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CHAPTER ONE

TO CULTIVATE IS TO HAVE COURAGE

Xun woke up cold. A wet morning chill had seeped deep into his body, leaving everything miserable before Xun opened his eyes. It was an absolutely rotten way to wake up, and the last time he had felt this way was when he had been a mortal, three hundred years ago.

He kept his breathing even, pushing back the anger that rose within him. He wouldn’t let his tormentors gain the satisfaction of seeing him in agony. At this point, it was no longer about pride. It was pure spite. Xun would die with a smile on his face, no matter what his disciples threw at him. Once called the genius North Mountain Sword, Xun never expected to spend his last days in such a sorry state. But when he failed to go beyond the Consecration Realm, his disciples had turned on him, crippling him and taking everything from him, his spirit swords, his storage ring, and even his sect.

Truth be told, Xun was disappointed to wake up this morning. When he closed his eyes the night before, he had embraced the darkness. Sought it out even. His disciples had taken everything of value from Xun, but they left behind a couple of ordinary trinkets. One of them was a regular jade dagger from Xun’s own master that held no zhen. But zhen-filled or not, it was enough for Xun’s purposes. He was sure that he had stopped his heart using the dagger.

But here he was. Alive and miserable.

“To cultivate is to have courage. To spill blood. To venture above the skies or below the eighteen floors of hell. But courage without awareness is a recipe for disaster.”

“Pidao, you think words like that absolves you from what happened here? You let the most promising student of the entire year attempt the Lightning Path when there was a High Foundation zhen elemental in the path.”

“I understand your feelings, Senior He. But we can’t always be there to guide the choices of our disciples. More cultivators die from blind courage than all the other causes combined. In some ways, Xun’s misfortunes are a warning to the rest of the students, many of whom showed rather impressive talents.”

“You just traded a talent that could have grown to the Consecration Realm for… mere Foundation disciples. You know as well as I do that a single Consecration Realm cultivator can devastate armies of Foundation Realms cultivators.”

“Senior He, I’m sorry to put things so blunt but I don’t believe checking the cultivation level of the zhen elementals was one of my assigned responsibilities.”

“The sect just lost a future elder, and all that you want to do is talk to me about responsibilities? Have you no shame?”

“Senior He, all that I want to say is that traditionally, the most senior member of the entrance exam is responsible for the maintenance of exam equipment.”

“Are you saying that this is my fault?”

“Of course not. But perhaps we could chalk this unfortunate occurrence up to happenstance…”

“Elder Pidao. I’ve heard enough. I’ll report this matter to the sect leader. He’ll mete out the corresponding punishments. In the meantime, I will be at the top of the paths, welcoming those who successfully passed and ensuring that such an incident doesn’t happen again.”

Xun tried to make sense of the ridiculous conversation. And he might have made some headway if not for the pain that came with the cold. His head felt like it was being sawed in half. Every time he breathed, tiny needles of agony sprouted in his chest.

Instinctively, Xun tried to draw a couple units of zhen from his aperture to alleviate the pain. A second later, his expression turned to utter confusion.

Somehow, all of Xun’s cultivation was gone. Not just gone, his aperture was now a solid rock. There wasn’t a single unit of zhen left in his entire body. He was no better than a mortal who had never cultivated.

None of that made any sense.

Xun slid his hand against the ground. Instead of soft fabric, rough stone scraped against his skin. Wherever he was, it wasn’t the bed he was expecting. He cracked open his eyes just enough and found a blue sky above him. A couple more glances revealed that he was lying on a stone path.

They dumped me at the side of a mountain?

For a second, the absurdity of the situation overwhelmed Xun. His own disciples had decided to no longer even make the pretense of caring for him. They had thrown him out like he was some kind of animal, to live and die by the whims of nature. 

Before Xun could lose himself in the fury, a small crack sounded from somewhere behind him. A moment later, he felt a stinging pain hit his leg. He flipped to his side to see what was attacking him.

A cloud?

For a second, Xun failed to recognize what he was seeing. There was a white blob, well-defined and heavy at the bottom, bobbing up and down behind him. The edges of the thing were a darker gray while the middle was a soft white.

After a moment that felt like an eternity, Xun’s mind finally began working, piecing together the clues from the previous conversation he had heard. The cloud looked similar to a zhen elemental, a type of zhen being that very rarely appeared in the Northern Continent.

They moved me to a mountain and sent a zhen elemental to assassinate me?

As Xun stared at the cloud and tried to work his tired brain into trying to understand what his disciples had planned, a new conversation found its way to his ear.

“Disciple Zeran, did you see what that old dog just tried to do?” Xun recognized this as one of the two voices from the earlier exchange.

“I’m sorry, Elder Pidao, I didn’t.” Xun heard a new voice, this one female.

“That’s okay. You’ve been relatively sheltered as an alchemist and haven’t had to deal with the politics of the sect. Hetain rushed down the mountain and faked his anger in hopes of cowing me into taking the fall for what just happened on the Lightning Path.”

“I see.”

“But I caught on to his tricks. He failed the sect by forgetting to check the paths. That’s not my responsibility.”

“I agree.”

“See? I knew you’d understand, Zeran. When the sect leader asks you about what happened, I’d appreciate it if you could repeat what we just talked about.”

“Of course.”

“Good, good. We smiths and alchemists need to stick together. The meatheads that only know how to fight don’t understand our struggles. Hetain thinks that because he has the backing of the sect leader, he can do whatever he wants. But the sect leader isn’t an emperor. Even he can’t go against hard evidence or popular opinion. We’ll show him the truth.”

“We will.”

I’m not dead. If the conversations weren’t enough of a clue for Xun, then the pain was pretty good evidence. There’s no way that the afterlife is this painful.

A wild joy ran through Xun as he realized that fact. On his deathbed, Xun realized that his spirit weapons, the sect he founded, and the spirit stones he hoarded meant little. In life, they were useful, shiny, and beautiful, but they meant nothing to someone on death’s door. The eternal darkness had a funny way of making most things seem unimportant.

All that mattered was life. He would have given all that he had to be healthy and attempt the Lord Realm again. The only thing he wanted to do was to take one more step closer to eternity, to see the view from a higher height.

I reincarnated, Xun concluded. Keeping an eye on the zhen elemental, he folded his feet underneath himself and pushed. His vision almost went black as he fought through the ice in his joints to stand up. A gust blew into Xun and his shredded clothes fluttered in the wind. There was a giant hole on his chest where the cotton robe had burned away.

Slowly, Xun made a stance, crossing his arms in front of his chest. Dead or alive, cultivator or not, he was going to fight to his last breath.

But before Xun could charge forward, a wave of memories slammed into him. For a second, it was all he could to just breathe and clutch the core parts of himself. It was like he was being bombarded with a spirit attack, except instead of needles of pain, he was getting giant boulders of random memories.

“Elder Pidao, did you see that? Xun is still alive!” The female voice sounded again, and the hope in her voice kindled something within Xun’s chest.

“Well, I guess his life vitality is a bit stiffer than most people’s. But it doesn’t matter.” The aged voice plunged Xun back into the bitter cold. “His spirit channels are likely damaged. I’m not sure if it’s luck or misfortune that he’s still with us.”

“Could we help him?”

“And risk the wrath of the lightning zhen elemental? There’s no point. The kid’s spirit channels are already broken. If he’s truly that tough, let him climb out of there himself.”

“Xun’s the first student to attempt the Lightning Path in four years. That must mean something.”

“Yes, it does mean something. Did you hear what I said to Hetain? To have courage without awareness is a fool’s errand. Cultivation is not child’s play. The path to eternity is not meant to be taken lightly. Greed, the act of trying beyond one’s abilities, has slain more cultivators than every other sin combined. It’s better he learns his lesson here than later when he’s already consumed the sect’s resources.”

“But –”

“Zeran, you might be on the verge of becoming an elder. But there are some things that comes with experience.”

“What if Xun reaches the top of the path? Do we still accept him as an Inner Disciple?”

“Hah Zeran, you’re still too kindhearted…”

Amidst the barrage of memories, Xun strung together a couple of memory snippets that explained his situation. He had indeed reincarnated, taking the body of a mortal who was also named Xun. The previous owner of the body was trying to enter a cultivation sect called the Nine Thunders Sect. After passing the first two tests with flying colors, he had fallen victim to the third and final stage, the elemental paths. All Xun needed to do was reach the top of the mountain and he would become an official disciple of the sect.

Reincarnation wasn’t a far-fetched idea in the cultivation world. Plenty of cultivators, especially demonic ones, would steal their disciple’s bodies to extend their lifespan. Usually, these plans took years or even decades to execute. Xun had never heard of someone accidentally reincarnating like he somehow had.

Before Xun could figure out his strange situation, the lightning elemental got tired of waiting. A blue lightning bolt arced out of the bottom of the cloud and splashed against Xun’s arms in the blink of an eye. The robe’s cotton sleeves instantly burned away, leaving only skin to weather the rest of the attack. Xun curled his hands into tight fists as the electricity found a way to deepen his pain, his fingernails dug so deep into his palm that blood began to trickle down his arms.

As Xun stared at the zhen elemental in front of him, his hand itched for a sword. Even though he had abandoned the sword path later in his cultivation, his old habit of using a sword to solve problems stayed behind.

On a narrow path, the courageous one emerges victorious. Xun pulled his thoughts together and shoved the previous owner’s memories into a corner of his mind. Before he could regret the decision, he charged forward.

The elemental seemed almost stunned by the audacity of the mortal. It stood in place as Xun closed the distance. Even Xun himself was stunned by how easily his body moved. There was none of the joint aches or muscle softness that he had grown accustomed to in his previous life. Despite the pain, he could feel that his body underneath was strong, powerful, and solid.

Accelerating the last few steps, Xun tore into the cloud with his fists flailing. If he remembered the texts correctly, zhen elementals were the classic example of heavy offense, weak defense. The only question was whether Xun’s non-zhen enhanced attacks were going to be enough.

They were.

Each punch he threw tore a tiny fragment away from the cloud. The zhen elemental launched a couple of feeble counterattacks, cracking arcs of lightning against Xun and burning away yet more of his robe. But nothing could stop Xun from finishing his victory. It wasn’t long before the zhen elemental was nothing more than a light fog.

Xun stopped for a moment to savor the feeling of victory and turned to head up the mountain path. The end of the stairs was in sight, only had a minute or so worth of climbing left. His legs were strong, and his breathing was even. The gift of youth.

As Xun rose higher, a new cloud began to form in the mist behind him. Unlike the previous lightning elemental, this new elemental was jet black with sparks of purple flittering across its firm surface.

A hidden sixth sense within Xun screamed before the attack came. He spun around, arms up. But it was too little too late. A crash of thunder resonated across the mountain as a thick purple bolt snapped out of the lightning elemental and slammed into Xun’s chest.

The strike seemed to take everything out of the cloud. Wisps of smoke escaped from its sides as it grew smaller, and even the purple sparks were gone.

But it had accomplished its goal. Xun tumbled down the stairs. Each time his body hit the ground, a new splotch of red was added to the steps. When he finally came to a stop a dozen steps away from the path’s entrance, he finally understood what the first conversation was about.

Why in the nine-skies is there a High Foundation zhen elemental on a sect entrance exam for mortal?

CHAPTER TWO

PATIENCE, DISTRACTIONS, AND TIME

Xun wasn’t dead. Even if the rest of his body thought so.

The pain was worse than anything he had experienced before. Not even the agony of the Thunder Tribulation could compare. It was like getting bitten by a thousand Lava Ants from the inside. Although Xun kept his eyes open, the world had gone black on him. All he could do was focus on his breathing.

If he took any more of those lightning bolts, he was going to die. Again.

Xun pulled his knees as close to his chest as he could and crawled forward. His body was numb from the pain and electricity, but he still felt a brief moment of free fall. His heart dropped. Then, he heard a thump as his body hit solid ground.

The zhen elemental followed. Although it was now a full size smaller than before, it was still happy to shoot lightning bolts at its prey. Taking aim at the stationary human on the ground, it tossed a light blue bolt.

Xun took the pain with his jaws clenched shut, waited a few seconds, and pushed his failing body forward, tumbling down another step. There was no way that he could possibly climb to the top of the mountain. His best hope of escaping the zhen elemental was getting to the bottom and praying that the cultivators would stop the elemental from leaving the mountain path.

 While waiting for the shock to subside, Xun looked inside his body. His spirit channels were ravaged, a mess of gaping holes and twisting paths. Not a huge surprise given how much pain he was in.

He focused his attention on the silver hue of the channels’ walls and the fact that his aperture, sitting right below his stomach and connected to the spirit channels, was unopened. Once an aperture was opened, nothing short of total destruction could close one again.

Without cycling zhen, Xun had no way of knowing how severe the damage to his spirit channels was. His best-case scenario at this point would be falling a single level to Shale tier spirit channels.

Spirit channels was everything for a cultivator. It determined how much zhen they could retain after each cycle of the cultivation scriptures. Those with Chalk tier spirit channels were doomed to be a mortal for the rest of their lives. No sect would accept them as anything but laborers who would be forced to work for meager cultivation resources.

Another lightning bolt came and Xun threw away those thoughts. There would be a time and place to think about his spirit channels later. Right now, if he didn’t escape, those bolts would fry his body.

Xun waited until his muscles thawed and shifted forward. He felt himself fall before landing on yet another large stone slab.

How many of these steps are there?

Tilting his head forward, Xun saw that there were seven more steps between him and a patch of grass that he hoped was the outside of the thunder soul’s activity range. It was such a small distance but it felt like a impossible gulf. Xun had to fight back the darkness and desperation creeping in at the edge of his vision as he forced himself forward.

You can do this. Xun clawed forward with his left arm, grabbed onto the nosing of the stone step, and pulled himself onward.

Six steps left.

As if sensing Xun’s resolve, the lightning elemental dropped another bolt. Xun tasted metal in his mouth. Something, somewhere, was bleeding.

Patience. I need to be patient.

Xun closed his eyes, trying to preserve every ounce of energy he had. Trying to distract himself from the pain, he began to think back to his past life. After a promising start, he had wasted his potential, only reaching the Consecration Realm. He should have been able to get to the Lord Realm, and perhaps even further than that.

I failed because I was arrogant. Because I was a sword cultivator, I beat everyone at the same cultivation level as me and began to challenge cultivators who were one to two stages above me. After each fight, as I savored the glory bestowed upon the victor, I ignored the wounds and scars in my body. When I faced the second Thunder Tribulations, those wounds reopened. My arrogance cost me dearly.

Xun dropped another step and weathered another attack from the zhen elemental. His body felt heavy, and his heart itself was tired from fighting all of the shocks.

Five more steps.

“Xun? Are you okay?” A new voice sounded. Xun opened his eyes and looked in the direction of the voice.

His sight had returned and he found the vague outline of a person two hundred steps away, half obscured by the red flames dancing around the mountain path. If it weren’t for her voice, Xun would have never guessed that the figure was a girl. She yelled again, “I believe in you!”

“Xun’s alive? Please let that be true.” Xun looked beyond the girl to find a young boy on a path full of green shrubs and giant plants. The boy had a slender physique. “Xun, I promise I’ll come help you.”

As the other students realized that their friend was still alive, they also shouted out words of encouragement.

Xun didn’t respond to any of them and closed his eyes.

Fights weren’t the only reason I failed. I was distracted. I started a family, I founded a sect, and I spent time enjoying the finer parts of life that were unrelated to cultivation. All for nothing. I thought that helping others would build a legacy. But the moment I stopped being the all-powerful cultivator and became another old man on the verge of death, they all turned on me.

The thoughts left a bitter bile in his mouth, washing out the taste of iron. With a renewed vigor, he heaved forward.

Four steps.

Another lightning bolt splashed against Xun’s back. All he wanted to do was to curl up into a ball and sleep, letting the sweet darkness take him. Before the defeatism could seep any further into his thoughts, he bit down on his tongue. The new pain cleared his mind and gave him energy to drop another step.

Three steps.

It didn’t even feel like he was moving his own limbs anymore. His mind was sending signals that his body sometimes didn’t obey. In his past life, age had robbed control over Xun’s own body. He had worked around that. He could work around this, too.

After two centuries at the peak of the Consecration Realm, Xun had reached the end of his life. He had only a few months left to live. The only two ways to extend his life were to either consume a lifespan pill or to finally advance to the Lord Realm.

He couldn’t afford the pill, especially when he was supporting his entire family and sect’s cultivation. So he chose the riskier path of undergoing the second Thunder Tribulations.

At that point, he no longer cared about the power or fame that would come to those in the Lord Realm. All he wanted was to live longer, to watch more sunrises, and to inch further along the path to eternity.

More than the fights and the distractions, the reason why I failed was because I didn’t have enough time. I could have succeeded if I had more time to gather spirit stones, formations, runes, and more. In the end, I was pushed to the tribulations because I ran out of time.

That thought was enough to breathe new life into Xun. He counted to five and mustered all of his strength into a backward punch.

The zhen elemental had flown lower and lower, thinking that Xun wasn’t a threat. Xun’s punch caught it right in the center. Pushing off the soft elemental, Xun tumbled down another step.

Two steps.

All Xun needed was to keep his momentum. He was close enough to the end that it would have only taken a few seconds to get to that patch of grass. His legs made a valiant effort to push his body forward. But before he could drop down another step, Xun felt every hair on his body stand up.

A moment later, Xun was crushed into the ground by a violet lightning bolt. Every organ in his body simultaneously gave up under the immense pressure and stopped functioning.

Xun’s arms fell limply by his side. He knew that they were damaged in some way but didn’t have the energy nor the desire to understand how they were hurt. He couldn’t even feel his legs. The only part of his body that was even remotely close to operational was his mind.

I reincarnated to die to a zhen elemental? What was the point of all this? Are the skies playing a game on me?

Against the onslaught of negative emotions that threatened to overwhelm him, Xun found a glimmer of his past self. The person that he had been before the years washed away his edges and made him dull.

I’m Xun. The sword prodigy of the Northern Continent. I’m not going to fail here. My life is not in the hands of skies. I will choose my own fate.

Xun tapped the anger within the thought to crawl forward and dropped down another step.

One step.

He could see the grass in front of him, so close that he could smell the sweet and sharp scent. Xun called upon every bit of energy to keep moving, creeping his hand to the end of the path. 

Another lightning strike landed on Xun. The attack was far weaker than the earlier ones, but it was the final nail in the coffin. Xun’s outstretched hand dropped to the stone. It was the end, he had nothing left.

A bitter smile formed around Xun’s lips as he opened his eyes for one last look at the world. His second death place was a pretty one. It wasn’t stuffy or cramped. There were endless blue skies, graceful green grass, and murderous white clouds.

The last thing Xun saw before darkness took him was a slim, pale hand reaching for him.

CHAPTER THREE

THE PATH TO ETERNITY

“Xun! Xun!”

Xun woke up to a scent of jasmine with a hint of lilac. Probably one of his maids. It smelled of safety. He was glad that the zhen elemental and lightning bolts were all just a bad dream.

But a part of his mind asked if that was true. There were some clues nagging at him that it wasn’t. For one, his body felt like it had just been battered by a thousand punches. He felt sore, numb, and in pain all at the same time. And second, he didn’t recognize the voice calling out to him.

Xun opened his eyes with a start. What met his eyes weren’t silk curtains or soft female faces. Instead, he saw a boy with skin as dark as coal mere inches from his face. It took all three centuries’ worth of control to not scream.

“Xun? Thank the heavens, you’re awake. We have to go now. I’ll help you get through the Wood Path,” the boy said.

“Where am I?” Xun asked as he struggled to sit up.

“In front of the Lightning Path. You got out. You’re safe now. But if we don’t get to the top of the mountain, then we’ll have failed,” the boy responded.

Xun creased an eyebrow as he scanned through the memories left behind by the previous owner of his body. “You’re… Dashan?”

“Of course, who else would I be? Don’t tell me the lightning elemental fried your head,” Dashan said as he reached for the side of Xun’s head.

“I’m fine,” Xun quickly said as he blocked Dashan’s hand. “Weren’t you on one of the elemental paths and almost at the top earlier?”

“I was,” Dashan admitted as he quickly launched into an explanation. “But that was only because the elders stopped us from taking the Lightning Path. I would have come to help you otherwise. I thought that maybe if I reached the top, I could convince one of the elders to help you. I wasn’t thinking about abandoning you. I promise.”

A distant memory bobbed up to the front of Xun’s mind. He saw two kids kneeling side by side in an open field with bowls of rice wine in front of them. They raised their bowls high as they said their vows. “Xun and Dashan. We swear that we’ll share wealth and misfortune alike. We’ll climb the path to eternity together.”

Xun blinked as he pieced the fragments of information into something coherent.

Dashan pulled on Xun’s arm. “I know you’re tired Xun. But I’ll help you pass the Wood Path. We still have a chance of entering the sect.”

“Wait.” Xun needed more time to think. His mind was trying to figure out the best path forward for him. He had no need for scriptures or technique scrolls, which were the usual rewards to sect disciples. “Let me think about this for a second. The sect might not accept me as a disciple.”

“We’ll solve that problem when we get there. Anything is better than staying a mortal for the rest of your life.” There was a directness in Dashan that reminded Xun of his younger self, where everything was either right or wrong with little room for nuance. This was back when he was called a sword prodigy. “I’m sorry Xun. We don’t have time right now. The entrance exam is almost over and if we don’t make it, it’ll all have been for naught.”

With strength far beyond what his frail frame should have been able to provide, Dashan slung Xun over his shoulder.

“Hold on,” Xun said. Dashan’s steps didn’t slow. Xun curled his hands into fists and beat against the boy’s back. “I’m going to die.”

Dashan immediately put Xun down. “Where are you hurt? I thought you were okay since Disciple Zeran checked over you and gave you a pill.”

Zeran, she’s the one who saved me? Xun filed the name away for later.

“No, it’s not that. It’s my spirit channels. They’re damaged. If the wood elementals even touch me, I’m dead,” Xun answered.

“Oh, that’s easy,” Dashan said. “I have a plan; I’ll distract the souls while you climb.”

“And what if one slips through?”

“That’s just a risk we’ll take. I’ll do my best to keep them away.”

“What if I don’t want to take that risk?”

Dashan stared into Xun’s eyes. “Xun, are you really going to give up here? Your family died so you would get a chance to become a cultivator. Are you turning your back on them?”

Xun answered by struggling to his feet and walking over to the path on the far right. Unlike the other routes, there were no elemental souls lining the sides of his new path. It was just a simple set of stone stairs to the top of the mountain.

“I’ve decided,” Xun said. “This is my path.”

“Are you sure, Xun?” Dashan followed as Xun hobbled up the steps, taking a single step every time Xun took two. “This is the Spiritless Path. If you take this path, you’ll become a laborer. It’ll be nearly impossible to become a disciple or advance your cultivation. You won’t be happy.”

“There’s an old saying. If you’re not a fish, how could you know if a fish is happy?” Xun said. “This is the path that I’ve chosen. And I’m happy with it.”

At that moment, a gong reverberated across the mountain. Dashan’s face showed a struggle between convincing his friend otherwise and looking out for his own future. “Sure, alright, whatever you say. We don’t have much time left. Make sure you reach the top, Xun.”

Xun nodded and took another shaky step to climb higher on the Spiritless Path.

About a quarter of the way up, his legs began to spasm from the exertion. Xun had to take longer pauses between each step and catch his breath. Before long, he was spending more time resting than climbing.

What happens if I don’t make it into the sect? Xun’s mind began to wander. Could I get enough cultivation resources as a mortal?

There were stories of mortals who got lucky and stumbled upon an inheritance and became cultivators. But those were the rare exception. There were also mortal families with close ties to cultivators that would sometimes be gifted resources. Once again, these were not the norm.

If I can’t get into this Nine Thunders Sect, it’ll be hard to try for another cultivation sect, and likely take years to get the right cultivation resources. Time that I can’t afford to lose.

That thought gave Xun new strength. He stared at the peak of the mountain and climbed higher and higher.

About halfway, Xun was exhausted. There was still so much to climb and he was so weak after both reincarnating and battling the zhen elemental. He wanted to give up. Maybe life as a mortal wouldn’t be so bad.

Right as Xun’s spirit flagged, he felt a hand lift his arm and help him climb. He turned his head and found Dashan next to him.

“We made a promise that we’d share the fortune and suffer the misery together. I couldn’t let you become a laborer by yourself now, could I?” Dashan said with a smile. He heaved, and Xun felt his body launch through the air.

Perhaps a family and sect were distractions. But friends might not be. The path to eternity is a lonely journey. Having someone with me, it might just be worth it.

“Thanks Dashan, I owe you,” Xun said. He meant it.

—

So my spirit channels are completely destroyed.

Even with Dashan’s help, Xun barely reached the top of the mountain in time. His half-burnt robes were soaked in sweat and he laid face-up on the patches of grass that grew between the rocks. Around him, about three-quarters of the students had finished the exam, and the elders seemed content to just watch them from afar for the moment.

Taking advantage of this rest, he began to look inside himself again.

A long time ago, Xun’s master described spirit channels as the product of heaven. They rested somewhere between the real and imaginary. And they were also the foundation of every cultivator. In order to take in the zhen from the outside world, a cultivator had to cycle zhen through their spirit channels, gradually molding the energy so that it could be used like a muscle.

The problem was that Xun’s spirit channels were a sorry sight. 

My spirit channels aren’t chalk-tier anymore. It’s below that. Xun thought as he surveyed the wrecked walls of his channels. The silver hue was barely visible amidst the carnage. The average mortal probably has a better spirit channels than me. The only people who have worse spirit channels are those born with blocked spirit channels. And I barely beat them.

“The universe runs on fifty rules. Forty-nine of which have been cemented by heaven’s will. The last one is known as the path to eternity. It’s luck, a chance for all living beings to become eternal.” A young woman stood at the front of the students. She wore a simple white dress with very few ornaments.

“You all have taken the first step on the path to eternity. That’s why the final test of our sect entrance is a mountain climb. Cultivation is not just the simple pursuit of strength. It’s the journey of finding yourself in the shadow of hardship and not being afraid. For without adversity, there can be no triumph.”

None of the students really understood her words, but Xun did. Whoever this woman was, she was wise. Xun was suddenly jealous; to have such a deep insight at such a young age was a blessing.

Noticing that the students weren’t responding, the woman paused and began a different approach. “Congratulations! Two years of learning and honing your spirit channels for this moment. And it’s all paid off. Welcome to the Nine Thunders Sect.”

A weak but happy cheer went through the crowd.

“Before you enter the sect, I’ll tell you a bit more about your future life.” She waved her left hand at the mountain range while her right hand was tucked between the folds of her dress. “Behind me is the famous Seventeen Mountains. Does anyone know why we chose such a site?”

One of the boys closest to the front raised his hand and said, “Disciple Zeran, is it because it has more zhen than elsewhere?”

“Correct, and you can also call me Sister Zeran or Sister Ze if that’s easier. Everyone here is now my junior brother or sister, so there’s no need to be so formal,” the disciple said with a sweet smile. “Zhen is the foundation of all living beings. Cultivating in an area with high zhen density has many benefits. That’s why we live in the Seventeen Mountains. We share this mountain range with two other sects, the Twin Beast Sect and the Purple Flower Sect. Your first lesson as a member of the Nine Thunders Sect is to never lose face for the sect when dealing with the other two sects. Understood?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Second, right now, none of you are cultivators. We’ve intentionally stopped you from opening your aperture in order to give your spirit channels time to develop and grow. But now that your channels have matured and have been tempered by the zhen elementals, it’s time for you to become cultivators.”

“Wait!” a red-robed man called out. “Before we get to this next section, perhaps Elder Hetain should announce the results of the entrance exam.”

Zeran glanced to her side and found Elder He stroking his beard in agreement. “Of course, Elder Pidao. Elder Hetain, the stage is yours.”

“Remember that twelve of your peers perished in this exam,” Elder Hetain began as he walked to the front, his voice echoed through the mountain. “Cultivating is not meant for the faint-hearted. If you can’t accept that, it’s better for everyone if you leave now.”

No one moved.

“Good. You all have done well to get to this point, but one of you did better than the others. Fangqiu was the first to reach the top of the mountain in this year. I have an offer for you, Fangqiu. While the sect accepts students who pass an elemental path as outer disciples, I see your talent and heart. I’d like to take you as a personal disciple, my third disciple, when you graduate into the Inner Disciple ranks. In the meantime, you’ll be an honorary disciple of mine. What do you say?”

In a smooth motion, Fangqiu stepped forward and bowed low. “Of course. I would be honored to have you as my master, Elder Hetain.”

“Master Hetain now.”

“I apologize, Master Hetain.”

“Good, good.” The old man laughed as a cloud appeared beneath his feet. “My good disciple, you and I have lots to talk about. Why don’t we head to the sect first?”

Neither of the other two sect members moved to stop Fangqiu from stepping onto the cloud. Together, the new master and disciple sped away.

The moment Pidao saw that Hetain was out of earshot, he spat at the ground. “Thank the skies. Zeran, don’t waste time teaching them. Your time is precious. In another few years, you’ll also be an elder. You need to get rid of the kindness you’ve developed as a disciple. Just announce the results, and we can all be off.”

In the back, Xun looked at the woman and committed her face to his memory. Zeran, the person who saved me. I’ll find some way to repay her one day. He searched the previous Xun’s memories to see if anything would pop up. Nothing did.

The female disciple bowed. “Yes, Elder Pi. Fangqiu, Yifan, Hongdao, Luotu, Linghao, and Zhanghan. You six are now Outer Disciples of the sect. The rest of you chose the Spiritless Path and are now sect laborers. But the path to eternity is long and wide, becoming a laborer doesn’t stop you from becoming cultivators. In our sect history, many laborers have become disciples through hard work.”

“Hold on,” the red-robed elder called out. “I remember seeing that two people cheated when they came up the Spiritless Path.”

Zeran paused and looked at the elder uncertainly. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand Elder Pidao.”

Pidao looked through the crowd, his eyes jumping from person to person. “There, you two.”

Xun kept his face blank as Pidao pointed at him and Dashan. Where his friend was frozen in apprehension, Xun found the strength to stand up and bow at the elder.

“Elder Pidao, I’m happy to take any punishment for anything I may have done wrong,” Xun said.

“That’s not what Elder Pidao meant,” Zeran hurriedly said as she saw Pidao’s hand reach for his storage ring. She put herself between Pidao and Xun. “Elder Pidao, perhaps we can overlook this. Xun was valiant in his attempt to climb the Lightning Path. And Dashan simply wanted to help his friend. They would be great assets in the sect.”

Pidao stared at Zeran.

“And I will report what Hetain did,” Zeran said after holding the elder’s gaze for a few seconds. “As soon as we bring them to the sect, I’ll go directly to the sect leader.”

“For you, Disciple Zeran, I’ll take a step back,” Pidao grunted.

CHAPTER FOUR

THE PATH TO ETERNITY

Pidao swept his gaze across the other students.

“You, when you came up the Fire Path, you threw something at the Fire Elementals. The Nine Thunders Sect doesn’t need another tool-using cultivator. You’ve failed,” Pidao said, singling one of the students out. Before the unfortunate boy could protest, Pidao turned his attention elsewhere. “When you came up the Spiritless Path, you tried to trip those close to you. We don’t accept students with black hearts. You’ve failed.”

“Elder Pidao,” Zeran said softly.

Pidao ignored Zeran as he continued within the ranks of the students. Each time he paused, he found another reason to disqualify or fail a student.

“This isn’t fair!” Halfway through Pidao’s rampage through the students, one of them stood up to the elder. “It was already announced that I would be an Outer Disciple. You can’t fail me now.”

“Why is that?” Pidao asked back. “I’m an elder of the Nine Thunders Sect and I’m the person in charge of the exam right now. So please, tell me why I can’t fail you.”

“Because…” the student struggled to find an explanation. “Because it’s not fair. I worked for two years, sacrificed everything. I climbed the path with my own strength.”

“And I’m saying that you don’t have what it takes to become a cultivator. The sect doesn’t need deadweight like you. All you’ll do is take up resources that could be spent on more promising disciples,” Pidao said, his voice taking on a sinister tone.

In the end, Pidao got his way. The elder dismissed half of the students, sending them down the mountain path that they had labored so hard to climb. Some of them began to cry, their sadness echoing through the mountains.

“Say your goodbyes now. It’ll be months before you see each other again, if ever,” Pidao boomed once he was satisfied with the remaining students. He sought out Zeran’s gaze, held it for a second, and then walked over to the side of the mountain as if he couldn’t stand being around the students.

Next to Zeran, Xun took a long look at the cultivator.

This was the cultivator who said my life wasn’t worth saving.

Xun waited Zeran to walk over to Pidao. Once she did, he turned to Dashan, who was sprawled on the ground next to him. After Zeran had secured their entrance to the sect, they had collapsed back down to the ground.

“Thank you, Dashan. I owe you,” Xun said.

Dashan waved him off. “No thanks are necessary between us. You know that.”

“Still,” Xun insisted. “If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have reached the top and would have lost the chance to become a cultivator. You gave up your own chance to become a disciple to help me. Thank you. And I’m sorry.”

Seeing that Xun was serious, the dark-skinned boy sat up and nodded.

“We said that we would become cultivators together,” Dashan said. “So what if my starting point is a bit rougher than I hoped? I still got on the path to eternity, right?”

“I guess so.”

“That’s all that matters. The rest, we can figure out together later.” Dashan laid back down in the grass. “Now, I think it’s time for my daily dose of the sun.”

Xun smiled and joined Dashan in the grass. He closed his eyes, just happy to be alive. It was a warm feeling, one that he had missed during the years he spent before his death. He soaked in the sun’s rays as he considered the next steps in his cultivation.

“Have you thought about what kind of cultivator you want to be?” Dashan asked as Xun settled in.

Before he could worry about his spirit channels or anything else, Xun wanted to first decide on his path, a branch of cultivation to specialize in. Most cultivators chose to stay generalists as long as they could to maximize their options but that also limited their maximum growth potential.

“Not the sword path,” Xun replied. Although he had been a sword cultivator in the past, he had lost the edge a long time ago.

The sword path needs drive, an arrogance that everything in the world can be solved with a swing of the blade. And if that doesn’t work, then two swings. I don’t have that confidence. Not anymore.

“Right. Any of the weapon paths are almost impossible if we don’t have a master or some kind of ancient scripture. But I was thinking about alchemy. I heard that Alchemists are paid quite well. Imagine if I could make a pot of pills and sell each one for a hundred spirit stones,” Dashan laughed as he imagined his future wealth.

“That’s not a bad idea,” Xun said. “Perhaps I might do something similar. But for talismans instead.”

Before his death, Xun had changed his path to focus on zhen techniques. As the sect leader, he very rarely needed to engage in direct fights. Smaller techniques like the Thousand Mile Eye were far more useful for what he needed. Talismans would be a natural extension of that.

I’ll have time to think about that later. Xun settled back. He knew that he should have been worried, trying to understand why he had reincarnated or what he was going to do next. But all he could feel was contentment. So what if my cultivation is gone, my spirit channels broken, and my resources missing? I have a second chance at life. It’s all that I’ve wanted and all that I need.

Unfortunately, that feeling of contentment didn’t last long.

“It’s a shame that you failed, Xun.” A new gloating voice sounded above Xun. “Xun and Fangqiu. The only two Silver level spirit channels in our year. But while Fangqiu is now an honorary disciple of a senior elder, you’ve become a laborer. What a difference.”

Xun ignored the comment. It didn’t take a subtle ear to hear the hostility in the voice. He searched his new memories and found that his body’s previous owner had often been in fights with the other students. Sometimes it was for important stuff like defending his honor. Other times, it was for small things like trying to get an extra bun from the cafeteria.

That’s one thing I’ll change. But why bother fighting enemies? If I cultivate well, I can simply outlive them. Why fight someone when you can just wait until they’re dead and then dance on their grave?

“Watch it, Hongdao.” Dashan pushed up from the ground to glare at the newcomer.

“Oh no, the idiot who could have become an Outer Disciple but became a laborer to help his friend is angry. What will I do?”

Xun cracked open an eye to look at the newcomer. Like the other students, Hongdao wore a cotton robe. But unlike the others, he had embroidered the edges of the robe with a light red thread.

“You think you can say whatever you want just because you’re an Outer Disciple now?” Dashan said.

“That’s exactly what I think. Half of my friends are gone because of the little stunt that you guys pulled.” Hongdao spat at the ground.

“Then maybe they shouldn’t have cheated,” Dashan retorted. The moment he finished his sentence, he shifted into a fighting stance.

Hongdao raised a fist at Dashan before deciding better than to fight in front of the elder who just failed so many students. Instead, he turned his attention back to Xun. “You know, I think it does make sense that failed the Lightning Path. You always tried to find shortcuts, while Fangqiu was the slow and steady one. I guess a person’s personality limits their accomplishments.”

“Do you really think your friend doing well means I can’t beat you up?” Dashan threatened.

“With what standing? You had the chance to cross the Wood Path and become an Outer Disciple. But instead you wasted that chance to be a laborer with Anlin. Neither of you can lay a single finger on me. I’m a disciple.”

“Are you sure about that? You’re not a disciple until you pass the entrance gate,” Dashan said. “Right now, you’re just a student like the rest of us.”

“You’re right. But I think you forget that I’m friends with Fangqiu, the honorary disciple of Elder He. Say he tells the elder about a student who started a fight on the day of the entrance exam. What do you think would happen to that student?”

Dashan held up his fists but stayed silent.

“I don’t get why you’re still friends with Xun. Sure, he had a Silver tier spirit channels before. But now? He’s probably no better than a mortal. You’ve chained yourself to Chalk tier cultivator, fool. And now you’re both sinking, together.”

Dashan clenched his jaw so tight that the bottom of his face turned pale.

Originally, Xun had planned to stay on the ground, waiting for Hongdao to leave after getting his fill of gloating. But that plan went out the window when he realized the taunting wouldn’t stop. He stood up, suddenly, staring all the ice he could muster into Hongdao’s eyes.

“Perhaps you’d like to tell me why you really came here,” Xun said.

Hongdao instinctively flinched away under the glare. As if embarrassed, he pulled his head back and returned Xun’s gaze.

“It’s simple, really. I think you should stay away from Yifan. When you and Fangqiu were both the geniuses of our year, you had the right to chase after her. But now you’re a laborer and she’s an outer disciple. Fangqiu is going to become an Inner Disciple soon. He’s a better match for her. If you cared about her, you’d let her go.”

“Sure.”

Both Hongdao and Dashan stared at Xun like they had seen a ghost.

“Xun, what did you just say?” Dashan asked.

“I agreed,” Xun replied. He wanted to laugh. So much of the trouble in his past life came from his wives and paramours. Now that he had a second chance at life? He’d leave love for those who had the time and energy. He just wanted to cultivate. “What did you say her name was again?”

“Yifan?” Hongdao replied, unsure of his sudden success.

“Right, so I’ll stay away from Yifan. It’s really not that big of a deal,” Xun said. As the words left his mouth, he suddenly had a bad feeling about everything.

“Xun! How could you say something like that?”

Before Xun knew it, he was face to face with a girl with tears in her eyes.

“I’m sure he didn’t mean it, Yifan.” Dashan tried to protect his friend.

“No, I heard it loud and clear. Xun, tell me, why would you say that?” Yifan asked.

Yifan was beautiful. Not as pretty as his previous wives, but still someone that Xun could understand people falling for. Next to her, Hongdao had a slight smile playing across his face.

Xun scratched the back of his head. His life was a bit messier than he first expected. It was no matter though, he’d clean everything up.

The first step to changing a person’s mind is to pull their attention to someone else.

“Sorry,” Xun said, “I was only responding to Hongdao. He said some nasty things.”

“Is that true?” Yifan whirled on Hongdao. “You really think that you can bully others because you’re friends with Fangqiu? Why do you always annoy me?”

Hongdao’s smile disappeared. “I didn’t mean it like that. I was simply talking about how Fangqiu is now an honorary disciple. And…”

The second step is to intensify their emotions and let them come to their own conclusion.

“I still need some more time to heal,” Xun cut in. “Hongdao started sprouting nonsense while I was nursing my injuries.”

“So Hongdao took advantage of your injuries,” Yifan summarized. She raised a fist at Hongdao and the latter stared at the grass on the ground in a hurry.

The third step, sow confusion.

“There’s one more thing,” Xun said as he looked both Dashan and Yifan in their eyes. When he looked at Yifan, his heart skipped a beat which made the next part slightly harder than it should have been. “I’ve decided to devote my life to cultivation. I don’t know if I’ll have the time to spend together with you. I just want some time alone.”

He walked away, alone. It was a small victory, but he celebrated it just the same. In this life, I’m going to avoid fighting and distractions as much as I can. I’m not going to make the mistakes I did before. This time, I’ll make sure that I make it to eternity. Whatever the cost.

Xun dragged his half-broken body to an empty area on the mountain and looked out at the view below. The five stone stairs wound around the mountain like snakes. Dots of white and gray clouds drifted around the Lightning Path. It was peaceful, almost beautiful. Deadly things were like that. Beauty was accompanied by danger. Especially beautiful cultivators.

Yifan is pretty. Xun admitted. But she wasn’t beyond anything he had seen in his previous life. There still some influence from the previous owner of this body in me. Whoever it is, they cared about Yifan a lot.

Behind Xun, Yifan stared at the lone figure on the side of the mountain. She opened her mouth, closed it, and then opened it again. But no sound came out, she couldn’t seem to find the right words. Perhaps that was because of the strange things that Xun had said. Or maybe it was because she was now a disciple and he was a laborer. A gulf that had cracked between them.

“Disciples, it’s time to leave,” Elder Pidao’s voice boomed across the mountain.

Underneath his feet was a grey-colored cloud. It was far larger than Elder He’s, but also much less intricate. The sides seemed solid, but the students who stepped onto the cloud staggered as their feet sunk into the swirling mist.

Finally, Yifan seemed to have made up her mind on what she would do. She called out to Xun.

“Xu… Xun, I promise I’ll help you once I get to the sect. I’ll find a way to help you repair your spirit channels. Remember our promise. I’ll come find you.”

Xun nodded without turning around. In his mind, he hoped that once she realized the heavy cost it took to repair a person’s spirit channels, she’d give up on the friendship. Although they were both about to be cultivators, most sect laborers in Xun’s time were glorified mortals; stronger than the average person but weighed down by chores and tasks assigned to them. Most were unable to find the time or the energy to pursue cultivation in earnest.

More than that, he knew the cost it would take to repair his spirit channels wasn’t something the average cultivator could bear. In his past life, one of his favorite children had an accident that hurt their spirit channels. Even with damage to their channels much less severe than his own, Xun had spent a fortune to heal everything back to normal. Even if the Nine Thunders Sect was inclined to be so generous, he was unsure if they could bear the cost.

In some ways, Xun was glad that Yifan was becoming an outer Disciple. It meant fewer complications and less karma, both things that he could use less of.

Soon, everyone had boarded the cloud with Elder Pidao.

“Zeran, if you don’t mind, could you take the laborers to the sect?” Pidao asked. “I want to make sure that the Outer Disciples arrive on time. I’m sure that everyone else is waiting.”

“Of course,” Zeran said with a slight bow.

“Good, I’ll see you at the sect.”

“Safe flight.”

After a quick check to make sure that all the Outer Disciples were present and no laborers had snuck aboard, Elder Pidao poured his zhen into the cloud and the group flew off toward the main sect mountain.

The young woman rolled her shoulders back as Elder Pidao disappeared in the distance. She still kept her right hand tucked in her dress, but now smiled at the remaining students.

Sensing her kindness, the soon-to-be laborers edged closer.

“Senior Sister Zeran, how are we going to the sect?” One of the remaining students, a lean-looking boy, gathered his courage and spoke up.

“We’ll walk.”

CHAPTER FIVE

STILL AS A MOUNTAIN

The trek to the main sect mountain was taxing, but none of the newly minted laborers complained. For one, they knew better than to leave a bad impression on their first day. Second, Zeran made their time worth it by telling them the history of the Nine Thunders Sect.

“… And so the first sect leader invoked our sect’s secret art, the Lightning Fox Technique. Lightning in the shape of a fox surged forward and slammed into the Twin Beast Sect’s leader and crippled him.”

The laborers made noises of appreciation in accompaniment to the story.

“And that’s the story of how the Nine Thunders Sect came to inhabit the Seventeen Mountains. Both the Twin Beast Sect and the Purple Flower Sect agreed that Nine Thunders would have the southern side of the mountains. Over the centuries, we’ve had skirmishes to preserve our share of the space, but gradually fell into a balance with the other sects. These days, the allocation of the mountain happens over a tournament between disciples of each sect.”

“We’ll work hard to help contribute to the sect,” one of the boys said. He had been right on the heels of the disciple during the hike.

Zeran looked back and smiled. “Your name is Pengzi right?”

The boy nodded furiously.

“Alright, what do you want to hear more of?”

“Sister Ze, could you tell us more about cultivating? What should we do?”

Zeran found a small clearing along the hike and waited for the laborers to all gather around. Surveying the expectant faces and then glancing up at the sky, she said, “Seems like we have a bit of sunlight left. Who can tell me the first four realms of cultivation?”

“Foundation, Consecration, Lord, and Ruler,” Pengzi answered in a hurry.

“Good and within each realm are eight smaller stages. Four minor and four major. What are the first four stages of the Foundation Realm?”

“Low Earth, High Earth, Low Wood, and High Wood.” It was Pengzi who answered again. Even though Xun was behind the boy, he could almost see Pengzi’s excited face.

“Seems like you already know everything,” Zeran said with a small smile. “You’re right. The elements always follow that path. Earth births wood. From wood raises fire. And fire creates to water. The last four stages are Low Fire, High Fire, Low Water, and High Water.”

“I heard that if a disciple reached the Low Fire stage, they’re accepted as an Outer Disciple,” one of the other laborers asked.

“That’s correct.” Zeran paused to survey the laborers. “And when an Outer Disciple reaches the Low Water stage, they automatically become an Inner Disciple.”

“How can we get there?”

Zeran blinked a couple of times as she formulated her words. “I’d like to give you advice, but anything that’s helpful to everyone is stuff that you’ve likely already heard. To work hard. To be patient. The truth is that everyone has their own process and timeline. Some of you might find the Earth stages extremely easy, others might have significantly more difficulty with them. Often, the question for every cultivator is how much they want to advance. And there’s no right answer here. Some people may be okay with stopping at the Low Wood stage while others might sprint for the Consecration Realm.”

The Consecration Realm is where my cultivation journey will start, Xun vowed. He still wasn’t sure why he had this second chance at life, but there was no way that he would waste it.

Around him, most of the laborers became lost in thought. Noticing that the mood of the group had dropped, Zeran changed tactics. “How about I talk about the story of Lightning? Have any of you ever heard of it?”

Most of the other laborers shook their head.

“That’s okay. It’s not very well known. Would you like for me to tell you?”

The laborers nodded.

“Very well. So one thing that you might be asking is why we have only four elements and eight stages to the Foundation Realm. Why not five and ten? Or two and four? We have four because of Lightning. At the start of history, there were five elements. Iron, Wood, Water, Fire, and Earth. They lived together, coexisting and working to create a paradise. There was infinite zhen and the elements each stayed in harmony with one another. But, like all things, trouble eventually found them.

“In those days, there was no good or bad, no virtue or evil. Their downfall came from something far worse. Boredom. They began to become unhappy with their peaceful lives and questioned the purpose behind their existence.”

“So what did they do?” one of the female laborers asked.

“One day, three of the elements came together and plotted to create a new element. Water, Fire, and Iron collected an incredible amount of zhen and added their power as a catalyst. But in the process, something went wrong. Out of control, the mixture began to escalate into an impending apocalypse that threatened to destroy their paradise.”

Zeran’s audience gasped.

“To stop that from happening, Iron sacrificed itself and became an enormous forge, the size of an entire continent, that locked the reaction in place. Its death was felt not just in terms of distance but also in time. For years, the giant forge would bellow and shake. But nothing could bring Iron back. The other elements mourned their friend, but gradually developed a new balance over the following few millennia. Water extinguished Fire, which burned Wood, which in turn parted Earth, which finally completed the cycle by absorbing Water. These are the four elements you know today. Each one of them counters another and gives birth to another.

“As they settled into their new pattern, the forge that was once Iron cracked apart. At the center of the giant structure was a small blue ball. Lightning. And Lightning created life.”

Nestled in the back of the crowd, Xun chewed over what Zeran just said. And lightning created life…

During his earlier examination of his spirit channels, Xun had found that the Lightning Elemental had done more than just tear apart his muscles and damage his channels. A thick black-green paste was nestled right next to his aperture.

Since the paste didn’t seem to be bothering his aperture, Xun ignored it at the time. Now that he had a bit more time, he realized that the paste looked familiar. It was as if someone had ripped out the walls of his spirit channels, mashed them together, and then imbued it with a new energy. If he thought about it, that was kind of what had happened.

Before Xun could think more, Zeran began to answer another question.

“… while most people know that they must first finish the Earth stages before proceeding to the Wood stages, cultivating is a bit more complex than that. The Earth stages are about nurturing your muscles with zhen so that you have a solid foundation for future cultivation. But when does a person officially enter the Low Wood stage?”

The laborers each volunteered their own answer.

“When they have strength that rivals a bear.”

“When they can lift fifty stones.”

“When they think it’s time. They should feel it.”

Zeran smiled at the last answer. “You’re all technically right. A long time ago, a poet described those who complete the High Earth stage as, ‘One must be as swift as wind, still as a mountain, aggressive as fire, and quick as a bolt of lightning.’ But that’s a hard thing to measure. Instead what we do is look at how much zhen you spent on your cultivation. That’s why I say that cultivation is a game of patience. If you have enough time, you can cultivate to eternity.”

Indeed. Enough time and you can cultivate to eternity. Xun thought.

“Thank you, Sister Ze,” Pengzi said.

“Good, now let’s continue.” She began hiking up the mountain again. “I might have gotten a little carried away with the story there. We’ll need to hurry to make it to the sect before sunset.”

On the second half of the journey, Zeran began to take extra care to protect her troop of laborers. She cleared away the overgrown underbrush and even pointed out the lairs of dangerous spirit beasts. As a result, the laborers were exhausted but all in one piece when they reached the giant entrance gate of the sect.

“If I could, I’d like for you to remember something.” Zeran turned back to address the disciples before they entered the sect. “Even though you’re a laborer today, that doesn’t mean that you’ll forever be one. Everyone who enters the Nine Thunders Sect begins their cultivation the same way. They’re given a copy of the Sky Thunder Scripture to learn how to open their aperture. It’s the same one that the first sect leader used.”

“Even us?” one of the laborers asked.

“Everyone. The scripture is but a single aspect of your cultivation. To grow, you need the heart and will to practice even when you’re tired or unhappy. It’s true that cultivating needs courage. There are times when things aren’t going to be to your liking and despair sets in. That’s when you’ll need courage. But I believe that cultivation is more than that. It’s a process where you learn about and accept each part of yourself, both good and bad. They are all a part of you.”

The laborers had confusion in their eyes, but nodded along.

“If you do so, I believe that you will become disciples. When that happens, I have a personal request to make of you. Would you consider joining the alchemist faction, led by Elder Lifeng? We’re known to be one of the most united factions in the sect.”

Everyone hurriedly voiced their promise to join the alchemist faction. Disciple Zeran had cared for them after the exam, and that kindness had been magnified by the disdain the previous two elders flung at them. They had no reason to say no to her request.

Xun, however, tugged Dashan’s sleeve to stop him from making any such promises. When the larger boy looked confused, Xun shook his head.

A small kindness used in the right place is far better than a heavy gift at the wrong time. In Xun’s past life, sect entrance exams were a time when all the different factions within the sect competed to recruit the best disciples. A strong disciple meant more power, which led to more resources.

But the real prize was actually the laborers. Most people ignored them, given the low chance of most laborers becoming cultivators and the fact that very few would ever get past the Foundation Realm. But there were ten laborers for every disciple. Zeran, by hiking with everyone, won the hearts of all the laborers in one swoop. If any of them eventually become an Outer Disciple, they’d not only join her faction but also be loyal to her.

The other two elders each had their eyes set on the most talented students of the year. In some ways, their choice wasn’t wrong. It was usually better to bet on a sure thing than to gamble on an unknown possibility.

But when the cost to win the hearts of the laborers was just a bit of time? It was simply good business to take such an opportunity.

Zeran nodded her thanks to the group and pointed them to the entrance of the sect. The group bid her farewell as they walked under the sect’s entrance gate with their heads held high. Many of them were probably dreaming of the day that they proved their talent and became outer disciples of the sect.

The moment the students crossed the entrance gate and became official laborers, Outer Disciples who had been standing by the sect entrance pounced forward.

“What took you guys so long?” One of the larger disciples asked.

“We…” Pengzi began. He looked back and found that Zeran was nowhere to be found. He quickly changed tacts. “We didn’t realize that senior disciples were waiting for us. I’m sorry.”

“Bah, this happens every year.” This came from one of the other disciples, a smaller man with a mustache. “You see, these laborers think that they’re the same as us.”

A third disciple, this one chubby, stepped forward. “Listen up. You might have been the smartest kid in your village, or even your town, but you’re laborers now. You know what that means? It means that you’re on the lowest rung of the sect. Do you know why you had to walk up the mountain while your peers came up on clouds? It’s because you deserve to grovel in the ground to make up for your lack of talent.”

The harsh words rippled through the young students.

“Hanpin, don’t be so mean. Look, some of them are quite cute,” the mustached disciple said. His words were even more damning. Some of the female laborers cringed away from him.

In the end, the disciples split the laborers into multiple groups, each for a different function. Some people became smith apprentices, while others were assigned to become pill servants or talismans makers.

“Pengzi, Lanhua, Liubo, Wangpan, Zhuge, and Xun” the chubby disciple from earlier said. “You six are assigned to spirit farming. I’m Disciple Hanpin. Come with me.”

Dashan was assigned to the alchemists like he had hoped. And Xun didn’t have time to say goodbye before getting separated by the impatient disciples.

Disciple Hanpin marched the group for two hours to one of the side mountains, a fair distance away from the main sect mountain. It was split into three sections. At the bottom was a small smattering of huts with a small fire pit at the center. The middle, which comprised most of the mountain, had been transformed into terraced farms. The top was wreathed in trees, with a small cabin nestled in the forest.

“This is the Bright Sun Farm. Your new home.” The disciple scanned over his new laborers, and his gaze lingered on Lanhua for a brief moment. At the back of the group, Xun grimaced as he got the sense that the disciple was looking at them as if they were cattle.

CHAPTER SIX

INNER BREATHING METHOD

“Spirit farming is probably the best job you laborers could have hoped for. All you have to do is watch over the spirit rice and work hard during the harvest days each month.” Disciple Hanpin said, relishing the control he had over the six laborers. “I still remember when I was a laborer, working as a smith apprentice. I had to wake up at the hour of the tiger, before the sun rose. And I’d go to sleep at the hour of the dog, long after the sun fell. You don’t know how good you have it.”

Once again, it was Pengzi who spoke up, working to the plans of everyone else trying to avoid the disciple’s attention. “I agree. We’ll work hard on the farm.”

“That’s good. Hard work and persistence are the most important virtues of a laborer,” Hanpin said. Reaching behind his back, he put his arm into his robes and extracted a small scroll. “This is the Sky Thunder Scripture. It’s the official cultivation scripture for the sect. I expect everyone to open their apertures within a month and begin helping on the farm.”

Pengzi stepped forward to accept the scroll. “Thank you, Senior Han. If I may, could I know if there are any other laborers at Bright Sun Farm?”

The disciple’s lips curled downward as he dropped the scroll to the ground before Pengzi reached him.

“Disciple Hanpin to you, not senior,” Hanpin said. “None of you are disciples yet, only laborers. Until you become disciples, you’ll address me as Disciple Hanpin. And second, I’m not your teacher. Don’t come asking me with questions. I’ll make an exception this one time, but this is the last thing that I’ll explain.” Hanpin paused, glancing at Lanhua again. “The laborers who came before you have all reached the Low Fire stage and graduated to Outer Disciples. That alone should tell you how lucky you were to have been assigned here. Last, the rice matures every month. I’ll take care of this month’s harvest, but if you’re not a cultivator and helping out during the next harvest cycle I’ll kick you out of the sect myself. Understood?”

The laborers, Pengzi and Xun included, lowered their heads in acceptance.

“One last thing.” Hanpin began to walk away before remembering something. He turned back with a serious look on his face. “None of you are allowed to go beyond the farms and into the forest at the top of the mountain. If you disturb my rest, I’ll make sure that you regret it.”

And with that, their new boss took one last look at his laborers and walked up the small stone path to the top of the mountain.

Without Hanpin’s presence, the laborers relaxed.

Pengzi spun around and addressed the other laborers. “The zhen here is so thick. I feel better just breathing it in.”

“And it’s so pretty,” Lanhua commented.

And there’s so much farmland that we’re going to be in the fields from sunrise to sundown, Xun complained to himself. There were enough terraces along the mountain that even a small village’s worth of labor would have had a hard time tending to everything.

“So what cultivation realm do you guys think Senior Zeran is at?” Pengzi asked.

The two male laborers edged closer.

“I think Senior Ze’s at least at the Low Water stage,” the taller of the two said. “She never breathed heavy even once during our hike.”

“That’s wrong, Wangpan. I heard a rumor that she’s actually at the High Water stage and about to attempt the Dragon Leap to become a Consecration Realm elder,” the shorter of the two said.

“You’re dreaming, Liubo,” Wangpan said. “She’s so young. If she reaches the Consecration Realm, then she’ll be one of the sect’s elders.”

“Is that such a bad thing?” Pengzi asked back.

“It might not be. What do you guys think about Disciple Hanpin?” Lanhua asked. From her tone, it was easy to tell that she wasn’t a fan of the more aggressive disciple.

“I’d say he’s at the Low Fire level. At most.” Wangpan said, a bit of malevolence edging into his voice. “I wonder when I can reach that stage and become an outer disciple.”

“I’m sure it’ll be soon,” Pengzi said, carelessly. He then pointed at the largest hut in the village, which sat conveniently near the fire pit at the center of the empty village. “Sister Lan, what do you think about this house? It seems like the best maintained of them all. I think you should take it.”

Thrust into the spotlight again, Lanhua looked around at the other disciples for any objections. The second female laborer caught her eye and nodded in an almost imperceptible way. With the extra confirmation, Lanhua accepted the offer. “That sounds good, Brother Peng. I’ll accept the house if no one has any objections. Thank you.”

“And this house will be mine. There are more than enough huts here that we don’t need to fight over them.” Pengzi beamed, gesturing to the hut directly next to Lanhua’s house.

“Wait, why should…”

Before the other male laborers could object, Pengzi waved the scripture scroll still in his hand, “We should all pick our huts. Then tonight, when we’re all settled in, we can study the Sky Thunder Scripture together.”

Xun smiled in the background. Pengzi was smart, using the scripture as an implied threat to get his way. Thankfully, none of that mattered to Xun. The sect wouldn’t have given their laborers anything better than a Shale tier scripture, and he had more important things to figure out. Before the others broke out into argument, he broke off from the back and claimed one of the more isolated huts.

A cultivator’s growth was a simple combination of two variables. Scripture and spirit channels.

Scriptures taught cultivators how to cycle zhen. Better scriptures allowed a cultivator to cycle more times in a single day. And spirit channels determined how much zhen a cultivator could retain each cycle.

Both scriptures and spirit channels were classified into Chalk, Shale, Silver, Gold, and Jade tiers.

A Chalk-tier scripture could only support cycling zhen ten times in a single day. Any more and the cultivator would damage their spirit channels. Shale allowed thirty cycles, Silver fifty, Gold seventy, and Jade ninety.

I have two Silver scriptures. Xun wasn’t excited by that prospect. A Silver scripture meant almost double the cultivation speed of a Shale one, but that was only if he had the right spirit channels. Neither of the two would be enough to overcome the damage to his channels. On top of that, the first scripture was more suited for a sword practitioner.

Someone practicing a Jade scripture would increase their cultivation at nine times the rate of a cultivator using a Chalk scripture. There was, Xun thought, no justice under the heavens. Those who started high tended to stay there. Those who started low paid the price for their misfortune every day.

Spirit channels were the same story. Chalk spirit channels were as low and worthless as the name implied. They were the unfortunate reality for most people, forever barred from the path to eternity. The walls of their channels were an ashy white color and could only retain ten percent of the zhen that passed through them.

The other student-turned-laborers had Shale channels. Their channel walls were dull gray and saved thirty percent of cycled zhen. Silver channels, were the next step up and retained fifty percent. Gold channels retained seventy, and Jade ninety. Each cycle was roughly one unit of zhen, which meant that a Chalk cultivator needed to work five times as hard as a Silver channeled cultivator.

Xun’s previous combination of Gold channels and Silver scripture meant he could cycle fifty times per day at seventy percent efficiency for a net of thirty-five units of zhen at peak efficiency.

But now, his current spirit channels were so broken that when he finished each single cycle, only five percent of the zhen was left. So even with a Silver scripture and cultivating thirty times a day, Xun would only gain one to two units worth of zhen each day.

To open his aperture, he needed at least a hundred units of zhen. At the rate of even two units per day, it’d take at least two months to become a cultivator. Which meant that Hanpin was going to throw him out of the sect when Xun didn’t meet the requirements a month later.

I need to solve the question of my cultivation. And fast. Nothing else matters right now. Xun paced around his hut, feeling the cold wood floor beneath his bare foot.

Absentmindedly, he found a corner of the hut and sat down. Reaching a finger out, he began to write on the dusty floor in front of him.

He first wrote, “Selling Past Techniques and Scriptures.”

What if I sold some of the scriptures and techniques that I know? Xun spent a few seconds mulling over the idea before dismissing it. While his knowledge was valuable, he was too weak to get the proper value for it. The Chalk scriptures or techniques were useless to the sect, and anything better than that would raise uncomfortable questions he was not prepared to answer.

Xun crossed out his first idea. Underneath it, he wrote, “Selling Guidance.”

As a sect leader, Xun had spent plenty of time answering cultivation questions from his disciples and descendants. But unfortunately, while he knew that this knowledge would guarantee anyone a smooth journey to at least the third stage of the Consecration Realm, it carried the same problem as selling techniques and scriptures. He was too weak. No one would believe his advice, let alone pay for it.

He crossed out the second idea.

The next thing Xun wrote was, “Find Pills.”

To go back to Chalk spirit channels requires the Seven Turns Pill, a Foundation level pill worth ten spirit stones. But I’m penniless. Xun’s thoughts wandered to Dashan, who had been assigned to his dream position with the alchemists. Xun could probably get a free pill through his friend. It would be enough to get him back to the Chalk tier and then he would have to figure out how to heal back to Shale, and eventually Silver tier spirit channels.

Xun looked inside himself, checking to make sure that the damage was as bad as he had thought. It was. His spirit channel walls were black and cracked with only a tiny fraction of the original silver still shining through. A single Seven Turns might not even be enough.

Xun wiped the dust words away in frustration as he wrote a fourth idea. He could, he thought, use a better scripture.

He couldn’t describe it but thinking about scriptures gave him a feeling that he was on the right track. Xun closed his eyes to better follow his instinct.

It’s not my Silver scriptures. Not with my spirit channels in such a weak state. I need a Gold tier scripture where I can cycle seventy times a day to have a cultivation pace fast enough to open his aperture before the month ended.

The problem was that Gold tier scriptures were a guarded treasure, restricted heavily even in top sects. Anything better, like Jade scriptures, were so rare that the entire Eastern Continent only had three of them. Even in his past life, he had only seen them in passing.

If I had known that I had the chance to reincarnate, I’d have sold all of my fortune for a Gold scripture. If only whatever chose to reincarnate me had also given me a Gold scripture. Actually, while I’m dreaming, why don’t I ask for a Jade scripture, or even a mythical Emerald scripture that promises a hundred cycles each day?

Xun’s eyes snapped open.

Technically, he had an Emerald scripture in his memory. It was one that almost everyone, cultivator or mortal, knew. But among the millions of people who practiced this scripture, the ones who found success could probably be counted on a single hand.

Even more famous than its mythical emerald status was its legendary difficulty. It was said that the scripture was notorious for the amount of pain it brought to the cultivator. On top of that, following the scriptures would damage a person’s spirit channels. Where the first difficulty deterred most mortals, the second obstacle discouraged most cultivators.

Spirit channels were everything for a cultivator. The rule of cultivation was that someone with Silver spirit channels was guaranteed to cultivate further than someone with Shale spirit channels.

But Xun’s spirit channels had already been ravaged to such an extent that there wasn’t much more that he could do to damage them. While he hated pain as much as the next person, he didn’t exactly have a choice. An Emerald scripture would triple his cultivation speed compared to the Silver scripture.

This was probably his best bet.

Grabbing a brush pen and scroll from the nearby table, Xun began writing out the scripture.

As someone who had cultivated a Silver scripture in his past life, Xun had paid very little attention to a scripture that only mortals with no other choice would cultivate. The only reason he had memorized the scripture was out of curiosity and the vague notion that it might help his cultivation one day. So there were a couple parts where his memories were fuzzy that he took care to mark out.

