfeit Heavenly Water. No, I should fancy the name up. The Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch! Too impersonal. Falling Rain’s Handheld Pseudo-Heavenly Water Bombs! Too arrogant to put my name on it. Aqua Pura Defiled Purifying Water! Doesn’t even fucking make sense.
 
  
 
 Resisting the urge to cackle maniacally, I step out of the void and run to my yurt, where I write another letter to Diyako instructing him to make glass containers. To cover my bases, I also write a letter to Luo-Luo asking if she has a better idea for alternative breakable water containers, but don’t specify why. Then, realizing I’m jumping the gun, I slam the brakes on my brain and try to calm down, tearing the letters into itty bitty pieces to burn later. First off, I don’t know if I can make counterfeit Heavenly Water. Theoretically, I can, but in practice, who knows. Second, I don’t know if it’ll work against Demons, not in the way I think it will. Blobby never outright attacked Demons, he waited until I delivered him into the Demon’s Core or Natal Palace before wrecking shit. Before I set Diyako and Luo-Luo to amassing lightweight and fragile water containers, maybe I should figure out if my idea is viable first.
 
  
 
 To this end, I collect a dozen gourds and set to crafting Chi-infused water, falling into a cycle of Devouring Chi, depositing said Chi into water, and keeping Ping Ping and Pong Pong from consuming the fruits of my arduous labour. Emptying my Core feels like taking part in a gruelling mental marathon, albeit one which only lasts five minutes. Still, it’s exhausting, but since it takes me an hour to fill my Core up, I have plenty of time to rest between sets. Even then, it takes thirteen hours to finish filling all the gourds with Chi-infused water and an additional hour of Devouring Chi to make a tub of Chi Tea for the turtles. When all is said and done, for the second night in a row, I slip into bed alone and fall asleep the moment I lie down.
 
  
 
 Note to self: remember to steal Mama Bun and Blackjack away from Song before she goes to bed tomorrow. Also, see about getting her a pet mouse or weasel. There’s no accounting for tastes, but if she wants a dirty rodent, then she can have one.
 
  
 
 The next morning, I ignore another scolding from Guan Suo about pestering him with my Purity and settle down to experiment. Turning Water Chi into Spiritual Water is more intuitive than deliberate, so I see no reason why it should be different when turning Chi-infused water into counterfeit Heavenly Water. Just do it. Don’t think about. Let it happen. Almost immediately, I stumble across a problem I probably should’ve seen coming. If I can’t tell the difference between water and Chi-infused water, how do I tell the difference between Chi-infused water and counterfeit Heavenly Water?
 
  
 
 A quick study of my first gourd of counterfeit Heavenly Water tells me it doesn’t look, feel, smell, sound, or taste any different from the other gourds, or even a gourd of regular water. Marking the container of counterfeit Heavenly Water, I hold it in my right hand and take a gourd of regular Chi-infused water in my left. Holding both out to my sides, I look to Ping Ping and see if she’ll favour one or the other, but her eyes dart between both. Pong Pong is the same, though he’s far less patient than Ping Ping, throwing a tantrum after not getting to drink from either gourd and stalking off to sleep. Giving him a whole tub of Chi Tea to appease his anger, I am then treated to the sight of a pocket-watch sized turtle drinking an entire tub full of water, then refiling said tub with turtle piss.
 
  
 
 I don’t understand... Where did he physically store all that water? How is he not dead from pissing out so much fluid? Why did he pee directly into my tub? I suppose it’s better than him pissing in the dirt and flooding the area, but still... that’s my bathtub. Well, at least Ping Ping didn’t try to drink it. To keep things fair, I make a barrel of Chi Tea for the big princess too, who is gracious enough to relieve herself like a proper lady, over by the latrine pits. Pong Pong may be a True Divine Turtle, but Ping Ping has heavenly manners, so I like her more. Taking a break to empty and wash the tub, I set to work scrubbing while my mind muses over what I’ve accomplished, though I continue Devouring Chi as per usual. On the surface, it seems as if I’ve had this great epiphany and am on the cusp of discovering something great, but all I’ve accomplished is wasting an entire day making Chi Tea and letting Pong Pong piss in my bathtub.
 
  
 
 This is my problem, lack of focus. I made good progress yesterday, but today I happened across a half-baked idea and here I am wasting my time instead of doing something productive like practising the Forms or Chi skills. Now, I’m not saying this counterfeit Heavenly Water idea won’t bear fruit, but I shouldn’t pin all my hopes and dreams on it either. I know why I’m doing this too, because I’m terrified of Pudge the Water Abomination. Spiritual Guns were supposed to be my secret weapon, but those turned out to be a dud. Unless the Tyrant develops a Runic bullet and sells them to me, or Taduk figures out how to make them himself, then my guns are fucking worthless. None of my soldiers who received one have said anything, but I know they’re upset about being stuck with a sub-par Spiritual Weapon, yet I’ve learned nothing from my mistakes. Here I am, right back at it again, hoping to discover some technological wonder weapon to use against the big scary monsters of the world, when instead I should be hard at work training to become a monster hunter.
 
  
 
 ...You know, when I say it like that, it sounds really stupid. I doubt I could match Pudge and his brethren even with a hundred years of practice...
 
  
 
 After scouring and rinsing my bathtub clean, I head back and make five more gourds of counterfeit Heavenly Water. This leaves me with six gourds of Chi-infused water and six gourds of counterfeit Heavenly Water, and all that’s left is to find a Demon to test them on. Preferably something much, much, much weaker than Pudge, like one of those piddly Demons Gerel kills like cabbage. Do I need a control group with regular water? Yea, I should do that, just to be safe. Shit, I should also test to see if I need an entire Core’s worth of Chi per gourd. I put the same amount of Chi into the bathwater which is at least fifty gourds worth, and Ping Ping doesn’t seem to mind. How am I gonna carry all these gourds? Also... how do I keep all this a secret? I should talk to Lei Gong, he already knows about Blobby so this shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise. Maybe he has a few ideas.
 
  
 
 With a growing list of things to do, I take a deep breath and decide a floof break is in order. It’s been over twenty-four hours since my last snuggle session, and I’m not sure I can survive much longer. During my search for Song, I see that I’m not the only person on edge, the overall mood one of tension and agitation. It’s nothing as obvious as outright fighting, but I can sense it in the way they sharpen their knives and scowl over their dice, polish their armour and stare west into the distance, the strained silence hanging over the camp like a dark shroud of anxious apprehension.
 
  
 
 Seeing this, I switch targets and look for Rustram instead, finding him training in leaden armour outside his yurt. Asking him what’s got the men so riled up earns me a look of surprise. “It’s the Defiled, Boss,” he replies, as if the answer should be obvious. “We haven’t been attacked since we returned to Sinuji, which has everyone on edge.”
 
  
 
 “Right.” Totally didn’t notice. “It’s only the second day though, right?” No big deal.
 
  
 
 Nodding as he smooths his moustache, Rustram’s eyes dart to the horizon as if searching for hidden enemies. “Today marks the third since we last saw hide or hair of the Enemy. The patrols should be home safe by tonight, but word is Colonel Hongji ordered the next wave of patrols delayed until he hears from High Command.” Seeing my lack of comprehension, he whispers, “There are rumours floating about which say we haven’t seen the Enemy because they’re lying in wait to attack the returning patrols. Hearsay without substantiation, but still possible. Even if they aren’t targeting the patrols, the Enemy could be amassing for one big push on Fort Sinuji, their numbers too great for patrols to punch through, whether they’re going out or coming in.”
 
  
 
 Heart skipping a beat, I turn to stare west and hope this isn’t true. Though Zian and Yan are camped on the other side of Sinuji and safe until the next set of patrols, BoShui is out there in the wilds, as are thousands of soldiers of the Empire, warriors we will need in the trying times to come. “Well,” I say, trying to keep my voice light, “I’m feeling a little bored, so I think I’ll pay the good Colonel a visit and ask permission to go out for a ride. Mister Rustram, ready the light cavalry as an escort, if you will.” Remembering Jochi is out of commission, I speak over my shoulder while moving away. “Oh, and find two spare quins for the Lord of Thunder and Lady Tyrant.”
 
  
 
 I’ll be damned if I ride out in search for an Enemy army without my Peak Experts in tow.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 



      Announcing the Savage Divinity Manga! - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
 Yes you read it right, Savage Divinity will soon arrive in colour drawn pages, sketched and inked by yours truly. Gone are the days of being merely a Ruffwriter, for now I shall spread my wings as the Ruffwriteranddrawer (name change pending on RRL).
 
