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Author’s Note

 

Du Cha Ming was a normal person. Normal people go with the flow; they don’t ever make any real decisions, even if they think they do. As Cha Ming begins to question his place in the universe, a fateful encounter gives him another chance at life: a chance where he can make his own destiny.

I would like to thank my readers in advance for following Cha Ming on his epic journey. This is my first work of fiction, and as such I am very excited to be able to pour in all my best ideas without reservation. This might be surprising to some of you, but I am an engineer by trade and have taken a total of one English class at the university level. You couldn’t pay me to take any more of them.

This story, by nature, will have a constantly evolving and changing style. There are no fixed chapter lengths, and some chapters will be naturally long while others will be naturally shorter. This is because writing this novel is also my own second chance at life. It is a beginning, a beginning where I get to choose every single detail that I write with no strings attached. In a sense, it is very liberating. In contrast, the corporate engineering world is very rigid and stifles creativity. 

Please join Cha Ming and his friends on his journey through an ancient land, a land filled with cultivators, demons, devils, and angels. He will fight his enemies and experience true love. As such, he will also feel great hurt and heartache. Without further ado, let us begin his eventful journey in Painting the Mists.


Dedication

 

 

 

To my brothers.

For always being there when I need them most.


Prologue
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Fate is a funny thing. It plays with people and pulls them around. It makes people love, and it makes people cry. Most people can’t even see the tiny strings that pull them in one direction or another; they just go with the flow, following the path of least resistance and living out their lives. Other people submit to their fate; these people seek divine guidance from above and ask their savior to teach them the way. This isn’t a bad thing. For most people, this is a relief from a world overcrowded with too many choices.

Du Cha Ming was neither of these people. He used to think it was his nature to go with the flow. “Become an engineer,” people said. “You’re good at math and bad at English.”

It was true, his writing skills in high school were mediocre, and his handwriting was atrocious. But there was something about grinding away at a few equations or solving a science problem that satisfied a craving deep inside.

This type of craving was the same with puzzles—like Sudoku and Ken-Ken—and all types of board games, strategy games, and computer games. Games were nice that way. Except in some extreme cases where friends forced you to play something unpleasant, for the most part you got to choose what to play. There were rules, most certainly, but these rules were something you walked into knowingly, unlike the monotonous experience called life.

As usual, Du Cha Ming was at work. With a glazed look in his eyes, he scrolled through his phone. Nowadays he mostly read Chinese web novels. The addictive style, the Chinese culture, the exciting main characters—all of these features appealed to him in a way that regular life never could. 

Life… it’s so boring. You start with school for eighteen years, most of which has been decided for you. Then you pick a degree if you want to do well in life. Eventually you date someone for long enough and get married because it seems like the right thing to do. Perhaps you’ll stay together, but it’s more likely that you’ll get a divorce or two, leaving you jaded in work, romance, and basically everything else in life. What would it be like to chase your dreams? he wondered.

“Ming! Ming! Are you coming to see the solar eclipse?” Cha Ming’s eyes focused on the short, bearded man in front of him. The man had brown skin, a thick beard, glasses, and a modern hairstyle that had both sides of his head shaved and the top grown out and combed over. His name was Usama, and Usama was Cha Ming’s good friend. They’d been working for years together and would go out to have fun every now and then.

“I don’t want to,” Cha Ming muttered. “It’s just a solar eclipse, nothing special. They happen every decade or so.” He rubbed his tired eyes. They were tired from all the reading he did.

“Don’t be a party pooper,” Usama said. “Everyone else is already outside, and the eclipse is in three minutes.” He gave Cha Ming a look that hinted that he wasn’t going to move until he got up. He fought the urge to look back at his phone. It was hard to be so rude as to read when someone was standing in front of you.

“Fine,” Cha Ming said dispassionately. He grabbed his coat and followed his smirking friend outside. Usama pulled out a worn welding mask with a rather smug expression on his face.

“I, the great Usama, stole the mechanic’s welding mask so that we can all see the solar eclipse together. There’s no need to thank me; your cheerful smiles are all the thanks I need!” 

Usama wasn’t exactly the humble type, but oddly enough, everyone seemed to like him, even if he did make over ten awkward jokes every single day.

“Gimme that,” said Geoff beside him, grabbing the welding mask. Geoff had a wry smile on his face and put the mask on, taking a quick look at the sun. Geoff was a short, burly man, seemingly more like a tank than anything else. After a quick look at the sun, he took off the welding mask and gave it back to Usama, then walked back into the building. A few more people took the mask politely, took a brief look, and then gave the mask back and stood there chatting.

“My dearest friend, have a turn,” said Usama, winking and giving the mask to Cha Ming. Cha Ming put the mask to his face and peered carefully toward the sun. A good three-quarters of the sun was blocked out by a black circle. A solar eclipse had come up a few times in his life, but he’d never bothered to take a look before. This time he was here purely out of peer pressure.

Just as he was about to take the mask off, he noticed there was a white star above the red sun. 

Strange, he thought. It was the middle of the day, and even if this was a solar eclipse, there shouldn’t be such a bright star in the sky.

The “star” in question was growing quite quickly, rapidly covering the red sun in the sky. His hazel eyes narrowed as he quickly ripped off the mask. He was nearly blinded by the flash of white light. Cha Ming put his hand above his brow and squinted while peering silently toward the sun. The white flash was gone and nowhere in sight.

“Did you guys see that white light?” asked Cha Ming.

“What light? Are you seeing things again?” said Usama while smirking. Of course they hadn’t seen it. He had been the only one with the mask on.

“It’s nothing…” Cha Ming sighed. Time to go back to his boring work, and his boring life.

The rest of the day passed by uneventfully. Cha Ming drove home, steadily making his way through the congested rush-hour traffic. He stared at a conservatory in the distance, located in a park at the south end of the city, near the river. A white light reflected off the river near the woods, briefly blinding him for a moment before he shifted his gaze back to the road. 

Today is a good day for a walk in the woods, he decided.

A couple of hours later, he was sweating profusely. The sweat was burning his eyes a little, so he decided to walk down toward the riverbank. This conservatory was very scenic and inviting. At least, it was during the few short months of summer. The weather was not hot enough to be unpleasant. Many types of terrain caught his attention—rocky, sandy, and earthy. Here and there a metallic glint or reddish hue could be seen on the clifflike riverbank. This land would likely become a mine if any of the companies around town had their way. Aspen trees, evergreens, and rose bushes littered the land as far as the eyes could see.

As he neared the stream by the cliff, Cha Ming noticed that the sun was getting rather low. 

I should get back soon, he thought. Meanwhile, he noticed a white mist was starting to drift off the river; the temperature was beginning to cool along with the setting sun. Wiping down his face, he noticed a white gleam in the corner of his eye. The gleam seemed to be coming from behind the bank.

Curious, he decided to ignore the setting sun and edge his way along the narrow, rocky shore. The river current was getting slower, and a small waterfall could be heard in the distance. The mist from the waterfall was making Cha Ming’s clothes stick to his skin.

After a short while the narrow beach widened, and a white glowing mist seemed to linger on the sand and avoid the water. 

Strange, he thought, mists usually gather on the water and travel outward. 

He hesitated a little and slowly made his way toward the center of the mist. He felt drawn to the mists, drawn in a way that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. It was a similar experience to meeting a lifelong friend; at first you feel just a little bit nervous, but soon you find yourself easing into a conversation, and before you know it you’re spending every day together.

Upon reaching the center of the mist, he noticed an object only a few feet away from him, barely discernible through the mist. As soon as he could make it out, something seemed to pulse. Cha Ming’s eyes darted toward this pulsing, and what he saw was a long staff, buried in a small crater in the sand. The crater, unlike the nearby beach, was completely clear of sand, and the staff was wedged in cracked, rocky ground. The staff was translucent white with red, yellow, silver, blue, and green runes undulating along its length. It was a perfect cylinder, making Cha Ming wonder how someone could smooth out such a perfect shape.

Upon closer inspection, he noticed that the runes on the staff looked a lot like the Chinese characters that he had been struggling to learn recently. And the runes were pulsing in a way that made the staff seem like it was made just for him. After building up a bit of courage, Cha Ming inched closer to the runed staff. If he had to guess the length of it, he would have said it was seventy-two inches long. Looking closer, both ends were covered in five inches of inky-black patterns. These black patterns spiraled out toward the tip where the lines converged upon a flat obsidian surface.

“Why would such a beautiful staff be here?” Cha Ming wondered aloud to himself. As he breached an invisible boundary two feet away from it, he noticed that the multicolored runes were reacting to his presence, spelling out words he could vaguely understand. They were clearly not English. What sounded like the soft voice of a gentle old man whispered these words as they reverberated through his mind in a way that he intuitively understood.

 

The sages say the Dao made one and one made two;

Two made three and three made many.1

Who made this clear Sky?

Who painted first in black and white,

To shape these lonely mists?

 

Cha Ming reached out toward the staff with a confused look on his face. Reaching out to touch it seemed to make sense. This was his staff after all. He stood in front of it, gripping his hands around its cold surface. The surface was not slippery, but neither did it feel rough. It felt custom made, like it would never slip out of his hands for as long as he willed it. Cha Ming let out a loud grunt as he mustered all the strength he had to pull it out of the ground. His efforts persisted for a full two minutes, after which the staff finally gave way.

Looking closely at the staff, he finally realized that it was not truly a staff. At the end of the long handle was a twelve-inch-long black-and-white brush. 

“Who painted first in black and white to shape these lonely mists?” he wondered softly. To him, it seemed like a question as old as the universe itself. As he pondered this question, the whole world seemed to fade. He was struck with a sense of foreboding, an inexplicable sensation that he only had moments left in this world, and his life was coming to an end.

Oh well, he thought, it was a boring life anyway. Who could have predicted that my curiosity would kill me? Still. If there is a next life, I want the ability to create my destiny and be free from the shackles of society. I want to choose my fate.

 With this last thought, his entire body, starting with his hands, then his arms, then his legs, and finally his whole body, turned ethereal. So did the brush. Everything faded into white, and soon the brush and Du Cha Ming were nothing more than a white mist floating off into the starry skies.
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In the distance, an old fisherman was sitting cross-legged on a boat, wandering down a slowly flowing but mighty river. This was no ordinary river, nor was it an ordinary boat. The old man was not ordinary either. To most people he would appear to be an ordinary fisherman. But how could an ordinary fisherman be fishing in this river?

The river in question was the Yellow River2, also known as the River Styx to some. This river flowed only one way, and that way was toward Diyu, the underworld of souls. After what seemed like an eternity, the old fisherman removed his conical hat and the hood of his cloak, revealing a mantle of long white hair. His strange black eyes had no whites, and anyone who dared to look him in the eye would be struck by the endless vicissitudes found within. The man’s name was Yama, and he had been around since the beginning of the universe itself. He was born with a duty, one assigned to him by Pangu at the time of his creation and Pangu’s demise. 

Although Yama never involved himself with the squabbles of Heaven and Earth, he had seen far too much in his lifetime. For some unknown reason, a thousand years ago, he had decided to come inspect this section of the Yellow River. He wasn’t sure why. Frowning, he berated himself for his moment of impulsiveness. Every moment he was away from Diyu was a chance for all those ingrates to line their pockets. He wasn’t omniscient after all. 

As he peered out into the distance, he pulled out an old ebony pipe, which he then stuffed with tobacco and lit. He’d always enjoyed smoking, and it was one of the few pleasures he had other than fulfilling his duties as lord of the Underworld. After smoking for an undetermined amount of time, he sighed and put away the pipe. It was time to go. 

He wasn’t sure why he’d come here, but there was surely a reason. His intuition had been honed over countless grand-kalpas, and he could count the number of times he’d been wrong over the past million universe cycles on one hand. Nevertheless, he couldn’t stay forever. Putting on his conical hat, he pulled out an old oar, which he used to propel himself swiftly down the river.

As he traveled down the river, he observed the yellow-tinged souls of various mortal life-forms. They didn’t scream, as one would expect. They simply followed the river along the Collection, a wide network of tendrils that spread throughout space to collect souls from each mortal plane. Some of the branches were as narrow as ten full-grown elephants. Others were as thick as a thousand Nile Rivers. Yama had been waiting on a branch of the Collection that led to the mortal plane that contained the current Earth. 

He noted, with interest, a particular river the size of the Yangzi River. Likely, the mortal plane which fed it was undergoing a fierce power struggle or a natural disaster. The river was a steep contrast with another neighboring river; its flow had slowed to a trickle, due to the establishment of a prosperous and peaceful kingdom.

As his boat continued to travel, the river he occupied grew at an alarming pace, as nearby tendrils merged into the Yellow River. After arriving, he stopped paddling and lay down on his small boat to relax. Occasionally he knocked the ashes from his pipe into the river before lighting another batch of tobacco. It had taken old Yama several breaths of time to hop from his original location to the main river, which was a testament to the size of the massive network. Such effort was no longer needed. The current was strong, and it only led to one place.

Of course, this moment of relaxation was serious business, or so he told everyone. It was an inspection of sorts. Nearby, he observed a group of administrators who implemented “the thinning.” These administrators were a specially groomed group of sea turtles, who unceremoniously ripped off pieces of the passing yellow souls. This yellow hue was the stain of sin, which had been accumulated by the soul over the course of its previous life. The biting sea turtles administered a form of painful punishment, which served to cleanse the souls before their rebirth.

After observing the turtles for some time, Yama proceeded to observe another squad, the one he was most proud of. Some evil doctor from a planet called Earth had developed a technology that had improved the performance of the shark squad by thirty percent. All the evil doctor had asked for in compensation was that the squad now be called “sharks with freakin’ laser beams on their heads,” a price which Yama had been eager to pay. It was a good name.

The boat’s next stop came naturally, after the river became pure and white. The souls had completed their cleansing. The old man passed under a large bridge, the Bridge of Forgetfulness. There, he observed millions of flesh and blood workers tossing basket after basket of specially prepared tea leaves into the river below. The tea leaves mixed with the white river, causing soul after soul to lose the memories of their past life. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a perfect process. Many people retained memories of past lives, pervading each mortal realm.

As he observed the falling tea leaves, the lord of the Underworld massaged his temple, recalling an ongoing HR problem. The root of the problem lay with one of his staff members, Qingguang. He didn’t get along with Meng Po, the only one in the universe who could brew the Tea of Forgetfulness. As such, he often put forth motions to have her fired, which was his right as the assistant to the regional manager. 

A rare smile lit Yama’s face as he recalled the success of this rare innovation—before Granny Meng’s tea, reincarnation had been chaos. People had kept their memories of past lives in perpetuity, which had led to the destabilization of the universe some time ago. The legendary Tea of Forgetfulness had fixed this pressing problem, which was why, despite King Qingguan’s bickering, Granny Meng was still employee of the year. After all, one couldn’t mistreat talent when running such a tight ship.

Yama continued to float under the bridge, then he braced himself just before plunging down a huge waterfall. The rocking boat stabilized, and he continued his fishing and smoking. He stared off into the distance at a literal ocean of souls. These souls would wait in this ocean by the beach for a full lifetime before reincarnating. 

He continued his fishing for many lifetimes. During this time, countless pigeons had swooped down beside him to carry off souls who were due to be reincarnated. They carried the souls—for they had forgotten how to walk—to a group of six sixty-li-wide reincarnation portals. There was one for each of the six paths of reincarnation: Hell, Hungry Ghosts, Beasts, Demons, Humans, and the Heavens3.

The carrier pigeon system had been fine-tuned over countless ages. It was one of the management consulting marvels of the universe and the epitome of the slogan “You don’t have to be small to be nimble.”

As Yama floated on the white ocean of souls, a yellow trickle flowed down through the collection system to the Yellow River. This yellow trickle contained a bit of white mist, which followed the trickle until it joined the Yellow River. The mist was spread thinly, and Yama himself had trouble making it out. The white mist provoked no reaction from the thinning system or its domesticated, soul-devouring creatures. The mist was unaffected by Meng Po’s tea, retaining its memories.

But how can a mist have memories? Because that mist was a person, of course. It was Du Cha Ming, who had left his previous life behind. 

Upon reaching the final sea, the mist drifted over the pure white ocean. Yama, as if sensing something, stared straight at the mist but couldn’t discern anything out of the ordinary. After spending some time trying to solve this mystery, he grabbed his oar and made his way to his old hut by the shore. A very long, indeterminate amount of time passed, after which the mist floated out to the human path of reincarnation and entered it. 

For Cha Ming, it was time for a new life. A life where he could choose his fate.



1  “One made two, two made three, and three made many” is a classic saying in Daoist scripture. It takes many forms. Sometimes they say the Dao made yin and yang as well.

2  While the Yellow River is a large and literal river in China, this refers to the commonly known Yellow River of the underworld, which leads to the Ten Courts of Hell. It is similar to the River Styx, its Greek equivalent.

3  The six paths of reincarnation are commonly seen in Buddhist literature. The destination of each soul depends on the merit and sins. Naturally, a sinful soul will move down in realms, while a kind soul will move up in realms. It can take many lifetimes to move up to Buddhahood in the highest realm of reincarnation.


Chapter 1: Green Leaf City
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A warm breeze blew past a young man as his exhausted footsteps slowly but surely made their way toward a city in the distance. The man had long brown hair and hazel eyes. He was a tall man, much taller than most people from around the area. His clothes were tattered and covered in dust, the result of his half-year long travel from his home town.

The young man’s name was Du Cha Ming. He was born in a small, unremarkable town. His parents were foreigners in this country, and his mother had died during childbirth. Prompted by his father’s untimely death, the fifteen-year-old Cha Ming had started a journey to find a better future, a future where he could finally choose his own fate. His destination was Green Leaf City.

Green Leaf City was a humble city. While it wasn’t an economic powerhouse by any means, its proximity to the spirit woods meant that it had an important function to perform in the Song Kingdom. Every day, groups of adventurers wandered to and from the spirit woods. These adventurers would bring back corpses of spirit beasts, medicinal herbs, and bundles of spirit wood back to the main city. They would then sell these goods to the merchants and spend their hard-earned coin in town, returning to the woods once their wealth ran dry. 

The city was surrounded by stone walls roughly twenty feet tall. The city itself was about five miles in diameter. It served as both a trading hub for the raw materials gathered from the spirit woods and a base for adventurers, providing them the various necessities they required between their trips. Various shops, inns, and entertainment venues could be seen everywhere. Apothecaries mixed and sold medicinal pastes and powders and sometimes medicinal pills obtained from one of the few alchemists in town. Blacksmiths crafted and maintained the weapons and armor. Some higher-end stores sold magical talismans and amulets that could be used to attack or restrain the beasts in the woods.

This world was a world of cultivators, vicious beasts, and demonic beasts. It was a world where the strong preyed on the weak, and the weak didn’t have much of a say in anything. Not everyone could be a cultivator—only one out of every hundred people. Out of these people, the majority had barely stepped into the cultivation world, boasting physical strength and Daoist spells whose power highly exceeded that of the general population. These powers could lead adventuring parties, defend the city against beast tides, and could apply their supernatural abilities through various professions.

The goal of every family was to have a child become a cultivator. A cultivator in the family could bring the family out of poverty and ensure that the whole family would at least have a decent life. The cities in turn encouraged such behavior. Cultivators were the lifeblood of a city’s economy and defense, and the power base of each city lord. As such, various schools had been established throughout the continent to foster any and all cultivators. 

Becoming a powerful cultivator was also one of Du Cha Ming’s goals. He had realized early on in life that unlike Earth, where everyone could get ahead just by getting an education, this world had a need for genuine strength. Wits, while they could get you somewhere, would not get you very far without any kind of supporting strength. In this land, strength meant choice, and choice was something Cha Ming wouldn’t do without.

Cha Ming reached the city in time to witness the beautiful red setting sun. As was custom in such small cities, the gates were closing at sunset, and the guards were between shifts. Cha Ming approached the large wooden gates, and as expected, he was stopped by a rough, assertive voice.

“Halt!” cried a middle-aged guard. Chain armor clanked noisily as the guard slowly walked up to him. He didn’t draw his weapon, as Cha Ming must have seemed quite helpless. This guard wasn’t one to bully the weak.

“Kid, are you looking to enter the city? It’s five copper coins to get in, but since you’re young and you look hungry, we’ll give you a discount—three copper coins to get in.” The guard was the leader of the crew going off-shift. He had a little girl around Cha Ming’s age, and he had a bit of leeway with entry permits. 

Cha Ming fished through his belt pouch and took out his last two copper coins. It was the last of the money his parents had left him, and he didn’t know how he would be able to gain a third coin. Noticing the reluctant look in the youngster’s eyes, the guard frowned. Cha Ming’s eyes darted down as he heard the dull sound of a coin hitting the stony city road.

“You dropped a coin,” the guard muttered softly. “I have a few young kids your age. Kids always do careless things like dropping coins when paying.”

Seeing the gentle look in the guard’s eyes, Cha Ming quickly took the hint and picked up the coin, presenting the three coins to the guard, who dutifully put them into the collection pouch. The other guards pretended not to notice the sleight of hand. Clasping his hands, Cha Ming gave a grateful bow and scampered off into the city.

Cha Ming had never been to a city in this life. He had just turned fifteen when he left his hometown, and it had taken him nearly a full year to get to Green Leaf City. Although he had seen many major cities on Earth, he had never seen such grand construction. The majority of the buildings in the outer part of the city seemed hewed out of whole pieces of gray stone. Here and there he could make out flickering torches that lit the way to different residential areas.

He didn’t have anywhere to go, so he walked around aimlessly as his stomach let out one loud growl after another. Food was a problem for tomorrow, when there was light. There would be no food or a place to stay for the night. His face was dirty and his clothes even more so. His breath was beginning to mist as the night chill settled in. 

He was used to the chill; he had lived outdoors for most of the past year, and this wasn’t his first night going hungry. Low key, he thought as he continued down a deserted and poorly lit street. He was looking for a small alley of some sort, or something that could provide him shelter from the wind for the night. Preoccupied with his search, he barely noticed the sounds of guards walking toward him.

“You there, halt!” 

Cha Ming turned, his dirty hair blowing in the wind, and saw a pair of guards. He frowned. The guards had an unfriendly look in their eyes.

“Don’t you know it’s past curfew, street urchin? You looking for a beating?” growled the second guard, who proceeded to crack his knuckles. He was clearly not in a good mood.

“Sirs,” Cha Ming said, “I’m not looking to cause any trouble. I’m new to the city, and I’ll get off the streets right away.” 