In the end, he had a couple thousand words splayed across a scroll. And at the top of the scroll were three words: Inner Breathing Method.

CHAPTER SEVEN

IS THIS TORTURE OR CULTIVATION?

With his scripture now set, Xun started his cultivation. His body was positively itching to cycle zhen.

For everything that had gone wrong since Xun had reincarnated, there was one thing that had gone right. His body hadn’t cultivated. Not even a single unit worth of zhen was there for Xun to use. And given his current circumstances, that was a great thing.

A long time ago, Xun’s master had just finished a long fight where he emerged victorious. As Xun tended to his wounds, the old man began babbling. A the time, Xun couldn’t understand what he meant, but there was a sentence that stuck to him. “There’s only one thing in the world that’s worth more than anything else. A second chance. A chance to do everything all over again, but with all the knowledge of what worked.”

Xun felt the full weight of those words right now. He was so happy that he could weep. The struggles in his past life, dealing with heart demons, cunning disciples, and vicious opponents. Those things would come in their time, but for now, Xun was free to do as he pleased without something in the background that needed his attention. It was liberating.

Following the first step of the method, Xun exhaled as deeply as he could, then waited. Soon, his lungs were burning from the lack of air and he felt blood rushing to his head.

With Xun’s iron willpower holding his reflexes in check, his body began to panic. At the same time, the oxygen deprivation began taking its toll and his eyelids became heavy. For a second, Xun wondered if he had remembered the scripture wrong. But he pushed that thought down. He was too weak for small mistakes to compound into serious problems as they would for someone more advanced on the path. Even if he remembered the Inner Breathing Method wrong, the mistakes were small enough that he could correct them in the future.

So Xun waited. The rings around his vision became darker and darker until, on the brink of unconsciousness, his body found another way to get its air.

Every pore of Xun’s body opened as he sucked air in not through his nose, but through his skin. And sneaking in to be greedily gulped down with it was zhen.

That was the crux of the Inner Breathing Method. The name itself was a pretty big hint. He breathed through his body, instead of the organs tailor-made for that purpose. Technically, anyone could do this, it just was painful.

With air coming in through his pores, the pressure on Xun began to relax. He waited until there was enough zhen around his body before he began to start the cycle. He started with the small nugget zhen around his heart and rolled up zhen from each of his four limbs. In the process, some of the zhen escaped through the broken walls of his spirit channels and back out into the air, but as Xun cycled the zhen through his body, more and more zhen joined in.

Finally, the ball of zhen was at the end of the cycle, floating slightly above stomach. All that was left was five percent of the total zhen he collected. But it was now zhen that he could control without problem. Taking an inner breath, Xun threw the zhen at his aperture.

The zhen splashed against the rock-like surface of the aperture and disappeared. It looked like nothing had changed. But that was to be expected, especially given how little zhen remained after each cycle.

With that, the first cycle of the Inner Breathing Method was finally over. Every part of Xun’s body was screaming him to use his nose or mouth to breathe.

Instead, he began the second cycle of the Inner Breathing Method.

Everyone, even those born with Gold or Jade spirit channels, were born mortal, their apertures unopened.

The first step of cultivation was to collect zhen and attack the aperture at a single spot. Once enough zhen had been thrown at the aperture, it would crack open, revealing an empty core. Cultivators could then use that space to store zhen in mist form. Usually, it took about a hundred units of zhen to open their aperture.

For Xun, who was pushing less than one-tenth of a single unit of zhen at his aperture in each cycle, it’d take thousands of cycles just to open his aperture. He was okay with that. Being alive trumped everything else.

But after the second cycle, Xun realized that there was a reason that the Inner Breathing Method wasn’t called a scripture. Whoever had written the thing probably realized that it was closer to a torture method than a true cultivation scripture. It was not meant for the faint of heart. His body was desperate for air, real air.

As Xun finished his fifth cycle, he had to use every part of his strength to stop his body from taking a breath. It wasn’t that the scripture forbade him from taking a break between cycles. He resisted because taking a break would set a dangerous precedent.

If he allowed himself a breath, His mind would know that pausing, relaxing, breathing, or generally quitting was an option. And when things got hard, like they did every second of practicing the method, it would give itself permission to stop.

On the tenth cycle, the mild stings Xun felt each time the zhen came through his pores turned into needle-like agony all over his body, including some more obscure areas where he was sure he never felt pain before. His spirit channels were also getting battered by the reckless zhen-gathering, but the remaining walls of his channels were so far proving sturdy enough to withstand the zhen’s rampage.

After fifteen cycles, Xun found himself fantasizing that his worst enemies had to use this method to cycle a hundred times each day. His face paled with the realization that the fantasy was to be the reality of his life, not theirs.

Xun reached twenty cycles. Staying on the edge of almost blacking out and pushing down his body’s instinct to take a deep breath was becoming incredibly hard, almost beyond his capabilities. It felt like there was a giant millstone grinding against his chest.

Perhaps he had underestimated the difficulty of this scripture. In his past life, the Silver scripture had also involved some level of pain, but nothing he couldn’t handle. Mostly it had just required patience to complete the fifty cycles. Each cycle took anywhere from six to ten minutes, and a full cultivating session lasted around six hours.

The Inner Breathing Method was different.

Each cycle only took a single minute. Somehow, that now felt like a negative instead of a positive. At the start of each cycle was an intense burst of pain. The hurt would lessen while the zhen cycled through his body, but less than a minute later, he’d have to brace for the pain again.

Twenty-five cycles. Xun knew that his Inner Breathing Method was wrong. It wasn’t a major problem, just that he was losing a bit more zhen than necessary each time he allowed the zhen to linger in his limbs. He tried to think of something he could do to correct the inefficiency, but nothing came to mind. It was hard to think straight when his body was wracked with pain.

Thirty cycles. Xun had to concentrate entirely on cultivation. It was hard not to. Any time his mind wandered away from the task at hand, the start of a new cycle brought a painful reminder to keep his focus.

Forty cycles. Time seemed to slow down as Xun’s determination began to waver. Each cycle was harder than the last and he began questioning if this was all worth it.

Did it really make sense to pursue the path to eternity again after all that he went through in his past life? Wouldn’t it be easier to live out the rest of his life as a mortal, especially given how broken his spirit channels were? He’d never have to worry about pills or spirit stones or losing face. And he’d never have to practice this cursed scripture again.

As the fiftieth cycle turned into the fifty-first, Xun found he already knew the answer to his question.

I want to become immortal. I want to see the view at the top of the mountain, to go where no other has gone. I want to reach eternity.

That single thought reverberated across his mind as he kept cultivating. He stopped counting. Sixty cycles went by. Then, Seventy. Eighty… A hundred.

Without realizing it, Xun began cycling his hundred and first cycle. And then hundred and second. Although pain still wracked his body, his face was serene, peaceful even. It was like nothing was bothering him.

If another cultivator had seen Xun in that moment, they would have known exactly what was happening. Xun was in a moment of enlightenment, one of the rare times where a cultivator lost themselves in their cultivation. At the end of the process, they’d understand something new about themselves, something that would drive their progress in a way mere practice and dedication couldn’t.

Usually, these moments of enlightenment came after a fight or during meditation. Xun lacked the luxury of a restful time to experience his. He kept cycling zhen, and the strains from the Inner Breathing Method were beginning to show. Small dots of red appeared throughout his skin like unhealthy goose bumps, then blood started flowing out of all of his pores.

Finally, when Xun hit the two hundredth cycle, he opened his eyes and took a deep breath.

It’s been a while since I was in a state of enlightenment.

But that scripture really, really hurts.

Xun didn’t have time for a third thought. His world went sideways. An instant later, it turned black.

When Xun woke up, the sun had already set. He was lying on the ground, his new robe drenched in a mixture of blood and sweat. All his muscles were screaming like they had been abused. In a way, they weren’t wrong. The Inner Breathing Method was much more than he had bargained for, in both a good and a bad way.

Xun folded his legs under him and tried to stand. His first attempt failed pathetically. The foot made solid contact with the ground, followed by the side of his face. The second attempt was better, especially since he learned from his mistake and grabbed onto his bed for balance. His legs felt like noodles, his arms like stalks of grass.

It smells horrible in here, Xun thought. With the moon’s dim light, he glanced at his hand and found it a dark red. Blood had sunk into every crease of his skin and dried there. What in the nine skies happened?

Xun’s stomach growled. A sound that he hadn’t heard his body make in centuries. It was uniquely mortal and he would have smiled if not for the fact that his body was on the verge eating itself.  I need something… The rice field.

Beyond just scriptures and spirit channels, there was a third way that cultivators could increase their cultivation, resources.

It was said that with enough resources, a toddler could become a Consecration Realm cultivator. Though that story was likely apocryphal, there was some nugget of truth. Different pills could do everything from increasing a person’s cultivation to growing their affinity with a certain element.

One of the most basic cultivation resources was spirit rice. A staple of Foundation Realm cultivators everywhere, spirit rice was a spirit plant that held a neutral amount of zhen that could be easily ingested. Better yet, each pound of rice held eight units of zhen as compared to the ten unites of zhen in each spirit stone. 

The only problem was that while a cultivator could draw upon the spirit stone’s zhen without pausing, they couldn’t just mash their face in rice to keep gaining zhen. When consumed without refinement, the spirit rice’s zhen would diffuse through the cultivator’s body. Over time, a cultivator’s zhen cycles would pick up the energy and deposit it in the cultivator’s aperture.

That was why most spirit plants were used as ingredients for pill refinement. By extracting the essence of each spirit plant, pills could supplement a cultivator’s cultivation directly or even help them break through to the next stage, or even realm.

For Xun’s purposes, zhen diffusing throughout his body was just fine.

Opening his door, Xun stumbled out into the open. He had enough awareness to know that he should try and avoid the other laborers. Luckily, his hut was remote enough that no one noticed him dipping into the lower terraces of the farm.

Surrounded by rice stalks, Xun snapped one of them with his hand and brought it to his mouth. He used his teeth to thresh the stalk and swallowed the grains raw.

As each grain of rice slipped down his throat, they gave up into miniscule amounts of zhen and sped through his spirit channels, choosing random locations in his body as their new homes. And since almost every part in his body was broken to some degree, wherever the zhen settled, the nearby muscle fibers began to greedily take in the energy and heal themselves.

In seconds, the zhen from the raw rice was gone, leaving the husks in Xun’s stomach.

Xun brought a second stalk to his mouth and swallowed. Before he took the third stalk, a small voice in his mind cautioned him towards reason. Taking too much from a single location would expose him. If he was going to steal from the spirit farm, the least he could do was be smart about it.

With strength the rice had provided, Xun stood up and slipped off his shoes. He made his way to the drainage ditches dug alongside each terrace. From there, he began to pick ten to twelve grains of rice off each stalk, spacing out his theft to minimize the chances of it being discovered.

Because the harvest wasn’t ready yet, the rice was green and small. But there was still enough zhen in them, less than the fully mature spirit rice but greater than the ambient zhen that Xun would take in from breathing.

The mud and water in the ditches squelched with each step that Xun took, but he had no intention of moving to the elevated footpaths. Snout-nosed rice borers appeared more frequently next to drainage ditches. So it was natural for the stalks closer to the ditches to have lower yields, and nobody would question things enough to search for his footprints.

Xun shoved more and more rice in his mouth as he slowly made his way through the terrace.

As he worked, he noticed more insects were sticking to the rice stalks than normal. The yields of the rice would be severely impacted, but that suited Xun’s needs just fine. It might be a problem for someone else, later. For now, it helped cover his tracks.

Once he ate enough unripe rice that his body felt bursting with zhen, Xun made his way back to his hut. He could have taken some for later, but having green rice in his hut during the day was asking for trouble.

He was set on food, at least for the moment. Now, what he needed the most was an alibi, just to be safe.

CHAPTER EIGHT

A FRIEND WE LOST

“A deep breath in, as quick as lightning and as loud as thunder. Feel the zhen enter your body,” Pengzi read the first line of the Sky Thunder Scripture.

A chorus of inhales sounded around the fire pit.

“Guide the zhen from your lungs to your heart. Pause there for a moment before splitting it into four groups that go to each of your limbs. Let the zhen linger next to your limbs and then pull it back to your lungs. A breath out, soft like mist and quiet like rain…”

A few seconds later, the group exhaled.

“Observe what you have left. A ball of pure zhen. Make sure that there are no impurities. When you’re satisfied, push it into your aperture. If your aperture isn’t yet open, throw it against a single spot and make sure to not make too large of an opening in your aperture. And that’s it.” After finishing the full cycle, Pengzi broke character with a smile. “It’s a good thing that they taught us how to read. If not, I don’t know how anyone could read these complicated words.”

“Why don’t I read it then?” Wangpan asked as he reached his hand out.

Pengzi snapped the scroll shut and pulled it closer to himself. “I’m not done reading it yet. We agreed that since there’s only one copy of the scripture, I’d read it aloud first to everyone and then we’d each get a turn at it.”

Xun had washed up in his hut, waiting until the water no longer turned red after brushing against his skin. Then, he rifled through the hut, finding a bunch of farm implements and two pairs of rough-spun cotton clothes. One was dull gray, while the other was a darker brown meant for fieldwork. He opened the door to find the sky pitch black, it was a cloudy night.

Changing into the brown clothes, Xun slipped out and found the other laborers already discussing the Sky Thunder Scripture. He joined them.

“Brother Peng, what tier do you think the scripture is?” Lanhua asked.

“Hmm.” Pengzi opened the scroll for a quick peek. “It’s definitely not Chalk tier. Maybe it’s a Shale scripture, or perhaps even Silver?”

“I wonder what scripture the disciples are practicing,” Zhuge said. She sat right next Lanhua and had been quiet when the other laborers were loud.

“I bet it’s the same as us,” Wangpan said. Rather tall for his age, Wangpan hogged an entire log to himself. “Disciple Zeran said that everyone practices the Sky Thunder Scripture. At least when they first join the sect. I bet it’s a Shale scripture.”

Xun had enough of this. He had joined the circle to gain an alibi, not waste an entire night talking about useless things.

“Let me read it,” Xun said as he stood up. Faced with Pengzi’s questioning gaze, he gave a faint smile as he explained, “I don’t want to fight you for the scripture but there’s a reason I was on the Lightning Path to begin with. I might see something you don’t.”

“Yeah, give it to Brother Xun,” Wangpan said from the side.

Even Lanhua joined in. “Xun was the best of our year at classwork. He might find something.”

Faced with no other alternatives, Pengzi handed the scroll over, whispering a threat as he did.

“You better give it back soon.”

Xun ignored the comment as he scanned through the scroll. Much of it was quite basic, no different from the basic scriptures that he had seen in his past life. The only change of note was the slightly strange pathway that zhen went through at the end of each cycle, which allowed a cultivator to use lightning and thunder attribute techniques more easily. It confirmed his initial impression of the Nine Thunders Sect. He was in a sect like the one he founded, except perhaps a stage or two weaker and a bit more barbaric in their ways.

He tossed the scroll back to Pengzi. “It’s a Shale scripture.”

“And how do you know?”

“The notes. It says that the scripture can only be practiced for thirty cycles in a single day. That’s Shale,” Xun stated.

It was unfortunate that scriptures didn’t stack. Xun couldn’t practice the Inner Breathing Method for a hundred cycles and then the Sky Thunder Scripture for another thirty cycles. If he tried to do that, not only would he not find zhen on the second thirty cycles, he’d also risk hurting himself. Changing scriptures was likewise a hard task unless the second scripture was related to the first one.

“That’s still much better than the Chalk scriptures that we would have used if we didn’t join the sect,” Pengzi said. “I’m sure there are better scriptures in the sect, but those are reserved for geniuses who actually succeed in what they set out to do.”

Xun ignored the implied insult and sat back down.

“So what’s your talent now? Brother Xun?” Annoyed at being ignored, Pengzi found a second angle to attack Xun. “You were at the Silver level but I heard your spirit channels were damaged in the Lightning Path. You’re Shale like us now, aren’t you? Or maybe even Chalk?”

If only he knew that my spirit channels weren’t even Chalk-tier at this point.

Xun plastered a fake smile on his face. “I think I’ve mostly memorized the Sky Thunder Scripture. It’s been a pretty long day, I’ll go rest first and we can talk more tomorrow.”

Without waiting for a response, Xun turned for his hut on the edge of the community. In the earlier conversations, he had learned that the other laborers had mostly picked huts close to the central fire pit. The other female laborer, Zhuge, took the hut second closest to Lanhua’s. And then the last two male laborers chose huts opposite to Pengzi’s.

As he walked away, Xun heard Pengzi’s loud grumblings. “So what if he was a genius in the past. He’s a laborer just like us now.”

Xun smiled at the comment. He tilted his head to look at the top of the mountain they now called home. Seeing the cabin in the distance, the disciple’s last words came to the top of his mind unbidden.

There’s no reason why Disciple Hanpin should emphasize for the laborers to not disturb him at the top of the mountain. Not unless he’s hiding something. I wonder what it is?

“Laborers!” Disciple Hanpin’s bellow echoed across the huts, putting an end to many sweet dreams.

Falling out of their beds, the laborers hurriedly left their huts to gather before the fire pit. Hanpin waited for five of the six laborers to show up before he pulled something from behind him and tossed it forward.

It was a human head.

Lanhua and Zhuge screamed as they jumped away, while the men tried their best to stomach their unease.

“This is why it makes no sense to give a warm welcome to new laborers,” Hanpin said as he spat in front of him and silenced the screams. “Perhaps you guys felt that I’d be someone you could mess around with. This idiot certainly thought so, sneaking up the mountain last night. He got caught in a killing formation and accidentally died before I could save him.”

It was Pengzi who mustered his courage first, “Disciple Hanpin, I’m sorry. We all exchanged notes on the Sky Thunder Scripture last night and then went to bed. I didn’t think that someone would be so foolhardy as to disobey your words.”

“Oh, so you’re the leader of the laborers?” Hanpin turned his attention and his anger to Pengzi, who paled under the combined weight of both.

“No, I wouldn’t dare call myself that. I simply believe that rules must be obeyed and seniority must be respected,” Pengzi said, bowing his head down so that he could hide the red fluster creeping up his face.

“So who is this?” Hanpin asked.

Pengzi took one more look at the head before responding, “I believe it’s Brother Liu. His full name is Liubo. His hut is right behind you if you’d like to examine it.”

“It’s fine. I don’t need to. I’ll overlook this breach from you all this once. Thank Liubo for that, since he paid for that mercy with his own life. What was your name again?”

“Pengzi.”

“Good. Pengzi, you said that you liked rules, right? Then, make sure the other laborers don’t make trouble. If something like this happens again, I’ll hold you accountable. And trust me when I say that you all won’t get off this easily if something like this happens again,” Hanpin warned.

Pengzi tried his best to hide a small smile as he bowed his head low again. “Of course, Disciple Hanpin, I promise I won’t disappoint you.”

“Good,” Hanpin said. He reached behind and brought out a bag. “Now, I can understand accidents, but that doesn’t change the fact that we have seventy-two terraces that need tending. His slack will have to be picked up by the others. I’ve brought five pounds of spirit rice. It should be enough to push you all further into the Low Earth stage. It’s an investment I’m making in you. Just know that I expect to see that investment repaid. If you haven’t opened your aperture by the end of the month, I’ll kick you out of the sect.”

“Thank you, Disciple Hanpin,” Pengzi said as he took the bag with both hands.

Five pounds of rice was enough to feed a family of four for an entire week. But that was a mortal estimation, made for mortal hunger. Cultivators, even those as low as the laborers, no longer needed to eat in the traditional sense of the word.

If they were hungry, they could run a single cycle of cultivation and feel satiated. Most of the laborers would probably save the spirit rice, to be used only when absolutely necessary.

“And remember. Do not try to go up the mountain, or you’ll end up like this idiot,” Hanpin warned one more time.

That’s weird, Xun thought. The disciple had made such a large fuss in front of the other laborers but didn’t even do something as basic as check Liubo’s hut for other evidence.

When Hanpin was gone, everyone thawed. Before anyone could say anything, Pengzi lowered his new bag of rice to the ground and walked over to the head. “I think we should bury Liubo first.”

“I agree,” Lanhua said. “He might have just been curious. How could he know that Disciple Hanpin had placed a killing formation in the forest?”

Xun joined Pengzi and took a more careful look at the head. A look of fear and confusion was etched on Liubo’s face, and his eyes were still open. Xun crouched down to close the eyes.

“How about we bury him in the small hill to the right?” Xun suggested.

“Sure.” Pengzi took a deep breath and apologized to the head before picking it up. “Wangpan, Xun, get the shovels from your huts. Zhuge, can you find something for the grave marker? Lanhua, can you find some flowers?”

Together, the laborers dug a small grave for Liubo and placed a couple of wildflowers next to a wood stake that read, “Liubo. A friend we lost when starting the path to eternity.”

Once all of that was done, the group returned to the center fire pit in low spirits. Pengzi, though, snapped out of his depression and stepped forward to claim the bag of spirit rice. “How do you guys want to split this?”

The laborers looked at each other. The meaning behind Pengzi’s question was obvious: he wanted more rice than the others. But at the same time, no one wanted to make an enemy on their second day as a laborer and after what had happened to Liubo.

“Perhaps Sister Lan should decide. She was one of the most responsible people during our studies,” Xun suggested.

He had seen the looks Pengzi gave her during the hike to the farm; Disciple Hanpin had the exact same expression. While Lanhua wasn’t as beautiful as Yifan, she was still one of the prettiest girls Xun had seen in his new life. And unlike Pengzi, Lanhua didn’t have the social capital to try anything nefarious with the rice distribution.

“How about an equal split into five portions?” she offered.

“That makes sense to me,” Xun said.

The other laborers easily agreed. Lanhua gave Xun a look of gratitude. In asking her to divide the rice, he gave her the opportunity to take charge of rice distributions in the future. It was a small but important privilege, especially when the spirit rice was probably going to be the main cultivation resource they had.

But Xun had bigger problems than the division of the rice. There was something fishy about Liubo’s death, something that he was sure would eventually be a problem. The sooner he learned out what that was, the better.

CHAPTER NINE

SKY THUNDER SCRIPTURE

The next night, Xun learned his lesson. He went into the rice fields before cultivation and plucked spirit rice for two hours. Back to his hut, he dumped the newly gained rice into a large metal pot.

It was truly a lot of spirit rice, almost half a pound’s worth. But Xun was sure that his body needed it, especially with his Inner Breathing Method. The extra zhen from the rice would be welcome after he finished cultivating.

The hundred cycles passed by much faster than Xun thought. He was done in less than two hours. This time, Xun didn’t enter into a moment of enlightenment, but the pain was also more manageable, a bargain that he gladly accepted.

He stumbled over to the cooked spirit rice and gulped a small part of it down before frowning. For some reason, the rice tasted earthy and flat. Like he was eating the stalk of a plant that he couldn’t chew through.

He grabbed a small bottle of soy sauce left by some former occupant from a nearby shelf and drizzled it in. Then, he lit the fire and waited until the last bits of water boiled away before eating the rest. Better, not great. He’d have to figure out some other seasonings for the rice but it was manageable for now. And more importantly, Xun felt the zhen from the rice seep into his body and heal the miniscule wounds from cycling the Inner Breathing Method.

His cultivation was coming along smoothly. With three hundred cycles down, he was more than one-tenth of the way to becoming a cultivator again. But like his cultivation yesterday, he could feel that there was something wrong with the Inner Breathing Method. He was only getting about four percent of zhen after each cycle, when he should have been getting five.

It was a good start. Sure, it was a far cry from his previous life’s pace of only taking three days to open his aperture, but it was as good as he could have hoped for considering how damaged his spirit channels were.

He was in no hurry, anyway. That was how cultivators got heart demons. And blessed with a second chance at life, Xun wasn’t going to throw that away by making beginner mistakes. But there was a larger threat looming towards him, something that put his new life in jeopardy. That, at least, he took seriously.

Rubbing the dried blood flakes off his hands, arms, and legs, Xun thought about changing clothes. It was faint, but the brown robe he had worn since yesterday was already beginning to smell. He kept it on, the darker color would be harder to spot at night.

To that end, Xun left the blood on his face. It’d help hide him in the darkness.

When the moon was pulled behind a pair of clouds, Xun snuck up the mountain.

As he reached the edge of the forest, he slowed down and noticed the formation that Hanpin had mentioned. It was faint, but Xun could sense small waves of zhen emanating from each of the formation flags that had been planted. The moment any wave of zhen was disturbed, the disciple who planted them would know.

Without opening his aperture and gaining control of his zhen, there was nothing Xun could do about them.

It was an impossible situation. Xun knew that the disciple was hiding a secret, one that was potentially deadly and perhaps also valuable enough to repair his spirit channels. But he needed functioning spirit channels, which then negated a lot of the value behind Hanpin’s secret.

With frustration brewing in his chest, Xun walked back towards his hut. But halfway back down the mountain, another thought occurred to him.

The thick grassy scent of the rice kept entering his nose. Somehow, he had never noticed this smell until tonight. But now that he was already halfway up the mountain, Xun realized that the night could be dedicated to theft. Again.

Xun began picking a couple of grains from the middle fields before he realized his mistake. Now that he knew Disciple Hanpin kept formations around the forest, it made no sense to risk stealing higher on the mountain.

He’d much rather get caught by the other laborers than by the disciple. The worst that would happen if someone like Pengzi saw him was losing a few cups of spirit rice as a bribe. But if the disciple caught him, Xun could imagine plenty of horrible outcomes. Since the rice at the bottom terraces was no better or worse than the rice at the top, the risk didn’t make sense.

Except, Xun found, that wasn’t true. Something was different with the rice below.

Whereas the stalks he had borrowed from in the terraces halfway up the mountain were mostly full and starting to droop, the plants in the lower terraces were ransacked by insects. Almost every stalk had one or two rice borers, and the insects had greedily chomped away at the grains.

As he filled his pockets, Xun looked up to the top of the mountain. More things were starting to not add up. Why were the terraces at the bottom of the field in such poor condition? What secret was the disciple hiding?

After picking two meals’ worth of unripe spirit rice, Xun made his way down the darker side of the mountain. At the bottom, he gave the laborer’s village a wide berth as he instead went to the bamboo forest that surrounded the mountain.

Picking a particularly thick bamboo tree, Xun made a mark on the plant and then dug down. He poured the rice he had collected into the hole and then covered it with some loose dirt. It wouldn’t be enough to stop a determined cultivator from finding it, but the chances of that happening were low enough that Xun could ignore that possibility. The spirit rice he was stealing wasn’t even worth half a spirit stone.

Washing his face and making sure that he looked presentable, Xun went to the village. Given what happened in the morning, no one was around the fire pit that night. Everything was unusually quiet.

That suited Xun just fine. He walked to the fire pit and looked at the huts circling the mound.

To find where Lanhua lived, all he had to do was find the biggest and best maintained hut around. From that knowledge, he could derive the location of Pengzi’s house. Liubo and Xiaopan had taken the two houses across from Pengzi, but he wasn’t sure which of the two huts belonged to Liubo.

Choosing one at random, Xun walked up and knocked on the door. The sound echoed across the empty village center and he could feel the gazes peering at him behind the other hut windows. After waiting a few seconds, he pushed open the door and entered.

As expected, the hut was empty. Liubo had cleaned his entire hut after settling in, clearing away the dust from even the corners and organizing his pots and pans by size. There was a meticulous attention to detail that impressed Xun.

The only part of the hut that resembled Xun’s dwelling was the bed, where the blankets had been bunched into a messy ball.

Xun took this all in. Then, he went over to the wood closet and found Liubo’s laborer uniforms.

He collected them and came to Pengzi’s hut. After just a single knock, the door swung open.

“These are Liubo’s clothes,” Xun said. Although he had a feeling that the laborer had been watching him the whole time, it was still good to feign ignorance. “Since Disciple Hanpin said that you’re in charge of the rules, I thought I’d bring the clothes over to you. Can I come in?”

“Sure, uh, come in.” Pengzi hid his suspicions and welcomed Xun into his hut. Taking the clothes, he set it on a nearby table.

“How have you been?” Xun started the small talk as soon as they both found a seat.

“I’ve been good. Well, not good, exactly. But I’m doing okay,” Pengzi said distractedly. He was probably trying to figure out why Xun had brought the clothes over to him.

“Yeah, same here.” Xun ended the small talk and moved to a new subject. “I’m glad you took the lead in burying Liubo. Even though he made a mistake, it was still right to give him a proper grave. I think the others were a bit scared of offending Disciple Hanpin.”

Pengzi’s face lit up. “Of course! We spent two years together as students. I couldn’t just let him wither away in the elements. The least I could do was give him a proper goodbye.”

“Well, it was a nice gesture. I’m sure the others think more of you for making it,” Xun said.

Although the distractions of running a sect had slowed Xun’s cultivation in his past life, they had also taught him important lessons about people. For one, most people were inherently good. When faced with a choice, they’d often do the right thing. More than that, they wanted someone to see their good deed and acknowledge that. That’s exactly what Xun was doing, and he could see Pengzi’s hostility and suspicion melting away.

“Thanks. I just did what I thought should be done,” Pengzi said.

“Since you were the one who took the lead in burying Liubo, I thought that you should also be the one who keeps Liubo’s clothes. It’s not a lot, but I think he would have wanted for us to use them.”

Pengzi looked over at the clothes and stayed quiet for a moment.

“Xun, I might have been a bit too harsh yesterday –”

Xun waved him off. “It’s alright. What do you say we put our past behind us and focus on cultivating? We’re both laborers now, but if we work hard we can become disciples within a year or two and not fall too far behind the rest of them.”

“That’s what I would like too.” Pengzi nodded.

Xun brought the conversation to a new topic, “So how has cultivating been for you?”

“I tried a couple of cycles today but I wasn’t in the mood. I think I need to take some more time to get the hang of the Sky Thunder Scripture.”

“Yeah, it’s a tough scripture to understand. It’s really different than the other scripture that I know.”

“Oh, you know another scripture?” Pengzi caught on to the opening Xun had left.

Xun made sure the door was closed and then took out his new copy of the Inner Breathing Method. “A lot of people in my hometown knew of this scripture, but very few people practiced it for some reason.”

Pengzi came closer for a better look at the scroll. He took a few seconds to skim through everything before pointing at one of the sections that Xun had previously marked out.

“I think the word here is wrong. If I’m not wrong, when the zhen reaches your foot, it should swirl for a second, not pause.”

After a quick glance, Xun agreed. “That makes more sense. It’s been so long that I barely remember the words. But you also know this scripture?”

“Who doesn’t?” Pengzi leaned back and reached for a kettle and two cups. Then, pouring a cup full of water, he offered it to Xun. “This scripture was also famous back in my hometown. You’d be hard-pressed to find someone who hasn’t practiced the Inner Breathing Method. Even mortals with zero talent have tried it. Not that it helped them much.”

“Right. I guess I should have known that something a mortal could obtain wouldn’t be that great.”

“Great is the least of your problems. It’s a good thing you didn’t try to cultivate with this in the academy. It’s all just a giant trap.”

“A trap?”

“Of course. Although the rumors say that this is an Emerald scripture, and it is indeed true that a person can cycle zhen a hundred times every day with the Inner Breathing Method, the scripture has two major flaws. First, it’s painful. Most people can’t even complete a single cycle. And the more cycles you do in a single day, the worse the pain gets. I heard of someone in my village who endured twenty-four cycles before quitting. But when people went to check on him the next day, they found his heart had stopped from the aftereffects of the pain.”

Xun frowned. “But I’m sure there are people who have a higher pain tolerance that can practice the scripture right?”

“That’s where the second flaw comes in. Legend has it that the pain isn’t some imaginary thing. Practicing the scripture tears a person’s body apart. That might be fine when you’re a mortal or even at the early stages of the Foundation Realm. You can heal yourself with some herbs and rest. But as your cultivation increases, your wounds start to deepen. It’s said that practicing the scripture too much even shortens your lifespan.”

This was all stuff that Xun knew. Still, he patiently sat through Pengzi’s lecture and added appropriate noises at the right times. Although it was unlikely that the boy would hold such a deep grudge at his age, Xun wasn’t going to leave any room for error. So he feigned ignorance to test if the laborer would hide or twist any of the disadvantages of the scripture. Pengzi didn’t.

“So Brother Peng, is there any chance that you could help me fix the Inner Breathing Method? It seems like I didn’t even memorize it properly. I’m hoping that there might be some way that I can use the scripture as a reference, to help me understand more of the Sky Thunder Scripture.”

Pengzi didn’t even hesitate. He wrote out a new copy of the Inner Breathing Method on the spot and handed it to Xun.

With both of his objectives complete, Xun bid farewell to the laborer. This time, the words following Xun out the door weren’t some thinly veiled sarcasm or threat. It was genuine well-wishes.

“Brother Xun, I really don’t think it’s a good idea to practice the Inner Breathing Method. Deficiencies aside, it’ll be hard to start cultivating in a new scripture once you start the Inner Breathing Method. Now that we have the Sky Thunder Scripture, we just need to keep working hard and we’ll be disciples. We won’t lose to anyone.”

CHAPTER TEN

THE FIRST HARVEST

Cultivators often passed around an old saying that was just as true generations ago as it was in the present day.

“Talent paves the path to eternity. When you pray, first pray to be born with a Jade talent. If that fails, then hope to have the good luck to gain a Gold scripture. If neither talent nor scripture come to you, then curse the heavens and take up one of the four arts. Refine pills, carve formations, craft equipment, and write talismans. Make your own fortune, unbeholden to any others.”

Of the four major cultivation occupations, alchemists were the most sought after. The pills they produced could heal injuries, increase cultivation, or even change a person’s spirit channels. Next were formation masters. They could create formations that could be used to collect zhen, defend territory, or trap intruders.

Smiths and talismans writers were still useful, but generally not as popular. The former required precious metals and lots of spirit stones to create equipment that always had the chance of breaking during fights. And the latter wrote talismans that were powerful but burned up after a single use. They granted temporary power, which was useful, but not vital.

Despite spending three centuries cultivating, Xun knew none of the four arts. He had been a sword cultivator in his youth and by the time he strayed from that path, he had enough wealth to hire others who did know the four arts.

So as the sun shone through the window, he sat cross-legged in front of a pot of cooked rice and considered his options.

I might actually have a heart demon related to rice in the future. How am I supposed to eat rice and nothing else and not feel sick? But I don’t have the talent, I don’t have a gold scripture, and I don’t know how to refine pills, carve formations, craft equipment, or write talismans.

A proper heart demon would be a waste on me.

But bellyaching would get him nowhere. With a deep breath, Xun threw those thoughts out of his mind and began reading through his new version of the scripture.

Pengzi’s version was both slightly more detailed and slightly different than what Xun had remembered. The main changes were around how the zhen interacted with a person’s limbs. In Xun’s understanding, the energy should merely pause in those channels before continuing, lest it did any undue damage to his body. But Pengzi wrote that the zhen should be swirled and roped, which greatly increased the chance that Xun would lose control of the energy.

It's unlikely that Pengzi would want to hurt me by giving me a fake scripture. For all he knows, I’m still practicing the Sky Thunder Scripture.

A minute later, Xun began spasming as the scripture took its toll. As predicted, the changes hurt. In fact, he almost lost control of the zhen multiple times during the cultivation session. Each time the zhen swirled instead of lingering in his limbs, it was like thrusting his body into both burning lava and freezing glaciers. But Xun made it through buoyed by the fact that he was now getting the full five percent of zhen after each cycle.

Two hours and a full pot of rice later, Xun finished his cultivation for the day. The good part about the Inner Breathing Method was that it was quick. The bad part of the Inner Breathing Method was also that it was quick. In some ways, this was the best kind of pain. Temporary with the promise of success at the end.

Over the next ten days, Xun’s life gained a simple rhythm.

He’d wake up when the sky was still dark and cultivate. And after some trial and error in the past few days, he found some ways to deal with the pain.

For starters, he could hold some cooked rice in his mouth before he started the cycles and swallow as soon as the pain got to be too much. He also learned that if the zhen brushed against the green paste next to his aperture, the pain at the start of each cycle would lessen slightly. Neither trick made cultivating fun, but they did help make the scripture bearable.

His favorite part of the day was checking on his aperture after cultivation. Although he didn’t enter another moment of enlightenment, his persistence of throwing five units of zhen at the shell of his aperture every day was paying off. A crack had appeared on the rock-like surface of his aperture that was now a couple strands of hair large.

After that was done, Xun would stroll through the bamboo forest for hours at a time until he was sure that no one was following him. Only then would he dig up the nighttime hauls of unripe rice and begin eating it raw, bemoaning the experience as he did. With the chance that the disciple would sweep through, Xun didn’t dare leave any rice in his hut. Instead, he “borrowed” the appropriate amount just before each cultivation session.

In the afternoons, Xun talked with the other laborers. Now that he had made nice with Pengzi, the small hostilities he had felt from previous classmates had disappeared. After all, no matter what their past was, they were all laborers and at the bottom of the cultivation world together now.

It was, somehow, fun.

As Xun got to know the other laborers, he also learned a bit more about his past self. In particular, Pengzi told him about the animosity between him and Fangqiu. They had both liked the same girl, Yifan, and she had chosen him over Fangqiu. Xun had been silent for a few seconds, wondering how a cultivator could be fighting over such a small thing, before he realized that his new age was technically eighteen. It was the age where people did things first and then thought about them later.

At night, he’d still steal rice from the fields. Even that was getting better and more rewarding. Where most of his stolen rice grains were green and small before, the rice stalks had ripened in the time he had been at the farm. Once Xun took off the brown and gold husks, they were almost indistinguishable from the white spirit rice Hanpin had gifted the laborers.

After his cultivation in the morning, Xun heard a soft knock on his door. He opened it, thinking it was one of the laborers. Disciple Hanpin, in all of his heft, met Xun’s eyes.

Before Xun could react, Hanpin squeezed into his hut and went straight to the kitchen area.

“Disciple Hanpin, what brings you here?” Xun asked.

Hanpin waved him off as he crouched down and began looking through the pots and pans. Xun watched as the disciple lifted the lids of each pot and sniffed inside. His face remained impassive.

When Hanpin got to Xun’s rice pot, he dug a hand inside and tossed the thin layer of rice around.

“Why do you have so little rice?”

“It’s because I wanted to increase my cultivation as quickly as I could. I heard that a pound of spirit rice is worth an entire spirit stone and didn’t want anything to happen to it,” Xun answered.

Patting away the rice dust, Hanpin nodded. “You’re Xun, right? How many cycles have you done so far?”

Xun did some back of the napkin math. Ten days with a Shale scripture meant a maximum of three hundred cycles. But he had some slack where an average laborer might need to spend a few days understanding the scripture. “I’ve done a hundred and ninety-four cycles.”

“Fine,” If Hanpin cared about Xun’s slower than average progress, he didn’t show it. “I expect you to be a cultivator by the end of the next harvest cycle.”

Xun nodded.

“Alright, follow me.” Outside of Xun’s hut was a pile of rough cotton bags that could each hold around ten pounds of rice. Pointing at them, Hanpin said, “These are the bags that you’ll use to collect the rice. There should be enough for at least five harvests. Make sure the others know.”

“Of course, Disciple Hanpin,” Xun said.

Asking Xun where the other laborers lived, Hanpin went to his next target, Pengzi. Once again, Hanpin ignored Pengzi’s greeting as he made a beeline for the kitchen and looked up only when he didn’t find any unripe rice. Like Xun, Pengzi had only a thin film of regular spirit rice left in his rice pot.

“Pengzi, how many cycles have you run?” Hanpin asked.

“Two hundred and seventeen,” Pengzi answered.

“Fine.”

Hanpin headed to Lanhua’s hut next and repeated his inspection.

“Lanhua, your cultivation?”

“A hundred and eighty-two.”

“Not too bad. You’ll become a cultivator in less than two weeks. Make sure you remember that the Sky Thunder Scripture is one that focuses on the Lightning and Thunder elements. That means when you cycle your zhen, you need to remember that it should be fast and powerful.”

Hanpin checked on the final two laborers and found varying levels of regular spirit rice but no unripe green rice. Only then did he finally crack a smile. He still chided Wangpan on his slow progress since the laborer had completed fewer than a hundred and twenty cycles, but his harsh words were missing their usual bite.

“Laborers. It’s harvest day,” Hanpin said. “I’ll do you all a kindness and perform the harvest early this month so that you’ll have plenty of time to cultivate. But starting in two weeks, the farms’ maintenance will be your responsibilities.”

Then, waving for everyone to follow him, he flew into the lowest terrace.

Xun waited for Pengzi to start running first before heading toward the farm. He wanted to see where Hanpin’s cultivation was at.

Luckily, Hanpin was in a mood to show off. First, he shooed the laborers back as he waved his hand at the field. A metal arc whipped across the field, cutting the rice stalks in its path in half. A few more of those arcs and all the rice stalks had been cut in half. Once that was done, the disciple pointed at the center of fields. Moments later, the earth parted to become a round crater.

And finally, with his breath running a little short, Hanpin blew the cut stalks into the sky with a wind spell and threshed them by bunching the stalked into one tight group and slamming it against the crater multiple times.

In just a few minutes, the entire terrace was harvested. Straw was scattered around the field but the spirit rice grains were all sitting inside the crater.

“What are you waiting for? Go pack the rice. If there’s even a single grain left at the end of this, I’ll make sure you regret it,” Hanpin yelled.

Most of the laborers ran to the crater with their bags. But Lanhua chose to stay behind. “Wow Disciple Han, you’re really strong. What technique was that?”

“Ah that was nothing. The first technique I used was called Blue Iron Cut. It’s a fairly basic technique and best used with a blade-type spirit weapon.” Hanpin paused and turned his attention to the laborers who had slowed down. “What are you guys waiting for? You think I’m kidding when I order you to do something?”

Xun kept his head down as he followed the other laborers to the rice pit. Lanhua got to stay behind and kept chatting with Hanpin.

Hanpin’s at the High Fire stage, the sixth stage of eight in the Foundation Realm. Xun calculated the techniques that Hanpin used and how he seemed slightly out of breath at the end of it all. It was relatively easy to figure out the cultivation of a cultivator based on how much zhen they had. Cultivators at the Earth stages could only fill their aperture a quarter of the way with mist zhen, which was the equivalent of twenty-five units of zhen. The Wood stages allowed for fifty units of zhen, the Fire stages seventy-five units, and the Fire stage cultivators filled the entire aperture with a total of hundred units of zhen.

As Xun finished packing all the grains in the two bags he brought w, he turned his attention back to Hanpin. The disciple had dismissed Lanhua and now sat down on the ground to cycle zhen.

Most cultivators didn’t cycle the full amount in their scriptures every day in case they needed to recover their zhen in a hurry. Where zhen increased by fractions of a unit when their aperture was full, it came gushing back when a cultivator cycled with an empty aperture. Recovery cycles often gave about a hundred times more zhen. That meant even Xun could recover five units of zhen with each cycle. For Hanpin? It was probably closer to thirty units of zhen.

“Hurry up,” Hanpin yelled as he finished recovering his zhen. “I’m the one doing all the work here. You five better not slow me down.”

After watching the laborers finish packing the first terrace’s rice, Hanpin moved onto the next field and repeated the process. It was sundown before they finished all seventy-two terraces.

The rice had been piled into over three hundred of the bags that Hanpin had brought. Each bag had the max possible ten pounds of spirit rice in them with the final few bags a bit less than half full.

“There’s a quota for each of these terraces. Every month, the sect expects them to produce at least fifty pound worth of spirit rice each. Because I let you all cultivate instead of working this month, the insects in the fields have severely impacted this month’s yield.” Like the laborers, Hanpin was also exhausted after the day’s harvest. But instead of sitting or lying on the ground, he tried to maintain his authority by standing as straight as he could. “Starting next month, I expect you all to work as hard as you can. If your terraces produce rice above the quota, you’ll get five percent of any extra rice you produce. Understand?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, because you all worked hard today, you can have one of the half-full bags. I’ll deliver the rice to the sect and take care of a couple of matters, and be gone for a few days. By the time I get back, I want to see all of you close or already at the Low Earth stage.” Hanpin said. “And Pengzi? Make sure no one tries to climb into the forests. You all saw what happened last time something like that happened.”

Pengzi hurried sat up as he bowed his head. “Of course, Disciple Hanpin.”

After checking to make sure that the laborers understood, the disciple waved a hand and summoned a cloud that carried all of the bags of rice, minus one, as he made his way to the main sect mountain.

Everyone simply watched Hanpin disappear. Not even Pengzi had the energy to bid him farewell.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

TO NEW BEGINNINGS

Despite low expectations, Xun found himself getting used to the pain from the Inner Breathing Method. In fact, the morning cultivations were now almost pleasant. He had enough grains from his split of the harvest that he could splurge on cooking two whole pots of rice worth before each session.

Once all of that was done, he began cultivating. His body sucked zhen from the surrounding air, cycled it through his spirit channels, nudged the green paste, and threw the resulting ball of zhen at his aperture. Before he knew it, all one hundred cycles were done.

Taking a walk around the village to relax his muscles slightly and get away from the unhappy memories of past cultivation sessions, Xun found himself at the fire pit. The only two female laborers were already there, deep in conversation.

“I think what it means by ‘soft like mist’ is that we breathe out in portions. One bit at a time until the entire breath is finished,” Lanhua explained.

“That still wouldn’t explain why I can only do fifteen cycles and no more,” Zhuge said.

“Perhaps it’s that…” Lanhua caught sight of Xun and beckoned him over.

Xun knew that both Disciple Hanpin and Pengzi had their sights set on Lanhua, the prettiest laborer among them. So after paying her the initial favor of determining how the harvest rice was split, he let Pengzi take the lead in everything else. And true to his words, Pengzi made sure to subtly give Xun a slightly higher priority than he should have gotten.

Now, seeing that he had been spotted, Xun lowered his head and walked over.

“Brother Xun, it’s been a while since we’ve seen you. Where have you been?” Zhuge asked.

“Oh, taking walks through the forest. The scenery around here is very pretty.” Xun wasn’t lying about that. Because of how little time his cultivation sessions took and the lack of other things to do, he found a new hobby scouting out his surroundings. And since the farm was within the territory of the Nine Thunders Sect, the forests were generally free of spirit beasts.

“Right. I remember that Brother Xun was the one who found the nice hill for Liubo,” Lanhua commented as she pushed Zhuge’s shoulder. “We’re having some trouble with cultivating. I thought that maybe you might have some insights.”

“The Sky Thunder Scripture is so hard,” Zhuge complained. “How many cycles can you do every day?”

Xun did some quick math in his head. So far, he was progressing at a pace of about five units of zhen per day. If he had Shale channels, he’d have a thirty percent efficiency in each cycle. Five divided by thirty percent was…

“Sixteen to seventeen cycles. Some parts of the scripture are still giving me a hard time.”

“Wow, and I can only do fifteen. I’m really not sure what I’m doing wrong. I’m trying really hard but…” Zhuge’s voice trailed off.

“Brother Xun, do you have any advice for us?” Lanhua picked up the conversation.

The question was simple, but it stumped Xun. He hadn’t bothered looking at the Sky Thunder Scripture since he confirmed that it was merely a Shale scripture. At this point, he could barely remember what the scripture said.

“Do you remember the story about the elements that Disciple Zeran told us?” Xun asked, diverting the topic to something that sounded similar but was in fact completely different. “I know a bit about what happens after. That gave me a lot of inspiration, since thunder and lightning are so similar.”

Both of the laborers’ eyes sparkled as they edged closer. “Please tell us, Brother Xun.”

Xun took a seat and began telling the second part of the story.

“Unlike the other elements that had learned their lesson about boredom, Lightning was the type to never sit still. It jumped from continent to continent and bothered the other elements. One day, it tried to do something that had never been done before. It wanted to create a new life.

“Lightning first went to find Earth in the western plains. Over the years, Earth had learned to absorb and ignore the electricity that emanated around the younger element. But after hearing Lightning’s offer to not bother it for a thousand years, it gave away a block of earth shaped into a body with one head, two arms, and two legs. Our flesh.

“Then, Lightning headed to the east forests to plead with Wood for something to hold the earth together. Wood initially refused, but Lightning threw a tantrum that left fractal burns in thousands of trees. And finally, Lightning got its way. Wood layered a thin film of bark over the earth flesh that would restore itself when cut or broken. Our skin.

“Afterward, Lightning dropped to the deserts in the south to find Fire. Over the years, Fire blamed itself for the tragedy of Iron and hid from the other elements. Lightning searched for seven years before finally finding the element, which gave away the gift of sight to assuage its guilt. Our eyes.

“Tired but excited, Lightning flew north to the endless sea that was interrupted only by occasional islands. There it found Water, which added a way for the wood and earth amalgamation to circulate zhen. Our lungs.”

Zhuge interrupted Xun’s story. “So that’s why we go in that order? Earth then Wood, then Fire and Water?”

“I think so,” Xun said. He didn’t really understand how the cultivation stages were determined either. “I don’t know much beyond the story.”

“I see. Sorry for interrupting Brother Xun.” 

Xun cleared his throat and continued. “But the different elements never truly meshed. Because Iron was missing, they could only ever achieve a temporary balance and in between, they’d clash against each other in subtle ways. To solve that, Lightning went back to Earth who suggested locking the powers of each element.

“Lightning accomplished that by striking the spot below our stomachs. The energy that it imparted left a flaw in the otherwise perfect creation. But it also meant that there was room to grow. As you might have guessed, what Lightning created was our apertures. That’s the meaning of the Foundation Realms. The foundation stages are meant to be a process where cultivators rebuild their bodies on the path to eternity, culminating in the Dragon’s Leap.”

When Xun finished the story, his audience had expanded from the two female laborers to everyone in the village. He had been so engrossed in his story that he didn’t notice Pengzi or Wangpan joining the group.

“That’s incredible,” Lanhua said. “Wow, Brother Xun. I didn’t know that you knew so much.”

Xun found Pengzi’s gaze locked on Lanhua. “Yeah, I liked reading stories as a kid. That hopefully can help your cultivations. I honestly don’t know too much more. But I know that Brother Pengzi has understood quite a lot of the Sky Thunder Scripture.”

Pengzi shot Xun a glance of gratitude as he began talking. “Are you having trouble Sister Lanhua?”

Lanhua nodded. “Both me and Zhuge are struggling to understand the scripture.”

“Right, so from what I’ve tried, I found that running the zhen against the left wall of the channel is slightly more effective than…”

Xun smiled as he watched Pengzi display his knowledge. Quite a lot of it was wrong, of course, but Xun didn’t feel the need to correct him. The cultivation of other people wasn’t his problem.

Soon, the topic around the fire turned to other things as the conversation broke down into smaller groups. Xun was about to excuse himself when he saw Pengzi coming across and setting down in the seat next to him. Adding a smile to his face, Xun looked at his new friend.

“Brother Xun, it’s pretty rare to see you around the fire,” Pengzi said. “I’m glad you’re here, though. It’ll be good for all of us to get to know each other.”

Xun nodded. He could hear that Pengzi had something specific to say.

“So, I heard a rumor about Zhuge and Wangpan.” Pengzi pointed his chin at the two who were chatting away happily with Lanhua across the fire. Xun saw that they were also holding hands. “I guess it’s not really a rumor at this point. They’re interested in each other.”

As soon as Pengzi finished his sentence, Xun could feel the boy’s gaze intensify on him. For a second, he tried to think why Zhuge and Wangpan’s relationship would have anything to do with him, and then he realized the answer.

“That’s good for them. But for me, I don’t think love is in the cards before I become a disciple. Yifan’s a disciple now, I need to hurry to catch up to her and then maybe we’ll have a chance together,” Xun said. He had no intentions of creating or maintaining a relationship with Yifan, but that didn’t prevent him from using her as a shield.

Pengzi nodded heavily. “I agree. I think that cultivating is an important matter.” He pulled closer to Xun. “So between you and me, I like Lanhua. What do you think?”

“Wonderful,” Xun said without hesitation. “There are only five laborers here and I’m not too interested in starting a relationship. If not you, then who else for Lanhua?”

A wide smile spread across Pengzi’s face. “That’s true… if not me, then who else? Who else indeed.”

Hanpin. The disciple kept staring at Lanhua during the harvest, Xun thought. But he didn’t say anything to discourage Pengzi’s enthusiasm.

“You’re a good friend, Xun. I’m glad you’re here,” Pengzi said after finally snapping out of his daydream. The smile, however, was still thick on his face.

“I'm glad you're here too,” Xun said.

Pengzi brought forward two cups of water that he had carried from his hut to the fire pit at some point earlier in the night. He handed one of them to Xun. “To new beginnings.”

“And new friendships.”

By the time the night was almost over, Pengzi was laughing at Xun’s jokes and vice versa. They linked arms, sung over the fire, and acted as if the water they were drinking were the purest liquor. To an outsider, the two would have seemed like the best of friends.

As the night wound down, Xun pulled his new friend aside.

“Peng, I have a favor to ask of you,” Xun said.

“Of course, anything. I would do anything for my friends,” Pengzi promised.

“Could I borrow some rice from you? As you know, my spirit channels were damaged from the Lightning Path. I think the spirit rice is helping but I’ve already used most of it,” Xun said, slowing down his delivery of the final few words to give Pengzi some time to think about request.

“Sure,” Pengzi said without hesitation. “Truth be told, I’m less than twenty cycles away from opening my aperture. All I need is one more day and I should be there.”

“Congratulations in advance then,” Xun said.

“Okay, wait here.” Pengzi took Xun’s cup as he ran back to his hut. After a few moments, he brought out a small bag of spirit rice. “Here, this is for you. Don’t worry about returning it. It’s a gift from me.”

Xun accepted the rice and after the tiniest of shakes, he estimated that Pengzi had given him a half-pound worth of rice. It wasn’t a lot in absolute terms but relative to the wealth of a laborer, this was a fortune. “Thanks Peng.”

“No thanks are necessary between friends.”

That night, as the fire burned, Xun went to the other laborers and successfully borrowed roughly another half pound of rice from the other three. Combined with the rice he had in his house, it’d be more than enough to last until the rice stalks regrew in the field. And at that point, he could once again perfect his art of stealing.

Last night’s gifts weren’t limited to just rice. Not every hut had the same stuff in them. Where Xun’s remote one only had soy sauce, Pengzi’s hut sported a full kitchen’s worth of condiments. Which meant that Xun now had more than just the soy sauce to go with his spirit rice. After cooking the rice and boiling away the water, Xun drizzled soy sauce and sesame oil into his pot and mixed the rice evenly. After that, he added a touch of sugar and some chopped green onions he found in the forest.

It smelled like heaven. And for the first time, Xun was excited to cultivate if only to enjoy the meal he had made. When he finished the day’s cultivation and the rice, he had a genuine grin on his face.

Like most days, Xun left his hut and walked into the bamboo forest that surrounded the village. If there was one thing that the farm had, it was nature. The mountain, with the highest density of zhen, had been transformed into terraces for farming. But the surrounding land still had more zhen than normal, and Xun could often find squirrels that were a tad too quick and a tad too large to be normal.

But the best part of the forest was the scent. Ever since he began practicing the Inner Breathing Method, Xun noticed that his sense of smell had improved by leaps and bounds. As he walked through the bamboo forest, the soothing but sweet aroma of new growth invaded his senses. It was lush, but also crisp.

Xun felt like he could truly relax while among the bamboo. It was true that time was of the essence. He should have been thinking about how to get ahead, to increase his cultivation or make more spirit stones. But there was also a part of him that wanted to just relax. Life as a cultivator was tiring and here was the chance for a break, if only for a few days or weeks.

Every so often, he’d stumble upon a new scent and notice a new plant. Without knowledge of refining pills, he left the plants where they were. It was bad karma to just randomly kill things, even ones as small as a plant.

The other reason why Xun spent so much time in the bamboo forest was to find various paths in and out of the Nine Thunders Sect. While it didn’t seem likely that Hanpin would start killing all the laborers, it was always good to be prepared.

After circling around and enjoying the scents for some time longer, Xun returned to his hut. But as he entered the village, a different, slightly bitter smell entered his nose.

It smelled like a spirit beast.

CHAPTER TWELVE

TIGERHEAD RABBIT

While it was true that a cultivator’s senses were heightened compared to most mortals, Xun’s sense of smell went beyond that. He had smelled spirit beasts in his past life, usually when he was face to face with one or in lairs that carried their scent.

This time, he was on the outskirts of his village. It should have been the spirit beast sensing Xun, not the other way around.

For the moment, he didn’t question why his sense of smell had developed so much. He sprang into action, crouching down and sneaking in the shadows of the huts. Looking back at the bamboo forest he had just left, Xun considered abandoning the village and running away. He knew the path necessary to get out of the range of the Nine Thunders Sect. It’d take two hours and he’d be free of whatever spirit beast was in the village.

But something stopped him. In the moment, all Xun could think of was Pengzi’s smile from the night before.

Plus, the bitter scent of the beast wasn’t mixed with the metallic scent of blood. It could be that this was merely some disciple bringing their animal familiar to visit the farm, or some other benign happening.

Xun had to make sure. Since the beast hadn’t yet attacked the other laborers, it was likely safe to at least understand why such a creature was in the village.

Following the scent trail, he found himself staring at the center fire pit of the village. Lanhua, Zhuge, and Wangpan were already there and across from them was a rabbit about the size of a person’s foot. Its fur was a deep brown that gradually darkened in color. The tail of the rabbit was almost entirely black.

For the moment, the laborers were looking at the rabbit without fear in their eyes. And Xun almost did too.

The rabbit was a Tigerhead Rabbit, and generally harmless. In fact, most cultivators hunted these rabbits when out adventuring. Its relatively simple attacking method, surprisingly tender muscles, and relative abundance made it great for traveling rations.

It also shouldn’t have been anywhere near a sect farm.

Despite its relative harmlessness, the animal was a spirit beast. Humans weren’t the only ones who could cultivate. In fact, humans were the minority, bunched up in the Northern and Central continents. Three of the four outer continents were homes to mostly spirit beasts, many of which had cultivated to a point where they had incredible intelligence.

Xun could see the laborers talking amongst themselves. Slowing his breath and staying a fair distance away, Xun strained his ears to listen in on their discussion.

“Should we keep it? As a pet?” Zhuge asked.

“It could be dangerous,” Wangpan said. “We don’t know where it came from and what it is. Disciple Hanpin might get angry at us for keeping such a thing.”

Zhuge waved at the rabbit. The animal trained its beady eyes on her but still stayed by the fire.

“It’s just cold. Look at how it’s shivering,” Lanhua said. “How could something so cute be dangerous? And I’m sure that Disciple Hanpin won’t mind. We can probably feed it some of the straw.”

Wangpan wasn’t convinced. “I think we should stay away from it. The teachers in the academy said that nothing in the sect is as it seems. This looks odd to me, somehow.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s just a normal rabbit.” Lanhua took a step toward the animal. The rabbit turned its head in a split-second motion to look at the new human. Everyone froze.

Did they not learn what a Tigerhead Rabbit is? Xun thought as he looked at the laborers. Even though the beast’s fur hasn’t gone entirely black yet, it’s still equivalent to an Low Earth stage cultivator.

Xun had to square his instinctual dismissal of the creature with the fact that he hadn’t yet opened his aperture. Despite all the techniques that Xun knew, he couldn’t use any of them without mist zhen in his aperture. In all senses of the word, he was still a mortal.

“We should wait for Pengzi or Xun,” Wangpan said.

“Pengzi doesn’t leave his hut until late in the afternoon. And Xun’s out in the bamboo woods somewhere hiking,” Lanhua said.

“Then let’s knock on Pengzi’s door,” Wangpan stated.

“And interrupt his cultivation? Don’t you know how rude that is?” Lanhua said as she crouched down. She made beckoning motions at the rabbit. 

“This is more important. We don’t know what it is.”

Zhuge smiled as she joined Lanhua and then walked even closer to the rabbit. “Are you scared, Wangpan?”

“It’s the first animal we’ve seen that doesn’t run off when it sees us. What if it’s a spirit beast?” Wangpan’s face flushed red as he tried to defend himself.

“This?” Zhuge pointed at the rabbit that was only a few steps away from her. “How could something so cute be dangerous?” Without waiting for anyone else, Zhug went to the rabbit, showing her palms as she went. “Here, rabbit. I promise I’m not here to hurt you.”

Xun glanced down and found a small rock on the ground. Picking it up, he readied himself as he watched the events unfold.

“Zhuge, it could be dangerous. Spirit beasts, they attack people,” Wangpan called out as both he and Lanhua followed Zhuge.

Zhuge paused and looked into the beady black eyes of the rabbit. She waved him off. “How could something this cute be a spirit beast?”

Sensing that Zhuge wasn’t going to be dissuaded, Xun tossed the rock in his hand into the sky. It made a graceful arc through the air before landing in the fire pit with a thump.

Everyone froze. The three humans looked back and found nothing

“Who’s there?” Lanhua called out.

Xun stayed quiet. Although he enjoyed the company of his fellow laborers, he stuck to the things he had promised himself at the start of his new life. He’d avoid fighting unless he was sure that it was a guaranteed thing. He didn’t need to take risks in this life. Reaching eternity was more important than anything else. Anything else could be sacrificed in pursuit of that goal.

Unfortunately, Xun’s warning was quickly ignored when Zhuge turned back to the spirit beast. Before the others could follow her, she quickly shuffled to the rabbit and leaned down to pick it up. When Zhuge was only a fraction of a second from picking the Tigerhead Rabbit up, a glint of intelligence flashed through the rabbit’s eyes.

The Tigerhead Rabbit made a small movement to the right, its body turning into a black blur. Then, it leaped and shot towards Zhuge’s chest. Shocked, the girl tried to pull her arms up defensively. But it was too little, too late. With dexterity that no human could match, the rabbit shot past Zhuge’s guard. With its two front limbs, it began a flurry of blows against the center of her chest.

At first, Zhuge seemed confused at the attack. The rabbit was small and its limbs so short that the attacks looked comical.

Her confusion didn’t last long. A couple strikes in, the animal transformed. It puffed up, growing almost as large as a dog. The attack also became far more deadly as giant curved claws sprouting from its forelegs. In seconds, the spirit beast tore through to her heart and kept going until she had a gaping hole in her chest.

Wangpan and Lanhua stopped in their tracks when they saw the rabbit, now stained red by Zhuge’s blood, climb out of the hole. A moment later, Zhuge collapsed to the ground.

“Help!” Lanhua was the first to react, turning back and running through the village to get away from the monster. Wangpan snapped out of it a moment later, scrambling away as his mouth tried and failed to make an appropriate sound.

After the kill, the rabbit seemed to lose its strength. It gave a slight hop in place as it shrunk back down to its original size. Almost immediately, it began to nibble on its downed prey.

As Xun watched the horrifying scene in front of him without flinching, a plan began to form in his mind.

The rabbit was a spirit beast, that was true. But it was only that in the barest of senses, it was weak enough that if Zhuge had been a cultivator of any stage, it would have been forced now flee. Now, it was operating on pure instinct, which was to consume anything that had zhen in it. So while it was bad news for the other laborers who had never fought something with cultivation before, Xun had a solid shot taking it down without taking damage.

It was the chance to accelerate his cultivation. That was an opportunity he couldn’t pass up.

Unless threatened, the rabbit would try to carry its prize back to its lair. That gave Xun time. He retreated until he was sure that the animal couldn’t hear him. Then, he opened the door to one of the unused huts and peeked inside.

Like most huts, this hut only had the usual farming implements, plows, scythes, and shovels. With the exception of the plow, the other two implements could double as a weapon but Xun ignored the sharp edges of the scythe as he made his way to the kitchen. Instead, he grabbed a cast iron pan, which was essentially a lump of black metal beaten into the shape of a convex circle with a short handle.

Xun returned to the center of the village to find the rabbit done with its meal and now hard at work trying to transport Zhuge’s body. It grabbed a corner of the laborer’s robe in its mouth as it dragged the body forward. While not slow by any means, it wasn’t exactly fast either. The sheer size difference between the fully grown human and a small rabbit couldn’t be bridged by cultivation alone.

When the rabbit finally reached the edge of the open area around the fire pit, it froze when it heard the creak of a door opening. Pengzi had finally finished his training and pulled open his door with gusto. Xun saw a half smile on his face, perhaps the day’s cultivation had gone well and Pengzi had opened his aperture. Almost immediately, the laborer noticed the blood on the ground and found the rabbit dragging his friend’s body.

The rabbit trained its sight on Pengzi, only to find the human scream, close his door, and, from the sounds of it, move his bed to block the door.

That’s the correct response to seeing a spirit beast, Xun thought. Either you fight and kill it or you run and pray that it’ll let you live.

But unlike Pengzi, he was about to do the more dangerous option.

As the rabbit continued on its journey, Xun slipped between the huts and maneuvered his way into the bamboo forest. He made sure that each step was as silent as possible with his toes touching the ground first. Slowly, he got into position, hiding behind a rock that was directly in front of the path of the rabbit.

While it was true that spirit beasts were dangerous, they were also an opportunity for cultivators. At the center of each spirit beast was a core, a section of its body similar to a human’s aperture. But where human apertures disappeared after death, beast cores stayed behind. More importantly, they were the main ingredient in cultivation pills that could directly increase a cultivator’s zhen.