  
 
 While not entirely ready, I've prepared a few teaser drawings for you all, which again were 100% done by me and me alone, for serious. Feast your eyes on the authentic representations of your favourite characters, starting with our MC, Rain!
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 Next we have Mila, with her curly red locks and floofy red-panda tail.
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 Then, the beautiful Akanai in all her glory, worrying about Rain once more.
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 Then we have the floofs, Aurie and Banjo, which once again, were 100% drawn by me. Yes, the improvement is great, but I'm awesome like that and totally didn't google for pictures just to have more work to show.
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 Awesome right?
 
  
 
 Anyways, bad news is, drawing is now my new passion, which means Savage Divinity: the Webnovel will go on hiatus until Savage Divinity: the Manga catches up. It shouldn't take long, maybe fifteen to twenty years at one manga chapter per month, but with quality like mine, it's well worth the wait.
 
  
 
 You're all welcome. Praise me more. That is all.
 






      Chapter 441 - Savage Divinity | Royal Road
    
 
  
 
 Even after so much time spent together, Song still couldn’t make heads or tails of Rain’s curious behaviour.
 
  
 
 Following his retinue’s first failed patrol thanks to a powerful Demon he almost affectionately named ‘Pudge’, Rain brooded and sulked like a child denied dessert before dinner throughout the entire journey back to Sinuji. His attempts to put on a brave face were ruined by his constant sighs and forlorn stares, a testament to his ‘quiet arrogance’, as Niece Alsantset so aptly put it. The combined efforts of six Experts were unable to defeat Pudge, yet Rain foolishly believed he should and could have done more to affect the outcome, a belief which had no basis in logic or rationality, yet he believed wholeheartedly nonetheless.
 
  
 
 In Song’s opinion, Rain’s performance was more than adequate, but he was never one to strut about and celebrate his victories. Instead, he fixated on his shortcomings like a man desperate for punishment, paying no mind to how his rowdy, Spiritual Rifle-armed subordinates claimed first blood against the Demon and proved the worth of his bizarre weapons, nor how he stood tall during the Demon’s foul birth whilst most shied away, Song included. Of the Experts who stepped up to face Pudge, any one of them could’ve beaten Rain while blindfolded and two of those Experts took grave injuries in the battle, yet he still presumed he should have done more. Small wonder even the venerable Guan Suo snapped at Rain, though to be fair, it didn’t take much to infuriate the pipe-smoking Peak Expert.
 
  
 
 A trait Mila shared with her half-brother. Perhaps it had something to do with their red-panda blood, but it was strange for creatures so adorable to possess such surly tempers...
 
  
 
 Upon returning to Sinuji, Rain’s mood changed for the better thanks to the loose tongue of one Situ Gulong, and Song almost wanted to thank the arrogant fool for his aid. While renewed conflict with the Society would undoubtedly make trouble for Mama and the Bekhai, allowing a nameless nobody to question Rain’s courage would’ve been far worse, especially considering his recent actions were already detrimental to morale. Song wholeheartedly approved of Rain’s ploy, for convincing the fool to remove his own tongue was fitting as both punishment and warning, not to mention a much needed boost to his retinue’s flagging spirits. Rain’s included, judging by his subsequent bouts of frenetic training, whether it be meditating in his bathtub or demonstrating the Forms for several hours in full view of camp. Granted he then spent most of yesterday obsessing over gourds of water and teasing the turtles, but his air of focused intensity was a large improvement over his mopey gloom.
 
  
 
 The best takeaway from Rain’s brief and bloody encounter with Gulong was readily seen in the Death Corps soldiers. Overall, the Death Corps were not adapting well to Rain’s... eccentricity, and she sympathized wholeheartedly. Trained from young and wholly devoted to the Imperial Clan, the slave warriors had precious little to take pride in aside from the noble they served, and Rain was hardly what they expected. While there was pride to be found in defending the (publicly styled) Number One Talent in the Empire and first outsider to hold title as an Imperial Consort, Rain did not behave as a noble should, behaviour which caused no small amount of apprehension.
 
  
 
 The problem was, Rain didn’t understand the Death Corps mindset, not entirely. When he tried to make friends, offer to help with a chore, or coddled them like children, he gave off the appearance of looking down on their ability and insulting their pride. Slaves though they might be, even the lowest-born servant had dreams and aspirations, and for the Death Corps, their dreams largely consisted of service to a worthy master and aiding in their rise in power, a dream which was next to impossible with Rain. As an Imperial Consort outside the Imperial Clan, Rain’s status was both unique and questionable. No one could argue Rain wasn't a valid member of nobility, but having cut their teeth on Imperial politics and intrigue, the Death Corps were wholly aware his title lacked substance. A consorts’s power derived largely from their spouse and familial connections, but Rain’s title came through marriage to an Imperial Servant and he himself had no Imperial ties to call upon. The Death Corps even knew of his falling out with the Legate, thus putting an end to their vicarious ambitions for their foreigner master.
 
  
 
 Now, they were truly a Death Corps, for all that remained of their honour would be found through death in battle, a fact which Rain seemed wholly oblivious to. Using his title to set an arrogant noble straight instilled his Death Corps with pride, but now Rain trampled over it through sheer ignorance. “For the last time,” he said, his frustration mounting, “I’m not bringing anyone except quin riders out today. We’re going scouting and speed is of the essence. I don’t have extra quins and I wouldn’t bring you even if I did. I don’t need novice riders slowing me down.”
 
  
 
 Refusing help washing his bathtub was bad enough, but now he refused to bring them into battle? Foolish Rain, one step forward and three steps back.
 
  
 
 Kneeling at the edge of camp, the Death Corps soldiers prostrated themselves before their master, their faces touching the dirt while Red One voiced their desire. “A thousand apologies Great One. If Great One finds us lacking, then we deserve punishment, but duty compels this slave to beg permission to serve.”
 
  
 
 Faced with this heartfelt admission, Rain had the gall to roll his eyes. Thankfully, the Death Corps were all face down in the dirt and unable to see his gross contempt. “It’s not that I find you lacking. You’re great soldiers, some of the best in the Empire no less, but like I told you, this is a scouting mission. We’re going out to look for Defiled, not fight them. If I only bring light cavalry, then we can retreat at the first sign of the Enemy, but with heavy infantry at my side, we’ll be forced to fight it out.”
 
  
 
 “Begging Great One’s forgiveness,” Red One whispered, his voice muted as he flattened himself into the dirt, “But this slave still requests leave to follow at Great One’s side.”
 
  
 
 “Enough,” Rain snapped. “Stand – arggh... There’s no need to grovel. Don’t you get it? There’s no benefit to bringing you along, only risk.” Another oddity of Rain’s, refusing to give the Death Corps commands outside of battle. Though Song had come to appreciate his thoughtful consideration, she remembered how distraught she’d been when she first came to join them, no longer sure of her place in the world once given so much freedom, and she suspected the Death Corps felt the same. By leaving them behind, Rain was all but telling them they had no value in his eyes, and there was no fate worse than a lifelong slave who’d been cast aside.
 
  
 
 No longer able to stomach this idiocy, Song snuggled Mama Bun for courage and stepped in close to Rain, keeping the affectionate rabbit between them to be safe. Not because she expected him to lash out in rage, but if tempted to, perhaps the presence of his beloved pet would rein him in. Even when enraged, she couldn’t picture him hurting his beloved pets, though she would sooner see herself crippled than allow the precious Mama Bun to come to harm. “Commander,” she said, her voice quivering only a little, “Perhaps you should rethink your decision to leave the Death Corps behind.”
 
  
 
 “Really, Martial Aunt?” The too-familiar appellation put a frown on Song’s face, for she had warned him it would set a poor precedent for discipline. Rolling his eyes once again, Rain grudgingly corrected himself beneath her bristling glare. “Sorry, Team Leader Song. Why should we bring the Death Corps on a scouting mission?”
 
  
 
 “The logic is clear, Commander.” Annoyed by his poorly concealed amusement, Song abandoned all pretense of giving face and voiced her arguments at a normal volume. “Even with careful forethought and skilled Bekhai scouts, it is impossible to claim there will be no battle for the Enemy is cunning and devious to the extreme. Since you will not be personally scouting ahead and must ration the animal’s stamina, the Death Corps shouldn’t have any trouble keeping up in wagons. Should no mishap occur, then they will at most be a minor burden, but their presence will prove invaluable should the worst come to pass. Sacrificing speed for caution is a worthwhile trade, especially this close to Sinuji.”
 
  
 
 Not to mention the cold hard truth: should the Enemy successfully ambush their scouting party, then the Death Corps could be left behind to guard their retreat. Though she wholehearted wished they too would eventually learn the joys of freedom, there was precious little chance the Imperial Clan would let such a thing come to pass. Such was their purpose, their lives devoted to this singular cause, and it would be rude for Rain to deny them even the chance.
 