If there really was a curfew, why would the guards have let him into the city in the first place? Still, he was in no position to put up a fight. Even worse, if he displeased them, he might just get thrown right out of the city and have to save up another three to five coppers.

Without any warning, an armored boot flew out and landed in the pit of his stomach, throwing Cha Ming back a few steps. He knelt on the ground, clutching his stomach, and looked at the guard in shock. 

That kind of reaction was the sort of thing the psychopath was looking for. Somehow he knew that. The guard was clearly angry and trying to blow off steam.

“Trying to pick a guard’s pocket is a serious crime,” the guard bellowed. “It’s our duty to educate you on behalf of your parents. Now be obedient and take your beating!” 

He hit Cha Ming across the face with a powerful backhand. As Cha Ming resigned himself to his fate, a soft voice sounded out.

“Ma Fu, isn’t it below your station to be beating innocent children? If I didn’t know any better, your wife must have put you out to the doghouse. She’s such a nice lady. Why do you need to keep stepping out of line?” 

Cha Ming turned and let out a sigh of relief when he saw the voice was that of the helpful guard captain who had let him inside the city. 

It must be my lucky day.

“What do you know, Hong Jin? Chen and I caught this little pickpocket trying to steal our belt pouches. Since he’s young, we’re not arresting him, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t discipline him!” 

Both Chen and Ma Fu had their arms crossed as Hong Jin walked over and helped Cha Ming up. A trickle of blood was running down the corner of his mouth, the split on his lip caused by Ma Fu’s backhand.

“This young man is my guest. To think you had the brass balls to assault the guest of a guard captain. I should file a report to the commander and let him know that our junior guards are lacking in etiquette. It’s nothing severe discipline can’t handle, but it’s best to handle these small problems before they get out of hand.” 

Hong Jin walked up to the two guards as he lit a cigarette. After inhaling deeply and burning out half his cigarette, he blew out a smoky cloud that lingered around their faces. Ma Fu and Chen hesitated. They were looking for easy pickings and to let off some steam. Getting tangled up with a guard captain, especially if they pushed things too far, likely meant a pay cut.

Ma Fu snorted loudly as he whipped around his crimson guard cloak. “Consider yourself lucky, kid.” He and Chen stormed off, likely looking to cause more trouble in another neighborhood. Once they rounded the street corner, Hong Jin signaled for Cha Ming to follow him. They walked down the dimly lit streets toward a nearby residential area.

“What’s your name, kid?” asked the guard captain while walking, tossing him a rag to wipe off his face.

“My surname is Du. My given name is Cha Ming,” he replied politely. The middle-aged man thought for a while and sighed. He grabbed the dirty rag and threw it up in the air. It burned up in a puff of smoke and not even ashes remained. The guard captain was clearly a cultivator, one who cultivated fire techniques.

“My name is Hong Jin. Come to my place for supper, and we’ll let you stay the night. It doesn’t look like you can afford to stay anywhere else.” 

Cha Ming stopped and hesitated. He already owed this guard for the coin, and he didn’t want to owe him for yet another thing. Seeing the hesitation in his eyes, the guard sighed and continued walking. After a few steps, he paused.

“We all have choices in life. Some choose to bully the weak, but others just want to help out. Who knows how things were in a past life or how they will be in the future? Who’s to say that I won’t be in exactly the same position as you a thousand years from now?” 

Cha Ming, unlike most people, remembered his past life. The hesitation in his eyes faded away, and he gave the guard a soft smile.

“Sir, you are very right,” said Cha Ming. The kindness you show will surely return to you ten times in the future. Still smiling, he followed Hong Jin to his house. Even if karma did not pay Hong Jin back ten times, Cha Ming surely would.

It took about twenty minutes for the pair to reach the house. It was a narrow townhouse dwelling, which was quite common in the district. The district wasn’t poor; quite the contrary, it seemed that one had to reach well into the middle class to be allowed to live there. The streets were swept clean, and the road was made from a white stone, unlike the gray stone that made up the main city streets. Most houses had a few brightly lit rooms, and the flickering made it evident that these room were all lit by spirit light.

“Daddy, Daddy!” yelled a sweet voice followed by the soft sound of running footsteps. They were still about twenty feet away from the house, but they had already been spotted. A clanking sound rang out as a teenage girl ran out and tackled her father.

“Attack hug!” the girl yelled as she landed, almost knocking her father over. Hong Jin laughed softly and put down his daughter, lightly ruffling her hair in the process. She finally noticed the dirty street urchin beside her father and looked at him curiously. 

“Daddy, who is this?” Then she blushed, perhaps realizing that Cha Ming had seen her rather enthusiastic greeting. It clearly wasn’t a side she showed to strangers. Women her age were expected to be gentle and reserved. 

Hong Jin smiled as he ushered his daughter and Cha Ming inside. As they walked inside, the sounds and smells of cooking emanated from the kitchen. Two older boys came downstairs to greet their father. His wife came out of the kitchen smiling. This scene reminded Cha Ming of the family he never had in this lifetime.

The mother in the family, seeing Cha Ming standing awkwardly to the side, gave him a warm smile. He glanced at Hong Jin, who looked at his wife and kids and introduced him.

“This is Cha Ming, and he’s new to the city. I thought he could use a warm meal and a place to stay the night. Cha Ming, this is my wife Xu Lin, and these are my three children, Hong Xin, Hong Xun, and Hong Ling.” He beamed proudly as he introduced his family members. Du Cha Ming quickly clasped his hands and bowed.

“Du Cha Ming greets Madam Xu.” He then clasped his hands once more and greeted the children. Remembering that he was probably filthier than most of the dogs on the city streets, he awkwardly held his hands to his front and seemed to hide behind Hong Jin. The understanding Madam Xu quickly noticed this and motioned to her youngest son.

“Please Cha Ming, call me Aunt Xu, and call my husband Uncle Hong. Xun, how about you take your new friend upstairs to take a bath and get a change of clothes? You’re roughly the same size, so finding something shouldn’t be a problem.” 

Hong Xun nodded eagerly and motioned for Cha Ming to follow, explaining that he had turned seventeen earlier in the year. He quickly brought Cha Ming upstairs to clean up. Xun was a very obedient child, and while he was quite curious about their guest, he didn’t dare delay in his task. There would be plenty of time to talk over supper.

The pair were done a half hour later, with Cha Ming wearing blue robes. His shoulder-length brown hair had not yet dried. In contrast to his previously haggard appearance, he now seemed like a proper, handsome teenager. 

It was now time for the family supper. The first family supper he’d had in a whole year.


Chapter 2: Green Leaf Academy
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Hong Jin’s whole family was sitting at the table when Cha Ming walked in. They let out a loud gasp once they saw the cleaned-up youth in pristine robes. He now looked like a young scholar, one who was in the process of preparing for the government official examination. His hair was tied back with a pin, leaving only his wavy bangs hanging. His hazel eyes were a glaring contrast to the usual dark brown or black eyes in this part of the world. 

 “Wow! Second brother Xun is so skillful, he can make Cha Ming so handsome in just a half hour!” Xin exclaimed. Her almond-shaped eyes were now perfectly round.

“It’s not just Xun’s hard work,” said Madam Xu. “Cha Ming is clearly naturally quite handsome. I’m sure anywhere he goes, all of the young women will be chasing him.” She put her hand to her mouth while chuckling.

Hong Jin cleared his throat. “I’m sure Cha Ming is starving. Let’s eat!” he said, gesturing to the table full of vegetable and tofu dishes. “My apologies on the meager fare. Our family follows Buddhist traditions, and so we usually eat vegetarian food.” He shook his head apologetically.

Cha Ming smiled politely. In his past life, he had also been a vegetarian—he rather liked the idea of not causing harm to others when it was within his ability. It was very difficult to behave this way in this world, where everyone was struggling to survive. Like most things, it was also easily achievable once a family attained a certain level of wealth.

“I sincerely appreciate your family for having me over for dinner, and Madam Xu for cooking the meal. I have lived as a vegetarian in the past, and although it has not always been possible these past years due to poverty, it is surely something I would like to get back into.” 

Cha Ming helped himself to several dishes. While he was starving, he held himself back, as overeating would cause him a stomachache. The Hong family had clearly not planned for his arrival, and it seemed a few extra dishes had been prepared just after his arrival. He didn’t want to deprive the rest of the kids from the unusual feast that had been prepared due to his presence. 

Throughout the meal, Xin and Xun asked him about the many places he had seen on his journey to the city. Ling paid attention while quietly eating his meal. Due to his low level of strength, he would never get to explore the world like his little brother and sister would. Any information from outside the city was quite useful for his future business. He listened attentively, and the conversation continued until the meal was complete. 

Once everyone else was full, Cha Ming shyly ate up the remaining dishes, causing Madam Xu to let out a small laugh. He blushed; he had been this way as far back as he could remember.

“Little Ming, you’ve just arrived, and tomorrow is the last day of the Green Leaf Academy recruitment. Do you intend to participate?” Hong Jin asked curiously. 

Cha Ming had heard of Green Leaf Academy, of course; every city government was quite avid in educating young cultivators, since these cultivators would become the core of the city’s economy, defense, and prestige. 

“I…” Cha Ming said hesitantly. “I am interested in going to take the test, but I am unsure if I have the talent.” Talent was something someone was born with and was passed down in the family; his parents had never practiced cultivation, and as such he was unsure of their talent, if any.

“I understand,” said Hong Jin. “Xin has already undergone the entrance examination and will be starting at the academy in two days. Xun is currently in his second year. Ling, however, is eighteen, but he was evaluated and determined to have no talent for cultivation. He is currently being educated as an appraiser at a prestigious auction house as he is quite intelligent and has financial talent. There are many paths to walk in life, so don’t be discouraged if you don’t have cultivation talent. Less than one in a hundred of the general population have this talent.” 

Despite his encouraging words, it was plain that Hong Jin had a proud smile on his face—with two younger generation cultivators in his family, their family’s future was guaranteed. He was a cultivator himself and knew very well how much preferential treatment they received. He was a guard captain, after all, and even regular city guards had to have a minimum cultivation requirement.

But Hong Jin’s words also surprised Cha Ming. He had known that not everyone could become a cultivator, but he had never known the odds were so stacked against him. Then again, he had been reborn in a very strange way, and thinking back to the image of the clear staff, he found it very difficult to believe that he would not be able to cultivate after his miraculous rebirth.

“I’m… somewhat confident for some strange reason. I will give it a try tomorrow and see if my luck pays off. Then Xin and Xun and I could be schoolmates.” Xin and Xun responded to his words with encouraging looks.

“Daddy, maybe… It can be quite embarrassing if he goes to test his talent in front of so many people. Could we maybe try with the last affinity-testing talisman?” Xin asked, looking at her father with an embarrassed expression. It was not something she should have asked, because affinity-testing talismans were quite valuable.

“This…” Hong Jin stopped to think. While the talisman was valuable and a single-use talisman, it would not get used up if Cha Ming had no talent. If it did trigger, his kids would have another friend in school. Although he still had an affinity talisman out of the set of three he had bought for his children, it could be sold for money. However, he would also be able to save Cha Ming some embarrassment if he was not talented.

“All right, let’s try it out. If it gets used up, be sure to help make sure Xin isn’t bullied when you get into Green Leaf Academy!” said Hong Jin. He then wandered off upstairs and came back with an ornate wooden box. He opened the box using a brass key around his neck and took out the elemental affinity talisman.

“Cha Ming, look closely. This is a lesser-five-elements affinity-testing talisman. The first requirement for using this talisman is that a practitioner helps you circulate the qi inside your body. It doesn’t matter if you’ve never done it before. Once your qi is circulating inside your body, you will keep trying to circulate it as hard as you can while you hold the talisman in both hands.” 

He motioned with his hands to show what came next. “You will then attempt to force the circulating qi into the talisman—it doesn’t take a lot. The reaction of the talisman will depend on the elemental affinity you have. If you have affinity to wood, the talisman will split up into green leaves and fall to the floor. If you have an affinity for fire, the talisman will burst into flames. If you have affinity for earth, the talisman will crumble into sand. If you have affinity for metal, the talisman will turn rigid and shiny, like gold. If you have affinity for water, the talisman will melt into a puddle of water.” Hong Jin said all this calmly. He had guided his three children through the process.

“I will do my best. Many thanks for helping me,” said Cha Ming. The family migrated to the living room. Aunt Xu proceeded to clean up the dishes, and Ling went upstairs to study. Only Xun, Xin, and Uncle Hong1 remained in the living room with Cha Ming.

As Cha Ming sat down in a meditation pose, Hong Jin pressed his hand gently on his back to start the circulation of qi. Slowly but surely Cha Ming became aware of the strange but invigorating feeling of having his qi circulate through his meridians. Once the flow was maximized, Uncle Hong removed his hand, and Cha Ming continued to try and circulate. The flow dropped down to one-tenth of its original flow, but there was still circulation. 

There is hope! he thought.

Uncle Hong placed the talisman in Cha Ming’s hands about a minute later. After building up his courage, Cha Ming stared at the talisman and started forcing the circulating qi toward it. At first, there was no reaction. Then something strange happened. The talisman did not flutter, burn, crumble, shine, or melt. Instead, it started drifting off little by little. In ten seconds, the talisman had completely transformed to a soft white mist that drifted off into the air, never to appear again.

Hong Jin frowned deeply. Surely Cha Ming had cultivation talent, but it was definitely not in one of the five elements. “This… I’ve never heard of this reaction from a lesser-five-elements affinity-testing talisman before. The good news is, I’m one hundred percent sure you have some level of cultivation talent. The bad news is, I’m not sure what element it would be in. This isn’t actually bad news. In fact, it's good news! There are two possibilities.”

He had the children’s full attention. “The first possibility is that you are gifted in more than one element, and this grade of talisman is not at a high enough level to detect it. This is an advantage. For starters, this gives you a choice of elements if you want to cultivate a single element, and certain combinations of elements are superior to only having a single element. In addition, certain professions require the cultivation of multiple elements, such as an alchemist, a spiritual blacksmith, or a spirit doctor.

“The second possibility is that you’re not gifted in one of the five elements but something much rarer. This could be wind, thunder, light, darkness, and in some very rare cases, space. That is definitely an advantage. Either way, Green Leaf Academy will be able to inform you specifically on your talent. Congratulations! I’ll take some time off and take you to Green Leaf Academy to register tomorrow.” 

Uncle Hong got up and patted Cha Ming on the back. Cha Ming was quite touched by the care and attention he was receiving. Everyone continued to talk for a couple of hours, then they went to sleep. Cha Ming shared a bed with Xun. 

They had a long day ahead of them since the lineups for testing at Green Leaf Academy were always quite long. Cha Ming and the other children woke up early in the morning. Xun and Xin wanted to tag along with Cha Ming to the academy as they were very curious as to what kind of results he would achieve. The strange behavior with the talisman indicated that his test would be anything but ordinary. 

The group set out before sunrise and lined up behind what had to be at least ten thousand people. These people had clearly been waiting a good portion of the night, not wanting to miss out on the last day of testing. The line snaked back from the main square, where Green Leaf Academy had set up a temporary testing facility. The tests were to be conducted out in the open, not so much for the sake of transparency but more for advertising and public relations. 

In front of the test square, several chairs were set up for representatives from the different departments at Green Leaf Academy: the city lord’s faction, the city guard, and various high-profile merchant associations. There was only one covered pavilion, and it was clearly there for someone of very high stature. The heads from the different departments in the academy were there to see if any particularly talented individuals popped up to be recruited to their respective groups. 

The various other factions in the city were also there to keep track of any budding talents that should be recruited or roped in before they graduated. After all, these children wouldn’t go to school their entire lives. 

A little goodwill up front would go a long way into strengthening their respective factions.



1  In Chinese culture, calling someone of the older generation with whom you are on friendly terms with, aunt and uncle is appropriate. This is especially so if they are your friend’s parents. Likewise, calling someone your older or younger brother, or older or younger sister, is also appropriate between friends.
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Du Cha Ming, his two new friends, and Uncle Hong stood in line for the entire morning. It was lucky that they had decided to leave so early. They were now roughly 200 meters from the stage. Although they would have liked to temporarily step out of line to take shelter from the hot noon sun, it would be regrettable if they lost their spot in line. The queue behind them still looked just as long as when they’d arrived. It was unlikely that even twenty percent of the youngsters would be tested by the end of the last day of recruitment.

While they progressed toward the stage, Uncle Hong explained the various tests to Cha Ming. He would be evaluated according to three metrics: talent, attribute, and soul. The test of talent came first and was used to screen the various would-be students. If they failed this test, there was no need to take any others. Since the schools were set up by the state, anyone with at least a Grade 1 talent would be accepted into Green Leaf Academy. Talent was divided into five grades, with Grade 1 talents being the least talented and meeting the bare minimum for cultivation, and Grade 5 talents being super-talented geniuses.

Grade 1 and 2 talents would pay a tuition fee, but this fee could be deferred until graduation, like a student loan. Various groups would rope in students by offering to pay their tuition fee upon graduation along with an offer of employment. Grade 3 to 5 talents would obtain free tuition, room, and board, with each additional grade in talent obtaining the students increasingly preferential treatment. Students could apply for graduation after five years or once the student reached foundation establishment, whichever came first. A five-year stay was common.

As their small group approached the testing platform, Cha Ming noticed that a group of youngsters was accumulating on the platform. Every once in a while, someone from the line would walk onto the platform while the rest of the people in line dispersed into the city, clearly unsuccessful. Right before they arrived at the platform, Uncle Hong leaned over and whispered:

“Cha Ming, it’s all up to you now. You’ll first have to cross a boundary onto the test platform prior to being tested. The boundary doesn’t let anyone pass unless they meet certain conditions. First, their bone age must be greater than fifteen years old but less than seventeen years old, which is the maximum recruitment age for the academy. Fifteen is the minimum, since a cultivator’s meridians aren’t normally fully developed before then unless one gets fed many precious herbs as a child. These people wouldn’t normally attend Green Leaf Academy, so this is normally not considered. Certain noble families can apply for early admissions as an exception if they can prove that their child’s meridians are fully developed and it’s clear cultivating early won’t damage their foundation.

“The second condition the boundary evaluates is whether or not the person has at least a Grade 1 talent. Everyone passes the first test before ascending the platform, but the platform evaluates their individual performance and allows the academy to grade students based on their potential. In turn, they will assign the appropriate cultivation resources to each student based on their potential—spirit stones don’t grow on trees after all. Anyway, go up there and do your best! We’ll wait down here until you are done.”

Cha Ming already knew he would pass the first hurdle, and so he proceeded through the boundary without any hesitation. Right behind him, a youth attempted to run through the boundary and use his momentum to force his way through the boundary. This ended unsuccessfully, of course, and the youth walked off with a bloody nose amidst the jeering crowd. 

There were many spectators, as it was a public event. Most of the spectators were divided into two camps. The first camp was there purely to take pleasure in other people’s misfortunes. The second camp was made up of parents who had brought their children to look and either encourage them to become cultivators or to show them that the odds were against them and that they should focus on other avenues in life.

As Cha Ming walked onto the dark wooden stage, he noticed there were another nineteen youths waiting in a group—thirteen boys and six girls. The number of girls who became cultivators was much lower than the number of boys. That wasn’t to say that their talent was inferior but that lower class society typically frowned upon their daughters becoming cultivators, preferring to marry them off so they could have a safe life and raise children. As a result, the girls who stepped forward typically had at least one parent or grandparent as a cultivator, which increased their odds of passing the test. Cultivation talent was hereditary, and so with fewer applicants, one out of every ten girls passed the test instead of one out of every hundred boys.

The group was separated into cliques. The most obvious cliques were those belonging to nobility and to the lower class, and they were equal in number. Nobles had naturally higher chances of producing cultivators, but the lower class was much larger in comparison, making up for their terrible odds with sheer numbers. 

There was one youth who stood apart from the rest of the crowd. He stood alone in his pristine white robes and seemed very uninterested in the test. The expression on his face told Cha Ming that he already knew the results and was only carrying out a dog and pony show. 

This man isn’t simple, he thought. 

As if reading his mind, the boy turned his head toward him. His gaze seemed ice cold and devoid of emotion, while at the same time burning through Cha Ming, causing him to sweat a little. His long black hair and eyes were contrasted by an unusual pair of red pupils. After looking at him for a few seconds, the boy turned his head and continued gazing at the middle-aged man on the platform.

The middle-aged man had shoulder-length black hair, a thin beard, and was wearing Green Leaf Academy’s standard garb. His simple uniform was adorned with a golden token with the characters for “Elder” embossed on it. Everyone quieted down as the Elder1 stepped forward to speak.

“Ahem. Young boys and girls, congratulations on passing the initial screening. You may all call me Elder Wang. I am in charge of today’s recruitment. It takes a long time to process the people stepping up to the stage. As such, we perform these tests in groups of twenty, and in the order which people arrive. I’m sure you’re all familiar with the contents of the test, but in the interest of fairness and for the sake of the crowd, I’ll have the next person in line come forward as I explain the process.” 

As Elder Wang finished speaking, a young boy nervously stepped up, stated his name—Ling Xiao Hou—and gave a short bow. 

“The first test is the test of talent. Please step onto this formation circle.” Elder Wang paused to give the youth enough time to walk to the middle of the formation. “As you can all see, this formation has five circles, with the inner circle representing a Grade 1 talent and the outer circle being a Grade 5 talent.” 

He reached forward and pressed on a stone stele situated beside him. The formation started glowing, and the two center circles lit up. The youngster stepped off the formation once Elder Wang motioned his hand.

“Grade 2, average talent. Approximately ninety percent of admitted students are evaluated as Grade 1 or 2 talents. Nine percent of students are Grade 3 talents, and another 0.9% are Grade 4 talents. The remaining one of every thousand is a Grade 5 talent, and we evaluate about one or two per year.” 

The group of examinees and the crowd let out loud gasps. Such a disparity in talent was terrifying. It made the new recruits realize that they would, in all likelihood, be relegated to the dregs of the cultivation world. They would never amount to much more than foraging in the woods or joining the city guard. After giving the students some time to absorb this information, Elder Wang continued his explanation.

“The next test is the test of affinity. Each prospective student must go into this affinity-testing formation. While not exhaustive, this affinity formation evaluates the different affinities you might be proficient with. Some affinities are rarer than others. The affinities tested for in this formation are the five elements: wood, fire, earth, metal, and water; the minor space-time elements, light and darkness; and the three balance elements: wind, lightning, and fate. One of every ten people will have two affinities, one of every hundred have three, one of every thousand have four, and one of every ten thousand have five. Note that this only applies to the five elements—combinations with the other elements are much rarer and not worth mentioning for now.” As he finished speaking, Elder Wang once again gestured to the youngster. “Ling Xiao Hou, step into this star-shaped formation.” 