Xun checked to see if any of the laborers were in sight. When none of them were, he gripped his cast iron with his left hand and waited.

The moment the rabbit reached the rock, Xun took a quick step forward and smashed his right fist down to the ground in the blink of an eye. Even so, the spirit beast somehow found time to drop the cloth in its mouth, twist along the ground, and dodge Xun’s attack. Then, with a speed that Xun’s eyes couldn’t follow, it leapt against Xun’s chest.

A small smile formed on Xun’s face as the rabbit puffed up once again and clawed forward.

Instead of meeting soft human flesh, the beast’s blow met hard iron. And even though its claws were enhanced with zhen, they stood no chance against the metal pan under Xun’s clothes. The rabbit screeched as the claws on both of its front paws broke under the force of its own blow.

Pulling his right arm back, Xun smashed his fist into the spirit beast. It was enough to throw the animal back, but not enough to kill it.

As the rabbit tumbled back, fear began to show in its eyes. Its nose twitched as it glanced deeper into the forest and then back to the human-shaped prize it had painstakingly dragged so far.

Xun could almost hear its thoughts. It was wondering if it could still salvage things, to take the new human down and have two prizes instead of one.

Over my dead body. Xun pounced forward and drew the cast iron out from under his robe. The animal hesitated. Xun didn’t. He gripped the pan in both hands and swung down.

The rabbit darted to the side and avoided the blow, only to be crushed into the ground by Xun’s foot. In the split-second Xun had attacked with the pan, he had raised his foot to the right of the rabbit. It had shown a tendency to favor its right side in the earlier attack against Zhuge, something Xun was glad to take advantage of.

As Xun felt a satisfying crunch under his foot, he slammed the pan sideways, catching both the beast and part of his own foot in the process. But the pain was worth it. The rabbit flew sideways, carried by the strike, and then dropped heavily to the ground.

Xun rushed forward and smashed the pan against the rabbit. The spirit beast still tried to dodge, but lost its footing as it slid against the damp leaves on the ground. For a couple of seconds, all Xun did was slam his pan against the rabbit, again and again. Then, for good measure, he dropped the pan, grabbed the spirit beast with both hands, and snapped its neck. There’s no coming back from that.

Only then did Xun stop his flurry of attacks and pause to survey his damage. As he did, a smile formed on his face.

His gamble had paid off. The spirit beast was dead.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN


GAMES AND EMOTIONS

Breathing heavily, Xun stared at the dead rabbit in front of him.

After a few moments of rest, he cut open the spirit beast’s chest with a sharp piece of rock. Next to its bloody heart was the core. To most cultivators, a Tigerhead Rabbit’s core was like the edge of a chicken’s wing. It had enough value to be a waste throwing it away, but not enough value to justify working with an alchemist to refine it. In the end, most simply sold it to a merchant at a price of maybe one or two spirit stones per core. And the merchant would sell them as practice ingredients to beginner alchemists.

The thought of sending Dashan the Tigerhead core flitted across Xun’s thoughts but before he shook his head. The core was the most valuable thing he owned by a large margin, and it was about to get even better.

Xun plucked the core out and held it between his thumb and pointer finger, feeling the sandy edges of the thing. Then, he went to a nearby stream and washed the blood off. The cleaned core was like a gem, gleaming with a crisp green under the sunlight.

Spirit beast cores were the primary ingredient in most cultivation-increasing pills. The cores didn’t hold bloodline abilities, innate talents, or natural techniques. Instead, each core had only one thing in them, an abundance of half-tamed elemental zhen. An alchemist could take this source of half-tamed zhen, smooth things out by refining with it with complementary spirit plants, and produce cultivation pills.

On the other hand, it was possible to eat the beast cores without refinement. The downside was damage to the cultivator’s spirit channels. Because the zhen in a core was only half-tamed, it would wreak havoc once it entered the channels.  Xun didn’t have that problem. His spirit channels were already broken. And there were limits to how bad that could get. As far as he knew, nobody had ever broken their spirit channels entirely. Spirit channels never, he thought, disappeared entirely.

So after a few deep breaths, he popped the core in his mouth and swallowed.

A new heat rose from his stomach that burned his insides. Once it reached a certain intensity, it hovered there, as if waiting for Xun to cycle zhen and bring it into his spirit channels. Unfortunately, he’d already done his hundred cycles for the day. And more importantly, he didn’t have the time to waste on cultivating just yet.

Going back for the rabbit, Xun had a decision to make.

The best course of action here is to the dead rabbit a couple more times, cut the corpse into a couple different pieces, and scatter the evidence from the kill around the bamboo forest. Xun thought. But the creature is a legitimate spirit beast. Every part of its body has value, especially if I want to pursue the path of a Talisman Writer. I’m not sure if a chance to collect valuable spirit material like this is going to come by again. Especially in a form where I’ve already taken the risk and done the work.

Gritting his teeth, Xun decided to risk it. He cleaned up any signs of the battle minus a few deep scratches in the earth and left Zhuge’s body alone. All he needed to do was show that the Tigerhead Rabbit had been spooked by something stronger and ran away.

Carrying the dead rabbit, Xun went to the large bamboo culm that he previously used as his marker for the green spirit rice. Digging a hole to the side and lining the sides with bamboo leaves and his already tattered robe, Xun buried the rabbit and made sure to flatten the ground afterward.

Next, he went back to the stream and washed off any sign of gore or dust from him. With his wash, he also plucked a couple herbs that had particularly pungent smells and rubbed them over his arms and face. He wasn’t sure if anyone else around had a sense of smell as strong as him, but the last thing he needed was for his scent to give him away.

Once everything finished, Xun sneaked back to his hut, wore the gray robe, and walked through the village.

“Hello?” Xun yelled. He purposely went from the opposite direction of where the rabbit had left a trail of blood. Trying to act oblivious, he yelled again. “Anyone still here? If this is some kind of a joke, it’s not funny.”

Lanhua was the first to warn Xun. From one of the unused huts that had its window shuttered, she opened the door and hissed, “Xun, come here. Quickly.”

Xun feigned an expression of confusion as he half-walked, half-jogged to her hut. She pulled him in with a strength that belied her small frame. Then, she slammed the door shut and put the wood bolt in place. When Xun’s eyes adjusted to the dim light, he saw that Wangpan was also there. Unlike Lanhua, he was huddled in a corner and crying softly to himself.

“Lanhua? What’s going on?” Xun asked.

“We were attacked,” Lanhua whispered.

“Attacked,” Xun repeated. “Who? Enemies of the sect?”

“What? No. It was a rabbit but I think it was a spirit beast. I don’t know how it got here. It got Zhuge. Killed her.” When Lanhua mentioned Zhuge’s name, Wangpan choked up and made a small noise. Lanhua whirled on him. “Shut it. Are you trying to kill us?”

Xun glanced at the laborer as he also lowered his voice. “Is he okay?”

“He’s not hurt, physically at least,” Lanhua said. “But we don’t know what going on outside. We’ve been here for hours.”

“Hours?” Xun exclaimed. “Tell me again exactly what happened?”

Lanhua explained everything.

“The rabbit got Zhuge. But I didn’t see anything on my hike today,” Xun said. His face was paler than usual, which he hoped she would take as a sign that he was scared. “What do we do?”

“Wait here until the disciple comes back,” Lanhua said. “That’s the only way we know that we’re safe. There’s no way any of us can fight a spirit beast. And if we cultivate, we won’t go hungry.”

Xun nodded. “But what if Disciple Hanpin doesn’t return soon?”

“My second plan is to link up with Pengzi. We’ll find safety in numbers. All we need to do is make sure that the beast is gone,” Lanhua said. She had a look in her eyes that allowed for no disagreement.

“I didn’t see any signs when I came,” Xun offered.

“Let’s wait one more day just to be safe,” Lanhua said. She gave a glance to Wangpan, who was still huddled in the corner weeping. Then, averting her eyes, she sat down in a different corner.

They sneaked over to Pengzi’s hut the next day. A couple hours later, when they were sure that no spirit beast was coming to bother them, they began to relax.

Xun placed a couple of well timed suggestions and Lanhua decided that everyone should go search for Zhuge together. As they traced the blood into the bamboo forest, they quickly discovered Zhuge’s body. Wangpan broke down again when they carried the corpse to the same hill they had buried Liubo and gave Zhuge a proper burial. Besides Wangpan, very few tears were shed after Zhuge was in the ground.

“Are you okay?” Pengzi asked Xun as they walked back from the hill. Out of six students who had been selected for spirit farming, only four remained. And of them, Wangpan seemed on the edge of collapse.

“Fine,” Xun said, trying his best to sound normal. The zhen from the Tigerhead Rabbit’s core was starting to get restless. It felt like there was a fire in Xun’s stomach, an uncomfortable one.

“It’s a shame. A tragedy.”

“Right.” All Xun wanted to do was go back to his hut and cultivate. “A tragedy.”

“What do you think Disciple Hanpin will say?”

“I don’t…” Xun pushed down his irritation. “I think there was a reason that the disciple brought six of us here. That means more work for us.”

“Well whatever happens, it won’t be a bad idea to increase our cultivation,” Pengzi said as he weaved through the long shadows of the thick bamboo trees. “I was in the middle of cultivation when the attack happened. But now I’m just one step away from opening my aperture.”

“Congratulations,” Xun said and waited.

“Zhuge was Lanhua’s best friend. Do you think I should go to her now? Or should I do so later?”

Xun’s frustrations threatened to boil over. “I think you first open your aperture and then go talk to her after she’s had time to process everything.”

Pengzi nodded and walked back to his hut with a spring in his step.

I wish life was simple and carefree. But perhaps not. Xun’s master had once said that comfort is the hero killer. And Xun’s past life confirmed that. He all but stopped progressing when he had fallen into the luxuries that came with being a sect leader. If comfort kills heroes, then misery produces them.

Pengzi opened his aperture the next day. He celebrated by shrieking so loud that Lanhua thought that the spirit beast had come back.

And with Pengzi finally opening his aperture, it was time for Xun to cultivate. He had moved into Liubo’s hut after returning back to the village, mostly because the laborers thought there was strength in numbers and wanted everyone to be close together. Better, he didn’t exactly believe in superstitions like ghosts. After all, when he died, he didn’t go haunt his sect. He very much wanted to, but the skies had other plans for him.

As Xun began his first cycles since swallowing the beast core, a fiery hot stream of zhen rose from his stomach to meet his efforts. He carefully caught the zhen and started to cycle. Almost immediately, the zhen bubbled and smacked against the wall of his spirit channels.

“Mother of a sword,” Xun cursed. It felt like he was getting stabbed by a blunt and rusty sword. And when he tried to continue the cycle, the stabs kept coming. Beads of sweat appeared on Xun’s forehead and dripped down.

Under a combination of curses and sweat, Xun brought the zhen around all four of his limbs and then back to his unopened aperture. Even with how much zhen had escaped through his broken spirit channels, there was more energy than he expected. This was at least twenty or more units of zhen, all in one spot.

It was enough for Xun to hesitate. Without other spirit plants and refinement to protect himself, the zhen could rampage when it hit the aperture. It could damage his spirit channels even further or lead to any of a dozen different complications down the line. It was also a risk he didn’t need to take.

I promised myself. To not needlessly fight, taking on damage that I didn’t need. Xun thought. At the same time, he remembered the look on Hanpin’s face when the disciple first saw them, the suspicious way that Liubo died, and all the strange occurrences on the farm. But something risky means that its inside my control. A higher cultivation means the privilege to take more risks instead of circumstances happening to me.

Xun almost took a deep breath, stopping himself only at the last moment and settling for just a slight slouch of his shoulders. Then, he sent the ball of zhen at his aperture.

For a moment, nothing happened as the zhen splashed against the rock wall of his aperture. Then, the aperture cracked. What started as a small opening as thin as a strand of hair quickly became bigger as the walls caved in on themselves and fell into the aperture. The moment his aperture’s crack was large enough, it began to suck in the black-green paste.

Xun watched this for a second, maybe two. By then, the remaining zhen from his cycle had begun to wreak havoc around his body. He didn’t even have time to grab some rice. All he saw was the world flickering in front of his eyes, and then everything went dark.

When Xun woke up again, the world was dark outside. But he could see and sense everything in his hut like it was day.

I’m a cultivator. Again.

Xun smiled in spite of himself. It was good to be back. After making sure that he was still alone in his hut, he got into a resting position and began looking inside himself.

The damage was much less than he had feared. In fact, it would have been almost true to say that there was no damage except for the fact that Xun felt a slight stinging sensation from the sides of his head. It was the type of thing that could be fixed with a good night’s sleep.

On the other hand, what really got Xun’s attention was his aperture. When he opened his aperture in his past life, it had been a barren cave. He had to cultivate to fill it with zhen, first in mist form and later in water form. This time? There was a whole plant in his aperture and judging by the fact that it was floating comfortably amid the black-green paste, it seemed perfectly at home.

As if it could sense Xun’s gaze, the plant struggled to raise itself. Then, the bean began to absorb the paste. Bit by bit, the paste disappeared as a small bud emerged from the center of the bean and climbed higher. But before it could grow even a single a leaf, the green paste was gone and all growth stopped.

What in the nine skies is this? In both lifetimes, Xun had never heard of something like this happening at the start of a person’s cultivation. He would have called this a soul-bound spirit item if it weren’t for the fact that he wasn’t anywhere close to being a Consecration Realm cultivator.

At the Consecration Realm, cultivators chose an item to bind to their souls. It would appear in their apertures and float. Most people chose their favorite spirit equipment, especially since they could be upgraded with the right materials.

But whatever the mung bean plant was, it was a good thing.

The plant twirled in his aperture and each time it made a complete turn, it would resonate with Xun’s spirit channels and add an entire cycle of zhen to his cultivation. It wasn’t much with Xun’s broken spirit channels, less than one tenth of a single unit of zhen. But this seemed to be cultivation cycles that went beyond the hundred cycles of the Inner Breathing Method.

A plant that can help a person actively cultivate. If this were in my past life, I would have dismissed it as some kind of myth being spread by demonic cultivators meant to lure unsuspecting cultivators.

But it was hard to argue with reality. The plant turned pretty slowly, and Xun estimated that it would add another hundred cycles to his cultivation every day. At my current stage, that’s helpful but not anything to brag about. Pills could push me to the Consecration Realm if I had enough spirit stones. But if this keeps working and scales with me as I rise in cultivation?

Xun shuddered at the implications.

A couple days later, Lanhua also opened her aperture, managing the feat a single day before the deadline that Disciple Hanpin gave them. She spent that night singing and celebrating with Pengzi and Xun.

When Disciple Hanpin came back at exactly the end of their first month as laborers, everyone gave a sigh of relief. Pengzi reported what had happened with the spirit beast, at which the disciple simply dismissed the laborers with a wave of his hand and went up the mountain. Later that night, he came back down and began to check on everyone’s cultivation.

“Pengzi,” Hanpin ordered.

Pengzi stepped forward and with a yell, he punched forward. The zhen from his aperture sprinted through his spirit channels and flew into the air. A slight shimmer appeared on his knuckles.

“Good, your zhen is decent for just opening your aperture. Keep it up.” Hanpin turned to the next laborers.

Both Lanhua and Xun also performed well enough for Hanpin. And then the disciple came to Wangpan.

Unlike the other laborers, Wangpan spent the days after the spirit beast raid in a daze. After the initial few days, he began spending long hours in front of the center fire pit. The death of Zhuge affected him more severely than anyone else. Xun guessed that a part of it came from the fact that he also ran when he saw his lover being attacked. People show their true colors when in danger. And sometimes, they couldn’t accept the real version of themselves.

Everyone, including Xun, had tried to console Wangpan. But none of their words did anything. He’d need to walk out of his anguish himself.

Unfortunately, time had run out. Hanpin frowned as he watched Wangpan look at him with dead eyes.

“Not a cultivator huh? You think I won’t throw you out? Wasting my spirit rice like that, do you think that you’re some young master?”

Wangpan lowered his head further.

“Tell you what. You’re done. You’ll never be a cultivator. Pack your things. I want you off this mountain before the sun rises tomorrow,” Hanpin said with a tone of finality.

Lanhua looked like she wanted to say something but Pengzi tugged her sleeve. Hanpin saw the motion and a strange emotion flashed across the disciple’s eyes.

“I brought six damn laborers here and yet, when we need to start planting, I only have three left,” Hanpin complained. “Oh well, we’ll just have to make do. Pengzi, you’re in charge of the bottom third of the mountain. Lanhua, you take the middle third. And Xun, you take the top third.”

Xun hurried to accept his assignment with the other two laborers. But unlike Lanhua and Pengzi, Xun knew exactly what that meant. In his time getting familiar with the farms at night, he knew that the terraces closer to the top of the mountain were more fertile, while the lower ones were far worse.

Why assign the middle farm to Lanhua? For a second, Xun was stumped. He had been ready for the disciple to give Lanhua the top third of the farmland. I saw annoyance, maybe anger, in Hanpin’s eyes when he saw Pengzi tug Lanhua’s sleeve. That would explain why he got the worst part of the farm. But why not give Lanhua the top third, the best farmland?

And then Xun realized why. It was like a spirit horse racing. There were only two types of spirit horses. The ones who won, and the ones who lost. But among the losers, some would be more unhappy than others. These emotions were only amplified when it came to the owner of the second place horse. They would think that they could have won if they only worked a little harder.

He had seen plenty an owner whip their second-place horses to death in the next race with that exact mindset. They were bitter and willing to go beyond what was normal to win.

Xun shot a glance between Lanhua and Hanpin. Going beyond what was normal, it seemed, was exactly what the disciple wanted.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

STRENGTH TO RIVAL AN OX

Hanpin came down from his mountain early the next morning.

“Where’s Wangpan?” Hanpin demanded. He looked at the three laborers lined up in front of him questioningly.

“We haven’t seen him since the morning, Disciple Hanpin,” Pengzi replied with a hint of hesitation. “You said last night that you didn’t want to see him today.”

“I know what I said,” Hanpin snapped. “I’ve changed my mind. He can stay.”

Pengzi hesitated and Lanhua jumped in. “Brother Wang might be in his hut. He was there last night and I didn’t hear him leave. It’s not that he wanted to disobey you. He probably just needed some more time to pack.”

Hanpin walked over to Wangpan’s hut and gave a rough knock on the door. When no answer came, he pushed hard on the door and checked inside. It was empty. “He’s not here.”

“I… I’m not sure where he might be, then. I’m sorry, Disciple Han,” Lanhua said.

Xun noticed that the disciple only gave a quick glance into the room. He didn’t even bother with going inside to check on what had happened.

“It’s his misfortune.” Hanpin turned back and closed the door behind him. “Some people just don’t have the karma to become a cultivator. Looks like he’s one of them.”

No response came.

Hanpin clapped his meaty hands together and pointed at the mount. “Alright, then why don’t you all begin work for the day.”

Xun made his way to the top third of the mountain. Each terrace was about a single acre large, and his responsibilities included twenty-four such terraces. New shoots were beginning to spring up in the farms. Unlike normal rice, as long as the roots to the spirit rice weren’t dug up, it could continuously regrow without additional seed.

Bending down, Xun began to pluck away at weeds and crush any rice borers he came across. As he worked, he made sure to glance at Lanhua and Pengzi, keeping the same pace as their progress.

It was grueling, back-breaking work. Xun couldn’t remember the last time he did such intensive physical labor. And while he worked, Xun began thinking about the next steps of his cultivation.

The goal of the Earth stages was to strengthen muscles and build a cultivator’s body up for future cultivation. At later stages, the zhen coursing through spirit channels would slip out and make tiny tears in a cultivator’s body. Without a strong foundation of Earth Flesh, the zhen would eventually lead to life-ending wounds.

In some ways, every stage of the Foundation Realm was meant to support a cultivator on their journey to eternity. And at the Low Earth stage, Xun was now officially making his first strides on his new path.

Opening my aperture required a hundred units of zhen. Xun’s hands kept moving as his mind began to calculate how long it would take to get to the second stage. Pluck the weed, crush the bug, step forward. But to go from the Low Earth stage to the High Earth stage will take at least two hundred units of zhen. From there, getting to Low Wood is going to take another four hundred units of zhen.

Xun took a short break and saw Pengzi straightened his back on the lower terraces. Lanhua kept her head down and worked.

I get five units of zhen per day of from cycling. And with the plant in my aperture, that’s another five units. If I can steal the rice again, that’s probably another one or two units of zhen across all three meals. So let’s say eleven units of zhen. That means it’ll take about a bit more than a week to get to High Earth stage. That’s not too bad.

Another name for the Low Earth stage was Strength to Rival an Ox. And the High Earth stage was called Strength to Rival a Tiger. At the end of each stage, a cultivator would have five hundred and a thousand pounds worth of force. These were mostly mortal changes, but they added up.

Xun knew he had a long road ahead of him. But at least, there were ways for him to speed things up.

I need spirit stones. Xun thought as he worked.

Where the energy in spirit plants was unfocused and would scatter across a person’s body once consumed, spirit stones were different. Cultivators could hold the stones in their hands and pull the zhen from the stones directly into their aperture. It wouldn’t increase cultivation, but its recovery function was almost as good as cycling zhen directly. Rumor had it that the spirit stones were once part of the giant forge that Iron created to save the world.

Gradually, Xun became lost in the work. Pluck, crush, step. Pluck, crush, step.

The sun had begun to set when the work was finally finished. Hanpin was already waiting at the bottom of the mountain. As he watched the now muddy and tired laborers come before him, he brought out three spirit stones and a new scroll.

“As a laborer, each month, your salary is a single spirit stone.” The disciple tossed one stone to each laborer. “Your quota for each terrace is fifty pounds of rice. So each of you need to produce twelve hundred pounds of rice each month. If you exceed that, the sect will give you five percent of the excess rice. If you don’t, then your salary for the month is forfeit.”

The spirit stone salary washed away Lanhua and Pengzi’s exhaustion. They nodded quickly.

Xun, however, raised his hand. “Disciple Hanpin, while I was working today, I noticed that the rice needs more water. But there are no well or river that irrigates the terraces.”

The disciple looked at Xun for a second. “You used to work on a farm?”

Xun nodded.

“You’re right. No such things exist. Why would they? After all, we’re cultivators.” Hanpin handed the scroll to Xun and pulled out two more to give to the other laborers. “In there is the Cloud Rain Technique. Practice it and you’ll find that you can water the rice just fine.”

Xun bowed in thanks.

“Remember, I expect you all to be working and watering the fields every day. If the harvests are low, I won’t hesitate in deducting your salary. Got it?” After one final threat, Hanpin waved the laborers off.

The next two weeks of Xun’s new life were relatively simple.

He took care of the terraces in the morning light and cultivated in the afternoon. The Cloud Rain Technique was about as basic a technique as one could hope for, and everyone got the hang of it on the second day. But its simplicity didn’t make it cheap to use.

Every cast of the technique took an entire unit of zhen. With a bit of skill, Xun could stretch a single cast of the technique across six of his terraces, which meant spending four units of zhen to water all twenty-four terraces under his control. Things weren’t better for Pengzi or Lanhua. Neither of them showed as much control with the technique and found themselves entirely out of zhen by the end of the day.

So this is how the Nine Thunder Sect controls their laborers. Without spirit rice, Xun was only getting ten units of zhen each day. Subtracting the four he had to use on the Cloud Rain Technique, his cultivation was thirty percent lower than what it could have been.

As work on the farm ramped up, the three remaining laborers came to an invisible agreement to skip their nightly chats before the bonfire. For one, the drudgery and exhaustion of farming was enough that they’d go straight to their huts after work. And second, after Wangpan’s disappearance, the previous camaraderie that bonded them together was weaker than ever before.

“Brother Xun, Brother Peng,” Lanhua called out as the laborers finished tending their respective terraces. “How about we get together tonight?”

The two male laborers nodded tiredly and shuffled to the logs in front of the fire.

Lanhua broke the silence first. “When do you think we can reach the Low Fire stage and become Outer Disciples?”

“At this point, never.” Pengzi ground his teeth as he smacked a stick against the fire. “Even if I can cycle all thirty times, all I get each day is nine units of zhen. The Cloud Rain Technique uses up seven of the nine, leaving me with only two. So it’ll take me almost four months to get the two hundred zhen to reach the second High Earth stage.”

“Not to mention that I haven’t been able to do the full thirty yet,” Lanhua said.

“Exactly!” Pengzi tossed the stick in the fire. “We’re being ground down to a nub. All for what? To get a single spirit stone each month?”

“We could use the spirit stone to recover our zhen instead of cycling?” Lanhua suggested. “A spirit stone has about ten units of zhen and we don’t need waste our cycles on recovering our zhen.”

“Sure, but ten units does nothing. It’ll be months before we can build enough strength to reach the second stage. I bet the people who became disciples are already High Earth cultivators and working toward the Wood stages by now.”

“What do you think we should do?” Lanhua asked.

Pengzi exhaled. “I’m not sure. Maybe something will change at the harvest.”

“What if we didn’t water the fields every day?” Lanhua suggested.

“No, I think I saw the disciple hiding in the forest and keeping an eye on us when we work. He’ll know if we try something,” Xun said. As much as he liked Lanhua and Pengzi as people, he also very much needed them to be alive. If one of them went missing and Hanpin assigned more terraces to Xun, he’d never be more than the Earth stages.

“Or maybe we can use the technique better? Cast it fewer times for the same result?” Lanhua said.

“Maybe,” Pengzi said hesitantly. “I think our best bet is to wait. If we produce more than the quota, we’ll get a portion of the excess spirit rice as a reward. Maybe we can trade it for spirit stones at the sect market. A pound of spirit rice is worth a spirit stone. That gives us enough room to cultivate.”

Lanhua nodded and sat closer to Pengzi. Xun watched all of this while lost in his own thoughts.

It’s fortunate that I have that strange spirit plant in my aperture. Without that, of the hundred cycles I run each day, eighty of them are set aside for the zhen I use in the Cloud Rain Technique. That leaves me with only twenty cycles to better myself. That’s only a single unit of zhen each day, nowhere near enough. But even with the spirit plant, that’s only six units of zhen each day.

Xun also couldn’t sell the green rice grains he collected. Although the impact from the spirit rice on his cultivation was much smaller than before, every bit made a difference. Plus, they also helped alleviate the pain from cycling the Inner Breathing Method.

If he tried to sell the stolen rice, someone would notice and report him. He hadn’t read the laws about theft in the Nine Thunder Sect, but if this sect was anything like other cultivation sects, the punishment for such an action from a laborer was either expulsion or death. Neither of which he wanted to risk.

Like what Pengzi said, Xun had to wait for the harvest and hope that things would change then.

The rest of the month passed by in a blur. Disciple Hanpin came down from his mountain to perform the harvest and tallied the yields.

“Xun, one thousand and four hundred pounds of rice. Lanhua, exactly one thousand and two hundred pounds. Pengzi, one thousand and one hundred pounds.” The disciple looked between the three laborers. “That means Xun had an excess of two hundred pounds. By the sect’s guidelines, he gets ten pounds of rice as a reward. Lanhua has no excess and therefore gets nothing. And Pengzi, your salary this month is forfeit.”

“Disciple Han, it wasn’t that I didn’t work hard, it’s that my farm is overrun with bugs,” Lanhua said with tears in her eyes. Over the second half of the month, she had started work before the sun was even up and left the fields long after the others called it quits. Yet, she barely had anything to show for her efforts.

Pengzi nodded alongside her. “I noticed the same thing. For some reason, the rice borers in the farm are more numerous as you go down the mountain.”

“And that excuses your yield?” Hanpin pulled the edges of his mouth apart, forming a cruel line with his lips. “You’re laborers. Your title explains everything. If there are bugs in your fields, do you not know how to crush them? Use your zhen and if your zhen runs out, use your hands.”

Both Pengzi and Lanhua lowered their heads at the disciple’s outburst.

“You know what? If you want to complain so badly, Pengzi, I’ll give you back your salary. But next month, if you can’t reach the quota again, what happens then?”

“Sorry, Disciple Hanpin, I’ll try my best. I promise I’ll make it next month,” Pengzi said. There was nothing else he could say.

“Good.” Hanpin had a small smile after bullying the laborer. He tossed a single spirit stone at each of the laborers and counted out Xun’s ten pounds of rice, separated into two bags.

“Disciple Hanpin, could I get a few days off? Maybe go to the sect market?” Xun asked as he eyed the rice bags.

“No, there’s still much to do here on the farm. Maybe next month.” Hanpin dismissed the request brusquely. “I’ll be delivering the rice to the sect the next few days. Don’t you dare try to step foot in the mountain forest while I’m away.”

All three laborers bowed as Hanpin raised the massive pile of rice with a cloud he summoned and made his way to the sect.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

SOUL WATER PETALS

Xun walked over to the other two laborers.

“I’m sorry about what happened earlier,” Xun said. As much as he hated small talk, there was a purpose for it. It helped ease the tension. “The disciple… he’s really not too fun to be around.”

“It’s fine,” Pengzi said with a note of dismissal while Lanhua looked thankful for Xun’s comment.

“I have a favor to ask from you guys. It seems like Disciple Hanpin is purposefully keeping our cultivation low.”

“What do you care?” Pengzi bristled. “It’s not like you’re the one who almost had your salary taken. How did you get such good luck to be assigned the top third of the farm?”

Xun didn’t back away. “I think that’s exactly why the disciple assigned me that part of the farm. To divide us. Make us fight each other.”

“Really now? Then how about you split your rice with us in a show of solidarity?” Pengzi’s voice was still angry, but it seemed like there was also a cold calculation behind his words.

“Sure, but would that solve our problem of the cultivation or the disciple?”

“It’d be a start,” Lanhua mumbled.

Xun could see that he was losing the laborers. At the moment, the other two probably hated Hanpin. He had to use those emotions.

“What If I could offer you something better? I have a plan to help pave our cultivation paths,” Xun said as he leaned closer. “Did you notice how Disciple Hanpin denied my request for a leave?”

“So what?” Pengzi’s tone softened slightly.

“That means he doesn’t want us to interact much with the other laborers. Have you noticed how in the two months we’ve been here, no one has come to the farm? Even if we’re a bit out of the way, that makes no sense.”

“And the spirit beast. Hanpin dismissed the attack without even checking things,” Lanhua said. Xun took note of the fact that the girl used Hanpin’s full name instead of the more respectful Disciple Hanpin or the more familiar Disciple Han.

“Exactly, if I had to guess, it’s that Hanpin doesn’t want us to progress in our cultivation.” Xun knew that their hate of the disciple wouldn’t last, especially when Hanpin was the one in control of the distribution of resources. But today, after the first harvest, the laborers could be convinced to do things against their best interest. “So I’m going to try and sneak out to the sect market to trade my spirit rice for some pills to increase my cultivation. If I can break into the Wood stages, that should give Hanpin some pause before he tries to bully us again.”

Xun imagined that the Nine Thunders sect market was much the same as every other sect market. Since laborers and outer disciples were generally assigned to a single property and rewarded based on their production numbers, the market was meant as a place for them to gather and trade amongst each other.

“What if Hanpin catches you?” Pengzi asked.

“If he finds me while I’m on my way to the market or at the market itself, then it’ll just be my karma. But if I can get past him, all that I ask from you is to help cover the fact that I’ve sold the spirit rice.” Xun went over to the rice bags and grabbed the bag with only two pounds of rice in it over. “In fact, I’d like to purchase your spirit stones. One pound of rice for a spirit stone. So I’ll trade this two pound bag for both of your stones. If he checks, then we’ll say that we decided to split the spirit rice.”

Pengzi and Lanhua traded a glance before agreeing to Xun’s suggestion.

“One more thing, I think Hanpin will be gone for a while. And with the harvest done, it’ll be a while before any work needs to get done on the farm. Could you cover for me while I’m away?”

The second yes was easier than the first one.

“Sure, we can do that. But what about the spirit beasts?” Lanhua asked. She was probably thinking of the Tigerhead Rabbit that had killed Zhuge.

“It’s a risk I’ll have to take,” Xun said. “But I’m a cultivator now. If nothing else, I should be able to run away if I do encounter one. Will you guys help me with this?”

Lanhua answered for the two of them. “Yes. Brother Xun, good luck. We’re counting on you.”

Xun nodded. He went over to his remaining bag of rice, heaving all ten pounds of the rice on his shoulder, and then set off.

When Xun was far enough into the bamboo forest, he doubled back to make sure no one was following him. Despite what he had said to Pengzi and Lanhua, he had never intended to go to the sect market. At least not right now.

As far as Xun knew, there was only one farm in the entire Nine Thunders Sect. So if some laborer started selling spirit rice in the sect market a couple of days after the harvest, Hanpin would instantly get suspicious. And given that Xun was the only one with extra spirit rice, it was as good as admitting to the disciple that he had sneaked off the farm.

What he planned to do was far more bold. Xun made a large arc within the forest and circled to the backside of the farm, away from the village. And then he settled back into a comfortable position to wait for the sun to set.

While most people tended to seek the simple explanation for things, Xun had learned that coincidences in the cultivation world were generally not as innocent as they seemed.

His suspicions had started when Hanpin first saw the laborers. The gleam in the disciple's eyes was almost the same as how a farmer might look at chickens. It was as if the laborers were nothing more than livestock for his gain.

If that was it, then I could somewhat understand where he’s coming from. We were there to help on the farm, after all. Xun grabbed a nearby bamboo leaf and stuck it in his mouth. The slightly bitter taste of the plant helped keep him awake. But then there’s the matter of Liubo and Wangpan.

Liubo’s death was a shock, but the others seemed to accept the explanation that Hanpin valued his privacy and the boy’s own curiosity led to his downfall. But a killing formation wasn’t cheap. Even the most basic one would have cost hundreds of spirit stones. There was no way that an outer disciple would waste their money on such a thing. Especially Hanpin. He was in charge of a spirit farm where the strongest laborers were at most Earth or Wood stage cultivators. It made no logical sense for him, a Water stage cultivator, to feel threatened to the point where he went out to buy such a powerful formation.

And even if we could explain Liubo’s death as just a mere accident, what about the spirit beast attack?

Hanpin should have alerted the sect when the spirit beast killed one of the laborers. At the very least, he should have tracked and pursued the beast to find out what had happened. But the disciple had simply dismissed it. That, more than anything else, was the final nail in the coffin.

If individually, these events could have been explained as random chance. Together, Xun smelled something fishy.

Since the other two now assumed that Xun had gone to the market, this was the perfect time to see what Disciple Hanpin’s secret at the top of the mountain was.

The sun was still high in the sky and with the recent harvest, anyone trying to climb through the terraces could be spotted fairly easily. There was nothing to do but wait. Xun leaned back on his sack of spirit rice and relaxed.

After the sun had fully set and the moon was out in full force, Xun began climbing up the mountain. He was lucky that tonight was a half moon and no clouds. There was enough moonlight for him to see where he was going, but not enough such that someone could see him from afar.

As he climbed, Xun realized he had sneaked around more in the past two months than in his past life combined.

Just one more thing that’s different this time than the last time. At this point, Xun had become weirdly proficient at walking without noise. As he took the route where the shadows were thickest, he also used his sense of smell to scout out any potential dangers. Maybe I should become an assassin in this life.

Soon, Xun passed the terraces and came to the edge of the forest. Like before, he found the formation at the edge of the forest. With his zhen, Xun could poke at the formation without triggering it. After a couple different tests, he confirmed that its only function was to notify the disciple if someone was coming, rather than kill them. So that’s another one of Hanpin’s lies. There is no killing formation. At least not yet.

With a few more prods, Xun found one of the formation flags.

Given that Hanpin had only set up a low-level formation, he disrupted it by pouring a bit of zhen into the flag and tilting it at a tiny angle. That created a gap large enough for him to slip through without triggering the formation. Better formations didn’t have that weakness, but then again, if Hanpin could afford a better formation, he probably wouldn’t have been an outer disciple.

As Xun climbed higher, he realized that there was a sweet, fruity aroma in the air. He slowed his climb. The trees in the forest had evidently benefited from the mountain’s higher zhen. They weren't exactly spirit plants yet but given their girth, they were close.

All of a sudden, Xun froze in his steps.

“Nine skies,” Xun swore softly. In front of him was another formation flag, this one sticking out of the side of the tree as if to taunt him. The triangle fabric fly of the flag was pointed downwards. “I’ll be damned. A Zhen Locking Formation.”

There’s something precious that the disciple is keeping at the top of the mountain. Xun thought. The only reason Hanpin would have placed a Zhen Locking Formation would have been to hide something that emitted strong zhen. Just seeing the formation, Xun could narrow down Hanpin’s secret to a couple of key areas. Either he has a rare spirit plant, or there’s some inheritance.

Odds were likely the former. There was no way that the sect didn’t know about an unclaimed inheritance so close to the main sect peak.

Xun crept higher. His progress was incredibly slow now as he made sure there wasn’t another formation or something that would give him away. Almost immediately after he passed the Zhen Locking Formation, the sweet aroma intensified tenfold. The zhen at the top of the mountain was multiple times what it should have been and the trees were like giants holding up the sky.

Finally, Xun reached the top of the mountain.

He tucked behind a giant tree as he looked out at the disciple’s cabin. It was just an ordinary wood cabin. Xun walked around, staying in the cover of the trees. Nothing looked suspicious.

But then, a small clearing to the right caught his eye. Shuffling over, Xun found five plants, two of which had blossoming flowers. After a single look, Xun knew exactly what they were.

Soul Water Petals.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

TALISMANS

Xun slipped down the mountain and sprinted back to the bamboo forest.

Soul Water Petals were quite famous in the cultivation world. On the surface, they were the perfect Foundation Realm spirit plant. They could grow in almost any environment and required almost zero attention after sprouting. On top of that, where most spirit plants required years if not decades of care, the petals matured in less than two years.

There was just one catch.

To successfully grow, the Soul Water Petal needed spirit channels as nutrients. Since there was no way to physically extract spirit channels from a person, the seedling of the petal had to be planted on top of someone recently deceased. On top of that, the plant only accepted shale-tier and above spirit channels. So underneath every flower was someone who could have been a cultivator. Liubo and Wangpan are probably two of them.

For all that work, once the spirit plant was mature, each petal on the flower could be plucked and refined into a pill that increased a person’s cultivation by five hundred units of zhen. With three petals per flower, a single plant could help someone gain a total of 1,500 units of zhen. In other words, if Xun ate one of them right now, he would instantly blow by the Earth stages and land in the High Wood stage. 

Despite its benefits, most sects banned the planting of the Soul Water Petal. Evidently, the Nine Thunders Sect was one of them with how closely Hanpin was guarding his secret.

For a second, Xun admired the disciple’s tactics. No one would notice a few laborers missing from a spirit farm. And a single Soul Water Pill was worth at least a hundred spirit stones. It was a great way to both increase cultivation while also earning more…

No. That’s not me. Xun snapped out of that line of thinking.

In Xun’s past life, he had been an orthodox cultivator. His master had taught him that everything had karma. If a cultivator killed someone for no reason, they’d gain some invisible slice of karma that would impact their cultivation at some later date.

There was a second type of cultivator, those who pursued strength at the expense of everything else. Karma meant nothing to them. They’d kill, pillage, steal, and otherwise do whatever it took to become stronger. They were also known as demon cultivators.

Hanpin was a demonic cultivator.

My goal this life is to reach the eternity. But if the path that I take is full of reckless karma and destruction, then would I really be happy at eternity? I would rather have the world owe me a favor for doing the right thing than the other way around.

Xun felt the wind whip against his face as he ran down the terraces. It felt so light, like his heart. All of a sudden, he had the urge to sit down and cultivate.

Another moment of enlightenment? Now?

Xun pushed down the urge to cultivate and kept sprinting. As much as he wanted to improve his cultivation, he couldn’t let the other laborers discover him and leave an opening for Hanpin to get suspicious of him. Now that he knew Hanpin’s secret, it also meant that he knew what the disciple was capable of. If Hanpin could kill the laborers to grow his spirit plants, he could also kill to keep his secret.

When he finally reached the spirit rice bag, Xun settled down into a cultivation posture and began cycling zhen. For the next couple of hours, he thought of nothing but bringing zhen in and adding it to his aperture.

Five hundred cycles.

Perhaps because of his new insight about what kind of cultivator he would be, his new moment of enlightenment lasted far longer than what Xun thought was possible. When he opened his eyes again, it was daytime.

My aperture is full. All twenty-five units of zhen. Xun thought after tearing through the rice in the bag. After eating cooked rice for so long, eating raw rice felt like a downgrade. But at least the rice this time was ripe and didn’t have the slightly bitter taste that green rice did. And zhen was zhen. His body needed it after pushing itself to the limit.

In theory, Xun should have been happy. He had reached two moments of enlightenments in just as many months and gained a whole twenty-five units of zhen on the second go. If the trend was to be believed, he’d have a chance to reach the Low Fire stage within a year and become an Outer Disciple. Slow compared to his previous life, but lightning fast given how broken his spirit channels were.

But Xun couldn’t muster the energy to feel happy. It was like an ant finding a juicy morsel of food as it watched a giant foot come crushing down. For Xun, Hanpin was that foot, about to crush him.

With the Soul Water Petals, the disciple was at least a Water stage cultivator, so far ahead of Xun in cultivation that it’d take two to three years at his current pace to catch up. The only reason he hadn’t killed the last three laborers was probably because he needed someone to actually tend the farm. The moment Xun showed some promise, he’d be ruthlessly cut down.

The previous laborers probably didn’t graduate and become Outer Disciples. If they did, at least one of them should have come to visit Hanpin by now. No, what’s more likely is that they became nutrients for the Soul Water Petal. Did I reincarnate only to be killed by a demon cultivator? What kind of karma is that?

Xun could have decided to run away in that moment. But something told him that that wasn’t the right choice. He had the feeling that if he ran, the memory of this would come back to haunt him. It’d be a heart demon that would obstruct his path to eternity.

I guess there’s still a bit of the sword cultivator in me, ignoring the safe path and taking the more difficult one.

The other option for Xun was to just tell the sect about Hanpin’s tendencies and be done with everything. The problem with that was twofold. First, he needed to find someone he could trust to tell. Zeran came to mind, but she was an alchemist. Hanpin was working with at least one of the alchemists in the sect to refine the Soul Water Petals. And second, he needed to do so without bringing attention to himself.

It's almost easier to take care of this myself. A smile began to spread on Xun’s face. That was his preferred method of taking care of problems.

Xun forced himself to calm down by tallying his possessions. Three spirit stones, six pounds of raw spirit rice after eating two earlier, one strange mung bean plant in his aperture, and one dead Tigerhead Rabbit without its beast core. It wasn’t a lot. But through the process of thinking about what he had, the outlines of a plan started to form in his mind.

This time, I’m not going to charge in with a sword and just start swinging.

First, Xun needed a technique to defend himself.

The only technique that Hanpin had given the laborers was the Cloud Rain Technique that did nothing unless Xun’s opponent was a fire elemental. And even then, the damage from the water techniques would be minimal on the elemental. Either the sect didn’t think it was necessary to teach their laborers fighting techniques, or Hanpin had meddled in the distribution of them.

Switching tacks, Xun thought about the fights he had when he was at the Foundation Realm. His attacks back then made him nearly unbeatable. Sword cultivators were known to have the sharpest attacks among all cultivators. After all, they focused on Iron, the element best known for its single-target damage. But Xun knew instinctively that his sword skills wouldn’t help him here.

For starters, I need a sword. Then, once I do get a sword, I need to convert my zhen to hold an iron attribute, which means changing scriptures. And even after I do all that, there’s no way I can bridge three whole stages’ worth of cultivation difference.

What about fire techniques? Like iron, fire was another element known for its attacking prowess. But where iron was all about single-target damage, fire techniques like the Fireball Technique did damage across a rather large area. No. If I can’t break his defense with iron, then fire techniques won’t mean anything.

Wood? Xun crossed it out. The element was known for its healing properties. Perhaps it’d have some synergy with the mung bean in his aperture, but wood techniques were generally weak on the attacking front.

Water was also out. His only chance against Hanpin had to be something that hit first, hit strong, and hit true. The liquid element didn’t fit any of those categories and he didn’t have the luxury of bombarding the disciple with weak, ineffective strikes.

But earth, earth might work. Xun thought back to one of his fights as a sword cultivator. His opponent had seemed weak, almost too weak. Once the fighting started, the cultivator had used the Earth Shield Technique to cover himself. Although it took a few swings for Xun to cut through the defense, he eventually did, only to find a second earth shield. Cutting through that, he reached yet another shield. By the time Xun reached his opponent, he was exhausted. It was only through sheer grit that he performed his last swing and won the match.

It was going to be a long shot, but earth was probably the best chance that Xun had.

“Earth Shield Technique,” Xun called out as he felt the zhen in his aperture rapidly drop. In a matter of seconds, a full ten units of zhen had been expended. But in exchange, a shield of earth floated in front of him. Even if it was cut in half, the shield would reform as long as the initial zhen hadn’t run out. It would protect him until it either received unrecoverable damage or enough time had passed for the zhen to dissipate.

Xun began to shape his shield. He first cut away the corners and then evened out the height and length to be the same span. The width he doubled to be equal to the size of two fists. In the end, what he had in front of him resembled a flattened round ball.

Then, he tried to overwrite the protective functions of the technique and throw the new shield forward.

“Hah, what am I doing. I just made an Earth Ball Technique,” Xun laughed. After his initial shock, the threat of Hanpin triggered something within him. “Wait, no, this is different.”

Xun paused the ball of earth in front of him and examined it. Then, he coursed zhen through his palms to create the Earth Ball Technique. It cost five units of zhen, but the result was a thinly packed sphere that didn’t seem like much. On the other hand, the modified Earth Shield Technique was compact and solid enough that it could probably demolished the hut Xun currently lived in.

Staying on the path of the Earth Shield Technique, Xun cycled to recover zhen and continue his experiment. It took about three units of zhen for the shield to speed forward at the correct pace. The result was magnificent. The earth amalgamation bowled over dozens of the nearby bamboo trees before finally reaching the end of its life and collapsing into dirt.

If I were a sword cultivator, it would have taken me at least five swings of one zhen each to do that much damage. It would have been more economical, but with this, I’m not putting my own body in danger to do so much damage. The technique’s strong enough to be scary.

Smiling, Xun tried to cast the technique again. This time, because he was using less earth, the summoning part of the technique only took eight units of zhen while the throwing part still required three zhen. The damage was equally brilliant. If Xun had ambushed the Tigerhead Rabbit with the technique, he would have easily won.

And there goes my zhen. Twenty-four out of twenty-five units are gone, for just two casts of the technique. That’s five cycles worth of cultivation that I just used right there, six if you include the Earth Ball Technique.

At some point or another, every cultivator realized that their time was a currency just as valuable as spirit stones or pills. And each time they used zhen was a cycle or two that they could have spent toward cultivation. In some ways, that was also why talent was so important. A Silver spirit channel cultivator could recover five times as much zhen in a single cycle as a Chalk tier one. That was a huge difference.

Although the damage from the Earth Shield Technique was significant, Hanpin wouldn’t fall to a single cast of such a technique. He wouldn’t even fall to two casts. The disciple would probably knock away Xun’s attacks with ease and smile when Xun ran out of zhen. But what if Xun could cast it a hundred times?

Then, and only then, could Xun really threaten the disciple.

So the second step of his plan was to create talismans.

There were a lot of ways for cultivators to increase their combat potential. A sword cultivator could find a better sword that allowed them to use more zhen in their attacks. A spirit cultivator could set up formations to trap and kill anyone who stumbled into them. And a rich cultivator could buy spirit beast familiars that obeyed their commands.

But the quickest way for someone to become more dangerous was talismans. Depending on the quality of the talisman, the thin papers could hold techniques ranging from weak Illumination Technique to powerful Thunderfire Annihilations. Best of all, once these techniques were captured by the talisman, they no longer needed zhen to use. So even a Foundation Realm cultivator could throw a Consecration Realm technique if they had the money and resources to buy such a talisman.

Xun didn’t exactly have the money, even with the spirit rice he was leaning on. But there was one thing that he did have. Time.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THERE WAS ONCE PENGZI

To create a talisman from scratch, Xun needed four things. A spirit brush, spirit ink, talisman paper, and a technique. He started with the spirit brush.

He found his way to the bamboo tree with a faint mark carved into its body. Digging down, Xun brought out a lump wrapped in rough cotton cloth. He carefully pulled aside the cloth and placed its contents on the ground.

After killing the rabbit half a month earlier, he had found time in the following time to come back and treat the carcass of the spirit beast. The skin had been separated from the meat and dried. The meat had been placed in a small clay pot. And the bones had been ground into a fine dust. With that, and the inherent zhen within the beast, it looked as if Xun had just killed the animal.

“The tail fur of the rabbit. I guess this much should be enough. A young bamboo culm, measured to exactly the length of two hands. And bamboo fiber to wrap it all together.”

Xun looked at his new creation. A writing brush. Except what he had made looked closer to a tiny broom than an intricate writing instrument. With a bitter smile, he placed it aside and began plucking the rabbit’s tail fur to start all over again.

“The tail hair of a rabbit, one pinch’s worth of mostly straight and long threads. A young bamboo culm, thin and measured to the length of one and a half hands. And a bamboo fiber softened by a quick soak in water to wrap everything tightly.”

The second iteration of Xun’s spirit brush looked less like miniature cleaning equipment, and more like a child’s toy. It was probably good enough.

Despite the success, Xun kept making spirit brushes. When the rabbit’s tail hairs ran out, Xun moved on to the rest of its fur. Only when he had plucked the spirit beast dry did he finally stop. There were a couple of failures, but the successes had been enough to create twelve basic spirit brushes.

Spirit ink was far easier. Xun butchered the animal, making sure to collect any blood in a small, recessed rock. The blood of a spirit beast had enough zhen to be considered spirit ink.

With both a spirit brush and spirit ink, the next thing Xun needed was a medium to seal the technique. Talisman paper.

That was a hard one. Talisman paper usually revolved around some kind of spirit tree that was ground up into a pulp, mashed together, and then dried to make paper. There was no way that he could try such a large operation.

Instead, Xun sized up one of the thicker bamboo trees and knocked it down. Then, cutting at the nodes, he came away with a circular internode section about the length of a hand. With a sharp rock, he split the bamboo into eight different slips. They weren’t exactly rectangular like normal talisman paper but the inner skin of each slip could be written upon.

From there, he measured the size of each slip and cut down any that were too big. Talisman could only be the size of one’s hand. Any bigger and the technique captured would quickly slip away.

With all three parts assembled, Xun began working on turning the bamboo slips into talismans.

The theory behind writing a talisman was simple enough that even Xun knew it. Some ancient cultivator had discovered that elemental words like earth or fire contained inherent power within them and by chaining together a bunch of words, they could create a talisman that captured zhen.

Over time, cultivators organized the art of talisman writing into two steps. The first was the inscription step. The more words that the creator could write onto the talisman paper, the more powerful the talisman could be. The rule of thumb was ten symbols for every unit of zhen the cultivator intended to capture.

The second step was called the capture step. Though words had some power, it was nowhere near strong enough to actually cast a technique. Instead, Talisman Writers had to cast the technique that the talisman would then capture. During the capture process, the technique had to be as close to a resting position as possible. Otherwise, the talisman would break and the capture would fail.

Even though Xun knew the theory, putting it in practice was a different matter entirely.

It took him about twenty tries to fit a hundred symbols of earth, each taking up space no bigger than a rice grain, onto a single bamboo slip before he realized with despair that he actually needed to fit a hundred and ten symbols for his eleven zhen technique. But instead of wasting his current slip, Xun came into a cycling position.

Once he recovered ten units of zhen, Xun cast the Earth Shield Technique again. This time, as the roundish shield hung in the air, Xun pushed the bamboo slip forward. Almost immediately, the symbols on the slip began to glow as the shield became smaller and smaller. Xun watched it all with excitement brewing in his eyes. But right as the shield was about the size of a single fist, it began to shake and with it, the bamboo slip too.

“No, no, no.” Xun tried to salvage the situation by pouring another unit of zhen into the technique. Instead of helping, the shaking became worse. Before he could do anything, the slip broke in half as it released a pile of earth back to the ground.

Xun stared at the new mound before shaking his head and writing on the next bamboo slip.

I’m going to succeed. I won’t stop until I do.

After two days of creating bamboo slips, casting techniques, and trying to create talismans, Xun was more stubborn than ever.

His eyes were bloodshot from writing all the tiny words and littered around him were broken bamboo slips. Some had failed during the inscription process where Xun’s hand had trembled just enough to ruin the talisman. Others had failed because the technique wasn’t peaceful enough to be captured.

“Please,” Xun said as he brought a bamboo slip toward a mound of earth. “I swear on the nine skies and nine underworlds and everything in between. Please succeed.”

Piece by piece, the technique grew smaller and the words on the bamboo slip began to glow brighter. Xun held his breath when the earth mound was less than the size of a fist and let it out when the technique blinked out of existence with a soft pop. All that was left was a bamboo slip filled with softly twinkling words.

A smile graced Xun’s lips. He had only a moment to celebrate his success before his head tilted sideways and he crashed to the ground. Almost immediately, he began snoring. But even while dreaming, he still clutched the one successful bamboo slip tightly in his hand.

Xun finished his spirit rice on the fourth day and began heading back to the farm. The time and resource expenditure were well justified. Tied around his waist were five bamboo slips, each one pulsing with power.

“Xun! You’re back!” Pengzi was the first to notice Xun returning. “Thank the heavens you’re back. Hanpin returned last night. He doesn’t know that you were gone though.”

“Thanks Brother Peng,” Xun said. He then leaned closer, “I had a lot of success. But the path to even just the Wood stages is far harder than I first imagined. I think it’ll take a while before we get there.”

“Right, that’s okay. I’m sure we’ll find a way.” Pengzi’s eyes dimmed when Xun mentioned how difficult cultivating was going to be.

“Yes indeed, I’m sure we will.” Xun glanced at the top of the mountain. “Are you sure the disciple didn’t notice me gone?”

Pengzi nodded. “He seemed upset at something and stormed up without even talking to us. And we haven’t needed to go into the terraces just yet. There’s nothing to do right now.”

Thanking Pengzi, Xun slowly went back to his hut.

Xun found out that his worries about the disciple were almost entirely unfounded. Hanpin didn’t appear the next day, or the one after that. He didn’t come down the mountain for the entire next month, only appearing for the harvest. Like before, Xun was awarded with an extra twelve pounds of rice while Pengzi and Lanhua barely made their quotas.

“Good job, Xun,” Hanpin complimented. “Since you’re so good at planting, I think perhaps it might make sense for you to trade terraces with Lanhua. What do you say?”

“Yes Disciple Hanpin,” Xun bowed. His cultivation would be slower without the extra spirit rice each month but in other ways, this was better. The less Hanpin thought of him as a threat, the better.

“Good. Now, start working on the fields for the next month.” Hanpin began dismissing the disciples before changing his mind. “Actually, Lanhua, stay behind. I want to tell you a couple of things.”

Xun quickly stepped away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lanhua giving the disciple a hug and begin happily chatting away with him.

That night, a series of heavy knocks sounded on Xun’s door.

Expecting the disciple, Xun hid the talismans under his robe. But he found Pengzi outside his door.

“Brother Xun,” Pengzi said with a bitter smile. “How about a drink? I sneaked a small bottle of aged liquor into the sect. I thought that I could sell it one day to some disciple for cultivation resources. But how foolish that was. Want to drink with me?”

In his heart, Xun wanted to say no. But as he looked Pengzi’s sad face, he was reminded of his own past life. When his first romantic relationship ended, in part due to his master, it took him months to step out of the shadow and back into the world.

Perhaps this is karma.

Xun nodded as he strode out of his hut and walked with Pengzi through the village.

“How about we go to the hill? Where Zhuge and Liubo are?” Xun suggested.

“Sure, let’s do that.”

The two of them took a seat next to the grave markers. Xun accidentally stepped on the edge of Zhuge’s grave and his foot sunk down in the loose dirt. He knit his eyebrows together for a second before smoothing them over.

As soon as he sat down, Pengzi took a massive swig from a porcelain bottle and began talking.

“You know, I’ve liked Lanhua since I first saw her. That was two years ago, when we first reached the academy. And yet, during those two years, I was torn between confessing my love and learning enough to become a cultivator. In the end, I chose cultivation over love.”

That was a good choice, Xun thought silently.

“So when I saw that Lanhua was also assigned to be a spirit farmer, I thought this was the heaven’s way of telling me that I had made the right choice. Maybe we could become partners, get married, have kids. I could already imagine a future with the two of us. That’s why I wasn’t too happy when I saw you. It wasn’t anything that you did, I just was afraid.” Pengzi thrust the bottle in Xun’s direction. Knowing that the laborer had already taken a drink, Xun poured a bit of it down his throat.

Immediately, Xun began coughing.

“Hah, looks like you weren’t ready for my special brew.” Pengzi took the bottle back and took another swig. “But what does it matter. After today, I realize that I was merely dreaming. Who am I to have a partner? I’m just a laborer. At this rate, I’ll be a laborer until I die. Do you know that I’m only adding a single unit of zhen to my cultivation every day? That means it’ll take me around five years to just get to the High Wood stage. And the zhen requirements at that stage are even higher.”

“But is that a reason to give up on the path to eternity?” Xun asked.

“What’s the point of cultivating if there’s no future? What’s the point of life if I have to watch the woman I love fall for another man?”

“To become eternal requires great courage,” Xun said.

“But tell me, what’s the point of it all? Why struggle? Why do we want to be eternal?”

Pengzi’s words were in some ways resonating with Xun. He could feel his conviction for cultivation wavering a bit. That was dangerous. “The point of cultivating isn’t so that life becomes better for you. If that were the case, then the sect leader should be the happiest person in the whole sect. But I bet you that he’s just as unhappy and miserable as us. The point of cultivating isn’t to be happy. It’s to gain the chance to make a happy life. Those are two different things.”

“And why would I want that when Lanhua… when I have to suffer so much to be happy? Why must I struggle for happiness?”

Xun took out the spirit stone that was his salary for the month. Then he tossed it to Pengzi.

“Do you feel happy?” Xun asked.

Pengzi looked down at his new spirit stone. “Not really.”

“If that’s the case, give me that back.” Xun reached over and took the stone back. “And since you don’t care about cultivating anymore, why don’t you give me yours as well.”

“No,” Pengzi said. As soon as the words left his mouth, his face looked confused. He took another drink from the bottle. The liquid splashed around and a line ran down his neck. “It’s not that I want to cultivate, it’s just that… I worked so hard for this spirit stone. It means something to me.”

Xun smiled as he pointed up toward the top of the mountain. “That’s what it means to cultivate. If there wasn’t the struggle, would you value what you had? And if you didn’t value what you had, would you be happy? But if you want to do something and need help, know that I’ll help you.”

Pengzi stared tightly at Xun’s hand. Then, he looked in the direction that Xun was pointing in. Finally, he closed his eyes and was silent for a long while, long enough that Xun thought the laborer was asleep. When he lightly got up to go back to his hut, Pengzi’s voice finally came.

“Xun, you’re a good friend. I hope you become a disciple and if you do, just remember that there was once a person called Pengzi.”

Pengzi tossed Xun his spirit stone.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

SPIRIT BEASTS

The months began to fly by.

The next four harvests all went by without a hitch. Lanhua, by virtue of farming the top terraces, gained ten to fifteen pounds of rice every month. Pengzi and Xun, on the other hand, barely stayed above the quota and kept their monthly salaries.

Each month, whenever Hanpin came down for the harvest, Lanhua would stick around the disciple. Sometimes she’d affectionately touch his arm, or laugh at something he said, or just flirt with him in general. Both Xun and Pengzi saw these things and said nothing.

The night after each harvest, when Hanpin had left for the sect, Pengzi would give Xun his monthly spirit stone.

In that time, Lanhua broke through to the Low Wood stage. On the other hand, even with the spirit stones that Pengzi gave Xun, the two of them were neck and neck in cultivation, barely making it to the High Earth stage after four months.

As the months wore on, Xun began to relax, especially when no one else disappeared.

Maybe a couple of laborers disappearing wasn’t worth too much looking into, but a whole farm dying off would definitely raise some eyebrows, Xun thought. It was a flimsy reason but the only one that Xun could come up with to explain why the deaths had stopped.

As a consequence, Xun began spending more and more time in the bamboo forest. He’d leave right after finishing his portion of the work each day and only return at midnight, spending seven or eight hours among the bamboo trees.

“Laborers!” Hanpin yelled.

Xun flew out of his bed and waited to hear the other two doors creak. When they finally did, he came outside. At the fire pit was the disciple, Pengzi, Lanhua, and three more new faces.

“These are your juniors.” Hanpin gestured at the two boys and one girl behind him when he saw Xun come out. “I talked to the elders about how much work you guys have to do and fought to get a couple of spots. Luckily, it worked and we now have more hands at the farm.”

“Thank you, Disciple Han,” Lanhua said. She glanced at the new female laborer before turning her attention back to Hanpin. “I really appreciate the care you’ve taken. We won’t disappoint you.”

At some point in the past four months, Lanhua had usurped Pengzi’s position as the leader of the laborers. And although she never flaunted the power, there seemed to be an invisible hierarchy that made Xun and Pengzi defer to her on most matters.

“Hah, you’re too kind, Sister Lan.” Hanpin surveyed his new laborers and pointed at Lanhua. “Listen to her and you’ll do fine at the Bright Sun Farm. We don’t have a lot of rules here, but we care a lot about seniority. She joined the sect earlier than you, which makes her your senior.”

The three new laborers nodded.

“Lanhua will be in charge of your cultivation,” Hanpin continued. “You’ll get the Sky Thunder Scripture and I expect you all to become official cultivators within a month. If you don’t, then I’ll kick you out of the sect. You can ask your seniors if I’m lying. But at the same time, if you do good work, you’ll be rewarded with excess spirit rice from the terraces you’re responsible for.”

“As long as you work hard, it won’t be too difficult to open your aperture and take the first step on the path to eternity,” Lanhua added with a smile.

“And one last thing.” Hanpin stared each of his new recruits in the eye until each of them bowed their heads or looked away. “No one is allowed to go beyond the top terrace and into the forest. If you do, I’ll make sure you wish you had listened.”

Everyone bowed as Hanpin went back to his cabin at the top of the mountain.

“Kids, listen up,” Lanhua snapped the moment Hanpin was out of earshot. “I don’t care what you did before you came here, but I expect you to follow the rules here at the farm. Don’t make trouble and you’ll be fine, got it?”

Xun watched as the fear and anxiety in the newcomers’ eyes grew.

Without waiting for an answer, Lanhua looked to Pengzi and Xun. “Brother Peng, Brother Xun. I just remembered that I have a couple of cultivation matters to attend to. Would you two mind guiding these new juniors and telling them the rules of the farm?”

“Of course,” Xun answered for the two of them. “We’d be happy to.”

Lanhua nodded, took one last look at the new female laborer, and walked back to her hut.

“Feel free to take any of these huts. This one’s mine, that one’s Pengzi’s, and there’s Lanhua’s. Besides those, the rest are all free,” Xun said as he pointed out the already occupied. “Why don’t you guys get settled in first and then we can talk tonight for you to get started on cultivating?”

When the new laborers dispersed to find their huts, Pengzi tapped Xun’s shoulder, “Do you think they’ll be assigned to the lower terraces?”

“Probably? With six people, we only need to tend to half as many farms as before. Even if they’re assigned to the better farms, we’ll still come out on top with the zhen we save.”

Pengzi nodded. “How’s your cultivation going?”

“It’s okay. I don’t know why but it’s been a lot slower recently than normal. It’s as if I’m at some sort of bottleneck.”

“I've heard that being too focused on strength and growth actually hurts your cultivation,” Pengzi said without showing too much emotion. “Perhaps we should think about making another trip?”

Xun shook his head. “It’s too risky with so many people.”

“It doesn’t seem like he’s paying too close attention these days.” Pengzi pointed skyward. This was their signal for the disciple.

“We’re already extremely lucky that Lanhua didn’t tell the disciple that I’ve gone to the market before. Maybe she forgot or perhaps she’s holding on to that as an ace up her sleeve. Either way, there’s not much we can do,” Xun said.

“Okay, Brother Xun. If there’s anything that I can do, let me know.”

Xun watched Pengzi disappear back into his hut. For a second, he couldn’t recognize the laborer. The young boy who had come with Xun just half a year earlier now had a hunched back and tanned skin from his hours on the farm. He looked no different from a mortal farmer.

Xun taught the laborers the basics of the Sky Thunder Scripture that night, taking the chance to read over it for the second time.

Although he originally budgeted an hour for the whole thing, he ended up spending half the night talking about the intricacies of cultivation. As he saw the three eager faces of the new laborers, he couldn’t help but think of the days when his children were beginning their own paths. Back then, they hadn’t yet seen the broader world. And back then, they hadn’t disappointed him by bickering and arguing amongst themselves for cultivation resources.

As the night wound on, Xun found himself talking less about specific cultivation tips and more about stories he had heard over the years about the world itself.