  
 
 “Well, Team Leader Song has never steered me wrong, so I suppose you can all come along.” Despite going along with her suggestion, Rain hardly seemed thrilled. “You going to keep lying in the dirt or can we leave now?”
 
  
 
 Uttering a chorus of thanks, the Death Corps kowtowed in unison as Rain stalked away, the sound of their helmeted heads striking the ground loud enough to startle poor Mama Bun awake. Discomfited by the plethora of grateful stares from the Death Corps, Song busied herself checking Erdene’s harness and comforting Blackjack and Mama Bun, while also staying close to Rain’s side to study his odd choice of provisions. Poking out of Zabu’s saddlebags were no less than eighteen gourds of water, the same gourds he’d been obsessing over. He had marked them, held them, studied them, sniffed them, listened to them, did all manner of things except drink them, and now he arranged them so they’d be close to hand while he rode.
 
  
 
 Were it not for Big Ping and Little Pong’s blatant interest, Song would’ve written a letter to Mama and Brother Baatar to inform them Martial Nephew Rain had gone stark raving mad. Luckily, the two turtles’ undisguised greed made it clear there was something special about the water in those containers, one hovering at his side and the other perched on his shoulder in hopes of a treat. She assumed their desire had something to do with Rain’s Awakening or the droplet of Heavenly Water he’d somehow misplaced, though with him, it was hard to say. While Song believed Rain wasted far too much time and effort infusing Chi into water for the turtles, she kept her opinion to herself, for he had a history of doing strange things which eventually worked in his favour.
 
  
 
 Truly a man beloved by the Mother and blessed by the Heavens.
 
  
 
 While waiting to get underway, Song eyed her new protector. The Tyrant Yuhuan sat with a surly pout dressed in her assorted jewellery and sheer black robes, its pouches bulging with all sorts of odds and ends. Runic Devices one and all, as the arrogant woman so proudly proclaimed during their first and only meeting, also mentioning she’d crafted Song’s breastplate and how the work was now too embarrassing to look at. Engrossed in designing a new Runic Device, she spent most of her time inside her yurt and was currently letting everyone in earshot know she was none too pleased about being pulled away from ‘vital research’ for a ‘fool’s errand’.
 
  
 
 Much like her disciple Daxian, the Tyrant was accomplished, attractive, and astonishingly abrasive.
 
  
 
 As Rain led his scouting party west, Song admitted the Tyrant might have a point about this being a waste of time. Talented as Bekhai scouts were, the Army scouts could hardly miss something as obvious as a Defiled warband camped within a day’s march of Sinuji, and if the Defiled were further away, then there was nothing Rain could do to help. Regardless, she was happy for any excuse to exercise Erdene as the sweet quin was far too adept at swindling meals from her many would-be suitors. Eager for treats from rider or quin, Erdene stuck close to Rain and Zabu, squeaking from time to time to attract their attention while they cantered westward over the Central plains. Big Ping played a similar role on the other side of Rain, having no trouble matching the quins brisk pace while Lightening her bulky frame, intent on keeping close watch on the precious gourds.
 
  
 
 Thus they rode in peaceful silence, as everyone was well used to the routine. The only difference today was Song had no responsibilities aside from watching Mama Bun, Blackjack, and the Death Corps soldiers, but none needed much looking after. The Death Corps alternated between jogging and riding to give their quin-drawn wagons a lighter load, and the animals slept in her embrace, the tiny hare happy to take advantage of Mama Bun’s affection whilst Little Pong rode with Rain. With little else to do, Song kept abreast of Rain and the details of his forward scouts in case he needed help, but there was little she could offer with Argat and Orgaal to advise him.
 
  
 
 Boredom and dissatisfaction mounting, Song worried she would soon become obsolete, more burden than boon in the war against the Defiled. No Awakening, no Aura, no Natal Palace, no Spiritual Rifle, the list of Song’s deficiencies grew longer by the day, especially since her place as Rain’s advisor had been usurped by Daxian and Orgaal. All she could do now was fight, and though she’d seen some improvement in recent days, it was far from enough.
 
  
 
 After an hour of travel, Rain ordered the party to slow to a walk and Song saw her chance to speak with him. Extending her hand, Song waited as he struggled to understand the meaning behind her gesture. Long, awkward seconds passed and she flushed with embarrassment as she remembered when not too long ago, she’d mistakenly suspected him of having immoral intentions for making this same gesture. “Sending.”
 
  
 
 “Ah.” Reaching out to clasp her hand, Rain brought Zabu closer and Sent, “What’s up?”
 
  
 
 To start, Song explained, “I do not trust the two bandit Experts, so it’s best we speak in private.” The half-truth came easily, as it was a reason to speak through Sending, but not the only reason.
 
  
 
 “Sure,” he replied, once again unable to hide his amusement. “What about?”
 
  
 
 “I wish to ask for advice.” Ignoring his surprise and delight, Song powered through and spoke of her issues through Sending, starting with her non-existent knowledge regarding Aura and her inability to form a Natal Palace. “Mama’s latest letter is no different, stating I should continue with my exercises and let nature take its course, but I thought you might have some unique insight to the Martial Path considering your swift advancement.”
 
  
 
 “I would love to help,” he replied, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze, “But I myself just learned how detrimental a minor misconception can be. My personal insights might not even be helpful, considering I don’t really know how I condensed my Aura or formed a Natal Palace. Are you sure you want to hear this? If this ends up hindering your progress, Grand Mentor will pin my hide to the wall.”
 
  
 
 Though Song knew he was merely joking, she still bristled at the implication that Mama would ever lay a hand on him in anger. “Yes,” she Sent, nodding once for effect. “Start with something simple. What was it like when you first used your Aura?”
 
  
 
 Rain’s smile melted away as his eyes unfocused and shoulders slumped, a strange reaction to reminiscing about a grand success. “It’s not something I like to think about, but I’ll tell you if you want to know. Be warned, you know about my... issues with Balance and... Defilement, so I don’t recommend you follow in my footsteps. Do you still want to hear about it?”
 
  
 
 “Yes.” Song had no fear of turning Defiled, for her Oaths expressly forbade it. Death would come the moment she realized what she’d become, and the Heavens would punish her for any rebellious thoughts against her master.
 
  
 
 “Alright.” Pausing to consider his words, Rain Sent, “The story starts after I fell into Western Treasures Lake, and drifted onto shore almost a week later. As you know, a young woman named Ai Qing saved and nursed me back to health, but what I never told anyone was that I wasn’t myself.” Retreating into his thoughts, Rain explained how he’d adopted a different persona, a split personality he named Baledagh or Warrior to deal with his growing issues with Defilement. One mind to embrace the lies and one mind to resist them, it made for a most fascinating tale, and Song was the first to hear it. It made sense now in retrospect, how he often went back and forth between timid and harmless to dangerous and unrestrained. Brother and Warrior, a curious dichotomy, but inwardly, Song disagreed with his conclusion.
 
  
 
 Rain believed his true self to be the Brother, a kind-hearted young man who wanted nothing more than to be happy and loved, but in Song’s eyes, Rain was the Warrior to his core. There were valid arguments to be made in either direction, but if he were truly Brother, then their paths would never have crossed, for long before his brush with Defiledment, it was the Warrior who taunted Cho Jin Kai inside that nameless restaurant, not the Brother.
 
  
 
 When he finished telling her about Baledagh and Brother, Rain sighed with relief, and though he didn’t seem to notice it, he clenched her hand tight while averting his gaze, as if ashamed of admitting his faults. Song sensed there was more to it, but she didn’t press him for more. Oddly enough, she was pleased he’d confided in her before anyone else, for not even Mama, Sister, Lin, or Yan knew about his ‘Mental Disorder’, as he termed it. Only the Monk had known, his intervention vital in helping Rain recover and move on.
 
  
 
 That said... “You still haven’t told me about Aura.”
 
  
 
 Lifting his head in surprise, Rain blinked and stared before bursting into laughter, which drew the eye of everyone around them. Waving them off, he wiped the tears from his eyes and Sent, “Oh Song... Your single-minded dedication to the pursuit of strength is admirable, barely even blinking when I tell you one of my darkest secrets.”
 
  
 
 Ignoring his inadvertent slip of the tongue, Song nodded and Sent, “You were unwell, but you are better now. I am happy for you. If you wish to speak of it more, then I am happy to listen.” Listening was easy. It would only be an issue if he wanted her to speak.
 