The student followed his instructions and stepped into the formation. The five elements were imprinted into the center in the shape of a star within a circle, as per traditional Chinese five-element theory. The five other elements formed five independent stars outside the circle and were each represented by a crystal. The boy stood for half a minute before the upper green point of the star lit up, glowing with an emerald light.

“Ling Xiao Hou, wood element!” intoned Elder Wang. 

The wood element was not very exciting, but it was the mainstay of Green Leaf Academy and Green Leaf City. Wood-element practitioners could be employed to grow and collect various herbs, which accounted for half the city’s income. Xiao Hou clearly knew this and was quite pleased with himself. With this result, he could feed his whole family for the foreseeable future without getting into any significant danger.

“Next, the test of soul,” said Elder Wang. “Most people who go through this test will have a test result of one, while perhaps one percent of participants will have a result of five to ten. Those with innate soul talent are by definition born with outstanding souls, so mediocre readings between two and four are almost unseen. Soul talent is especially useful for the various professions, such as talisman craftsmen, formation masters, spiritual blacksmiths, spiritual doctors, and the most prestigious occupation: alchemists. 

“These professions also require specific elemental combinations, and so potential talents in these occupations are rather rare. Talisman craftsmen and formation specialists have no specific elemental requirements. Healers require dual affinities in water and wood, and while soul force is not a strict requirement, healers with innate soul talent have the potential to become spiritual doctors. Spiritual blacksmiths are physically strong and require fire and metal affinities. Alchemists require wood and fire affinities and innate spiritual talent of seven and higher. Those with results of five and six will at best become apothecaries, who assist the alchemists. 

“This test is difficult to explain, so Xiao Hou will demonstrate it for you. Xiao Hou, please step onto the soul formation.” 

As Elder Wang requested, the youth stepped onto a complex formation shaped like a turtle with a snake as a tail. His face paled.

“This formation will extract all available soul power and circulate it around you as a force field. This soul field is very effective at levitating these silver pearls etched with soul runes. I have a set of ten soul pearls; it is fundamentally impossible for a non-cultivating body to accommodate more than ten soul pearls. This formation would not have let you through if you had condensed qi, so we know the test represents innate soul power.” 

The silver pearl drifted from his hand and floated toward the formation, where it orbited around Xiao Hou. Once the orbit had stabilized, Elder Wang threw another silver pearl at the soul field, which shattered and dropped both pearls on the ground.

“Innate Soul Level 1,” Elder Wang announced dispassionately. This result was far too common, and so it was his least favorite test. It was, however, a requirement, and as such he would perform the test meticulously. A sweep of his hand brought the two pearls back to their pouch. He then motioned for Ling Xiao Hou to stand off to the side.

The following twelve tests were uneventful. The thirteenth test participant, a young boy named Meng Chun, was discovered to be a Grade 4 talent, with dual wood and fire affinities and a Soul Level of seven. He was immediately recruited by a representative of the alchemist guild—this specialty was far too rare and very lucrative. Understandably, they could also make the highest offer. Meng Chun would study in Green Leaf Academy while working part-time as an apprentice alchemist. He would be sent off to the capital for further training once he reached foundation establishment.

Finally, the nineteenth test participant stepped up. He sighed once upon the platform. Cha Ming was very curious about this youth and the results he would achieve in the test. The white-clad youth clasped his hands politely and bowed toward the elder.

“Zhou Li greets Elder Wang,” the young boy said respectfully. 

Elder Wang startled slightly, as he was familiar with the name. The Zhou family was very influential and domineering in Green Leaf City. The elder quickly adjusted his attitude and politely gestured for Zhou Li to step onto the talent formation. Elder Wang’s hand shook slightly as he pressed onto the stone stele.

Suddenly, the talent formation lit up like a brilliant sun. The five bright circles were fully lit, and each circle was more brilliant than the last. The audience was temporarily blinded before the formation faded. The audience let out a soft gasp. 

Grade 5 talent! More importantly, he was a part of the Zhou family. It was only a matter of time before he matured. The full support of the Zhou family would ensure that another earth-shakingly powerful figure stood at the peak of Green Leaf City. The people in the special seats began to pay close attention. Zhou Li’s expression remained unperturbed as he walked toward the next formation. 

Elder Wang was practically trembling at this point, and he became even more polite as he directed Zhou Li to the affinity-testing formation. A half minute after Zhou Li stepped onto the formation, two crystals began to shine brightly. The first was fire, which on its own was quite ordinary. The second, however, was the rarest of all: fate! 

The crowd immediately began murmuring to each other. Fate was a very rare affinity. In fact, the royal family had dominated the capital city through the powers of fire and fate for a few millennia. Fate was very strong on its own; a fate cultivator was also known as an oracle, and such a person could guide a nation through droughts and disasters, quell rebellions before they occurred, and directly add to the fortune of the people leading the kingdom.

The now-silent Elder Wang’s face became serious when Zhou Li calmly stepped onto the soul testing formation. As Zhou Li’s face paled, a turbid cloud started whirling around him. One silver pearls, two, three. The soul pearls orbited around him one after another, after which nine pearls finally revolved around him. Would he achieve a perfect result? The crowd waited silently for the final result. 

Finally, Elder Wang, tossed the last pearl, and it shattered the soul field, and all ten pearls tumbled toward the ground. The youth didn’t seem to be surprised in the very least. Innate Soul Level 9! 

While it was not quite a perfect result, its rarity couldn’t be questioned. Not even one in ten million people could achieve such a result. As the proud Zhou Li left the platform, the heads of various organizations rushed up to him to make him offers. Even the pretentious alchemist association would want to rope in someone like him, and he couldn’t even become an alchemist.

The bickering continued as Elder Wang looked around nervously. He wanted to finish the last test, but he dared not interrupt the attention Zhou Li was gathering. Even the school head was trying to get Zhou Li’s attention, and Elder Wang certainly did not want to get fired. The bickering quelled after another quarter hour had passed, and the sound of someone clearing his throat echoed from the golden pavilion and silenced everyone. Not a single person dared utter a word. Once everyone was quiet, a man’s voice sounded out.

“Zhou Li is hereby issued an invitation from the royal family’s head oracle to become his closed-door disciple. This humble envoy was already aware of this result before coming, and I hereby request all other parties not to haggle with this lowly one.” 

Silence followed. It was difficult to compete with an invitation from the royal family. The only chance the other parties had was is if Zhou Li declined the royal family’s invitation. Even then, how could they pit themselves against the royal family? Trying to recruit him now would surely incur the wrath of Heaven upon their respective organizations. Zhou Li looked toward the pavilion with his usual dispassionate gaze.

“This humble one sensed that I should take part in this test, and destiny has clearly brought me here. Who am I to argue with destiny? Of course, I gladly accept your invitation.” Zhou Li then bowed and made his way to the pavilion.

Following the awkward silence, Elder Wang realized that Cha Ming still hadn’t taken the three tests yet. He gestured hurriedly for him to step up and get it out of the way. Standing on the platform had gotten extremely uncomfortable since the last testing, and he couldn’t wait to step out and take a breather. 



1  The status of Elder is very revered in Chinese culture. It is a very ageist concept, and members of the younger generation are expected to revere and obey their elders without question. In Wuxia or Asian fantasy novels, this title extends to “senior cultivators.” Seniority, in this sense, is independent of age and completely dependent on progress in the cultivation world.
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Du Cha Ming let out a depressed sigh as he noticed the severe lack of attention he was getting on stage. Even a decent result would get overshadowed by Zhou Li’s outstanding result. He shifted his gaze toward the carriage as he felt a burning stare pierce through him once more. 

Interesting, he thought. Despite all the attention he is getting, Zhou Li is still watching me. 

Cha Ming smirked as he made his way to the center of the talent testing formation. Elder Wang impatiently pressed his hand on the stone stele, and three circles lit up.

“Grade 3 talent, above average,” Elder Wang intoned once again. Seeing that no one was paying attention, Cha Ming moved on to the elemental affinity formation. A half minute later, a strange sight appeared.

Five glowing lights lit up around Cha Ming, connected by a white circle and inscribed with a black star. Five crystals. Elder Wang was quite shocked. Not even one in ten thousand people had this configuration, and while it was not unheard of, like Zhou Li’s result, it was quite rare. The result briefly took away a little of Zhou Li’s attention among the academic staff. But their distracted attitude meant that they didn’t notice how unusual his result really was. Affinity to the five elements didn’t usually light up the circle and the star.

While a Grade 3 talent was worth paying attention to, especially with so many choices on how to cultivate, the different organizations were hesitant to make any firm commitments. This was because while he had the greatest ability to choose, there were certain optimal configurations for each department. For example, the alchemy department would want someone to dual cultivate wood and fire, and it was unknown whether he had significant innate soul force. He was also only a Grade 3.

Once Elder Wang got over his shock, he ushered Cha Ming forward to the soul testing formation. As Cha Ming turned pale, a white cloud even thicker than Zhou Li’s sprung out. Perhaps twenty to twenty-five percent of people were now paying attention to his results instead of Zhou Li’s. After all, he did not have an outstanding affinity like fate.

One by one, the soul pearls were added to the formation by Elder Wang. One, two, three, finally up to eight. This result pleased Cha Ming. When everyone thought that was the limit, a ninth pearl was added to the soul field. Cha Ming’s result was now as good as Zhou Li’s! It was a pity that he was only a Grade 3 talent, otherwise his results would have been just as outstanding as Zhou Li’s.

Finally, Elder Wang tossed in the last of the ten soul testing pearls as a formality. Elder Wang and the audience waited for the inevitable shattering sound, but in the end, the sound didn’t come. Elder Wang rubbed his eyes as he realized that all ten soul pearls were still orbiting Du Cha Ming.

“Innate Soul Level: 10!” he exclaimed. This result was inconceivable and exceeded that of Zhou Li’s. The crowd started loudly discussing the result, trying to determine whether Du Cha Ming or Zhou Li was more outstanding. After a full five minutes of discussion, the audience came to the conclusion that, while his result was very rare, it was a pity that his talent was so low. 

What shocked Elder Wang the most was not his soul talent but the combination of his talent grade and an affinity for all five elements. 

First, perhaps only one out of ten thousand people would have an affinity for five elements, not considering talent. This alone, combined with his full innate soul talent, was just as rare as Zhou Li’s result. 

Typically, Full Innate Soul Force manifests itself within Grade 4 or 5 talent. Grade 3 cultivation talents with Grade 10 innate soul talent were basically unheard of. So despite his results being a thousand times rarer than Zhou Li’s, it just came across as disappointing. Normally he would have attracted quite a bit of attention, but compared to the previous result, it was lackluster. No one from the various factions was willing to discuss an offer with him.

Looking to clear up the awkward atmosphere, Elder Wang decided to take initiative. “You have a very rare set of talents, young man. However, all of the various representatives will likely wait until you have made a decision on which elements to cultivate. You should bear in mind what interests you before you make a decision, and once you have made your choice, these representatives will likely want to speak with you. That being said, you have been accepted into Green Leaf Academy as a Grade 3 talent, and your future will surely be very promising!” 

Smiling, Elder Wang gave Cha Ming his bronze identity badge and ushered the group off the stage. They were to meet up at the academy gates tomorrow morning. As Cha Ming walked off the stage, he couldn’t help but notice that same burning gaze latched onto him again. 
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“It’s a pity his cultivation talent is so low,” said a man in gilded armor from within the golden pavilion. He shook his head in disappointment. Zhou Li didn’t care about the amount of attention he had gathered, or how much Cha Ming had taken away from it. After all, he had told his family that this dog and pony show wouldn’t amount to much. Only now did he realize that the reason was not because the people didn’t care about him, but that the one who came after him would take away from the attention his family had hoped to gather.

“Protector Song, I predict that this young man is not so simple,” said the armored man. “He is, after all, the only person who has been able to obscure my eyes of fate.” 

Protector Song gave Zhou Li a surprised look. Those with Zhou Li’s unique talents would be able to predict the fate of almost anyone at their own level of cultivation. Anyone whose destiny was obscured was a very rare individual. Only people like them would be able to make true choices in life. Everyone else was just going with the flow.

“Let’s go to the capital, Protector Song. After all, fate is a funny thing. It plays with people and pulls them around. It makes people love and it makes people cry.” Zhou Li took one last look at Cha Ming before leaving. Elder Song followed behind him, still shivering at the words he’d just heard. After all, he had witnessed firsthand how funny “fate” could be.
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As Cha Ming made his way through the parting crowd, he heard a familiar voice yelling out his name. He smiled as he saw the same three figures waving off in the distance. Hong Jin was very surprised by Cha Ming’s performance and had long since taken out a cigarette to ease his nerves. Hong Xin was pouting in the ten-foot smoke cloud that surrounded them. The smoke cloud was devoid of everyone but his children, who were obviously used to these antics.

“Cha Ming, you’re so talented! You’re much better off than Xun and I!” exclaimed Xin. They were both going to be classmates, so Xin was very happy right now. Xun was also smiling to the side while Uncle Hong grinned from ear to ear.

“Don’t worry about those old farts,” Uncle Hong said, taking another puff of his cigarette. “They were so shocked by Zhou Li’s recruitment that they missed the shining star of the show. They’ll be crying once they figure out that they made a big mistake by not pouncing on you when they had the chance. Who cares what they think right now—effort proves everything. Besides, you’re quite a bit better off than my children. They both have Grade 3 talent and a single affinity for fire, since they take after me. However, they don’t have innate soul force or any elements matching to specific professions. Comparatively, your future is full of choices. Make sure you select a good dual-element affinity practice. With luck, you’ll be able to become a decent alchemist or spirit doctor and be set for life!”

Cha Ming gave Uncle Hong a light smile as he sighed inwardly. This was much too similar to his past life. While he had been talented in many things, people had urged him to go to school to learn engineering because it was in demand everywhere. He was not intelligent or hardworking enough to be a doctor or pharmacist, so he had to give up on those career paths. In the end, he had disappeared from the world, dissatisfied after being dragged along through life by everyone else’s whims.

Uncle Hong didn’t notice Cha Ming’s brooding and brought the children back home. They had a dozen dishes to celebrate his success that night. Uncle Hong could now rest assured that his daughter Xin and his son Xun would not be lonely at school; good friends were always in short supply.
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Cha Ming, Xin, and Xun woke up early the next morning, eagerly making their way to the school gates. Cha Ming had thanked Aunt Xu profusely before leaving. He promised to come visit often and made a mental note to come and help her with chores when he was free. He hadn’t felt the warmth of family in over a year now. Once they arrived at the gates, Xun promptly left to join his second-year class. Xin walked with Cha Ming as they joined the roughly one thousand people that had been recruited over the past week.

The new students had already gathered into cliques, a scene that resembled the recruitment platform earlier. Cha Ming noticed that not every student had a bronze badge like he and Xin. About one in ten people had a bronze badge and nine in ten students had a white badge. According to his understanding of talent distribution, the badges must have represented grades. More talented students tended to gather together, as their future growth prospects were correspondingly greater. There were twelve Grade 4 talents this year, and they were all clustered together in their own little group. 

There were no Grade 5 students, as the only one had been pilfered by the royal family. This was considered an honor to Green Leaf Academy. The academy would surely see its yearly funding increase over the next few decades. Of course, there were other peripheral benefits to being in such a talented individual’s hometown, such as preferential treatment from other entities to curry favor. But there were still a handful of Grade 5 talents, which the academy had accumulated over the past few years. These talents would eventually be referred to higher-level academies once they reached a certain level in their cultivation.

The students waited for the time it takes an incense stick to burn before a group of teachers, elders, and older students walked toward the crowd of youngsters. Elder Wang, who was standing toward the front of the group of elders, bellowed out in a loud voice, “Silence!” 

The student’s voices turned to whispers, and finally the whispers were too loud, and the speaking ceased entirely.

Elder Wang looked at the students from left to right, nodding in satisfaction at their obedient behavior. “First of all, you will now separate into your respective talent groups. Everyone with a white badge, line up to my left in forty rows. People with fire affinity will go to rows one through eight, those with earth affinity the next eight, followed by metal, water, and wood. Those with bronze badges will line up beside them in six rows, one for each element, and the sixth row will be for those with dual-element proficiencies. Those with silver badges will line up in a single row. These badges represent your talent and potential future achievements. Those of you with white badges will have to work twice as hard and encounter many strokes of luck to achieve what the others will achieve. Life is unfair that way.

“The heavens never seal off all exits. You currently have different badges, but each badge starts at the number one. This represents your current level in the academy. There are nine levels in total, and from now on, you will attend classes corresponding to your level. Students will graduate if they meet the minimum requirements in five years’ time. The minimum requirement for graduation is reaching the fifth level of qi condensation, and perhaps half of you will be able to achieve this threshold. 

“Another way to graduate is to break through to foundation establishment. Anyone who breaks through to foundation establishment will immediately become a nominal elder of the academy. While the position has no immediate responsibilities, an elder of the academy is entitled to VIP treatment in the Song Dynasty. The opportunities for employment are boundless once a person reaches foundation establishment.

“Now that these trivial matters are out of the way, I would like each group of students with single element specialties to follow their teachers.” 

A group of forty-five teachers and a hundred assistants broke out from behind Elder Wang and ushered off over ninety-five percent of the students. Cha Ming said goodbye to Hong Xin and made plans to meet for supper later that evening. Only twenty-eight students remained out of the original group.

“There are many of you remaining this year. It has truly been a good harvest!” Elder Wang said with a smile. He continued. “There are a total of twenty-eight new students with dual affinities. One of you has already been recruited by the alchemy department, another by our spiritual blacksmith, and two of you have been recruited by our spirit doctor teacher. Each of you can go ahead and follow your teachers in each field. These professions are often best pursued with a specific cultivation technique, so be sure to follow their recommendations.” These four students departed with their three teachers. 

“There are now twenty-four students remaining. Jin Lingfu, Song Jia, Wang Lin, please follow Elder Xing. Lin Chen, Feng Ming…” 

Elder Wang continued until all students with dual-element specialties were divided up amongst their respective teachers, until only Cha Ming and a young man called Zai Chen remained. The group of eight remaining elders discussed amongst themselves for a few minutes before finally deciding how to allocate the two students.

“Zai Chen,” said Elder Wang, “you will follow me for the time being since your elemental affinities in water, wood, and fire happen to match my own. Cha Ming, your case is a bit special since you have five-element affinities and full innate soul force. We’ll have Elder Ling show you around.” 

A kindly elder man stepped forward. He was quite disheveled and balding with a few white hairs remaining. His wrinkled hands were stained in ink. Despite his unkempt appearance, he seemed to receive a lot of respectful glances from the surrounding elders. Cha Ming bowed to Elder Wang and the other teachers and followed the aged man obediently.
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Elder Ling was a very efficient walker. He walked as though he didn’t see anyone in front of him and he was the only man in the world. Most people would follow roadways and avoid grassy areas out of courtesy to the gardeners. This old man showed no such regard as he cut across lawns, wandered through rows of trees, and cut through long lines. Cha Ming, a little embarrassed, followed after him swiftly. At times, Cha Ming almost had to break into a run. At other times, Elder Ling would suddenly stop to admire a group of flowers. Unpredictable, erratic, and disorganized would describe Elder Ling perfectly.

“Kid, you may call me Elder Ling. Usually kids with your level of talent don’t get their own personal tour guide, but your five-element affinity and high innate soul force have made you an exception. While I have quite a bit of experience, you’re someone who has the ability to choose what you want to do. Regretfully, you aren’t a top-grade talent, so your achievements will be very dependent on how much effort you put in. Luck is also very key. Aim to be lucky.” 

Cha Ming gave Elder Ling a fake smile as he broke into an embarrassed sweat. 

Aim to be lucky? Yep, I’ll give it my all! thought Cha Ming bitterly. 

Elder Ling didn’t seem to notice his fake expression. He simply assumed that this youngster knew how to take good advice.

“Most people have their own predispositions on what is better. I myself am not very talented, but I cultivate three elements. I had an innate soul talent of five, and later I learned to craft talismans. My teacher let me pick what I wanted to do, and I’ve never regretted the decisions I’ve made in life.

“Contrary to those other nagging elders in various factions, I’m going to do the same. More to the point, I believe a great deal in destiny. Your destiny has given you a path with many forks, and you are the most equipped person to choose your own path than I’ve ever seen. People who are too talented often get forced down a specific road. In fact, you would likely have been forced down a specific road if that genius Zhou Li hadn’t popped up. While you might think that you’ve been overshadowed, I personally believe this is your good fortune.” 

Cha Ming pondered Ling’s words a bit as he considered this. Most people would indeed see it as a stroke of bad luck, but unlimited choice was not a bad thing. He had always been lacking in this respect.

As they finished speaking, they arrived at the school library. The library was the third-largest building on campus, and it was built out of red cubic stones that looked like brick. These stones were three feet by three feet and just as deep. They were held together with a pristine white binding agent, forming a flush surface with the wall itself. The walls seemed as though they had been recently washed. He could see students on scaffolding with large brushes washing the sides of the buildings. These students were performing these menial tasks to earn extra income and contribute to the school. 

The largest building on campus was naturally the cultivation pavilion, where the students spent the majority of their time training during the day. The second-largest building was the student dormitory, and the fourth largest was the treasure pavilion. 

Various other buildings and specialized training grounds were scattered around campus, which was located at the very north of the city and was one of the few parts of the city that overlapped with the forest. From a bird’s-eye view, the campus looked like a circle within a circle, the larger circle being Green Leaf City itself. It occupied five percent of the total surface area in the city, slightly larger in size than the city lord’s manor. 

This sizing arrangement was according to status, and the city lord’s manor would never dare encroach on this status, at least not officially. While the city lord was the highest official authority in the city, Green Leaf Academy represented the Empire. It wouldn’t be an understatement to say that the school head could cause a change in government over the span of a year or so. This authority was usually never exercised, but the threat of such a maneuver gave the academy a lot of influence in city politics.

As they approached the dazzling red library, they bypassed a long queue of groups and entered the side door. They were allowed in once Elder Ling was recognized. The teachers guarding the entrance let them through with a mixture of reverence and fear. Cha Ming shot him a surprised look while the elder simply smiled.

“There are privileges to being old. One of them is not having to wait in line. While I don’t have the highest authority, I will be able to get you access to the best cultivation techniques in this academy.” They walked for a short while and climbed two sets of stairs to the fourth floor of the library.