“When the first humans began stumbling around in their new land, they were soon met with a problem. They were hungry and thirsty. But Lightning had already decided to move on to a new project. It didn’t care if its creation lived or died. It just wanted to prove that it could create life.

“The other elements took pity on the humans. They gradually broke apart the forge that was once Iron and gave it to the humans. By absorbing the zhen in each fragment of the forge, the humans were able to survive and thrive.

“But one day, Lightning came up with a second project. It wanted to create a better life. This time, Water declined to take part. So the remaining elements combined their strength and together, they created spirit beasts. Without Water, the spirit beasts had no way of cycling zhen. All they could do was mindlessly consume things with zhen in them.

“The spirit beasts were a disaster for the burgeoning population of humans. Almost immediately after they were created, the beasts became the rulers of the land. They were stronger, faster, and had better innate powers when compared to the humans.

“Faced with the survival of their species, the humans banded their wisdom together and found ways to use the pieces of Iron that had been given to them. These became known as spirit stones. The humans created spirit weapons like swords and blades. They learned how to use zhen to cast powerful techniques. And they began strengthening their bodies to better combat the spirit beasts.

“None of these made a difference immediately. It took centuries and generations of practice for the humans to even have a chance. But in the end, the tide of spirit beasts was finally stopped.

“That’s why we call the pursuit of the path to eternity as cultivation. We spend the effort to become better, knowing that the benefits might not show up today or tomorrow but having faith that one day, we will become stronger.”

When Xun finished his story, the night was beginning to turn into morning. He wrapped up the conversation and extinguished the flames in the fire pit. As he watched the flame sputter away, his thoughts began to wander and circle around the plan that was brewing in his mind. Spirit beasts, they’ll be a useful tool. More important than that is my cultivation. The sword cultivation path is no longer my path. Now that I’m choosing a new path, what path do I take?

Then, he went to bed.

“Senior Xun, are you there? Please, it’s quite urgent. Senior Xun, I’m sorry but if you’re there, please let me know.”

Xun once again woke up not by choice but by someone disturbing his sleep.

“What is it?” he yelled, annoyed at whoever was banging on his door.

“It’s Baihuo, he’s gone missing.”

That got Xun’s attention. He swung his legs off the bed and straightened his robes before opening his door. “What do you mean, he’s gone missing?”

“I knocked on his door and he didn’t wake up. Both me and Sister Zhanghao went to check on him, but we heard nothing from his hut,” the new labrorer named Liyang said.

“You woke me up because someone could be sleeping in?” Xun said with a slight edge in his voice as he glanced at the two laborers outside his door. For a second, he was sorry that he had spent the whole night teaching them.

“No, I’m sorry, Senior Xun. It’s just that Brother Bai never does something like that. He’s a light sleeper and usually awake before any of us. I’m just afraid that something bad has happened to him.”

Xun looked at their faces a bit closer and saw that the panic was genuine. His thoughts flashed back to the Soul Water Petals. He had seen two of the flowers in blossom. That means there were two mature spirit plants.

Taking a deep breath, he said, “Well then, what are you waiting for? Bring me to Baihuo’s hut.”

Xun called Pengzi to join them before going to the hut that Baihuo had chosen. Like the other new laborers, the boy had picked one relatively close to the center of the village.

“Baihuo?” Xun called.

No response came.

Xun looked at Pengzi, who stepped forward and kicked the hut door. At the High Earth stage, Pengzi had the strength rivaling a tiger. In other words, even a casual strike of his carried a strength of at least five hundred pounds.

The regular wood doors of the hut were no match for Pengzi’s blow. They blew back as Pengzi rushed in. Only when he confirmed there was no danger did the laborer beckon for the others.

As he entered the hut, Xun couldn’t help but think of when he entered the hut of another disciple months ago in very similar circumstances. His gaze immediately went to the bed. Although the blankets weren’t ruffled, there was a letter placed on the center of the bed. Xun traded a glance with Pengzi. Then, grabbing the letter, Xun handed it to the newcomers.

“Here, I think this will explain things.”

CHAPTER NINETEEN
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The letter was as Xun had expected. In the space of a quick hundred words, Baihuo wrote that he realized sect life wasn’t what he thought it would be and decided to abandon cultivating in favor of a peaceful mortal life.

“But Senior Xun, we just saw him last night. He was talking to us about how he wanted to learn more about cultivation so that he could one day become an elder in the sect,” Liyang, the new boy laborer, said.

“Perhaps something changed his mind,” Xun said.

“But why would he leave without even saying goodbye?” Zhanghao asked.

“Maybe he thought he didn’t want to farm for the rest of his life. And isn’t his goodbye in your hand? The letter he left?” Pengzi offered.

“This? This is nothing,” Zhanghao said. “Baihuo’s not the type –”

“Is it his handwriting?” Xun cut in.

Zhanghao took a second look at the letter. “Yes? I think so.”

“Then that’s that,” Xun said. “This type of thing happens. Not everyone is suitable for the path to eternity. If you don’t mind, there’s something that I’d like to speak to Brother Peng about.”

Xun and Pengzi squeezed out the door. Despite what he said, Xun went straight for a walk in the bamboo forest, while Pengzi went back to his hut. An hour later, Pengzi came out of his hut and slipped into the forest.

The pair of them met up in front of the marked bamboo tree.

“You think?” Pengzi pointed up.

“There’s a chance that it was just sheer chance and the laborer decided to leave,” Xun said. Then he sighed as a flash of anger crossed his face. “But who am I kidding? The kid was about as excited to cultivate as anyone I’ve ever seen. There’s no way he would have left in the night like that.”

“So it’s him. It’s the same thing that happened with Wangpan half a year ago. He also just left in the middle of the night. Going back even further, there was Liubo. These things don’t add up,” Pengzi said.

Although Xun had begun working a lot more closely with Pengzi, he hadn’t taken the laborer into his confidence yet. For starters, there was no benefit in doing so. The man already hated Hanpin. Talking about the Soul Water Petals wouldn’t increase Pengzi’s conviction in any way. And second, the less than Pengzi knew about Xun’s plans, the safer they both were.

“You’re right, they don’t add up,” Xun said. “But that doesn’t change anything.”

Pengzi crouched and grabbed a nearby branch to tap against the ground. It was a sight that Xun had become familiar with in the past few months. Whenever Pengzi was confused or angry, he’d subconsciously find a stick and start tapping out a rhythm.

“How long do you think it’ll take?” Pengzi asked.

“It depends. The more time we take, the higher the chance of success.” Xun sat down on a nearby rock. “But it also comes with more risk. Something might happen, all of our plans might be wasted. I’m thinking we plan for two years.”

“Okay,” Pengzi said. If the length of two years scared him, he didn’t show it. “All right, tell me what you need me to do.”

“The same as before, keep helping me with the farm. Beyond that, there’s not too much…” A thought suddenly occurred to Xun. “Hey Pengzi? Where did you get that bottle of aged liquor?”

“I brewed it.”

“Brewed it?”

“Yeah, it was a thing I did in my free time at the academy. We had the weekends off and while the others would go into nearby towns, I spent my time collecting this big cask of sorghum and steamed… Sorry, you’re probably not too interested.”

“No.” Xun dipped his head. “In fact, I’m very interested.”

“Right, then, let me continue,” Pengzi said. For the first time in a while, Xun saw a smile on Pengzi’s face. The laborer brought his hand up to make approximations of the process. “After steaming it, I left it out for a while, then mixed it with some sugar and sealed it all in the cask to ferment for about a month. And then I made a bunch of layers and steamed the fermented grain again. The steam strips the liquor off each grain, and I simmer the liquid again twice to remove as much water as possible.”

“And once all that’s done, how much liquor do you get?”

“From about ten pounds of sorghum, I made about three bottles. Two of which I sold as soon as the brew finished, and then the third one I buried and dug it out two or three days before we took the entrance exam,” Pengzi drummed his fingers against the stick. “If you want a bottle, it’ll probably be easier to buy it from the sect market.”

“But if you had enough time, could you make liquor with spirit rice?”

“With spirit rice?” Pengzi looked shocked. “A single pound of spirit rice is worth a whole spirit stone. Who would be wasteful enough to use that for liquor?”

Xun grinned. “Well, I guess that would be us.” He pointed at the ground next to Pengzi. “Try digging there. See what you find.”

Using the same stick, Pengzi gave a quick pull against the land. Although it didn’t move much earth, the end of the stick brought up a few grains of green rice. Against the backdrop of the bamboos, the grains were hard to see, but Pengzi immediately focused in on them.

“This… you’ve been taking from the farm?” Pengzi asked in a shaky voice.

“We can’t bridge the cultivation difference between us and the Outer Disciple through normal means,” Xun said as he pointed upward. “And even if we could, he’d stop us from doing so. We can’t raise our cultivation recklessly. As long as he still thinks we’re weak and easily controlled, we’ll be fine.”

“Right, okay.” Pengzi kept digging, revealing more and more spirit rice. Xun’s body had long since gotten used to the pain of the Inner Breathing Method. And after stepping into the High Earth stage, he no longer needed the zhen in the rice to repair his body. Still, he kept the tradition of sneaking out every night and plucking a few handfuls of rice for the future. It seemed like that was about to come in handy now.

“I have about fifty pounds of rice. A lot of it is unripe, but some of it was taken pretty close to the harvest.” Xun folded his arms as he watched Pengzi. One of his hands sneaked into his robe and held on to a couple of bamboo slips he had sown into the robe linings. He watched closely for anything suspicious.

It never hurts to guard against other people. Even the closest confidants can panic or turn traitor.

Luckily, Pengzi didn’t show any signs of betraying Xun. The laborer stopped his digging and began calculating in earnest. “Fifty pounds of spirit rice. But most of it’s been buried so there’s going to be some loss when I dig it up. Then there’s the matter of sugar. I’ll need to ground some rice to fill that gap. Maybe two jugs or about ten bottles?”

Xun nodded. “That’s fine. Let’s make the spirit liquor. The rice is all here and if you start a fire, make sure there’s no smoke. Let me know when it’s all done.”

Even when they left the bamboo forest, there was still a hint of a smile on Pengzi’s face.

Both of the new laborers got over the loss of their friend fairly quickly and by the next harvest, they had both opened their apertures. Hanpin assigned them to the second-best farmland, splitting the seventy-two terraces into five portions with Lanhua managing sixteen terraces.

For the next two harvests, everything seemed to be on the right track. The yields for the lower portions were abysmal as always, but Xun and Pengzi found a way to make the quota each time.

In fact, they began to look forward to the harvests. Though the main sect mountain only took an hour of walking, Hanpin would take at least three days to deliver rice each time and leave the laborers free to do whatever they wanted during that time.

So Pengzi and Xun each made progress on their respective tasks.

Pengzi delivered the first jug of liquor after a single month. While Xun stored it in his hut, he’d sneak out one small bottle every so often to the bamboo forest to use as spirit ink.

The rabbit’s blood had run dry after the first month. As a substitute, Xun had been hunting the larger-than-normal squirrels for spirit ink. But since they weren’t spirit beasts, the lack of zhen in their blood meant the failure rate of the talismans dramatically increased. Spirit liquor was a far better alternative.

Unfortunately, the peace didn’t last long.

Pengzi found Xun during work one day.

“Liyang’s missing,” Pengzi said as he balanced against his farming tools.

“The boy?” Xun asked.

“Yeah. Zhanghao came to me this morning about how she hadn’t seen the Liyang in the fields. So I took some time today to check. His hut’s empty and I couldn’t find any sign of him elsewhere.”

“You think?” Xun pointed upwards.

Pengzi nodded. “I just wanted to give you a heads-up. Not here to rush you. But, if we can move up the schedule or do something in the meantime…”

Xun thought about things for a second before he said, “I think I might have a way to stay safe. But it’ll have to be after the harvest. Tell her to cover the extra terraces for now.”

That night, Xun went to Lanhua’s cabin. After just two knocks, the door creaked open.

“Brother Xun? What brings you here tonight?” Lanhua asked. She kept her hand on the door.

“I heard that Liyang, one of the new laborers, didn’t come to work today. And the other new laborer, Zhanghao, searched for him after work. She couldn’t find him. I wanted to ask if we should report this to Disciple Hanpin.”

Xun used Zhanghao’s name instead of Pengzi for two reasons. First, he couldn’t afford to have the disciple suspicious of Pengzi. And second, Lanhua seemed a little threatened by the new girl. If he judged things right, she would hide the news until the next harvest, forcing Zhanghao to stew on her companion’s disappearance.

Lanhua pursed her lips in thought for a few moments before she swung open the door. “Brother Xun, why don’t we talk inside about this? It’s pretty cold out tonight.”

“It’s okay.” Xun hurriedly raised his hands. “I’m pretty tired today, the farm had more insects than normal. I just wanted to let you know. And I support whatever you think is best.”

The female laborer blinked. “Are you sure?”

“Yes,” Xun said, not too quick but still firm.

“Alright, I’ll let Han know about what happened when he comes for the next harvest. In the meantime, let’s work hard to tend the extra terraces.”

“Of course. Good night, Sister Lan.”  Xun bowed first and a bit lower than was necessary for an interaction between peers.

“Good night.”

Despite a whole laborer missing, the harvest was surprisingly painless. After Hanpin heard the report from Lanhua, he simply gathered the laborers and declared the boy a spy that had been sent by the other sects. While Xun didn’t believe a word of the story, he made sure to nod vigorously at the appropriate moments.

Then, the disciple reassigned the farm, giving the worst quarter to Xun, then Pengzi, then the new girl laborer, Zhanghao, and finally leaving the best quarter to Lanhua. After making sure the laborers understood, Hanpin waved them off, spat at his bad luck, and made for the sect.

The moment Hanpin left, Xun asked Pengzi to keep a lookout on Lanhua as he scaled the mountain once again. This time, he didn’t go to the Soul Water Petals.

Instead, he paused at the Zhen Locking Formation. Wrapping his hand in rough cloth, he grabbed one of the formation flags and removed it. He counted to one hundred and then stuck the flag back into its original position, albeit a little more crooked than before.

Then, he slipped back down the mountain.

A day later, his efforts were rewarded when a spirit beast visited the village.

CHAPTER TWENTY

NEVER UNDERESTIMATE A CULTIVATOR

“Careful!”

Pengzi jumped back, barely avoiding the hairy swipe. Xun used the opening to rush forward and kicked the attacking ape-shaped beast back.

“Where in the nine skies is Lanhua?” Pengzi cursed. “There’s no way we can fight this ape ourselves.”

Xun kept his eyes on the beast as he slowly got into a more advantageous position. Since starting work in the morning, he had kept an eye out on the forest for spirit beasts. And like he expected, one did indeed come. It was just a lot stronger than he expected.

“Dammit, Xun, go find Lanhua. I’ll hold off the ape,” Pengzi said as he shot forward.

The ape screeched as it met Pengzi’s charge. It blocked the first few punches and slowed the laborer’s momentum. Then, after distracting the human by hissing, it snaked its tail around Pengzi’s leg and pulled forward. Almost immediately, Pengzi lost his balance. The back of his head smacked against the ground as he instinctively raised his arms. Gripping its opponent in place with one of its feet, the ape began pounding downwards. The first two blows crushed Pengzi’s defense, and it reared back for a final finishing blow.

Xun lowered his shoulder and tackled the ape.

The two, human and ape, tumbled back in a tangle of limbs and robes. With a slightly faster reaction time, Xun found his balance first and pushed against the ground with his right palm. Getting back to his feet, he jumped back.

“Run,” Xun ordered in a low voice.

“I can still fight,” Pengzi said. His voice was shaky.

“Take Zhanghao and run,” Xun repeated, gesturing at the figure on the edge of their terrace.

Pengzi struggled with himself for a second. “Okay. I’m going to find Lanhua. Hold on for a few minutes.”

“No.” Xun watched as the ape shook its head and slowly got to its feet, flexing its limbs as if just warming up. The tuft of gold fur on its forehead marked its species as a Gold Crown Ape. “Go hide.”

Xun was sure that Lanhua had seen the commotion and was hiding in her part of the farm. It would have been near impossible to not have heard the beast’s earlier roars. Even Zhanghao, someone who just opened her aperture, had seen the fight and joined them.

But even though she had opened her aperture, she hadn’t yet spent enough time nurturing her muscles. There was nothing she could do in this fight.

“But Xun –”

“Go! Hide!” Xun yelled. He feinted a charge and saw the ape flinch. “Stop distracting me.”

Pengzi’s gaze leapt between Xun and the ape beast before finally landing on the new female laborer. Gritting his teeth, he pulled her hand and began running toward the bamboo forest.

The Gold Crown Ape bared its teeth as it watched the two escape. It was about to give chase when it felt a shadow rapidly grow larger from the corner of its eye. Snapping its head back, it barely dodged a small rock that Xun had aimed at its head.

“I’m your enemy. Not them,” Xun taunted. He shuffled to the right, placing himself closer to the terraces.

Anger flashed in the ape’s eyes. It roared and launched itself at Xun, using all four limbs to gain as much momentum as possible. Xun’s eye twitched at the sight. The ape was definitely more than an Earth stage spirit beast.

As it closed the distance, the ape flared its arms, opening wide as if trying to give its opponent a big bear hug.

Xun backed up. When that didn’t get him out of range, he slid and ducked under the ape’s outstretched right arm. He could feel the wind from the strike on the back of his neck before the beast’s charge went by him.

The ape stumbled a few more steps and swung around and exploded at him. The same move, both arms wide. Xun sidestepped and felt the hairs on its hand brush against his nose. There was no doubt that the blow would have dealt serious damage if it hit Xun’s face.

I can’t fight this, the difference in strength is far too big, Xun thought. Xun’s close-combat experience from his past life was the only reason Xun was alive after those two attacks.

Most cultivators were more akin to archers than warriors. They used long-range techniques and never placed themselves in any sort of physical danger. The only two groups of cultivators that fought close-range were body cultivators and sword cultivators.

Xun came into a combat position. Left foot pointed forward at an angle. Right foot pointed to the side and heel slightly off the ground with toes planted. For what was probably the first time in both lives, he was glad that his master had once insisted he train in mortal combat techniques.

The ape rushed at Xun again. This time, Xun tucked his chin in, bent his knees, and arched a straight right punch into the bottom of the ape’s chin. Its head snapped back and Xun bounced off his back foot with a power jab at the exposed chin.

Although Xun’s cultivation was stuck at the High Earth stage, he had put enough force within the first two punches to punch through metal. But when he leapt back to check on his damage, he couldn’t find anything resembling progress.

But Xun’s attack had done something. The spirit beast didn’t immediately rush forward again. Instead, it pounded the ground as if to mark its territory.

“Senior,” Xun said. “Is there any way we can resolve this?”

The difference between a normal animal and spirit beast went far beyond strength. Most spirit beasts had some level of intelligence. Xun was counting on the small chance that the ape was one of them.

Unfortunately, the ape opened its mouth wide and answered with a roar.

“Guess not,” Xun said as soon as the roar started. Without another moment of hesitation, he turned around and ran.

The ape watched as Xun began scaling the terraces up the mountain. It closed its mouth in confusion, as if wondering why the fight had suddenly ended. Then, its face became consumed by anger. Growling, it gave chase.

Xun made sure to run through the rice sprouts instead of the normal stairs that the laborers used to climb the mountain. Although he didn’t do much damage to the plants, the ape chasing him was much less careful. Every time it pushed forward, it would leave behind a small crater with the rice completely crushed.

Passing the fields that he cultivated earlier in the morning, Xun made his way into the upper half of the farm. As he ran, he kept his head up, looking in the distance instead of checking the ground in front of him. The decision cost him a few stumbles and allowed the ape to close quite a bit of the distance, but he still kept searching for something.

Finally, he spotted the outline of a person hiding in the distance. It was Lanhua.

Xun sprinted in her direction. The ape followed. Lanhua seemed to notice the impending danger and began escaping to the side. Xun gritted his teeth and changed his approach, still making a beeline for the figure. As he expected, she kept trying to shake him off rather than flee into the forests higher. Either she also suspected Hanpin had some secret up at the top of the mountain that he didn’t want other people to know, or she remembered how Liubo had died.

All that meant was it took less than a minute for Xun to catch up to Lanhua.

“Xun, I’ll remember this,” Lanhua yelled.

“Sorry, Sister Lan,” Xun said as he turned around to face the ape. Although he was now a cultivator, the sprint hadn’t been easy on his body. It took a moment for him to catch his breath. “Now that we’re in this situation. Let’s work together. Otherwise, we’re both going to die.”

The ape seemed to sense that Lanhua’s cultivation was higher than Xun’s. It didn’t immediately charge the two humans.

Unfortunately, it didn’t run either. After a few moments, it slid its left foot forward and raised its hairy hands, rolling them into fists. When neither Xun nor Lanhua reacted, it slid its right foot forward, then left, then right again. Slow and methodical. It even threw a jab, as if trying to warm up before the fight. It moved forward again. Another jab.

“Sister Lan? What do we do?” Xun asked as he took a step back.

Lanhua took a much larger step back. “Why are you asking me? You brought it here. You deal with it.”

Hearing those words, Xun sprinted forward. He could almost imagine Lanhua’s surprise at his sudden attack. It was unfortunate that he wouldn’t be able to see it. All of his attention was focused on the ape in front of him.

The ape seemed confused at why the human who had been running away from it was suddenly charging forward. It repeated its earlier strikes and threw a lightning-fast jab at Xun. Expecting that, Xun tilted his body sideways and aimed a rear uppercut at its chin. Its head snapped back. This time, Xun didn’t dance away. He snaked his lead leg forward in a move similar to what the ape had done to Pengzi, hooked his foot around its thick left ankle, and pulled back with all of his strength.

The ape, heavy with its own heft, lost its footing.

Then, before the ape could recover, Xun sprinted back at Lanhua. This time, he got the full benefit of seeing her face in disbelief. But that didn’t last long. Her expression quickly turned to panic. Even without the visual clues, Xun knew that he had enraged the beast. He could feel the almost-physical wrath behind him.

“It’s angry. If we run, it’ll hunt us down,” Xun said as he slowed down. He needed to give Lanhua confidence that they could beat it. “If we combine strengths, we can fight and kill it. Tell me, death or life?”

“I’ll remember this,” Lanhua said as she rushed forward.

Dangerous, Xun thought as he saw her begin fighting the beast without another shred of hesitation. Ever since the girl had begun flirting with the disciple, he had implicitly thought of her as weak-willed. Only now did he realize how wrong he was. Although it was obvious from her attacks that she had never physically fought before, her blows were thrown without hesitation. Even when the ape hurt her, she didn’t flinch away from the fight.

I forgot one of the most important lessons my master taught me. Never underestimate a cultivator.

“Xun! Are you just going to stand there?”

“Right, sorry.”

The tide of battle changed when Xun joined the fight. While the ape was stronger than either of them, it wasn’t stronger than the two fighting at their full efforts. Lanhua’s Low Wood cultivation meant any wounds the ape inflicted were quickly healed. And with an aperture that could store fifty units of zhen, she could heal continuously through the ape’s assault.

And Xun, at the High Earth stage, had the strength of a thousand pounds with each strike. He made full use of that with his techniques. He took advantage of nearly every opening that the ape gave, rushing in to strike a few well-placed blows, and then slipping away before his opponent could retaliate.

With a roar, the ape reverted to its previous strategy. It came straight for Xun, arms tucked in and faster than before. Even before it reached Xun, it twisted its shoulder and threw a right hook. Xun blocked with his left arm and felt it snap, but the slight delay bought him gave him the chance to step inward.

Before the monster could react, he snapped his right elbow forward at its jaw and felt the full bone-to-bone contact. Its head cocked down and he used his forehead in a headbutt. The ape head came back up again. He grabbed onto the back of its head and pulled it back down, right into his knee.

Then, Lanhua joined the fray and began to bully the now defenseless ape. Xun pulled back and watched as every one of her attacks landed true. Still stunned from Xun’s earlier flurry, the ape only offered marginal resistance. Soon, it couldn’t even do that.

As damage accumulated, fear began to show in its eyes. It tried to disengage from the fight, but every time it ran, Lanhua ignored the danger as she pulled it back. And Xun closed any openings she had left.

Before long, the Gold Crown Ape found its end. Death by a thousand punches.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

ORTHODOX AND DEMONIC

Xun stared at the dead ape and began to laugh. It felt like every cell in his body was alive. Lanhua looked at Xun for a second before also beginning to smile herself. Then, when she couldn’t help herself, she began to chuckle. The female laborer’s robe and face were stained with mud and blood. But under the grime, Xun could see her joy.

As Xun got tired of laughing, he laid down in the now muddy terrace, feeling his every breath and trying to ignore the throbbing pain in his left arm. A moment later, Lanhua joined him on the ground with a heavy thud.

This is the same feeling I had in my past life whenever I fought and won. It felt like I had been born again. It’s also what doomed me when I tried to go past the Consecration Realm.

The thought sobered Xun. His smile faded as he began staring at the sky.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” Lanhua asked after a minute or two of silence.

Xun tilted his head and said nothing. Her voice was light, even happy. The euphoria of the battle hadn’t left her yet.

“I didn’t realize you learned combat techniques before entering the academy,” Lanhua continued. The combination of fighting for one’s life and winning had made her talkative. “Your parents?”

Xun stayed silent again. The real reason was that he had been a sword cultivator in his past life and reincarnated. Obviously, he couldn’t say that.

“I wish I spent more time with my parents. If I had to choose all over again, I don’t know. Maybe I wouldn’t have chosen this path,” Lanhua said. Her voice became softer. “What did your parents do?”

Reincarnation, like all things in the world, was a double-edged sword. Cultivators weren’t meant to live two lives. Almost everyone knew the tales of Lord and Ruler Realm cultivators who were assimilated by the people they chose as reincarnation hosts. And so Xun had avoided touching his body’s memories as much as he could.

“They were farmers,” Xun lied. He had said something similar to Hanpin a long time ago.

“They must have loved you very much in the past.”

Xun frowned. Lanhua’s tone was implying that his body’s parents were dead.

“And yours?”

“Mine? I never saw them. I grew up hearing about them attending parties and merchant meetings. That’s why it was easy to make the decision. Nothing changed for me.”

“I see. Nothing changed?”

“Well, I don’t feel guilty if that’s what you mean. We all had to do it, and it’s in the past,” Lanhua said. She recovered enough energy to sit up.

“And they never taught you how to fight?” Xun asked. He was about an inch away from searching through his body’s memories to figure out what was going on.

“No, why would they? They didn’t think that I had cultivating talent. My fate was probably to be married off to some rich merchant’s son or to become the second or third wife of some government official. Why would a person like that need to know anything more than the bare minimum?” A hint of venom seeped into Lanhua’s voice. “No, I don’t feel guilty. It’s not like I killed them myself. The sect did. I’m sure they understand. Not everyone gets the chance to cultivate.”

To cultivate is to throw away all distractions was a quote that Xun’s master had often said. Usually, what it meant was to say goodbye to mortal family when beginning the path of cultivation. But from Lanhua’s words, Xun gathered that the Nine Thunders Sect killed the direct relatives of people entering their sect.

Did I join a demonic sect? The thought surfaced in Xun’s head. Cultivators often brought their principles to the sect they founded. In Xun’s past life, he had been an orthodox cultivator, someone who believed deeply in the idea that there was karma for wanton destruction. So the sect he had founded was also an orthodox sect. If the Nine Thunders Sect is a demonic sect, then what Hanpin is doing is natural. Perhaps he’s even doing it under the instruction of someone else within the sect.

Xun gave the idea another spin before rejecting it. No, if this is a demonic sect, then there’s no reason for Hanpin to be hiding the Soul Water Petals. They’re valuable, but not enough to warrant two formations or the way Hanpin’s trying to hide the truth from us.

“What, you had so much to say earlier, and now you’re mute?” Lanhua looked over at Xun. “Look, I’ll forgive you for luring the ape over here. I know you didn’t have a choice. Let’s just call it even. I’ve repaid the debt I owed from when you asked me to distribute the spirit rice.”

“Senior Lan, that debt was repaid a long time ago,” Xun said as he also sat up, making sure to use the honorific of senior rather than sister. He just witnessed that Lanhua was much more than the flirting image she normally showed. “I’m sorry for coming up here. I just panicked. When Disciple Hanpin comes back, I’ll make sure to mention that you did most of the work slaying this beast.”

Lanhua rested her cheek on her palm. “You’re not kidding?”

“Of course not. Without you, we would have never saved the farm.”

“You know, I don’t mind sharing the credit. I’m sure that the disciple would be happy to change your farm to the second quarter instead of Zhanghao,” Lanhua said. She slightly emphasized Zhanghao’s name.

Xun wondered when or how Zhanghao had offended Lanhua before discarding that thought a second later. The why didn’t matter. All that mattered was that there was something that Lanhua needed.

“I don’t know if I should mention this. It’s related to Zhanghao,” Xun said slowly, his eyes trained on Lanhua.

“What is it?” Lanhua asked as her face twitched slightly.

“I think that Zhanghao and Pengzi are quite close. Similar to how Zhuge and Wangpan were back in the day,” Xun said. He met Lanhua’s eyes to show his sincerity. “But I think Pengzi is afraid of committing himself. Especially after what happened to Wangpan.”

Lanhua smiled. “Perhaps it might make sense to push them together. The path to eternity is long and hard. It’d be easier with a partner.”

“I agree. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thanks, Brother Xun.”

“Of course.” Xun laid his head back down in the mud.

The fight with the ape had been close, far closer than he imagined. But his plan was now that much closer to success.

Lanhua was the first to spot Hanpin returning and led the disciple to the dead ape. Xun watched from the bottom of the mountain as the disciple crouched down to examine the ape’s wounds. He poked the muscles and tugged at the fur before standing back up. Then, a blade popped into the disciple’s hand that he used to extract the beast core of the ape. Finally, waving his hand, the ape disappeared.

Hanpin had a storage bag this whole time? The more Xun looked, the more inconsistencies there were with Hanpin. Why would the disciple carry the spirit rice to the sect via cloud when he had a storage bag? And why expose the bag now?

Xun’s mind began to spin, trying to find a narrative to explain everything. I could chalk the second question up to carelessness, but Lanhua just reminded me of an important lesson. Never underestimate a cultivator. There has to be a reason why Hanpin showed it.

When the disciple came back down the mountain, Xun slumped his shoulders down and tried to appear as weak as possible. Pengzi and Zhanghao had cut a couple of bamboo trees down and scraped out the inside to make a simple cast for Xun so that his arm would heal straight. Somehow, what should have been an incredibly painful process of tying the sticks to the broken parts of Xun’s arm was surprisingly manageable. Still, Xun made sure to seem a lot more hurt than he was.

The disciple’s gaze first landed on the cast before moving onto Xun’s face. “You’re Xun?”

“Yes Disciple Hanpin, that’s me,” Xun said.

“Lanhua tells me that you helped her fight off the Gold Crown Ape,” Hanpin said. His words were less of a question and more of a statement.

Xun bowed his head.

“Well done.” Hanpin scratched his nose as if considering something. “What’s your cultivation?”

Xun looked up and made sure to show an expression of slight panic. “Disciple Hanpin, I’m currently at the High Earth stage. I’ve been trying my best with the Sky Thunder Scripture but for some reason, I can only cycle twenty-one or twenty-two times a day.”

“Twenty-two times a day, huh? It might be just your natural limitation with the scripture.” Hanpin looked thoughtful. “If you didn’t help Lanhua this time, the farm might have been in trouble. Tell me, what do you want as a reward?”

Xun bowed again. “It was my duty to defend the farm. I don’t require any reward.”

“Is it that you don’t require one or that you don’t want a reward?” Hanpin asked with a half smile.

“I’ll leave it in Disciple Hanpin’s hands,” Xun said.

“Fine.” Hanpin whirled around to stare at the last two laborers. “You two, do you know what the sect’s punishment is for those who run away in front of the enemy? Death. If everyone in the sect ran away at the first sign of danger, then what’s the point of the sect giving you the resources and scriptures to cultivate? Do you know how much damage an ape like that could have done to the farm?”

“I’m sorry, Disciple Hanpin,” Pengzi said. He bowed as low as he could.

“Sorry’s not enough. From today onward, your salary is zero for a whole year. Once that’s done, I’ll look at your contributions and decide from there.” Hanpin turned back to Xun and pointed at Zhanghao. “How’s your relationship with her?”

“I’m sorry? I don’t understand,” Xun said as he snuck a glance in Lanhua’s direction. The female laborer was equally confused.

“Why do you laborers always need someone to spell it out for you? You’re single. I’m asking if you like her,” Hanpin said. “If you do, then I can overlook her fault this time. She’s barely a cultivator. But if you don’t, then I’ll assign an appropriate punishment.”

Xun thought about the implications of both choices before taking a third path. “Disciple Hanpin, I care about nothing else other than seeing the view from a higher cultivation.”

Hanpin seemed a bit taken aback by Xun’s response.

“You said you’re at the High Earth stage?”

“Yes, Disciple Hanpin.”

A hint of ridicule flashed across the disciple’s eyes. He considered it for a second before finally delivering his verdict. “New girl, your salary for the next two months are forfeit. But if your farm produces extra spirit rice, you can keep the bonus. Xun, you’ll trade terraces with the girl. That should help you get a bit more spirit rice for your cultivation.”

“Yes, thank you, Disciple Hanpin,” Xun said.

“I agree.” Zhanghao bowed.

“Good, now it’s time to figure out your reward, Sister Lan,” Hanpin said with a smile. “You were the major reason why the ape didn’t wreak havoc on the farm. Tell me, is there anything that you want?”

Unlike Xun who prioritized patching up his wounds, Lanhua had spent the time after the fight cleaning up all of the grime and changing into a new robe. Now, she looked beautiful in a frazzled kind of way. Tilting her head ever so slightly, she said, “If it’s not too much to ask, Brother Han, I’d like to be closer to you. The spirit beast gave me a pretty big fright, and I don’t feel safe living in the village.”

Hanpin grinned. “Of course. Then how about we build you a house in the middle of your portion of the farm? You’ll be surrounded by spirit rice, which means more zhen and improved cultivation.”

“Really? That would be great!” Lanhua came closer to Hanpin and after a slight hesitation, threw her arms around the disciple.

Xun, Pengzi, and Zhanghao all looked away.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHICKEN COOPS AND SECRET PLANS

Even though it was Hanpin who promised Lanhua the house, it was Xun and Pengzi who were actually responsible for building it. The disciple didn’t even provide the materials.

“Should we ask the disciple for some wood?” Pengzi asked. His eyes pointed to the forest at the top of the mountain, and Xun could hear the extra meaning behind his words.

“No,” Xun said. “We don’t need to do that.”

Pengzi looked thoughtful for a moment before nodding his head. “Right, then I have another idea. We could tear down one or two of the existing huts in the village and use that to build the house. What do you think?”

“You know how to do that?”

“Back when I was a mortal, I used to help build some chicken coops. They’re not exactly houses, but the same concepts still apply. It’s just that one houses chickens while this one houses a person.”

“Then let’s do that.”

Xun pointed at two of the huts at the center of the village to tear down. While Pengzi seemed confused as to why those two were chosen, he didn’t question the decision and got to work.

A couple minutes later, Xun ceded control of the building process to Pengzi.

“Left floorboard,” Pengzi said as Xun moved the plank of wood into the right spot. “Make sure that there’s a slight gap, the second house is slightly bigger. Its walls are going to be thicker. After you’re done with that, can you nail the boards down?”

Xun looked back at his fellow laborer. “You built a lot of chicken coops?”

“A lot of them,” Pengzi said with a bitter smile.

“How many chicken coops did you build?” Xun asked, more out of curiosity than anything else. The memories of his past mortal life were like a fading image after three centuries of cultivation.

“A hundred?” Pengzi scratched his head. “Maybe two hundred.”

“So many? Do coops break that often?”

“Not really. My father specialized in building coops and built them for our village. Sometimes, other villages would also employ him,” Pengzi said. “He was really good at it.”

Xun noticed a bit of sadness in the laborer’s voice. Remembering what the Nine Thunders Sect did to the direct relatives of their students, he pushed the conversation along, “You know, your parents would be glad if you found a partner.”

“And who would want a laborer as a partner?” Pengzi said.

“Another laborer might.” Xun pointed his chin down the mountain at a figure working in the farm. Zhanghao. “I noticed that the two of you were pretty close.”

“Hey, I don’t… I never thought of her like that,” Pengzi hurriedly explained. “Plus, she’s far better at farming than any of us. The only reason I didn’t lose my salary last month was because she moved some of her rice stalks to my fields. But in the situation we’re currently in, I’d be dragging her down if I became her partner.”

“You’re talking about…” Xun glanced upward, towards the top of the mountain

Pengzi nodded. Then, he leaned closer to Xun and whispered, “Maybe after we resolve everything. With so much uncertainty, it doesn’t feel right.”

Xun paused his work to think for a second. The reason he had risked attracting the ape was to scare Hanpin and make him think that if he planted too many more Soul Water Petals, it’d pull in spirit beasts.

The two new laborers disappeared at the same time I saw two of the four Soul Water Petals maturing. Hanpin might have been tempted to plant more, but with the ape suddenly appearing, he’s probably thinking that four flowers is the max that his Zhen Locking Formation can handle. Liubo disappeared six months ago. It’ll take at least two more years for his plant to blossom.

That meant until Liubo’s Soul Water Petal matured, the laborers should be safe.

“We need a year and a half, at the quickest,” Xun said. “But why wait so long? Though the path of to eternity is long, our fight is for the here and now. If you like her and she likes you, why not become partners?”

“I’ll think about it.”

Pengzi moved away and the two of them avoided conversation for the rest of the house’s construction.

As Xun worked, he became lost in his thoughts.

I could take the risk and report Hanpin to the sect. But that carries a risk. What if Hanpin has bribed the sect’s discipline faction? Or what if he hides the evidence before the sect comes to investigate?

At a deeper level, Xun didn’t want to take the easy way out. Sure, trying to defeat Hanpin would be hard. But the path to eternity was never meant to be easy. He couldn’t count on a sect to help him every time a problem came up. What Xun needed was to prove that he could survive in this new life, just as well as he did in his past life.

In the blink of an eye, another year and a half passed.

“Brother Peng!” Xun called as he finished his work for the day. “Want to eat together tonight?”

The terrace below Xun was covered in a low cloud that was pouring down rain. From within the cloud, a head popped up. “Sure, Brother Xun. I’ll make sure Sister Zhang knows.”

Xun smiled. A year ago, Pengzi had finally accepted Xun’s suggestion and courted Zhanghao. Half a year later, they took each other as their partners.

Their matrimony was witnessed by everyone at the farm, even Hanpin. Under Xun’s suggestion, Pengzi had gifted Hanpin a jug of regular liquor made from the excess rice stalks. After his initial surprise, Hanpin gave Pengzi three spirit stones as his wedding gift.

After the ceremony, Pengzi sent a jug of alcohol to Lanhua every month afterward. Though neither Lanhua nor Hanpin ever talked about it, everyone could tell that they were far closer than just normal friends. She was also the first of the laborers to reach the High Wood stage, just one step away from becoming an Outer Disciple.

On the other hand, everyone else’s cultivation was much worse. Zhanghao was the best of them. Though she had joined the sect six months after Pengzi, she had reached the Low Wood stage before Pengzi and Xun.

The only people who had worse cultivations than Pengzi and Xun was new laborer that Hanpin had brought a couple months after Zhanghao. Qing was a bright-eyed girl and responsible for the upper parts of the farms.

Like Lanhua, the new laborer pretty quickly understood that Hanpin was the only one with real power in the farm. In the subsequent months, she tried to impress the disciple. But no matter what she did, Lanhua was always responsible for the highest portion of the farm.

Xun put all that out of his mind as he went to the largest hut in the village. From the grounds of the two huts that they had razed to build Lanhua’s house, Pengzi had built an extra-large hut, complete with a small area for livestock.

“Your chickens are coming along well,” Xun complimented as he looked out at the dozens of chickens running around.

“Hah, these things cause trouble for me all day,” Pengzi said with a smile. “Just because I know how to build chicken coops doesn’t mean that I’m also good at raising chickens. If I had known how much work they would be, I wouldn’t have asked Disciple Han for them.”

“Even still, you’re the first of us to be eating meat. At this point, if I eat another bite of rice, I’m going to throw up,” Xun said while faking a vomiting gesture.

Pengzi flapped his hand. “Really? Did you have to do that before dinner? Zhanghao already knows that you don’t like eating rice. She made three dishes. One chicken and two egg dishes. No rice at all.”

Xun smiled. He raised his hand at Pengzi’s door. “Please, you first.”

“How could a host go before a guest?” Pengzi said as he dragged Xun forward. “You first.”

Xun struggled briefly before accepting the honor. Neither Xun nor Pengzi had used their true strengths. As High Earth cultivators, they would tear Xun’s clothes to shreds if they weren’t careful.

The moment Xun entered the house, the smile on his face disappeared. He turned to look at Pengzi, who also lost his smile.

Pengzi nodded. “Zhanghao, can you entertain Brother Xun for a moment?”

“Of course,” Zhanghao’s voice came from another room. “How are you doing, Brother Xun… Yeah I agree, it’s been a pretty hard week in the farm… I noticed that there are more insects than before, who knows how the harvest will be.”

Neither Pengzi nor Xun looked surprised at Zhanghao’s acting. Instead, Pengzi led Xun to a different side room that had no window. He crouched down and felt around the ground before finding a latch and pulling up. In the process, his face turned red from the effort.

Xun stepped in and helped. With their combined efforts, a massive rock that had been shaped into a cube began rising. The two silently lifted it to the side before jumping into the space that the rock revealed.

Squinting in the darkness, Xun found a lamp and lit it. Pengzi brought the rock back in place and slowly lowered it to cover their entrance.

“Looks like you’re close to the High Wood stage,” Xun said as he watched Pengzi work.

“A bit,” Pengzi said as he sat on a small blanket in the corner of the small underground space. “It’s really your cultivation that I’m worried about. A whole year and a half and you’re still at the same pace as me.”

“Hah, I wish I could cultivate. But I don’t have enough time,” Xun said.

“Speaking of time, it’s been a year and a half since the ape. Are things ready?” Pengzi asked, staring at Xun’s face.

“Before that, how are preparations on your end?” Xun looked around the space and found that it had changed quite a bit since the last time he was here. One of the walls was stocked with clay pots and when Xun opened one of the lids, he found it stocked with rice. He turned back to Pengzi in shock. “You gathered this much rice in the past three months?”

“It’s all Zhanghao,” Pengzi said with a proud smile. “She has a real talent for plants. Even though she’s stuck in a bad part of the farm because of me, she cultivates around a hundred pounds of rice per terrace. That’s double the quota. If she were in the top half, she’d probably get even more.”

Xun nodded. “She’s indeed talented. What about the liquor?”

“I’ve been busy too. Over thirty jugs, all buried in one big cache within the bamboo forest like you asked. And the two aged ones are over there, ready whenever you need them.”

“Right, that’s fine. And these two aged liquors, you said that their scent will extend for a decent distance?”

“It should. The zhen it contains should be obvious the moment it's opened. It’s some of the best liquor that I’ve ever brewed in my life. The bamboo aroma infused perfectly in the liquid, and a single jug probably has zhen equal to fifteen pounds of spirit rice.”

Xun opened one of them and gave it a quick sniff. The smell of bamboo and zhen quickly permeated through the underground space they were in.

Huh, looks like I underestimated Pengzi.

“This is good liquor,” Xun complimented. “The pots?”

“Specially made, just like you asked. Be careful with them. The moment you angle it a bit too steep, they’ll break.”

“Good.” Xun moved on to check the rice. “You also placed the last batch of rice around the bamboo forest?”

“Yeah, but they’re probably gone by now, taken by the squirrels. Actually, I noticed something strange recently. When we first started putting the rice out in the forest, I could see these big squirrels pretty often. But these days, I don’t see a single one. Do you think they became spirit beasts? Especially since we keep feeding them the spirit rice?”

Xun shook his head. “Even if they did, it’s not our problem. What about the blood?”

“Every time you came, I had Zhanghao kill as many chickens as possible and collect the blood. It’s all in that jug, the jug’s also a special one like you asked, it’ll break at the slightest force.” Pengzi pointed at a small jug near the corner of the space.

“Good, good.” Xun closed his eyes and became lost in thought.

“I’m sorry Brother Xun but I have to ask, are you sure that this will work?”

“It will work, but we’ll need some luck.”

The chances are around ninety-five percent, assuming all the pieces fall into place. It’s the best I could have done, especially after I slowed my cultivation for two whole years for this.

“Perhaps, we can take a few more months, even years if we need to.”

“No,” Xun stated. “I’m killing Hanpin. Tonight.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

STEPS

“Tonight? Isn’t it maybe a bit too quick?” Pengzi asked. “I read in the Sky Thunder Scripture that it’s harder for strong cultivators to raise their cultivation. We’re still improving at a rapid pace. If Hanpin reaches the Low Water stage, he’ll be an Inner Disciple and gone from the farm.”

“Huh,” Xun said as he took one of the rice pots from the shelf and felt its weight. “You want to delay things?”

“It’s not that I want to delay things, Xun. But you said it yourself, the more time we have to prepare, the better our chances will be. Why take a needless risk? We’ve already waited a year and a half. It wouldn’t be too hard to wait a few more months.”

Xun turned back to look at his fellow laborer. In his mind, Pengzi had always been this over-enthusiastic boy who tried to please his seniors. That changed, but only slightly, when Lanhua chose Hanpin over him. Xun had expected Pengzi to stop giving his spirit stones after a few months, but he kept it up. He hadn’t used a single spirit stone in the year and a half since that fateful night next to the graves.

Now, as Xun looked at the laborer who had spent two years on the farms, he saw Pengzi for who he became. A man. Xun might have chalked Pengzi’s reluctance up to nerves but that didn’t seem correct. There wasn’t even a sliver of fear in the laborer’s eyes. It was something else, some emotion that felt familiar to Xun though he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Perhaps, betrayal?

“You’re scared?” Xun narrowed his eyes and slipped one hand inside his robe.

“No, it’s not that. It’s just that we should err on the side of caution. If Hanpin is at the High Fire stage, then it’ll be nearly impossible to fight him.”

“Hanpin killed Liubo and Wangpan, he won’t stop there,” Xun said, hoping the truth would make Pengzi come to his senses. The laborer had been a huge help in the past two years. But if he got cold feet at the last moment, then Xun would do whatever it took to keep Pengzi silent. Dead men don’t disrupt plans.

“Right,” Pengzi said with a bitter smile. “I guessed as much. And those suspicions were confirmed when one of the new laborers left without saying goodbye to his friends.”

Xun kept staring at Pengzi. It was like there were two eternals on his shoulders. One snarled to kill Pengzi and be done with it. He could hear the hesitation lingering on every one of the laborer’s words. The other repeated the contributions that Pengzi had made to the plan. Despite its pleas, Xun was slipping to the darker side.

“We have two new laborers,” Pengzi said. “There’s a chance that Hanpin takes his next victim from them.”

“New laborers…” Xun repeated. Suddenly, it was like a thunderbolt struck him. He realized where the indecision from Pengzi was coming from. Not fear, not betrayal, but the most primitive of emotions. Love. “How has life been with Zhanghao?”

“It’s been good,” Pengzi said a bit too quickly. “Have you thought about the case where Hanpin tries to flee?”

“Are you afraid for Zhanghao’s safety?” Xun asked.

“Uh.” The room fell into silence and the dim lamp light flickered between the two of them. Finally, Pengzi said, “I don’t want her to get hurt.”

“This is what’s safest,” Xun said, trying to project as much confidence in his words as he could. “The ape attack only bought us so much time. Hanpin became more cautious after that, but it’ll only last so long. He’s going to begin taking laborers again. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that he’ll take Zhanghao. She cultivated faster than the two of us. If Hanpin feels a threat from anyone, it’ll be from her. I promise you, this is the best chance for her.”

Pengzi listened and exhaled. His eyes hardened.

“Alright, Xun. I trusted you two years ago, and there’s no reason for me to back out now. What do you need me to do?”

“First, we need to get everything out of here. Throw the rice in the lowest terraces. Once you’re done with that, get down here with Zhanghao. Once you hear a wave of steps above you, count to one hundred and raise the rock.”

“And then?”

“And then run into the bamboo forest and get the cache of liquor. Burn it all. Make sure you start a fire in the forest. Don’t stay here, it’ll be dangerous.” Xun knocked against the wall. “And did you build weak points in the walls? If I need to collapse this space in a hurry, how would I do it?”

“I did,” Pengzi pointed at one of the pillars. “If that breaks, then the whole thing collapses. But are you sure you want me to throw all this rice in the farm?”

“All of it. Don’t leave a single grain.” Xun found Pengzi’s gaze and made sure he understood before moving on. “No matter what happens, raise your rock and run. That’s your best shot at surviving. Got it?”

Pengzi nodded.

Xun walked over to the giant rock and began pushing on it. Pengzi came over and helped.

“Aren’t you going to ask me what my plan is?” Xun said as the two of them lifted the rock.

“What does it matter?” Pengzi asked. “Either it works or it doesn’t. I should have died two years ago. You were the one who saved me. This time I’ve been enjoying is just a bonus, if you think about it.”

“A bonus, huh?” Xun looked at the laborer and smiled. “If we’re alive at the end of this, I’ll help you with your cultivation.”

As Xun left Pengzi’s house with the two jugs of liquor and one jug of chicken blood, he sorted through his plan, checking to see if there was anything that he had missed.

The first step is done. Spirit beasts are in place. The squirrels disappeared from the forest because they probably sensed the beasts. Now, I just hope that there are enough of them. A whole year of giving our excess spirit rice to them, that should be enough to gather a fair amount of them in those bamboo forests, right?

Xun slipped behind one of the huts and waited in the shadow. A couple moments later, he saw the lights in Pengzi’s house go out as the couple walked out of their house with pots in their arms. Xun followed them to the edge of the village and watched as they poured out the rice and returned for a second trip.

Pengzi… It’s a good thing that he’s following up with the plan. I couldn’t have gotten ready so quickly without his help. And yet, Xun couldn’t allow a single thing up to chance. He had to make sure that Pengzi didn’t change his mind at the last moment and warn the disciple.

After waiting and seeing Pengzi and his partner pour out a second batch of rice, Xun turned and made his way toward the new laborers’ huts.

“Sister Qing, are you there?” Xun knocked and asked in a soft voice.

A moment later, the laborer inside replied, “My apologies Brother Xun. It’s pretty late and I’ve already decided to rest for the night.”

“I understand,” Xun said. He paused for a moment, before adding, “It’s just that I recently got a jug of liquor from Pengzi. The same type that he gives to Lanhua, but this one is said to have been brewed with spirit rice.”

The bed inside creaked as its occupant shifted her weight. “Spirit rice? Liquor?”

“That’s what I said. As you know, a large part of why Lanhua has Disciple Hanpin’s favor is because of the liquor that Pengzi provides her. But if you were to gift the disciple the same thing, it could change things.”

“Wait a moment,” the female laborer said. Xun heard rustling from within the hut and the laborer opened the door after getting dressed. “Please, come in, Brother Xun.”

“Thank you, Sister Qing,” Xun nodded as he crossed into her hut. Where Xun, Pengzi, and Zhanghao all lived in the center of the village, the two new laborers chose huts closest to the farm. In their daily lives, the two mostly stuck to each other.

Careful to not disturb the jugs he was carrying, Xun slipped them onto a nearby wood table from the side as he found a seat. He found the female laborer staring at his gifts. The girl was pretty, in a youthful way. A small nose, large eyes, and dimples when she smiled.

“Brother Xun, it must have been really hard to brew such a thing.”

“Yeah, I heard how hard it was from Pengzi. He gave me three jugs. Two of them I’m keeping for myself but I thought of you, Sister Qing.” Xun looked down at the ground as he formulated his words. “You know, me, Pengzi, and Lanhua, we all came to the farm together. We used to study together.”

“Right, I heard about that when I talked with Sister Zhang.”

“Then you should know that while me and Pengzi are still stuck at the Earth stages, Lanhua’s already at the Wood stages. Her cultivation speed has outstripped us by far.”

“Yes, I do.”

“And a large part of that is because she has Disciple Han’s favor. I’m hoping that you can gain that favor, with this.” Xun patted the jug. “You know, even though this isn’t a big jug, it took over ten pounds of spirit rice to brew. This is not something that comes by easily.”

“I understand,” she said. “I heard that Disciple Han likes good liquor.”

“If you ask me,” Xun said. “I think a large part of why Lanhua has the disciple’s favor is because of the liquor Pengzi gives her each month. But we’ve never seen anything for our efforts. So I was thinking, would you be interested in working with me and Pengzi? We’ll give you the liquor each month instead of Lanhua. And you’ll gain Disciple Hanpin’s favor instead of her. But once you do, all that we ask is for you to share your learnings with us.”

She nodded. “Learnings like what?”

“Like how to get the most out of the Sky Thunder Scripture and anything else cultivation-wise that you hear from the disciple. We’re not asking you for resources. Just some advice and knowledge,” Xun said. “That’s all we’re hoping for.”

Xun got his answer almost instantly. “It’s natural for juniors and seniors to share cultivation knowledge. I’d be happy to help,” Qing said.

Xun smiled as he pushed the jug on the table over to his junior. “I’m glad to hear that. You know, Sister Qing, there’s another hurdle that we need to get through for the value of the liquor to really shine through.”

“Oh?” The girl pulled the jug closer and examined it closely as if it would help her distinguish the clay jug’s contents.

“Don’t open it.” Xun warned. “The liquor loses its potency when you do that. Anyways, it would be hard for you to gain the disciple’s favor if Lanhua is next to him, right?”

“Yes,” the girl nodded. Her eyes began to focus as she thought about how to get around that problem.

“What if I told you that I could find an excuse to keep Lanhua from bothering the two of you? I’ll make sure she’s busy and can’t find Disciple Han. If you sneak up from the back of the mountain where she can’t see you, you’ll get alone time with the disciple.”

“Alone time…” she repeated. Her eyes began to wander. “Are you asking me to go into the forest? Something that Disciple Han explicitly told us not to do?”

“Will he punish you if he sees the liquor in your hands? He might even bring you to his house at the top of the mountain.”

The female laborer stared at the clay jug, lost in thought.

“Sister Qing, this is your opportunity. Whether you become the next top laborer on the farm depends on your decision tonight. If you’re interested, then I’ll do my best to help distract Lanhua. If you’re not interested, then I’ll bring it to Sister Wen.” Xun made a motion to take back the clay jug.

“No.” The girl dropped her hand on top of the jug. For a second, Xun was afraid that the jug would break but the clay vessel held itself. “I’ll do it. Just let me know when I should go up the mountain.”

Xun took a look out the window, even though he didn’t need to. “Sister Qing, that jug is very delicate. Make sure you handle it with care. As for when you should go up the mountain, how about in half an hour? Let me first distract Lanhua so she doesn’t have the chance to know what you’re trying to do.”

“Alright,” the girl said. “Thank you, Brother Xun. If this works, I promise that I won’t forget the favor that you’ve done me and pay my debt in any way possible.”

“One word of advice,it’s important to know when you double down and when to give up. If the disciple isn’t interested, it’s probably not a good idea to pursue things. Running away isn’t shameful. There will always be more chances in the future.”

“Of course, I know that,” Qing said.

Xun nodded and walked back into the night.

That’s the third step of the plan. If she does it, then great. But if she decides against doing it, well, the plan’s already been set in motion. It doesn’t matter what she does.

In some ways, Xun felt a bit guilty about involving Qing into his plans. The laborer hadn’t done anything and he was now putting her in danger. But that was the path to eternity. He had to do this to get a shot at Hanpin and if she survived, he vowed silently that he would repay her. Somehow.

Walking back to his own hut, Xun found a bulky bag and slung it across his shoulder.

Now, I need to get Lanhua on board with the plan. She’s the key.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

ZHUGE’S GRAVE

“Sister Lan? It’s Xun. Could I talk to you about something?” Xun knocked on Lanhua’s door right as the sun was shedding its final rays on the farm.

Perfect. In less than half an hour, it’ll be complete darkness. And a couple minutes until Qing triggers the formation and brings the disciple to the other side of the mountain.

“Brother Xun? Now’s not a great time.” Lanhua’s voice came from within the hut. “Could you come back another time?”

“It’s rather important, Sister Lan. If you wouldn’t mind, it won’t take too long. It’s related to the liquor,” Xun said. He didn’t think much of the rejection.

“Perhaps you didn’t understand what I said. Come back tomorrow,” Lanhua said in a stern voice.

For some reason, Xun heard a slight hint of joy in Lanhua’s voice. Does she like me? Even though she’s so close to Hanpin? Bah. Love’s for Pengzi, not me.

“I would love to,” Xun said as he knocked on the door again. “But I’m afraid this is an urgent matter about the liquor from Penzi. Please.”

“Xun, leave.” A male voice sounded from within the house.

For a second, Xun thought all was lost. He had been observing Lanhua and Hanpin closely for the past two years. And the disciple never once entered the house he had helped build in the middle of the mountain.

Is this a trap? Xun felt sweat trickle down his back. He couldn’t risk a full-blown confrontation with the disciple right now. It was too early. No, he’s telling me to leave. This is a coincidence, not a trap.

But Xun’s plan had already been put into action. It would be extremely hard to go back down and gather the rice back into the pots. Even if he could do that, the spirit beasts that he and Pengzi spent the past eighteen months gathering in the bamboo forest were poised to run out of control soon. Xun breathed in and out, feeling the cool air circle around his lungs and calm him down.

Things are still fine. I just need to delay Hanpin until either Qing triggers the formation or the spirit beasts start attacking the farm. As long as either of those things happen, I still have a chance.

“I’m sorry Disciple Han, I didn’t know that you were here.” Xun bowed to the door. Then, he continued, “But I have something rather important that you should know. It’s a matter that we couldn’t solve on our own.”

“What’s going on?” Hanpin asked quizzically.

“Pengzi’s looking for Sister Qing. He wants to duel her and someone might get hurt.”

“Duel her? Why?”

“From what I heard, it’s because Pengzi tried to use the spirit rice to make liquor instead of just using the rice stalks. I think it worked, but before he could bring the completed jug to you, Sister Qing somehow found out and stole it from him.”

“Wait there,” Hanpin said grumpily. Xun could hear that the disciple was getting dressed. For what was likely the first time in his life, he genuinely hoped that the disciple would take longer getting ready. Finally, Lanhua’s door blew open. “What did you say? Pengzi made spirit liquor?”

“I believe so, Disciple Han. From what he told me, he used twenty pounds of spirit rice to brew the liquor.”

“Ten pounds per jug huh?” Hanpin rubbed his chin. “Okay, then bring Pengzi to me.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t know where he is.” Xun stayed still. “The last I heard, Brother Peng was going into the bamboo forests to search for the two. He said that he would even go to the sect if that’s what it took to get justice.”

“Justice? That idiot thinks the sect will help him find justice for his crappy jug of liquor?”

“I agree, Disciple Han,” Xun said.

“Go search for him then,” Hanpin said. He shifted his heft from one foot to another. “Or are you trying to make me angry by staying here?”

“Sorry Disciple Han.” Xun bowed to the disciple. “There is actually one more thing that I wanted to talk to you about, it concerns how the spirit liquor was made.”

What’s taking Qing so long? The spirit beasts should have also noticed the rice scattered in the farm. Why aren’t they attacking the farm?

“What do you mean?” Hanpin said roughly.

“Pengzi borrowed some spirit rice from my field to make the liquor and said that he would give me the rice back once he sold it to you, Disciple Han. Now that his liquor’s been stolen, I’m not too sure…”

“You’re really bothering me because you lost a couple pounds of rice?” Hanpin asked. Xun could hear the anger in the disciple’s words.

Xun continued. Every word of his was putting him closer and closer to danger, but he had no choice. “I’m sorry, disciple, it’s just that this month hasn’t been the best, there’s been more insects –”

“Stop,” Hanpin yelled. His face was serious, more serious than Xun had ever seen it. Xun held his talismans, ready to fight. But the disciple tilted his head, as if listening to something, before his face turned nearly purple from rage. Without even bothering to talk to Xun, he began sprinting to the side of the mountain.

It’s Sister Qing. Xun concluded after looking at the direction that Hanpin went in. The good news was that his plan was still on. The bad news was that he now only had a few moments to convince Lanhua for the final part of his plan. This is going to be hard.

“Sister Lan, are you there?” Xun asked as he stepped into the house and found Lanhua in a corner near the bed. As he saw her, he realized the perfect way to convince her. A year and a half ago, when he was drinking with Pengzi, he noticed that Zhuge’s grave had loose dirt. It was as if someone had used a technique to mess with the ground.

“What do you want Xun?” Lanhua said as she watched Xun with a cold look in her eyes. “You’re not afraid of me telling Disciple Han of what you’re doing?”

“Were you close with Zhuge?” Xun knew the answer to his question. Zhuge and Lanhua had been inseparable when they first came to the farm.

“What does that matter to you?” Lanhua asked back.

“Did you know that someone dug up Zhuge’s grave? Her body is gone,” Xun said as he observed Lanhua for what was the first time in the past year. Her skin was like porcelain, pale and soft.

The Low Wood stage had a second benefit. Cultivators who reached that stage would improve their skin, leading to a delicate, bright, and clear complexion.

“What did you say?” Lanhua bridged the gap between them in a single step and grabbed Xun’s robe. “Tell me what you said again?”

And she can control her Earth stage strength well. This is good.

“Sister Zhu’s body. It’s gone. Someone dug it up shortly after it was buried. I believe it was Hanpin,” Xun said. When Lanhua took a moment to take in the information, he dropped another piece of information. “Hanpin’s a demon cultivator. He’s been planting Soul Water Petals at the top of the mountain. The main ingredient for that spirit plant is –”

“Human corpses. More specifically, people who have spirit channels at the shale tier or higher,” Lanhua finished the sentence.

Xun gripped onto his talismans again. He had brought all of them with him. They were meant for Hanpin, but sometimes, reality moved faster than plans. Right as he was about to release a couple of them, Lanhua let go of Xun’s robe. Her face seemed far older than her real age, just like Pengzi.

“I didn’t think… I didn’t think he would do something so horrible.”

Xun ignored the fact that Lanhua already knew about the Soul Water Petals and honed in on the emotional front. “Liubo, Zhuge, Wangpan. What did they do to deserve such a fate? To not even have a proper burial after death. A person who’s willing to dig up a grave. Is that a person that you want to trust? Is that someone you want to sleep next to?”

Lanhua looked at Xun with tears in her eyes. “So what? What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to kill him,” Xun said calmly.

Everything now hinged on what happened next. If Lanhua joined forces with him, the chances of his success were almost guaranteed. If she stood idly by, his chances would drop to maybe fifty percent. If she decided to help Hanpin? Maybe a twenty percent chance of success.

Lanhua’s face flickered from sadness to confusion to understanding. “I’ll help you,” Lanhua said. “What do you need me to do?”

In her eyes, Xun saw the same resolve he had seen when she fought the Gold Crown Ape but there was also the hint of something else. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, not yet.

“Come with me.” Xun ran out of the house. Every second mattered now. He found the three things he had hidden next to the house. He grabbed the bulky bag and tossed one of the jugs, the one with spirit liquor, to Lanhua. “First, we’re going to the Soul Water Petals.”

The fourth step, done. It’s not perfect. There’s still a chance that Lanhua is going to betray me. But I have no other choice. A difference of three whole stages is like a cliff. Without Lanhua’s help, the chances of success are too low.

Xun made his way to the edge of the forest and found the formation that would warn the disciple.

“Careful, there’s a formation around here,” Lanhua warned.

Xun turned back to look at his companion. He tried to show as much confusion as possible.

“When I get Hanpin drunk, he starts talking about things. He mentioned that there’s a formation right at the edge of the forest.”

Xun nodded. He brought Lanhua around the edge of the forest. With his previous experience breaking the formation, he quickly found the formation flag and knocked it aside with a rock. Subtlety be damned.

“It’s safe now.” He slipped into the forest and Lanhua followed as if afraid of being left behind.

As the pair of them made their way through the giant forest, Lanhua spoke up again, “I only learned about the Soul Water Petals a few days ago. That’s when I realized that there was no other path for me besides submitting to the disciple. Tonight was the first time he stayed in my place. I didn’t know what he was doing before. I swear.”

“It’s all in the past now.”

With their cultivation, the two of them had more or less been sprinting for three minutes without even breathing hard. Soon, they reached the Zhen Locking Formation. With a smile, Xun found one of the formation flags and snapped it in half. Almost immediately, the formation broke as a giant wave of pent-up zhen flowed outward.

The fifth and final step. Now, whether I live or die is up to the skies. I’ve done as well as I could have.

Finding the gaps in the zhen wave, Xun kept running. Behind him, Lanhua struggled to keep up. She seemed unfamiliar with how to move in a high zhen environment. Her steps were either too strong or too weak. It was like she was learning how to walk all over again.

Xun kept an eye on her as they ran. After about a minute’s worth of running, he confirmed that the girl didn’t know where the Soul Water Petals were. That, combined with her awkwardness, was a good sign. Finally, things were starting to look up for his plan.