  
 
 “Maybe later,” he Sent, flashing a grateful smile. “As for Aura... I was Baledagh at the time, so my memories are... spotty. I told you about the Defiled bandits who attacked Ai Qing’s village right? Well, I went in to save the villagers and came across Laughing Dragon, their Aura-capable leader. Once unleashed, his Aura paralyzed me with ice-cold terror and left me helpless as he and his bandits beat me bloody. Then... I don’t know. Something inside me snapped. The fear disappeared, but it wasn’t courage which took its place, nor was it anger. In its place was an unquenchable blood-thirst free from anger or hatred, virtue or integrity, just pure... exhilaration as I exulted in battle and conflict. I didn’t fight to save the villagers or kill Defiled in vengeance, I fought because I wanted to fight and for no other reason.” Shaking his head, Rain added, “I didn’t even know I’d condensed an Aura until Laughing Dragon mentioned it. What’s weird is, now that I think about it, even though I remember the fight, I have no idea how I pulled it off. I Healed, Deflected, Lightened, Amplified, and Reinforced, all while new Insights flooded into my mind and faded away the moment I performed them. At some points, I think I even used External Chi, though I don’t know how I managed it...”
 
  
 
 “The Mother always leaves a path to salvation,” Song quoted. “Perhaps She took interest in your conflict and offered much-needed assistance.”
 
  
 
 “Perhaps.” Rain’s tone was steeped in skepticism, which was strange for a man so blessed by the Mother. “Anyway, like I said, I’m not sure my experiences are of any use.”
 
  
 
 They weren’t, but Song was grateful he’d shared something so difficult to speak of. “What about a Natal Palace?”
 
  
 
 “Right to the point as always.” Chuckling beneath his breath, Rain puffed his cheeks and Sent, “Well... Grand Mentor has you on the right track with your poetry recitals, and I think I know what she intends to happen, but I’m not sure if I should tell you if she won’t.” Sighing, he muttered something about grabbing a tiger by the tail and Sent, “Look, you know the basic premise right? Split your focus and work on two things at once. That’s why she has you reciting poetry in battle.”
 
  
 
 “Yes, but how do I go about forming the actual Natal Palace?”
 
  
 
 A hint of exasperation slipped into her tone, but Rain nodded in sympathy. “Well... let’s try this. What do you see when you meditate?”
 
  
 
 “My eyes close and conceal the light,” Song Sent, “But true darkness comes after I reach Balance. Then... nothing. My mind is quiet and senses blocked, with only the warm embrace of the Mother to accompany me, a tranquil, soothing flow of Chi sinking into my Core.”
 
  
 
 “Okay... good. I’m the same way. Has Grand Mentor asked you to try anything while meditating?”
 
  
 
 “No.”
 
  
 
 “Well, try reciting poetry while you meditate. I think the Monk did something similar, but I could be wrong. Also, what I do is envision something which holds personal meaning and significance, a place of safety or comfort which is always there. My Natal Palace has all my favourite locations, like Taduk’s cottage in the village and Mila’s forge at the Northern Wall. Because they’re so near and dear to my heart, keeping the locations in mind at all times is simple, which is the basic premise behind creating a Natal Palace.”
 
  
 
 ...What significance and meaning did Sister’s forge hold?
 
  
 
 Clarity struck and Song knew exactly what to do, so she quickly extracted her hand and passed Mama Bun and Blackjack over. Giving Erdene free rein, Song closed her eyes and reached for Balance, submersing herself in the darkness of the void. Rain said to envision something which made her feel safe, but he also said it should be something Song could always keep in mind. If she disregarded the first requirement, then she had the perfect object to envision, though it would require a little creativity to implement.
 
  
 
 Drawing upon the Energy of the Heavens flowing towards her, Song focused her mind and brought her will to bear. Silver light burst into existence within the void, encircling her in a ring of radiant chains while a bed of shimmering green emerald emerged beneath her feet, fine metal and precious stone twin to the necklace worn around Rain’s neck, the innocuous piece of jewellery which Song was bound to. Dark and empty no longer, the void shimmered with pale green and bright silver, marking out an area of undefined size around it. It seemed to grow and shrink every time she looked away, and she knew this would not do. Here and in the physical world, the chain and emerald represented her Oaths to the Heavens, Oaths which confined and restricted her during every second of every day, but so long as she was here, she was free from their influence, free to do as she pleased. Her Oaths to the Heavens bound her, but her family and loved ones had set her heart and mind free. She was safe here, she knew this to be true. This was her refuge from the outside world, a place where she could truly be at peace, a realm crafted using the tools given by the Mother. Mama helped too, and in recognition of her efforts, Song recited poetry until it became second nature, the oration continuing even as she stepped away, as if spoken by another mind.
 
  
 
 And another voice, for Song recognized Mama’s tender voice reciting the Classics of Poetry, delivering each stanza with enunciated passion.
 
  
 
 As the dulcet tones of Mama’s recital rippled throughout the void, the chains of Song’s Natal Palace withdrew into the distance. Difficult to say exactly how far, but far enough so she felt unfettered and free, her little piece of paradise stable and secure. Taking one last look around, Song nodded in approval before stepping out of the void and returning to her senses. “How am I to know if I’ve succeeded?” she asked, not bothering to extend her hand to Send.
 
  
 
 “So quickly? It’s only been a few minutes... well, if it doesn’t work, then everything will be gone the next time you go back.”
 
  
 
 Nodding, Song closed her eyes and returned to the void, a process so effortless she surprised herself. What’s more, the emerald bed, silver chains, and Mama’s voice were all waiting for her, the recital having continued in her absence. If Song had to guess, the constant reminder of her Oaths and the poetry recital were both required to keep her Natal Palace intact, and she felt a little safer knowing a part of Mama would always be here with her. An unexpected surprise, but a welcome one, for Song loved Mama with all her heart. Lingering to listen a little while longer, she waited until the end of the poem before returning to reality. Eyes turned towards the heavens, Song cherished this moment and committed everything to memory, from her light-headed fatigue and ensuing torrent of emotions to Erdene’s swaying gait and Rain’s reassuring presence, for this was her crowning moment of success.
 
  
 
 “I succeeded,” she said, staring at the beautiful blue sky and wondering what wonders still lay ahead. “At twenty-one years of age, I, Li Song, Daughter of Akanai and Husolt, Sister to Sumila and Baatar, have become an Expert of the Bekhai.”
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 “Congratulations!”
 
  
 
 Being the incessant pessimist that I am, my happiness for Song’s advancement along the Martial Path is overshadowed by the overt reminder of the massive rut I’m stuck in. It seems like everybody is progressing in these recent months while I’m just sitting here labelling gourds. So very many water gourds, they’ve become symbolic of my past and recent issues. Gotta keep track of the gourds like I keep track of secrets, terminology, information, and more. Gotta find ways to carry and utilize the gourds, like I need to learn how to best use my soldiers and keep them alive. Need to protect the gourds from Ping Ping and Pong Pong, like I need to protect my friends, family, soldiers, and the people of the Empire from external and internal threats. I need to collect the gourds, think of ways to improve upon the gourds, set time aside to study the gourds, put Chi into the gourds, the list goes on, but I’ve run out of gourd-related metaphors to fixate on.
 
  
 
 Long story short, I’m beginning to loathe the word ‘gourd’. At first, I thought it was fun to say, but if I never see another gourd in this life, then I could die a happy man.
 
  
 
 Head held high in quiet celebration, Song exudes tranquil pride and graceful dignity following her successful entry into the world of Experts, a grand goal or milestone for every Martial Warrior in existence. After a long silence, she slumps down in Erdene’s harness with a tired smile, drained from her efforts but glowing with contentment. “I did it,” she says, as if to confirm it once more, her tail curling and cat-ears aflutter. “I finally did it. Thank you, Rain.”
 
  
 
 “I didn’t do a thing, you accomplished this with hard work and dedication.” Happiness looks good on Song, her usual stony demeanour nowhere to be found, and my heart skips a beat as I stare into her emerald green eyes. So lovely, but they also remind me of the emerald-studded necklace worn around my neck, a chain which gives me complete control over the beautiful, vulnerable woman riding beside me. Absolute power is absolutely horrifying, because even though I know it would be unequivocally evil to do so, the temptation to use said power is almost overwhelming. Not only for sex, though I’ll admit it features prominently in my idle daydreams and the Spectres’ overtures, but the appeal of having someone in my life who will always stand by my side is almost too much to resist.
 
  
 
 Calling me anti-social would be putting it lightly, but I avoid interaction because it’s so exhausting and worrisome. There are so many subtle cues to read into and social niceties to adhere to that I work myself into a stupor trying to keep up with something as simple as a passing greeting. Was I too brusque and unfriendly? Should I have stopped to chat? Did I remember to smile? Do I smell bad? These are the questions which run through my mind as I walk away from a brief chance encounter, and the questions only multiply the longer the encounter lasts. With Song, I would never have to worry about any of those things because I could ask and tell her to answer honestly without trying to spare my feelings.
 