This floor contained many large study rooms and twenty mahogany bookshelves. A quarter of the bookshelves were filled with various technique scrolls, while the other three-quarters seemed to be filled with crafting recipes, encyclopedias, and other such things relating to professions. The last shelf was only a quarter filled and contained a few dozen scrolls.

“These are the best cultivation techniques in our school’s possession,” explained Elder Ling. “For each basic element, we generally have two or three training scrolls. Rarer affinities only have one. For example, we only have one wind-related cultivation technique. Technique scrolls at the mortal level are typically classified as mortal, bronze, silver, and gold class. We aren’t a top-ranking school, so our best cultivation techniques are silver class. For certain uncommon disciplines, we only have bronze-class cultivation techniques. For example, we only have bronze techniques for wind, fate, and space. The other single elements all have silver-grade cultivation techniques.

“If you want to choose a single element, you can choose the Frozen Heart Sutra, the Burning Heart Mantra, the Growing Strong method, the Blade Melody, or the Desolate Earth method. These are all silver ranked, and in my humble opinion they are the best of the bunch. The advantage of a single-element cultivation technique is that you only need to comprehend the usage of one element. 

“In addition, there is no need to split your qi pool between elements, as I will explain later. This makes it much easier to cultivate higher-ranked battle or auxiliary techniques, as you will have a much higher capacity for each element. Treasures specialized for each element will be easy to come by, medicinal pills will not need to be tailored for you, and many natural treasures will respond very well to your specialized constitution. The downside is that you lose any flexibility in techniques, and you lose out on a principle called augmentation or fueling.”

Elder Ling eyed Cha Ming. “This brings me to my next point, dual affinities!”


Chapter 5: The White Brush
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Elder Ling scratched his scraggly white five-o’clock shadow before continuing. 

“Typically, dual affinities are viewed as the best type of cultivation. This type of cultivation requires twice the insight compared to single-element cultivators. People with higher innate soul talent will be able to comprehend these insights quickly, overcoming the hurdle. In addition, you must evenly split your qi between two elements. In a sense, you are forced to learn techniques from two elements. Failing to master the different techniques will leave you with only half the stamina of a normal cultivator. 

“Since there are drawbacks, there are surely benefits. The first benefit is that you can use battle and support techniques from two elements. The second benefit is that you can choose a supporting profession if you possess strong enough soul force. For example, dual wood and fire attribute cultivators with strong soul force can become alchemists, and metal and fire attribute cultivators can become spiritual blacksmiths. The third and final benefit is that with the right combination of elements, you can fuel the techniques of one of your elements with another.”

“How does fueling work?” he asked. Elder Ling, sensing his interest, was quite pleased to continue.

“Fueling is a phenomenon that takes place through the augmentation in the five elements,” said Elder Ling. “Wood fuels fire, fire creates earth through volcanoes and the like, metal is found in the earth, metal carries water, and finally, water feeds wood to complete the cycle. Conversely, some elements have a destructive relationship. Water extinguishes fire, fire melts metal, metal cuts wood, wood grows in the earth, and soil soaks up water. 

“If one were to cultivate metal and water, for example, one could use the metal qi that is cultivated to fuel a water technique. As a result, that person's ability to execute water techniques will approach that of a pure-element water cultivator, despite only cultivating half of his qi as water qi. That person would also gain the ability to use metal-based techniques.

“That said, few people choose to cultivate elements in the destructive cycle. Destructive relationships, such as metal and wood, only harm each other. Not only can one not reinforce wood with metal, using metal qi on wood techniques would weaken the technique. Therefore, people rarely choose such combinations. Spiritual blacksmiths are an exception to the rule—you can’t forge metal without fire, and so this sacrifice is necessary to become a spiritual blacksmith. 

“On the plus side, body-refinement techniques usually require destructive interactions. For example, a person can strengthen their body with metal and subsequently refine their body with fire, gaining great defense and physical strength. These body refiners will have lower battle prowess when utilizing their qi in battle, but some of this loss will be made up with physical strength.

“Given these characteristics, the academy has a couple of silver-level cultivation techniques in each of the five augmentation relationships, as well as fire and metal destructive cultivation techniques. The best of these techniques in the academy are Burning Forest Script, the Lord of Magma method, the Total Defense Sword Cultivation Art, the Frost Sword Sutra, the Healing Heart Sutra, and finally the Forged by Iron and Fire body-cultivation method. 

“Similar rules apply to triple affinities. Five of the three-elemental affinities have an augmentation relationship and five of them have a destructive relationship. Likewise, we also have one silver-level cultivation technique for each augmentation type. I myself cultivate the ‘Living Inferno’ cultivation technique, due to my three affinities in water, wood, and fire. Likewise, I split my qi into three parts. My water qi can reinforce my wood techniques, and my wood qi can fuel my fire techniques. Coincidentally, I am also able to dabble in alchemy and healing due to cultivating these three elements.”

Cha Ming pondered this for a few minutes before he looked back at Elder Ling and asked, “Can you feed water to wood, and use wood to fuel fire? Conversely, can you fuel fire with wood and use the stronger fire to refine metal? If you use metal refined by fire, can you better destroy wood due to the higher quality of the metal qi remaining? Does refined metal carry water better, or is cut wood a higher-quality fuel for fire?” If there was one thing Cha Ming was good at, it was asking questions.

“Those… are difficult questions to answer.” Elder Ling hesitated a little before continuing. “With any of the cultivation techniques in this academy, you will not be able to do any of these things. You would first need to find a better cultivation technique and replace the one you pick here. Unless you disperse your cultivation in the future, you would need to continue cultivating in the same elements, and your ability to make the switch will depend on luck.

“The Living Inferno technique that I practice is not from the academy, but rather my original sect. I would share it if I could, but I can’t share the technique outside the sect due to a Dao oath.” He looked at Cha Ming apologetically. He really liked the kid, and he would have passed on the cultivation technique if he could.

“Elder Ling, I understand,” said Cha Ming, “Let’s ignore the issue of a cultivation technique for now. What I really want to know is if it’s possible—and under what conditions it would be possible—for each of these situations. I play to win, and I wouldn’t let a small setback like my initial cultivation technique hold me back from my full potential.” 

Elder Ling was very impressed with his confidence and enthusiasm, so he continued his explanation. “Right, right. One should never let themselves be held back by their initial circumstances. That’s what being a cultivator is all about, after all. Forever improve, and if the heavens try to stop you, fight the heavens! 

“The answer to your question is simple: Yes. It is theoretically possible to fuel two elements consecutively in the creation circle. The person in question needs a very stable cultivation, and the requirements on the technique are rather high. The qi must also be very pure, and this detail is also dependent on the cultivation technique. Finally, you need to remember that you would potentially be feeding three times as much energy into the final element as you normally would be. In addition, the original water qi fueling the wood, unless completely consumed by the wood-element qi, would counteract the fire. Very strict control and finesse are required when fueling a technique in this fashion.

“To answer your question on refinement, wood-fueled fire will refine the best metal, assuming the wood is completely consumed prior to the flame reaching the fire. Otherwise the metal being refined will fight against the wood qi. Assuming you are successful, the final refined metal would be lower in quantity but much higher in purity. Any refined element will provide much higher-quality fuel for the corresponding technique, but the loss in the refinement is usually much greater than the gain. Conversely, the refined element will be the best refining agent, but the lower quantity of refining agent—say, water-quenched flame, for example—will only be able to refine a much smaller amount of its opposing qi.”

A bright look had appeared in Cha Ming’s eyes after hearing Elder Ling’s explanation. He clasped his hands and bowed. “Thank you for explaining, Elder. This has helped me a great deal. Are there any four- or five-element techniques available?”

Elder Ling pondered a moment and dug out an old bronze scroll. He dusted off the scroll as he shook his head and placed it back on the shelf. 

“What is this cultivation technique?” asked Du Cha Ming curiously.

“This technique is the Lesser Five Elements cultivation technique. To cultivate this technique, you need to split your qi into five. Unfortunately, even by using a fueling effect, you would only have access to the mid-level skills of each element. You could also do things like use two or three attribute skills, though these skills are quite rare. Regrettably your small qi pool in each element would also make it so you can’t practice consummate skills in any specific element. All of the professions are available, but splitting your attention between all of them dooms you to never accomplishing anything great in any of them. 

“While five-element affinity is rare, there was once a great emperor, Emperor Qin, who practiced all five elements. He created his own cultivation method, and eventually the Lesser Five Elements cultivation technique became available in all kingdoms. Unfortunately, it is only a bronze-grade technique, and people rarely practice it. Guidance is almost impossible, and so people must advance without the aid of a competent teacher. I do not advise that you practice this method.” Elder Ling once again shook his head in sorrow. “This technique was clearly incomplete, otherwise Emperor Qin would never have risen to prominence like he did.” 

While the Lesser Five Elements cultivation technique was perfectly suited for Cha Ming, the path he would need to travel would be harder than any other. Sacrificing perfection for variety was a great taboo for most professions; this was also considered an unwise choice in the cultivation world.

Cha Ming sat down cross-legged and pondered for an hour. Many groups of grades three and four students came and went. One by one, they obtained a copy of their respective cultivation techniques and quietly left. A memory of his past life surfaced as he saw these many students following their suggested path, with only the illusion of choice. This memory strengthened his determination, after which he stood and pointed his finger.

“This one. I choose the Lesser Five Elements cultivation technique,” said Du Cha Ming calmly. 

A few of the surrounding teachers and elders escorting students gave Cha Ming and Elder Ling a strange glance. They would never under any circumstance recommend such a choice. However, they were quite afraid of Elder Ling, and they continued their quest in escorting their various students.

“Are you sure you want this one? It is very difficult to turn back once you’ve started a cultivation method,” Elder Ling warned sternly.

“I’m sure,” replied Cha Ming. For the very first time in his two past lives, he felt like he’d made a significant choice, one that would affect his entire destiny. 

Elder Ling took the scroll to a contraption with two platforms. The scroll was placed on the platform, and another identical but newer scroll appeared. Elder Ling then put away the old scroll and handed the new scroll to Cha Ming. 

“Cha Ming, this is an illusory scroll, which will persist for five days, after which it will fade away. It has been recorded under your identity, and if it is leaked, we will immediately know. If you fail to memorize this technique before it fades away, you will have another chance to take a scroll. However, your choices will be more limited due to your low perception. You would not get access to this fourth floor ever again. I’ll once again give you one last chance to change your mind.” 

Elder Ling didn’t want Cha Ming to live with regret, but he also did not want to take away his freedom of choice. Cha Ming declined, as expected.

As a new Grade 3 student, he was allowed to choose a single treasure, and so they made their way to the treasure pavilion. 
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From the outside, the treasure pavilion looked a little like a very large green silk tent with golden posts and a conical roof. A very burly monkey holding a spear was standing guard at an entrance flap to the pavilion. It sat down meekly as it saw Elder Ling bringing Cha Ming inside.

Elder Ling chuckled. “I raised this monkey since it was a little child. It always treats me like its parent.” 

Elder Ling really did dabble in everything under the sun. Talismans, alchemy, healing, and raising beasts. Elder Ling telling Cha Ming not to divide his attention was like the pot calling the kettle black.

Just past the entrance flap was a large greeting hall. The inside of the building no longer looked like a green tent. A figure that looked a lot like a Saudi Arabian vizier walked up to them, a large smile plastered on his face. His beard was heavily oiled and merged with his mustache into a single large curl.

“Gentlemen, it’s my pleasure to welcome you to this humble establishment! And you, Elder Ling, it has simply been ages since our last meeting. I assume this youngster is here to pick his introductory treasure? I highly recommend this wonderful sword. It is definitely first in its class, and he will not be disappointed.” He held out the sword while Elder Ling waved his hand, shooing him away with a gust of hot wind. The man continued smiling despite Elder Ling’s assault.

“This is the treasure pavilion keeper,” Elder Ling said in a low voice. “He’s technically not a part of Green Leaf Academy but a part of the world-renowned treasure pavilion. All the people inside are his employees, and all of the profits are handled by their corporate office. This gentleman is the highest authority here. For the most part, they will try to con you. Every Grade 3 or higher student can choose treasures here, but we give them a fixed payment for each student. He’s simply trying to maximize his profits!” 

Elder Ling gave a quick humph and kept walking with Cha Ming in tow. The pavilion keeper kept smiling and greeted the next batch of guests. It was quite lively inside due to the large influx of students. 

The treasure pavilion was gigantic and could likely accommodate a dragon’s treasury. Treasures were crammed onto shelves here and there with no semblance of order. Cha Ming was instructed to wander through and see if there was anything he liked. In the future, he would be able to accept assignments to earn contribution points and trade them in for items. Alternatively, he could just pay for them with any money he made. Elder Ling seemed unimpressed.

Cha Ming wandered about for a whole two hours. He picked up items, swung swords, inspected seemingly ordinary goblets, mirrors, and talismans. He tried on a pair of boots, swung a staff, and tried to lift a huge greatsword. After the excitement wore off, he walked through the remainder of the pavilion at a brisk pace. 

About three-quarters of the way through the pavilion, a small item caught his eye. It looked like a paintbrush. Curious, he picked it up and began inspecting it in detail. It seemed quite familiar to him. The paintbrush was the purest white in color, with thin, barely visible lines forming patterns. 

Suddenly, it struck him. The little brush looked just like the staff that he’d seen prior to disappearing in his previous life! Where the black patterns had appeared previously, thin golden lines now passed through. Where the five colored runes once were, thin engravings were present. The brush was very light and only twelve inches long. The bristles were held together by a golden ferrule, which had previously been pierced into the ground. The bristles were thicker near the base and quite thin near the tip. The brush would be capable of both very broad strokes as well as thin, precise strokes.

The more he thought about it, the more it seemed like fate that he’d seen the brush that day. If there was anything else he needed, he could always come back for it later. But if he didn’t choose it, where would he find it if someone else took it? As he continued examining the brush, the thin engravings seemed to transform into a string of words. The words were very small, barely large enough for Cha Ming to make them out.

 

Three made many, and choices are infinite;

Do not let worry color the landscape.

Why not paint the heavens

With this Clear Sky Brush?

 

Why not paint the heavens, he thought. What a bold statement. But indeed, there were too many things to worry about in life. Cultivation techniques, occupation, money, marriage, fortune, and disaster. Everyone had too much to handle. The worries created are endless. But the brush was saying, “Why worry? There are so many details ordained by the heavens.” 

Painting the heavens? The brush was telling him to overthrow his fate and forge his own destiny. This enlightenment strengthened Cha Ming’s resolve in choosing his own path. 

Since he had made his decision, he slowly walked back to the desk, enjoying the scenery. Elder Ling had been with him all day and noticed the change in temperament. 

Cha Ming smiled as he placed the paintbrush on the desk. “I would like to take this paintbrush.” 

Elder Ling shot him a strange look, but the pavilion keeper was quite happy. Elder Ling clearly recognized the brush and had already judged that it was quite an ordinary but very specialized treasure. The pavilion keeper also didn’t see it as a very expensive item. It had been around for ages. Both Cha Ming and the treasure pavilion were very happy with the exchange.

Once they exited the pavilion, Elder Ling instructed Cha Ming to register at the student residence, where he would be assigned a room and given his monthly allowance of ten spirit stones. 

“You have a lot of possibilities to choose from, but a lot of opportunity to go astray. I also know that you’re not a very rich student. Since you’ve decided on five-element cultivation, you would be allowed to learn as an apprentice alchemist, but they wouldn’t put a lot of effort into teaching you. Those old coots are very stubborn and proud. However… well, I find that your talents suit talisman crafting quite well. You also picked that old talisman brush that’s been there for some hundred or so years, and I’m a little intrigued. 

“No need to answer now. You’ll need to reach at least the third level of qi condensation before being able to start practicing any professions. Just come find me at my home if you ever decide you want to learn from me, and don’t be a stranger!” 

With that, Elder Ling placed his hands behind his back and walked away, whistling happily.


Chapter 6: Qi Condensation
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It was just before supper by the time Du Cha Ming made it to the residence hall. The campus was quite large, and he had a long wait at the front desk before obtaining his room key. Every room required a jade slip to enter, and his room was the five hundred and twelfth. Third grade or lower talents needed to share rooms while fourth grade or higher talents were allowed their own courtyards, so Cha Ming was not talented enough to enjoy this luxury. Despite this disadvantage, he considered himself quite fortunate to have free room and board. If not for the academy, he truly didn’t know how he would have been able to feed himself.

He didn’t immediately go to his new room but instead made his way to the dining hall, where had had promised to meet Hong Xin. Supper was served over a long period of time, so only fifty or so students loitered around while talking and eating. Cha Ming immediately spotted a shy girl poking at the cold food on her plate. An impish grin appeared on his face as he avoided her line of sight and put his hands on her shoulders.

“Boo!” 

Instant regret appeared on Cha Ming’s face as Hong Xin let out a bloodcurdling scream, attracting the attention of dozens of nearby students. These students shot them awkward glances, which caused Hong Xin’s face to turn beet red.

“Cha Ming, I waited so long, and you only show up now! I’m going to tell Second Brother that you’ve been bullying me, and he’ll come beat you up!” A cute, pouting expression was painted all over her crimson face.

“Ha-ha, Xin Er1, I’m sure you missed me and my devilish good looks! Here, you can have this dumpling if you don’t tell Brother Xun about this.” 

In truth, he was less scared of Brother Xun and much more scared of Uncle Hong. Uncle Hong had a very impressive aura and was extremely protective of his only daughter. Xin Er cast him a suspicious glance but chose to eat the last remaining dumpling regardless, appeasing her fleeting rage. 

Cha Ming sighed in relief as he excused himself to get another helping. He returned in a few minutes with a plate full of food and two glasses of pomelo juice, one of which he placed in front of Hong Xin.

“Xin Er, I’ll be locking myself up to learn my new cultivation technique starting tonight. I’ve been told by Elder Ling that the cultivation technique I’ve chosen is very difficult, and I only have five days to learn it before my illusory scroll disappears.” 

He had originally intended to spend a few days with Xin Er so they could familiarize themselves with campus, but his time was currently too precious.

“I understand. I should do the same as well. You’re so lucky. I’ve only been given three days to practice my Gentle Flame dance technique. If I can’t practice it successfully I’ll be forced to give up and learn a new technique.” She thought for a bit as if connecting the dots. “Wow, you get a whole five days with yours? Which dual-element technique did you decide to practice?” Her previously disappointed expression had been replaced with pure excitement.

“This… I didn’t pick a dual-element technique,” said Cha Ming, embarrassed.

“Wow, so you got a whole five days with a single-element technique? So lucky!” Not a hint of jealousy was reflected in her beautiful eyes.

“Actually… I’m cultivating a five-element technique. The Lesser Five Elements cultivation technique.” 

Xin Er’s face filled with pure shock, and a few nearby forks were dropped as some older students were overcome with surprise. They had clearly heard about the technique and its origins, as well as the difficulty of the technique. The surprise only lasted for a few seconds, as they quickly recovered and continued eating.

“I didn’t know that was even a possibility. Elder Brother is so impressive!” 

Her expression was now one of pure admiration. The girl really didn’t know how to hold back her emotions. 

They finished eating at a relaxed pace, after which both Cha Ming and Xin Er spent an hour chatting and headed to the cultivation pavilion.
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The cultivation pavilion was a veritable palace. Its pure alabaster walls were adorned with carvings of immortals fighting ferocious demons. The palace stood in stark contrast to the gaudy treasure pavilion, with not a single golden adornment on its walls. The two characters for “cultivation” were engraved into the front arch, and the characters seemed to imbue each person who walked through the empty arch with a sense of calmness and tranquility.

There were no guards at the front of the arch, and everyone could enter and exit the pavilion as they pleased. Violence was strictly forbidden; this was enforced by a guardian elder who meditated on each floor. Lucky students could sometimes catch them when they weren’t cultivating and receive guidance.

The rooms were lent out to the students on a first-come, first-served basis. The cultivation pavilion had nine floors, one for each of the nine levels in qi condensation. A student could enter any floor for which they met the cultivation level requirement and claim a room. The rooms would stay allocated to them until they left the pavilion.

Cha Ming and Xin Er chose a pair of rooms in a remote corner of the first floor. They both took their bronze identity medallions and placed them on pedestals outside the room. The pedestals were protected by a shield that would not allow anyone but the occupant to retrieve the medallion inside. These medallions would glow brightly outside the door to indicate that the rooms were occupied.

The cultivation room was very plain. It contained a bed, a meditation cushion, a water pitcher, a toilet, and a bowl filled with dried fruits and nuts. Cha Ming was thirsty, so he poured himself a glass of water only to see the clear pitcher refill itself before his eyes. The bowl of dried fruits and nuts would likely also refill itself. According to the supervising elder at the entrance, these items were used to facilitate closed-door seclusion for first-year disciples who still needed to eat and drink very often. This mortal need would slowly disappear over time as their cultivation increased.

Finally, Cha Ming took out the bronze scroll and started to read it. The scroll was bronze on the outside but white on the inside. The writing was in black, green, red, yellow, silver, and blue ink. It was very different than what he had originally imagined. He thought back to what he had learned so far.

Qi condensation was the first step in cultivation. In the qi condensation stage, a cultivator absorbed qi from Heaven and Earth. Once enough of this qi was accumulated, the cultivator would be able to condense a single drop of qi, after which he would reach the first level of qi condensation. The cultivator would continue to accumulate qi as he advanced his level as a qi condensation cultivator. Once he accumulated enough qi, he would be able to establish his foundation and become a true expert.

Most cultivators in Green Leaf City were qi condensation cultivators, while elder-level figures were foundation-establishment cultivators. Any major powers in the city had at least one foundation-establishment expert. Of course, this was only the exposed strength of each major power. Each major power would want to keep some hidden cards to deter other forces from eyeing their possessions.

This was all a matter for the future, and Cha Ming was more concerned about reaching the first level of qi condensation in five days. He sat on his bed and started the first step, sensing the qi of Heaven and Earth. He had already experienced this feeling before, when Uncle Hong had circulated his innate qi, so it did not take long for him to sense it. Sensing it, however, was different from having it seep into your body. That was the next step.

Cha Ming tried continuously for the next two days with no progress. On the third day, he was finally able to absorb the qi he sensed. The qi was of five colors, one for each of the five elements. This was one of the reasons why it took him so long to begin absorbing the qi. With his level of talent, a half day would have been enough to start absorbing a single element, but this would have thrown his qi out of balance. The qi he had just absorbed formed a five-colored cloud which floated in his dantian or energy center. 