Changing directions, he soon led them to the clearing for the Soul Water Petals. Like before, there were five flowers planted. But unlike before, three of the five plants were blossoming.

Xun was right, the disciple had dug up Zhuge’s grave. He pointed at the flowers.

“Right there. There’s Wangpan, Liubo, and Zhuge.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

SPIRIT BLADE

“Brother Xun, you don’t need to provoke me like that,” Lanhua said. “I already chose to come with you here. It’s not like I can somehow regain Hanpin’s trust after this.”

“That’s not what I mean, Sister Lan,” Xun said as he noted the defiance in Lanhua’s words. “My plan is to expose the disciple to the sect. When they see the Soul Water Petals, they’ll know what Hanpin did and punish him accordingly. We just need to make sure that Hanpin can’t hide the evidence.”

“You want to dig the plants up?”

“No, of course not. That leaves too many openings and excuses that Hanpin can take. And who would the sect believe? The word of an outer disciple holds far more weight than just a couple of laborers.” Xun shook his head. “We just need to hold off the disciple until someone from the sect arrives and sees the spirit plants in the ground.”

“How are we going to do that?” Lanhua asked, her face ashen. She stared at Xun’s face, hoping that Xun was joking. “I don’t know any fighting techniques. He’ll kill the two of us within seconds.”

“Let’s just say that I have a solution for that. I’ll make sure that his techniques don’t hurt you.” Xun lowered the bag that he had been carrying and tore open the top. Inside were dozens of hardened bamboo staffs. He grabbed one of them and tossed it to Lanhua. “What I need from you is to fight Hanpin so he can’t bully us with his physical strength. As you know, at the Foundation Realm, almost every cultivator beyond the Wood stages has the same physique.”

“Still, you want me to fight him? That’s your plan?”

“For fifteen minutes, that’s how long it’ll take for the sect members to get here. Even before they do, he’ll be forced to flee.”

“And this will help?” Lanhua said. She looked at the bamboo staff in her hand.

It was one of a couple dozen staffs that Xun had hardened. In his wandering in the bamboo forest, he’d note down bamboo trees with a high amount of zhen. Later, he cut them down to about sword-length and immediately thrust them into the fire, waiting until the sap of the plant had been pushed out for extra toughness. They weren’t the same as metal weapons or anywhere near spirit weapons, but they were the best that Xun could craft given what he had.

“Not exactly. I have a solution if he uses techniques himself,” Xun said. He set out a couple of bamboo staffs next to him. “The staff should help you fight the disciple from a distance.”

“What’s inside your jug?” Lanhua asked as she heaved her own jug.

“Spirit liquor,” Xun lied. He made a quick hole next to the spirit plants and placed the jug of chicken blood in the ground. “It’s a tradition of ours. We bury something before a big event as a sacrifice for good luck.”

“Should I bury mine too?” Lanhua asked.

Xun smiled as he pointed at her jug, “Yours is different. It has a purpose. If the disciple tries to close the distance, threaten him back by throwing the jug at him.”

Lanhua looked at Xun with suspicion. She placed the jug on the ground and lifted the lid. The canopy of the forest blocked most of the moonlight from seeping through, making it too dark for her to see inside the jug. So she dipped a finger inside and brought it to her nose to confirm that it was indeed what Xun had said.

“You’re trying to get Hanpin drunk by throwing liquor on him?”

“If he’s covered in liquor, he won’t dare to use fire techniques. That'll limit his options. You’ll see.”

“Okay, so what’s next?”

A wisp of bitter-smelling air blew into Xun. Straining his ears, he could hear faint roars and rumblings coming from the bottom of the mountain. After two years, all of his hard work was about to pay off.

“Now? We wait. Hanpin’s going to come for his precious plants soon.”

Xun settled into one of the giant trees. He could make out shifting figures in the darkness at the bottom of the mountain. It was probably the disciple trying to hold back the spirit beast horde. Hanpin probably still harbored some hope that he could salvage the situation by beating back the spirit beasts.

That was Xun’s plan in motion.

Qing was meant to throw the disciple off his rhythm and bring him away from his Soul Water Petals so that the disciple’s first thought wasn’t to flee but rather to stay and fight. Although there were some bumps along the way, the plan had worked. The disciple was now fighting with the spirit beast horde.

Now, there was a question of whether Hanpin was going to win against the spirit beast wave or if he would flee. In both cases, he’d likely be stumbling up the mountain hurt. And fighting Hanpin when he was tired and desperate gave Xun his only chances of success.

Desperate people are scary, sure. But they also make mistakes.

Xun fiddled with the talismans he brought with him. They were the result of a year and a half of work. He had used most of his zhen cycles into crafting these talismans, delaying his own cultivation by a significant amount. Giving them one last check, he was sure that everything was in place. All that was left was the fight. And if there was anything that Xun was sure of, it was his fighting ability.

On a branch next to him, Lanhua was taking shallow, short gasps. Pre-fight nerves.

“Breathe. In and then out. Take a deep breath,” Xun said. “Make sure you take long and smooth inhales and exhales. Think of your scripture, but don’t cycle zhen.”

Lanhua’s breaths slowed. As he listened to her relax, Xun also began to prepare for the battle. He threw away any excess emotions and made sure that every part of him was calm and ready. He even pushed down the tiny part of him that kept thinking there was something he had overlooked. He couldn’t afford distractions. Not now.

After a few minutes, Xun smelled blood. He sniffed again. There was also a slightly sweet aroma, the smell of the spirit liquor that he had given Qing. Gradually, Hanpin came into sight. The disciple had evidently found the spirit beasts more than he could handle. His robe was torn in multiple places and he had a slight limp as he climbed the mountain. Roars sounded behind him in the farms.

Xun turned his head and saw that Lanhua had also noticed the disciple. She glanced at him and pointed downward.

“You first,” she mouthed.

Seeing her hesitate, Xun also paused for a second. He could see why she’d hesitate. Maybe she thought he didn’t have a way to counter the disciple’s techniques. Maybe it was that she wanted to betray him all along.

Then, it didn’t matter anymore. Lanhua stretched out her arm, as if to push Xun down. Dodging away, Xun snapped two bamboo slips. Almost immediately, two clumps of earth appeared next to him. One of them shot down at the disciple, while the other smacked into Lanhua and forced her down from the tree.

“Who dares ambush me?” Hanpin roared as he brought out a glowing blade. With a single slash, he cut through the clump of earth and destroyed the zhen powering the earth technique.

Xun watched the blade closely. A high Foundation Realm spirit blade. Looks like Hanpin is a bit wealthier than I expected.

The disciple was about to attack the second clump when he noticed a person being pushed by it. “Lanhua?”

Taking a step forward, Hanpin pushed his light blue blade at the clump of earth, stopping its momentum and giving Lanhua some time to escape. Once she was out of the way, he slashed and destroyed the second mound of earth. “Lanhua, what’s going on?”

“Brother Han, it’s…” Lanhua edged closer to the disciple as Xun stared closely. If they were going to team up, which didn’t seem all that far-fetched at this point, he’d use his talismans to kill Lanhua immediately and figure out a way to deal with Hanpin later.

Luckily, it didn’t come to that. Once Lanhua was close enough, she chucked her clay jug at the disciple. Hanpin made another slash using his blade. The jug was cut in half but its contents followed their original momentum and splattered over Hanpin.

Before the disciple could react, Xun used three Earth Shield Talismans. The kind that shot forward. They were dispatched by Hanpin with ease but gave Lanhua enough time to retreat back.

“You’re trying to attract the spirit beasts to me with some stupid zhen-liquor? You’re dead. Lanhua, do you hear me? You’re dead meat,” Hanpin bellowed as he grabbed at the female laborer.

Lanhua slipped to the right and swung her bamboo staff at the disciple, who responded with a Water Arrow Technique. She yelped as she dropped the staff and scampered away.

“Hah, tell me. What gives you the damn confidence to betray me? Everything you know was taught by me.” Hanpin’s voice echoed across the forest as he honed in on Lanhua’s location and sent a powerful slash her way. Xun could see the glinting blue outline of the spirit weapon. He snapped a different talisman, and a regular Earth Shield Technique appeared around Lanhua. It intercepted the slash, losing about half of its mass in the process.

Unfortunately, the Earth Shield Technique also exposed Xun. Hanpin could see that Lanhua had nowhere near enough presence of mind to use such a technique. Jumping back, the disciple began looking through the forest.

“Look, friend, I have business with this girl. If you leave now, I’ll consider this matter closed,” Hanpin roared. “If not, then I’ll make sure to drag you down with me. There’s a wave of spirit beasts coming. And once they get here, you’re dead no matter what.”

Xun responded with five shooting earth shields. The disciple cut the first four attacks down, but the fifth slipped past his defenses and slammed against his chest. In Xun’s tests, each of the improved Earth Shields carried a force equivalent to ten raging oxen. When the earth hit Hanpin, however, all it did was trigger a faint white light that bounced the technique away.

He has a spirit armor. Probably one that’s at the middle Foundation Realm. And he has a high Foundation spirit blade. This is going to be tricky.

Hanpin’s strength wasn’t too far out of Xun’s expectations. Almost every cultivator had a couple pieces of spirit equipment. Xun snapped another group of five talismans and sent the attacks toward the disciple. In the meantime, he threw another bamboo staff at Lanhua. The laborer caught the weapon and immediately rushed in to attack Hanpin. Now that she had made her choice, there was no turning back.

“Idiot,” Hanpin taunted as he stared down the attacks. “You think that’s enough to kill me?”

The disciple reached inside his robe and when he pulled his hand out again, he had a fist full of talismans. Real ones, written on real talisman paper and likely the product of official Talisman Writers. The papers in Hanpin’s hand began to burn by themselves as a series of water techniques flew out.

A couple hundred water arrows consumed the five earth mounds and kept rushing forward at Lanhua. In the face of danger, the laborer made the only choice available to her. She ran. Xun snapped a couple of talismans that had stored the normal Earth Shield Techniques, adding to her defense. Before he could do anything more, Hanpin’s talisman techniques caught up and consumed her.

When the dust settled, Lanhua didn’t reemerge.

“Nine skies,” Xun cursed inwardly. Though he had found one of Hanpin’s hidden trump cards, it had come at the cost of Lanhua. Now, if he wanted to fight Hanpin, he was going to have to fight him face-to-face.

“Friend. I don’t know who you are. But if you’re willing to leave now, I’ll consider this matter closed.” Hanpin regarded his surroundings. “I’m even willing to – Ha, found you.”

The disciple disappeared from where he stood, and every instinct within Xun yelled at him to dodge. Xun snapped as many Earth Shield Talismans as he could and lumps of earth shot out in every direction.

One of them hit the disciple and broke the stealth technique he was using. But the burst of talismans had also revealed Xun’s location.

“Light,” Hanpin yelled. An illumination technique shined in Xun’s direction.

Xun countered by chucking another group of five earth mounds at the disciple, but not before Hanpin got a good look at who he was facing.

“Xun?” Hanpin asked. He batted aside the clumps of earth with ease. “You?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THE FIGHT

“Hello, Disciple Han.” Xun jumped down from the branch and faced Hanpin. After considering his options, he started with a bluff. “I work for the sect, I was sent to find out what happened to the previous laborers. Now, I think we can –”

“Lies,” Hanpin snarled as he rushed forward with the spirit blade.

Xun snapped talismans, using ten in a matter of seconds, as he fell back. Mounds of earth appeared, one after another, before rushing off in Hanpin’s direction. The disciple cut all of them away. But in the process, he began to slow down, giving Xun enough time to reach his bag of bamboo staves.

Hanpin didn’t just respond to Xun’s attacks. In an attempt to take back control of the fight, he bit his tongue and spit out a mouthful of blood on his blade. A moment later, the glow from the blade intensified from a light blue hue to dark blue. He swung it from left to right. The blade pulsed as it finished the strike and a giant blue crescent flew forward.

By the time Hanpin’s attack flew forward, Xun had already leapt to the right and out of the direct path of the strike. As the disciple reeled from the cost of the blow, Xun sneaked in and launched two more mounds of earth forward in quick succession. Then, he twisted his shoulders and pulled one of the bamboo staffs across his body. As momentum from the shoulders slowed, he swung his arm and snapped it like a whip, releasing the bamboo staff right behind the earth mounds.

That was a sword technique known as The Sword with No Return. Usually meant as a last resort move, Xun rarely used the technique in his past life. It was powerful, but every time a sword cultivator threw their sword, they were weakening their sword resolve.

Hanpin slashed through the two mounds of earth, a bit slower than before, and was caught entirely off guard by the bamboo flying through the air. It landed on his chest before being bounced away by the soft white light guarding the disciple.

“Hah, that’s all you have?” Hanpin laughed. “You think you can kill me with just that?”

The disciple repeated his previous move and rushed forward. Xun also doubled his move and snapped another group of five Earth Shield Talismans. The fight had only gone on for less than a minute and he had burned through almost half of the nearly two hundred talismans that he prepared.

But the fighting had also taken its toll on Hanpin. Where he previously only needed a single slash to cut through each mound of earth, it now required two or even three strikes. Almost immediately after he began rushing forward, he was pushed back by Xun’s counter-attacks.

Xun began launching the bamboo staffs in between the Earth Shield Talismans. They chipped away at what little sword resolve Xun still had remaining but made up for that in both power and low zhen cost to use. More importantly, unlike the clumps of earth that could be easily spotted, almost all of the bamboo staffs went through Hanpin’s spirit blade defenses before being bounced away by the spirit armor.

“You’re not at the Earth stages? No, these are from talismans. For a mere laborer, you have a lot of talismans,” Hanpin grunted as he kept cutting through the attacks Xun was throwing at him. “But you’re dreaming if you hope to beat me with that.”

“What if I don’t need to beat you?” Xun said as he kept snapping talisman after talisman. He was starting to run low. But the disciple just gave Xun another opening. He could sow doubt in his opponent’s mind. “All I need to do is wait until my reinforcements from the sect arrive. And then you’re dead.”

“Me? I think you should be worried about yourself first, you damned liar,” Hanpin said as a red sheen enveloped his blade. He suddenly began cutting through the earth mounds twice as fast as before. In the blink of an eye, he was mere steps away from Xun.

Turning, Xun began to retreat back to maintain his distance. He began to throw the bamboo staffs in an uncoordinated manner, he hadn’t expected Hanpin’s surge of strength. Hanpin watched all this with a glint in his eyes. He took a giant step forward and raised his blade above his head. “It’s over!”

Xun suddenly stopped his retreat and pivoted inward, close enough that he was only an arm’s length away from the disciple. Hanpin panicked. He dropped his elbows, trying to build a defense against whatever Xun was about to do. At the last moment, Xun hesitated as if out of earth attacks. He thrust one of the bamboo staves forward and used the momentum from the spirit armor’s protective function to get away.

It wasn’t enough. The disciple’s next hastily-attempted attack caught Xun in his retreat. Though the cutting sharpness of the slash had been dulled by the earlier earth shields still floating around Xun, the force from the attack was still there. The air in Xun’s lungs rushed out. The world in front of him blinked to black and rocked away from him. When the lights came back on, the world seemed darker, dimmer, and sideways.

It was like being hit by a giant fist. He tasted blood in his mouth. Running on instinct, he reached back in his robe and summoned a single earth shield.

Hanpin cut through the shield. This time, he actually looked tired and took almost an entire second to dispatch the clump of earth. Even though the spirit weapons would greatly lessen his zhen consumption, it seemed like the disciple was also at his limits.

“Out of talismans, huh? You think you can break my defense with these little scratches?” Hanpin taunted. “You ever wonder why the sect never gave you anything better than an early Foundation Realm technique? The sect you fight so hard for will be gone in a year or two.”

“You’re out of zhen,” Xun stumbled to his feet and retorted. Hanpin’s blade had lost its glow.

“I don’t need zhen to beat trash like you,” Hanpin said. As his voice dropped, he took a deep breath.

“Then why are you trying to cycle zhen?” Xun pushed his thumb against a dozen talismans, unleashing the strongest attack yet. Then, he twisted into the shadow of the giant trees.

Hanpin roared as he poured more zhen into his blade and slashed through the earth lumps. Before he could finish his cycle, two more clumps of earth rushed at him from different angles. When that was done, yet another two earth blocks interrupted his cycle.

“Who are you?” Hanpin yelled as he tried to find where Xun was.

Another two clumps of earth answered him.

“How the hell do you have so many talismans?” Hanpin yelled as he pulled out a spirit stone and began recovering his zhen.

Xun stopped snapping talismans. It wasn’t a sure thing but it didn’t seem like Hanpin had many more tricks up his sleeve. And the last thing Xun wanted was for the battle to devolve into a war of attrition.

Seemingly in desperation, Xun came out of his hiding spot and bull rushed the disciple. Hanpin found the time to sneer at his opponent and slashed downward. The blade glowed as the disciple poured zhen into it.

With a bit of zhen, Xun dodged the attack. Hanpin tried another attack. Xun dodged again and flashed a smile at the disciple. He should have been scared in a fight against an opponent three stages higher in cultivation. He should have fled the sect. He should have never fought against Hanpin. But his plan was working. More than that, the mung bean plant in his aperture was twirling faster than ever. Xun’s zhen was being replenished almost as fast as he was using it.

On the other hand, Hanpin might have found some zhen but his body was at its limits. Even if his strikes were dangerous, his body couldn’t actually swing the blade that fast anymore.

When Xun got within striking range of the disciple, he used his right hand to swing his bamboo staff in an upward motion. The disciple blocked with his spirit weapon and the resulting clash cut the staff in half. Xun didn’t care. He thrust the half-staff forward and forced another block from Hanpin.

The glow in the disciple’s spirit weapon finally spluttered out.

Then, Xun pushed his thumb against all of his attacking talismans. The combined hardiness of the bamboo slips together gave his finger a bit of trouble. But that was nothing. Xun added a bit more strength and they all snapped.

Hanpin could sense that something was wrong. He opened his mouth, as if trying to say something, before he was consumed by the avalanche of earth shooting at him. The moment the earth shields formed, Xun also dived forward and caught onto one of the mounds. His motion and extra weight caused that particular technique to slow down.

The combined clumps of earth pushed Hanpin back.

At first, the disciple was able to activate his spirit armor and maintain a small gap between him and the mountain of earth. But that defense quickly shattered when Hanpin’s back hit the first of the giant trees. The disciple and earth amalgamation flew across the forest of zhen-enhanced trees, breaking anything and everything in their path. Behind the carnage was Xun, clinging desperately to his specific mound of dirt. He hadn’t practiced this move enough to be good at it, mainly because each practice attempt consumed an entire talisman. But somehow, despite being hurt and bloodied, he hung on.

Finally, the energy from the earth attack started to fade. Bits of dirt and soil dropped from the giant mountain. Then, entire chunks, before finally, it left behind just a single, barely-standing, human.

Xun let go of his earth mound and watched as it sailed right into the disciple. No white light protected Hanpin this time. He flew back from the force and thumped heavily against the ground.

No spirit armor. That’s good.

Limping forward, Xun raised his bamboo staff. Hanpin laid on the ground, unmoving. When Xun got close enough, he snapped one of the normal Earth Shield Talismans, creating a new shield that simply revolved around him. Then, he aimed a thrust right at Hanpin’s head. He wasn’t a neophyte who assumed a downed enemy was a harmless one. He had made that mistake in his past life, not this one.

Right as the bamboo staff was about to make contact with Hanpin, the disciple opened his eyes and knocked the staff away.

Xun reacted instantly by shooting a kick at Hanpin’s ribs. The blow landed solidly against his opponent, and Xun followed things up with another thrust from the broken staff. Hanpin flipped to his side and dodged the attack. Before the disciple could celebrate, Xun attacked again. Only idiots give their opponents time to recover.

Under the onslaught of blows, Hanpin’s dodges began to slow down and wounds gradually appeared all over his body. The combination of fighting the spirit beasts and Xun’s almost endless Earth Shield Talismans had taken their toll.

Curling up into a ball, Hanpin tried to negotiate, “Xun, let’s talk. I surrender. I’ll do whatever you want.”

Xun didn’t let up on the attacks. He kicked, thrust the bamboo staff, and just generally tried to hurt his enemy as much as possible.

“Do you think you’ll survive the spirit beasts? With me, you’ll have a chance. Without me? You’ll be dead before you even reach the farm.” It was true. The snarls and roars of the spirit beasts were getting closer and closer. All that Xun could smell was their bitter scent. That and a slightly sweet liquor scent.

Xun responded with more attacks. He didn’t say a single word.

“You son of a dog,” Hanpin cursed as he suddenly grabbed toward Xun’s leg. “You want me to die that bad? Then let’s die together.”

Finally, Xun let a smile escape his face. The circular earth shield blocked Hanpin’s grab. But more than that, he was fairly sure that the disciple no longer had zhen. There was no reason for the disciple to fight physically if Hanpin had zhen to cast a technique.

In the entire fight, even when Xun had been thrown back by Hanpin, he had saved most of his zhen. It was his last resort. Now, Xun pulled on his zhen, the tiniest bit. And then he backed up to stare at Hanpin.

The disciple, almost shocked at the sudden lack of blows, reacted by getting to his knees. “Xun, I don’t think we have a vendetta that can’t be overcome. I can pay you. Let me get my storage bag. I have spirit stones. We can get through this spirit beast wave together.”

“But Disciple Han, I believe you tried to kill me,” Xun said. “I’m just here to return the favor.”

Snapping his finger, Xun triggered the unit of zhen he had left behind.

A tiny spark lit under Hanpin and instantly caught on to his robes. In a matter of seconds, the flame, fueled by zhen-infused spirit liquor, engulfed the disciple.

Xun added to the fire by casting a couple of Wood Arrow Techniques for a total cost of ten units of zhen. After dealing their weak initial damage, the wood arrows strengthened the flames. It wasn’t long before Hanpin stopped cursing and started screaming.

And soon, the man, burnt to a crisp, fell down to the ground. Xun made one last thrust using his bamboo staff against Hanpin’s head to make sure the disciple was indeed dead.

He was. Xun had won.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

LANHUA

Xun stumbled over to Hanpin, or at least what remained of the disciple. The fire, helped by the combination of the zhen-filled liquor and Xun’s wood techniques, had burned intensely. It also ran out of things to burn fairly quickly. A few moments later, all that was left was a small blaze, and even that extinguished when a minor gust blew across the mountain.

Seeing the dead disciple didn’t give Xun a sense of relief. He had spent two years preparing for the fight and had used all but one of the tricks up his sleeve. If Hanpin had been a bit stronger or if one step of his plan had failed, then victory might have blown the other way.

More importantly, there was still far more that Xun needed to do. Killing Hanpin was the central part of Xun’s plan, but it was by no means the only part. There was still the more pressing matter of surviving the spirit beast wave and the more pleasing matter of plunder to compensate for two years of lost cultivation.

Reaching down, Xun rifled through the dead disciple’s robe. Most cultivators chose to use zhen to do such dirty work, but Xun needed every bit of zhen he could save. The plant in his aperture had stopped spinning. That meant he had fourteen units of zhen left. So he kept searching even when needles of scorching heat shot through his fingers.

Finally, he found the disciple’s storage bag. Like most storage items, the bag had a seal that only opened for Hanpin. Using three units of zhen and feeling a minor heartache for every unit he expended, Xun broke the seal. Once he could use the bag, he grabbed Hanpin’s spirit blade and threw it in. Glancing at the spirit armor, he decided against wasting the time to peel it off the disciple.

Xun looked down the mountain. The giant trees that were a part of the mountain top had been devastated by the fight. Now, he could see far into the distance, finding dots of light rapidly approaching. Cultivators from the sect. And more immediate than the cultivators were the spirit beasts. The spirit rice scattered in the farm would probably only distract them for so long. They’d eventually make their way to the top of the mountain.

I need to hurry. I have three, maybe four minutes before I’m caught.

Xun grabbed the bamboo staff, his last one, and made his way back up the mountain. Now that Hanpin was dead, the sect didn’t need to know what the disciple had done. The mature Soul Water Petals would each go for thirty to forty spirit stones, enough to repair his spirit channels back to at least Shale tier and then some.

As Xun made his way through the remaining forest, he began to inventory the resources he had against the rest of his plan.

Two defensive Earth Shield Talismans and one Earth Shield still active, but at half strength. I need them to break through the spirit beast wave to safety. Fourteen units of zhen. Good if I need to adjust the plan quickly. The chicken blood is still buried next to the clearing. I’ll need to take care of that before some cultivator stumbles upon it.

A nagging feeling that he was missing something came back. But try as he might, Xun couldn’t find what he had overlooked.

Reaching the clearing for the Soul Water Petals, Xun found the spirit plants exactly where he had left them. Three blossoming flowers and two that had just sprouted. He kneeled down on the ground and set the storage bag underneath the flowers. Then, he carefully dug out the jug of chicken blood.

He used another unit of zhen to create a tiny cutting blade between his fingers and cut down two of the of blossoming flowers. The flowers fell into the storage bag. Xun was about to cut the third flower when his nose twitched. It was faint but there was a sweet scent distinct from the mossy musk of the mountain.

Xun folded his legs under him and began to stand.

He never got the full way up. A flurry of steps sounded behind him, culminating in a giant gust of wind. The hairs on the back of his neck stood to attention as a sense of danger fell upon him. Xun rolled forward, trying to dodge whatever was hunting him. He tucked his head down and felt the ground with his back. Then, whipping around, he faced his new threat.

In front of him was someone that should have been dead.

Lanhua stayed on the offensive, stepping around the plants and rushing forward again. Her first strike made full use of the momentum. She stabbed at Xun’s midriff as if the staff was a spear. But the bamboo had been cut to sword-length, not spear-length. The attack brought Lanhua into Xun’s range as he made a counter-slash at the girl’s face.

She tanked the attack. The bamboo staff had been hardened, but it wasn’t a real sword. What would have been a finishing blow in Xun’s past life only knocked Lanhua’s head back. The bamboo dealt blunt damage, not sharp cutting harm. It did, however, interrupt her attack for the briefest of seconds. Xun used that opening to dodge right, avoiding the incoming thrust.

As Lanhua was carried forward by her momentum, Xun brought his left arm up, elbow bent. He threw in a unit of zhen to make a cutting blade on his forearm for good measure. Seeing the strike waiting for her, the girl simply accelerated and met Xun’s forearm with her forehead.

Instead of impaling her head, Xun’s forearm was crushed by Lanhua’s headbutt. The shock reverberated through him as his left arm became entirely numb. Luckily, nothing seemed broken. Using the respite, he took a quick step back and disengaged from the exchange of blows.

Suddenly, the edges of the mountains erupted in flame. Both Xun and Lanhua paused in their fight to see blazing fires spread throughout the bamboo forest. The fire was so large that it began to illuminate the entire mountain, pulling long shadows from both trees and humans.

The two squared up against each other.

Xun found two cuts on Lanhua’s face. A small one on her cheek and a slightly larger one on her forehead. Neither were any real cause for concern. She’s not at Low Wood. That’s the sign of the High Wood stage, her skin’s toughened and lacerations are harder to come by.

Xun found himself in much the same situation that Hanpin was in earlier. In his original plan, he was supposed to be gone from the farm by this point. By the time that the sect cultivators came to investigate what had happened, they’d find a horde of raging spirit beasts and very little evidence to piece together what had really happened.

If, on the other hand, the cultivators found him at the top of the mountain, then his carefully crafted plan would fall apart like a gust of wind blowing through a wall made of dead leaves. The sect wouldn’t only take his plunder, they’d also be curious about how a laborer could defeat an Outer Disciple. Attention by itself wasn’t a bad thing, but without appropriate strength to accompany such attention meant that Xun was leaving his fate in someone else’s hands. The worst-case scenario.

“Sister Lan, I didn’t touch the flower that was Zhuge’s,” Xun said. He couldn’t afford an all out fight with Lanhua and he needed every unit of zhen that he could get.

“So?” Lanhua lunged at Xun.

“Perhaps we should work together again and survive the beast wave,” Xun suggested as he dodged out of the way. He glanced down the mountain and saw that the fire had pushed the spirit beasts up the mountain as intended. They were now crowding at the edges of the forest and rapidly sprinting higher.

“Work together? The same way you threw me out of the tree and left me to face Hanpin’s wrath alone?” Lanhua and thrust the staff forward again.

Xun let his Earth Shield Technique block the attack. Without zhen attacks, it would take the girl ages to cut through the technique, half-used as it was. She genuinely seemed like she didn’t know how to use her zhen in an offensive fashion.

“And you tried to push me down. I’d call us even. Plus, if it weren’t for me, you’d already be dead when Hanpin tried to kill you,” Xun stated. “I sent my earth shields for you.”

“And you also made me take the brunt of Hanpin’s damage,” Lanhua retorted.

That much was true, Xun had sent Lanhua out first to check for Hanpin’s trump cards and based on how none of his next attacks were even close to the damage that he had shown with the water talismans, the girl had indeed taken most of the risk of the fight. Exactly as Xun had planned.

“Sister Lan. How about this.” Xun reached down and tossed Hanpin’s storage bag at the girl. “You can have the disciple’s storage bag with all of his wealth.”

Lanhua retreated back as if the bag was poison. When the storage bag thudded against the ground, she frowned as she looked at Xun. “You’re serious?”

“Of course.” Xun pointed at the bag. “It’s yours. You’re at the High Wood stage, I can’t fight you. We only have a chance of getting out of this alive if we combine our strengths. But I can’t have worked so hard for nothing. Even though those two Soul Water Petals haven’t bloomed yet, they still have value. Let me pick them and that will be all I get out of this.”

Xun didn’t wait for an answer as he crouched down and began to pull the last two Soul Water Petals, roots and all, out of the ground. Once the plant sprouted, it consumed its human host almost immediately. So once the gruesome business of planting the Soul Water Petal was done, it was just like any other flower.

Lanhua watched all of this. Finally, she picked up the storage bag after a quick poke to make sure it wasn’t a trap.

Xun watched her out of the corner of her eye. She has a decent talent for cultivation and is cautious. Once she makes a choice, she goes all in. All great traits in a cultivator. Maybe if she got a chance to really grow and develop, she could really be someone.

As much as Lanhua was a threat, she was nothing like Hanpin. The disciple had been three whole cultivation stages ahead of Xun, which was a gulf that could only be crossed with two years’ worth of planning. Lanhua was just a girl, a young one at that. She hadn’t yet experienced the manipulative world of cultivators, nor had she seen enough to know when she was walking into a trap. There were a hundred ways that Xun could dispose of her without doing the dirty work himself.

“Let’s go?” Xun asked, still crouched. After a slight hesitation, Lanhua nodded. As Xun stood back up, he reached out and grabbed onto the jug. Under the girl’s questioning gaze, he explained, “I’m coming out of this entirely broke. I need something to recover all of these losses.”

Lanhua nodded. The two of them, a couple steps apart, began sprinting their way down the mountain. Spirit beasts blocked their paths, but none of the animals were in any mood to fight. Most of them were already bloody, likely from fighting competitors for the spirit rice. And most were also frightened from the sudden fires surrounding them.

Xun walked up to the first group of spirit beasts. Two Tigerhead Rabbits, one Gold Crown Ape, and one Poison Water Snake. Despite the difference in species, the spirit beasts ignored Xun as he passed by them. Lanhua grit her teeth and followed.

There were still dozens, if not hundreds, of beasts in front of them and around the farm. But, at the moment, their instincts were herding them toward the top of the mountain, toward the zhen and away from the fires.

The next group of spirit animals was far larger. One Two-tailed Fox, three Seven Color Bulls, and a Fire Bear. Xun once again ran forward, meeting them in the middle. He squeezed through the spirit beast group without triggering an attack. Lanhua followed.

It seemed like the two of them would get out of the farm in one piece. Or at least it seemed that way until Lanhua tried to get the spirit beasts to attack Xun.

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

FIRES AND ILLUSIONS

Lanhua slammed her staff into one of the bulls next to Xun. And Xun reacted by throwing his jug at Lanhua.

A moment later, Xun cast a wind technique, blowing upward. His robes caught the gust and he spiraled upwards, away from the spirit beasts. On the other hand, Lanhua had no such luxury. As the jug arced through the air, Lanhua chose to solve the problem flying at her with the help of her bamboo staff. She smacked the clay jug out of the way.

As soon as her staff touched the jug, the vessel made a quiet groan as it shattered. Once again, the lack of the range from the bamboo staff worked against Lanhua. Like how Hanpin had been drenched in spirit liquor when he slashed the jug, the girl was similarly doused with the chicken blood. Almost immediately, she tried to wipe the liquid off with her robe.

But it was too little, too late.

Xun had asked Pengzi to prepare the chicken blood as a last resort sort of item if the fight against Hanpin went south. For all the intelligence that animals gained when they became spirit beasts, at the Foundation Realm, they were still instinctual carnivores. That meant, in the presence of blood, they would attack first and ask questions later. And while Hanpin might have ways of outrunning rampaging beasts, it was highly unlikely that Lanhua could do the same.

The group of spirit beasts stopped in their path and turned their head to stare at the now bloody Lanhua.

“Xun!” Lanhua screeched. “You bastard.”

Xun dropped behind the Fire Bear, away from Lanhua. She shifted and charged right at him. The Fire Bear made a clumsy swipe at the laborer that she ducked under. Instead of doing the rational thing and backing away from the obviously dangerous spirit beast, Lanhua shot forward at Xun and left her back wide open.

The bear, heavy as it was, was fast enough to take advantage of the opportunity. It slammed the back of its paw into Lanhua’s back.

The strike hurt her, but it also pushed her away from the spirit beasts. The bear was the closest of the spirit beasts, both the bulls and fox were far behind. In front of Lanhua was Xun.

Anyone else facing Lanhua’s reckless charge would have probably retreated. They’d instinctively think about how to delay the girl, especially when it was just a matter of time before she was caught by the spirit beasts again. But she was against Xun.

The less afraid you are of death, the less likely you die. And the more afraid you are of death, the faster you die. Plus, I don’t have the patience to deal with this anymore.

Xun leaned his numb left shoulder down and pulled his right arm back. Then, he snapped his arm forward, throwing the bamboo staff right at Lanhua. The moment the staff left his hand, he knew that it was a deadly strike. It flew fast and true, hitting the girl right in the chest and blowing her back. The spirit beasts took advantage of the opportunity and swarmed her. But based on how the bamboo staff had imbedded itself in Lanhua’s chest, the girl was probably dead before any of the animals touched her.

Xun made sure the spirit beasts weren’t going to channel their excess aggression on him before he judged the glowing lights approaching in the distance. The cultivators from the sect were getting close.

Two more minutes, maybe a bit more if they get distracted by the fire from the bamboo forest. I can’t make any mistakes from here on out. Zero margin for error.

The spirit beasts quickly lost their bloodlust as their target fell limp to the ground. The bear was about to roll up the girl when Xun suddenly had a better idea. Using two units of zhen, he pulled Lanhua away from the spirit animals.

He grabbed Hanpin’s storage bag out of Lanhua’s robe and began pulling bits and pieces of Hanpin’s collection out of the bag. The disciple was far more wealthy than he let on. There were at least seven dead spirit beasts in the bag as well as everything from pills to spirit stones to even spirit plants.

Xun chose the spirit plants, already whithered and dead, and threw it at the mass of spirit beasts to placate them. Luckily, they seemed to consider that a worthy trade and peeled off back towards the top of the mountain.

Only dead items were allowed inside storage bags. Luckily, Lanhua was dead.  Xun had little trouble moving her inside the storage bag along with everything he had pulled out before he began to sprint down the mountain.

As forest gave way to farm, Xun gave each spirit beast pack a wide berth. Without the need to trick Lanhua, he wasn’t about to risk his entire plan to save a couple of seconds.

With about a minute to spare, Xun reached the village. The first place he ran toward was Pengzi’s house. Reaching the room with the underground space, he pulled the giant rock to the side. Tossing the storage bag into the bunker, Xun also snapped one of the Earth Shield Talismans he kept in in reserve. Though this wasn’t an improved talisman, he pushed a couple units of zhen into the technique and threw the shield into the supporting pillar that Pengzi had pointed out earlier in the night.

In an instant, the underground space caved in, forming a noticeable crater in the ground.

Xun heaved the giant rock and began spinning, making a couple of full rotations before letting the rock loose.

The rock crashed through the village, demolishing Pengzi’s hut as well as a couple other ones. When all that was done, he snapped the last Earth Shield Talisman and then instantly released the technique. The clump of earth dropped to the ground, filling the crater left behind by caving in Pengzi’s underground space.

Then, using all of his zhen minus five units, Xun began casting Fire Arrow Techniques. Each of the fire arrows were about the size of a single chopstick, so weak that it would be useless in a fight against another cultivator. It probably wouldn’t even do much damage to a mortal. But against defenseless wood huts? They were super effective. The village went up in flames as Xun stumbled into his own burning hut.

The last and final step of Xun’s plan was to make sure the cultivators from the sect didn’t suspect him for Hanpin’s death. Originally, he planned to do that by hiding in the bamboo forest with Pengzi and Zhanghao. They would be the perfect alibis. But there wasn’t enough time for that. The second best option was what he had just done. Making Lanhua disappear and pointing everything at her.

Xun sat cross legged in his usual spot and with the last of his zhen, cast a single Cloud Rain Technique. The cloud from the technique gathered below the wood ceiling and began pouring rain down, soaking him and slowing the spread of the fire. When the technique ran out, the fire came roaring back.

The blaze, egged on by the wood and bamboo furniture, began to consume more and more of Xun’s hut. He heard the wood beams succumb to the double attack of heat and fire. He felt the smoke stick to his skin. And he saw the red and orange flames stretch their tongues out to lick at him.

As he watched the flames, Xun began to mouth, “Lanhua killed Hanpin. She poisoned him and brought the beasts. Lanhua killed Hanpin. She poisoned him and brought the beasts.”

He kept repeating those words until the smoke became too much for his body and he lost consciousness.

Xun woke up with the bitter taste of grass in his mouth.

“Feh, that’s horrible.” Xun tried to rid himself of the taste with the sleeve of his robe. When that didn’t work, he pushed with his hands and sat up.

A small burst of needle-like pain erupted on his hand. He brought it up to the light and saw small, angry splotches of red on his palm. Where am I?

Xun tried to get his bearings. He sat in the middle of a grass field. The stalks were about the length of his forearm and spiky at the tip. More than the weird taste, his mouth felt dry. The back of his throat was like two pieces of sandpaper rubbing together.

Before Xun could think more, a square-faced cultivator in flowing robes suddenly popped up in front of him.

“Greetings, fellow cultivator,” the cultivator said. “You were in a bad fire.”

“Thank you, fellow,” Xun bowed his head. The situation felt strange, but his mind was fogged, even trying to form a coherent thought was hard.

“You’re safe now,” the cultivator said as he gestured at the fields of grass. “But when I found you, you were covered in burns. What happened?”

Xun found his tongue working by itself. “A couple of hours ago, I went to my friend Pengzi’s house for dinner –”

“No, I’m asking about what happened later. Did you see Disciple Hanpin?”

At the mention of Hanpin, Xun’s face twitched. There was something wrong. “I did see Disciple Han.”

“Tell me, where were you when you last saw Hanpin?”

“I was…” Xun was about to answer when he suddenly furrowed his brows. The mung bean in his aperture began spinning rapidly. The grass plains started breaking apart right before his eyes.

I’m in an illusion. Some cultivator pulled me into a giant illusion.

“Where were you?” the cultivator repeated.

“I was in my hut,” Xun answered as he closed his eyes to avoid giving away hints that he had snapped out of the illusion. “I woke up when I heard the spirit beasts and saw that they were all heading up the mountain. Toward the spirit farm. I know I should have been there to protect the spirit farm but there were so many of the beasts. And they all looked so strong and…”

“I’m asking about the disciple. Hanpin? Where did you see him?”

“The farm,” Xun stated. “He came running down the mountain and fighting the beasts when they tried to enter the farm. If only I had been more courageous, I would have helped the disciple. But after a while, there were too many beasts and the disciple retreated.”

“Did you see where he ran to?”

“I think… he went to the top of the mountain. And then I heard this big scream, like he had been hurt. That was when I tried to find the others. Pengzi, Zhanghao and everyone else. None of them responded to me. I didn’t try looking for Lanhua because I knew that she wouldn’t be in the village. So I –”

“Wait, why wouldn’t you look for Lanhua?”

“Because over a year ago, she moved to live in the middle of the mountain.” Xun opened his eyes. “Hanpin and Lanhua. They were very close. But I never trusted Lanhua.”

“Close huh.” The cultivator’s eyes shined. “What else do you know about this Lanhua?”

“She’s the one who brought the spirit beasts,” Xun said immediately. “With all the resources that Disciple Han was giving her, she grew faster than anyone else. She joined the farm at the same time that I did but now she’s a whole stage or more ahead of me.”

The cultivator leaned closer. “Why do you say that Lanhua brought the spirit beasts?”

“Let me tell you a secret," Xun bragged, as if showing his true flippant colors. "Two days before the beast wave, I heard Disciple Han arguing with Lanhua. It was about some spirit plant that he gave the girl and she wanted more of. After that, weird things started happening. If you asked me, it had to have been Lanhua who caused the beasts to come. I don’t know how she did it, but I know that if someone did do it, it was her. Now that I think about it, Disciple Han also seemed weaker than before as he fought the beasts. Maybe she also poisoned him.”

“And you think the others, Pengzi and Zhanghao, would confirm that story?”

Whatever effect the cultivator was hoping those names would have on Xun, it didn’t work.

“Of course. They saw how Lanhua kept using her position to bully us,” Xun said. Then, feeling he had given enough information away, he began rambling about something else entirely. “You have to tell the sect that I set fire to the village in hopes of stopping the beasts. But I didn’t think of the fire spreading. When it burned to my hut, I began using the Cloud Rain Technique to try and…”

“That’s enough, forget this all.”

Despite his best efforts, Xun lost track of what he was saying as darkness took him into its sweet embrace.

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

TIME TO TAKE PROFIT

Xun woke up to the sound of Pengzi talking with someone. Blinking open his eyes, he saw the laborer talking to two cultivators. The lead cultivator, an old and wizened man, wore a deep purple robe while the second and younger cultivator wore a light blue robe.

“Pengzi?” Xun croaked. He was lying in a soft bed.

Pengzi immediately stopped speaking and looked over in Xun’s direction. Then, he brought his gaze back at the cultivator with purple robes. The cultivator dismissed Pengzi with a wave of his hand.

“Xun, are you alright? How do you feel?” Pengzi rushed over to Xun.

“I’m alright, you’re talking with…” Xun turned to look at the others in the room.

“Elder Hetain,” Pengzi said. “Elder Hetain was the proctor at our entrance exam. There were dozens of disciples from the sect here earlier when you were asleep, most of them –”

The elder held out a hand to stop Pengzi. “We’ve heard what happened from Pengzi. But since he fled into the bamboo forest, he didn’t get a good look at things. We heard from him that you stayed in the hut the whole time, is that correct?”

Xun nodded.

“Good, tell me what you saw.”

“I’d be happy to explain what happened,” Xun said as he tried getting out of his bed. “I’m sorry I can’t get up for a proper greeting. If only…”

Hetain held out a hand to stop Xun’s words. “It’s important that you tell me what you know. I need to you tell me what you saw in as much detail as possible. It’s a sect priority.

“Of course, Elder Hetain,” Xun said. “So I first heard the spirit beasts when…”

As Xun spoke, he began to piece together the different clues that never seemed to add up before.

First, during the fight, I lied to Hanpin that I was from the sect and he said something along the lines that the sect will be gone soon. For him to know something like that means he was working with some force with the goal of bringing down the Nine Thunders Sect.

Second, it only took me two hours to go from the main sect mountain to the farm. And that was back when this body was still a mortal. But every time Hanpin went to deliver the spirit rice, he took three whole days. That narrows things down. He wasn’t working with a faction within the sect but instead a group outside the sect.

And third, I was questioned by some square-faced cultivator before this. There’s no reason for the sect cultivators to question me again, unless that cultivator wasn’t part of the Nine Thunders Sect. But seeing how he got to me first, that means he was stationed near the farm. So Hanpin’s been embroiled in something big and he’s somehow important enough for the outside group to keep an eye on him.

“… and that’s why I set fire to the village. I thought that maybe the fire could scare the beasts away.”

“Right, good,” Hetain stroked his beard as he took in Xun’s words.

“Elder Hetain, should we give Xun some time to rest?” Pengzi asked. “He only just woke up.”

The elder turned to stare at Pengzi and the laborer visibly withered under the look. But Pengzi held his ground.

“Fangqiu?” Elder He asked.

“Yes, Master He,” the blue robed cultivator replied. He looked familiar.

“You were students with Laborer Xun and Laborer Peng together right?”

“That’s correct master,” Fangqiu said. “We all attempted the sect entrance exam together, the same one that you administered when you first met me.”

“Oh, so we all have some kind of karma together huh?” Elder He scanned the room. “Alright then, how about this. Why don’t you boys take some time to talk together and catch up. I’ll sweep for more clues in the farm.”

“Master!” Fangqiu exclaimed. “You should rest. I can take care of looking in the farm.”

Elder Hetain raised his hand. He traded a glance with his disciple. “It’s okay. Young people should talk with other young people. It’s been a while since you last saw your friends. It’s only natural for you to talk with them.”

“I will.” Fangqiu escorted his master to the door and waited a few moments before coming back into the room.

Xun noticed the glance between master and disciple, and sneaked a hand out of his bed to tug on Pengzi’s sleeve. “Where am I?”

“You’re on the main sect mountain. The elders gathered everyone they could find and brought them here.”

“Everyone?” Xun looked around and gripped Pengzi’s sleeve tighter. “Where’s Zhanghao? Is she alright? I haven’t seen her yet.”

“She’s fine, she got burned a couple of times trying to light the fire in the bamboo forest but she’s fine now,” Pengzi said, his face lit up when he saw Xun showing concern for his partner. Then, he raised his voice, “Everything’s okay now. Me and Zhanghao, we set fire to the bamboo forest to try to stop the spirit beasts from coming. I don’t know why but the bamboo caught fire quickly and the fire began spreading before we could stop it.”

“Brother Peng, it’s okay. No one is blaming you for the loss of the bamboo forest,” Fangqiu said as he formed a small circle next to Xun’s bed. “And Brother Xun, it’s good to see you again, I just wish it were under better circumstances.”

“The same to you, Brother Fang.” Xun tried searching for a hint of irony in the disciple’s voice and couldn’t find any. Fangqiu, if my memory serves me right, this was the student who was also the genius of my year. And he was also the person that liked Yifan, that girl who came up to me after the exam.

The memories cascaded one after another. Xun had only seen the other students once, after the sect exam. He could recall only a few faces and even fewer names. But there was one name that he remembered.

“Brother Fang, do you have news of what happened to Dashan?” Xun asked.

“Dashan…” Fangqiu looked down. “I’m sorry Brother Xun. I heard from Pengzi that the disciple cut off all access to the sect. Dashan was helping one of the master alchemists a year ago, and the furnace exploded. He didn’t survive.”

Xun let go of Pengzi’s sleeve. All of a sudden, it felt like he had been transported back to his past life. His friends, numerous as they were, had died one by one in the long years. Some had died from accidents, others in fights, and more simply reached the limits of their lifespan. He hadn’t known Dashan long, but the man had given up his own opportunity to become an Outer Disciple to help Xun. That was friendship.

Now, he had one fewer friend in this world.

“Who was the alchemist?” Xun croaked, his voice hoarse.

“I’m not sure.” Fangqiu paused as he tried to organize his words. “Brother Xun. Sorry, but I must ask some questions to understand your role in the destruction of the sect’s spirit farm.”

“Hey!” Pengzi whirled on Fangqiu. “Xun just woke up and you’re already investigating him? I’ve already told you everything that I know. The spirit beasts rampaged over our farm without warning. We could have died if we were even just a bit slower. Just like Disciple Hanpin.”

Xun picked up on Pengzi’s hint. He turned to look at Fangqiu. “Disciple Hanpin’s dead?”

After a quick pause, Fangqiu nodded. “The disciple died. Our working theory is that that the disciple fought a Consecration Realm spirit beast. That would explain why the disciple died before he could get a warning to the sect out.”

“If I may, I just want to say that I believe that Lanhua is the culprit behind all of this,” Xun said. He tilted his head and caught Pengzi’s eye.

“Lanhua?” Fangqiu asked.

“She was a laborer just like us. A couple of weeks ago, she and Disciple Hanpin had a falling out. After that, we started noticing small things that seemed weird. She was gone from the farm for a long time each day and just started acting generally strange.”

“What other strange things did you see?” Fangqiu asked.

Xun glanced at Pengzi and read the question in his eyes. “Before that, Brother Peng, do you have any more rice?”

“Uh, I might.” Caught off guard, Pengzi patted his robes as if he carried an emergency stash of rice. “Let me go check with Zhanghao or some of the other laborers.”

Pengzi left the room in search of rice.

Waiting until it was only Fangqiu in the room, Xun pushed himself into a sitting position on the bed, changing the pillow to be vertical. Then, he faced Fangqiu.

“Right now, Lanhua causing the disaster is the only explanation that makes sense to me. I’m not sure how she would have found the sway to attract so many spirit beasts. Perhaps she may have plotted with a Consecration Realm spirit beast. I heard that spirit beasts at that cultivation have intelligence that rival humans.”

Fangqiu thought about the suggestion before rejecting it. “It’s unlikely that Lanhua could have plotted with a Consecration Realm spirit beast. She was only at the Foundation Realm. The spirit beast would have just eaten her instead of listening to her plan. And second, beasts at that level know what the consequences are of angering our Nine Thunders Sect. We keep close tabs on all Consecration Realm beasts in the Seventeen Mountains.”

“Right,” Xun said. He lowered his head in mock thought before looking up as if an idea just occurred to him. “What if she didn’t work with a spirit beast but rather another cultivator? And that cultivator had a Consecration Realm spirit beast as a familiar. That would explain why the disciple wasn’t able to get a warning out.”

Xun waited as understanding began to dawn on Fangqiu. Back during the entrance exam, Zeran had once talked about how the Nine Thunders Sect shared the Seventeen Mountains with two other sects. One of these sects had the word “Beast” in their name. With a couple of intentional hints, Xun guided suspicions in that direction.

“Other cultivators… spirit beast familiar…” Fangqiu muttered as his eyes began to lose focus. “The Twin Beast Sect. She might have contacted them. No, she was probably approached by the Twin Beast Sect. But why betray the sect?”

“Brother Fang, perhaps I might have an answer there. But before that, do you mind if I ask what will happen to the spirit farm?”

“The farm?”

“Now that Disciple Hanpin is gone, who will lead us at the farm?”

Fangqiu scratched his head in a poor emulation of Elder He. “Now that everything’s ruined, it’s also going to be a lot of work trying to rebuild the farm. So there aren’t a lot of Outer Disciples from the sect who want to manage the farm, especially after what happened with Disciple Hanpin. It’s too far from the main sect mountain. Are you looking to leave the farm?”

“The opposite. In the two years since joining the Nine Thunders Sect, I’ve thought a lot about things. And watching the rice stalks grow and produce for the sect, that gives me happiness.” Xun was pegging his former peer as someone who cared a lot about the sect. Almost every other sentence from Fangqiu mentioned the sect in one way or another.

“That’s good to hear. Don’t worry, I’m sure that the sect will find someone who can lead the farm well.”

“Actually, I was wondering if perhaps I could lead the farm,” Xun said. “And I believe the information I know is quite valuable.”

Fangqiu might have been single-minded in his loyalty to the sect, but he wasn’t so dumb that he couldn’t put two and two together.

“You want to lead the farm? In exchange for what you’re about to tell me?” Fangqiu asked.

“Yes, I know that my cultivation isn’t the highest. But I believe that I know far more about the farm after spending two years working the fields. And more importantly, all I want, Brother Fang, is just your promise that you’ll vouch for me when Elder Hetian comes back.”

After a pause to consider the offer, Fangqiu nodded.

Xun smiled inside. After two years, it was finally time to take profit.

CHAPTER THIRTY

LAST HURRAH

“Brother Fang,” Xun asked. “If you don’t mind, could I ask what your cultivation is?”

“High Fire stage. I should reach the Low Water stage soon and become a personal disciple of Master He,” Fangqiu replied.

“My congratulations to you. You see, my cultivation is at the High Earth stage. My spirit channels were damaged. No, I’m not looking for pity here.” Xun paused. “But, Lanhua, she was at the Low Fire Skin stage. A whole three stages ahead of me. We all entered the sect as laborers at the same time. Don’t you think that her having nearly the same cultivation as you as suspicious? Plus, she didn’t become an Outer Disciple.”

“It is. That’s worthy of taking a deeper look,” Fangqiu said slowly. He found a chair and sat down.

“Even though Disciple Hanpin favored her, she was cultivating far too fast. I think the secret to why is at the top of the mountain. Actually, let me tell you.” Xun shuffled in his bed and came closer to Fangqiu. “When we first arrived at the farm, Hanpin told us to never enter the forest at the top of the mountain. Liubo, who joined the farm at the same time as us, made the mistake of trying to sneak up the mountain. The next day, all we saw was his head, detached from his body.”

Fangqiu seemed interested.

“So eventually, Lanhua got close enough to the disciple that she moved to the middle of the mountain. She was the only one who got to see what was at the top of the mountain. She said something about flags once.”

“Wait.” Fangqiu brought his hand up, the same way that the elder might have. He then stood up and brought out a talisman. After whispering a few words at it, the paper burned up by itself. “I’ve told my master of what you just said with a Letter Talisman. As long as he’s within a certain range, he’ll get my message.”

“Right, I think she also talked about how the zhen at the top of the mountain was thicker.”

“Those are both good clues,” Fangqiu said as he mimicked his teacher in stroking his nonexistent beard.

“I’m glad that I was able to be of some use.”

“Right, and if he finds something at the top of the mountain, then the odds of you getting the position for managing the farm increases quite a bit. But Brother Xun, are you sure that you want the position?”

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know if it was intentional or dumb luck but the fires forced a hundred or so spirit beasts to the top of the mountain. The elders dispatched them and collected the beast cores. There’s been talk that this was the most the sect has earned in a single day in a long time and so the sect might allow this to happen again. Are you sure you want to be in that position? I can ask my master to see if you can be switched to an easier part of the sect. Maybe working with the alchemists?”

Xun shook his head. He was the one who brought ruin to the farm. As long as there wasn’t another Hanpin, it wouldn’t get overrun with spirit beasts again. The danger in the sect, such as the furnace explosions that claimed Dashan, were out of his control.

“I believe farming is the best path for me,” Xun stated.

“If you say so,” Fangqiu said. “Is there anything else that you can think of?”

“Yes, when I saw Disciple Han try to hold the spirit beasts back, it didn’t seem like he was at his full power. Perhaps Lanhua poisoned the disciple? The spirit beasts also seemed to home in on him. And Lanhua. Her cultivation increased at an incredible pace.” Xun was speaking mostly gibberish at this point.

At least one of the formation flags for either the Zhen Locking Formation or the basic Warning Formation should have survived the fight and subsequent spirit beasts. If the Nine Thunders elders searched carefully, they should be able to find something.

Slowly, Xun transitioned the topic to less sensitive things. He waited until Fangqiu relaxed before springing his next question.

“Brother Fang, actually, there’s one thing I want to ask. Do you know what happened to the other laborers? I couldn’t find them last night, especially Sister Qing.”

“Laborer Qing?” Fangqiu frowned. “We haven’t found her yet.”

All of a sudden, it was like Xun’s heart had been plunged into ice-cold water. Based on how Hanpin had been so willing to murder his laborers, Xun had assumed that the disciple would leave Qing to the spirit beasts as they came up the mountain. And that would give her a chance to escape if the beasts were spooked by the fire in bamboo forest.

It was highly unlikely that Hanpin murdered her, especially since her body hadn’t been in the storage bag. And if the sect hadn’t found her yet, there was a high likelihood that she was alive. And if she was alive, then her words had the potential to cast suspicions back onto him.

“I see,” Xun said carefully. “One more question, how long have I been asleep?”

“A whole day and a half. From what I heard, the elder found you at the brink of death,” Fangqiu said, oblivious to Xun’s implied meaning. “The fire you had set to the village burned far stronger than it should have. They gave you a pill and then the healers did the rest. The sect would never let anyone, even a laborer, die needlessly.”

“Got it, thank you. I owe the sect my life.”

Xun ignored the obviously false claim of the sect’s kindness. After all, no one had questioned why Hanpin needed so many laborers year after year. But he had bigger problems to think about. There’s no way that the sect could have missed an entire human. Qing was still alive. And the most likely place that she could be is with the mysterious cultivator that questioned me.

Suddenly, a small transparent sphere appeared in midair. Xun glanced at it and then went back to his thoughts. Fangqiu, on the other hand, hurriedly stood up and pulled it close to his face. He listened as the ball played its message and blinked out of existence.

“Brother Xun, I have some good news. Master Hetain, he found some of the flags that you mentioned. I’ll talk to him about you managing the farm. I think he’ll submit the request to the sect and they should agree.”

“Great.” Xun smiled.

As if on cue, Pengzi came back into the room with three bowls of rice and a couple side dishes. “This was the best that I could do. They tried to ask me for spirit stones, as if I was going to give them a bribe. I had to tell them that we were from the farm that just got raided and that if they denied us the food, we’d make a stink to the elders.”

“Really?” Fangqiu said. A shadow crossed his face as he stood up. “I’ll make sure that –”

“Brother Fang, why don’t we eat first,” Xun said before Fangqiu could get going. “It’s been years since we’ve had a meal together with Pengzi. Let’s enjoy this first.”

Fangqiu looked at Xun and then Pengzi, before he sat back down. “Fine. But I promise you, Brother Peng, I’ll make sure things like that don’t happen again.”

In the meal, Xun never once mentioned Yifan. By the time Elder He came back, Fangqiu was laughing at almost every one of Xun’s jokes.

In a cave not too far from the Nine Thunders Sect, a group of men dressed in black were setting up a series of triangular formation flags.

“Brothers,” one of the men, a square faced cultivator, called out. “Make haste. No one’s here to help us if we get caught.”

“There’s no need to remind us, Yuwei. You were the one who decided to risk everything when you charged up the farm instead of retreating.”

“I had to make sure that our plans weren’t going to be exposed.”

“Exposed because of a single farmer? You think our efforts are so fragile that someone who’s not even at the Consecration Realm would ruin things?”

Yuwei paused in his work. “Have you ever heard the phrase, ‘a thousand-mile dike, ruined because of one group of ants?’ I was just trying to make sure that Hanpin didn’t go blabbing to other people. Plus, it’s not like the trip was entirely worthless. I recovered a Soul Water Petal.”

“So you were willing to lose all of our progress for forty spirit stones.”

“First, Baiyu, I took it because if someone from the Nine Thunders Sect found it, they might suspect us. Now, they’ll probably suspect that the spirit beast wave was brought on by one of the other sects. And second, yes, I am forty spirit stones richer now. Are you jealous? You want to spar again?”

Baiyu, a stockier man, shook his head.

“That’s what I thought.” Yuwei stabbed the final formation flag into the ground. “Plus, who said that the Soul Water Petal was the only thing I gained from the trip?”

The man waved his right hand over a ring that he wore on his left pointer finger. An instant later, a girl appeared on the ground.

“Another host for my puppets? What is she, low Foundation Realm? Oh, she has decent spirit channels. Almost at Silver tier,” the skinniest of the group said.

“Hold on now, not everything is for your Shadow Puppet Path. This girl –”

“Oh, she’s for me. How’d you know that I’ve been close to reaching the second stage of the Consecration Realm? I bet once I draw her blood, I’ll be at the Low Island stage,” Baiyu said as he took a step forward.

“No.” Yuwei pulled out a wooden mask as he stepped in front of the stocky man. “Not for you either. I need her alive, not dead.”

“Ah, so if it’s not for the Blood Bone Path or the Shadow Puppets, then it has to be for us.” Yet another of the group joined the conversation. The voice’s owner was so handsome that he was a hair away from being called beautiful.

“None of your business either,” Yuwei warned. “I need to ask her something. Once that’s done, whether she goes to those who practice the Blood Bone Path, the Shadow Puppet Path, or even the Joyful Chorus Path will depend on how you perform in the next year.”

“Next year? We’ve been in this godforsaken place for three years already,” Baiyu complained. “I ran out of blood a long time ago, and my cultivation has barely increased. The stupid sects have locked most of the mountain range’s zhen in their peaks.”

“And?” Yuwei put on the mask and stared at Baiyu, his eyes were sparkling. Baiyu hurried lowered his head, not wanting to lock gazes with the man. Yuwei then scanned the group. Everyone averted their gaze, as if they weren’t on the verge of mutiny just a second ago. “This is our mission from the sect. Either we succeed and establish a foothold for the sect. Or we fail. Do I need to remind you all that the sect still holds our Soul Lodge Notes?”

“Okay, alright, Yuwei,” Baiyu said when no one else responded. “What are you going to do with that girl?”

“What path do I cultivate?” Yuwei asked.

“The Phantom Spirit Path,” Baiyu answered.

“Exactly.” Yuwei smiled. With a flick of his finger, zhen poured out of him and lifted the girl in the air. “Disciples. Leave us.”

The men and women in the back of the group bowed as they sprinted out the cave. A moment later, it was just Yuwei, Baiyu, and the two men from the puppet and chorus path.

“Lock her in place and wake her up,” Yuwei commanded.

Baiyu frowned at the order but he lifted his hand nonetheless. A tendril of blood snaked out of his sleeve and formed a thorny prison around the girl. Then, a drop of the blood dripped onto her forehead.

“Disciple Han, please let me explain,” the girl gasped. Her eyes were still closed.

“Quiet,” Yuwei said. The girl instantly settled down. “Tell me again, what’s your name?”

“Disciple Han, my name is Qingchun. My parents named me after the clear spring day that I was born in. I’m sorry, if you don’t like this name, I can change it to something that you like better. I promise I’ll be better than Lanhua. Please give me a chance.”

“Before that, tell me what happened last night. Why were you on the mountain?”

“Of course. Brother Han, is it okay if I call you that? I promise I’ll tell you the whole truth. It all started when we finished work yesterday. It was a nice and sunny day, do you remember that? Anyways so I finished work and then…”

The other three cultivators in the cave traded glances with each other. It was going to be a long, long day. The girl couldn’t be awakened from the illusion, not unless they were willing to chance damaging her soul and losing her memories. And they couldn’t ask her to be more concise, in case some details went missing.

So the girl’s logorrhea meant that four Consecration Realm cultivators, all elders of the infamous Sacred Gate Sect, were going to have to suffer through her rambling answers.

Perhaps it was her last hurrah.

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

DEMONIC PLOT

Two weeks after their spirit farm was destroyed, the Nine Thunders Sect sent an envoy to the Twin Beast Sect, demanding an explanation for the sudden beast wave. The response they got back was entirely within expectations. The Twin Beast Sect denied any and all responsibility. So like most cultivation matters, the two sects became locked in a months-long back and forth, with dozens of Outer Disciples from both sides disappearing before they drew up a truce.

None of that mattered to Xun. He was too busy farming.

“Pengzi, Zhanghao, let’s call it a day!” Xun yelled as he straightened his back. The sun was still high in the sky but he had already finished watering the twelve terraces he was responsible for.

“You’re just being lazy,” Pengzi yelled back. “What are you going to do with the afternoon?”

“Probably just relax.” Xun smiled.

“It’s okay, Brother Xun, go relax,” Zhanghao joined in. “I’ll take care of your terraces.”

“Wait what? Why are you helping him and not me?” Pengzi looked betrayed.

Zhanghao grinned. “Because you’ve been slacking all morning. You’ve been chatting away when you should have been working.”

“Oh and it’s my fault that I like to combine my work with leisure?” Pengzi turned back to Xun. “But in all seriousness, I don’t get why you still insist on tending to the farm. We can take care of everything. You don’t need to waste your time with us and spend more time cultivating.”

“I’d feel bad,” Xun replied as he began descending through the terraces. “The sect put me in charge of the farm. I can’t just let you guys do all the work.”

“Fine. If you’re going down, can you take this down with you?” Pengzi picked up a shovel and threw it, spear-style, at Xun.

Xun caught the steel head of the shovel with a single hand. The sharp edge of the tool only left a faint white mark against his skin. A new benefit of the High Wood stage. I don’t need to worry about getting hurt by farm equipment.

“Oh and Xun. Come over tonight. We haven’t seen you in a while and the chickens are getting fat. I caught one taunting me earlier today. We’ll make sure that it becomes our dinner,” Pengzi called out.

“Sure.” Xun waved the shovel in acceptance and went down to his hut. The fire he had set a couple months ago burned down the whole village. And the sect, in its wisdom, decided that it wouldn’t provide construction materials for new huts.

Normally, that wouldn’t have been a problem. Above the farm was a giant forest, and another bamboo forest grew at the foot of the mountain. But the former had been devastated by the fight between spirit beast and cultivator. Most of the wood had burned down or were broken into chunks too small for any productive use. As for the bamboo forest, Pengzi had been a bit too thorough in burying his spirit liquor and the fire consumed everything.