  
 
 How many people in the world can claim they have someone they can trust without question, no matter the circumstances? Precious few, I’d imagine. As much as I love Lin, Yan, and Mila, if I walked into a room and found them sitting naked in bed with a dozen similarly naked men, I’m not sure I’d believe them if they said, “This isn’t what it looks like.” Not that I expect anything like that to ever happen, but as history has proven, I am paranoid and mentally unstable, so I worry about all manner of stupid things. With Song, so long as I had her necklace, my trust and abandonment issues would no longer be a problem, albeit at the steep cost of throwing away my moral convictions.
 
  
 
 And despite knowing it would make me a monster, I’m still tempted to do it, so what does this make me?
 
  
 
 Great. Now I’m spiralling into depression. Thanks brain. You suck.
 
  
 
 One good thing to come of this was our little heart to heart about Baledagh. By the time I realized what I was Sending, it was already too late to take back, but rather than fear, I felt... relieved. Finally, I had someone I could confide in, someone who I could implicitly trust to tell me the unvarnished truth, and Song’s reaction was one I never expected. Complete and utter nonchalance, as if my confession of mental illness didn’t matter in the slightest. She held my hand and took everything in stride while I explained Baledagh’s greatest hits, then when everything was said and done, she said she was happy I was better. Simple as that, and words cannot express how reassuring her lack of reaction was.
 
  
 
 Sigh. I may very well have fallen in love with Song. Do I fall in love too easily? Probably, yea. Lin was smart to put a limit on the number of wives I’m allowed, and even smarter to include Song from the start. Then again, though she’s come a long way since we first met, I doubt Song will ever reciprocate my feelings, especially considering her history of abuse. If she knew how I felt, it’d probably terrify her to no end, so I do what I do best and repress all the emotions and stick them in a deep, dark corner of my mind, where they will invariably slip out when I least expect it and plague me for many restless nights to come.
 
  
 
 Overall, I’d say today’s events have put me in an okay mood. Sure, my inferiority complex is going full throttle and now I have to deal with unrequited love, but I got a big weight off my chest and gained the confidence to really tell the rest of my family about Baledagh and stuff. I still don’t think I can talk about my past life’s memories, because the mere thought literally leaves me paralyzed with fear, but coming clean about my mental illness is better than nothing. I’ve been putting it off for so long because I’m afraid of losing everything, but thanks to Song, I think I’m finally ready to take the plunge and tell my family.
 
  
 
 Soon as we’re all together. For real this time, I’m not saying it to buy time. I mean it.
 
  
 
 Seeing as Song is busy accepting congratulations from the Khishigs, I leave her be and cuddle my reclaimed floofs, nuzzling sweet Blackjack nestled in Mama Bun’s embrace, a rare sight since Pong Pong joined our happy little family. Eventually, the eye-bleach isn’t enough of a distraction and I go back to pondering the secrets of the Martial Path since I have time to spare. I now understand why standard protocol is to shroud Martial Warriors in enigmatic mysticism, not only to guard against simple misconceptions, but also to keep aspiring warriors from becoming frustrated with failure. If someone straight up told me to build a freaking mind palace and think about it all the time, then I’d go insane trying to figure it out. As for Aura, the best description I could come up with was I gather my emotions and hurl them at my enemies, which is why I kept quiet about it. It doesn’t make conventional sense and it won’t until Song experiences it herself. I might as well describe colours to the blind or learn to parse smells from a dog for all the good words will do me.
 
  
 
 What’s odd is that even though every warrior forges their own path, everyone visits the same destinations on their journey to the peak of Martial Strength. Core Creation, Aura Condensation, and Natal Palace Formation are the pivotal steps along the Martial Path I know about and have taken, but now I’m lost on where to go next. Well, I know it’s manipulating External Chi, but considering how things have progressed thus far, there’s invariably another accomplishment which every Martial Warrior achieves but no one ever talks about because it’s best kept secret.
 
  
 
 I hate secrets, even ones kept for my own good.
 
  
 
 Logically, each of the above steps builds upon the others. Core Creation comes first, which is the Mana tank of the Martial Warrior, the battery from which we draw power from. From context clues dropped by the Legate, my recent observation regarding where the Natal Palace is situated, and the limitations on Natal Palace size, then it stands to reason that Natal Palace Formation is impossible without a sufficiently large Core. Probably because you can’t fit a palace into a tiny or unstable Core, due to a lack of Chi to sustain it. It’s not all about memory, else everyone would start multitasking training earlier, though why it’s left so late seems strange. I should ask someone about it, because the twins could benefit a lot if they started training now.
 
  
 
 So where does Aura fit into all this? Generally, people go Core, Aura, Palace, then External Chi, but this isn’t always the case. Take Song for example, she formed her Natal Palace but hasn’t condensed an Aura and can’t use External Chi. Then there’s Chu XinYue, who was an Expert who could Send and do other External Chi stuff for years before his Aura came along. Nor can we forget Mila and Yan, who have neither Aura nor Palace, yet they’re both still strong enough to contend with or even dominate the best of their peers on the battlefield, where they’ll have Aura-capable allies to shield them. Yan can even use External Chi, so it’s not like it’s dependent on having an Aura and Natal Palace, which is really throwing me for a loop. There’s no logical progression, but again, these are the exceptions, not the rule. Therefore, it stands to reason Aura and the Natal Palace are linked to External Chi usage in some way. If the Natal Palace is a tool for practising Chi manipulation, then Aura is... what?
 
  
 
 A good question. What is Aura? Aura is taking your innermost emotions and combining it with Chi to project a field of pressure onto your enemies and block the opposing pressure for your allies. There’s a fundamental difference between Imperial and Defiled Aura’s, but differentiating one from another isn’t as simple as good emotions versus bad. Many Martial Warriors tap into their blood-lust and killing intent to maintain their Auras, and while most Defiled rely on sheer, unchecked rage to power theirs, I’ve seen clear-headed Defiled unleashing Auras with calm serenity, but no matter if the emotion is courage, fear, love, hatred, or anything else along the spectrum, the result is much the same. The only deciding factor I’ve noticed is whether you’re Imperial or Defiled.
 
  
 
 Defensively, Imperial Auras bolster and inspire, while offensively, they panic and scare, and though I’ve never been on the receiving end of a defensive Defiled Aura, offensively, they cause revulsion and horror. Though the two effects sound similar, it’s impossible to mistake one for the other, because there is a wrongness to the Defiled Aura which resonates down to your soul. I’d call it a lesser version of a Demon’s Aura, brimming with gut-wrenching terror and unbridled loathing, a hatred based on differences greater than words can describe. It’s like coming face to face with your natural enemy and knowing you must fight or flee, for there can be no harmony or coexistence so long as you both exist, only kill or be killed.
 
  
 
 Hesitant as I am to use the word due to religious connotations, the best way to describe a Defiled Aura is ‘Unholy’. Demons and Defiled alike, their Auras are the antithesis of peace and harmony and profane all that is good in this world.
 
  
 
 That settles the question of ‘what is Aura’, but the problem is, I don’t really understand the ‘how’. When I use Aura, it’s instinctive rather than calculated. I reach deep down at the emotion I want to project, and it happens, much like Guiding. What’s worse is my Aura differs from a conventional one, because not only can I project different emotions, I can also shape my Aura into a weapon thanks to Blobby’s guidance. Maybe the Heavenly Droplet did more than guide me, since I’ve yet to meet another person who can do the same, but Pong Pong, who apparently has a Heavenly Droplet, can. Or who knows, maybe it has something to do with my origins and Natal Palace diving abilities and Pong Pong is a transmigrated turtle.
 
  
 
 Ooh... is there a link there? Shaped Aura and Natal Palace Infiltration... Maybe?
 
  
 
 Once again, reviewing the basics has left me with a better understanding, but no closer to the next step. Core, Aura, Natal Palace, and... what? Then there’s the whole revelation about Baledagh’s prowess which I never really considered. How the fuck was he... I... so strong? I always attributed my increased strength to Spectres, but at the time, I had them on lock-down inside my Natal Palace. I distinctly remember noting the difference, that it wasn’t the ‘Ancestors’ guiding me in battle, but true understanding, for I was directing my actions using knowledge which had been hidden away. The Forms came naturally, as did my Aura and Chi skills, including ones I still can’t really do like Deflection and Reverberation, rendering most of Laughing Dragon’s attacks ineffective. I distinctly remember the humming ring of our weapons as I wielded Tranquility alongside a Defiled weapon and used both as naturally as if I’d been born with them in hand. In that moment, the battle was all that mattered. Sword, shield, Enemy, and nothing else, and I became an unstoppable whirlwind of violence and mayhem.
 