Once the first bit of qi was introduced into his dantian, it wasn’t long before he filled it to its maximum capacity, after which he compressed it further still. Now the only way to continue absorbing qi would be to condense it into a drop. Upon reaching this step, he finally realized that he hadn’t understood something in the scroll, which prevented him from completing this step. He could only continue and attempt to comprehend by trial and error, and his efforts persisted for another two days. 
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It was the last day remaining with the scroll. Cha Ming finished a quick meal before he opened the scroll again, trying to comprehend the last piece of the puzzle. As he stared at it, he pondered the reasons for his repeated failures while trying to condense his qi. Every time he had tried to condense the five-colored cloud, it would quickly collapse. The collapse seemed to happen because each type of qi, while reinforcing the next in the cycle, would also restrain the one that came after. Once a tiny bit of qi was destroyed, the balance became worse and worse, and there was not enough qi remaining to condense.

As he pondered, he continued to stare at the scroll. He stared at the red until it turned green. His eyes focused on the green until it turned to blue, then to silver, then to yellow, and finally the color changed back to red. His eyes followed this for hours, slowly moving in a circle. On the 120th hour since the scroll was formed, the scroll disappeared. A look of understanding appeared in Cha Ming’s eyes, and he no longer needed the scroll for reference.

Inside his dantian, the five-colored mist slowly moved. Instead of condensing, he first separated the mist into five parts. This separation took a full day. Once the mists were fully segregated, he then started to compress them. All five mists shrank about five times until their reached a critical point. 

At this point, the edges of each group of mist began to erode. The silver mist began converting to blue mist and attacking the green mist. Cha Ming responded by separating the green and silver mists and feeding the yellow mist to replenish the silver mist. The yellow mist tried to attack the blue mist, so he separated them and supplemented the red mist by converting it to yellow mist. This cycle continued between the five colors. They moved in a circle to maintain balance while the center was kept void, preventing the different elements from attacking each other. He continued like this for another twelve hours, after which an equilibrium took place and the process became second nature.

With this equilibrium in place, Cha Ming began to exert more pressure on the different mist groups. Once the balance was upset, he corrected it. He continued this cycle of compression and correction a total of eleven times. The volume was compressed by half each time, reducing the volume by two thousand and forty-eight times. On the twelfth compression, a black drop of liquid finally condensed, and another, then another, until a total of five drops had condensed. The group of five black drops then separated again into a five-colored liquid swirl. He’d succeeded! He was officially a qi condensation cultivator!

Cha Ming’s elation over his success was short-lived, however. Just as he had broken through, a feeling of nausea overcame him. A black, fishy-smelling film now covered his skin. A portion of the impurities he had accumulated over the first fifteen years of his life was forced out of his body, announcing his rebirth on the path of cultivation. He quickly washed off using the unlimited supply of water in his room and put on a new set of robes, robes that seemed to have been there the whole time. The academy was obviously experienced in this regard, not minding the expense of new clothes over the possibility of distressing students in mid-cultivation.

For the next three days, he continued to accumulate the liquid drops of qi until he had three of each colored drop. After all, he didn’t want to be left with the bare minimum. Coincidentally, fifteen drops of qi turned out to be the maximum amount one could have at the first level of qi condensation.
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Eight days had passed since Cha Ming began his seclusion. While he had subsisted on rations the entire time, he was craving a proper relaxed meal. He had also locked himself away without speaking for eight days and would need a bit of time adjusting. When he emerged, the melodious sounds of chirping birds seemed incredibly loud in comparison to the deathly quiet of his cultivation chamber. He made his way directly to the dining hall, feeling the light chill that came every night with the setting sun. 

As he finished grabbing a plate of food, he noticed that Xin Er and Brother Hong Xun were happily eating their supper. A bright smile appeared on Xin’s face once she saw Cha Ming. The smile was rapidly replaced by a sulking look, evidence that she still remembered his antics from eight days prior. Hong Xun smiled at his sister’s rare expression and noticed that something was different about Cha Ming.

“Congratulations on reaching the first level of qi condensation!” said Xun. He was quite relieved to find out that Cha Ming had been successful in his seclusion. His sister had succeeded in her cultivation on the second day, and when Xun inquired on Cha Ming’s whereabouts, he was shocked when he learned that he had been attempting to cultivate the Lesser Five Elements cultivation technique. He had heard a description of it in his introductory classes. Approximately one person attempted it every ten years.

Xun was in his second year, and he had reached the fourth level of qi condensation. While this level was not particularly impressive, it was above average for students in their second year, with most students reaching the third level by that point in time. Only the top ten percent of third-grade students would reach the fifth level. The effort between stages doubled each time.

As a grade-three talent, reaching the fifth grade of qi condensation by the end of the second year was normal. Reaching the peak of qi condensation in five years was a little out of reach, though, and forget foundation establishment. Without cultivation resources, a grade-three talent would take fourteen years to reach that level. A grade-four talent would take seven years. The only ones who could reach foundation establishment in the five-year limit were fifth-grade talents. They could do this by cultivating normally without assistance. Of course, such a situation happened. Who would dare neglect a fifth-grade talent?

“You were a little slow compared to Xin Er. She broke through to the first level six days ago,” Xun said quite proudly. 

Cha Ming looked over, shocked. “Aiya! Sister Xin is truly talented! I only broke through three days ago due to luck. I barely managed to comprehend the technique five days after I received the technique scroll, just as it was disappearing. I would have been in trouble if I had not succeeded then.” Cha Ming shook his head self-deprecatingly.

“Brother Cha Ming, your talent is pretty good. You have such a complicated cultivation technique,” Xin Er said enthusiastically with a gloating expression. “I’ve heard from Second Brother that fifteen people have tried that technique in the past hundred years at Green Leaf Academy. Three of them succeeded, and all the others had to move on to a different cultivation technique,” Xin whispered. 

Despite her reassuring words, she was clearly trying to boost her own ego by appearing modest. Most people in her talent bracket would take the full three days to master a cultivation technique, and she took two, indicating she had high comprehension skills.

They continued to eat while chatting away. Their entire evening was free, and now that Cha Ming was done with his seclusion, he could start attending lectures. Due to the tendency of cultivators to seclude themselves, the lectures were loosely arranged. The lectures would continue for eight hours every day and last a week, effectively forming lecture blocks. They would then repeat the lecture if the minimum number of students were in attendance. If not enough students were present, they would hold a one-week recess and try again until no students fell through the net. 

A minimum of four courses were required in their first year as a foundation, and the remainder of the five years was filled with electives. Xin Er had already started her first block today, since it was the start of a new week. Cha Ming would need to wait another six days before the start of the next block.

“Brother Cha Ming, have you gotten your Green Leaf jade yet?” asked Xun. Seeing Cha Ming shake his head, he continued. “You likely don’t know about this yet, as you haven’t attended classes. Since you can’t attend classes for six days, I’ll fill you in. On the first day of classes, each student can collect a Green Leaf jade from the campus office. These jades have a very important function—to store and spend contribution points for each student. With the exception of each starting cultivation technique, other techniques like battle techniques can only be traded for contribution points.

“There are a few ways to accumulate contribution points. First, third-grade talents start with one thousand contribution points, fourth-grade talents start with five thousand, and fifth-grade talents start with twenty thousand contribution points. From then on, each student must accumulate these points with actual merits. The most common way is through simple duties like cooking and cleaning, though this is extremely slow. After all, your time is much more valuable. This kind of task is only suited for the least gifted and most cowardly students, so no need to look at this option. Another way to earn points is by participating in a monthly exchange and win matches against students at your own cultivation level. For each consecutive match won, you get a corresponding number of points. Special events also award points. 

“That leaves two remaining ways to earn points. The first way is to venture out in the woods, which requires a minimum of the third level of qi condensation. Various tasks are posted on a board with corresponding rewards. These tasks typically involve fighting spirit beasts for valuable materials, collecting herbs, mining ores, etc. Most students rely on this method to obtain contribution points, and these methods can be completed in groups, with the points split amongst the group members. The students can also choose to sell these materials for spirit stones privately in Green Leaf City. 

“Finally, a student can become an apprentice in a profession. Each profession has simple tasks that can be performed by the less-skilled students, saving senior students, teachers, and elders quite a bit of effort. They will reward you with contribution points for services, and they can typically sell their completed wares for a tidy profit.”

Cha Ming now understood how the academy worked much more clearly. On the outside, the academy had been founded for the common good of the people. It functioned a lot more like a business and recruitment agency. The students would earn contribution points by making money for the academy while talented students were also rewarded, and this helped them in their cultivation to facilitate their recruitment in the outside world. Some also chose to stay with the academy. 

The world here functioned a lot like the world in his past life.



1  Using someone’s given name followed by Er is an endearing term. It is typically given to children by their parents, aunts and uncles, or grandparents. It is also used with close friends, but usually only as an endearing term to a younger female.


Chapter 7: One Man’s Trash
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Cha Ming woke up early the next morning, eager to claim his Green Leaf jade and learn some combat techniques. Fighting as a path for self-improvement was not new to him. He had taken martial arts in his past life, and he rather liked the intense but forgiving atmosphere that accompanied a friendly spar. He had already washed and changed into a fresh uniform before sunrise and would be one of the first people to get his breakfast. The sight of an empty bed on the other side of the room made him wonder if he would get to have his own room for the remainder of the year.

The administrative building was a small building built with pure black stone. It was not made from obsidian but rather a very pure marble that fit together so perfectly that it seemed to be made from a single piece. The building stood in stark contrast to the lush wooded gardens that were maintained around the building. To make his way to the building, he walked along a white stone road similar to those found in the richer areas of Green Leaf City.

The administrative building was no longer as crowded as it had been on the first few days of recruitment. Cha Ming was able to walk out of the building in the time that it took an incense stick to burn. The bright green jade he received was half a finger width thick, the size of a playing card, and was engraved with a green maple leaf, the symbol of Green Leaf Academy. The reverse side displayed his full name, the number of contribution points stored on the card, and a single drop of blood that had been absorbed by the jade in a small red circle. This blood contained his aura and prevented other people from using the card should it be stolen.

Cha Ming made his way to the library once more, this time with his Green Leaf jade containing one thousand contribution points. This time he was not accompanied by Elder Ling and had to wait in line for an hour before being allowed entry. Access was limited to a certain number of people per floor to ensure that each student had a quiet atmosphere with which to browse skills.

“Halt!” said a middle-aged man in green robes. He regulated entry into the library. “Please present your Green Leaf jade and specify which floor you would like to access.” 

The man had a golden emblem on his chest engraved with the character for “supervisor.” Each student allowed in the library would first need to prove that they had sufficient points to purchase a technique in the library. This was done to prevent loitering by wishful students.

Unlike the fourth floor, the first floor contained hundreds of shelves packed full of techniques and other reference information. 

How am I supposed to look through all of these? he wondered. Unlike most people, I can’t just look through a narrow section in the library, and I can literally practice all of these techniques if I set my mind to it.

It was better to start somewhere than be overwhelmed by the amount of choices, so he picked a bookshelf and started browsing by price. If possible, he wanted to purchase one technique for each element. The techniques on this floor were Mortal Tier techniques separated into grades 1-5. The grades were dependent on the quality of the skill—typically a higher-grade skill would have a much greater effect per amount of qi or an overall greater power than a lower-grade technique. There were no bronze, silver, or gold techniques on the floor.

After two hours of browsing through wood techniques alone, he realized exactly how poor he truly was. One thousand contribution points might sound like a lot, but having to split between five different techniques, he only had 200 points per element. The minimum cost of techniques on the first level was 100 points, while the highest cost was 5,000 points. 

“Do you need some help finding anything?” said a squeaky voice behind him. 

Du Cha Ming jumped upon hearing the voice and looked behind himself. He didn’t notice anyone and continued looking around. Once he confirmed that no one else was present, he continued rummaging through the books.

“Ahem.” The sound of a throat clearing could be heard immediately behind him. He looked back once again and noticed a strand of hair. Following the strand of hair, he looked down and noticed a small figure. The figure was a short old man. In fact, he was a little too short—three feet tall at the most. Cha Ming hadn’t heard there were dwarves in this world. Or perhaps he was a halfling?

He clasped his hands apologetically and bowed. “Greetings, Elder. My apologies. Is there something you need?” He didn’t dare to elaborate on the reason he initially ignored him. Who knew if this short man would have a disproportionate temper? Much to his relief, the short old man smiled, brushed off the unintentional insult, and started speaking.

“My name is Elder Xiao1. Yes, it is a very ironic name, so please don’t laugh. My family has always been of this… stature, supposedly from ancient times. Regardless, it looks like you’re not sure what to pick for techniques. I am the overseer on the first floor, and perhaps I can be of assistance. Otherwise, the other students may not get a chance to browse the library, as you might be here all week.”

A little embarrassed, Cha Ming nodded and accepted his help. He truly did have too many options, and a little help would go a long way. “I am currently cultivating the Lesser Five Elements cultivation technique,” Cha Ming explained as he walked through bookshelves behind Elder Xiao. “While I have one thousand points to spend as an acceptance bonus, I am pretty insistent on cultivating at least one technique for each element.” 

The elder looked over at him, surprised, but allowed him to continue.

“I have a significantly lower qi pool in each element than most people, around one-fifth, and so I would need skills that emphasize variety and decision-making. They must be of low cost but must give me tactical advantages as opposed to skills emphasizing brute force. I cannot compete with others based on brute force or skills that emphasize large amounts of qi for a single technique.” 

The elder pondered for a few moments, contemplating Cha Ming’s thought process. Indeed, this was really the only way he could compete, which was to outwit his opponents and catch them by surprise. After a while he turned around and motioned for Cha Ming to follow him. They passed several bookshelves until they reached a small room. There was a large black stone inside the room, and the stone gave off a glossy lustre similar to polished obsidian. 

Elder Xiao stood in front of the stone and intoned, “Computer, please show all skills below three hundred contribution points in the elements of wood, fire, earth, metal, and water.” 

Cha Ming was quite shocked. Elder Xiao called the stone “computer.” It seemed a little too coincidental.

Elder Xiao frowned as a list of over a thousand scrolls popped up on a screen in the back of the room. “Please remove all water-element techniques that focus on aspects other than evasion and freezing. Remove all non-defensive earth skills. Remove all non-offensive fire skills. Remove all wood skills that do not heal and grow plants. Remove all metal techniques that are not physical offense and physical defense skills.” The list narrowed to 200 skills.

“Different elements have different specialties,” explained Elder Xiao. “Often, single- or dual-attribute cultivators need to obtain a variety of skills in an element to ensure they have a variety of skills, even if the element is not particularly good at these types of skills. For example, earth skills focus on all types of defenses, but you can’t win only by defending. Therefore, earth cultivators will also practice mediocre attack skills. Water skills are good at slow, freezing, and redirection techniques, but their attacking power is also not as strong as fire or metal, and their defensive techniques are not as strong as earth and metal. They have healing techniques, but wood is far superior in this regard. While water is good at entrapment, it is worse than wood skills, which provide the best physical restrictions.

“Since you don’t specialize in an element, it would be best to go for efficiency. That is, focus on the skill that each element is good at.” After his explanation, he turned back to the black orb. “Computer, remove all skills that cost more than three drops of qi at the level of initial mastery.” The list narrowed down to twenty skills.

“Typically you want to be able to use a skill more than once, unless it is a finishing move. You don’t have the qi pool to have a finishing move, so I suggest you don’t study those yet. The skills currently on the list are the only skills you can practice with your small qi pool. The qi requirements for each skill will increase when your mastery of the skill increases. 

“Normally you would want skills that are able to augment each other in the generation cycle. However, these are all dual-element skills of a higher grade, which you can’t afford. As your cultivation advances, be sure to get such skills, as you will start to have access to high-qi finishing moves and combination specialties. For example, the best attack moves would have fire augmented with wood, while the best defensive moves would have earth reinforced with steel. The best healing skills are water-fed wood techniques.” 

Cha Ming looked at the skills carefully. Eventually, he was able to choose a total of five skills.

Wood Auxiliary Skill, Mortal Grade 1, Entrapping Vines—100 contribution points

Water Auxiliary Skill, Mortal Grade 1, Frost Cloud—100 contribution points

Fire Attack Technique, Mortal Grade 1, Blaze—100 contribution points

Earth Defense Technique, Mortal Grade 1, Earthen Wall—100 contribution points

Metal Attack Technique, Mortal Grade 1, Finger Slash—100 contribution points

Cha Ming had 500 points remaining, but he felt like he was missing something. These skills only took up 20% of his qi pool per usage, and he felt like he was lacking a movement skill and perhaps a basic attacking skill to make up for a potential qi deficiency. 

Elder Xiao, sensing his predicament, went through a few dropdown menus and brought up another two skills.

“This basic fist technique, Tiger Fist, doesn’t really require any qi to activate. It’s based on your fleshly body strength. While your body strength isn’t very high, your opponent’s qi pools aren’t high either, and it will give you a lot of flexibility with your attacks. If both you and your opponent’s qi pools are exhausted, you can still use this basic fist technique to deal with them. What are your thoughts?” asked Elder Xiao. 

Cha Ming agreed quickly, and another hundred contribution points were deducted. Elder Xiao continued to look through the techniques until he found one last skill:

Physical Movement Technique, Mortal Grade 3, Ghost Steps—400 contribution points

“This technique is very good for its price. It’s also a fleshly body technique, and it will help you position yourself to execute attacks and evade attacks. It would be a very sad situation if you didn’t have the qi to execute a movement technique when you are in critical danger.” This time Elder Xiao didn’t wait for Cha Ming’s reply before making a copy of the technique.

The whole trip to the library had taken Cha Ming four hours, and he’d obtained seven scrolls. These scrolls were valid for one month, as they were not especially valuable.
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Cha Ming started practicing the skills he obtained at the library that same day. The skills were not very challenging, and he managed to learn each skill in the next six days, all of them learned to the initial mastery level. Perfection in these skills would take a long time, and higher levels in each skill required a larger qi pool. He also continued to cultivate as much as possible every day, and while the amount of qi he had stored did not change, it appeared to be constantly trying to break free from its bindings. 

He continued to have supper with Xin and Xun. Xun was about go into the forest on a mission to gather medicinal herbs, and he made sure to spend extra time with his sister. On this sixth day after Cha Ming started training his techniques, Xun departed with a group of five other students, leaving Xin in Cha Ming’s care. Xin was a girl, after all, and Xun felt reassured that Cha Ming was around to prevent her from being mistreated.
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Cha Ming was convinced that lectures were perhaps the most boring way a human being could teach a subject. There were many better ways, such as teaching by repetition in a martial arts class, through games, and by getting a student to practice under guidance. Unfortunately, Cha Ming once again found himself sucked into compulsory lectures. The lecture was packed with 300 people and was taught in the same way as in university. 

A professor would read through a flowing script that was projected on a white stone in the background. His dull voice droned on and on for the next eight hours, only halting for a one-hour break at lunch. The students had all packed lunches from the cafeteria and ate at their seats. The structure made Cha Ming wish the teachers would just write an overly expensive textbook, which at the very least would enable him to skip lectures and obtain a passing mark if he passed the final exam. But there was no exam for this class, only mandatory attendance.

The class focused on the basics, such as the different cultivation elements, their strengths, and their weaknesses. The lecture also covered common techniques in both single-element and dual-element combinations. There was also an introduction to the different professions, types of magical items, and low-rank magical beasts and herbs, which the students would likely go gather in their early stages of qi condensation to accumulate contribution points.

One interesting lecture touched on the importance of basic body strengthening and finally touched on the concept of body cultivation. The majority of young cultivators would possess a fist strength of one to two hundred jin, the strength of a strong adult. Body cultivation could increase fleshly body strength, the rate of healing, the body’s natural defenses, and the body’s reflexes.

Body cultivation could also be broken up into three stages containing three grades each. In early-stage body cultivation, one would train their body strength to the average adult strength of 200 jin. Building body strength past this point would become increasingly taxing, reaching 400 jin by the end of mid-stage body cultivation. The body’s natural healing abilities would also increase during this period. 

Late-stage body cultivation would increase one’s fist strength to 1080 jin, the very limits of strength deliverable by a normal human body. During this stage, the body’s defenses would also increase substantially. Very rarely, cultivators would finally be able to purify their body’s flesh. While this step would not deliver an increase in strength, it would eventually lead to the destruction of one’s mortal shackles, and one’s body would be reborn. The body cultivator would then be considered as a Xiantian2 life-form, natural and pure. From then on, he would be able to embark on the true journey of body refining.

Cha Ming learned that body refining to become a Xiantian life-form was extremely painful, and the vast majority of people would not attempt it. In addition, one could usually obtain a better and less painful advantage through qi refining for the same amount of effort. Much less effort was required to reach the peak of early-stage body cultivation in early adulthood. 

The path of body cultivation was the right path only for a select number of people. Some people were born with innately strong bodies and were especially suited to body cultivation. Others were born with special physiques that give them innate Xiantian bodies, which means that they would reach the Xiantian stage early on in life without much effort at all. 

In addition to all of these, destructive dual-element cultivators yielded very good results in body refining. This was because the first element could be used to reinforce the body while the other opposite element rid the body of the impurities generated by this element. The combination of strengthening and refining was ideal since body refining was usually limited by the physical stamina and healing power of the person in question.

While Cha Ming was quite interested in body cultivation, he decided to postpone trying it for now, opting to do some running in the morning to at least increase his stamina. He had many things to work on, too little time, and far too few contribution points.



1  Xiao means small in Chinese, and this pun is intended. It is also a very popular surname. Another alternative meaning is laughter. Xiao puns and jokes are very rampant.

2  Xiantian means natural and pure and is often used in Chinese fantasy novels as returning to a pure and natural state, which can then be used for cultivation.


Chapter 8: Monthly Arena Battle
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Cha Ming’s first round of classes ended after a week. The teacher kindly reminded them that they should attend the monthly arena battle; if they performed well there, they could earn contribution points. This was one of the school’s ways of rewarding the talented of each generation. Of course, talent could only be evaluated based on success within a specific cultivation level. Cha Ming had already cultivated to the peak of the second level of qi condensation, and as such he would be matched up against other people of the second level. 

Perhaps one-fifth of the new students had reached the second level of qi condensation. The effort required to get to this level was quite pitiful compared to subsequent levels, so there would not be any remaining students from the previous year to compete with. Grade-four talents would have already moved into the third level of qi condensation.

Normally the monthly arena battle would involve five elimination rounds. Those who lasted three rounds would obtain 100 contribution points, those who lasted four rounds would obtain 500 contribution points, and those who lasted five rounds would get 1,000 contribution points. The amount would scale up for higher-level students.