So for the first month, the trio had set up straw huts. Then, using the excess rice of the first harvest, they had purchased wood and basic necessities. Now, the hut village had been transformed into two giant buildings staring at each other. The old fire pit was still at the center, dividing the two buildings, but that was the only thing that was still the same as before.

Pengzi’s building had three different sections. The center was the main living area, complete with a dining room, bedroom, and an extra-large kitchen. To the right was a fenced off area for chicken. With a wood and braided rattan fence, there was a sizable space for the chickens to run around.

As Xun reached his house, he looked across and spotted the chicken that Pengzi was talking about. Like the laborer had said, the animal was staring right at Xun as if it was mocking the human. Xun paused. He looked a bit closer at the chicken.

“You sure want to be dinner tonight huh?”

The chicken stayed silent and just stared.

“Huh,” Xun said to himself. He walked toward the silent chicken. As he got closer, he could see that it was about the size of a rooster. But instead of a large and bright comb, it had a pale red comb. It was a hen.

Pulling a handful of rice from his robe, Xun threw the grains into the coop and while every other chicken jumped on the treats, the large hen stayed still. Xun planted the shovel down and let himself into the chicken area.

“You’re special, aren’t you?” Xun asked as he pulled out some rope and crouched down in front of the hen. He reached out to grab the animal by the neck, taking care to measure his strength.

He missed. The hen backed up at a speed a little too fast for normal chickens. It growled in anger. Xun smiled. He stepped forward with a bit more speed and tried to grab it again. The hen flapped its wings with a dexterity far beyond what its bulky body should have supported. In the matter of seconds, it was on the roof of Pengzi’s house.

And for the first time, it made a short squawk, as if to mock Xun’s failed attempt.

“Ho, now you’re definitely getting eaten. I’ll enjoy every bite.” Xun raised himself up and jumped in pursuit of the chicken. Despite its valiant effort in dodging, the hen was soon caught and tied up by Xun. In the process, Xun stumbled into the left side of Pengzi’s house, where he was keeping a small garden of various vegetables and grains.

Pulling one of the carrots from the ground, Xun shoved it through the hen’s beak as punishment before bringing it back to his own house.

Unlike Pengzi’s house, Xun kept a fairly small but wide hut. It was two rooms, a giant one for everything from sleeping to cultivating, and a smaller one for storage. The walls of his house were lined with a particular kind of rock that muffled any sounds he made inside. Xun placed the chicken in a corner.

The chicken watched as Xun brought out wood floorboards into the main room. Then, he carried sacks usually meant for rice out of the storage room. The sacks never seemed to end. The entire room, save for the hen’s corner, was full of bags stacked five-high. Finally, it was left alone as Xun retrieved the shovel and went into the smaller room.

A couple of hours later, Xun had the widest possible smile on his face. After waiting three months for the suspicions to die down and another month of getting all the volcanic rock in place, Xun had begun digging a giant hole in his storage room. Bit by bit, he was excavating the ground underneath the room and shoveling the earth in the sacks.

Today, it all paid off. Sitting at the bottom of the giant hole was a storage bag.

And for the first time, Xun got a tally on Hanpin’s wealth.

Storage bags were a bit of magical item. Even in his previous life at the Consecration Realm, Xun never really understood how they worked. It was something about opening up a miniature space in a different dimension. The spatial cultivation path was one that few people had the right talent for, and even fewer cultivated in. But all spatial cultivators were wealthy, given that every cultivator needed a storage bag.

The first thing Xun saw when using Hanpin’s storage bag was Lanhua’s body, the last thing that had been placed in the bag. He pushed it aside gently, revealing the corpses of a couple of Tigerhead Rabbits and Water Skin Snakes. It seemed like Hanpin had chosen the weaker of the spirit beasts to kill and store during his defense of the farm.

Xun took out Hanpin’s spirit weapon. The blade had been one of the main reasons why the disciple lasted as long as he did. With only a hundred units of zhen, Hanpin had been able to fight off talismans that Xun had written with thousands of zhen units.

Under the dim candlelight, Xun finally got to see the weapon that had brought him so much trouble. His first impression was that the blade was dangerous. It was exceptionally well crafted, beyond his earlier estimate. This wasn’t a High Foundation blade but rather one at the peak of what a Foundation Realm weapon could be. Its edge was sharp, the blade itself was wide but light, and it accepted Xun’s zhen without a single moment of delay. Holding it, Xun could feel its faint bloodlust, as if its natural environment was a sea of blood.

Xun placed it back in the storage bag. He couldn’t bandy around a peak Foundation Realm spirit weapon just yet.

The next notable part of Hanpin’s storage bag were his spirit stones. All three hundred and twenty-two of them. The disciple was rich. So now Xun was rich. It was enough to repair his spirit channels back to the Shale tier, with about two hundred stones left over.

Last, Xun brought out a small wood box tucked in the corner of the storage bag. Inside were five different pills.

The first two were fairly standard zhen pills, meant to be consumed during combat or before cultivation to recover zhen. They were functionally the same thing as spirit stones but far quicker in their effects. Each of them could recover fifty units of zhen in a matter of seconds. They added another sixteen to twenty spirit stones to Hanpin’s wealth.

The next two were tiny and pink. Xun didn’t recognize them at first glance and brought them to his nose for a quick sniff. Almost immediately, his face changed and he tossed them to the side. These weren’t pills meant for cultivation. Or rather, not the type of cultivation that Xun was interested in.

Cultivators, like most people, had desires. They felt greed, envy, pride, and most of all, lust. But unlike mortals, traditional methods of simulation like eating tiger tail or ginseng worked less well on them. The zhen in their bodies would reject the new energy. So there were pills purposefully refined to help cultivators fulfill their duties in the bedroom.

After a few seconds, Xun picked the pills up and blew off the dust on them. He had no idea how his body would do when given the chance, not that he intended to be in those situations. But it was always better to be prepared than not. And worst case, he could give the pills to someone else in the future. Pengzi might be interested.

Xun moved on to the final pill. It was blood red with bulging veins. Ugly, but still somewhat standard for pills that alchemists created. After all, mixing a bunch of spirit ingredients with beast parts didn’t always result in nice-looking pills. Sometimes, the result was spotty and veined and hard to look at.

But when Xun took a sniff of the pill, his face twitched. It was a Blood Pill, one that was refined not from spirit ingredients but rather from human sacrifices.

All of a sudden, everything clicked together. The Nine Thunders Sect wasn’t a demonic sect, but Hanpin was definitely a demonic cultivator. More importantly, he wasn’t a lone cultivator with demonic tendencies. The square-faced cultivator that cast an illusion onto Xun, he was probably related to Hanpin in some way. Everything reeked of some sort of demonic plot.

Xun placed the pill back in the box and shoved everything back in the storage bag. Then, he checked to see that his Soul Water Petals, two mature and two half-grown, were still in the storage bag and placed the bag in his robe.

After checking that he didn’t leave anything behind, Xun began bringing the sacks back into the storage room. This time, he cut them open and poured the earth back into the hole. Once all that was done, he stomped around, making sure the earth was well-packed before he slid the wood boards back. He even dragged his bed from the main room into the storage room, turning it into a lightless bedroom.

The hen, still tied up, watched as the human was finally satisfied with everything. Casting a tiny water technique, Xun washed himself, grabbed the chicken, and headed for Pengzi’s house

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

TO COOK INTO ETERNITY

“Finally, Xun, we were wondering where you were,” Pengzi’s voice greeted Xun as soon as he stepped foot in his friend’s house. But it was the aroma of flavorful spices and hearty food that really welcomed Xun. It brought back warm and fuzzy memories long forgotten.

“Sorry, I got a little tied up in things,” Xun said as he took off his shoes.

“Ah you’re right on time.” Zhanghao walked out of the side room. She brought two cups of liquor with her. “Peng is almost done cooking. I wanted some vegetables tonight so the last dish is pea sprouts and garlic.”

“Hey, don’t spoil the surprise!” Pengzi yelled from the kitchen. “Or at least, if we’re going to tell Xun the dishes, let me do it. Remember how I was talking about a chicken that was staring me down earlier today? When I got home, I couldn’t find it. So I butchered two smaller ones.”

Xun accepted the cup from Zhanghao with a smile as he listened to his friend begin describing the dishes in detail.

“The first one, I decided to make a beggar’s chicken out of it.” Pengzi gestured a big round ball with his hands. “Stuffed it with some of the spirit rice and some herbs. Then I wrapped it in lotus leaves that I had soaked in cooking wine earlier in the morning. Covered all of that in clay afterwards. The trick here is to make sure that there aren’t any air bubbles between the chicken and the leaves and the clay. Otherwise, the flavor escapes. I roasted it for about three hours. I bet it’s going to be great.”

Zhanghao drank the liquor in her cup. Xun did the same.

“Sorry about Peng. You know him, the moment he gets started on food, he really can’t stop,” she apologized.

“No need to be sorry. It’s great that Brother Peng found something that he genuinely enjoys. That’s rare. I remember when I first asked him about how to make liquor. He ended up almost talking my ear off. But, we’re all the better because of it.”

“That’s true.” Zhanghao led him to the dining room. It was simple but elegant. A reddish-brown square table made of mahogany wood stood at the center of the room, with four equally red chairs on each of its sides. The table bore intricate carvings along its edges. Cranes, flowers, and in a deviation from tradition, jugs of spirit liquor.

Xun found himself a seat and placed the hen he was still carrying in the empty seat next to him.

On the table itself were six dishes. The beggar’s chicken was in the middle as promised and surrounding it were beautiful plates full of food. The mystery for where the other chicken went was also solved. There was steamed chicken with ginger and scallions, chicken over rice, and blackened chicken with mushroom.

There were only two dishes without meat, including the pea sprout dish.

“Brother Xun, I’m glad you could make it,” Pengzi said as he took his seat. He brought with him a new bottle of spirit liquor and quickly filled Zhanghao’s cup. “Oh and I see you found the chicken that was giving me so much trouble this morning. I guess we can have it for dinner tomorrow.”

Xun put a protective hand on top of the chicken. “This chicken isn’t for eating.”

“Is it because it’ll guard our house? Not a dog that barks, but a chicken that stares at strangers?”

“Pretty close.” Xun smiled. “Let’s eat first.”

“Sure.” Pengzi stood up and broke the clay mold around the beggar’s chicken. The chicken’s fragrance instantly filled the room. Using a small carving knife to cut the leg off, Pengzi offered the meat to Xun first. Then, he gave the other leg to Zhanghao. Once that was done, he offered a toast, making sure to hit Xun’s cup underneath the lip. He was treating Xun as a respected senior.

Between bites of each of the dishes, Xun observed the two laborers. He remembered how he had a hand in bringing their match together not so long ago. Now, the two were inseparable. Their smiles at the dinner table were the best proof of their relationship. It was unadulterated joy.

He was almost jealous before he remembered his own relationships. Every love story starts with joy. It’s not hard to be happy. What’s hard is to stay happy through thick and thin.

Still, the path to eternity was hard. Being happy, even short-lived, was a blessing all of its own. Xun decided that after living under Hanpin’s shadow for so long, the two didn’t need to know the larger demonic storm brewing on the horizon. I hope they stay together.

Halfway through the meal and with two bottles of spirit liquor empty, Xun placed his chopsticks down. “I wanted to ask, what are you feeding these chicken?”

Pengzi traded a glance with his partner. “Usually, we give the scraps from our meals to the chicken. And every harvest, we keep a bit of the rice stalks and ground it up as well. Sometimes, a couple vegetables from our garden goes bad. We throw those in the coop and they disappear by the next day.”

“I see. And do you prepare and eat meals every day?”

“Nearly every day,” Zhanghao said. She playfully swatted at her partner. “He loves cooking almost as much as I love farming. Sometimes, he cooks for the sake of cooking itself. I have to pull him out of the kitchen.”

“Now Xun, I know what you’re going to say.” Pengzi raised his hand to defend himself. “Cultivators don’t need food like mortals. We should just empty our stomachs and fast. But I just can’t stop myself.”

Xun looked at Pengzi. There was obviously something more on his mind.

“And I know I should be spending more time on cultivation or reading through the Sky Thunder Scripture to understand it better,” Pengzi said. A wistful look came into his eyes. He grabbed his cup of liquor and downed it. “It’s just that, ever since a long time ago, I stopped wanting to cultivate. When I was just a mortal, I wanted to become a cultivator so bad that I did unthinkable things. But now that I’m a cultivator, I find myself thinking about my youth. Those were good days.”

“And that’s okay.” Xun said and turned to Zhanghao. “Do you enjoy farming?”

“Me? Yes.” Caught off guard, Zhanghao nodded. She took a quick sip from her cup of liquor to relax. A slight red blush grew on her face. “There’s something peaceful about farming that I really enjoy.”

Xun looked at Pengzi, then Zhanghao, then Brother Peng, then Sister Zhang. The dinner table fell quiet.

“Honestly? All that I see is a perfect match,” Xun said as he pointed at the two of them. “You like to farm. And you like to cook. What more could the two of you ask for?”

Xun’s words swept away the small tension that had built up in the room. Both Pengzi and Zhanghao broke into smiles.

“Plus,” Xun said, “if I could eat like this every day, I wouldn’t fast either. This is amazing.”

“That’s a bit much,” Pengzi laughed. “I used to know a cook in my village that would steam these mountain yams. By themselves they weren’t much. But he had this special mix of raw honey mixed with chopped ginseng. My god, I almost swallowed my tongue every time I had that.”

Xun nodded at the story before ripping a piece of meat from his portion of the chicken and offering it to the still-bound hen sitting next to him. It looked at the meat, clucked once, and stole the morsel from Xun’s hand. Xun looked back at the scandalized couple in front of him.

“You see,” Xun explained, “perhaps that cook was good. But you, on the other hand, you’re special. Whatever you’re doing to the plants that Zhanghao is farming, it’s working well enough that this chicken here became a spirit beast.”

Pengzi flinched at the mention of a spirit beast. His hand clutched onto his chopsticks like they were a weapon. His eyes even darted to the carving knife in the middle of the table. His partner, Zhanghao, was far calmer about the whole ordeal.

“I told you there was something special about it,” she chided as she kept eating. “I knew that an animal doesn’t just randomly stare at people.”

“Should we kill it now?” Pengzi looked at the chicken. Perhaps his experience with spirit beasts had been tainted by the encounter with the Tigerhead Rabbit at the start of his cultivation and by the spirit beast wave a few months earlier. There was an unmistakable hint of fear in his voice.

“Relax Peng, I’m sure Brother Xun has something in mind for it,” Zhanghao said.

“I don’t know how you did it,” Xun said. He placed a hand on the hen and stroked its feathers. “But you somehow bred a spirit beast out of ordinary chicken. It might have something to do with Sister Zhang’s farming. I don’t know if you’ve noticed but most of the vegetables coming out of her garden contain more zhen than even the spirit rice.”

“They do taste a bit better than normal vegetables,” Pengzi offered.

“What do you mean by a bit?” Zhanghao snapped. “I put my heart and soul into them. How could you compare that with the stuff that was farmed just for sustenance.”

“Right, right,” Pengzi acquiesced to his partner. He turned back to Xun. “So what do we do with it? I was joking when I said that it would guard our house. I, uh, don’t know if I could sleep well at night with a spirit beast roaming around.”

“The good news is that this girl can’t harm anything larger than a bug.” Xun patted the hen’s head, which gave a series of squawks in agreement. “It doesn’t have any combat potential. Do you know about the classification of spirit beasts?”

“Not much, the academy never taught us about this,” Zhanghao said.

“Low, Medium, High, and Peak?” Pengzi guessed.

Xun took his cup of liquor and leaned back in his chair. “Exactly. Almost everything, whether spirit equipment or spirit beasts are classified along the stages and realms of cultivators. So this hen here is at the spirit beast equivalent of the Earth stages of the Foundation Realm. But the common way we refer to things is Low, Medium, High, or Peak. This hen is a Low Foundation spirit beast. The rice is also a Low Foundation spirit ingredient. But those pea sprouts, after you cooked them, it could be counted as a Medium Foundation spirit dish.”

Pengzi looked at the dish in disbelief. “A spirit dish?”

Xun nodded. “Haven’t you ever wondered why your cultivation reached the High Wood stage in just a few months?”

“I thought it was because of the spirit stones,” Pengzi said.

Pengzi was referring to the updated salary paid to each of the laborers. It was no surprise that Hanpin had been skimming from the top. What was a surprise was how much the disciple took. Each month, the sect gave the farm twenty spirit stones for the laborers as well as another ten spirit stones for the farm manager. Hanpin only gave each laborer a single spirit stone. That meant he pocketed anywhere from twenty-four to twenty-seven spirit stones each harvest.

“Or the excess spirit rice that we’ve been getting,” Zhanghao said.

The girl’s talent for farming was no joke. In the months since Xun took over the farm, Zhanghao managed the bottom forty terraces all by herself. And despite the extra workload and worse farmland, she managed to outproduce both Xun and Pengzi on a per terrace basis by a wide margin. The sect also apparently only required the amount of spirit rice specified by the quota. So every month, the laborers got a couple hundred pounds of extra spirit rice – which Pengzi tried as hard as he could to turn into spirit liquor.

“I’m sure it was all that. But your dishes played a big role,” Xun said. “When you stopped worrying about things, that changed your relationship with cultivation. You did things that felt right to you. Cooking.” Xun pointed at Pengzi. “And farming.” He pointed at Zhanghao. “That makes a difference. In the ancient times, cultivators reached eternity in different ways. Some went the traditional path of cultivating but others found their path through cooking, farming, smithing, and even writing.”

Pengzi reined in his smile and glanced at Zhanghao who also put on a serious face. He stood up and filled Xun’s cup to the brim.

“Xun, can we talk freely?” Pengzi pointed upward, a motion he hadn’t done ever since Hanpin was taken care of.

Xun nodded.

“Xun, we wanted to say this to you a long time ago. We weren’t sure if someone was listening to us.” Pengzi left his chair and pulled out a heavy wooden box. Instead of placing it on the table, he brought it before himself and kneeled on the dining room floor. Zhanghao followed. “Whatever you need from us. Our lives are yours.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

SACRIFICE FOR SELF

“Would you cry for me?” Xun asked.

Pengzi raised his head, confused. “I’m sorry?”

Xun shook his head. For a second, he had thought about building a sect. With Pengzi and Zhanghao’s unique talents, he could build a sect just as large as the Nine Thunders Sect in a decade. Given a bit more time, he could probably even take over the entire Seventeen Mountains, conquering all three sects. He was good at that stuff.

But that’s not my path. Not this life. I’ve already done that. There’s no point walking an old path, even if it’s easier. I want to reach eternity in this life and building a sect won’t bring me there.

“Never mind. Just something that I suddenly thought of,” Xun said. He stepped forward and helped the two of them back up. “Brother Peng, Sister Zhang. I understand where you’re coming from. But believe me when I say that any debt or favor has already been paid. Between us, there’s nothing left but simple friendship.”

“It’s more than that,” Zhanghao said. “We would have spent at least a few extra months trying to understand how to advance from the High Earth stage to the Low Wood stage. Brother Xun, there’s a saying in my village. Even a master who teaches me for a single day must be treated as a father for the rest of my life –”

“Sister Zhang.” Xun stopped her.

Xun could feel the karma forming. Whether Zhanghao and Pengzi intended it or not, by saying those words, they had tied themselves to Xun in some way. He was inclined to believe that they would follow his orders, even if that meant their death. And knowing that he would want to save them, should they ever fall into trouble.

That was karma, the invisible threads that tied people together.

There was also the matter of Qing. The former still hadn’t reappeared and the sect stopped searching for her a couple months back. Somewhere deep down, Xun could feel that Qing was going to become a problem for him in the future, somehow. 

Zhanghao and Pengzi held their breath as they waited for Xun’s next words.

“Let’s not discuss this topic. At least not tonight. How about something lighter?”

Perhaps sensing the fatigue in Xun’s voice, Pengzi jumped in, “Right, sorry for springing this on you. I’ll penalize myself and drink three cups of liquor.”

He quickly poured himself a cup of spirit liquor and downed it. On his second pour, Zhanghao took the cup and drank it in her partner’s place. And for the third cup, Xun grabbed it.

“I think you just want to drink,” Xun laughed. Gesturing at the dishes on the table, still mostly untouched, he said, “Today isn’t a sad day, why are we just drinking and not eating. We can’t let your hard work go to waste now, can we?”

When they sat back down at the table, Pengzi kept pouring alcohol for Xun and Zhanghao as if he wanted to wash down what had just happened. The dishes were still just as delicious, but Xun gravitated toward emptying the cup in front of him. He was truly letting his guard down now. All he wanted was to just forget the emotions swirling around in his chest.

Soon, they were all drunk.

“Are you sure we can’t eat the chicken?” Pengzi asked as he brandished the carving knife at the hen. It clucked unhappily at the reference.

“That hen, that’s your path to fortune. Think about it this way, you can only eat a hen once. But if you leave it alive, it’ll keep laying eggs for you. Each of those are spirit eggs, do you know how much they’re worth?” Xun slurred.

“How much?”

“If it can lay four eggs each week, then that’s a whole spirit stone. So what you’re looking at isn’t just a chicken. It’s a gold mine.”

Pengzi put away the carving knife. When he next looked at the hen, he had a smile on his face.

“Xun, how about you keep the hen? I’m sure that I can make another few spirit chickens.”

“Hah, it’d die a painful death with me. I’m not good with animals,” Xun said. “Plus, what if you didn’t eat the eggs and instead bred the spirit chickens. At that point, it’s not just a gold mine. It’s resource as valuable as an entire zhen vein.”

“Hah, you’re joking, Brother Xun. It can’t be that easy,” Zhanghao said as she poured another round of drinks.

“Well…” Xun paused his thought to force down a few drunk hiccups. “If it’s Peng, he might be able to do it. Peng… how do you write your name?”

“The characters for friend and bird,” Pengzi replied.

Xun smacked the table. “Then it’s fate. Your name comes from this ancient text. When Peng flew, a flock of ten thousand birds followed. Think about it, one day, you can have a flock large enough that if anyone ever threatens you or Sister Zhang, you can just unleash your flock on them. Imagine a group of chickens, so many that they blotted out the sky. That would strike fear into the hearts of your enemies. Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“It would…”

In the moment, Xun had no idea what impact his drunken words would have. Centuries later, he would occasionally look back on this day and laugh. It was karma and fate.

Xun woke up the next day with a raging headache. Everyone at the farm did. The good thing was that he had at least stumbled back to his own home.

Yesterday had been entirely unlike him. He had let his guard down, he had said no to an offer of wealth, and he had put himself in a vulnerable position in front of others. Despite all of that, he didn’t regret a single second of it.

Ever since he was given this second life, he had spent it plotting and scheming and preparing. It felt good to just relax for once. And more importantly, he was happy to have friends in this life. Not happy enough to start thinking about starting a family or a sect, but satisfied that if he were to die tomorrow, someone would mourn him.

Xun swept his legs off his bed and quickly washed his face. The cold water felt refreshing. He decided that today was going to be a good day.

Crossing his legs, he began his morning cycles.

Almost immediately, something went wrong. At the end of his first cycle, it felt like he was cycling zhen into an overfull bucket. His body felt like it was bursting with zhen.

The meal yesterday?

The thought flirted across Xun’s mind before he threw it away. What he needed to do right now was use that zhen to increase his cultivation.

He began cycling the Inner Breathing Method to guide his body’s zhen through his spirit channels. At least that way, he could make sure that it was pure enough. Once that was done, he pulled the zhen out from his aperture and layered it on top of his skin.

Mortals often called the Earth stages as the Soldier stages. Cultivators could defeat hundreds of mortal soldiers once they reached the peak of that stage. The name for the Wood stages was the General stages.

Where the Earth stages were meant for cultivators to have bodies that could support casting techniques, the Wood stages helped cultivators become sturdier. Ordinary arrows or attacks could no longer pierce their enhanced skin. Each Wood stage cultivator was worth an entire mortal army.

Soon, Xun solidified his cultivation in the High Wood stage. And his cultivation kept increasing. The zhen requirements to advance each stage doubled with each new stage. Where the High Earth stage required only 400 units of zhen to advance to Low Wood, to go from Low Wood to High Wood required 800 units of zhen. And High Wood to Low Fire needed 1,600 units of zhen. 

The plant in Xun’s aperture twirled with every cycle of zhen. It had grown from a simple mung bean a long time ago to a real plant with four leaves. Now, the leaves performed an intricate dance as zhen rushed past them.

Xun became so absorbed in watching his plant move that he didn’t notice when he cycled for the hundredth time. Or the second hundred of his cycles. He just wanted to keep watching the plant grow larger.

Unbidden, Xun began thinking about fire. Images of the night a couple months flashed before his eyes.

Fire destroys. Fire renews. Fire creates.

Xun suddenly found himself at the edge of the High Wood stage, just a single step away from the Low Fire stage. He was about to break through when a second thought occurred to him.

Exiting the cultivation, Xun exhaled. Smoke exited from his mouth. It was like he was breathing out all the impurities that he had accumulated in his body.

The cycles had taken almost all of his energy, he didn’t want to do so much as twitch. His heart felt like it was at peace. All he wanted in that moment was to meditate and contemplate the meaning of eternity.

The world had different plans.

“You think Brother Xun is awake?”

Xun heard Zhanghao’s voice, even despite the fact that she was two walls and hundreds of steps away. That was yet another thing different about this life than his previous one. His senses were sharper. It started with his sense of smell but when he broke through to the Low Wood stage, his hearing also improved to nearly impossible degrees.

“Maybe? I kept an eye on Xun’s house when I woke up this morning. He hasn’t left yet.”

“Peng, what about the hen? The spirit chicken?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re really planning on letting it live in the house?”

“Of course. It’s not just a chicken anymore. It’s a spirit stone shrine. Listen, a hen lays about five or six eggs per week. But if we let them hatch and the chicks are also spirit chicken, then that means we’ll soon have dozens of spirit chickens, each laying a spirit stone’s worth of eggs every week. Can you imagine that?”

Zhanghao was silent, presumably trying to understand the fortune that Pengzi had described.

“So, I say we keep it in the house. Treat it like it’s our ancestor. If it does well, we’ll even give it a proper burial when it dies.”

“Sure, okay,” Zhanghao acquiesced. “But Peng, did we… did we make a mistake last night? Brother Xun didn’t seem that happy.”

“That… I don’t know. Xun isn’t the type to tell others what he’s feeling. He bottles it all up. Last night was the first time that I saw him drunk. Usually, it’s just me falling prey to the alcohol.”

“I’m worried about him.”

“Don’t be. You see, Xun isn’t like you or me. We need each other –” Pengzi paused to do something and Zhanghao giggled. “But do you know that Xun used to be different?”

“He wasn’t always serious?”

“No he was serious. But I knew him as a genius. No one worked harder than him at the academy. He started at the bottom. Didn’t know even common things like how to write his own name. But he tempered his spirit channels every day, even when we sometimes went to the town to play. By the time of the sect entrance exam, he was the most accomplished of us.”

“Why is he here as a laborer then?”

“Hush, I’m getting to that part. In his sect entrance exam, one of the elders pushed him to take the Lightning Path.”

“The one where someone could directly become an Inner Disciple?”

“That one. He tried it and a Lightning Elemental struck him down. He had no choice but to take the Spiritless Path after that. After that he changed. I think it has something to do with his name.”

“Xun?”

“Yeah. It can mean one of two things. The sacrifice of the path to eternity in pursuit of oneself, or the sacrifice of one’s own self in pursuit of the path to eternity.”

“Which is it?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. All I know is that Xun’s on a path different from us.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

SECT MARKET

Almost three years ago, Xun had asked for permission to go to the sect market. Hanpin had denied the request, likely because he didn’t want the laborers talking with other sect members about what was happening on the farm.

Later, Xun lied about going to the market to his fellow laborers and instead snuck up the mountain to discover Hanpin’s secret.

Three years later, Xun was finally going to go to the sect market.

After the next harvest, he notified the sect that he was going to bring the spirit rice to the sect himself. To do that, Xun first created a cloud with the Cloud Rain Technique and brought it low to the ground.

Then, he began to cast the technique a second time, layering the new cloud on top of the previous one and creating a darker puff. The third and fourth cloud soon followed, creating something that looked like an almost solid smoke cloud.

In some ways, zhen techniques were like talismans. Everything built up from a couple of core concepts. A single Water Arrow Technique was a Low Foundation technique. A dozen water arrows at once was called Rapid Arrow Technique, a Medium Foundation technique. A thousand such water arrows then became a Consecration Realm technique.

What Xun was doing now was creating a solid platform made of moisture. With a couple units of zhen, he decreased the cloud’s size and soon, the cloud that would have splayed over an entire terrace was about the size of a wagon. Pouring in a couple more zhen units, Xun flattened the cloud into a flat slab.

Xun carried the farm’s spirit rice on that cloud and delivered the rice to the sect storage, right next to the sect market. Everything from spirit equipment to spirit rice was stored there. Any member of the sect could deposit their items at the storage and retrieve them for free. Greeting the elder that was on duty, he received a stack of papers indicating his ownership of the stored excess spirit rice. He kept a single bag with him, holding it in his right arm.

And then he walked over to the sect market.

Commerce was the cornerstone for cultivation. Xun watched hundreds, if not thousands, of laborers and disciples mill around the market.

At a basic level, cultivators needed very little. They could cycle zhen and advance their cultivation anywhere on the five continents.

Where things got complicated was with spirit resources.

While talent was determined at birth and one’s scripture was a function of luck, resources were something that every cultivator could strive toward. Say a cultivator stumbled across a thousand-year ginseng. Eating it raw would mean having to contend with its wild energy and risk damage to their spirit channels. They had to refine the spirit plant and extract its essence to create a pill that could increase their cultivation.

So they needed to either learn alchemy themselves or work with an alchemist. That meant trade.

And there were always more cultivators than thousand-year ginsengs. Resources went to the strongest. But strength wasn’t just a function of cultivation. As evidenced by Xun, an Earth stage cultivator could take down a Water stage cultivator with enough talismans.

And once that cultivator took the ginseng and converted it into a pill, they needed to protect themselves and loved ones against attacks from other cultivators. That meant creating or buying formations to warn or defend them against attacks.

A cultivator couldn’t be great at combat, an expert in refining pills, and also know how to carve giant formations. The amount of talent and time necessary to do even one of those things well was astronomical.

So commerce and trade were the main overtures of the cultivation world.

The Nine Thunders Sect wasn’t exempt from these themes. Despite the streamlining of things with the paper slips from the sect storage, some sect members still walked around with their possessions in physical form. Xun saw a laborer who had tied two lamb spirit beasts to his backs, and a female disciple holding a giant hammer taller than her.

After circling the market twice, he found that most of the shops had names that directly explained their purpose. There was the Pill Apothecary, Spirit Equipment Forge, even a Talisman Workshop.

Xun chose the store called The Grain Merchant.

“Buying or selling?” the merchant in the store yelled as soon as he saw Xun enter.

“Selling top grade rice,” Xun replied without missing a beat. There was only a single person in the store, and Xun made his way to the man. As he did, he took a quick glance around the store. It sold everything from spirit barley to spirit rice and even spirit amaranth.

The merchant motioned for Xun to place his bag of rice onto the counter. When it landed with a dull thud, a knife appeared in the merchant’s hand and he cut it open from the middle. The rice spilled out like grains of white sand. Xun watched all of this silently.

“It’s okay quality,” the merchant said as he grabbed a handful and examined it closely. “I’ll pay one spirit stone for twelve pounds of rice.”

“Ten pounds for one spirit stone,” Xun countered.

“That’s too much. Spirit rice is only good for laborers and new Outer Disciples. The moment someone reaches the High Water stage, it becomes useless to them.”

“Ten pounds,” Xun repeated. “I know what the market price is.”

“Hah, market price,” the merchant said. “What’s your name?”

“Xun.”

“Xun huh?” The merchant rubbed his chin. “You’re the one in charge of the sect’s spirit farm?”

Xun nodded, waiting for the merchant’s next comment.

“Let me tell you a secret, Brother Xun. It’s common sense that if you buy a lot of something, you can ask for a bulk discount. But the reverse is also true. If you’re selling a lot of something, then you’ll need to reduce the price if you want someone to buy it all from you. Otherwise, you’ll have to sell your rice piecemeal. Ten pounds here, another ten pounds there.”

“So? I can sell what I can this month and just come back next month. It’s not like I need the spirit stones today,” Xun countered.

“Brother Xun, look, we’re both on the same side here.” The merchant picked up another handful of spirit rice. He let the grains fall through his hand. “I see that you’re a pretty talented spirit farmer. How about this? Since it’s your first time here, I’ll do a hundred pounds of rice for nine spirit stones. I’m meeting you in the middle. Eleven pounds per spirit stone.”

Xun considered the offer for a moment. “How much spirit rice can you take?”

“Did you see the name of the shop?” The merchant grinned. “We’re called The Grain Merchant for a reason. Selling spirit grains is all that we do. We’ll buy all of your spirit rice. Out of all the shops in the Nine Thunders Sect, we’re your best bet.”

“Deal.” The logic behind the merchant’s words about bulk selling was sound. The last thing Xun wanted to do was waste time haggling with individual buyers. He had too much to do. After months of inactivity, the square-faced demonic cultivator hadn’t shown himself again. But Xun had a feeling that the man would appear again and when he did, Xun couldn’t just bluff his way out of the situation again. “I have four hundred and thirty-odd pounds.”

The merchant pulled out an abacus and made a few quick calculations. “Thirty-nine spirit stones for it all.”

“Forty spirit stones? For good fortune?”

“Deal.” The merchant smiled as he counted out forty spirit stones and passed them over to Xun. “So Brother Xun, it’s impressive how you reached such an important position at such a young age. Your future is bright.”

“Thanks.” Xun pocketed the spirit stones and stepped back.

The merchant waved his hand over the spirit rice, and it all disappeared, presumably to the merchant’s storage item. “My name is Chenlao by the way. If the next time you’re here and you meet one of the assistants, you can tell them my name. They’ll give you a good price.”

“Thanks,” Xun said before he changed the subject. “I’ve been away for a while. Has there been anything interesting happening in the sect?”

“Interesting things…” Chenlao rubbed his chin. “It depends on what type of stuff you’re talking about. I heard that one of the elders took a female disciple recently. From the rumors, she’s a generational jade beauty. Even the birds would stop in their flight to admire her beauty. Sometimes, I wish that I was a girl, then maybe I could entice one of the elders to pay for my cultivation resources…”

Xun shuddered as he quickly put a stop to the merchant’s words.

“Not that type of stuff. Interesting stuff around for cultivation. Any new inheritances or strange things around the sect?”

“Hah, inheritances. Junior brother, I know that you’ve probably heard stories of someone gaining an inheritance and becoming a Consecration Realm cultivator. But those things only happen in stories. If you cultivate well, with your current position and your age, you should be an elder in the sect before you reach a hundred. Why take the risk?”

“So there are inheritances?”

Chenlao sighed. “There are. But they’re all controlled by the sect. Unless you’re Fangqiu and beat the disciples of the other two sects in last year’s Seventeen Mountains competition, you won’t be able to enter them.”

“Right,” Xun agreed with the merchant. He now changed the topic onto the real reason that he sold the rice to this merchant. “How’s business recently?”

“We’ve seen better days. A lot of Outer Disciples have been sent on missions outside of the sect. That hurts the amount of people who end up buying spirit grains. We’re not in a business like the talisman writers or the alchemists. Those guys have lots of business in good times, and even more business in bad times. But for us, right now, it’s a bad time.”

“Do you know why so many disciples have those missions?” Xun asked innocently.

Chenlao’s eyes darted around for a second as he organized his response. “Brother Xun, because you sold me the spirit rice today without too much back and forth, I know that you’re someone who can be trusted. I heard that there’s trouble within the mountains. Something about disciples disappearing. The elders have talked with the Twin Beast Sect and the Purple Flower Sect but those bastards keep denying responsibility. If I were you, I wouldn’t venture too far away from the main sect formation.”

Xun looked at the merchant and nodded. “Thank you, Brother Chen”

“My pleasure, Brother Xun. Be careful out there. Remember, nothing is more important than your life. You can always earn more spirit stones.”

After the grain merchant, Xun went straight to the Pill Apothecary.

It was easy to see the status alchemists held in the cultivation world. Where most of the other buildings in the sect market were simple wood buildings with a couple of markings for good luck, the Pill Apothecary was a large structure adorned with intricate wooden carvings of dragons and phoenixes. The wood was even painted a brilliant red that gleamed under the golden sunlight.

The moment Xun stepped foot into the building, he found a symphony of scents greeting him —earthy roots, fragrant flowers, and exotic spices. Inside, there was a calmness to the apothecary that contrasted heavily against the bustle out of the outside market. It felt like he was stepping into a different world. And despite its grandeur, there were very few customers in the apothecary.

“Hello, fellow cultivator.” There were no shop assistants in the apothecary, only a line of alchemists behind a counter made from a single log. One of them, a girl at the far end, was the one who called out in greeting. “What can I help you with today?”

“Do you have any Seven… Disciple Ze?”

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

PILL EXPLOSION

Xun blinked twice as he tried to square the person in front of him with the disciple who had once saved him. Even accounting for the dim light from the lamps, the former disciple looked tired. Old even. There were still traces of her former beauty, but that was shadowed over by the wrinkles around her eyes and the strands of gray hair poking out of her bun.

“If you don’t mind, please call me Sister Ze.” Zeran shot a quick glance to the other alchemists before lifting the shoulder of her robe. It was gray, the same color that laborers wore. “I’m no longer a disciple these days. But I’d be happy to help you find the right pill.”

“I see,” Xun said, dragging out the vowel. “Disciple… Sister Ze, it’s been a while.”

“Indeed, it has,” Zeran said with a smile. “If my memory serves me right, your name is Xun right? You took the sect entrance exam a couple years ago.”

“That’s me.” Xun tried to recall what cultivation Zeran was at the last time he saw her. She was an Inner Disciple. That means she was at least at the Low Water stage. There’s no way she should have aged this much.

Noticing Xun’s hesitation, Zeran picked up the conversation. “Brother Xun, is there anything that you’d like to purchase today? If you’d like to be helped by one of the other alchemists, I’d be happy to introduce you to my seniors.”

Xun glanced at the other alchemists. They all looked younger than Zeran and wore the light blue robes of Outer Disciples. He shook his head. He still owed Zeran his life, that was a favor that he couldn’t turn his back on.

“Sister Ze. Do you get a commission if I purchase from you?”

Zeran nodded. “It depends on how much you spend, as well as what price you buy things at. We have a bit of discretion on how to price these pills depending on the quality of the pill and we make more if you purchase a pill beyond what the market rate is.”

“Of course, our rates are always fair,” another of the alchemists said loudly. Her voice echoed through the store.

Xun turned his head and saw a girl staring at the two of them. From the corners of his sight, he saw the other alchemists also sneaking glances toward him and Zeran. He nodded at her before turning back to Zeran.

“So how much for a Seven Turns Pill?”

“Ten spirit stones,” Zeran said.

“Ten spirit stones is the minimum price for disciples,” the same girl commented. “The price is twelve spirit stones for laborers.”

Xun took out twelve spirit stones and left it on the counter. With an apologetic smile, Zeran turned around and swiftly searched through the wooden shelves behind her. In seconds, she found a small clay jar and poured half a dozen of pills onto a silk mat.

“Brother Xun, could you check over the quality of the pills? The best way to determine a pill’s potency is through its shape and luster. The smoother it is, the more even the effects. And the brighter it shines, the more powerful the zhen. Given that the Seven Turns Pill is more of a healing pill that repairs minor tears in one’s spirit channel, it’s better for the pill to be smoother rather than brighter. You don’t want powerful zhen running rampant in your spirit channels.”

“Are you saying that we would sell poor-quality pills that hurt people?” the girl questioned.

Zeran turned to address her peer. “I apologize. That was not my intention,” Before the girl could respond, Zeran explained, “Brother Xun, I described these things so that you can pick the pill that best suits your needs. I believe that a smoother pill is better, but if you’d like a pill with more zhen, then the ones with a brighter luster would be a better choice.”

“This one is fine.” Xun pointed at one of the pills that felt a bit more round than others.

Zeran nodded as she reached under the counter and brought out a wood box inlaid with silk. She placed the pill in the box gently with her right hand. As she did, Xun noticed a small black spot on the back of her hand. Three years had passed since Xun had been reborn into his new life. But time hadn’t diminished his memory of the hand that had saved him from the Lightning Path.

“Brother Xun, you’ve purchased the Seven Turns Pill for twelve spirit stones. You’ve checked the quality of the pill and are satisfied with it. The transaction is now complete,” Zeran said in a flat monotone.

With a simple nod, Xun took the wooden box and made a beeline for the grain store.

“Things that happened with the alchemists? Let me think about that. My memory isn’t great these days,” the grain merchant said. He lingered on the last few words.

Xun pulled out one of his spirit stones and slapped it on the counter.

“Let’s not go around in circles. Do you know what happened with Zeran?”

Quickly, the merchant slipped the spirit stone into his robe. “Ah Zeran. It’s really quite a shame what happened to her. Just a year ago, she was one of the most promising Inner Disciples and now she’s no better than a laborer. Worse, even. Her cultivation is gone and her spirit channels are broken. The alchemists are pretty tight-lipped about what happened. But…”

Xun slapped down another spirit stone.

The merchant quickly changed his tune. “But Brother Xun, you’ve come to the right place. I happen to be one of the few people in the sect who heard about the whole thing thanks to my connections. It all started a year ago, Elder Lifeng was refining a Consecration Realm pill and asked Zeran and a few other junior alchemists to observe the process.”

“Elder Lifeng?” Xun asked. “Are there any other alchemist elders?”

“He’s the only one,” the merchant answered. “Anyways, something went wrong with the refinement. From what the other alchemists have told me, on the fourth day, the zhen of the spirit ingredients began to clash with each other. Trying to save the pills, Zeran stepped forward and added her zhen to the pill furnace. Thanks to her deep expertise with pill refining, the clash began to subside and the refinement continued.”

“A clash in zhen?” Xun asked.

“It’s what happened when two ingredients are added with opposing zhen. For example, if you try to refine a water element lotus leaf with a fire element tiger root, the lotus leaf’s water zhen will be consumed in trying to extinguish the fire zhen,” the merchant replied. He gave Xun an annoyed look for interrupting the story.

“Sorry.”

“Anyways, there were another few close moments in the next few days and each time, Zeran stepped in to calm the ingredients down. On the last day, when everything looked fine, the laborers were called in to help.”

“Laborers?”

“Xun, are you going to let me tell the story or not?” the merchant rumbled. Using the silence that followed, he continued, “But right before the pills finished, something strange happened. All the zhen in the spirit ingredients rampaged and the pill furnace cracked under the pressure. Zeran, in a repeat of what she had done before, added her zhen to help calm the ingredients down. With the pills so close to being done, the elder decided to finish the refinement. Unfortunately, it was not to be. At the last moment, the furnace exploded, sending shards in every direction.”

“And Zeran was wounded?”

The grain merchant nodded. “The rumor that I heard was that she could have stepped away and saved herself. But behind her were the laborers and so she stayed. Because the pills being refined were at the Consecration Realm, the explosion was equivalent to a full-powered strike from a Consecration cultivation. It damaged her spirit channels and destroyed her aperture. The worst part is that none of the laborers lived. Even a glancing blow from a Consecration Realm cultivator is deadly. Zeran took the brunt of the attack but the remaining energy was enough to kill the laborers. Even the disciples weren’t spared. Only Zeran and two others survived through the ordeal.”

“And the sect didn’t do anything?”

The merchant scoffed. “While it’s true that pill explosions don’t happen every time, they aren’t rare either. I heard that Elder Lifeng pleaded with the sect to allow Zeran to stay within the alchemy branch of the sect. But without cultivation, she can only do the lowest of chores.”

Xun’s eyes became unfocused as the story finished. He took out a third spirit stone absentmindedly.

“Brother Xun, as much as I’d like to earn your third spirit stone, that’s all that I know. Now, if you’d like to give that to me as thanks, then I’d happily take it.”

Xun smiled as he tossed the stone in the merchant’s direction. “Of course, thanks for bearing with me. And if you could, please keep the fact that I asked between us.”

“Of course, I promise that on my word as a merchant.” The merchant smiled as he caught the spirit stone. “Actually, a word of advice. You aren’t the only one to ask about Zeran. She made plenty of friends with the laborers and even some of the outer disciples in the sect. Many of them offered to help her, even asking if she’d like to leave the alchemy branch of the sect and do something a bit simpler. But she refused all of them.”

Back in the sect market, Xun lowered his head and made his way to an unassuming corner. He opened the pill box and examined the Seven Turns Pill under the sunlight. It was a pastel green, round, and smelled faintly of grass. It had zhen in it, Xun could tell, but whether the pill actually worked or not was the purvey of alchemists. The only way for him to test it was by eating it and asking questions later.

Which is exactly what Xun did.

Flipping the pill up and catching it in his mouth, Xun swallowed it down and waited as the zhen within the pill formed small streams throughout his body. Most of the energy found their way into his spirit channels, attaching themselves to the walls and mending the tattered chunks.

Slowly but surely, Xun’s spirit channels lost their chalky-white color and started to gain the gray tone of shale.

There we go, Xun thought.

Better yet, the healing process for the spirit channels was almost entirely painless. After the torments of cultivating with the Inner Breathing Method, the Seven Turns Pills were a genuine breath of fresh air. As the medicinal properties of the pill were entirely consumed by the spirit channel walls, Xun found himself back in the possession of a Shale tier spirit channel.

Xun took a deep breath. For the first time in both lives, he was happy, proud even, to be the owner of Shale spirit channels. He waited a couple minutes and when nothing strange happened, he began cultivating. Now, the question was whether his new Shale channels would hold up when he cycled the Inner Breathing Method.

As he held his breath and the first bits of zhen began entering his spirit channels, Xun realized that perhaps things weren’t going to work out exactly the way he had envisioned. Almost immediately, his spirit channels began to waver, the new Shale color flickering as the zhen rubbed against the walls. Things only got worse from there.

When the full cycle got under way, Xun felt an explosion of pain throughout his entire body. It was crippling in a new way. Xun lost control of the zhen as it continued along the path that he had used to cycle so many times before. All he could do was watch as the zhen sanded parts of his new Shale channels away, revealing the bits of Chalk coloring underneath.

After about a minute of this torture, Xun finally had a ball of refined zhen that he quickly threw into his aperture. His cultivation increased by a tenth of a unit of zhen. Twice what it had been before.

Exhaling, Xun flexed his grip and considered his options.

If I keep practicing the Inner Breathing Method, I’ll lose the recovery I made from the Seven Turns Pill. So either I switch scriptures right now, or I figure out a way to keep the Inner Breathing Method and increase the quality of my spirit channels at the same time.

Instinctively, Xun leaned towards the latter. The Inner Breathing Method was how he had been able to stay as a cultivator. With his previous Chalk tier spirit channels, nothing else would have worked. And if he was being honest, Xun had a feeling that there was a way around the Inner Breathing Method’s shortcomings.

With that, he took a deep breath and began cycling again.

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

DEMONIC MUTINY

In a cave not too far from the main mountain of the Nine Thunder Sect, Yuwei was about to come to blows with his fellow elders.

“Do you want to repeat what you just said? Baiyu? Should I tell the sect leader that the Blood Bone Path is planning to betray the sect?” Yuwei hissed.

“How dare you!” Baiyu yelled. His voice echoed in the cave. Although the Consecration Realm elders didn’t mind the volume, the disciples weren’t so lucky. A couple of the Phantom Spirit disciples standing behind Yuwei began to cough blood. Baiyu almost smirked at the sight. “All I’m saying is that we should kill this Xun. You’re the one trying to protect an outsider. If there’s anyone who’s betraying the sect, it’s you.”

As his voice fell, the Blood Bone disciples behind Baiyu summoned blood tendrils that hung in the air in front of them.

“I’ll repeat myself one last time,” Yuwei said in a low voice. He glanced around. Baiyu was a whole stage lower in cultivation. He was hotheaded, but this was a step too far. “We barely diverted the sect’s attention when Hanpin died. I’m not protecting Xun. If we act again, we risk the Nine Thunder Sect realizing what we’re up to.”

“That’s your opinion,” Baiyu retorted. “A stupid one too.”

Before Yuwei could respond, one of the disciples behind him stepped forward. “How dare you disrespect my master? I challenge…”

The disciple looked down in disbelief. A blade was sticking out of his chest. He tried to twist his head and find his attacker. Meeting his eye was a face that he had never seen before. The blade pulled back before stabbing forward again.

Yuwei stood still when the attacker rose from his disciple’s shadow. He frowned when the blade went through the disciple’s chest. But when the attacker skewered his disciple’s body, only the disciples behind him could see his fist shaking in anger.

“Should I tell the sect leader that the Shadow Puppet Path is also betraying the sect?” Yuwei asked coldly.

“Brother Yuwei, let’s all take a step back.” The skinny elder walked out from the shadow. He beckoned with his hand and the attacker, a sunken man like the elder, scampered over to him. As if in reward, the elder gently caressed the attacker’s face. “I simply thought some blood could help calm us down. But I’d be happy to trade an eye for an eye.”

As if on command, the attacker slowly walked over to Yuwei. The Phantom Spirit elder scoffed. “One of your puppets for a disciple of mine. What a lovely trade you’re planning.”

“Oh?” The attacker stopped in his motion. The skinny elder cleared his throat. “Then perhaps I can save –”

Yuwei took a step forward and snapped the attacker’s neck. He cast a Fire Dragon Technique that burned the puppet to a crisp and walked over to his now-dead disciple. Closing the disciple’s eyes, he stored the body in his storage ring.

“No, I’ll take the gift. But trust me that I’ll remember today.”

“Brother Yuwei, you know as well as I do what our Blood Bone Path can do,” Baiyu said. He traded a glance with the Shadow Puppet elder, who stepped closer to Baiyu. “I can cast a blood curse. His heart will stop beating in his sleep.”

“So both the Blood Bone Path and the Shadow Puppet Path are planning to betray the sect?”

“That’s a tall tale,” the skinny elder said. Dozens of figures stepped out of his shadow. Some were human, while others were beasts. “As long as Brother Pidao helps nudge the investigation, I’m sure that no one will be the wiser.”

“Brother Pidao? Are you an idiot?” Yuwei cursed. “We spent years converting him. You would risk it all to just kill a single laborer?”

“All I’m saying is that we should kill this Xun,” Baiyu repeated. “You heard what the girl said. That brat planned the death of Hanpin. Han was just a few steps from the Consecration Realm. If we had given him one of our scriptures, we would have had a second elder planted within the sect.”

“And he would have taken the Blood Bone Path huh?”

Baiyu shrugged as he summoned his blood tendril. It danced in the air. “It’s not my fault that the Blood Bone Path is the easiest path for cultivators to switch to. If the Phantom Spirit Path was easier than –”

“Brothers. Perhaps we can talk about our cultivation paths at a different time,” the skinny elder interrupted Baiyu’s gloating.

“If the Nine Thunders Sect even suspects something and activates their sect protection formation, they’ll immediately notice the flaws we’ve introduced to the formation. That’ll doom our plans,” Yuwei said, his tone softened as he watched the two elders work in lockstep.

Grinning, Baiyu pressed his advantage. “Then I say we attack now. We’ve already compromised the protection formation. Us Blood Bone cultivators will lead the attack. It’s still your victory, Brother Yuwei. All that we ask is that you share the glory with us.”

Yuwei’s eyes flashed with understanding. Baiyu was using the excuse of killing Xun to force his hand on invading the Nine Thunders Sect. Both the Blood Bone and Shadow Puppet Path required human sacrifices to cultivate. The former needed blood while the latter needed bodies. They cared less about conquering the Nine Thunders Sect and more about the opportunity to fight and profit from the chaos.

Yuwei turned his head to the last group of demonic cultivators in the cave. The only faction that hadn’t chosen sides yet. “What does the Joyful Chorus Path think we should do?”

The elder with a face that could make both men and women fall in love with him was standing at the side of the cave, away from the tense standoff between Yuwei and the other two elders. Unlike the others with dozens of disciples or puppets, he only had a single figure standing behind him. With everyone’s eyes on him, he flashed a bitter smile.

“I believe both sides have their own merits. Brother Yuwei is right that we don’t have the room to try something big. If Xun dies now, then even the slowest cultivator is going to see that something is wrong. And we’re not ready to launch a full offensive at the sect just yet. If we waste the sect leader’s time, he’ll have all of our lives.” At these words, Yuwei’s face relaxed. But the chorus elder wasn’t done yet. “At the same time, Brother Bai is right in that this Xun is a threat to us. We need to take care of him somehow.”

“Exactly right,” Baiyu said and waved his blood tendril around. “What’s the point of developing a mole if we can’t use him. I say we cast the blood curse now and attack the sect soon after. Our preparations are almost done.”

“Almost done is not the same as done,” Yuwei hissed between clenched teeth. “We only have a single chance to break into the Nine Thunders Sect. I’m not going to risk it all because you got impatient.”

“Says the one who risked our whole operation for forty spirit stones,” Baiyu sneered. “Perhaps I should tell the sect leader what you’ve been up to.”

Yuwei responded by pulling out a wood mask. “You think I’m scared of you blood bags?”

“Perhaps there’s another way we can resolve this,” the handsome elder interjected. A faint mist shrouded him as he spoke. “From what we’ve pieced together, Xun somehow defeated Hanpin as a simple laborer. He’s ruthless, sending his fellow laborer to her death. He’s patient, his zhen couldn’t have possibly supported so many techniques. He planned the attack against Hanpin for months, if not years. And most importantly, he’s smart. He’ll know what’s best for him.”

“And?” Baiyu grunted.

“And smart people often make the right choice.”

“You want to trap him with beauty,” Baiyu stated as he looked at the elder. “He sacrificed his own fellow female cultivator. You think he’ll fall for some pretty girl?”

“Of course not,” the handsome elder said. “You think Pidao fell for my disciple because he didn’t have enough control over his own urges after centuries of cultivation? That’s laughable. He chose to join our side because he knew that we would win. Once we show Xun the future, he’ll do the same.”

“What if he reports us to the sect?”

“Then he’ll have done that regardless of what we do.” The handsome elder stepped aside and gestured at his disciple. Like him, his disciple blurred the line between male and female. His face put most women to shame. “Most of you know Shan?”

Baiyu could sense the victory slipping out of his hand. He hurriedly changed tactics. “Every day we wait in this cursed place is another day that we lose cultivation. We’re ready to break the sect protection formation. Once the rest of the sect comes, we’ll crush the Nine Thunders Sect. I say we attack now.”

The handsome elder ignored Baiyu. “Shan, you said that you knew Xun before he became a cultivator.”

“Yes Master Wang,” the disciple bowed. “I joined the Nine Thunders Sect with Xun. I don’t believe that he has much loyalty to the sect. Back at the sect exam, the elders let him almost die. If anything, the fact that he hasn’t mentioned the Soul Water Petals to the sect proves his flexibility.”

“And you would stake your life on this?” the Joyful Chorus elder asked.

“I would.”

“Do you believe that he would come over to our side?”

“I do.”

“Good,” the handsome elder stepped closer to Yuwei and stood opposite to the other two elders. “I think that explains it. We should make an attempt to recruit Xun. All that’s left in our plan is six months. We’ve already waited years, what’s another six months? Isn’t that right, Brother Yu?”

Yuwei smiled. “It seems like Brother Wang best understands the situation. So both me and Brother Wang agree that it’s best to test this Xun and see if we can convert him. What do you say, Baiyu?”

The Blood Bone elder’s face, already pale from his cultivation path, now looked green. He grunted and left the cave. Following him were the Blood Bone disciples.

“Brother Yuwei, I’m sorry.” The skinny elder stayed behind. “Perhaps –”

“I believe that Brother Wang needs to speak with me,” Yuwei said. “If you don’t have anything important, then let’s talk later.”

“Of course,” the Shadow Puppet elder said. He gathered his puppets back into his shadow and slinked out of the cave.

“Coward,” Yuwei spat as he made sure no unwanted ears were in the cave. He turned to the elder who had stood on his side in the earlier showdown. “I’m sure that Baiyu planned this whole thing. I’ll kill him when this is all over. His blood whips won’t mean anything when I throw my phantoms at him.”

“I’m sure of that. He won’t stand a chance,” Elder Wang complimented. He brought his disciple forward. “Shan, why don’t you meet your Elder Yuwei. When our conquest of the Nine Thunders Sect finishes, he’ll be one of the top elders in our sect.”

“My greetings to Elder Yuwei,” Shan said as he bowed as deep as he could.

“There’s no need to be so formal. Disciple Shan, you recently joined our sect right?”

“That’s correct Elder Yuwei. I renounced the Nine Thunders Sect a year ago and Elder Pidao smuggled me out shortly afterward,” Shan said as he kept his bow.

“You’ll find that the Sacred Gate Sect is nothing like those fake orthodox sects. We asked Elder Pidao to smuggle you out because we saw your potential, unlike those bastards,” the handsome elder said as he nodded at his disciple’s manner. “The day that Nine Thunders Sect falls, I promise you that will be the day that the alchemist elder Lifeng dies.”

“Thank you, Master Wang.” Shan gave another bow toward his master.

“Now that the others aren’t here anymore, how confident are you of attracting Xun to our side?” Yuwei asked. “You can tell me the truth. No matter what your answer is, I’ll remember the favor that you and your master did me earlier.”

Shan straightened and looked right into the Phantom Spirit elder’s eyes. “If I can’t convince Xun, I would die to apologize for my sin. I know that he will join our glorious sect.”

“Good, good.” Yuwei smiled. “Brother Wang, it looks like you’ve found a good disciple.”

“Luck, it was luck.” The handsome elder smiled so bright that a couple of the disciples behind Yuwei lost their focus for a second and took a step toward the elder.

Yuwei searched around his storage ring. A moment later, he brought out a bell-shaped spirit equipment. With a single ring, he snapped his disciples out of Elder Wang’s influence. “This isn’t much Shan, but it’s my greeting gift to you. The Mind Lock Bell might be a Medium Foundation spirit weapon, but it does well with the spiritual attacks of your Joyful Chorus Path.”

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

DUAL CULTIVATION

It was exactly as Pengzi had once said. Each cycle of the Inner Breathing Method scraped a bit of Xun’s talent away, lowering the quality of his spirit channels. The only consolation for Xun’s suffering was the fact that it’d take hundreds, if not thousands, of different cycles for his spirit channels to fall back to the Chalk tier.

As Xun finished his cultivation, he released the stop in his lungs and took a breath in.

There might be a way to kill two birds with a single arrow.

Brushing the dust off and rejoining the sect market, Xun made his way back to the Pill Apothecary. Along the way, he pulled out sixty spirit stones from Hanpin’s old storage bag to add to his rapidly dwindling wealth.

“How many Seven Turns Pills can this buy?” Xun asked as he laid his spirit stones on the wood counter. In addition to the spirit stones he had gained from selling the excess spirit rice and the sixty spirit stones he had pulled from the storage bag, he also put in the stones he saved from his salary. It was a lot of savings for a laborer, but it wasn’t so much that his wealth would draw unwanted attention.

Zeran looked at the pile of sparkling spirit stones that attracted the attention of the other alchemists and paused. “Brother Xun, the Seven Turns Pill is good for repairing minor damage to spirit channels, but it won’t be effective against larger damages. Perhaps you can tell me how you’re feeling. There might be other pills that are more suitable for you.”

“It’s a small scratch. I’m just buying these in case I hurt my spirit channel again,” Xun said. He pushed the spirit stone pile at Zeran. “Is this enough to increase your commission?”

“More than enough, but I can’t sell you something that you don’t need. A single pill should be enough to heal any damage that your spirit channels have. And if I may, if you’re consistently damaging your spirit channels when you cycle zhen, then you could go to the Scripture Temple where an Inner Disciple or Elder can answer any questions you have about cultivation. It’ll be expensive but cheaper than buying the pills.”

Xun smiled at Zeran’s attempts to save him money. He pushed the pile forward once again. “My heart is set, Sister Zeran. Could you sell me the Seven Turns Pills?”

“Brother Xun, you’re buying a lot of pills with a very specific purpose. Perhaps you’d be interested in the Leaf Fountain Pill? It’ll nourish your spirit channels and prevent any damage during your next few cultivating sessions.” Zeran tried one last time to convince Xun to change his purchase.

After a second to consider her suggestion, Xun shook his head. He didn’t know anyone in his past life who cultivated with the Inner Breathing Method. If the damages from the scripture could be mitigated with something as simple as a Leaf Foundation Pill, then someone would have done it by now and everyone would be practicing the Inner Breathing Method.  

On the other hand, Xun had a hunch that if he repaired the channels a bunch of times, they might be toughened enough to withstand the rampaging zhen of the Inner Breathing Method. And in the worst case, he’d at least be able to cycle a couple hundred times with Shale tier efficiency with each pill. It was more painful to cycle with semi-repair spirit channels, sure, but they also doubled his cultivation speed.

Reluctantly, Zeran turned around and pulled down the clay jug with the Seven Turns Pills. She poured the remaining five pills out. “These are the pills that we have in stock. If you’re looking to purchase more, you can create an order and our alchemists will work to refine pills based on your order. The speed at which the pills are refined depends on what price you set. Generally, if it’s an urgent matter, we suggest setting the price higher than the market price. But if you bring the ingredients for the pill, we’ll only take a labor fee.”

Xun nodded. “I’ll take all of them. And use the rest of the spirit stones to create an order.”

“Okay.” Zeran split the spirit stones into two piles. “Because you’re buying more than three pills, it counts as a bulk order. I can make the call to decrease the price per pill to eleven spirit stones. So it’ll be fifty-five spirit stones for these five pills. That leaves twenty-seven stones for the order. If you’re not in a rush, I can create an order for three pills at nine spirit stones each. If you need the pills urgently, I would suggest creating a two pill order at twelve spirit stones per pill.”

“What if I used all twenty-seven spirit stones for a two-pill order?”

“Then I’ll refine them for you,” the same girl who had interrupted their previous transaction said. “Sorry, Sister Zeran, I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. Brother, I’m an alchemist known for refining lower level pills. I can promise you the pills in two days.”

Xun ignored the new alchemist as he stared at Zeran. Despite someone butting into her deal, the former disciple stayed calm. She kept her smile as she waited for Xun to answer the alchemist. “Sister Ze, could you refine the Seven Turns Pill for me?” Xun asked.

“I’m sorry, Brother Xun. My cultivation is too weak to help you at the moment. I’d need to be at the Low Wood stage before I can attempt to refine even the most basic of pills.”

“How long would that take?”

“Too long,” Zeran replied. Her face finally showed a hint of emotion as her lips turned downward. But she quickly recovered. “I don’t want to slow you down. I believe that Sister Meng would be a good choice if you need these pills.”

A smile blossomed on the girl alchemist’s face.

“Would you still get the commission if someone else refines the pills?” Xun asked.

“Uh.” Zeran glanced at her peer. “I’m sure that we could work something out.”

Sensing that more questions would leave Zeran in an awkward position, Xun turned to the girl alchemist and bowed. “Then I’ll leave it in your hands.”

The girl turned the other cheek to Xun’s courtesy.

Zeran answered for her. “Thank you Brother Xun. We appreciate your business. Would you like for me to pack these pills up?”

“Yes please.”

As Xun watched Zeran work, he could think of a dozen ways to help her, but almost all of what he wanted to do required her to accept his help. From how she had rejected the other laborers and outer disciples, he could see that she wasn’t going to accept outright charity. Or at least not the kind that didn’t involve purchasing pills.

With his spirit stones gone, Xun began the trek back to the farm. Without a couple tons of spirit rice slowing him down, the return trip took far less time. In less than an hour, he was back at the farm.

Meeting him at the center fire pit was a solitary figure.

“Peng! What’s the matter? Where’s Zhanghao?” Xun yelled with a genuine smile on his face. Despite only spending three years on the farm, he had accepted it as his home. And Pengzi as one of his few true friends.

When the figure turned around, Xun realized that it was his other friend. The one that should have been dead.

“It’s been a while, Xun,” Dashan said. He wore the light gray robes of a laborer but for some reason, the clothing looked odd on him, as if he was wearing robes of the wrong size.

“Dashan,” Xun stated. He was instantly on guard. His hand sneaked to the storage bag where Hanpin’s spirit blade was stored. Without completed talismans, the blade was his best combat tool at the moment.

Dashan spread his arms out. Xun wasn’t sure whether Dashan was trying to signal that he was unarmed or prepare for a hug. Dashan walked forward a step with a strange smile on his face. “Should I call you Anlin or Xun now?”

“Xun. I heard that you were dead,” Xun replied. He looked around, trying to sense if this was a trap or if he had fallen into an illusion again. But try as he might, he couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Even his sense of hearing and smell agreed that he was alone with Dashan. “Where are the other two laborers on the farm?”

“I’m hurt, you don’t look excited to see me after all that we’ve been through,” Dashan said.

“Prove to me that you’re Dashan first.”