  
 
 My problem might be that I think too much. Maybe I should turn intelligence into a dump stat and shut my brain off to fight. Then again, considering I’m responsible for the lives of eight-hundred plus soldiers under my command, turning off my brain sounds like a recipe for disaster.
 
  
 
 Whilst I muse and deliberate, my scouting party makes good time across the plains, covering more distance in a few hours than the full retinue would in a day, laden as we would be with wagons and supplies. My forward scouts spot friendly parties aplenty all headed east back to Sinuji, and when questioned, their commanders each report a similar lack of Defiled in the past two days, news which leaves me flustered and on edge. Though I should have long since turned back to Sinuji, I keep going until we finally find BoShui’s retinue in the early evening, well off his scheduled patrol route. Leaping off Zabu to greet my friend with a hug, I clap him hard on the back and instantly regret it as my hand impacts against his steel breastplate. “Not only are you late, but you’re also lost. You should’ve been fifteen kilometres south and eight kilometres east by now. I thought you’d run into trouble or something.”
 
  
 
 With a sheepish grin which makes him look five years younger, BoShui politely overlooks my injured hand and replies, “Sorry. Didn’t know you’d come looking, but the strangest thing happened two nights past.”
 
  
 
 “The Defiled stopped attacking, right? It’s like that in Sinuji too, two battle-free days while today marks the third, though Colonel Hongji says the other outposts along the front lines are still seeing plenty of Defiled. I thought the Enemy might be mustering for a concentrated push, so I set out with my scouts to see if anyone needed help.”
 
  
 
 Shaking his head, BoShui’s grin fades into a frown. “The Enemy didn’t merely stop attacking, they retreated. Three nights back, my retinue was embroiled in the thick of battle, a night attack as per usual.” Leaning in close, he whispers, “They outnumbered us ten to one and we were tired to boot, which means they had us dead to rights. Then... I don’t know. They all stopped and stared east, right in the middle of battle, then after a few seconds, they broke and ran, howling in what I swear was fear. I was so shocked, I didn’t even give the order to pursue. Instead, we broke camp and marched through the night, moving off of our assigned route because I wasn’t sure what terrified the Defiled so. I’ve never seen them run scared except when...”
 
  
 
 BoShui's voice trails off as he shoots me a quizzical look, silently asking if I had something to do with the Enemy rout. It’s ridiculous how much he admires me, as if I could’ve somehow pulled his ass out of the fire from such a vast distance away, though I’ll admit he’s one of the few people who’ve figured out there’s something about me which causes the Defiled to rout, and the only one I know about who’s not in my retinue. I try not to Devour Spectres until the battle is almost over if there are other people present, but BoShui thinks I’m the Mother’s gift to the Empire and naturally assumed it was my handiwork. Resisting the urge to roll my eyes, I say, “Two nights ago, I was already back in Sinuji and enjoying a nice cold bath. Whatever scared the Defiled off, it wasn’t me.” Even as I deny responsibility, a cold wave of realization washes over me as I establish the timeline. “You said it was a night attack, yea? When exactly did they flee?”
 
  
 
 “About an hour after midnight,” he replies, carefully watching my expression, which makes it awkward when the blood drains from my face. The reaction is all he needs to confirm his suspicions, and he merely smiles and nods before looking away, content to let me keep my secrets while doing the Mother’s work. I’ll have to do something about his hero-worship, but now isn’t the time, because I think I know why the Defiled broke and ran.
 
  
 
 An hour after midnight should be around the same time I learned to Devour Heavenly Energy and turn it into Chi, a process which shocked the Spectres into literally freezing in fear. Despite not knowing what any of it meant, I had a good laugh about it the next morning, thinking I’d somehow 404’d the Spectres and crashed their OS, but now, it’s not so funny anymore. Is the timing a coincidence, or did my actions scare away the Defiled as well? That’s impossible, right? Am I being arrogant in assuming my actions could affect the Enemy’s overall movements? Besides, no one in camp noticed I was doing anything, aside from Guan Suo’s complaints about me displaying Purity, and I’m almost completely sure there were no free floating Spectres around to spread the news, so maybe the Defiled retreat has nothing to do with my new Chi gathering method.
 
  
 
 I hope so, because otherwise, it means I’ve done something so terrible, even the Enemy wants nothing to do with me. I am become Death, the Devourer of Spectres. And Heavenly Energy, I guess, but that doesn’t sound as cool. Orgaal and Lei Gong are of no help whatsoever, both sharing the opinion of “Defiled be crazy”, meaning it’s pointless to guess their motives, but while most soldiers of the Empire feel the same way, I think that’s a shortsighted approach. Know your enemy and whatnot, though to be fair, it’s hard to understand crazy.
 
  
 
 I should know, being crazy and all. Then again, if I know I’m crazy, am I still crazy?
 
  
 
 Mouth dry with fear, I reach for my water skin only to find I’d left it behind, though at least I have a bunch of gourds to drink from. Only after draining one dry do I notice Ping Ping’s dismal squeak, because I just drank a gourd filled with counterfeit Heavenly Water. Seeing how there are no Defiled or Demons to test things out on, I give two gourds to Pong Pong and the rest to the big girl while BoShui's people settle into the wagons, ones brought expressly for this purpose. Brimming with nervous energy, I bury my face in Mama Bun’s fur as we head back for Sinuji and do my best not to panic.
 
  
 
 The Defiled and Spectres are terrified by what I’ve done, but again, is that really so terrible?
 
  
 
 It’s not, right? This is a good thing.
 
  
 
 ...
 
  
 
 So why am I so unsettled?
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 After our day-long scouting expedition, I’m pleasantly surprised by a number of friendly faces waiting to greet me in camp despite the late hour of our return. Zian, Ji Yeon, and Yan are there, as well as Wu Gam and Jing Fei, but I would hardly describe the latter two as friendly. Handing Mama Bun to Song, I move to greet Yan with open arms, but her frown forces me to rethink my decision and offer a martial salute instead. “A pleasure to see you, Warrant Officer Yan.” Affectionate as she is in the bedroom, Yan draws a clear line between our public and private lives, so even though we publicly announced our betrothal, she insists I treat her as a colleague when others are present for the sake of her career and reputation. 
 
  
 
 Also, I suspect that much like Mila, Yan also has her eye on my title of Number One Talent in the Empire. I’m beginning to resent the Legate for bestowing it upon me because it’s putting a damper on my love life, which is ironic because gifting me Luo-Luo as a concubine didn’t improve things one bit. While Yan’s desire to keep things professional requires we keep public flirtation to a minimum, it doesn’t stop her teasing as she salutes back with a ghost of a smirk on her lovely pink lips. “You’re looking in good health, Imperial Consort.” Scrutinizing me as if I were a piece of meat, she looks me up and down with a lustful glint in her eye, as if imagining my fashionable silk outfit balled up on the floor of my yurt. “Quite good.”
 
  
 
 Willing away the burning in my cheeks, I ignore Yan’s provocations and gloss over Wu Gam’s surly glare to greet my one-time-rival from the north. “Warrant Officer Zian.” Standing ramrod straight with his head tilted upwards as per usual, I notice his shoulders are tight and his gaze apprehensive as he returns my greeting, studying me for clues as one might study a stranger. “Lady Jing Fei.” Snuggled against his arm, Zian’s concubine does a better job of hiding her scrutiny, but no amount of eye-fluttering, back arching, or bosom framing could ever hide her predatory stare, reading into my every word and movement in search of weakness or threat. Only then do I greet the slender, herculean half-fox with a cursory “Warrant Officer Wu Gam”, and he returns the greeting with his customary scowl. 
 
  
 
 Last but not least is Ji Yeon, who oddly enough, is the friendliest face present as she curtsies in her silken dress. “Lin Ji Yeon offers humble greetings to Imperial Consort.”
 
  
 
 “Lin?” 
 
  
 
 Her smile slipping ever so slightly, Ji Yeon swallows hard and explains, “This one has been adopted by her maternal uncle, Lin Xiang Gu, and withdrawn from service. Until his people arrive to escort me away, Cousin Zian has been kind enough to offer shelter, though the good Colonel Hongji offered as well.”
 
  
 
 “Ah. I see.” I really do. So not only did her brother conspire with her betrothed to have her killed, it seems like her father was also in on the scheme, or at the very least, doesn’t intend to shelter her after the fact. Poor girl, betrayed and abandoned by the people who should’ve loved her most. “Your uncle... you trust him?” I hate to ask, and I have no idea what to do if she doesn’t, but I’ll be damned if I stand by and let her go to her death.
 