Since this was the first round since the start of the New Year, the freshman students could earn 100 spirit stones in addition to the 1,000 contribution points if they passed five rounds of elimination. Grade-three talents could obtain ten spirit stones per month as an allowance to support their cultivation, so this amount was not a measly sum. The reward was put into place to get first-year students to face their fears and gain a bit of combat experience. After they had passed through this first round, they would be much less afraid of fighting and would continue to participate.

How could Cha Ming miss out on a great money-making opportunity? He effectively had the mentality of a forty-five-year-old between his previous and current life. He was not too worried about outwitting a bunch of teenagers.
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The morning of the tournament, Cha Ming and Xin Er made their way to the arena. The atmosphere was festive due to the number of excited new students. These first-year students were quite haughty due to having been admitted to Green Leaf Academy; being able to cultivate put many of them above their previous friends and family members, and as such they had grown quite arrogant. The tournaments had been designed in part to teach a good portion of these students humility.

Hong Xin, being quite shy, did not want to participate in this round of arena battles without her brother present, and she decided to stay in the audience and cheer for Cha Ming. 

At least I don’t have to worry about Xin Er getting bullied in the arena battles, he thought. If she got hurt, he would never hear the end of it. Therefore, he didn’t try to convince her and quietly stood in line to complete his registration. He was handed the number twelve. There were only a hundred or so students at the second level of qi condensation. In a few months, there would be over five times this number of competitors, so this specific competition was unique. All first-grade students and most second-grade students who were participating were in the same category: the first level of qi condensation. The competition in this group was fiercest. Unless these students gained incredible good fortune, they would never step into foundation establishment.

Once everyone had completed their registration, an energetic middle-aged man wearing elder robes stepped up.

“Silence!” he shouted. “You may all call me Elder Huang. I will be presiding over this arena competition and will have final say in deciding every match. As many junior students are participating today, many of the older students will be adjudicating individual matches. Their word is final, and they are all being rewarded with contribution points. You can rest assured that these adjudicating positions are highly sought after, so they would not dare to be dishonest while performing their duties as referees during this competition.

“Before we begin, please accompany me in bowing to our teachers and elders.” 

Elder Huang turned around, clasped his hands together, and bowed toward the east. The students followed suit. As it was still early morning, the sun was shining brightly in their direction, and it was difficult to make out the faces of the different teachers and elders. Elder Huang turned around and continued.

“This round of the monthly arena battles is very special. As per our yearly tradition for the past few centuries, this month’s arena battles are used to spotlight outstanding talents. Talent is a very difficult thing to define. Many people compare talent in terms of cultivation speed; our school also gives preferential treatment to third-grade through fifth-grade cultivation talents. While this is a very technically accurate way to evaluate talent, is this truly the most effective way?

“To put it in other terms, is cultivation talent the only way to evaluate talent? The answer is no, of course! This world is one that reveres the strong. As such, many different types of strength are important. One of the most important types of strength is combat strength. If two people are at the first level of qi condensation, clearly the one who is victorious over hundreds in the same class can be considered talented, even if his innate cultivation talent cannot be compared to others.

“Another way to classify talent is in terms of mentality, or mental toughness. Those who persevere can reach the heavens, while those who do not will never amount to anything! I will give you an example. I myself am thirty-six years old this year. What level do you all think my innate cultivation talent is?” 

Elder Huang looked around at the silent audience. Every once in a while, a student would throw out a guess, anywhere between third grade and fifth grade. After several attempts, Elder Huang continued.

“My innate cultivation talent is only first grade! My normal cultivation speed would dictate that it should take me fifty-six years to reach the peak of qi condensation. Not only that, my chances of reaching foundation establishment and becoming an elder were a hundred times less than those with third-grade talents. Oh, how life is unfair!

“However, Heaven never bars all paths. In my first month of cultivation, I worked very hard, yet I did not manage to reach the second level of qi condensation. I did manual labor to earn enough contribution points to purchase a single mortal-grade-one movement technique and a single mortal-grade-three combat technique. I increased my physical strength through body cultivation by training eight hours each day, and at night I cultivated instead of sleeping. This was all while providing for my three younger siblings so they could have three meals a day. 

“Finally, this very day twenty years ago, I participated in my very first monthly arena battle, where this very event was held for all first-year students. I was very motivated to win the reward—not only would I gain cultivation resources, but I would not have to worry about providing for my siblings for months.

“Back then, there were over fifteen hundred other students registered in the tournament. I persevered through the first-round battle royale, which eliminated all but sixteen of us. Only one out of every one hundred passed the first round! Through sheer determination, I continued on and won second place. Alas, I didn’t get the 100 spirit stone reward. I continued to work myself to the bone, and year after year I pushed myself to do everything I could to earn spirit stones, contribution points, and medicinal pills to boost my cultivation.

“Finally, on the very last day of my fifth year, I attempted to break through foundation establishment. Can you guess what happened? I failed! I graduated with a ninth level of qi condensation, and I was employed by the sect as a protector for the younger generation. For fifteen years, I struggled and failed to achieve foundation establishment many tens of times. A few months ago, I finally managed to achieve foundation establishment and became an elder of the academy. It was the happiest moment of my life! In the past five decades, I was the first grade-one talent to accomplish this feat! I had realized early on after winning second place in this very tournament that above all, I would need hard work and determination; my efforts have all paid off.

“As such, I wish to remind you all—this is not just a day to evaluate cultivation talent. It is the day to separate both the talented and the hardworking from the lazy and inferior. It is a day to test yourself and your resolve. You’re not talented? Fine! Work harder! You don’t measure up? Work harder! Remember that the toughest and wittiest among you will win those one hundred spirit stones, and that those winners truly deserve this fortune. Let that motivate you to work harder and reach new heights.”

After finishing, Elder Huang looked around, proudly beaming at the new students. 

What a motivating speech, thought Cha Ming. Normally I don’t get impressed by these kinds of speeches, but he even has me a little bit riled up. This was a testament to Elder Huang’s charisma.

Following this grand speech, Elder Huang explained the rules of the arena battles. For the majority of the students present, the arena battles would be split among the various levels of qi condensation. At the lower levels, the number of participants could number around 500–2,000, far too many to adjudicate. As such, each tier would participate in a battle royale until sixteen students remained. There would be another four elimination rounds, after which a final winner would emerge, and the students would obtain their respective prizes.

While the students could injure each other, killing and crippling each other was strictly forbidden. In either case, the guilty student would be expelled on the spot. In between each round, each student was allowed a full hour of rest while the other participants from other tiers held their respective battles. Talismans and magical items within certain limitations were allowed beyond the fourth level of qi condensation. These items were considered a part of each participant’s respective strength and would take away some advantages from wealthier families for lower-level students. At this point, children of the noble families would start to gain a distinctive advantage over others, as their wealth could finally be demonstrated. 

Defeat could take place in a variety of ways. The first way was if a participant lost consciousness. In this case, they would be escorted off the stage by an adjudicator. Falling off the stage would also eliminate a participant. There were two stages, one large and one small, with the larger stage being utilized for elimination battles. 

Finally, a student could give up. By giving up and sitting down, a student would be eliminated, and participants were prohibited from attacking. In one-on-one battles, simply saying “I admit defeat” was also sufficient.
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The first round for the first level of qi condensation began a half hour after the elder finished explaining the rules. The group battle continued for about an hour, after which sixteen bloodied students made their way off the stage to recuperate. Off to the side, many older wood- and water-element students and teachers acted as medics and gave emergency treatment to injured students. 

Much to Cha Ming’s surprise, the second level of qi condensation was skipped, as well as the third, which contained only twelve students. The fourth through seventh-level preliminaries were then completed. This wasn’t to say that there were no eighth- and ninth-level students present, it’s just that they were too few. Their rewards for winning were larger, and so students still participated in the monthly battles.

Finally, students at the second level of qi condensation were called to the stage. While they were not the most talented and as such were not the main event, talent was best combined with hard work. In terms of rewards, students at the third level were considered to have two wins, and the final winner could obtain the five victories necessary for their reward of 1,000 spirit stones. This level was currently beyond Cha Ming’s reach, so he put it out of his mind.

Cha Ming proceeded to the stage along with the other hundred or so students. He had chosen to be near the corner. While he would be in a vulnerable position compared to the students closer to the center, he would not be surrounded on all sides. 

“Begin!” shouted Elder Huang from the side of the stage. A few older students were ready on the side, waiting to retrieve students who resigned.

As soon as the match started, a good ten figures darted off toward their nearest opponents. These were the impatient ones—they figured that eliminating opponents early would bloody the waters and cause the wounded to be targeted by others, all the while intimidating other nearby students. While not a bad strategy, it put them at a disadvantage in terms of stamina compared to the others on the stage. Cha Ming continued to observe everyone. 

Finally, someone close to him decided to feel him out with a hard iron fist. His fist was clearly reinforced with metal element energy, and Cha Ming realized that facing it head on would likely propel him off the stage. He immediately responded with his movement technique, Ghost Steps. It was an ideal counter to brute-force techniques like this. Maximum result for minimum effort. The student’s momentum was redirected, and the punch continued off the stage.

Looking around, Cha Ming noticed that another eight or so students had also either accidentally leapt off the stage or had been pushed off by strong techniques. He began to walk around cautiously while thinking and looking for a target. After a few breaths, he noticed that one of the students near him was being attacked constantly by low-level flares, all the while bringing up earthen walls, one after another. 

Cha Ming waited for the ideal moment and formed some quick hand seals—vines instantly grew out of the surrounding stone and grabbed the steadily defending student’s feet. The quick entanglement paused his defense, and the attacking student was able to quickly knock him off the stage. He gave a nod to the attacking student, who shot him a grin—this was an elimination game, right? Why not wash, rinse, and repeat? Together they used the same tactic and eliminated another four students, after which the surrounding students became more vigilant. 

After fifteen minutes of intense fighting, they were now down to twenty students; four more students would need to be eliminated before the next round. Cha Ming knew he couldn’t use the same tactic anymore—he was out of wood qi, and he needed to keep as much of his other qi in reserve as possible in case he was attacked. Looking around, he noticed that one of the participants was closer to the center of the stage. He was far from intact, but his wounds kept quickly regenerating. An armor of bark also covered him, making it difficult for the surrounding students to justify wasting stamina on attacking him.

He walked toward this student slowly—no need to rush, these kinds of skills would quickly drain stamina. When he was roughly three feet away, he noticed a metal spike heading swiftly toward his shoulder—while this spike wouldn’t kill him, it could severely injure someone. He once again used his Ghost Steps and his body wrapped around the metal spike, redirecting it slightly toward the nearby regenerating student. The spike seemed to ignore his wooden armor, piercing his leg. Cha Ming swiftly unleashed five consecutive slashes with his Finger Slash technique, once again penetrating the youth’s defenses, after which he quickly shouted, “I give up!” A shadow flashed in front of him, and the student was whisked away to a nearby medic.

In the time it took for him to deal with that student, another three were eliminated, after which Elder Huang called the battle to a halt. The remaining students had passed the first round and would get one hour to rest. The first-level students would now fight their individual second-round matches, followed by the second, fourth, fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth stages respectively. The third-level students would finish the second round off with four group battles; each group of three would fight until one student was eliminated from each group.

Looking up at the audience, Cha Ming spotted Hong Xin near the top stands, waving a banner that read “Handsome Cha Ming, go go go!” Beads of sweat began to form on his brow, and Cha Ming thought about how his name sounded an awful lot like the word “charming” in English. 

After calming down, he sat down to meditate and recover his depleted qi pools. He’d gotten a chance to practice two out of his five elements, and while he would have liked to practice the others, he decided to hold back the other three until he had to reveal them. It never hurt to keep a few aces up your sleeve.


Chapter 9: Second Level, First Place
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Cha Ming was standing on a rough gray stone stage. This stone stage was substantially smaller than the previous stage used for the group battle. It was about a hundred feet on each side, a perfect square. Despite having been baked by the sun all morning, it was still pleasant and cool to the touch.

His opponent in the second round was called Tu Sheng. Tu Sheng was the kind of man who wore his heart on his sleeve. Cha Ming truly had no idea how this sort of man had made it so far through the elimination rounds. While most people had been sitting and recovering their stamina, Tu Sheng was busy talking about how great it was to meet so many new friends. He then proceeded to tell everyone about his abilities and specialties. Perhaps everyone had clued in to his disposition and decided to pick on someone else, giving the whole group of remaining people higher odds in proceeding to the next round.

Earth users were typically defense oriented, and Cha Ming’s read on Tu Sheng—supplemented by the vast amount of information he willingly divulged—was that the large burly man was a go-big-or-go-home sort of guy. Accordingly, Cha Ming decided to drain away at his opponent’s stamina by using a few sword fingers mixed in with his basic fist technique.

The sword fingers, while they looked impressive, were really a low-consumption harassment technique. Tu Sheng’s goal was clearly to tire Cha Ming out by continuously defending his attacks. How could he possibly know that Cha Ming’s techniques consumed very little qi? Conversely, Tu Sheng’s techniques were mid-range as far as qi consumption went. In addition, the techniques tended to slow him down quite a bit. He soon noticed that every time Tu Sheng cast a defensive earth spell, he would slow down drastically for a whole second. That was perfect.

Cha Ming first provoked Tu Sheng’s defense with a sword finger and grinned as he formed hand seals, sprouting vines and entrapping Tu Sheng when his movement was the slowest. This took Tu Sheng completely by surprise—metal and wood were a very unique combination because most who cultivated metal would rather not cultivate wood since they could not be able combine their techniques very efficiently. He cursed under his breath, and after Cha Ming hit him with a few fists, he finally broke free of the vines. He had clearly lost in that exchange.

Cha Ming repeated the same tactic multiple times until his opponent finally ran out of qi. The fellow was really a hopeless case, and he was unable to adapt to the situation before finally admitting defeat. 

“He is way too fortunate to be able to cultivate a dual element,” said one girl. 

Another nearby girl started mocking her. “How fortunate is that? What a rubbish combination of elements to cultivate! You can’t combine these elements properly as a qi refiner, and most students wouldn’t even bother to split their attention!” she said smugly. 

After being mocked by the other students, the girl quickly quieted down. This was common knowledge, and even the academy did not facilitate this kind of cultivation technique past bronze grade. Perhaps they assumed Cha Ming had decided to bite off more than he could chew and was choosing to cultivate incompatible elements.

Naturally Cha Ming didn’t take it to heart. These were, after all, just a bunch of teenagers. What kind of adult would lower himself to bickering with teenagers? He did not bother to defend himself and let the criticism wash over him.

Over in the elders’ seating, one of the teachers asked, “Is that… the student who decided to cultivate five elements?” 

Another teacher beside him nodded. “I was present when Elder Wang was administering the test. The student is quite a good seedling and has an absurdly high soul force. Regrettably, he decided to pick a dead-end path.” The teacher sighed.

“But I didn’t even see him using more than metal and wood. Did he decide to ditch the cultivation techniques he picked and cultivate something else?” asked the same teacher. 

The teacher beside him, who was a little more experienced, shook his head and said, “He shouldn’t have switched. If you had a high innate soul talent and had a choice to pick two elements, how could you cultivate a combination so worthless as metal and wood? At the very least he could have also cultivated fire as a third element, but it’s still suboptimal, despite the flexibility in choosing professions. Allied elements make much more sense, so water as a third element would be a distinct possibility. Who knows, maybe he has his heart set on being a spirit doctor.”

The next fight began as the chatter continued, and the other seven matches in the second level finished. Fights of this level were very interesting because the students barely had enough time to cultivate. Who knew what kind of mistakes they would make while picking techniques? These students had no combat experience, and they would take a while to improve. It was very similar to watching little kids chase each other around, only to have one of them trip on a tree branch and sprain their ankle. Taking pleasure in others’ misfortunes had always been a popular form of entertainment.

There were a few noteworthy battles among the second-level students. The fiery youth that had cooperated with Cha Ming in the preliminaries was named Feng Ming. He finished his battle very quickly through a combination of fierce, overwhelming, and accurate moves. He cultivated a fire-based movement technique, a low-level fire technique for feinting, and a higher-level fire attacking technique to finish off his opponents.

Another interesting character was a girl named Gong Lan. She seemed to win by effortlessly weaving around her opponent, who soon became enraged and charged at her, only to be caught and thrown off the stage. She received loud applause from the male students since she was quite good looking.

An hour passed by, and soon it was Cha Ming’s turn once again. This time he was matched up against Gong Lan, and he knew she would be a rather tricky opponent. They stepped on the stage and bowed before awaiting the command to start the match. Gong Lan winked at him right before Elder Huang yelled, “Fight!” Cha Ming resisted the temptation to roll his eyes, and they began to circle each other.

Gong Lan walked in the opposite direction of Cha Ming, advancing when he advanced, backing off as he backed off. They moved in a perfect circle, which kept growing and shrinking. When he reversed, she changed her direction as well, like a mirror to his movements. Since the battle wasn’t progressing, he took the opportunity to inspect her good-looking figure. Her hairstyle was quite unusual, a bob-style haircut that was extremely short on the back and chin-length on the front. One side was longer than the other and drooped across one eye; the other, shorter side was pinned back with a white-and-blue pin. The pin perfectly matched her white tai chi uniform with a blue embroidered front. 

Judging by her movements and dress style, she clearly practiced a soft-style martial art; Cha Ming would need to take the initiative. He was especially wary of her movement technique, which he had witnessed her use when she threw an opponent off the stage. Cha Ming started off by advancing and sending out a few jabs with his left hand. In response, Gong Lan began to weave around him with a water-element movement technique, maneuvering him to the edge of the stage.

Once they were three feet from the edge of the stage, Cha Ming overcommitted a punch with his right hand, an opportunity which Gong Lan quickly grasped by attempting to throw him off the stage, using the Circular Softness movement technique. Smirking, he maneuvered around her with his Ghost Steps, using his elusive technique to outplay her circular movement. In the middle of their exchange, he suddenly struck out with a sword finger, and a second, and a third! These were quickly dodged in succession, and she took advantage of the last sword finger to grab on to his wrist to attempt to throw him off the stage once again. 

As he flew above her head, Gong Lan seemed very pleased with herself. This expression quickly disappeared as she felt her hands being pulled forward. She gasped as she saw that both of her hands, which had been used to throw Cha Ming, were now wrapped in thick vines that she had no way to break.

Instead of being thrown off stage, Cha Ming swung off toward the side and continued to pull, using his momentum to tug her forward and off the stage. She landed in a rather embarrassing position. 

“Winner!” exclaimed Elder Huang. He was quite surprised by this reversal, and this fight looked a lot more like an exchange at the fifth level and higher. The elder fondled his short beard, appreciating the new batch of good seedlings.

Cha Ming gave Gong Lan an apologetic look as he left the stage. Meanwhile, she gave him a pouting look and limped toward the medic tent, rubbing her bottom and looking very aggrieved. Cha Ming instantly became the object of public persecution; he was slandered as heartless, cold, and ungentlemanly. 

Massaging his temples, he thought, Am I just supposed to stay there while she throws me off the stage because she is pretty? She stepped on stage! Shouldn’t she accept this risk in competing? 

In the stands, Hong Xin was still waving her makeshift banner and seemed to have been joined by a group of young girls who were clearly less than pleased with Gong Lan and her popularity with the boys. This made the jeering teenage boys even more furious.

The matches continued as before, and Cha Ming won another two matches without having to reveal any trump cards. He had made it to the finals!

Despite his easy wins, Cha Ming did not get arrogant. After all, even a tiger should use his full strength to catch a rabbit. He walked up for his last match after being called on stage. 

By now, the audience had figured out that Cha Ming cultivated at least two elements, possibly three, to create an allied metal-water-wood combination. This type of combination was sometimes employed by healers to provide themselves with some level of offensive ability, as metal combined well with water. Only at this stage of his cultivation, he would not be able to fully utilize this advantage. Cha Ming was seen as a calm and composed youth. Conversely, his opponent, Feng Ming, seemed to be quite brash, finishing all his matches very quickly. His hair was short and wild, and the skinny youth literally wore silk pants. They bowed to each other, smiling.

“I would never have thought that we’d meet again so quickly. I haven’t had to take anyone else seriously, and it’s nice to be able to fully exert myself.” The youth smirked, hoping to throw his opponent off with an arrogant front. 

Cha Ming calmly smiled. “Likewise. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.” 

As soon as Elder Huang announced the start of the match, Feng Ming charged at Cha Ming, while the latter quickly circled around him using his Ghost Steps. Feng Ming would occasionally launch probing, fiery punches, which Cha Ming would dodge effortlessly. Cha Ming tried several times to trap Feng Ming with vines, but he burned them away quickly. Cha Ming became confused. While Feng Ming was very aggressive, his elemental attacks were quite weak. 

He must have something hidden, he thought. And then it occurred to him—he was part of the twenty-eight new students that had a dual affinity!

As they continued their exchange, Cha Ming had been forced to the edge of the stage. He darted to his right to avoid being cornered, but as he did, a wall of earth popped up. Cha Ming gave his opponent a meaningful look. After all, Feng Ming had managed to get this far in the arena battles without exposing his second affinity. This was very similar to what Cha Ming was doing with his water, earth, and fire elements.

Trapped between the wall, Feng Ming, and the edge of the stage, Cha Ming turned around to confront Feng Ming. Once he turned around, he saw a fiery sandstorm heading his way, threatening to push him off the stage.
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“Dual-element fire-earth technique—Desert Sandstorm!” shouted Elder Huang. “This is a very qi-intensive technique, utilizing roughly forty percent of one’s earth qi and twenty percent of one’s fire qi when cultivating both elements. It will be very interesting to see if Cha Ming can wiggle his way out of this one! This is a trademark skill of the Feng family in Green Leaf City, and it is not taught to outsiders!” 

The announcement was isolated from the stage for the sake of fairness in the competition. After all, they did not want the competitors to obtain any extra information until after the competition ended.
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While this technique caught Cha Ming by surprise, he was quite grateful that he’d held back his other techniques. The first thing he did was generate a strong frost cloud to protect himself from the heat. He then quickly summoned three consecutive walls of earth. While walls of earth were stationary, their defensive power against something like fire, water, or other earth techniques was quite extraordinary. This was also one of the reasons why Cha Ming had picked this particular technique—very high defense, low qi cost. Another disadvantage, of course, was that these walls were stationary, but looking at the pale Feng Ming, there was little doubt that he did not have enough energy for a follow-up attack.