Dashan put his arms down and thought about it for a second. “I could tell you about the time that you were almost caught stealing a meat bun and our instructor wanted to throw you out. We pleaded with him for hours. Or when we sneaked out and beat up Fangqiu in his sleep. That was a fun time. But do you remember a promise we once made? Dashan and Xun, we’d both become disciples and cultivators and explore the path to eternity together. Have I let you down yet on that promise?”

“Fine.” Xun relaxed his posture. Inside, he was wound just as tight as before. “I believe you. But how are you alive? The sect thinks that you’re dead.”

“The sect believes that I’m crippled and sneaked back to the mortal world. That’s pretty much the equivalent to death in their eyes.” Dashan flashed a smile. If there was an exam for evil smiles, he was going to get full marks. “But as you can see, I’m alive and cultivating again. Sometimes, luck comes after misfortune.”

“What kind of luck?”

“The same kind that I’m here to bring you. Three years ago, the sect entrance exam determined our fate. Were the ones who became Outer Disciples smarter than us? No. Did they work harder? No. All they had was luck, they were lucky to have been born with a good talent.”

Xun nodded along. “But so what. As laborers, we have the chance to be promoted to the ranks of Outer Disciples. And then from there, become an Inner Disciple.”

“Tell me, Xun, do you really believe that? We’ve already spent three years as laborers, wasting our cultivation on trivial matters that the real cultivators can’t be bothered to do. Even if you can become a disciple, by the time you get there, you’ll be behind the others in cultivation. Let’s say that the sect finds a treasure. Do they give it to the promising young disciple or the middle-aged man who barely climbed to the disciple ranks?”

“Even if you’re right, what can we do?” Xun asked back.

Dashan let out a breath of air and sat down on the ground. “I’m glad you said that. I became a disciple of the Sacred Gate Sect. And before you ask, it’s a demonic sect. I’m here to recruit you to join the sect.”

After hesitating for a moment and looking around the farm, Xun joined Dashan on the ground. He then reached into his robe and brought out the box of Seven Turns Pills that he had bought.

“Did you hurt your spirit channels? I have some Seven Turns Pills that can help repair them.”

“Thanks Brother Xun. I don’t need them. Do you remember Disciple Zeran? The one who pulled you out of the Lightning Path? She was there. It wasn’t her who was refining the pill though. Her master, Lifeng, was the one who was at fault. And she sacrificed herself to protect us. It wasn’t enough to save us from getting our spirit channels shattered but her heart was in the right place.”

Xun frowned. “So how are you still cultivating?”

“I found a master with the Sacred Gate Sect. He taught me a special scripture that allows anyone to become a cultivator.” As if to prove his words, Dashan snapped his fingers together and a sphere of fire appeared in his palm. “I’m now a High Water cultivator. Something that I only dreamed of back when I was a laborer.”

“What kind of scripture?” Xun asked. He was starting to get a bad feeling about all of this.

“Have you ever heard of this scripture called the Inner Breathing Method? I’m sure you have, even mortals have used to try and cultivate. It’s said to be an Emerald scripture, but the amount of pain and the damage it causes to a person’s spirit channels makes it impossible to cultivate.”

“And you have a way to cultivate with it,” Xun said.

“Exactly. There are multiple ways of mitigating the downsides to the Inner Breathing Method. The path that I chose is one of dual cultivation.” Dashan saw the look of disgust on Xun’s face and hurriedly added, “It’s not what you think. Traditional dual cultivation requires a man and a woman because one side has too much yang and the other side has too much yin. It turns out that the yin and yang in my body is relatively balanced, such that I can use the energy to rebuild my spirit channels each time it breaks. Here, let me show you.”

Xun watched as Dashan demonstrated. The sphere of fire was still burning on one palm and he cast another technique where a new sphere of water appeared on his other hand. Then, combining the two together, he created a perfect spiral of red and blue. Instead of consuming each other, the two energies somehow found harmony. It was simple but beautiful.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


SOUL LODGE NOTE

“There’s just one problem,” Xun said as he watched Dashan’s display of power. “You might have a balance between yin and yang, but I don’t.”

Dashan lost his concentration and the spiral between his hands fell apart, red clashing with blue before it all disappeared. He looked up at Xun as if the thought had never occurred to him.

“You could do more traditional dual cultivation,” Dashan offered. When he saw Xun’s expression, his voice trailed off for a second before his face lit up. “Actually, there’s more than one way within the sect that you can practice the Inner Breathing Method. The one that I use is just well suited for me. I’m sure that we could find something that works for you.”

“Like what?”

“Well, there’s this path called the Blood Bone Path. The way that they cultivate is through soaking themselves in blood. Human blood works best but they can also use the blood of spirit beasts. That protects their spirit channels from the scripture’s harm.” He glanced around, as if expecting someone to jump out and contradict him. When nothing of the sort happened, he let out a small breath. “I wouldn’t recommend you take it. The thing is, protecting your channels is just one part of our cultivation. No matter how well we protect them, damage still seeps through. We need to consistently repair and raise the tier of our spirit channels.”

“And you’re not afraid of me telling the Nine Thunders Sect about you?”

Dashan flipped his wrist and a small bell appeared in his hands. “Brother Xun, if you’re looking to spar, I’d be happy to be of service. It’s been a while since we last communicated in that way.”

“So it’s either join your new sect, or to fight you to the death?”

Dashan nodded.

“Then, sure.” Xun broke out into a smile. “I always thought that the Nine Thunders Sect was a bit too stuffy for me. I imagine things are better at the Sacred Gate Sect?”

“Of course,” Dashan said. He kept the bell in his hand. “Brother Xun, there is a requirement to join the sect. Will you split a portion of your soul into a Soul Lodge Note? Once you do so, the sect will know if you’re alive or dead. And if you ever betray us, they can snap the note and kill you.”

“Sure. Fine by me.”

Seeing how quickly Xun replied, it was Dashan’s turn to hesitate. “You’re saying yes, just like that?”

“Of course, it’s my good friend asking me to join a new sect that promises faster cultivation. What’s there to say no about?” Xun said. He stayed seated. “Plus, if I say no, you’ll fight me. And even if I beat you, whoever you came with is going to catch me before I get to the sect.”

“Smart.” A new voice rang out as three figures shimmered into place. Xun didn’t even flinch at the sight. The first person was the square-faced cultivator that he had seen in an illusion before. The other two people were Pengzi and Zhanghao, both kneeling next to him.

“My greetings.” Xun stood up and bowed at the new figure. Dashan also deferred to the cultivator.

“You’re sure that you don’t want to give running back to the sect mountain a try?” the square-faced cultivator teased.

“Even if you gave the courage of a tiger, I wouldn’t dare do such a thing,” Xun said, maintaining his bow.

“Oh? Why not?” The question was said with the same teasing tone as before.

“I don’t think the Sacred Gate Sect would allow Dashan to come here and tell me all these things if they didn’t have the confidence to make sure I’d be silent.”

“Like Shan said, you’re smart. You can call me Yuwei. I’m an elder at the Sacred Gate Sect.”

“Welcome to our humble farm, Elder Yuwei,” Xun said.

“Shan here already told me all about you. Our Sacred Gate Sect needs more talent like you, Xun. I’m glad you chose the right path.” Yuwei’s voice suddenly sped up. “Unlike the orthodox sects, we believe that cultivation is a long fight with the skies. A fight in which you can’t take even the slightest pause. We steal, pillage, and destroy in the pursuit of eternity. Can you accept that?”

“I can,” Xun said.

“Good,” Yuwei said. The edges of his lips curled upwards. “Now, before you officially enter the sect, there’s a small matter that we need to resolve first. Two of them, actually.”

“Of course.” Xun bowed his head. Dashan stepped backwards, behind the Sacred Gate elder.

“First, what do you think I should do with these two laborers?” Without any obvious motions from his part, Yuwei cast a technique that brought Pengzi and Zhanghao forward. They weren’t exactly unconscious, but their eyes weren’t focused either. It looked as if they were daydreaming.

The right answer is that they should die. Xun thought. And the moment that I say they need to die, he’ll ask me to kill them as proof of my loyalty.

Where orthodox cultivators were bound by their morality and observance of karma, demonic cultivators were the exact opposite. They took no heed of morality and thought that karma was simply another part of their cultivation. More importantly, they weren’t exactly the type who valued human lives.

But Xun couldn’t say the right answer. As he looked at Pengzi and Zhanghao, images of the past couple of years began to flash in front of his eyes. These weren’t just his fellow laborers, they were his friends, the type who would die for him. That type of karma wasn’t something that he could just ignore. If he did anything to harm them, heart demons would come back to haunt him later in his cultivation.

“Elder Yuwei, perhaps we can discuss the second matter at the same time?” Xun offered.

“Fine.” Yuwei stepped forward and before Xun could react, he placed a hand at Xun’s neck. “The second matter is simple really. Did you kill Hanpin?”

Xun met the elder’s eyes. His initial reaction was to deny everything like he had done so in the illusion. But there was a hardness in the demonic cultivator’s eyes that gave Xun pause.

The Nine Thunders Sect never found Laborer Qing, the girl Xun had sent to the top of the mountain to draw Hanpin out. It was looking like the demonic cultivators had found her and found out that Xun had played a big role in the events that night.

After a moment, Xun nodded. When his skin touched the elder’s hand, he felt a small prick of pain as a bead of blood welled out.

“Oh, so you lied to me?”

Xun almost replied that he didn’t. His words paused at the tip of his tongue, and he tilted his head to look at demonic cultivator.

“I’m sorry, I don’t believe that I’ve met you before, Elder Yuwei.” To cover up the beads of sweat that had pooled on his forehead, Xun began babbling. “If you’re talking about what I told the Nine Thunders Sect, it’s because I thought that Hanpin might have been a demonic cultivator. But that information would have meant closer scrutiny on everyone and making an enemy of anyone related to Hanpin. I apologize for not telling the whole story.”

“Never mind. How did you kill Hanpin?”

“Elder Yuwei, I apologize for my intransigence. But could I ask that you allow the other two laborers to join the Sacred Gate Sect? Both of them have been a huge help to me at the farm and the Nine Thunders Sect would be suspicious if more people go missing from the farm.”

“They helped you in killing Hanpin?”

Xun shook his head, a motion big enough to draw a gash on his neck. Neither he nor Yuwei flinched at the blood. Yuwei’s hand stayed stationed next to his neck.

“I don’t believe you,” Yuwei laughed. “If you want them to live, that’s fine. But the punishment they deserve will transfer to you. And since they helped kill a disciple before they were a part of the sect, their punishment is death. Will you die in their place?”

This was karma. Plain and simple. He had used Qing and sent her to die. Now, that decision was going to cost him his life.

“Of course,” Xun answered. “I’d be happy to take their punishment. I was the one who planned Disciple Han’s death. He was going to kill me sooner or later. If anyone deserves to die, it should be me.”

Yuwei pulled his hand back.

“How did you kill Hanpin?”

Xun bowed at the slight mercy before answering, “I spent almost two years writing Talismans and attracting the spirit beasts by spreading spirit rice in the forest. That night, I dumped threshed and dehulled spirit rice in the field, and that attracted the spirit beasts. After that, I ambushed Disciple Hanpin when he retreated away from the spirit beasts.”

“Where does Lanhua factor into this?”

Pulling out Hanpin’s storage bag from his robe, Xun handed the bag to the elder.

“She helped me fight Disciple Han but died in the process.”

Yuwei didn’t take the bag and instead looked at Xun with a half-smile on his face. “Died in the process?”

“I killed her,” Xun admitted.

“Fine.” Yuwei waved the storage bag back. “You were the one who killed Hanpin. His stuff is now yours. You don’t need to show me anything.”

“Thank you, Elder Yuwei.”

“Shan, give me three Soul Lodge Notes.” Yuwei turned to Dashan and held out his hand. When Dashan walked forward and gave him the three wood slips, he held one out to Xun. “The penalty for killing someone protected by the Sacred Gate Sect is death. But if you’re a part of the sect, then I can forgive your past actions. What do you say?”

“I’d like to join the Sacred Gate Sect. Thank you.” Xun bowed.

“Good, stay still. I’ll split your soul. If you so much as move, it’ll damage your soul. The best case is one where you lose all of your memories. In the worst case, you die.” Yuwei motioned for Xun to sit down. Xun followed the instructions and sat cross-legged.

Before he got comfortable, a tearing sensation filled all of his thoughts. It was as if someone was ripping his heart apart. Somehow, he could feel pain, irritation, numbness, and throbbing all at once. To call it uncomfortable would have been an understatement.

Xun endured through the pain, staying as still as he could. He watched as the wood slip started to appear on the Soul Lodge Note. It looked like words, but imprinted in a language he didn’t know.

A moment later, the sensation went away, leaving behind an emptiness that Xun couldn’t describe. Xun closed his eyes to better feel his body. He could move just fine, but it was like something important had been ripped out of his heart. Something that he needed to get back. And yet, as the plant in his aperture turned, Xun realized that bit by bit, whatever had been taken was growing back. It’d take months, or years even, but in the end, Xun would be whole again.

“As you’ve probably guessed, the Sacred Gate Sect is a demonic sect,” Yuwei said when Xun opened his eyes again. “We aren’t like the orthodox sects who act all high and mighty. There’s only one rule with our sect. Might is right. The stronger you are, the more power you’ll have. When you reach the Consecration Realm, the Soul Lodge Note will automatically lose its power.”

Xun nodded. There was nothing else that he could do.

Smiling, Yuwei went over to Pengzi and Zhanghao. He pulled the two of them out of their illusions and explained what was happening. Both Pengzi and Zhanghao looked to Xun for help, and after seeing Xun nod imperceptibly, they agreed to the Soul Lodge Note.

Soon, there were no more orthodox cultivators at the farm.

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

ART OF WAR

In a scene reminiscent of the Nine Thunders entrance exam, the elder from the demonic sect left the explanations of the sect rules to Dashan as soon as he finished tearing a part of everyone’s souls for the Soul Lodge Notes.

“Welcome to the Sacred Gate Sect,” Dashan said awkwardly as if he was reading from a script that he had prepared long in advance. “When you killed Hanpin, you disrupted an important part of the plan that had been in motion for years. The elders of the sect wanted to kill you in revenge. But the Elder Yuwei chose to save you.” Dashan nodded to the elder. “The only way that you’d be spared was if you joined the sect. And that might actually be good news. The strongest person in the Nine Thunder Sect is only at the third stage of the Consecration Realm. But the Sacred Gate sect leader is at the Broken Lord stage.”

Pengzi finally showed some signs of life. “Hanpin was a disciple in the Sacred Gate Sect?”

“Not exactly.” Dashan brought out a metal token. “The good news is that Hanpin never received a Gate Token. The most that he could be considered was an affiliated cultivator. The Blood Bone Path wanted to take him as a disciple but they couldn’t risk him getting caught with a sect token.”

“So are we disciples?” Pengzi asked.

“Not yet. I promise that when we conquer the Nine Thunders Sect, you all will become disciples of the sect.”

“What if we reach the Low Fire stage and the sect promotes us to Outer Disciples?” Zhanghao asked quickly. From how she said the question, it didn’t seem like she cared about the answer and instead just wanted to Pengzi to be quiet.

Dashan glanced at Yuwei before speaking. “I don’t think you have a choice. Even if you break through and tell the Nine Thunder Sect about the Soul Lodge Note, they won’t be able to solve it. Only when you reach the Consecration Realm will your soul be whole again. So, you’re free to cultivate as quickly or slowly as you want, as long as you stay on the farm.”

“Do we still cultivate the Nine Thunder Scripture?” Xun asked.

Though he had been practicing the Inner Breathing Method all along, it had also been at the cost of his spirit channels. If there was a way to increase his talent without spending hundreds of spirit stones on Seven Turns Pills, then he was all ears.

“That’s the benefit of joining our sect.” Dashan flashed a smile as the conversation finally reached the part that he was more comfortable with. “I practice the Joyful Chorus Path, one of twelve paths in the Sacred Gate Sect. The simple explanation for the path is that you need a balance of yin and yang. It’s a scripture that allows you to cycle with a single type of zhen. Yin or yang. I cycle with yin zhen and the use yang zhen to rebuild my spirit channels. Cultivators on our path will usually find a partner of equal cultivation.”

“Pengzi and Zhanghao,” Xun said. He could see where Dashan was going and as much as it seemed like the Joyful Chorus Path didn’t come with the traditional drawbacks of demonic cultivation methods, he didn’t want to find a partner. Not now, not ever.

Dashan paused for a second, as if surprised by Xun’s decision.

“Since Xun has made his choice, Shan, go teach the two laborers. But only if they want to,” Yuwei spoke up from the side. “We might be a demonic sect, but our bottom line is that we don’t make people cultivate a path that they don’t want. We won’t stop you even if you wanted to keep practicing your Nine Thunder Scripture.”

Pengzi and Zhanghao turned to Xun for help. After considering the options, Xun nodded to his friends. “Go learn the scripture from Brother Shan. It’ll be better than the Nine Thunder Scripture.”

When Dashan led the two laborers away, Yuwei came back in front of Xun.

“So you don’t want the Joyful Chorus Path. What do you want then?” Yuwei asked with a smile in his eyes.

“Elder Yuwei, might I know more about the Sacred Gate Sect? Dashan mentioned that there were twelve paths.”

“Correct. Each of these paths can support a cultivator to the peak of the Consecration Realm. And a couple of them, including the sect leader’s path, leads to the Lord Realm. As you know, that’s the equivalent of a Silver-tier scripture, something that a tiny sect like the Nine Thunder Sect couldn’t hope for in ten lifetimes.”

“Impressive,” Xun complimented.

Xun thought back to the two Silver scriptures he had. Originally, he had thought that the Nine Thunders Sect had a better scripture saved for disciples and elders. But after opening his aperture, he could sense that almost everyone at the sect cultivated with the Shale-tier Nine Thunders Scripture.

“My path is called the Phantom Spirit Path. It’s a bit weaker in direct battles, but it makes up for that deficiency in that it’s one of the paths that can lead directly to the Lord Realm.” Yuwei paused there, waiting for Xun to express his interest.

Lord Realm… If I had been smarter in my past life, I would have been there. As long as I don’t fall into the same traps in this life, then I promise that the Lord Realm will only be a stepping stone on my path to eternity.

Xun didn’t disappoint the elder. He bowed as low as he could. “Elder Yuwei, I’d like to join the Phantom Spirit Path.”

“Good,” Yuwei said as he brought his hand up. An invisible force pushed Xun back into a standing position. “I thought you’d be rather well suited for my path. It cares less about brute force and more about strategy. When you reach the High Fire stage, you can come find me again and I’ll take you as a personal disciple.”

“I understand,” Xun said. “I promise to try my hardest to not disappoint you, Elder Yuwei.”

Yuwei didn’t respond. Instead, he handed Xun a scroll. Xun received it with both hands and carefully tucked it away into his storage bag.

“Elder Yuwei, is there anything that you need from me? To continue what Hanpin was doing?”

“Not now. I’ll send someone to meet you next month. After you deliver the harvest to the sect, turn left and walk toward the Twin Beast Sect. If you don’t see anyone after a full day of walking, you can come back to the farm.”

“I understand,” Xun bowed his head.

“Good.” Yuwei stretched out his arms and looked visibly happier. “Shan, time to head back.”

Xun watched as the two demonic cultivators disappeared in the distance. Next to him, both Pengzi and Zhanghao waited patiently.

“Xun?”

“Let’s talk inside.” Xun led them to his house. It was a small thing but the volcanic rock that lined his house meant that there was a lower chance of someone overhearing their conversation.

Inside the house, Xun grimaced at how messy everything was. When he was living alone, none of that mattered but now he had guests. Gesturing for the other two to get comfortable, Xun sat on his bed.

Pengzi was the first to break the silence.

“Brother Xun, do you have a plan?”

“Yes and… no. They didn’t just take us into the sect because we asked with respect. We’re too low in cultivation for them to try and recruit us. And even if we can double the production of this spirit farm, they probably don’t care about the spirit rice. The key is that Hanpin was doing something for them. And now that he’s dead, we have to fill in the gap.”

“What do they want us to do?”

“I don’t know.”

Xun genuinely couldn’t think of why they needed Hanpin. He could understand if the disciple was passing some information about the sect to them. But from Dashan’s tone and how Yuwei, a Consecration Realm cultivator, was stationed so close to the farm, there was definitely something more that Hanpin was doing.

Even if he was a single step away from the Consecration Realm, Hanpin didn’t deserve such respect.

In a flash of inspiration, Xun thought back to what Hanpin had said when Xun lied about being a spy for the Nine Thunder Sect. He forgot the exact words but the disciple seemed to think that the sect was going to disappear in a year or two. Xun connected that with what Dashan had said. He had promised that everyone on the farm would become outer disciples when the Nine Thunders Sect was conquered. Not beaten but conquered.

“If you were to conquer a sect, how would you do it?” Xun asked softly.

“Conquer a sect?” Pengzi repeated. “I have no idea –”

Zhanghao raised a hand to stop him. “Brother Xun, I don’t know if this will help but there were a couple of ways that mortal armies won battles. The most direct way is when they killed two out of every ten men. The opposing army would lose their wits and flee. The other way is to kill the general and anyone who could control the army. Without someone to lead them, the army falls apart. And the third way is to trap the opposing army and leave them with no choice but to surrender.”

Xun noted the fact that Zhanghao knew far more about the art of war than the average person as he kept thinking about the problem.

“They’re trying to start a war with the Nine Thunders Sect?” Pengzi asked.

Xun shook his head. “If they wanted to do that, they would have done so already. The moment a war breaks out, the other two sects in the Seventeen Mountains are going to come help. The Sacred Gate Sect might be stronger than the Nine Thunders Sect, but they probably don’t have enough to fight all three at the same time. In a war of attrition, it doesn’t matter if one side loses two in ten men. It’s a fight to the death.”

“What about assassinating our sect leader?” Zhanghao asked.

“That could work…” Xun mumbled. “But it seems unlikely. First, when that happens, the disciples of the Nine Thunder Sect would simply run off to the other two sects. They won’t have conquered the sect, they’ll merely have taken over the site of the sect. And second, if they wanted to assassinate someone, why would they need us?”

“Then it’s the third option. They want to trap us. Or rather, they want to trap the Nine Thunders disciples,” Pengzi said, striking his palm with his fist.

Xun nodded. “Right. That makes the most sense.”

“But why would they want to do that?” Zhanghao asked.

“The why is easy,” Xun said. “Most demonic paths require some sort of human sacrifice. Your Joyful Chorus Path might seem tame and no different from the Nine Thunder Scripture, but that’s only because both of your cultivations are relatively similar. Most dual cultivators don’t have a partner. They forcefully take the opposing zhen. So they probably want to capture the cultivators in the Nine Thunder Sect.”

“If the combined strength of the three sects is more than the Sacred Gate Sect. All that the Nine Thunder Sect needs to do is hold out until the other two sects arrive,” Zhanhao said as if trying to find the flaw in Xun’s logic. “At that point, the Sacred Gate Sect has no choice but to flee. How can they guarantee that the Nine Thunder Sect will fall so quickly?”

Xun thought about that for a second. Then he smiled.

“You’re right. The Sacred Gate Sect wants a quick fight where they overwhelm the Nine Thunder Sect with great force. And the only way they get such a fight is if they take down the sect’s protection formation. And if they set up a second, larger formation to trap the Nine Thunder Sect inside, they get to eat the entire wealth of the sect in one fell swoop. What a plan.”

CHAPTER FORTY

SACRED GATE SECT

Having a grasp on the demonic’s sects plan was important. But in terms of actual changes for the day-to-day life on the farm, it was as if nothing had happened.

In the months after the fateful visit from the two demonic cultivators, Zhanghao took over the spirit rice production farm and experimented planting smaller spirit plants using seeds that Xun had bought at the sect market. Pengzi spent more and more time in his chicken coop, watching and playing with the chickens. He’d often cook dishes just for his flock. And Xun cultivated like there was no tomorrow.

But, in some ways, everything was a bit different.

For one, the plants that Zhanghao now tended weren’t vegetables that they could eat. Instead, she focused on two specific breeds. The first was a leafy type of bamboo that had only one specialty. It grew really fast. Each tree became fully grown in just three or four days and she cut them down at least twice a week before throwing them in a pit filled with water. The second breed was a small shrub with purple flowers. She wore a mask and gloves to harvest these flowers, acting as if they were the most important thing in the world.

Pengzi also began to change his breeding habits. Instead of simply throwing food into the coop and walking away, he’d often wait to see which of the chickens ate the grains first. Sometimes, it was the heaviest and most well-fed of the flock. Other times, it was a skinny little rooster that was willing to raise its spurs to scare off the other chickens. He’d leave these chickens alone. But he’d pluck out the weaker ones and cook them into dishes for Xun.

And Xun now ate spirit ingredients like they were candy. Every week, he’d pop another Seven Turns Pill and feel his spirit channels being repaired back to Chalk-tier. But each time, his face wasn’t one of happiness at increasing his talent. Rather it was full of bitterness as he began cultivating.

Each time the Inner Breathing Method cycled zhen, it’d take a portion of his repaired spirit channels with it. And the pain when zhen chipped away at his spirit channel was enough for him to consider giving into demonic cultivation practices.

But Xun didn’t.

The Phantom Spirit Path revolved around the use of a person’s spirits. To counteract the side effects of the Inner Breathing Method, the path extracted the essence of another cultivator, also known as a phantom, and used their spirit channels to refine the zhen. Afterward, the zhen would become mellow enough to place into one’s aperture. It was an ingenious way to use the Inner Breathing Method without having to experience the pain of the scripture.

And instead of throwing the tortured phantom away, cultivators in that path would save the now ferocious spirit and unleash it against enemies. An Earth stage Foundation cultivator could be made into a phantom that rivaled a Wood stage Foundation cultivator. And a Water stage cultivator could become a Fire stage phantom. The only problem with these phantoms was that they needed to be stored in a special spirit object that could keep the phantoms from disappearing. Of course, Elder Yuwei didn’t provide such a thing to Xun, likely counting on them as a means of control.

On the other hand, the Joyful Chorus Path appeared less like something meant for demonic cultivators and more like an orthodox path. The scripture Dashan left for Pengzi and Zhanghao described the process as simply cycling the zhen twice. For example, ambient zhen would first go through Pengzi’s channels and take on the yang attribute. He’d send over that zhen to Zhanghao and she would cycle the yang zhen through her channels before pushing the zhen into her aperture. In the process, instead of hurting her spirit channels, the yang zhen would actually nourish and repair her channels. And the same thing had to happen from Zhanghao to Pengzi.

The only downside of the Joyful Chorus Path was one that also sounded surprisingly like an orthodox problem. It was slow. Zhanghao and Pengzi had to dedicate enough time to cycle four hundred times instead of the thirty they were used to.

Even with that flaw, it was perfect for them. Xun suggested they cultivate with the new method and they did. It took some time for them to change scriptures, but with Xun’s expertise in cultivation, he guided them past the pitfalls that vexed more inexperienced cultivators.

Neither Pengzi nor Zhanghao ever talked about the other way to dual cultivate, which was to extract zhen from a partner’s aperture. It’d damage the partner’s spirit channels but was far quicker than double cycling and would increase the beneficiary’s cultivation at a higher rate than the slower form of dual cultivation. Pengzi and Zhanghao didn’t use that.

During the days after the harvest, Xun followed a rather simple routine. He’d sell the excess spirit rice at the grain merchant, go over to the Pill Apothecary and purchase a couple Seven Turns Pills from Zeran, and then leave the sect to meet one of the demonic cultivators. Sometimes, the mission from them was to bury a chest in a certain location within the sect. Other times, it was about finding a certain piece of information, like when someone from the Nine Thunders Sect would leave for an event.

Each time, the Sacred Gate Sect gave Xun spirit stones as a reward. A hundred of them, in fact. But when Xun asked for something more concrete like spirit equipment for Phantom Spirits Path, they always denied his requests.

Despite all of that, for the first time since Xun had arrived in the new world, he wished that he could freeze time in place. The threat of the demonic sect hung over his head like a giant pail of water ready to spill. But each night, after their respective tasks, the three laborers on the farm gathered together and enjoyed each other’s company.

It was a delicate peace, and all the more precious because of it.

“What do you think about the demonic sect?” the grain merchant asked Xun. In dealing with the merchant, Xun had found that the man only had two hobbies. Grains and gossip. He loved spirit rice in a way that only someone who spent their entire lives around the grain could. And if Xun wasn’t careful, the merchant could talk a whole afternoon about the gossip he had heard.

Today, however, was a different type of gossip. It was one that Xun was intensely interested in.

“Demonic sect?” Xun asked. He tried not to show how tense he was inside.

The merchant leaned closer and looked at Xun weirdly. Xun gripped the talismans he kept in his robe. Then, suddenly, the merchant pulled back with understanding on his face. “Brother Xun, you don’t come into the sect market outside of harvest days?”

“No, why would I?” Xun casually asked back.

“Ah, that would explain it,” the merchant replied. “And you aren’t an Outer Disciple yet are you? This is just my personal advice, but I’d recommend you focus more on cultivation. Usually those who manage one of the sect resources like the spirit farm are Outer Disciples. Low Fire stage at least. High Fire stage usually.”

“Right, I’ll keep that in mind,” Xun said. He made circle motions with his hand, trying to hurry the conversation.

“Anyways, the demonic sect stuff,” the merchant said. He leaned back again, relishing the fact that he knew something that others didn’t. “All Outer and Inner Disciples were recently given a task. To kill or capture cultivators from this sect called the Sacred Gate Sect. Apparently, they’re some kind of demonic sect. Do you know what that means?”

“Cultivators that don’t believe in karma,” Xun answered. “But how does someone know if a cultivator is practicing a demonic method? What if it’s just a wandering cultivator who’s just passing by?”

“Then it doesn’t matter, they’ll come to the Nine Thunders Sect and once they can prove that they aren’t affiliated with a demonic sect, we’ll let them go.” The merchant finally took on a serious expression as he lowered his voice. “These are special times. And special times require special measures. We’d rather capture a thousand wrong cultivators than risk letting a single demonic cultivator escape.”

“Escape? It’s that serious?”

“Of course. Those cursed demonic cultivators from the Sacred Gate Sect kidnapped our elder. If we don’t avenge that, the entire mountain range will think that the Nine Thunders Sect is scared.”

“Which elder?”

The merchant sighed. “Brother Xun, you really need to become a disciple. There’s a saying that information is power. The more you know, the less likely you are to make a mistake. The sect tells laborers almost nothing. Only when you get to the outer disciple level do you start to understand things.”

“I understand. Thank you for that advice. I’ve been farming ever since I joined the sect, so there are a lot of things that I don’t understand,” Xun said, almost grinding his teeth in impatience. “But which elder? What happened?”

“Elder Hetain, the head of our Enforcement Hall.”

“Enforcement Hall?”

“Do you really not know anything about our sect? The Enforcement Hall… Think of them as the muscle of our sect. Anytime there’s a combat mission, they’re the ones who are called upon. That’s what makes this such an important thing for the sect. Elder Hetain was probably the strongest cultivator in our sect short of the sect leader. If we lose him, then our whole sect’s strength goes down an entire step.”

Xun knew exactly who Hetain was. The man was the elder responsible for his sect entrance exam. The two sect elders present that day were him and another elder called Pidao.

“How does the sect know that it was demonic cultivators? If I’m not wrong, Elder Hetain has to be at least at the Consecration Realm. Maybe he could have found some kind of spirit plant or an inheritance.”

“Right, that’s what I thought as well. But one of Elder Hetain’s disciples escaped back. His favorite, in fact. This person called Fangqiu. He reported to the sect that the Sacred Gate Sect captured the elder.”

“The people who kidnapped him were probably at around the Consecration Realm. What can we do to help?” Xun asked.

“Nothing in theory. Fights at the Consecration Realm aren’t something that we can step into. But Fangqiu saw that there were Foundation Realm demonic cultivators. The sect leader personally said that we can hunt them without fear. The moment those shameless Consecration Realm cultivators attack, our sect leader would go meet them. You know, if it wasn’t for the fact that I haven’t been in a real fight in so long, I might have honestly been tempted to try my luck hunting these demonic cultivators. It’s said that the reward for killing a single Sacred Gate disciple is a thousand spirit stones.”

Suddenly, Xun realized a very serious problem. “Where did the sect say the demonic cultivators were?”

“They’re nowhere close to the spirit farm. You can be assured of that. A lot of the disciples are searching in the area between here and the Twin Beast Sect. These demonic cultivators, you see, they might be a bit more savage than the average cultivator but they lose out on endurance. I promise you that if I spent some time practicing…”

Xun wasn’t listening. He threw a spirit stone at the merchant and ran out of the shop.

Unlike what the merchant thought, Xun had long since broken into the Low Fire stage. Everyone at the farm had, in fact. Compared to their old cultivation speed, the Joyful Chorus method was so well suited for Pengzi and Zhanghao that their cultivation progressed by miles each day.

As soon as Xun could see the spirit farm’s mountain, he pulled out a special flat-shaped bell and a wooden stick. He hit it as hard as he could, throwing out a deep reverberation that shook even the ground underneath him.

By the time Xun reached the farm, Pengzi and Zhanghao were already waiting for him.

“It’s time?” Pengzi asked. In front of him were four chickens lined up in a row.

“We’re ready,” Zhanghao said. She had changed out of her normal laborer robe into clothing that she had made herself. There were dozens, if not hundreds of pockets sewn onto this new robe.

Xun shook his head. “Good. It’ll be coming soon.”

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

FALSE LAVENDER

As if on cue, the farm had a new visitor just an hour after Xun returned.

“Dashan!” Xun called out when he saw the figure rise over the horizon. With the bamboo forest burned down and the new bamboo planted at the top of the mountain, there was now a clear buffer zone between house and forest. He waved at his old friend from the lower terraces.

“Brother Xun,” Dashan said when he came closer. “Since you didn’t come meet us, I thought I’d stop by and see what was going on.”

Xun had never tested what the demonic cultivators would do if he failed to show up. To date, he hadn’t yet missed a single meeting with them and followed each of their instructions as close as he could.

No elder from the Sacred Gate Sect. But it could be the Phantom Spirit elder again, the one that I can’t sense.

“Dashan, I’m glad you came. This isn’t the place to talk. Pengzi’s preparing breakfast with his partner. Would you care to join us?”

“That sounds good to me,” Dashan said. He waited to the side as Xun patted the dirt off his robe and began walking toward his own house.

“Morning Sister Zhang.” As they came down the farm, Xun spotted Zhanghao tending to her small garden. The plants beamed their green leaves at the sun. “We have guests today. Could you ask Pengzi to set an extra…” Xun glanced over at Dashan.

“Just me today,” Dashan said with a slight smile.

“Then I guess just one extra place,” Xun finished his sentence. She nodded and went across the way into her house. Xun then pointed at his own house. “It’ll be a while before Pengzi’s done with his cooking. If you’re in a rush, we can talk in there.”

Dashan considered the proposal for a second before shaking his head. “It’s okay, it’s nothing too urgent. So how have you been? I wanted to come see you but never found the time unfortunately. Too many things to do.”

“I bet,” Xun said. He found a rather large rock to the side of the two houses and sat on it. “That’s life sometimes, we’re all busy. And when we’re not busy, we’re just preparing for the times when we are busy.”

Dashan nodded as he sat down. The two of them rested on the rock in silence, as if they had exhausted all the words between them.

After a few minutes, Dashan looked around and found a topic. “Brother Xun, honestly, this farm isn’t such a bad place. It’s been a while since I’ve seen somewhere so pretty.”

Xun tilted his head to look at the farm. There was indeed a beauty to the land that he had mostly neglected in the day-to-day hustle. When a gust blew past the mountain, the spirit rice stalks bent over in green and gold waves. It was a sight that would have brought a smile to most faces. Xun didn’t smile.

“Xun! Food’s ready!” Pengzi yelled. The scent of food wafted over to the two of them.

“Coming!” Xun yelled back.

“Wait,” Dashan said right as Xun reached Pengzi’s house. Xun turned back in confusion. “On second thought, why don’t we talk in your house?”

“Sure,” Xun said. He turned around and went to his door first, opening it and gesturing to Dashan to enter first.

“You first,” Dashan said. He stood two steps away from Xun.

“What kind of host enters his house before his guests?” Xun asked but when he saw that Dashan had no intention of entering first, a bitter smile surfaced on Xun’s face. “I see. Of course, I’ll enter first.”

Xun walked into the house without another moment of hesitation. He went straight for a table that was haphazardly placed in the middle of the room.

Copying Xun’s exact footsteps, Dashan stepped into the house. As he surveyed the house, he found that Xun wasn’t exactly a person who enjoyed cleanliness. A thick layer of purple-grey dust was on almost every piece of furniture, and even the floor had traces of the grime.

“So Dashan, it’s not that I didn’t want to come meet you, it’s that I heard that the Nine Thunders Sect issued a command to its disciples. To hunt the Sacred Gate Sect.” As soon as Dashan sat down, Xun began explaining his situation. “And from what I could gather, a lot of them were heading toward the area between here and the Twin Beast Sect. I didn’t want to take on unnecessary risk.”

Dashan waved his hand. “Bah, it’s a lot of noise and very little substance. All they’re doing is sending low level cultivators to make it seem like a big deal, but it’s really not.”

“Right, right. I’m sure that it’s nothing to be worried about, but even noise is something that I can’t handle. Not without something that can help me if things go south.”

“Are you still going to work?” Dashan asked, sidestepping Xun’s implied request for resources.

“Of course. I merely wanted to play it safe this month given everything,” Xun said. He tapped the table and coughed at the ensuing dust cloud. “Sorry, I need to clean this place up some day.”

“Because we couldn’t find you yesterday, our plan suffered quite the setback.”

“I understand and I’m sorry.” Xun stood up and bowed deeply.

His old friend calmly accepted the apology, waiting a few seconds before releasing Xun from his bow. “It’s fine, things like this happen.”

“And I need to apologize for something else,” Xun said, still holding his deep bow. “I thought that Fangqiu would have been alone or maybe with a group of other disciples. I didn’t think that Elder Hetain would be accompanying him outside the sect. I apologize if that caused any inconvenience.”

“No, we expected that,” Dashan said with a smile. “You did well in your information. That’s why I’m here instead of someone else. As long as you keep doing what you did, I promise you that I’ll ask my master if you can become an Inner Disciple.”

“Inner Disciple?” Xun showed the appropriate amount of interest by angling his head up.

“Of course. Now, there’s still something that we need your help with –” Dashan paused his words to sneeze.

Xun stomped his right leg once as if his foot were numb, blowing up another cloud of dust. “Sorry, I really need to clean.”

“Anyways, I was saying. The next thing that we need you to do is meet with Elder Pidao.”

“Elder Pidao? The one who forges spirit equipment?” Xun asked.

“That one. He was also there at our sect entrance exam,” Dashan said. “You’re not the only Nine Thunders member that’s been converted to our side. Elder Pidao’s also a part of our sect. He’s the one who helped smuggle me out of the sect. All we need you to do is to meet him and deliver him a single message.”

“I see, and if it’s not too presumptuous, why me?” Xun asked. He leaned forward for the answer but thought better of it when he noticed how dirty the table was. He pulled the sleeve of his robe up and swept the dust off. Perhaps it was because Dashan had a long day, but Xun could almost hear what the demonic cultivator was planning.

Something that ends with me dead in a not-so-great place.

“Normally, there’s someone else who we use for this kind of thing. But… with how the current situation within the Nine Thunders Sect is, it’s hard to pass a message in. That’s why we need you. You can just say that you’re going there to repay his help at the entrance exam.” Dashan brought out a square wooden box. “It’s just an ordinary Fire Pond Pill. If someone wants to search the box, let them. The key is to tell the elder these words, ‘the recent few harvests have been better than expected.’ He’ll know what to do then.”

“I see, I understand.” Xun nodded with difficulty. At some point while Dashan talked, his head had suddenly become heavy. He felt feverish. Pushing down the sensations, Xun pointed at the other house. “Would you still like to stay for a meal? Pengzi’s cooking…”

Xun never got to finish that sentence.

“Traitor,” Dashan screamed as he abruptly stood up and stumbled from the sudden movement. He paused for a second before charging at Xun, tackling him in his chair and bringing the two of them to the floor.

In his fall, Xun sneaked his arms around Dashan’s head and held it tightly against his chest. As the two of them thudded against the ground, Xun used the last of his strength to blow the dust on the floor into a giant cloud.

Initially, Dashan struggled against Xun’s grip but it was like his head was locked in an iron cage. As much as he tried to rear back or push forward, he couldn’t get out. And the panic made him take a deep breath to gather strength. By the time he remembered Xun’s motion of cleaning the table and wiping the dust on his robe, it was already too late. He tried to hold his breath but that just meant recirculating the already poisoned air.

Just a few moments later, Dashan’s muscles went slack and he slumped down in Xun’s arms.

Xun wasn’t much better. After panting for a few seconds and making sure that Dashan was out cold, he too passed out.

On the other side of the village, Pengzi and Zhanghao had been watching Xun’s house. The dishes that Pengzi had prepared sat untouched on the table behind them, throwing steam into the cool air.

As soon as they heard the giant thud, Pengzi wanted to rush out and check on the situation. Zhanghao pulled him back.

“Not yet,” she whispered. “It won’t hurt to wait another minute.”

“Another minute?” Pengzi whispered back. “What if Xun dies?”

“It takes a few minutes for the False Lavender to fully take effect,” Zhanghao said as she stared closely at Xun’s house. Their faces were touching each other as they tried to keep their voices as low as they could.

“Exactly. They’re probably out cold by now. If we don’t give Xun the antidote, then he might actually be in danger.”

“But what if there’s someone else? What if the elder from last time is still here?” Zhanghao asked back. She could see the fear in Pengzi’s eyes when she mentioned the elder. She knew exactly what he was feeling. Against a Consecration Realm cultivator, she couldn’t even think of resisting. It was like she had gone back to being a child and stood in awe of a giant.

“If the elder’s here, then it won’t matter what we do,” Pengzi argued. He shook himself free of Zhanghao’s grip and rushed to the other side.

“Wait,” Zhanghao said as she took off her mask and gloves. She thrust them in Pengzi’s direction. “If you’re going to check on Xun, make sure you don’t breathe in the dust. I can’t handle three patients at the same time.”

Pengzi smiled as he rejected the equipment. “If there’s someone else like what you said, then they’ll know something’s wrong if I wear that out. If I’m poisoned, don’t worry about me. Heal Xun first and listen to what he says.”

Zhanghao pulled him back one last time. “But you’re the one I care about.”

“I’ll be fine. Stay here and if I don’t come back out, then…” Pengzi paused and planted a quick kiss on Zhanghao’s forehead. With a final pat on his partner’s hand, he grabbed one of the chicken hobbling around in the house and ran over to the other side.

“Please come back,” Zhanghao whispered as she watched him enter Xun’s house. She fiddled with the pockets in her robe, as if there was something inside that could calm her down.

A few moments later, Pengzi stumbled out of Xun’s house with Xun draped over his shoulder. And she let out the breath she didn’t know she was holding.

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

WAR GAMES

Dashan woke up to a chicken staring at him. He blinked. The chicken blinked with him. He wiggled. The chicken copied the wiggle. But when he tried to move his hands, he found them bound in front of him. The chicken tilted its head in question.

After a quick struggle, Dashan found that both his ankles and wrists were tied up by some thick rope. That was no trouble, he pulled on his zhen to cut his way free. He came up empty. Whatever poison Xun had used, its effects were still lingering in his body. There wasn’t a single technique that he could muster up the zhen for. Even his strength, honed at the Earth Muscle stage, was gone.

Sitting up, Dashan looked around for something sharp to cut his way free. He found himself in some kind of an underground cave. There was a lot of packed dirt around him and a dim lamp hanging against the wall. But there wasn’t anything he could use.

“Xun!” Dashan yelled. His voice took a few seconds to echo, bouncing back from the darker parts of the underground space. Wherever he was, it was a big space. The chicken, a rooster based on its blood red crown and tail feathers, jumped back in surprise at the noise.

When no answer came back, Dashan stumbled to his feet. It took a bit of balancing to get things to work but soon, he found a way to start moving around.

That’s when the rooster jumped back into the picture.

Flapping its wings in a quick flurry, it rose to about the height of Dashan’s chest and pushed its right foot forward.

“Bastard,” Dashan cursed as he raised his arm to block the attack. As someone who had gone through all four ranks of the Wood Skin stage, very few mortal things could hurt him. There was a difference between cultivators and mortals. If this chicken thought that it could bridge that gap, then Dashan was happy to educate it.

He estimated wrong. The rooster’s spur swung from right to left and opened a gash on Dashan’s arm.

Without even considering how the chicken could have passed through his defenses, Dashan swung at the chicken that dared to hurt him.

The rooster clucked as it took a step to the side and dodged Dashan’s attack. It then rushed forward again, this time sweeping its wing at the human’s face. Dashan backed up instinctively. In the moment, he forgot that his ankles were bound together, which meant that instead of retreating, he began falling backwards.

Despite that, the rooster didn’t let up on its attack. Its talons flashed again as it tried to slash at Dashan exposed face. He twisted out of the way just in time as the tip of his shoulder landed heavily on the ground. Almost immediately, he turned his head to find the offending chicken with fire in his eyes.

That’s when a giant wing appeared in his vision, blocking out what little light the lamp was giving off. Before he could react, it crashed against his face. The wing was like a wall of iron as it knocked his head back.

Where in the nine skies did this chicken come from?

A couple hundred meters above Dashan’s duel with the chicken, the three laborers of the spirit farm sat around a wood dining table. The dishes that Pengzi had cooked that morning had been cleared and the tablecloth removed, revealing a series of sketches into the table. It took a bit of effort but the sketches vaguely resembled the geography around the Nine Thunders Sect.

Xun picked up a couple of small bamboo squares, some colored red, others blue, and the last three yellow.

“You’re sure that we can just imprison Dashan?” Pengzi asked as he took the blue-colored squares, seven in total. He placed six of them near a giant triangle that symbolized the main mountain of the Nine Thunder Sect and held the last one in his hand.

“That goes here,” Xun said as he pointed to a spot at the western end of the table. He placed his three yellow tiles on a mountain not too far from the red tiles.

“What if an elder comes?” Pengzi asked. He followed Xun’s instructions and placed his final red tile down. He then watched as Zhanghao placed the four red squares around his blue tile.

“They won’t.” It wasn’t Xun who spoke this time but rather Pengzi’s partner, Zhanghao. She moved the blue tiles that Pengzi had placed and spread them around. “Since they didn’t come with Dashan, we can be sure that they won’t be coming. They can’t risk getting found, especially not when the Nine Thunder Sect knows that they’re around.”

Xun nodded. He looked at the female laborer and asked, “So what do you think the Sacred Gate Sect will do?”

“Retreat or attack,” she stated. She pushed her red squares forward. “They only have two choices. Either they end their plan or they attack. There’s no option in between. If they don’t act soon, then the window of opportunity will close.”

“Which one?” Xun pressed.

“I don’t know,” Zhanghao admitted. “I can see it both ways. They captured a Consecration Realm elder. That couldn’t have been easy. They might retreat back and lick their wounds. Or they might think that they’ve dealt a heavy blow to the Nine Thunders Sect and decide that now is the time to attack.”

“Pengzi?” Xun asked.

“If I were them, I’d retreat. It’s four Consecration Realm cultivators against six from the Nine Thunders Sect. At this point, the odds of success are too low.” Understanding dawned on Pengzi’s face. “That’s why you captured Dashan? Because the Sacred Gate Sect won’t be attacking?”

“No,” Xun said. He flipped one of the blue squares over, revealing a red side underneath. “The Sacred Gate Sect would never attempt an attack without having someone on the inside. Dashan told me to deliver a message to Elder Pidao. That’s probably who they convinced to switch sides. Now, it’s five on five. The odds are even. That’s probably why they ambushed Elder Hetain. They needed to cull the Nine Thunder Sect’s strength.”

Zhanghao jumped in. “And that’s not including the reinforcements that could come from the Sacred Gate Sect. They have twelve paths, that’s at least twelve Consecration Realm cultivators. Even if they leave a couple behind to guard their sect, that’s still power that can overwhelm the Nine Thunders Sect.”

Xun nodded as he grabbed another handful of red tiles representing the demonic cultivators and spread them across the table. “So now they have a choice. Do they risk everything and attack? Or do they retreat back and become content with their gains?”

“I still think they’ll retreat,” Pengzi said. “Like you said before, Xun, the Sacred Gate Sect can’t fight against everyone at the same time. They made a mistake in capturing Elder He. It was too early. Now the Purple Flower and Twin Beast Sects are aware of something strange happening here. If they attack now, the other two sects will be much faster in coming to the Nine Thunder Sect’s aid.”

“What do you think? Sister Zhang?” Xun turned to the girl. She was staring down at the table in front of them as if it held some secret that could be coaxed out.

“I think Pengzi’s right…” Zhanghao began. She then pounced on the table, moved the red demonic tiles away from the Nine Thunder Sect, and grouped them together. “What if the Sacred Gate Sect never really wanted to attack the Nine Thunder Sect? What if capturing Elder Hetain was all just a ploy to get the attention of the other two sects. Then, when all the elders of the sects are here, they’ll go attack one of the other sects and conquer it in one blow?”

“Right, but if you can think of that, then the elders at the other two sects can also think of that,” Xun said. “That’s why the other two sects won’t come immediately. They’ll wait until they’re sure that the Sacred Gate Sect is truly attacking the Nine Thunder Sect.”

“You’re saying that the demonic cultivators are banking on the chance that the other two sects will be scared?” Pengzi frowned. He grabbed a pile of blue orthodox squares and placed them in two clumps around the table. “That doesn’t feel right to me. They should know that without the lips, the teeth feel cold. If the Nine Thunder Sect falls, then they’re next.

“Why couldn’t they have made a deal with the Sacred Gate Sect?” Xun asked back.

“Because they should be smarter than that,” Pengzi said. “No matter how you look at it, the Nine Thunder Sect is still an orthodox sect. The Sacred Gate Sect isn’t.”

“You’re missing two things. First, it doesn’t matter what the Sacred Gate Sect is. In a game of strength, no one cares if you’re orthodox or demonic. All that matters is whether you’re strong or weak. And second, you’re looking at this from the angle of the sect. What you need to do is look at it from the perspective of the individual. The Sacred Gate Sect doesn’t need to convince everyone in those two sects. All they need to do is push a couple elders to say a dissenting view at the right time and slow things down.”

“I see…” Pengzi swept the blue tiles symbolizing the other two sects away. “So if we discount them, then all that’s left are just the five elders at the Nine Thunder Sect. If that’s the case, why’d we attack Dashan? The demonic cultivators are going to come looking for him after they conquer the Nine Thunder Sect.”

Xun smiled. Before he could respond, Zhanghao understood his plan. She pointed at the yellow tiles that symbolized the three of them. “When a fish fights with a crane, the fisherman triumphs. The only way we win if the two sides are both hurt. Xun’s trying to even the odds.”

“Exactly,” Xun said.

“But even with all of our preparations, we can’t possibly influence a fight at the Consecration Realm,” Zhanghao said. She lined up the tiles against each other. There were far more red demonic tiles than blue orthodox ones. “That’s the problem, if the sect protection formation falls, then the Nine Thunder Sect can’t possibly fight against the Sacred Gate Sect.”

“Right, and we’ve been doing nothing but harming the foundation of the Nine Thunder protection formation for the past few months,” Pengzi said. Although he hadn’t been involved in the missions from the Sacred Gate Sect, Xun had talked with the two of them about what he had been doing. Pengzi pointed at the markings on the table, all places that Xun had either visited to bury a chest for the Sacred Gate Sect or otherwise made tiny adjustments to. “And even if we somehow neutralized the formation breaking things that we placed, they probably still have enough to destroy the formation. The Nine Thunder Sect is going to fall.”

Xun turned to the small window in the back of Pengzi’s house. In the distance, he could see the main sect mountain rising above all the other peaks.

“Xun? What’s your plan?” Pengzi asked after a few seconds of silence. “Should we release Dashan and just say that it was all a mistake?”

“Hush,” Zhanghao said. She pulled her partner back as she shuffled the tiles on the table. “Let Brother Xun think. He has a plan.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Xun said as he turned back to the table. “I don’t have a plan. Not even the slightest inkling. Pengzi’s right. In a fight between Consecration Realm cultivators, we can’t change anything.”

Pengzi and Zhanghao both kept silent as they watched Xun. In the years they had worked with Xun, they knew that he had something else that he wanted to say.

Seeing their hopeful faces, Xun smiled again. This time, his lips curled up in an almost savage way as he turned to look out the window once again.

“I might not have a plan but I have something better. Chaos.”

As if on cue, a pillar of fire erupted upward.

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

FANGQIU

The next few hours were exactly like Xun had said. Chaos.

Moments after the pillar of fire erupted, a roar rang across the sky.

“Who dares try the Nine Thunder Sect?”

When the question went unanswered, the voice spoke out once again. “Is the Sacred Gate Sect just a bunch of mice? Scurrying around in the dark? Do you really want to make an enemy of the Nine Thunder Sect?”

From the small window in Pengzi’s house, the three laborers saw a figure rise into the sky. Illuminated by the pillar of fire, he wore a light green robe with sleeves that draped all the way down to his feet. And on his face was a wooden mask.

“Sect Leader Lei, it’s not that I want to make an enemy of the Nine Thunder Sect. It’s just that I want to borrow something from your sect,” Yuwei, the Phantom Spirit elder, said. Without yelling, his voice travelled across the entire mountain range.

“Why would the Nine Thunder Sect, an orthodox sect, let the Sacred Gate Sect, a demonic sect, borrow anything?”

Not bad, Xun thought as he heard the voice emphasize the words orthodox and demonic. After being caught off guard, the sect leader was trying to get the other two sects to act. Unfortunately, as long as the Sacred Gate cultivators have some semblance of intelligence and sowed some confusion between the three sects, the sect leader’s efforts are going to be in vain.

“You should also know that demonic sects don’t normally borrow. We’re far better at taking what we want,” Yuwei snarled.

“You? Yuwei of the Phantom Spirit Path? I think you overestimate yourself.”

Six new figures rose into the air from the main sect mountain.

One of them, a giant of a man with a mane full of wild hair, roared at Yuwei, “If you return Elder Hetain, I can act as if none of this happened. Otherwise, this day next year will be a day of mourning for your family.”

“Oh really?” Yuwei laughed. Three new figures appeared at Yuwei’s side as if they had always been there.

“Really,” the sect leader said softly. A bolt of lightning flew from his hands straight at Yuwei.

In response, Yuwei’s mask glowed brightly. Two translucent phantoms jumped out and met the bolt. They mouthed a wordless scream as their bodies became puffs of black smoke under the sect leader’s strike. But the lightning also lost its energy after hitting the phantoms and spiraled downward fruitlessly.

“Where is Elder Hetain?” the sect leader demanded. A ball of blue lightning danced on his palm as he looked at the four demonic cultivators in front of him. “I swear on my honor that I’ll let you go if you return him to us.”

“Elder Hetain? Oh you mean this idiot?” Yuwei’s waved his hand and a new figure appeared. Xun couldn’t see well from afar, but the reaction of the sect leader told him all that he needed to know.

“You bastards, I’ll ground your bones into dust,” the sect leader roared. Whatever the demonic cultivators did to Elder Hetain instantly pushed the sect leader to his limits.

“Sect Leader Lei, are words all that you have? I don’t think you’re any stronger than Elder Hetain here,” Yuwei taunted. He flipped his hand and a sword appeared in his hand. He stabbed forward, right into Elder Hetain. The elder screamed as the strike pierced his body.

“You dare?”

The lightning ball shot out from the sect leader’s hand. As it flew forward, it changed from just a ball into the shape of a giant snake.

One of the cultivators next to Yuwei stepped forward and a thin tendril of blood slipped out of his robe. In the blink of an eye, it became a giant blood-colored snake. The two snakes collided with each other and after an ear-piercing screech, they both dissipated into base zhen.

“I do dare.” Yuwei stabbed at Elder Hetain again. Another scream.

But if Yuwei was hoping to enrage the sect leader further, his second stab had the opposite effect. Ordering the other elders back, the sect leader’s voice boomed across the mountain. “The Nine Thunder Sect is under attack from the Sacred Gate Sect. As an orthodox sect, we’ll fight to the last man. Activate the Thunder Protection Formation.”

Immediately, a translucent dome covered the main sect mountain.

“Is the Nine Thunder Sect just a bunch of cowards? You have six Consecration Realm cultivators, and you’re scared of us four,” Yuwei yelled as he watched the figures within the formation. He lost all interest in torturing Elder Hetain and tossed the figure to one of the other cultivators from the Sacred Gate Sect.

Underneath the four figures, hundreds of new figures emerged from hiding. Xun had to squint to make them out but he was sure that none of them were stronger than the Foundation Realm.

“We’ll know soon enough who’s the coward,” the sect leader replied. “I’ll say it one last time. If you return Elder Hetain to us, we can act as if nothing has happened. If you don’t, then we’ll have a blood feud on our hands. The Nine Thunder Sect might not be as big as the Sacred Gate Sect, but we can certainly make life uncomfortable. And if we’d be happy to lessen your burden in teaching disciples.”

When the sect leader’s voice fell, the spark of lightning from his first attack suddenly burst apart into thousands of different fragments. They each found a nearby Sacred Gate disciple and became stuck to their clothes. None of the disciples took any damage from the sudden shower of sparks.

Right as Yuwei was about to taunt the sect leader, a series of shouts came from the bottom of the Nine Thunder sect mountain. Dozens of Nine Thunder disciples rushed forward and attacked the Sacred Gate disciples. Every lightning technique that Nine Thunder disciples used was amplified by the sect leader’s lightning spark.

A few exchanges later and even with a numerical advantage, the Foundation Realm demonic cultivators began to fall. Most of these cultivators were of the Blood Bone Path.

The four figures in the air tried to help their disciples, but any time one of them tried an attack, it was instantly met by a counter blow from one of the elders within the sect. As the slaughter intensified, the Blood Bone Path elder started to drop down. And somehow, he made his way through the thicket of long range attacks being thrown by the Nine Thunder elders.

Then, before he could celebrate and unleash his wrath on the orthodox disciples, one of them suddenly pulled out a dozen talismans.

“Hah, you think –” The Blood Bone elder was about to laugh at futile efforts when he saw the effects of the talismans. His face changed as he desperately built a blood shield in front of him. A moment later, a dozen different fire-type Consecration Realm techniques swallowed him.

While the barrage of techniques flew forward, the disciple using the talismans wasn’t entirely unscathed. The blowback from the techniques did a number on him and Xun saw a small cloud of red mist emerge from his mouth. And around him, the other demonic cultivators were wild as they tried to attack him.

Despite all of that, the Blood Bone elder emerged battered but mostly intact when the fire finally died out. His hair was singed at the ends and his robe’s protective glow was blinking out.

“I’ll boil your blood and drink it like wine,” he cursed as he swooped down at the offending cultivator. Even in the distance, Xun could see the demonic cultivator’s red eyes.

But halfway down, the elder paused. The disciple that had previously used the talismans took out another stack of talismans, this one even thicker than before.

Before the elder could build up a defense, the talismans all burned up and unleashed their techniques. This time, they were Thousand Water Spear Techniques. With less time than before to prepare, the elder barely created a blood barrier before the spears hailed down on him. In moments, his blood barrier broke and he triggered the last parts of the spirit armor he was wearing. A few moments later, even that broke and the spears finally found their target.

The entire battlefield came to a stop as they witnessed the Blood Bone elder drop down from the sky. And even that wasn’t the end. The Nine Thunder disciple pulled out yet another talisman. The elder’s body was engulfed by a Fire Dragon Technique and burnt to ashes before it even touched the ground.

“Let it be known that the Nine Thunder Sect isn’t a place where demonic cultivators can come and go as they please,” a young but firm voice rang out across the mountain range.

Xun smiled when he recognized the voice’s owner. The hero that had just fought and killed a cultivator an entire realm higher was none other than Fangqiu, the Xun had bothered for his current position.

“Fangqiu!”

“Nine Thunder!”

After a brief pause, the Nine Thunder disciples all began to cheer as they renewed their attacks on the demonic cultivators. With the death of their leader, the Blood Bone disciples lost all motivation to fight. Many began to flee, only to be hunted down by lightning techniques.

Yuwei watched the commotion down below with an empty face. Finally, he looked back the Nine Thunder sect leader.

“Fellow Lei, the world thinks of you as brusque and courageous. But really, all of that is to hide your true nature. You’re like a snake, cunning and sending your disciples to die,” Yuwei whispered.

“Looks like your phantoms have made you blind. It’s your disciples that are getting slaughtered,” the sect leader laughed.

Yuwei stood still. He watched as the Nine Thunder disciples killed more and more of the Sacred Gate cultivators. Next to him, the other elders clenched their fists in anger at the massacre. But none of them moved. With the Blood Bone elder as an example, only the heavens knew what kind of trap the Nine Thunder Sect had planned for them.

Finally, after what felt like a lifetime but was only a few minutes, five new figures appeared on the horizon.

“Nine Thunder, retreat!” the sect leader commanded.

The remaining disciples disengaged from their fight and ran back to the sect mountain. As they reached sect protection formation, they each brought out a metal token and were admitted back into the sect.

Although he had killed one of the demonic elders, the Nine Thunder sect leader didn’t look happy. He now faced not three but eight Consecration Realm opponents. It was better than facing nine of them, but the Nine Thunder Sect was at a distinct numbers disadvantage.

“All I want, Fellow Lei, is your sect mountain,” Yuwei said. “Look at the other two orthodox sects. Neither of them are here to help you. Is it really worth destroying your sect for those unworthy bastards? If you join our sect, I can promise you that you’ll be at least an elder and I’ll beg our sect leader for a scripture that can bring you to the Lord Realm.”

The sect leader answered with another ball of lightning that changed into the form of a tiger as it sped through the air. It took the combined effort of two Sacred Gate elders to stop the attack. One of them threw out a white bone bead that rapidly expanded into a full shield while the other summoned a golem-like puppet that held the shield against the attack. When the lightning energy was spent, the golem was charred all over and its shield had disappeared entirely.

“Fine then,” Yuwei said. He waved a hand and in response, a dozen pillars of fire rose all around the main sect mountain.

“Yuwei!” the sect leader roared when he saw where the pillars of fires were coming from.

The blue dome protecting the sect mountain flickered before it winked out. And despite the sudden loss of the formation, the sect leader reacted fairly quickly.

“Nine Thunder, form small groups and disperse to the other sects. As long as you live, Nine Thunder will live on.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

XUN AND DASHAN

“Did we really have to come to this?” Yuwei asked.

Even from afar, Xun could see the glint of spirit equipment as hundreds if not thousands of Nine Thunder disciples sped down the main sect mountain and in the direction of the Purple Flower and Twin Beast Sect. Luckily, the route to both of those sects didn’t involve passing Xun’s spirit farm, which stood in the opposite direction.

“There’s no point in mincing words. We lost any chance for peace when you attacked our sect,” the sect leader replied.

“Then we’ll fight,” Yuwei said. He suddenly raised his voice. “Nine Thunder, surrender now and you’ll live. Otherwise, this is what happens when you cross the Sacred Gate Sect.”

With an almost careless swing, Yuwei slashed his sword at Elder Hetain. It passed clean through. Just like that, another Consecration Realm cultivator fell victim to the war between the two sects.

“You’ll die too,” the sect leader roared as a wave of lightning appeared around him. The other elders from the Nine Thunder sect also started own lightning or elemental techniques.

On the other side, the demonic cultivators prepared their own attacks. Shadow puppets, phantoms, and bone beasts crowded the sky.

The clash between the two sides started in a quiet silence. The sect leader took on three of the demonic cultivators and bolts in the shape of spears, arrows, and darts flew out from the lightning wave behind him.

Even though the Sacred Gate Sect had more Consecration Realm cultivators, they seemed oddly unsuited for direct combat. Each attack from the Nine Thunder elders would push them back. It didn’t take long before the tide of battle swung in the Nine Thunder favor.

Xun watched the Consecration Realm fight for a few seconds before he gave orders to Pengzi and Zhanghao.

“Change of plans. I was hoping that the Nine Thunder Sect had something more. They don’t. We need to throw our weight behind the Sacred Gate Sect.”

“What about Dashan?” Pengzi asked.

“I’ll go free him. There’s no point in holding him hostage now and there’s no way that he came here without telling anyone. The Nine Thunder disciples will soon escape this way. Ambush any group that’s fewer than five cultivators. Don’t save your talismans. Use them if the fight’s taking too long. Kill the Sacred Gate disciples, capture the Nine Thunder disciples.”

If the other two laborers were confused by the contradictory order, they didn’t show it. Both of them nodded solemnly as they got into position. Zhanghao ran to Xun’s house and opened the door, showing that there was no one inside. And Pengzi gathered his three remaining chicken, two roosters and one hen.

Taking one last look at his team, Xun stepped into their bedroom. He spent a few seconds getting into position and then pushed a unit of zhen into the floorboards. A few creaks later, the wood gave way to the brown earth underneath. It looked about as solid as one could hope for. Xun smiled at his handiwork. There was a lot wrong with the Phantom Spirit path but if there was one thing they did well, it was their illusions.