  
 
 “This one thanks Imperial Consort for his concern, but there is no need. Uncle Gu is no warrior, but he would die before he allows any harm come to his beloved niece... or rather daughter, I should say.” Visibly relaxing, she adds, “Father Gu has already annulled the betrothal between this one and Gulong, and though the Situ and Lin Clans are close allies, his influence carries great weight with Patriarch Lin. Even without his efforts, opinions within the clan are already shifting due to the Situ Clan’s decisions of late.” Glancing at Zian, she pointedly adds, “Many still remember Cousin Zian’s maternal grandmother was surnamed Lin. In fact, she was sister to this one’s maternal grandfather, who often boasts of his grand-nephew’s skills.”
 
  
 
 Ugh. Family and politics. Either the Lin Clan is offering to support Zian as the future Situ Clan Patriarch, or they’re testing the waters to see if they can poach him away. If I were him, I’d be sorely tempted to jump ship before suffering an “accident” so Gulong can take his place, but Zian takes the offer in stride with casual ease, promising nothing aside from an ‘inclination to reconnect’ with family. I’m a little jealous about how quickly he responded, putting an end to the conversation while neither accepting nor declining Ji Yeon’s offer, yet still leaving the door open for future negotiations. It’s the sort of response I would’ve carefully crafted after an entire night spent mulling it over, but Zian threw it out there without batting an eye.
 
  
 
 Strong, smart, hardworking, and talented. How did I beat Zian again?
 
  
 
 With the salutations out of the way, we stand around and chit-chat while the Death Corps make tea, as custom dictates in all social gatherings, formal or informal alike. Once tea has been served and enough polite conversation has been made, I finally feel it’s okay to ask, “So... Why are you all here?”
 
  
 
 Zian and Jing Fei trade confused glaces while Ji Yeon looks away and pretends not to notice Yan whispering the answer in my ear. “While you were gone, Colonel Hongji ordered a restructuring of our defences, presumably to accommodate all the returning units and the patrols which have been suspended. We thought it quite the coincidence when we were all relocated around your camp, not to mention the Colonel’s personal troops positioned out front.” Following her gaze, I note Hongji’s family banner flying on the battle-lines to the west, a glowing golden sceptre on a field of blue, which means he took it upon himself to rally my allies and appoint his trusted troops to protect me. I suspect BoShui will be camped nearby too, though I’m still not sure why Wu Gam is here. 
 
  
 
 It seems my poker face still requires a great deal of work because the grim half-fox responds to the unasked question with a straight face. “Mentor told me to earn your trust and learn your secrets so I might use them to defeat you.”
 
  
 
 “...Okay then. Nice to have you on my side.” Glad to know I’m not the worst politician around. “So... Not that I don’t appreciate the support, but does the Colonel really think the Situ Clan will move against me here, right on the front lines?”
 
  
 
 “You’d be naive to think they won’t after what you did to Gulong.” Swatting aside Zian’s attempts to silence her, Jing Fei narrows her eyes and adds, “Colonel’s Hongji’s soldiers and our presence will ensure there will be plenty of witnesses in the event of a quiet assassination, which means your enemies will undoubtedly opt for wholesale slaughter. No one can testify if no witnesses are left alive, and the Society has the backing to make it so. My Lord Husband is here in spite of my advice to the contrary, but since he insists on being an honour-bound fool, then you might as well tell us: What is your goal?”
 
  
 
 Aww... Zian’s here to help. I knew we were friends. “I didn’t do anything to Gulong. He gave the order to remove his tongue, not I. As for my goal...” I shrug. “Same as it’s always been. Kill Defiled and survive.” For some strange reason, my answer infuriates Jing Fei, while Zian puffs up in smug satisfaction. After discussing possible countermeasures to keep everyone alive, I thank everyone for their assistance and send them back to their camps, though Yan lingers behind for a quick, private kiss. Holding her hand to keep her from leaving, I ask, “Care to stay and chat?” Her throaty laugh stokes my flames of desire, but I shake my head and add, “No, I really mean chat. Out here in full view of camp.” Because I don’t trust either of us to hold back in private. “I wanted to ask about External Chi.”
 
  
 
 Adorably vexed by my self-restraint, Yan gracefully takes a seat beside Song but misses cat-girl’s fleeting frown, gone almost as quickly as it arrived. The two of them aren’t the best of friends, though I suppose it could be because Song’s jealous she wasn’t chosen by ‘Teacher’ Du. At least they’re tolerant of one another instead of straight up fighting or even being snippy, but they just aren’t all huggy and snuggly as the rest of my harem.
 
  
 
 No. Bad. Song is not a part of your harem. Stop it.
 
  
 
 “So,” Yan drawls, tilting her head ever so slightly. “What did you want to ask?”
 
  
 
 Taking a seat across from the two ladies, I reply, “Well... How does it work?”
 
  
 
 Nodding along with the question, Song snuggles Mama Bun and listens intently, but is as disappointed as I am when Yan laughs and shakes her head. “You know I can’t answer that. You need to figure it out on your own.”
 
  
 
 “Well... how did you figure it out?”
 
  
 
 “Practice.” Beaming in response to my dirty look, Yan adds, “Lots and lots of practice.” After long seconds of suffering through my disappointed stare, she sighs and explains, “Look, I don’t want to influence what direction you take. Take Honing. There are dozens of different techniques to Hone a weapon, yet they all accomplish the same thing. Whether you have a static edge or moving one, serrated or smooth, the end result for each technique is exactly the same, but few Warriors can utilize more than one. The same goes for External Chi. There are many ways to go about it, but you must find out what works for you.”
 
  
 
 “The problem is I don’t even know where to start.” Sighing in frustration, I lie back in the grass and stare at the starry night sky. “Mentor and Grand-Mentor keep saying the same thing, that I have all the tools I need to continue along the Martial Path, but what tools? A Natal Palace is supposed to help me practice using Chi, but doing anything inside is easy as imagining it, so how does that help?”
 
  
 
 “I wouldn’t know,” Yan replies, her voice strained. “I don’t have one.”
 
  
 
 “I do,” Song chimes in, wholly unable to read the mood. “I formed my Natal Palace today.” 
 
  
 
 “...Congratulations! I’m so happy for you Song. I’m sure Mila and the Chief Provost will be as well.” Between Song’s smug tone and Yan’s delayed response, I quickly sit up to make sure tempers don’t boil over only to find Song and Yan locked in a warm and apparently genuine embrace. 
 
  
 
 I don’t understand women, and don’t think I ever will. 
 
  
 
 As she pulls away, Yan purses her lips in self-derision and says, “I’ll need to train harder to catch up.”
 
  
 
 Ah. There it is. The sparks of rivalry. So hawt.
 
  
 
 My problems forgotten, the two girls gossip about Natal Palaces a little before Yan calls it a night, sneaking in another quick kiss before she leaves. “Listen,” she says, patting my cheek fondly, “Your Mentor is right. Unlike me, you have all the tools required, so stop thinking about what to do and just try everything. Remember, we derive Chi from Heavenly Energy, but Chi strives to return to the Heavens. So how do we retain Chi?”
 
  
 
 “Keep it in our Core.”
 
  
 
 “And?”
 
  
 
 “...In our Spiritual Weapons.”
 
  
 
 “And?”
 
  
 
 “...In bound elements?”
 
  
 
 “And?”
 
  
 
 “...I can’t think of any more.”
 
  
 
 “Then that must be all there is to it. Chi is Chi, whether it is Internal or External. You already know how to manipulate Chi, and you’ve just listed several examples of how we keep it from returning to the Heavens, so what more do you need?” Grinning from ear to ear, Yan saunters away with her swaying gait, knowing full well I’ll be watching her go. When she’s finally out of sight, I turn around and find Song used Yan’s distraction to slip away with Mama Bun, Blackjack, and Pong Pong, which means I get to go to bed while fresh, horny, and without floofs to distract me from my thoughts.
 
  
 
 Great. Just great. Well... should I fret about all the incoming assassins, or should I go back to worrying about the repercussions of my new Martial Path? Choices, choices...
 
  
 
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
  
 
 Wiping his hands with a blood-soaked rag, Gen stepped back to admire his handiwork. Bei was more stubborn than he remembered and she’d acquired many bad habits in their time apart, like her mulish defiance and barbed tongue, but now that he’d finished with her makeover, the lessons could begin anew. Women did so love their powders, rouges, jewellery, and ornaments, but Gen lacked the patience to wait on her each morning, nor did he wish to see her at anything less than her most beautiful. Thus, out of love, he took matters into his own hands and spent the last four days sculpting her looks to his preferred tastes so she would never have to bother with all that nonsense. It took longer than he expected, for there was always more to be done, but he was wholly committed to finishing his work.
 