Ducking behind the multiple layers of earthen walls, he sheltered himself from the blast. The first two walls crumbled, and the sandy storm buffeted the last remaining earth wall. Hot winds blew past Cha Ming but were quickly absorbed by the surrounding frost cloud. Cha Ming then quickly darted from behind the wall and threw out a few bursts of flame at the exhausted Feng Ming, who flew to the ground and shouted mid-flight, “I concede!” 

A medic shot onto the stage and started treating him on the spot. It was truly an intense battle.
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Down in the elders’ seating, the two teachers who had been discussing his techniques were quite shocked. They thought they had narrowed him down to having cultivated three elements, an aspiring spirit doctor. They had no idea he had been holding out the entire time. 

Some teachers were looking at Du Cha Ming curiously, while others were looking at Feng Ming admiringly—what a powerful attack for the second level of qi condensation! Elder Ling was also seated there, smiling and rather satisfied. It looked like five-element cultivation suited the crafty Cha Ming rather well, and it was the correct decision to let him pick the technique despite the failure of his predecessors.
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Before Cha Ming stepped off the stage, Elder Huang congratulated him and handed him a bag containing one hundred spirit stones, the reward for the year’s freshman competition. In addition, he produced a jade containing a thousand contribution points. Once the jade touched Cha Ming’s, it burst into a thousand green lights and was absorbed into Cha Ming’s original jade.

The monthly arena battles continued, but Cha Ming was quite tired and walked away laughing with the happy Hong Xin and her new group of lady friends. After recovering and taking a bath, he joined everyone for supper. Feng Ming and Gong Lan joined him and Xin for supper—they were both new students and hadn’t yet had the time to make many new friends. People in the cultivation world often made friends through fighting. Gong Lan no longer looked so aggrieved and wore a sweet smile on her pretty face. 

What a quick recovery, thought Cha Ming. This young lady will likely be able to manipulate the boys at the academy quite easily in the future. 

Hong Xin was also quite happy because she finally had another girl to spend time with.

After staying up late celebrating all night, Cha Ming fell directly into his bed. He didn’t cultivate that night, as he was quite exhausted. For the first time in a long time, Cha Ming went to bed with a smile.


Chapter 10: Five Fingers
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It was the first day of autumn. The green maple leaves that adorned the many trees in the city were now bordered in red and gold, one of the natural wonders of Green Leaf City. While the city did not experience winter like the snowy countries in the north, the temperature would always dip low every night, leaving a fresh layer of frost on the already beautiful scenery. The leaves would never completely change to red and gold but would maintain this color throughout the winter. 

Cha Ming had recently broken through to the third level of qi condensation. After enjoying a quick breakfast, he met Feng Ming out at the cultivation pavilion. Despite his appearance as a silk-pants young master, Feng Ming was always hard at work. He and Cha Ming would usually spar against each other every day, and once Feng Ming got used to Cha Ming’s plethora of cheap techniques, they were evenly matched.

Paff, paff, paff. The sound of wood clashing on wood echoed out through the empty courtyard. Cha Ming had used his gains from the freshman tournament to purchase a low-quality spirit weapon and a corresponding weapon art. There were many types of weapons to choose from. Swords were the most common, followed by sabers, spears, and bows. There were also many unusual weapons such as whips, bolas, needles, and daggers. Cha Ming eventually settled on the staff. The staff was a very flexible and fast weapon, but conversely, a heavy staff could be used with devastating brute force.

Feng Ming was currently using a wooden sparring sword. He had a real spirit sword, but he wasn’t at a level where he felt comfortable sparring against Cha Ming without severely wounding him. In this current match, they had limited themselves to movement techniques and weapon arts. These techniques did not require any qi, and they were very useful for any battle, whether it be a long or short one.

The battle ended with Feng Ming’s loss. Cha Ming had used his superior technique to deflect Feng Ming’s training sword, throwing him off balance. He then followed up with three quick strikes to Feng Ming’s wrists, forcing him to drop the sword. 

“You went easy on me,” Cha Ming said, shooting his handsome friend a grin.

“That’s what I’ve been saying the whole time!” moaned Feng Ming. “You can use your own spirit weapon and I can’t. It’s completely unfair and against the natural order of things. Really, I should just fight you with a big bag of money. I’d smash you to death with that!” 

Feng Ming was always like that, looking for any excuse to avoid taking blame for his losses. The young man had very thick skin and would often use shameless feints to squeak out victories. He would exaggerate his victories and downplay his losses. Cha Ming didn’t mind, but he still intentionally played into Ming’s bait.

“Of course, how could Ming the Great possibly ever lose a fight! Oh wait, I remember the time that I won that fight at the freshman competition without any weapon advantage…” 

Cha Ming rolled his eyes as he wiped the sweat off his brow. He then fastened the wooden spirit staff to his back while Ming put away his training sword in his bag of holding.

“That was pure, blatant, dishonest trickery! Not a fair fight at all! At least if I fought you with a giant bag of money, I would be honest about it. I mean, I wouldn’t tell you the weight or anything, but I’d at least show you the bag before I beat you to death with it.” 

Feng Ming belonged to a wealthy family. Their family owned many businesses in town. His uncle was a well-known alchemist, and alchemists were in very short supply in such a small city. His father, on the other hand, was a centurion in the royal army garrison in Green Leaf City, a figure that even the city lord dared not offend. His older brother was also a captain in the city guard and occupied a similar position to Uncle Hong. He didn’t dare speculate how many “facilitating payments” Ming’s family had accumulated over the past few decades.

The laughing duo had sparred until mid-afternoon, after which they made their way back to the residence to meet the girls for an early supper. As they were walking back, they noticed a figure dressed in black, walking the opposite direction, on same narrow pathway as them. The man looked like he was at most eighteen, and his long black hair accentuated his pale, gaunt face. He walked forward as if every student on campus was beneath his notice. As Feng Ming was about to force his way forward and initiate a collision with the rude student, Cha Ming’s hand darted out and pulled him off to the side. The figure in black paused just after passing them and shot Cha Ming an apathetic look. After a few seconds of observing Cha Ming, he continued his previous, hauntingly slow pace.

“Why didn’t you let me teach that arrogant brat a lesson? He’s definitely around our age, how much stronger could he be?” Feng Ming was incensed, and he was used to strutting around town in a domineering fashion.

“You should consider being less of a bully. Just now, you almost kicked a very thick steel plate.” Cha Ming, seeing Ming’s puzzled look, continued explaining. “Yes, that young man was definitely only a year or so older than us. However, if you look more closely you’ll notice that out of the corner of his black robe there was a golden glint. When he turned over, he exposed a golden badge with the number eight on it. That means that not only is he an eighth-level student, he’s also a fifth-grade talent. The school only has a handful of them, and I’m sure he has a lot of influence in town.”

Feng Ming’s face paled. No matter how powerful his father and uncle were, they would need to curry favor with this individual for the sake of their respective organizations. He kept quiet all the way back to the residence.
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Cha Ming was currently walking outside through the frosted woods. The woods near the school were divided into areas of varying safety; the safest area was a very large park which contained a multitude of winding stone trails. Lonely benches had been placed every few hundred meters. 

He had picked sunset to take his walk. This was the time when the green, red, and gold colors in the leaves would appear in their greatest contrast. Trees, mountains, and rivers—these had been Cha Ming’s favorite sceneries as far back as he could remember. His favorite paintings always contained one, two, or three of these elements. While spring was his favorite season due to the feeling of hope in the air, fall was definitely the most beautiful season. 

Cha Ming walked for a few hours, slowly but surely. Every once in a while, he would grab a red or gold tinged leaf and admire it, sometimes sitting down on a nearby bench. The park reminded him of modern parks. Lanterns lit up the road as far as the eye could see. The lanterns were powered by spirit oil, which was produced by crushing, refining, and mixing spirit stones with other ingredients. By the end of the process, the spirit oil had no other use but lighting, and the school did not need to worry about theft. The spirit oil would absorb sunlight in the daytime and recharge, only needing to be changed out every few decades or so.

The latest leaf he had been admiring was unique among all of the other leaves he had found. It was not only green and tinged in both gold and red, but it also had blue and brown patterns running through the leaf. The brown patterns seemed to outline a sharp mountain, while the blue pattern emulated a stream running through the mountain. The leaf itself looked like a perfect sunset in the forested mountains. He found himself lost in thought. When he finally came back to reality, he noticed the surrounding woods were covered in darkness. Not a single light could be seen in the distance. He refused to believe that all of the lights would malfunction at the same time.

He frowned and continued walking down the path, which he could barely see. Eventually, he noticed a single lamp lit near a park bench. An elder with white hair and a white robe was doing what he had been doing previously, admiring a leaf he had picked off a tree. Cha Ming approached the elder slowly.

“Young friend, do you know why mankind has five fingers?” said the elder softly. 

Cha Ming was surprised, as he was quite sure that he hadn’t made any sounds while approaching. Nevertheless, after hearing the question, he could not help but ponder on it.

“Is it not purely coincidence, and did we not evolve from other creatures?” said Cha Ming carefully. The elder chuckled, replacing the leaf on the tree. The leaf merged perfectly with the tree, and in fact turned even more healthy and green than it had been before.

“Many in this world would consider what you said heresy. Some would say that mankind was created by the gods, and others would attribute this to the Jade Emperor. Few people know that in other worlds, mankind did in fact evolve from other creatures by pure chance. But these worlds are very far removed from our own.” The elder then paused, stroking his long white beard.

“In this world, mankind was directly created by Nuwa1. The five fingers were by design, to correspond with the five great gifts that she gave mankind after their birth. She made mankind using her clay and blood. Through this clay and blood she granted mankind with affinities for the five elements that she used to create their life. At the end of their life, they would once again return to these five elements upon their demise, and their souls would go to the netherworld to be reincarnated in the Yellow River.” 

Cha Ming was quite surprised at the man’s words. It seemed like he was aware of other worlds, and Cha Ming had experienced first-hand his own rebirth through the Yellow River. Was this man a god?

The white man looked at him, still stroking his white beard, nodding his head as though he had come to a decision. He then opened his mouth and said softly, “You should have some kind of paintbrush on your person. May I see it? Don’t worry, I won’t take it from you.” 

Cha Ming was surprised yet again, but then he decided that he may as well take out the brush. Although it was likely linked to his rebirth, he felt as though this expert could destroy him with a single thought, should he so choose.

When Cha Ming presented the paintbrush, the old man gently took it. He stroked it, looked at it carefully, and ran his fingers along the inscriptions. After about the time it takes for an incense stick to burn, he handed the brush back to Cha Ming.

“You may call me Uncle Su,” said the old man. 

Cha Ming bowed and said, “Uncle Su, this one of the younger generation is called Du Cha Ming.” 

Uncle Su nodded, seeming pleased. “There is karma between you and me, since you are now the bonded owner of this brush. As such, I want to teach you a technique. My only condition is that you are not allowed to tell anyone that you learned it from me.” 

At this point Cha Ming was quite intrigued, but he was really at the mercy of this expert and figured he might as well go with the flow.

“Let it be as Uncle Su has suggested,” said Cha Ming.

Hearing his answer, Uncle Su smiled and walked toward him. He was a full head shorter than Cha Ming, quite short for an adult. After reaching him, he took out his hand. Each of his fingers was glowing a different color and was inscribed with the Chinese character for each element: wood, fire, earth, metal, and water. On the outside, he could see a white circle. In the middle of the circle and connecting the elements was a black star. The black star had no characters. It was as if it could not be materialized as a character, instead materializing as a block of nothingness. 

Before he could react, the man let out a quick palm strike to his chest. He was thrown back and landed at the foot of a tree. He couldn’t move his limbs, and as his eyes slowly closed, Cha Ming wondered what the hell had just happened.
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“Cha Ming! Cha Ming!” 

He woke up feeling groggy and shaken to the chirping voice of Xin Er. She explained how she had not seen him all morning, and finally in the afternoon she remembered that he had gone for a walk. She saw him resting quietly by a tree. It looked like he had slept all day, judging by the number of leaves that had settled on him.

Rubbing his eyes, he slowly looked up at the sixteen-year-old girl that was staring at him rather grievously. “Wuuuuu, you are bullying Xin! I was so worried that something had happened to you out in the woods, yet here you are, napping all day!” 

Xin then broke into tears again and sat down crying. Looking around him, Cha Ming didn’t see any sign of the old man. Although he felt more energetic than normal, there was no wound remaining from that vicious palm strike. He got up and brushed the leaves off himself.

“Xin Er, did you see an old man in a white robe with white hair nearby?” he asked. 

Xin Er finally stopped crying and shook her head. Sighing, he took her hand and led her back to the school, and they arrived just in time for supper. After a while, Hong Xin was fine. Feng Ming and Gong Lan had not really noticed Cha Ming’s absence. After all, it was common for cultivators to wander off and seclude themselves for a few days—why would a single day trouble them? After accompanying Xin Er for a sufficient amount of time, he finally made his way back to his room and started cultivating. As he looked inward, he almost fainted from surprise.

If he had looked into his dantian two days ago, he would have seen a mixed swirl of five elements, sitting together in a small puddle. The situation now was starkly different. Instead there were five liquid spheres floating in the air, joined by a white circle. A black star was present in the middle, crossing between the elements in a destructive cycle but not daring to touch the white circle. 

This… what the hell? That looks a lot like Uncle Su’s palm! 

As he continued to observe it, he noticed a few strange things. First, it seemed like each puddle was twice as large as before. As he inspected further, he noticed that the white circle holding them separate was circulating a thin layer of elemental energy from one sphere to the next. This seemed to reinforce each element. Conversely, the black star seemed to cause mutual restraint, but now that he looked at it, something was a little off. The black star seemed to only have four lines, but the lines alternated between the elements. It was like the four lines were instead averaged over its initial five spaces. He was still at the third level of qi condensation, but he now had access to twice as much qi! Wasn’t this a little too much?

After finishing his observations, the soft voice of Uncle Su sounded in his head. 

“Young lad,” the voice whispered, “I am always a man of few words. Since you have that brush, I decided to give you this cultivation technique on a whim. Since you haven’t cultivated it from the start, however, I needed to be a little… forceful. Nevertheless, if you can hear my voice now, it means that the process was a success.

“What you are now cultivating is called the Perfect Five Elements cultivation technique. This technique is a little special; you can use the five elements in a creation cycle and generate ‘creation energy.’ This creation energy is made from all five elements and is used to suppress the destructive energy between the elements in your dantian. This destructive energy is not there on purpose. Instead, it’s a consequence of joining the five elements together in formation. Effectively this means that you can remove one ‘restraining’ or ‘destructive’ interaction in your dantian. Accordingly, one restraint is eliminated from each element, which allows the individual’s qi pool to double its growth instead of being inhibited as with lower-level cultivation methods. There are also other ways to make use of this interaction, but you seem like a creative man; I’ll let you figure it out.

“To finish, I’d like you to continue paying close attention to that brush that you’ve bonded. It’s not an ordinary item, and I can sense the karma of reincarnation on you. Perhaps in time you will be able to solve the riddle of the brush. When you meet my dear apprentice, perhaps he will be able to elaborate.

“Anyhow, take care. Remember that your path forward is like a clear sky, with many possibilities.”

The voice faded away. Cha Ming pondered a bit before he walked out of his room. Looking toward the woods, he kowtowed in the general direction. After all, Uncle Su could now be considered a teacher. 

Little did he know, at the edge of the woods there was an old man in a white robe. He was quite short and was gently stroking his long white beard. After a few moments, he turned around and walked inside the woods, seeming to vanish with the mists. 



1  Nuwa, in Chinese literature is the progenitor goddess of mankind and has also been credited with mending the heavens. She appeared in Chinese classic literature over two thousand years ago and makes frequent appearances in current Chinese fantasy novels and web novels.


Chapter 11: Seventy-Two Transformations
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Cha Ming’s sudden and stable growth in his qi pools led to a series of realizations over the next few days. The first was that he would need to change up his combat style. This came to him when sparring with Ming after finishing twenty consecutive fights. He usually had at least forty percent of his qi remaining at the end of every fight, and unfortunately he had no good way of utilizing it. The next realization was that he would need to acquire additional battle techniques—the cheap ones he had acquired before no longer suited him.

Finally, Cha Ming had to face a depressing fact: he was broke. He hadn’t had to think about this in a while because since entering the academy, he had no need to purchase additional techniques. Additionally, his cultivation was proceeding much slower than before since advancing in each subsequent stage would take twice as long as the next. Growing his qi pools was not what took the longest; instead it was overcoming and growing the limits of each qi pool between stages. This required large amounts of pure qi. He had attempted cultivating by drawing energy from some of the spirit stones he had earned as a prize. And while his cultivation improved by leaps and bounds in a short amount of time, he felt his heart ache every time he witnessed a spirit stone crumble into dust.

He decided to bring this topic up at supper the next night. Xin just blushed and said that her father earned spirit stones as a captain of the city guard, and she received some every month. For contribution points, she performed menial cleaning tasks for individual courtyards.

Feng Ming, on the other hand, was simply very rich. He could get as many spirit stones to spend as he wanted, within reason. He did not need a lot of contribution points because his family had inherited techniques that suited him perfectly. If he ever needed them, he could buy them for a price that seemed outrageously low. He offered to lend spirit stones to Cha Ming. Cha Ming politely refused, as he didn’t like being indebted to others. This was especially true because Feng Ming was from an aristocratic family, and favors like this would likely need to be paid back in some sort of political support in the future.

Gong Lan was originally from a family of commoners. Over the last few years, her eldest brother had managed to successfully establish a small mercenary group. However, the danger levels were quite high, and she was forbidden from participating. As such, she had been preparing to venture out into the woods with other students to help gather herbs and fight off spirit beasts. 

“It’s going to be so cold and lonely at night,” she said. “Oh, Cha Ming, how about you tag along for the mission? It’ll be much more exciting with the two of us there.” 

Cha Ming blushed as Gong Lan made eyes at him. He had never been too good at these kinds of things. He made up some nonsensical excuses, such as needing to continue training with Ming.

“Cha Ming, you have a very high innate soul force, right?” Feng Ming inquired.

“Yes, I have the peak soul force available for someone of my cultivation,” replied Cha Ming.

“It’s simple, then! Just pick up a profession! Professions typically pay very well and teach you auxiliary skills. Since you cultivate five elements, you should be able to choose one you like the most,” said Feng Ming. “Since you don’t have a lot of experience with these kinds of things, let me elaborate. In the martial world, there are often professions that support cultivation, and these professions combine the power of their qi and soul force to produce extraordinary results. Typically, these can be separated into some combat-oriented roles, like beast tamers, illusionists, necromancers, and the like. These types of professions burn through money, so what you’re looking for is a creation-type profession. 

“Alchemists must practice both wood and fire and create pills that help support cultivators. The profession is in high demand, but they are insufferably arrogant. They command a lot of respect and make a lot of spirit stones. Often, sects have a trade-in system where apprentice alchemists and alchemists can create medicinal pills or assist in their concoction for contribution points. This would solve both of your problems. My uncle is an alchemist, but I don’t recommend him as a teacher. He’s extremely grumpy and has a very poor reputation with his students.

“Spirit doctors are another noteworthy profession. They are very well respected; however, the apprenticeship is very long. Before you complete your apprenticeship, you would only be marginally better at healing than a wood-element specialist or a dual wood-water-element specialist. In addition, it is frowned upon to earn a lot of money as a doctor. People would think that you are taking advantage of people. Therefore, I do not recommend this occupation in the short term.

“Spiritual blacksmiths require cultivating fire and metal elements. However, before starting in this field, you would first need to embark on the path of body cultivation, which is time intensive and quite painful. Since you are already cultivating five different elements, it may be difficult to add in yet another cultivation method. In addition, while alchemy is very lucrative, spiritual blacksmiths are very hierarchical. They basically have a cartel that distinguishes the quality of goods. Master blacksmiths would make a lot of money, but the markets are flooded with apprentice-level products. Unfortunately, those who produce high-quality goods as apprentices cannot advertise their goods properly until they become master blacksmiths. Therefore, this would not solve your financial problem and would only give you headaches.

“The remaining supporting professions are spirit arborists, artificers, formation experts, and talisman artists. Spirit arborists increase the growth of plants and medicinal herbs. This may be suitable for you—wood-element specialists can only aid the growth of common medicinal herbs, while high-quality medicinal herbs can only be nurtured by spirit arborists. The profession is in very high demand here in Green Leaf City. 

“Becoming an artificer would normally be a possibility for you—they require a triple-element specialty at the very least, due to all the interacting components—however, there is no Artificers Guild in Green Leaf City. You can only give up this path for now. Formation experts are in the same boat—to my knowledge there is no one in the city that can teach you, and there is no demand for this profession in such a small city. 

“Talisman artists are very rare and eccentric, and this path would be quite suitable for you. Your small qi pool could be subsidized by elemental ink used in talisman creation, and you would be able to craft a large variety of them with your specialties. Unfortunately, there are only three people who make talismans in the city. Zhou Li’s uncle, Zhou Tong, is a talisman artist, and so is the city lord’s son. At Green Leaf Academy, Elder Ling is very gifted in talisman creation. However, it is very difficult to meet this man, and he almost always refuses people who request to be his disciple. 

“Talismans are almost as useful as medicinal pills, and as such, the market is very lucrative. They are one-use items that use ink, spiritual power, and qi to cast one-time Daoist spells. Anyone who has a talisman can use a very miniscule amount of qi to cast a spell, whether it be offensive, defensive, etc. The talisman is consumed in the process, but the one-time effect can tip the scales in a battle. If talismans weren’t so expensive, everyone would carry their weight in them.” Feng Ming finished his explanation proudly. Due to his noble background, he had been educated for many years, and his lessons could finally be used to show off, his favorite activity. Cha Ming was quite thankful and agreed that taking on a profession would be a very good idea.

That night, Cha Ming headed back to his room to meditate and think on his path forward. Cultivating, while necessary, was truly boring. It would be good to get a hobby. Alchemy seemed pretty fun. He’d also considered being a doctor before, so becoming a spirit doctor could also be a good choice as well. More importantly however, he’d discovered that Elder Ling’s invitation was in fact quite precious. Furthermore, he’d gotten the invitation because he’d picked up a paintbrush. 

Is it a talisman brush? Cha Ming wondered.

Remembering that Uncle Su had also mentioned that same brush, he decided to take it out for a closer look. It really was a beautiful brush, and mostly white in color with black highlights. Many runes were engraved on the brush, and he could vividly remember them dancing around in five colors. 