I wonder what Yuwei would think if he saw me using the illusion techniques, Xun idly thought. Perhaps I can convince him to take me as a disciple on account of my talent.

Xun laughed as he tried to imagine a scenario where he called someone who was only at the middle Consecration Realm as master.

He threw another unit of zhen down and the ground rippled like it was a wave. After a few moments, the solid ground gave way to a gaping abyss dug down at an angle. Xun jumped right in.

Xun expected to see a lot of things when he reached the bottom of the giant cave that they had dug. Perhaps Dashan had struggled free of the False Lavender and found a way to use his zhen again. Or maybe the rooster that they had left as a guard would be whaling attacks on the poor disciple.

What he didn’t expect was to see Dashan imitating the rooster and flapping his elbows. Worse, it was somehow working. The poor chicken was so confused that it kept hopping around in a circle, trying to figure out what it should do. When it tried to go closer, Dashan would lash out with a kick and throw it against the wall. And for some reason, the rooster didn’t get angry. It clucked a few times and then tried to get closer to Dashan again.

“Is this… the Joyful Chorus Path? It works on a chicken?” Xun asked. What he was seeing was so shocking that for a second, he genuinely forgot why he had come down into the cave.

“Xun!” Dashan bellowed as he abandoned his efforts to woo the rooster and came rushing at Xun. The bindings around Dashan’s ankles were gone.

Before Dashan reached Xun, the rooster flapped in between them and added a new scratch to the demonic cultivator’s body. Without zhen, Dashan was essentially just a strong mortal. A person that even a low Foundation spirit chicken could bully.

“Rice Four. Down,” Xun commanded. The rooster flapped its wings one last time before it folded them and sat down.

The new wound also seemed to dampen Dashan’s anger. With a huff, he collapsed to the ground.

“When the elders find out, they’ll snap your Soul Lodge Note,” Dashan said in a flat tone, as if he was merely stating a fact.

“I’m hoping that doesn’t happen,” Xun replied. “I’m a loyal follower of the Sacred Gate Sect.”

Dashan thrust his bound wrists forward. “Then free me.”

“You and I both know it doesn’t work like that,” Xun said as he also sat down. He reached out a hand to stroke the rooster’s head.

“I can swear on my ancestors that I won’t tell anyone about you poisoning me,” Dashan promised. “What have I ever done to hurt you for you to treat me like this. All I’ve done is help you. You’re the one who lured me into a trap. You’re the one who poisoned me. You’re the one who left me with this cursed beast that doesn’t…” Dashan’s voice gradually trailed off.

Xun looked at Dashan oddly. He could tell that there was something more that the demonic cultivator wanted to say. Although he was counting every second, this seemed important enough that he didn’t want to interrupt things.

Finally, Dashan sighed. “You’re not Xun, are you?”

“I’m not,” Xun admitted without a moment of hesitation. “Not the Xun that you knew before.”

Dashan’s eyes lost focus as he began mumbling, “Xun and Dashan, we'd reach eternity together. Who knew that he died before he even stepped on the path to eternity. I didn’t want to believe it. I really didn’t. I should have just let them kill you.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“What do you mean why?” Dashan laughed. “Xun was my best friend. If there was even the slightest chance that he was still alive, I wasn’t going to act. It was only after I joined the Sacred Gate Sect that I learned that it was possible for cultivators to steal another person’s body. But I still had hope.”

A cold shiver went through Xun. His hand stroking the rooster stopped.

“And something changed,” Xun said.

“Of course,” Dashan said. He pointed at Xun with both of his hands and the fury in his voice became unmistakable. “If you had left even a piece of the old Xun within you, then I wouldn’t have tried to kill you. But we talked for an hour, and you didn’t mention Yifan a single time. At the academy, Xun couldn’t go a single sentence without somehow mentioning her. He promised her that he’d become her partner.”

Xun knit his brows together. He could faintly remember the girl that Dashan was talking about. She had been at the sect entrance exam.

“So you tried to kill me,” Xun bluffed. He needed to see where this went and if it would change his plan.

Dashan looked confused. “That’s why you attacked me? Because you thought we were going to tell the Nine Thunder Sect that it was you who leaked the information about Fangqiu’s location? It was a pure coincidence that Elder Hetain was with Fangqiu. No, I’m telling you, we weren’t ready for that and got lucky because the elder valued his disciple more than his own life. I never tried to kill you.”

“Not yet,” Xun said.

After a pause, Dashan nodded. He repeated Xun’s words, “Not yet.”

Despite hearing the fact that Dashan had planned to kill him, Xun breathed a sigh of relief. Now that the information was laid plain for everyone to see, they could begin rebuilding their relationship.

“I’m not the Xun you once knew,” Xun admitted. He chose his next words carefully. “But that Xun was dead by the time I opened my eyes. I never knew Xun and I never intended to steal his body. I swear on my ancestors, on the skies, and on my own cultivation.”

Dashan was as still as a statue.

“I won’t ask you to forgive me, or to swear an oath that you won’t try to kill me,” Xun continued. He reached into his storage bag and brought out the antidote to the False Lavender. “But you also saved my life. You might have intended to help the old Xun at the sect entrance exam, but you gave up your own chance to become an outer disciple to help me. And that’s a debt I must repay.”

Xun tossed over the antidote to Dashan.

“We can’t change the past but we determine the future. The attack on the Nine Thunder Sect has begun. If you trust me, I promise that I’ll help make sure your future in the Sacred Gate Sect is bright and you get the cultivation resources that you deserve. I swear this on my own heart demons.”

While Xun and Dashan were talking to each other in the cave, Pengzi watched as Xun’s prediction came to pass.

With the Consecration Realm cultivators fighting each other and the Foundation Realm demonic cultivators dead, the rest of the Nine Thunder Sect had little opposition escaping the mountain. A couple of minutes after they sprinted in the direction of the other two sects, an army of over a thousand demonic cultivators appeared above the sect mountain.

Leading them was a single cultivator floating in the air.

He watched the fight between the Consecration cultivators for a few moments before taking out a spear. He then threw it downward with all of his strength. Right as the spear left his hand, the cultivator made a hand sign and purple transportation array appeared below him. Another transportation array popped into existence above one of the Nine Thunder elders.

The spear, carrying all of its earlier strength, shot out from the second transportation array and pierced right through the defenses of the Nine Thunder elder. Without even so much as a scream, the elder fell to the ground.

“Does the Sacred Gate Sect really wish to make blood enemies of the Nine Thunder Sect?” the Nine Thunder sect leader shot out a dozen lightning techniques from his wave to push his opponents back and looked at the new cultivator.

“Isn’t it too late to be issuing a threat like that?” the new cultivator laughed.

As his voice fell, a giant light-red formation encircling rose up around the very edges of the Nine Thunder Sect. It was almost two to three times as large as the earlier sect protection formation and was positioned perfectly to trap everyone, including the previously escaping Nine Thunder disciples, inside. And it would have been the end of the Nine Thunder Sect if it wasn’t for a single problem. It was incomplete.

Whether by design or by accident, the formation was only half formed. It created an arc that blocked the path to the Twin Beast and Purple Flower Sect but left the giant gaps in the opposite direction. The disciples paused and then looked back at the swarming Sacred Gate disciples before beginning a charge at the demonic cultivators.

The new cultivator smiled. “Sacred Gate disciples. After today, there won’t be a Nine Thunder anymore. Kill or capture them all.”

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

ASSASSIN AND TACTICIAN

Pengzi and Zhanghao didn’t bother watching the rest of what happened. They knew what was coming. The spirit farm was directly in the way of where the Nine Thunders disciples were running toward.

They heard the first group of cultivators before they saw them. A single Nine Thunder disciple, holding a sword in his hand, was being chased by two high Foundation demonic cultivators.

Zhanghao stepped out of Xun’s house and beckoned at the disciple.

“Senior, I’m here to help.”

Seeing her, the disciple twisted around and threw a wall of water arrows at his pursuers. Then, before anyone could react, he ran in the other direction, away from the farm. The demonic cultivators, slowed by the attack, watched in silence as the Nine Thunder disciple rapidly grew smaller.

Finally, one of them recovered enough to joke with his friend.

“Hah, that one runs really fast.”

“So fast that he forgot his friend here.” The other cultivator smiled. He tapped a stick he was holding and a dozen smoky phantoms burst forward and cut off any chance Zhanghao had of escaping. The phantoms were vaguely shaped in a humanoid figure. Some of them had four arms while others had two heads. Their lower bodies all ended in a tail-like wisp.

“These orthodox cultivators always talk about their morals but when it comes down to it, they’re more shameless than us.”

“Exactly.”

“But if we capture this one,” the demonic cultivator pointed at Zhanghao, “then we can trade with the Joyful Chorus Path. She’s worth at least ten sect merits.”

“Ten? You’re underestimating how much those idiots are willing to pay for a pretty cultivator. I’m saying at least twenty.”

Zhanghao waited patiently as the two cultivators chatted. She could see where their relaxed attitude came from. Unlike the laborers on the farm, these demonic cultivators had actual spirit equipment that pulsed with soft light. On the other hand, all she had was a robe with too many pockets.

“Pengzi? Phantoms,” Zhanghao called.

Her voice snapped the two demonic cultivators back to attention. The non-phantom cultivator nodded at his companion. “Well look. Why don’t we capture her first, and then we can talk about how much we’ll make. How’s that?”

“Fine.” The cultivator waved his stick and the phantoms behind Zhanghao leapt forward.

Before the phantoms even came within ten steps of Zhanghao, two chicken clucks sounded to their right. As one, the phantoms paused in their motion, turned their head to the right, and saw a chicken slowly walking out of the door.

The chicken glanced at the phantoms and clucked twice again. Although none of the humans could understand chicken-speak, they could hear the joy present in the clucks. Before anyone could react, the chicken flew forward and grabbed onto the tail of the nearest phantom.

Then, as if it wanted more, it dragged the first phantom around as it grabbed onto a second phantom with its other claw. It pecked the first phantom, tearing a giant hole in the phantom’s smoky body, before turning its attention to the second one. This time, it lightly pecked the center of the phantom, revealing a dark bead. With a lightning fast movement, it closed its beak around the bead, tilted its head back, and swallowed it.

“You dare!” The Phantom Spirit cultivator completely forgot about Zhanghao as he rushed forward. He didn’t even have time to think about why his phantoms weren’t responding to his commands or where the chicken came from. All he wanted to do was to stop the massacre of his phantoms.

“I do. Haven’t you heard that chickens are the natural counter to ghosts and phantoms?” Pengzi taunted. He stepped out of the house with two more chickens in his arms. “Rice One, stall. Rice Two, go help Rice Three clean up these phantoms.”

As Pengzi’s voice fell, he released the chickens. Rice One flew forward and met the demonic cultivator. The cultivator’s stick pulsed as two snarling phantoms appeared. The moment they saw their enemy, they slowed down. The chicken didn’t. It clawed at the phantoms and tore gashes into their bodies. In moments, the phantoms lost the zhen powering them and fell to the ground as dark beads.

Changing tactics, the cultivator pulled out a gold-colored sword. He made a halfhearted swing as he glanced at his phantoms that were still locked in place. What he saw was that there were only six phantoms left, and their numbers were dwindling rapidly as the chickens made short work of them.

Rice One, on the other hand, only had a single enemy. It dodged out of the cultivator’s strike by flying and into the chest of the cultivator. Gripping the robes tightly, it pecked. A moment later, the cultivator screamed as he tried to get away from the chicken that was trying to open a hole in his chest.

Unfortunately, without any type of spirit armor, the cultivator had no chance of escape. Each peck from Rice One was true, no matter what the cultivator tried. In two pecks, it had broken one of the cultivator’s ribs. Four pecks meant it reached some of the outer organs. Five pecks and it landed a real strike on the heart. Six pecks and the cultivator stopped moving.

On the other side, Rice Two and Rice Three also finished cleaning up the phantoms. They clucked happily as they raced around the ground, swallowing the smoky beads from the dead phantoms.

“To have died to some chickens, no one would believe if I told them that a cultivator of the Phantom Spirit Path fell to that. I watched it and I still can’t believe it,” the other demonic cultivator said. Although he had plenty of opportunities to step in, the second cultivator simply watched from the side as his companion died to the assault of poultry. “You two were lucky to fight him first. Your chickens perfectly countering his phantoms. But things won’t be so easy with me.”

The demonic cultivator took a step back and threw out a technique that Xun would have recognized in his sleep. A dozen mounds of earth rose up and began circling the cultivator. Together, they formed an earth-based dome around the cultivator. Then, a series of trees began to sprout around the earth dome. As they grew, they curved inward and meet at the top, creating a second tree-based dome.

“But I guess it’s for the better. Now, the merits from capturing you two are all mine. No matter what kind of trick you pulled on the phantoms, it won’t work on me. You see, I’ve been grouping with that weakling because he’s hotheaded and charges in first no matter what. That means I just need to wait for you to show your attacks and find the right way to counter them. Your chickens are interesting, I’ll admit that. But can they break my barrier?”

Zhanghao looked back at Pengzi. Both of them saw the unsaid question written on their respective faces.

“Exactly, I thought so,” the cultivator continued. “You see, I made this technique myself. Wood is born from Earth. Which means that unless you break both barriers at once, the Wood Guard Techniques will repair themselves by pulling on the strength of the Earth Shield Techniques. If you surrender now, I might let the two of you live. Otherwise, you’ll just be the next meal for my babies.”

Hundreds of mosquitoes flew out of the tiny openings in the barrier. They were each roughly ten times the size as a normal mosquito, and the stingers on their heads glistened under the light.

“Even if your chickens can take on ten mosquitoes each, I have a lot more of them. If you don’t want to get sucked dry and become hollow shells of yourselves, surrender now. And I’ll have mercy on you. At this point, you should know that I’m not like that Phantom Spirit weakling. You’ll thank me later once you get to know the Joyful Chorus Path.”

Zhanghao nodded at Pengzi. She reached into one of her pockets and pulled out a handful of powder. Then, she threw it forward.

When the cloud of powder passed over the clump of the mosquitoes, the insects began dropping out of the sky. It only took seconds before all of them, save for a few at the edges, were twitching on the ground. The chickens, sensing a second meal, rushed forward to eat the last flying bugs.

“What? How? My –”

Zhanghao had heard enough of the demonic cultivator’s words. She leapt into the air, above the barriers that the cultivator had set up. As she crested the peak of her arc, she sprinkled down some of the same powder that she had thrown at mosquitoes.

Pengzi and Zhanghao both watched as the poison infiltrated the gaps of the barrier. Like how the chickens countered the phantoms, the poison’s effectiveness was maximized with the cultivator trapping himself in such a small space.

Almost immediately, the cultivator began sneezing and trying to undo the prison he had built for himself. The trees fell away one by one as the sneezes turned into coughs. When the trees were gone, the cultivator began working on dissolving the earth shields. In the process, his coughing turned into hacking and giant gasps for air.

By the time the barrier was completely undone, the cultivator was laying on the ground and clawing at his throat.

“That was False Lavender?” Pengzi asked as he watched the demonic cultivator slowly die.

Zhanghao nodded.

“Nice,” Pengzi complimented. He directed the chickens to drag the two bodies and clean up any signs of the fight.

“Have you ever fought another cultivator before?” Zhanghao suddenly asked.

“No, never. But Xun’s explanation about how to exploit the weakness of each of these paths was spot on. It almost made these guys seem weak, didn’t it?” Pengzi answered.

“It’s not just that,” Zhanghao said as she organized her robe and looked out the sparks of light in the distance. Each of the lights was a fight taking place. “I don’t understand why those cultivators spoke so much. Is it normal to spend half the time talking during a fight?”

Pengzi considered the question and scratched his head. “I’m not sure. Maybe there’s some kind of rule that we don’t know about with fights between cultivators?”

“You think Xun ever fought another cultivator?”

“My guess is that Xun probably fought Disciple Hanpin that time. I never asked him about it though. To be honest, sometimes I wonder what Xun did before he became a cultivator. He seems the perfect mix between assassin and tactician. Most people don’t realize they fell into his trap until it's too late.”

“What do you think Xun would do in a fight?”

“Hah, him? He seems like the type to ambush his enemy. He wouldn’t say a damn word unless it helped him somehow. He loves doing these sneaky moves that enrage his opponent.”

“Should we do that?”

Pengzi watched his chickens restore the village back to its original glory. No traces of the battle were left. He smiled. “Of course.”

“I swear on my cultivation and the nine skies that I’ll keep Xun’s secret, to never tell anyone that you took Xun’s body. I also swear that I won’t mention the kidnapping or the fact that Xun took me prisoner in any way shape or form. I swear that I’ll recommend Xun as an example of the disciples that the Sacred Gate Sect needs. And I swear that I’ll help Xun in whatever way he needs for the next few days, until the Sacred Gate Sect conquers the Nine Thunder Sect,” Dashan said. As he finished, he turned to Xun with a look of misery on his face. “I’ve never seen anyone who required so many promises. Are you sure you don’t have another five or ten things that you want me to swear to?”

The oaths were more ephemeral than the Soul Lodge Notes, particularly because they lost their effectiveness over time. And the cost that Dashan needed to pay to break each promise was just a couple of weeks or months of his cultivation. Both were problems that could be solved quite easily.

Xun rubbed his chin. “Now that you mention, there’s a couple more things that I need you to swear to.”

“You think these swears are like water that you drink? What kind of person are you?!”

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

WHITE BONE PATH

The next group of cultivators that came to the spirit farm were far harder to deal with. Three Sacred Gate disciples were chasing another three Nine Thunder disciples. The two sides seemed rather even in strength, with the main difference being that the orthodox side was trying to escape and mostly defending, while the demonic side was throwing attack after attack.

“Nine Thunder! There’s an ambush from the Sacred Gate Sect up ahead!” Zhanghao called out. The first Nine Thunder disciple, in his own way, had taught her a valuable lesson. People did things because of incentives. There was no profit to fighting the Sacred Gate disciples and every benefit to changing the demonic cultivators’ aggression to someone else. So this time, she made sure the orthodox cultivators had a reason to stay behind.

It worked. The disciples twisted in their path and made straight for the two buildings below the spirit farm.

“Our only chance of escape is if we defeat these three demonic cultivators,” Zhanghao said as the cultivators neared. Pengzi was nowhere to be found. “After that, our combined force should be enough to take down the ambush.”

The three disciples nodded. They turned back to face the demonic cultivators. Zhanghao also got into a defensive posture.

Seeing that they were outnumbered, the Sacred Gate disciples also slowed down. One of them, a skinny man with a snow-white robe, stepped forward. “If you surrender, I promise your life. But if you want to keep resisting, then don’t blame me if your path to eternity is cut short.”

“Bastard,” the youngest of the Nine Thunder disciples yelled. He rushed forward with a whip and lashed out at the white-robed demonic cultivator.

Although Zhanghao didn’t think she was a particularly strong cultivator, she could tell that there was a clear power difference at play here. The white-robed cultivator seemed well composed after recent chase and on the other hand, the young disciple was already wheezing during his charge.

With a flip of his wrist, five skeletons appeared in front of the demonic cultivator. Each of them had two small blue flames burning in the eye sockets of their skull. The whip smashed one of these skeletons and lost its momentum. Before the disciple could pull it back, another of the skeletons jumped on the whip. Then, the other skeletons joined in. Soon, it was a strange tug of war. On the one side was the disciple and on the other were four skeletons.

To the side, the other demonic cultivators each singled out one of the orthodox cultivators and began their attacks. Both of these demonic cultivators also summoned skeletons to fight for them. It seemed that these were Sacred Gate disciples on the same path.

As Zhanghao prepared to join one of the fights, she suddenly saw the fragments of bone on the ground from the first skeleton twist and join back together. Instead of piecing back together into a skeleton, the fragments linked together into a bone snake. Once formed, the snake slithered straight for Zhanghao.

The bone snake seemed no different from a normal snake besides the fact that it had no flesh. It was slow but mesmeric in the way that it moved.

A feeling of danger descended on Zhanghao. She couldn’t explain why she felt it, but she listened to it all the same. Instinctively, she dodged to the right and watched as the snake exploded forward, only missing her heart by a fraction of a second. When its momentum was spent, it transformed back into a skeleton. The skeleton did a flip in the air and landed on its feet behind her.

The owner of the sneak attack, the white-robed demonic cultivator, smiled at her.

“This is going to be tricky,” Zhanghao mumbled as she grabbed a handful of False Lavender powder. The skeletons didn’t seem like the type to get poisoned, which meant that she had to get close to one of the cultivators to be effective.

The first thing that Zhanghao did was try to get into a range where she could deploy her poison. But the demonic cultivator had other plans. He created two bone spears that shot out and forced Zhanghao to dodge to the side. The delay was enough for the snake-turned-skeleton to race back to the side of its summoner.

Seeing that the window of opportunity had closed, Zhanghao backed up and surveyed the fight. The other two Nine Thunder disciples were fighting well against their opponents. The only weak point in the fight was the young disciple who still seemed to be struggling against the four skeletons pulling on his whip. It seemed that he had matched up against the strongest demonic cultivator of the group.

Zhanghao considered joining the other fights and killing one of the other demonic cultivators. She crossed that option out. Without her to distract the white-robed cultivator, he was going to make short work of the disciple. And then the battle would fall apart.

Before Zhanghao could charge forward again, a voice spoke out from one of the houses.

“White Bone Path. Who’s your master?”

The fights paused as the white-robed cultivator looked at the house in confusion. After a few moments of silence, he answered, “Who are you?”

“Dashan. Joyful Chorus Path. My master is Elder Wangmei,” Dashan spoke slowly, making sure to enunciate each word as well as he could.

“Show yourself,” the demonic cultivator replied.

Dashan appeared with Xun from Pengzi’s house. In his hand was the metal token that he had once shown Xun. “What, you don’t believe me?”

“I had to make sure,” the demonic cultivator said as his gaze quickly jumped to Zhanghao. “With your help, we can take down these four orthodox cultivators. The time to fight is now.”

Despite his bold words, the demonic cultivator gathered his skeletons closer to himself. The younger disciple regained control of his whip and backed up to rejoin the other orthodox cultivators. Zhanghao stood with them.

With Xun’s signal, Zhanghao took advantage of that opportunity to throw her False Lavender around. In such close proximity, all of the orthodox disciples were poisoned to various degrees. After casting the poison, Zhanghao quickly ran toward Xun and Dashan. One of the Nine Thunder disciples tried to attack her, but his attacks were blocked by Xun who cast a couple of Earth Shield Techniques. The others tried to escape, but with the demonic cultivators still around, their attempts were pushed back each time.

Soon, the orthodox cultivators dropped to the ground.

Xun stood his ground as the three demonic cultivators grouped together again. Despite the fact that Zhanghao played a large role in capturing the three Nine Thunder disciples, the demonic cultivators still had their guard up.

“We’ve been chasing those cultivators for hours and squeezing out their zhen. I won’t deny the fact that you helped, but I believe that we should get two of the three cultivators. You can have the last one,” the white-robed cultivator said.

Xun pointed at the unconscious cultivators. “I think each side taking half of the spoils is more fair. We can’t split a live person in half. How about this, you want two of them and I can give that to you. But there needs to be some kind of compensation. What do you say?”

The white-robed cultivator examined Xun. “Which path are you?”

“Phantom Spirit,” Xun answered. “My master is Elder Yuwei. We were spies in the Nine Thunder Sect. We’re all friends here.”

“You don’t believe my token?” Dashan asked on the side.

At that, the demonic cultivators paused and withdrew his skeletons.

“I do, well done, junior. It would have taken a bit of time to hunt down these cultivators. Now we can go pursue some other disciples for more merits.”

“Happy to help,” Dashan said.

“You were spies? Do you know where else has a lot of cultivation resources?” the white-robed cultivator asked as he turned to Xun.

Xun pointed up at the spirit farm, distracting them from the fact that their shadows were starting to woble. “I was responsible for this spirit farm. There’s rice to be harvested but not much more. How about you give us twenty spirit stones as compensation?”

“Ten spirit stones.”

“Alright fine, then we’ll do –”

Before Xun’s words finished, Dashan finished casting his technique. Three new figures appeared in front of the demonic cultivators. All female and all without clothing. Even just glancing at them made Xun’s blood run a bit faster.

He used the split second that the demonic cultivators were distracted to pull his spirit blade out and strike. He slashed through the leftmost figure that Dashan created and felt the blade slip through without the slightest resistance. Then, it hit something. A person.

Xun knew exactly what the feeling of steel biting into flesh felt like. He had done it thousands of times in his time as a sword cultivator. Once his momentum was spent, Xun twisted the spirit blade, widening the wound, and then pushed his zhen into the blade. With the female shadowy figure now dissolving into thin air, Xun saw a cold arc emerge from his blade, slash into the cultivator’s body, and then exit from the other side. No one could survive that.

Zhanghao was a bit slower on the uptake, but she too attacked the demonic cultivator to the right. Her assault was a lot more savage. Where before she merely threw False Lavender at her enemy, she leapt forward and needles appeared on her fingertips. Before the cultivator could retreat, she had stabbed him four times. Twice on the arms, once on the body, and the final time in the hand when her opponent had tried to defend himself. She didn’t need to do more. The poison would do the rest.

And Dashan took on the white-robed cultivator. Unlike Xun or Zhanghao, Dashan’s attacks seemed weak, as if he wasn’t in a life-or-death fight.

What he did was walk forward like he was on a mere stroll. But each step he took, a new clone of himself would emerge and attack the demonic cultivator. As the strongest of the three, the white-robed demonic cultivator was also the first to react to the ambush and quickly summoned two of his skeletons. Before he could do more, three Dashans were on him and whaling punches at the cultivator’s head. The cultivator activated his spirit armor to protect himself.

His skeletons were also no match for Dashan’s clone. Each of the clones seemed to have a portion of his power as they broke bones with every one of their punches and kicks. When they were done with the skeletons, they joined the fight against the white-robed cultivator.

Dashan’s a body cultivator? Xun thought as he watched the fight. In some ways, this made sense, given that his clones inherited his strength. But then, how did he fall victim to the False Lavender at the same rate that I did?

Body cultivators, as the name implied, refined their bodies. Where most cultivators stopped increasing their strength after the Earth stages, that was just the starting point for body cultivators. Each of them had skin as tough as spirit armor and punches as powerful as an attack from a spirit weapon.

No, that’s not it. It’s something else that he’s doing.

As Xun watched, he seemed to understand the trick. Dashan’s punches looked weak but each time they landed, a couple units of zhen would be pulled from the white-robed cultivator’s body. It was slight, but the accumulated damage was enough to weather the cultivator down. Soon, the spirit armor’s glow died down and the attacks were landing without any buffer.

Even to his death, the demonic cultivator looked at Dashan with confusion in his eyes, as if asking why a disciple of the Sacred Gate Sect had decided to attack his seniors.

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

THE MESSAGE

One by one, Dashan’s clones returned to his original body and disappeared. Xun noticed that none of the clones had any shadows. It was as if light could shine through them.

“Let’s clean this place up,” Xun said as he looked out at the carnage. He turned to Zhanghao and pointed at the three unconscious disciples lying on the ground. “Let’s put the Nine Thunder disciples in the cave. Dashan, could you do something about this?” He gestured at the three dead demonic cultivators.

Zhanghao nodded as she began pulling the disciples into her house. Dashan frowned, as if unhappy with his assignment, before he too went into action. He used his zhen to gather anything of value: storage bags, spirit weapons, and even some miniature skeletons hidden in their sleeves. Then, he cast a fire-element technique and incinerated the bodies.

“Can you use the skeletons?” Xun asked.

“Kind of,” Dashan replied as he tossed one of the miniature skeletons at Xun. “The White Bone Path is more of a crafting class than a fighting one. They craft these skeletons and the theory is pretty similar to those in the Shadow Puppet Path. Once you pour zhen into them, they’ll take you as their master. But when creating these bones, the creator might add some countermeasure to prevent you from using the skeleton against themselves.”

Xun looked at the ashes that were once the creators of these skeletons.

“Even once they’re dead, a Consecration Realm cultivator from the White Bone Path might be able to trigger some sort of failsafe and use the skeleton against you,” Dashan said.

“But at that point, I might as well surrender,” Xun replied. “It’s not like we can fight a Consecration cultivator. I want to try them.”

“Sure.” Dashan tossed all of the skeletons to Xun. With how quick the battle had been, there were nine skeletons still intact enough for Xun to use.

“Thanks,” Xun said as he collapsed to the ground. Although he wasn’t too tired, he was sure that he’d need every ounce of energy for what was about to happen. Next to him, Dashan had the same idea. The demonic cultivator wasn’t breathing hard but his normally straight robes now had creases in them that he didn’t bother to smoothen out.

Once she was done disposing of the disciples, Zhanghao came out and joined them.

“We’ve got company.” Xun prodded the other two as he noticed some stray zhen flashes in the distance. “It’s Fangqiu.”

Fangqiu was in a much larger group of Nine Thunder cultivators. In a rough estimate, Xun thought that there were at least fifty disciples in that group with varying levels of cultivation. But they were being badgered by a far larger alliance of demonic cultivators.

The hero disciple, Fangqiu, led the way, his spirit sword glowing as bright as the sun. Everywhere he attacked, demonic cultivators fell back. He was the only reason that the group was making any type of progress.

The disciples on the other edges of the group were less fortunate. Xun watched as a team of phantoms, skeletons, and spirit beasts charged and devoured one of the disciples that had stepped a bit too far away from the others. He was eaten alive. It was a gruesome sight and with his enhanced hearing, he could hear the final desperate screams of that disciple.

That was too much for some of the disciples. Breaking formation, they ran into the surrounding forest, hoping for better odds alone than in the larger group. They were wrong.

“Return, cowards!” Fangqiu shouted. He was too late. Embroiled in his own fight, he had to watch as the demonic cultivators fell upon the disciples like chicken given grain. They made short work of the defectors.

For a moment, the momentum of the orthodox cultivators stalled. It was then that Xun saw someone else he knew in the group. Zeran was in the middle, rushing between the injured. She stabilized the more seriously wounded ones with whatever pills she had on hand, while casting weak healing techniques on the rest.

Based on how she was bleeding from her face, she hadn’t even entered the Low Wood stage yet. Her strength was negligible in a fight between Water and Fire stage cultivators.

Xun grabbed a talisman from his robe and burned it up. Still using the same bamboo slips as before, the talisman was cheap and weak. But it suited his needs just fine.

A giant clump of weak fire emerged in front of Xun and he shot it upward. It crackled as it flew, providing a lot of light and not much else.

But in the distance, Fangqiu saw it. With renewed vigor, Fangqiu began running toward Xun.

The demonic cultivators edged closer. An unending stream of puppets and skeletons slowly whittled down the Nine Thunder group. People began to fall behind. Some became injured while others just outright died from the stray attacks. Fangqiu roared as he fought through the cultivators in front of him.

As if they were a large hunting group that sensed weakness in their prey, more and more of the demonic cultivators began to appear from the shadows. When Fangqiu was about a couple thousand steps from the farm, a new group of Sacred Gate cultivators appeared. With them came fresh reinforcing skeletons and puppets. The more expendable skeletons and puppets were used to whittle down his strength while the stronger spirit beasts they commanded waited for an opportunity to strike.

Fangqiu took a deep breath and plunged into the group of demonic cultivators alone. All he had with him was his sword. His first opponent, a tiger spirit beast, struck for his vitals. Its claws sliced through the air with deadly precision as it aimed for his neck. In one fluid motion, Fangqiu danced away to the side, just far enough to leave a hair’s gap between the attack and his cheek. He swung his sword. The spirit sword glowed even brighter than before, and blinded anyone unfortunate enough to be in its line of attack.

Then, the spirit sword exploded, its shards shooting forward.

It not only decapitated the tiger spirit beast, but also most of the demonic cultivators in front of Fangqiu.

That was enough of a gap for the Nine Thunder disciples to rush forward. Their opponents slowed down on their attacks, likely afraid of another attack like that from Fangqiu.

After a few tense moments, the group of disciples made it to the farm, where disappointment and despair became etched on their faces when they realized that there were only three people to support them.

“Xun,” Fangqiu exclaimed when he saw his acquaintance.

“Fangqiu,” Xun replied. “Tough fight?”

“Extremely. Do you want to retreat with the group? I can hold them back for a few minutes.” Fangqiu looked to his side and one of the disciples offered his spirit sword. Fangqiu took it with a grateful nod.

“Retreat? I think we should fight,” Xun said as he used the Earth Shield Technique and shot it into the group of demonic cultivators waiting a couple hundred paces back. It was blocked long before the attack did any damage, but it did enrage the demonic cultivators. They rushed forward.

“Then we’ll fight,” Fangqiu laughed. He ran down to meet their charge.

The tired Nine Thunders disciples followed their leader. Although there were fewer Nine Thunder disciples than the army of cultivators in front of them, they threw themselves into the fight without reserve.

Xun joined the fray, making sure to signal Zhanghao and Dashan to only use ordinary techniques. He threw an Earth Shield at the closest cultivator, only to be blocked by a shadow puppet.

He quickly overpowered the clumsy doll and went on to take care of the weakling that called himself a cultivator with a slash of his spirit blade.

Slowing down, Xun turned to engage another cultivator, while also distractedly keeping an eye on the rest of the battlefield. He saw Zhanghao somersault over her opponents, while tossing around loads of the aggressively purple False Lavender dust.

“What is the Purple Flower Sect doing here? Woman! Surrender quietly to tell us what we want, and this young master will let you become his concubi-…” one of the demonic cultivators shouted at her before succumbing to the paralytic poison, thudding to the ground. Seconds later, a needle pierced his forehead, laying him to rest for good.

Although there were far more demonic cultivators, none of them seemed to even have a fraction of the combat potential that Xun expected. They were mostly Wood and Water stage cultivators. The strongest of them was only at the High Water stage.

The same wasn’t true for the Nine Thunders side. In the battle, there was one person who shined brighter than any other. Both literally and figuratively. Everywhere Fangqiu went, he dispelled the demonic shadows. Every cut, stab, slice, or lunge ended up with something broken. Sometimes, it was a puppet. Other times, it was a spirit beast. And occasionally, it was a demonic cultivator.

Slowly but surely, Fangqiu was turning the tides of battle.

I need to stop that.

Xun pushed his opponent away with another earth technique and made his way to Fangqiu. He pulled out his spirit blade and parried the rain of demonic attacks.

“Fang, I need to tell you something,” Xun called out.

Fangqiu swung in a circle, looked at Xun, and then carved a path back. When the disciple was in speaking distance, Xun continued, “Someone betrayed the sect.”

“At this point, half the disciples are surrendering. I can’t do anything about that,” Fangqiu said with anger. He slashed and cut down two skeletons.

“The traitor I’m talking about leaked your travel plans to the demonic sect. He’s the reason why your master was captured,” Xun said. That got Fangqiu’s attention. Xun cut away the final few demonic puppets and joined with Fangqiu. “It’s Elder Pidao. He’s the traitor. The sect is in danger if he’s not dealt with. You need to tell the sect leader.”

“Pidao? The forgemaster?” Fangqiu asked.

“That’s the one. He’ll bring down the sect if he’s not dealt with,” Xun said.

Fangqiu paused as he looked Xun in the eyes. When he realized that Xun was speaking the truth, the blood drained from the disciple’s face.

“Thank you, Xun. Now, get out of the way.” Fangqiu paused in his attacks. Then, in a repeat of his previous move, his spirit sword began glowing brightly. Xun cast as many Earth Shield Techniques as he could in case the blow was aimed at him. It wasn’t. The demonic cultivators weren’t as lucky. The shower of zhen-infused sword fragments tore through them again. Fangqiu sprinted toward the battle of the Consecration cultivators. He left one last message for Xun, “I won’t forget this favor.”

Xun watched Fangqiu disappear over the horizon. The disciple’s robes fluttered like banners of war. He had no idea how Fangqiu planned on delivering the message to the sect leader, but the cost of interfering in a Consecration Realm fight as a Foundation cultivator was often the cultivator’s own life. Fangqiu never even hesitated. For that, Xun could respect the disciple.

The battle raged on without Fangqiu. This time, the demonic cultivators began to win the upper hand, isolating and killing the Nine Thunder disciples one by one.

Xun fought through the enemies and went to Zeran. Fighting around her, he made sure that she wasn’t overwhelmed by the mass of puppets. When he found an opening, he signaled to Dashan and Zhanghao, who both began to group near him.

The fighting began to slow when it was clear that the demonic cultivators won. Some of the Nine Thunder disciples fled, leaving more pressure for the ones who stayed behind. Others fought until their zhen ran out and could only watch in despair as waves of puppets and skeletons washed over them.

The result of the battle was horrific. Blood and zhen mixed into a pungent scent that brought a frown to Xun’s face.

Soon, there were only four figures on Xun’s side still fighting. Xun, Zeran, Dashan, and Zhanghao. Facing them were twenty plus demonic cultivators with almost a hundred different puppets and spirit beasts.

That was a good situation.

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

GOD OF DESTRUCTION

“Twin Beast Sect. Have you no shame?” Xun asked, his voice rising above the sound of spirit beasts gnawing on disciple flesh. “What if I told the Purple Flowers Sect that their ally was secretly in bed with the Sacred Gate Sect? Or is the Twin Beast Sect really just a demonic sect?”

When no answer came back, Xun stoked the fire even more.

“Do you really think that no one from the Nine Thunder Sect will escape tonight? Especially when the formation that you had been planning is incomplete?” Xun gestured at the half-formed arc in the background. That flaw was technically his handiwork, but they didn’t need to know that. “There are far more orthodox sects in the world than demonic ones. Do you really want to make an enemy of them?”

Finally, one of the demonic cultivators spoke up. “Those are just words of a trapped pigeon. Our Twin Beast brethren are here to support us and advance on their path to eternity. It’s up to the elders and sect leaders to decide on the larger matters. All that we have to do is make sure no one that we come across lives long enough to speak of these matters.”

“No one?” Xun taunted. “What about Fangqiu who just left?”

He could see the ripple of doubt and confusion spread across the coalition of cultivators in front of him. The spirit beasts edged back, tucking behind the puppets and skeletons. More than that, with disciples from different paths, the demonic cultivators weren’t all aligned in the same way. A couple of figures began to shuffle in the background, likely relaying messages back and forth.

All of it was adding up to a lack of attention paid to Xun and the other three cultivators next to him. To anyone looking on, their defeat was all but certain. There were five demonic cultivators for every one of the remaining orthodox ones. With so much extra manpower, victory for the demonic cultivators was all but assured. They had the luxury of quibbling over more minor points such as who should launch the final attack, and they did so without paying much attention to the supposedly almost defeated cultivators.

Straining his ear, Xun could hear the murmur of dissent. He waited until the arguments were at their loudest when he reached into Hanpin’s storage bag.

In some ways, Xun had fulfilled his promise to Dashan at the entrance exam. He had become a Talisman Writer. His specialty, as it turned out, was in weak talismans that stored Low Foundation techniques. Part of that was due to the fact that he had to make do with bamboo slips and homemade brushes. But his control over these techniques was also absolute. By adjusting a unit of zhen here or there, he could create techniques for almost any occasion, and produce dozens of them at a time.

All that meant was that there were stacks and stacks of talismans inside his storage bag. And the talismans weren’t limited to just him. He signaled to Zhanghao, who began to reach into the inner pockets of her robe.

The demonic cultivators were so sure of their victory that they didn’t even react when Xun pulled out a stack of fifty talismans. But they certainly paid attention when he snapped bamboo slip talismans.

As they burned, the talismans showed their true colors. Each and every one of them held a simple three-zhen Fireball Technique. But the combined result of hundreds of these talismans all being activated at the same time was something akin to the Consecration Realm Technique known as the Flame Wall Technique. The strength of the attack was weaker, sure, but the reach was just as impressive. In other words, fire rained down on the demonic cultivators and there was nowhere to escape to.

In seconds, the already strained coordination between the demonic and Twin Beast cultivators was broken. Each of them fought to save their own skin. Some tried in vain to sacrifice their puppets and spirit beasts while others cast water-element techniques. And for a while, they survived. The fireballs would spend most of their zhen burning through a single target. But there wasn’t just one fireball. Nor was there just one fire wall.

Zhanghao snapped her talismans, casting Wood techniques that added fuel to the flame. Beside her, Xun pulled out another stack of fifty talismans and used them. And then one more stack. That many talismans of a single technique would have been the equivalent of an entire sect’s talisman store of that technique. For Xun, with the Inner Breathing Method, it merely meant that he had to be patient, just like when he prepared the talismans for Hanpin.

The first cultivator that fell was a demonic cultivator, one from the Shadow Puppet Path. He went down with a desperate scream as the fire consumed him. Then, like a chain reaction, the other cultivators began to fall.

With half of the talismans still in his storage bag, Xun locked eyes with Dashan. His old friend gave a bitter smile as he cast his clone technique again. Multiple new Dashans rushed forward to pick off anyone lucky enough to have escaped the fire waves. His opponents barely put up a fight. Already exhausted of zhen from fending off the fire, they fell easily to Dashan’s attacks.

Xun had scored his second victory. As the final embers from his techniques died down, he tilted his head and caught the expression in Zeran’s eyes.

Zeran didn't know why she decided to join those cultivators that were running in the direction of the spirit farm. Maybe it was a misguided sense of needing to help the others, or just the memories of that kind laborer who helped her even when he didn't need to. Where most people had offered to help her, very few actually meant their words. They just felt the need to make a public display of their kindness and once that was done, they put her out of their mind.

Only one person kept helping her time and time again. Even when she had nothing to offer him. Xun.

When the Sacred Gate Sect had attacked, she was already close to the Pill Apothecary. She sneaked in and grabbed whatever pills and herbs she could fit in her storage. If the Nine Thunder Sect survived the attack, she’d end up in hot water for her actions. But there was a part of her that didn’t care anymore. The sect had abandoned her, why should she stick with the sect?

Outside, in the chaos, Zeran attached herself to the largest group of Nine Thunders disciples she could find. She couldn’t fight, not anymore. But she could heal, and that made her valuable to larger groups. They quickly took her in and placed her in the middle, where she could hurry between disciples without fear of getting hit by a stray technique.

The fighting was… not what she had expected. There was no glory. There was no honor. There was only blood, death, and the screaming of those that were not quite dead yet. Zeran had fought before. In the year-end sect competitions, she had been one of the shining stars. The leader of the group of disciples, Fangqiu, had been another point of pride for the sect.

But this was no competition. There were no heroics in a fight to the death. Every disciple struggled to survive as best as they could against the shadowy demonic cultivators. Well, except for Fangqiu. He was the only one that actually even at least partially resembled what the stories told her, leading the group to some unknown destination. Even so, he wasn’t enough.

Fangqiu was just one man fighting against an entire army.

The other disciples tried their best but even the strongest of them had to rest and heal. Zeran was responsible for the latter. She looked at the wounds and treated them. It was simple work made complex by the gravity of the situation. Using as much zhen in her aperture as she could, she tried to cast healing techniques for the more minor injuries, crushed herbs for the regular wounds, and used pills for the major ones.

As the group moved, they picked up more disciples while losing others. Alchemists seemed to be in short supply. Zeran saw one of her sisters get cut down by a spirit beast.

When the group neared the outer edges of the sect, Zeran had also tried her best to influence the group to move in the direction of the spirit farm. It was unlikely that Xun was still alive at this point, but it was the least she could do to repay his kindness.

To her immense relief and surprise, she found Xun alive and in a small group with a few other laborers. Her attention was captured by him to the point that she had to be pulled out of the way from a bone spear. She thought that one of the laborers had looked suspiciously like Dashan, a younger boy that she had shielded from the furnace explosion. But when she went to look again, the group of laborers was gone.

Zeran went back to her role of healer for the group. The night was going to be a long one. More and more demonic cultivators appeared and after one particularly heroic move by Fangqiu, Xun and his group had joined the battle. Glimpsing at them in between patients, Zeran wondered why none of Xun’s group had retreated to be healed by her.

To her side, Fangqiu was still fighting as if the zhen in his aperture would never run out. Every strike of his took down a phantom or skeleton. But two more demonic puppets would take their place before he could start his next swing. Then, Xun said something and Fangqiu rushed off, back towards the sect. None of the demonic cultivators gave chase, preferring to fight weaker prey.

Where most people thought that those fighting on the frontline had the best pulse of the battle, it was actually healers who knew which way the wind was blowing. And in this case, they were losing. The cultivators that stumbled back to Zeran had heavy wounds, and most of the time, there was nothing she could but hold their hand as they took their last breath. This wasn’t the sign of a victory. It was the precursor to defeat.

A stray technique clipped her cheek and she felt the warm blood flow down her face. Still, she stood her ground. Eventually joining the fight when the patients stopped coming.

Zeran matched up with one of the weaker demonic cultivators. A girl like her. Even though her cultivation was lower, Zeran had finer control of her zhen. Her techniques were sharper, forcing her opponent to spend zhen wildly to defend. It was a tournament trick. Attacks put pressure and pressure led to mistakes. The girl was obviously flustered, wasting her zhen and using inefficient techniques.

But it was a small victory in a losing war.

The Nine Thunder disciples fell one by one. At some point, Xun had begun fighting next to her. His techniques were simple but smooth. Each time he cast an Earth Shield Technique, the resulting shield was both powerful and wide. For someone with destroyed spirit channels, Xun was doing far better than Zeran expected.

The end eventually came. The demonic cultivators pushed the remaining Nine Thunder disciples together, four in total, and faced them.

Zeran felt no sadness. If anything, this was a better end than spending decades in the apothecary and being judged by her juniors. She wasn’t afraid of death, she was afraid of not living up to her potential.

As Zeran readied for one final charge, Xun pulled out his Talismans. Somehow, in the intense fighting before, he hadn’t once used the Talismans. But when she saw how many Talismans he had, her mind went blank.

The aftermath of all those talismans burning up at once wasn’t just impressive. It was gorgeous. The fire lit up Zeran’s world as she watched enemies that would have brought death and worse to her suddenly struggle against the onslaught of fireballs. For a second, she almost smiled.

As if Xun, a laborer, using hundreds of talismans wasn’t enough of a shock, Zeran watched as Dashan, she now confirmed that it was him, used demonic techniques to finish the other demonic cultivators. There was something both very wrong and incredibly satisfying with that.

And when it was all done, Dashan looked to Xun for guidance.

Zeran didn’t know what she was thinking when she watched Xun ponder their next move. All that she knew was that the burnt spirit beasts and destroyed puppets seemed to gather at his feet, like he was their god.

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

KARMA

If there was a way to describe a Consecration cultivator, it was that they were favored by the skies. Every single one of them had made the Dragon’s Leap.

The term came from the ancient times where there was once a lake of carp fish that ate and swam in leisure. One day, a cultivator that had reached eternity came across them and said that there was a magical ocean beyond the gate. He called it the Dragon’s Gate. The carps spurned his words, thinking their lives were perfect already.

But one of the fish didn’t think so. After years of preparation, growing long and swift, it swam through the water and leapt up, trying to cross the dragon’s gate. It sailed through the air as if it grew a pair of wings. The other carp watched as their fellow rose higher and higher. Right before it crossed the Dragon’s Gate, a tribulation cloud appeared. A single lightning bolt struck down at the carp.

The fish hadn’t prepared for such an obstacle and squirmed under the damage. Right when the other carp thought that the attempt had failed, the brave fish sacrificed its tail and persevered through the pain. With one final flop through the air, it flew through the Dragon’s Gate.

But instead of reaching the magical ocean, the fish transformed into a dragon. It looked back at the other carps once before flying toward the sea of clouds in the sky.

In the years that followed, all of the carp followed the first fish’s lead. Only a few became dragons. Most failed, earning a black scar on their forehead for their efforts, and returned to the lake, destined to be mortal fish for the rest of their days.

So as the Nine Thunder elders did battle with their Sacred Gate counterparts, neither side really won. Without someone with decisive amounts of strength, the battle became more a war of attrition. Techniques that would destroy Foundation Realm cultivators flew back and forth to little effect.

“Is the sect leader of the Sacred Gate Sect unwell?” the Nine Thunder sect leader taunted.

The Sacred Gate Sect had ruined the sect he painstakingly built over the course of decades. Every time he threw stronger techniques at his opponents, they were rebuffed by equally strong defenses. Even though none of the Sacred Gate elders were his match individually, the demonic paths had a weird synergy. At the most basic level, the wood puppets could use shields made of bone, instantly doubling their defense. The other elders, with strange techniques of resonance, blood summons, and shadow figures, were even harder to deal with.

“No, he just thinks that the Nine Thunders Sect isn’t worthy of his attention,” Yuwei replied. After the first couple of attacks, he had stood back behind the other elders and watched as the fight unfolded before him.

The Nine Thunder sect leader ignored the words as he turned to the elders of his sect. “Brothers and sisters. As long as we hold out until the Twin Beast Sect or the Purple Flower Sect arrive, we become victorious. We can always gather new disciples and rebuild sect foundations.”

As he spoke, the sect leader kept an eye on the demonic cultivators. His voice, even softened, would have likely been heard by them. But the Sacred Gate elders didn’t even move.

There was something that he was missing. Try as the sect leader might, he couldn’t think of what he was forgetting.

That was when a round, transparent sphere appeared next to his ear. The sect leader had half a mind to swat it away, thinking it was just another of the tricks by the demonic cultivators. But at the last moment, he pulled it close, listening to its message. As he did, his face remained impassive. Lightning Techniques continued to pour out of the wave of lightning behind him. Then, without warning, they stopped. On the other side, the demonic attacks slowed.

“Brothers, that was the Purple Flower Sect. They’re sending out reinforcements, they’ll arrive any moment,” the sect leader said. He watched the demonic cultivators carefully, they didn’t even stir at the words.

The Nine Thunder elders, on the other hand, looked over at their sect leader with shock in their eyes.

“Finally,” one of them said.

“I promise we’ll kill these demonic bastards,” another exclaimed.

“Now that the disciples are gone,” the sect leader continued, “let’s bring this fight lower. We’ll make sure to defeat this threat with the help from our Purple Flower brethren.”

Setting an example, the sect leader descended lower. He hovered just slightly above the elemental paths that the sect had used to test its students for cultivation aptitude. The other Nine Thunder elders gathered around him as the Sacred Gate cultivators watched on from higher in the air.

After surveying the people that had been a part of his life ever since he started his cultivation journey, the sect leader spoke again.

“My master, the fifteenth sect leader of the Nine Thunder Sect, had this phrase for me when he passed that position to me. ‘The true meaning of lightning is not to destroy. It’s to grow, to nourish. Those that accept the gift of lightning have the chance to flourish and reach new heights unimaginable to their old selves. The sect is the same. It must take risks and in the process, it may be destroyed. But as long as a single person is still alive, then Nine Thunder can one day flourish.’”

The Consecration cultivators paused in their fights to listen. There was a gravity to the sect leader’s words that even his enemies respected.

“Today, as the sixteenth sect leader of the Nine Thunder Sect, I have this one phrase to pass to my successor. ‘Cut down anything in your path. The blade that reaches the end is the one that wins.’ And don’t hesitate when you show your blade, Fangqiu!”

With a roar, the sect leader summoned a lightning wave far larger than anything he had created before. Dozens of Consecration Realm techniques leapt out of the wave and flew toward the demonic cultivators in the sky. They scrambled to reinforce their defenses.

But behind the Lightning Technique, a dark gray cloud sped forward from the Lightning Path underneath the Nine Thunder elders. With their attention on the clash between the sect leader and the demonic cultivators, none of the orthodox cultivators noticed the cloud. It was the same shape and size as the elemental that had destroyed Xun’s sprit channels.

When it got close enough, the cloud threw out an attack far more serious than anything it had thrown at the students that dared to brave the Lightning Path. The bolt had an almost translucent color as it lazily flew forward. At the last moment, one of the Nine Thunder elders seemed to notice something but before he could react, the Nine Thunder sect leader whipped back and threw a flurry of techniques at the elder.

“Pidao, you’ve conspired with demonic cultivators to betray your fellow senior, Hetain, and the Nine Thunder Sect. For those crimes, my sentence is death.”

Pidao reacted much quicker than he should have. In seconds, he burned a dozen talismans to create different elemental shields around him. But it was futile. The translucent bolt from the Thunder Elemental bypassed the defenses as if they were nothing and reached Pidao’s robes before he could try anything else.

Still held at bay by the earlier lightning techniques, the demonic cultivators could only watch as their infiltrated ally burst into an eerie blue flame. The lightning strike didn’t kill Pidao immediately, and everyone in the vicinity could hear his screams, begs, and whimpers.

It felt like minutes but was really only a couple of moments before Pidao fell to the ground. On his way down, the Nine Thunder sect leader unleashed a new round of techniques on the body, burning it into ashes.

Then, before anyone could react, zhen began pouring out from the Nine Thunder sect leader’s body. It formed into a ball that rushed down into the forest below and enveloped a figure.

“Fangqiu,” the sect leader said, his voice now heavy and tired. “May you bring Nine Thunder to new heights.”

With the speed of a lightning bolt, Fangqiu was carried away by the sect leader’s zhen off into the distance, away from the mountain range that the Nine Thunder Sect called home. When he met the formation set by the demonic cultivators, the zhen around him formed into an awl that shattered the barrier.

With the sudden death of their fellow cultivator, both Nine Thunder and Sacred Gate elders paused in their attacks to watch Fangqiu speed away. They all saw the disciple kneel on the zhen ball with tears streaming down his face. Some of them could even read the half formed words on his lips.

He was promising to one day avenge the sect.

Moments later, the disciple was gone.

“Well done, very well done,” Yuwei said. His voice was calm but anyone could hear the tidal waves of anger underneath the forced peace. “For that, my dear sect leader, you’ve doomed your entire sect. Sacred Gate, kill them all. Show no mercy.”

With one fewer Consecration cultivator and the sect leader exhausted of zhen, the remaining Nine Thunder elders were no match for the demonic cultivator. One of the elders, sensing the tide of battle, hurriedly kneeled to Yuwei. The Sacred Gate elders paused in their attacks. But before kneeling elder could even speak, a dozen phantoms swarmed him and devoured him alive.

“I said no mercy. When the seventeenth sect leader of the Nine Thunder Sect returns, he’ll find that not a single worthy cultivator remains,” Yuwei’s voice cut through all of the Consecration cultivators. Then, he projected his voice across the entire Mountain range. “I don’t want to see a single Nine Thunder cultivator at or above the Low Fire stage. Anyone below that, surrender and you won’t be harmed. Anyone above that, may your karma protect you.”

The sect leader was the last Consecration Realm cultivator to fall. He watched as the demonic cultivators isolated, overwhelmed, and butchered his juniors. Yet for all of that, he didn’t shed a single tear.

When Yuwei took off his wooden mask and walked forward to deliver the final blow to the sect leader, the demonic cultivator suddenly stepped back.

“You believe that the disciple, you called him Fangqiu, you believe that he’ll return and avenge the Nine Thunder Sect?” Yuwei asked.

“Of course,” the sect leader said. There was no emotion on his face. The last of his zhen was keeping him afloat, but there was nothing else that he could do.

“And you don’t think that we’ll kill him before such a thing happens.”

“Of course not.”

“Why?” Yuwei asked.

“Because I believe it to be true,” the sect leader answered. His gaze scanned across the demonic cultivators. “Just like you believe that karma doesn’t exist, I believe that one day, the skies will catch up to you. And when that happens, I hope that you regret your life.”

“You know,” Yuwei said with a strange smile on his lips. “I just had an idea. I think you’ll like it. There’s a phrase called, ‘accomplish great deeds to make up for one's mistakes.’”

The Sacred Gate elder waited for the Nine Thunder sect leader’s thoughts to catch up to him. When they did, emotion finally showed on the sect leader’s face.

“You dare? Even —”

“Oh I do dare,” Yuwei said. He licked his lips. They looked blood-red under the fires that had spread from the Foundation fights below him. “From today on, the captured Nine Thunder disciples will have one mission. To hunt and kill Fangqiu. Either Fangqiu dies or he causes the death of his fellow disciples. It’ll be a lovely show of karma.”

“I —”

The sect leader’s words stopped as his hands helplessly reached up to his throat. Light appeared between his head and body. A second later, his head fell.

“I’m done with you. It’s time for me to enjoy my spoils,” Yuwei said. He descended to the ground.

CHAPTER FIFTY

A PROMISE

While the Consecration Realm fight was unfolding, Xun kept busy in his own way. Leaving Zhanghao to protect Zeran, he brought Dashan around the farm, picking off small groups of straggling cultivators.

Xun fought with the demonic cultivators, killing as many of them as he could. Dashan looked on with an impassive face, neither mourning the death of his fellow disciples nor being impressed by Xun’s show of strength.

It was hard fighting, and in a couple hairy moments, Xun had to pull out his nine skeletons to absorb blows before he could finish off the opponent. After a couple fights like that and appearing to have exhausted his zhen, Xun stuck his blade in the ground and sat down. He gestured for Dashan to join him.

With the way things were going, the Sacred Gate Sect was likely going to win. And when that happened, Xun needed Dashan’s friendship. For better or worse, friendships weren’t built on the foundation of oaths. And their history was a checkered pattern of betrayals and counter betrayals. So there was only one thing left. Strength and incentive.

“Dashan, we need to talk,” Xun said. He gestured at the storage bags that he collected. “How do you want to split these?”

Dashan looked at Xun for a second, as if trying to read the meaning behind Xun’s words. Then he shrugged. “Whatever you want.”

“Then tell me, what can I do to help you?” Xun asked.

“Help me?” Dashan echoed.

“My guess is that you’re a personal disciple of one of the elders,” Xun said slowly, spooning out his assumptions one by one. That first assumption came from the fact that Dashan had once promised an Inner Disciple position for Xun. “And that title means both opportunity and risk. You were probably one of only a few disciples for that elder while they plotted to conquer the Nine Thunder Sect. But now that that’s done? What do you need to maintain your position?”

Dashan tensed up and stayed silent. Right when Xun thought that his planning had failed, Dashan spoke up again. “Merits. There are two ways of getting ahead in the Sacred Gate Sect. Either you have strength that they can’t ignore or you make contributions that they have to reward. These storage bags full of spirit stones and resources are nice, but they don’t count. Only the heads of Nine Thunder disciples do.”

“Does it have to be the heads?” Xun asked.

“Uh.” Dashan paused to consider the question for a moment. “I get more merits if the cultivator is alive. But that increases the difficulty of making sure they don’t run off. It’s better if they’re dead.”

Xun nodded as he changed the topic. “What about the Soul Lodge Notes?”

Although there was no reason for the Sacred Gate Sect to target a lowly disciple like Xun, he didn’t enjoy having his life in the hands of someone else.

“The only way out of that is if you become a Consecration cultivator,” Dashan said. He shrugged. “Even I had to split my soul. The notes are on Yuwei, he’s the elder in charge of discipline. If you become a personal disciple of his, he might take it off. But chances are, he’ll just add more restrictions on you.”

“I figured as much…” Xun sighed. “What if I gave you the Nine Thunder disciples that we’ve captured?”

“And in return?” Dashan asked. It was hard to be trusting of Xun’s gifts.

“I just want to remain at the farm with a few cultivators of my choosing. Surely, that isn’t too much to ask for, right?”

Xun kept his eye on Dashan as the demonic cultivator pondered the exchange. He kept his hand low, as if trying to pet the ground, and waited. At some point, maybe not today or tomorrow or even next month, Dashan would come free of the oaths and find a way to tell the sect about Xun’s treachery. And then it would all be lost.

Xun wasn’t about to let that happen. He had a backup plan, but he was loath to use it.

In the end, though, Xun’s preparations were unnecessary.

“That’s not too much to ask for,” Dashan said. He stood up and looked Xun in the eye. “Perhaps you might not be the Xun I know anymore, but I think just maybe, we can still be friends.”

Xun smiled. “I would like that.”

Zhanghao brought out the Nine Thunder disciples that she had previously drugged. The False Lavender was beginning to wear off, leaving the orthodox cultivators dazed about where they were. But when they felt the heavy bindings around their wrists and ankles, it was easy for the quicker ones of the group to understand their situation.

“Trash,” one of the disciples yelled. “You’ll die a death where you get reborn as a pig for a thousand lives. To fatten and then be eaten each time.”

It was like a chain reaction. Some of the Nine Thunder disciples also began to throw insults. Others begged for mercy. In that moment, they didn’t look like cultivators but rather mere mortals. Afraid of pain and death.

Dashan stood in front of them, unmoving. Finally, he took one by the hair and stabbed the disciple through the heart. That quieted the loudest of the orthodox cultivators down eternally, and the others got the message. Then, he began working his way through the disciples and began leading them back towards the Nine Thunder Sect.

Xun found Zeran off to the side. He could see the emotions flashing through her eyes.

“This is the only way. The elders are losing, just look at the sky,” Xun said.

It was getting to the final stages of the Consecration Realm battle. The remaining Nine Thunder elders were struggling against the onslaught of attacks. It wasn’t a question of if they would fall, merely when.

“I chose to become an alchemist,” Zeran said. The words formed on her mouth and slipped out light, as if she placed no significance on them. But Xun could tell that she meant every word. “I became an alchemist because I wanted to help people. I thought that cultivation meant a path of helping others and achieving eternity together. My master had the same ideals back when I first followed him.”

“But even the best intentions become warped,” Xun replied. Her story was commonplace in the cultivation world. Eventually, cultivators realized that the people around them were competitors, not friends. Someone could always use more resources, more spirit stones, more pills.

“They do,” Zeran agreed. “Did I do wrong?” she asked.

“No, not you,” Xun said.

Xun’s mind went back to the female laborer, Zhuge. He had watched as she died to the Tigerhead Rabbit, a spirit beast that could barely hurt a proper cultivator. Was that decision correct? Xun didn’t know. Maybe he could have saved Zhuge without Hanpin getting suspicious. Maybe Lanhua would have informed on him and Hanpin would have killed him long ago. The answer depended on too many factors to count.

“But above all else is survival,” Xun said. “If we want to survive, we must join the Sacred Gate Sect. And the only way to do that is to be valuable or meritorious enough to not be considered a product.”

Zeran shuddered as she remembered the shadows and puppets used by the demonic sect.

“Is there no other way? Is escape to one of the other sects no longer possible?”

They already have my Soul Lodge Note, so if I go anywhere else, I’ll die, Xun thought.

What he actually said was, “The demonic elders will round up any fleeing disciple before they have the time to run away far enough. And the fact that neither of the two other sects have sent their elders here means that there’s little chance for them to take us in even if we do make it.”

Zeran nodded. She turned away from the other Nine Thunder disciples.

Dashan led the disciples away while giving Xun a metal token that symbolized the Sacred Gate Sect. Neither of them mentioned the fact that Dashan could have given Xun this token earlier, or the irony that Xun had been killing Sacred Gate disciples just a few moments earlier.

When Xun was sure that the demonic cultivator was gone, he raised his fist. Under a canopy of leaves and zhen, Pengzi stood up with his chickens.

“Gone?”

“Gone,” Xun confirmed.

“Safe?” Zhanghao asked.

“Safe,” Xun said. He looked at the three members of his farm. Pengzi who had stood by his side through the struggle with Hanpin. Zhanghao who had used her poison skills to surprising effectiveness. And Zeran, the person who he still owed a life debt to. He could also see the threads of karma weaving them to him and him to them.

Suddenly, the fights and schemes that he had been a part of for the past few days caught up to him. He felt like a puppet with its strings cut. Exhausted, but awake.

Xun lowered himself and lay down on the ground. Pengzi was the first to join him after sending his chickens out on patrol. Zhanghao was next. And Zeran last.

“The world of cultivation isn’t kind,” Xun said, his voice cracking a little bit. “If you can’t adapt, if you can’t pull yourself out of the problems it throws at your feet, you’ll be devoured. The only constant in cultivation is that you have to advance. To proceed, even when you know the path ahead is full of spikes and thorns. To grit your teeth through the pain.”

“Xun, you should rest.” It was Pengzi who was speaking.

Xun could barely hear his friend’s voice. His thoughts had flowed back to his previous life. The victories he relished and the defeats he endured. The second time around, it seemed like he hadn’t truly been able to throw off everything that bound him down last time. But this time, he had a feeling that things would be different.

“Sometimes, you have to become the enemy of the world itself just for the privilege of breathing. Cultivation is a game of courage. If you hesitate, there’s someone who won’t. They’ll do whatever they need to do in order to reach eternity.”

The other three had quieted. They exchanged glances among themselves, with most of the communication passing between Pengzi and Zhanghao. Xun could almost understand what they were saying. Maybe something like if they should drug him asleep.

Xun smiled.

For all that was wrong with the cultivation world, he wouldn’t trade it with anything else. He had friends, people who depended on him and who he could also depend on. He had come a long way.

In the distance, fires burned, smoke rose, and tears were shed. But here, on this farm, everything was peaceful. Xun was sure that whatever foes came, the others would handle them.

He stretched his hand up towards the stars and laughed. Whatever his second life brought, he’d take the challenge head on. It was a promise.
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