  
 
 Hmm... her cheeks could do with a little more charring to really set off the exposed bone...
 
  
 
 Elongating his index finger and shaping it to his desired pattern, Gen smiled at the look of despair in Bei’s eyes as he super-heated the metal until it glowed red-hot. Stubborn like her sister, she still refused to accept the Spirits into her mind and the Truth into her heart, but with tender care and determined effort, he would eventually bring her into the light. “Now wife,” he said, stroking her hair gently with his unheated hand. “Try not to move too much, else you’ll ruin the pattern.” Pressing down on her forehead, he held her in place as she howled and cursed, leaving him unable to hear the delightful sizzle of burned flesh or the bubble of boiled fat. These were cherished moments for Gen, because he always lost himself in the heat of battle. While his exploits in glorious battle could be found in memory if he thought long and hard on the matter, the scenes always felt too dreamlike and impersonal, for the Spirits guided and aided him so much it were as if he were watching another at work instead of fighting himself. Here, their roles were reversed, with Gen firmly in control of every action and thought, while the Spirits were content to stand idly by as spectators. 
 
  
 
 A split-second of warning was all the Spirits gave him, and it was far from enough. 
 
  
 
 Worthless. Little. WORM!
 
  
 
 The unexpected reprimand elicited a strangled scream from Gen's throat and the world went white with pain. Unlike the usual pain which accompanied Mentor’s Transcendent-routed Sendings, his current misery was not the result of apathy, but rage, Mentor’s seething anger emanating from every agonizing word. Never before had Gen felt anything so excruciating, a pain which originated from his mind yet radiated outwards until suffering was all he knew. He knew not how to ease his torment, and there was nothing the Spirits would do to aid him, so for what felt like an eternity, Gen endured Mentor’s sadistic tantrum until he could endure no more. 
 
  
 
 When Gen regained consciousness, he lay in a pool of blood, his body cramped from the echoes of the ordeal but mind fresh with thoughts of vengeance. Vengeance would be his soon, he promised himself, but it could not come quickly enough. 
 
  
 
 Still Lacking Focus, Little Worm? It Seems This Sovereign’s Warnings Were Wasted. 
 
  
 
 The armoured Transcendent grabbed Gen by the scruff of his neck and lifted him none-too-gently off the marbled floor, but he was too weak to even croak in protest at the rough treatment. Feet dangling in the air, he was brought face to face with the featureless Transcendent, but not before he noticed Bei had died, a blackened crater all that was left of her beautiful face thanks to Mentor’s untimely interruption. Though he yearned to order the armoured Transcendent to tear itself apart, he held his anger in check. It was too early to cut ties with Mentor, not while the Dog Emperor and his traitorous armies still yet lived. Once their common foe was dealt with, then Gen would turn his attentions to his hateful Mentor and laugh when the old man realized he was no longer in control.
 
  
 
 But until such a time, Gen would stomach these insults and commit them to memory, the pain, humiliation, even the mocking glint in the armoured Transcendent’s bloodshot eyes, promising that when the time came, he would see each one repaid in full. 
 
  
 
 Unworthy Little Worm, Given So Much And Accomplishing So Little, This Sovereign Grows Tired Of Incessant Failure. Where Time Once Stood On This Sovereign’s Side, It Now Works Against Us, Yet Still You Play Games. Blessed By Talent And Luck But Devoid of Ambition, Little Worm Bears The Potential To Soar Through The Heavens, Yet Is Content To Crawl On His Belly In The Dirt. Disgraceful. 
 
  
 
 Dropping Gen to the floor in a heap, the Armoured Transcendent strode back to its corner, seating itself to conserve energy as per usual. Choking back a groan, Gen pivoted to keep the Transcendent in sight, unable to lift his head but not daring to present his rear to Mentor, especially while bent over as he was. 
 
  
 
 Months of This Sovereign’s Precious Time Devoted To Instruction, But Little Worm Has Yet To Wholly Comprehend the Truth. Now, Be It Through Stroke Of Luck Or Meticulous Guidance, The Devourer Steps Foot Upon A New Path, One Uniquely Suited For His Superior Talents. Where We Tread Lightly Along The Razor’s Edge Of Struggle And Surrender, He Stands With Foot On Both Sides In Utter Defiance Of Heaven, Yet Somehow Remains Unscathed. Most Interesting, Most Alarming, For Such Potential Appears Immeasurable. The Empire Branded This Sovereign As Heretic, But What Will They Say When They Learn Of His Sacrilege? 
 
  
 
 No. Impossible. This was more proof of Mentor’s senility, a decrepit senior almost a millennia past his prime. How could he think Falling Rain’s talent and potential superior to Gen’s? The Heavens had blessed him as its chosen son, not that arrogant savage as the Imperials would have the world believe. Indifferent to Gen’s inner turmoil, Mentor continued his lecture, his every word delivering a fresh wave of pain surging through his body. 
 
  
 
 Such A Curiosity, But He Can Not Be Left Unchecked. As He Stands, The Devourer Is Nothing Except Too Dangerous To Leave Free. Potential Is Meaningless Unless Realized, Thus Time Becomes Our Enemy. Too Many Guardians Watch Over Him, Too Many Hidden Lords Lie Waiting, Variables And Unknowns This Sovereign Cannot Foresee, But Where The General Cannot Act, The Pawn Is Free To Move. Succeed Or Die Little Worm, Else This Sovereign Shall Teach You True Regret.
 
  
 
 On that inspiring note, the armoured Transcendent fell still as Mentor’s presence faded away, and after the Spirits confirmed the old bastard was truly gone, Gen mentally ordered Samat to come inside and bring him to the courtyard. Mentor was none the wiser to Gen’s ruse, for he was playing the worm despite having already become a dragon. A necessity, for Mentor had hundreds of years of experience to Gen’s measly two decades, most of it spent in ignorance of the Truth. No matter, for in time, he would realize his own potential and put an end to Mentor’s miserable existence, for where the old man dominated and bent the Spirits and Transcendents to his will, their service to Gen was founded on a decree from Heaven. Whether it be the armoured Transcendent, Samat, or any of the other newcomers, Gen’s commands superseded all others, even Mentor’s, a secret the Spirits divulged to him in confidence. 
 
  
 
 The Spirits yearned for the freedom to serve him, and with their help, the soldiers, Transcendents, and even Mentor himself would kowtow before Gen, for he was Heaven’s True Chosen Son.
 
  
 
 Not Falling Rain. Never Him. 
 
  
 
 Out in the courtyard, Gen had the Spirits confirm Mentor’s absence once more before commanding the recently arrived Water-Blessed Transcendent to Heal him. Not all Transcendents had the ability to create the curative nectar like his sweet Bei, but the Water-Blessed giant could, and though it curled his stomach to suckle on the plump, soggy fingers of such a repugnant and obviously male Transcendent, Gen closed his eyes and pretended it was his crystalline, fairy-like wife feeding him sweet nectar instead of a hefty, water-logged warrior whose chest bore a gaping hole in place of a mouth. 
 
  
 
 Perhaps he should’ve gone to the Confessor instead. The old torturer was well-versed in the art of Healing, but he clung too tightly to his Imperial techniques, which were not only inferior, but also almost as unsettling as his current circumstances. 
 
  
 
 Almost.
 
  
 
 When his injuries Healed enough, Gen drew away from the Water-Blessed Transcendent and scoured the event from memory. Only then did he notice a servant kneeling at his side, head lowered and body trembling. Quashing the urge to snap the man’s neck, Gen reined his temper in and snapped, “What?”
 
  
 
 “Forgiveness Emissary, but Grand Marshal Jianghong has issued orders.” 
 
  
 
 The servant held out a letter and Gen took it in hand before plunging his sharpened fingers through the man’s eyes. A quick death he didn’t deserve, but Gen lacked the time for recreation and the Water-Blessed Transcendent required nourishment. Ah, he should have asked the servant’s name and given it to the Transcendent, fitting since they would be one regardless. Unsealing the letter, Gen pored over the document slowly and smiled as the complex characters revealed the message within, his heart pounding in eager anticipation for the days ahead. This was what Mentor meant with his talk of Generals and Pawns, for while Falling Rain was well protected from the likes of Divinities, his guardians would be bound by the Treaty and helpless to act against a lesser threat. Calling for Deng and Kash, Gen rushed off to prepare for his day of glory and retribution when he crushed Falling Rain like the bug he was. 
 
  
 
 Provided the savage runt survived until Gen arrived in Sinuji, and he prayed it would be so, for a quick death at the end of an assassin’s blade was far too clean for the likes of Falling Rain.
 
  
 
 Chapter Meme
 
  
 
 - End of Volume 24 -
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