He looked at the brush from every angle, trying to discover its secrets. Finally, not being able to resist further, he decided to dip it in a pot of ink on his desk. He attempted to write his name on a piece of paper, only to discover that the paintbrush had not carried the ink.

Strange. This is a brush. How can it not carry ink or write? 

He repeated the process several times and obtained identical results. He also tried to paint on his desk to no avail. Then he borrowed ink from Hong Xin, Feng Ming, and Gong Lan. Each batch of ink showed the same results. Just to be sure, he used a regular brush to spell out his name successfully.

Maybe something happens when the brush touches the ink? 

It was difficult to tell because the ink was black, and the brush had an inky-black hue. He decided to pour ink into a bowl and see if anything happened to the brush. As he dipped the brush into the bowl, he didn’t notice any reaction. As he pulled it out, however, he observed a strange phenomenon. A drop of ink was about to drop from the brush, but instead of dripping down, it moved back toward the tip of the brush.

What the hell? This brush drinks ink? Isn’t this the opposite of what a brush does? 

He decided to try “feeding” the brush. Perhaps there was a limit. One pot, two pots, three pots. He borrowed ink from all of his neighbors. After ten pots of ink, the brush finally seemed to be “full” and refused to absorb ink. Although it wouldn’t absorb any more, it seemed to be too prideful to be stained by the ink, so it still would not carry ink or write his name. Then, a thought struck him.

If it won’t write the normal way, maybe I can use qi to force ink out onto the paper. 

This concept excited him quite a bit. To play it safe, he first poured separate types of qi into the brush. Then in combinations of two, three, and four, and finally all five types at once. After all five types of qi poured into the brush, the qi pools were draining like crazy. Quickly, before the last of his qi disappeared, he wrote “Du Cha Ming” on a piece of paper. Success!

Once his qi was fully drained, his face paled with exhaustion. That had been like executing a full-force battle technique that drained all your qi. Finally, he looked at the brush. It looked the same as before, except on its length, small characters written in gold had appeared.

Seventy-Two Transformations1. The first twelve start with self. “木, 火, 土, 金, 水”

The symbols were the Chinese characters for wood, fire, earth, metal, and water respectively. Perplexed, he recovered his cultivation base and wrote out a single character on a paper every time, the characters for the five elements in order, starting with wood. There was no response from the paper, no response from the brush. 

Strange. The Clear Sky Brush was truly bizarre. He tried again in reverse order, and finally in all possible orders, with no results.

Finally, he decided he must be missing something and would need to experiment more in the future. His adventures in writing characters had left him interested in crafting talismans. He decided to go see Elder Ling the next morning.
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Cha Ming rose up bright and early the next morning. Showing up early showed eagerness, and Elder Ling’s status definitely warranted his respect. He followed directions from students along the way and made his way to the school’s commercial district. Looking everywhere, he could see stalls for medicinal ingredients, beast parts, beast cores. He could also see bright medicinal pills on display, different weaponsmiths plying their wares, and various ores and refined metals. 

Eventually he reached an alleyway with a shabby sign that looked a lot like a talisman. This large talisman was used as a sign that said “Elder Ling’s Talisman Shop.” The sign was very unprofessional, and Cha Ming started to wonder if he’d made the right decision. At the end of the alley was a wooden shack, and this shack was covered in paper talismans from top to bottom. 

These appeared to be talismans for warding off demons, but Cha Ming didn’t think anyone would try and steal them. Who knew what kind of spells could be imbued in any one of them. The whole shack could catch on fire and burn the culprit alive. In front of the shack door rested a black cat with a white moon on its forehead, blocking the door. 

Of course he’s a cat person, thought Cha Ming.

Cha Ming walked up to the door and tried to step over the cat, which started hissing at him. After falling backward and straightening himself out, he tried passing to the side, only to be hissed at again. 

If only I had a mouse to distract him, he thought. He couldn’t approach the door to knock, and the remainder of the house was covered in talismans, so he didn’t dare knock on the wall. With no other options, he called out Elder Ling’s name loudly. Obtaining no response, he tried calling out multiple times to no avail. Disappointed but not dejected, he decided to sit in front of the door. The cat continued to stare at him with a gleam in its eyes.

He sat there for the whole day until he heard footsteps coming from the alley. 

Finally! This person will know what to do about this cat. The person ended up being a mute and deaf nine-year-old girl, and Cha Ming watched as she poured some milk for the cat and left right away. Luck was not on Cha Ming’s side today. As the sun was setting, more footsteps sounded, this time familiar ones. It was Elder Ling. He clearly had not been at home all day.

“Ah, Cha Ming!” said the scruffy looking elder. “Welcome to my home! My cat, Mr. Mao2 Mao, says that you just got here, what good timing!” 

Cha Ming almost fainted out of rage while glaring at the cat, who shot him a taunting look.

“Ahem, well, I don’t want to keep you waiting outside too long,” said Elder Ling. “Come in, come in for tea! I haven’t had anyone over in a very long time. I usually keep myself cooped in this shack. It’s so lonely in this alleyway, and I’m very lucky to have my dear friend Mr. Mao Mao keeping me company!” 

This cat is why you’re so lonely. What the hell? Are you blind? 

He suppressed the urge to yell out and obediently followed Elder Ling inside. As he walked by the cat, he felt a sharp claw nick the inside of his thigh. Clearly the scratch was a warning. Chills ran down his spine, and Cha Ming remembered some joking words of wisdom: It is only when a mosquito lands on your testicle that you realize that violence is never the answer.



1  Seventy-Two Earthly Transformations originates from Journey to the West, a classic Chinese novel that features the monkey king. This technique is used by the monkey king to transform into various shapes and sizes, though he often has trouble transforming his tail.

2  “Mao” is “cat” in Mandarin Chinese.


Chapter 12: The Power of Names
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Elder Ling led Cha Ming down a narrow hall. Like the outside of the house, these walls were also plastered in talismans. The walls outside had contained words like “impenetrable,” “invulnerable,” “solid earth,” or “tough as steel.” The talismans inside the hallway were more specific to evil, like wards repelling the undead, vampires, ghouls, zombies, and so on. Here and there he spotted wards with the words “demoness,” “hag,” or “witch.” 

Cha Ming shot Elder Ling a strange glance, to which he sheepishly replied, “That’s a secret you don’t need to know about.” Upon exiting the hallway, they entered a small living room. Beside the living room was a simple kitchen, and in the living room was a Weiqi1 board. It had been a lifetime since he’d played, but it had been one of his many hobbies in his past life.

The Weiqi board was slightly different than in his past life. First, the board was black instead of wooden, possibly made from obsidian. Next, the lines were white as alabaster. It was still a 19 x 19 board with 361 spots to play. An additional but intriguing difference was that each white stone had the character “angels,” while the black stones had the character “devils.”

Seeing Cha Ming’s interest, Elder Ling asked, “Do you play Angels and Devils? It’s rare to find young players who are willing to commit the time to learn. Usually players are in their thirties or forties or much older, since cultivators have a longer lifespan.”

“Yes, I have played a similar game in the past. I was just wondering if the rules are the same.” 

Hearing this, Elder Ling became quite excited and rushed to make tea, seating Cha Ming in front of the board. Mr. Mao Mao shot him a jealous glare and started sharpening his claws on a nearby whetstone. 

This cat has a whetstone for its claws? The cat was clearly a problem, and he hoped it was too lazy to do anything or that it had a low level of cultivation, if any.

Soon Elder Ling came and sat in front of Cha Ming, pouring them tea over a wet tea table2. Once they both had tea, Elder Ling went ahead and explained the game. 

“I’m not sure what the game you played was called, but this game is called Angels and Devils. Black plays first, as destruction came before creation. The mortal realms are the same, so it is said. Once, the mortal realms were overwhelmed by the devils, intending to grow their influence in all the planes. Not willing to let them have the advantage, the Jade Emperor Yu3 came down from the heavens with his host of angels. Blessed by heavenly luck, the angels managed to overcome the demons at great cost. 

“This game was introduced to all mortal realms from the heavens in remembrance of this great war. To offset the advantage in initiative from the devils, the angels get an additional 5.5 points, signifying their karmic luck. Despite this perceived advantage, the game is a statistically even game and has been praised by many human emperors since then. It is popular amongst cultivators due to its depth of strategy and myriad possibilities.” 

Elder Ling then continued to explain the remainder of the game. It was, in fact, exactly the same as Weiqi in all aspects. Seeing that Cha Ming understood, he let Cha Ming have the first move.

The game continued for three hours and ultimately ended with Elder Ling winning by a half point. Given his experience in the game, Cha Ming knew that Elder Ling had strung him along the whole time. He clasped his hands and bowed slightly.

“Thank you for the game!” Cha Ming said. “I feel that our difference in skill is very significant. I believe in the future I should play with an appropriate handicap so you can teach me better, all the while having a pleasant game yourself.” 

Hearing Cha Ming’s modest words, Elder Ling smiled and agreed that Cha Ming should have a six-stone handicap. “I’ve never seen a youngster like you play so well,” he said. “I always invite the elders to my place, but they never seem to make it here. I always end up playing at their homes.” Elder Ling sighed gently. Mr. Mao Mao purred.

Seeing that there was now an awkward silence, Elder Ling broke the ice. “It seems you’ve come to my shack not just to play Angels and Devils. Have you decided to take me up on my offer to learn talismans?” 

Cha Ming nodded silently. 

Elder Ling continued. “I can see that you’ve reached the third level of qi condensation. This is good. While talisman crafting is not particularly taxing on qi, it is very taxing on the soul. Additionally, you have split your elements into five, so while others might be able to start at the first level, you had to wait a little longer. On the other hand, increasing your cultivation has a large effect on your soul. Your spiritual perception will be greater and your control over qi will make it easier to craft talismans.

“Now, I’m not going to ask you to acknowledge me as a master or anything like that. Calling me teacher is fine. I have a feeling that you will reach heights much greater than Green Leaf City, so I don’t want you to feel any obligation to stick around this miserable city. I have two other teachers who assist me when things get busy, and I have two other students. Most people in the city think there are only three people who make talismans, but these people are only registered talisman artists.

“My other students are a little lousy, but don’t tell them I said that. They usually produce low-level talismans, which are produced in great numbers. Besides, they had a falling out with Mr. Mao Mao, so they haven’t been here in a while. As such, the other teachers and I have been a little overworked. I’ve had to seclude myself to this hut for five out of seven days to keep up with demand. Now, what do you know about talismans, young one?” 

“Teacher, I apologize for my ignorance,” said Cha Ming, “but my experience is very shallow. I have heard from one of my friends that talismans use ink, paper, characters, and qi to cast single-use spells, but I am not sure of the specifics. From what I know, one uses special ink to draw on special paper and effectively ‘store’ a spell.” 

“Hm. It doesn’t seem like you know much, so I will start from the beginning,” said Elder Ling. “The origin of talismans is very profound, stemming from the beginning of the universe. Every being in the universe has a true name. Every object, energy, and spirit in the universe also has a true name. Most are not aware of it, while others who know their true name guard it closely. Devils in particular have a very specific weakness. If their true name is known, they can easily be restrained and controlled. This is, of course, if the one using the talisman has sufficient power.

“When the demons invaded the mortal realms, many humans and non-humans were tempted by the devils. They were taught the true names of lesser devils to summon them to the mortal plane. It is normally very difficult for a devil to travel to the mortal realms, but they are very powerful. Humankind became overwhelmed. As such, Emperor Yu sent down many angels to fight against the devils. He also taught Daoist priests the magic of talismans. In the best of cases, experts in divination would discover the names of devils, and talismans would be crafted to destroy them. In the worst of cases, these were mass produced, with the names for ‘devil,’ ‘evil,’ or perhaps the names of the commander of specific devils. 

“The power of names was effective due to the power of fate. Each name was said to have a fate, a destiny, or a string of karma. Eventually, with the devils banished, talismans lost their popularity. It was later discovered by some experts that devils not only had true names but elements and magic as well. Instead of devil blood and devil names, they used special ink and the true name of the elements to call upon fierce magic. While these were not as powerful as the original talismans, they became quite useful, as this was effectively like storing a spell.

“Over time, the talisman-crafting tradition has continued, but other trades have taken the forefront. After all, medicinal pills can aid one in cultivation and achieve better effects than talismans in certain regards by amplifying and combining rare medicinal ingredients. Spiritual blacksmiths’ weapons offer very concrete advantages to a cultivator, while spiritual doctors save lives. Other specialties who rely on spiritual power have increased battle prowess or serve other vital functions in society. What talismans offer are extra choices and temporary battle power or protection. They are one-time use items and not permanent. As such, they are seen as a bit of an extravagant money sink.”

Cha Ming nodded. Talisman crafting was truly interesting, much more so than he had originally thought. Thinking of something, however, he frowned. “Teacher Ling, I’ve thought of something. Why is your entrance hallway plastered in protections against evil? Surely Green Leaf City is very safe.” 

Elder Ling pondered a moment before answering. “Many decades ago I used to belong to another sect. There, I got married to a beautiful woman. Little did I know that she was a demonic, vile temptress! I’m actually hiding here with Mr. Mao Mao.” Elder Ling smiled. “But you don’t have to worry about that. These are small problems, and I will solve them myself. Next, I will teach you about the basics of crafting talismans.”

Elder Ling then brought Cha Ming to his study, which was littered with thin strips of paper. There were many shelves containing brown bottles with inky substances, and there were perhaps hundreds of different bottles. There was also a small cauldron stained in ink. On the desk were various sizes of brushes from thin to thick. The largest brush could paint one inch wide and was two feet long. Moving to the desk, Elder Ling brought out a small chair seemingly from thin air and placed it beside the larger chair. He then sat down and picked up a brush, a bottle of ink, and a paper.

“Talisman crafting has three important components,” explained Elder Ling. “The first component is a spiritual brush. I highly suspect that the brush you picked at the treasure pavilion is a spiritual brush. The next component, as I explained previously, is a name. Names are many, and all names hold power. For example, if I wrote the name for Burning Crimson Lotus, the spell would need to invoke these three things, or a combination thereof. This specific talisman would contain the properties of burning, the properties of crimson, and the properties of a lotus. While it might seem strange that a color could be invoked, colors truly have special effects when combined with the elements.

“Finally, the ink also plays a very important role. The ink is made with a combination of herbs, ores, natural items, and crushed spirit stones. That is why this occupation literally eats away money. The ink must naturally hold the properties that you are trying to imitate. Take, for example, this Burning Ink of the Crimson Lotus. The base materials are fire essence stones, fifty-year-old lotus roots, and live crimson beast blood. These materials could be used to invoke a variety of effects, but it has been matched to these specific characters. Special materials are able to invoke special characters, and some materials can be used as ink without being blended with spirit stones. These materials are, of course, very valuable, and only used for more expensive talismans.” A pensive look appeared on Elder Ling’s face, as though he was thinking about whether to say something or not.

The pensive look was very brief, and Elder Ling suddenly became extremely focused. He took the brush and dipped it in the ink pot. After he took the brush out, Cha Ming noticed that the brush was not stained in ink, just like his own brush. Elder Ling brought his brush to the piece of paper and slowly began to write the five characters. It seemed to be an extremely draining process. As the brush flowed along the piece of paper, the talisman slowly gained a reddish hue. 

The piece of paper was soon decorated in bright red lotuses, and the edge developed flamelike patterns. The process took a total of thirty minutes, and Elder Ling had to dip his brush in ink several times. Then, when the final stroke was completed, the talisman turned a crimson color, and the characters burned black. He then picked up the talisman and inspected his work, handing it over to Cha Ming after it was complete.

“This is a mid-grade mortal talisman. It has the power of a fifth-level qi condensation artist’s strike at full force. Try using this on that dummy there.” Elder Ling pointed to a shabby gray dummy in a corner of the room. 

Cha Ming frowned and threw the talisman at the doll. After making contact, the doll was suddenly enveloped in a crimson lotus. The lotus lingered and burned for five seconds, after which it faded away. The attack was quite a bit more powerful than Cha Ming could currently manage.

While Cha Ming stood in shock, Elder Ling went to a back room and retrieved a dusty old book, along with five brushes and five pots of ink. He put them in a small bag along with a large stack of paper.

“Here is a starting kit for you. The book inside contains instructions on making one talisman for each element. Each brush is suited to its own element, and each ink is not very potent but suited to multiple kinds of talismans of each element. Try to practice with normal ink first. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You seem like a smart boy. If you can make five of each talisman, you’ll have broken even on the ingredients supplied, and you can give these to my shop to pay for the supplies. Anything extra you can keep for yourself and sell however you see fit. You can come back to me once you run out of materials, and I’ll teach you the next batch. 

“Basically, anything you make will make up for some of the supply gap in low-level talismans, and this will relieve a lot of the pressure off myself and the other teachers. While we can make each talisman in about a minute each, our time is very valuable, and as such these talismans are in quite short supply at the academy. The only ones who would use them are those in the first to third levels of qi condensation. If you think about it, that’s at least a thousand students in your year, as well as many cultivators in the city. There are other groups in the city which supply them, though, so demand never gets too out of hand.

“Now, I forgot to tell you something very important. Do not write the basic characters for each element alone and unaccompanied. Being specific, in a sense, weakens the power of each name. Pure elements, while their names are simple, are extremely powerful. Without the appropriate materials and spiritual force, you will not be able to write them, and even worse, you could lose control of them and cripple or kill yourself!” 

Cha Ming raised his eyebrows in shock—he hadn’t realized that such a simple thing could have such dire ramifications. Seeing the serious look on Elder Ling’s face, he decided to heed his warning. After all, without that warning that was likely the first thing he would have tried. He could have died!

Cha Ming bowed deeply and accepted the little bag from Elder Ling. Peering inside, he was shocked to notice that it seemed to contain about one cubic meter of space. 

This must be very valuable for most students, he thought. He would definitely need to put in his whole effort into crafting talismans so he didn’t let Elder Ling down. Elder Ling hadn’t asked for anything, after all. I’ll need to make sure I join him for a game of Weiqi once in a while. I should probably bring a tribute for Mr. Mao Mao and get on his good side, too. That cat is a ticking time bomb. 

After saying goodbye to Elder Ling, he walked back to the residence hall. By the time he arrived, it was very late at night. Fortunately, he didn’t have any classes to attend. That night he had a lot of trouble sleeping, and all he could see as he went to bed were bright, five-colored characters dancing in his dreams.



1  Weiqi, also known as Go (Japanese) or Baduk (Korean), is a very popular game throughout Asia. It is widely regarded to be more complicated than chess, despite the presence of only black and white pieces. The object of the game is to take turns placing stones on the board to occupy “territory,” and it is common to surround and capture or “eat” opposing pieces.

2  Wet tea tables or “washing tables” are a traditional way to serve tea. The table is designed with water-resistant wood and has a built-in drain to accumulate used hot water or tea. Before preparing any tea, everything including the cups and tea-brewing container are washed using boiling water. This is both to disinfect and to make sure that everything is at the right temperature for the enjoyment of tea. Tea is then served by brewing small amounts of tea with fresh or dried leaves. The cups used are very small, enough to drink two to five sips. The host will constantly serve tea over sessions that can last hours.

3  The Jade Emperor, Emperor Yu, is present in many Chinese mythological stories. In Daoism, he is considered one of the Three Pure Ones. He is often referred to as a supreme emperor because he is the monarch of the gods in Heaven. He is usually associated with vanquishing evil and greatly helping mankind. According to the Beijing National Museum, he was a real man that solved flooding issues which plagued early China as early as 2000 BC. His son was the first emperor of the Xia dynasty, the earliest recorded dynasty in China.


Chapter 13: Wang Jun
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Cha Ming woke up the next morning to the sound of a turning key. His locked door opened softly until sunlight lit up his bed. A short figure with long blond hair was looking through the crack in the door. He seemed to realize that another person was in the room and shut the door softly.

Cha Ming sighed and got up. It looks like I have a roommate now. Better get up quickly and let him in. 

He got up and brushed his teeth, washed his face, and put on a set of clean clothes. It was past breakfast time, but he would have preferred to sleep for a couple of more hours. Finally, he opened the door only to see the blond-haired male sitting cross-legged. The man was slender and seemed to be the same age as Cha Ming, and he gave off an aura of being detached from material possessions. The young man slowly opened his eyes and smiled.

“My apologies for waking you up this morning. Most cultivators get up at dawn, so I assumed you would not be in the room at this time. I will make sure to knock in the future.” The youth slowly got up—he was wearing simple green robes, but his demeanor was anything but simple. After getting up, he clasped his hands and gave a light bow, which Cha Ming reciprocated.

“My name is Wang Jun, and I assume that you are my roommate, Cha Ming. I was a little late in my travels, and so I’ve only just arrived. My circumstances are a little special, so the academy has made an exception for my tardiness. I hope that I can take you out for supper tonight to make up for the inconvenience.” Wang Jun smiled sincerely. 

Cha Ming couldn’t think of any reason to turn him down, and he should probably be on good terms with the person he would share a room with for the school year. Realizing that Wang Jun was still standing outside of what was technically also his own room, Cha Ming opened the door and invited him in. 

Wang Jun had only been carrying a single briefcase, but out of this briefcase he pulled out several changes of robes, some light crystals for his desk, pens, and many stacks of paper. He immediately began to pore through papers with a focused expression on his face. 

What a hard worker, thought Cha Ming. Surely he must either have supplementary studies to complete or he belonged to an aristocratic or merchant family he needed to manage. Seeing this, Cha Ming sat on his bed and cultivated for a few hours, after which he went to lunch. Wang Jun was too busy to eat, but he insisted that he only needed to eat once per day and that Cha Ming didn’t need to worry about him.

Once he got back to his room, Cha Ming began his practice on writing talismans. The first portion of the book was background, simple drills to be completed with a normal brush and ink, and calligraphy exercises. He completed them one after another until suppertime came. Seeing that he’d completed his drills, Wang Jun got up and led Cha Ming out of the academy.

As they walked, Cha Ming took the opportunity to look around the city. He had never gotten a chance to look around the entertainment district in Green Leaf City, as he had only been to the Hong family’s house, the central square, and the school. Once they entered the entertainment district, everything changed. While the city looked fairly run down but still well maintained, the entertainment district looked brand new. In contrast to the stone construction of most of the city, this district seemed to keep true to the city’s name. Lush trees, bamboos, and other foliage could be seen everywhere. Trellises were quite popular everywhere as well. The roads were no longer made from gray stone either; it seemed that no expense was spared and the roads were constructed with a hard red-tinted wood that softened everyone’s steps as they walked. The chirping of birds could be made out between the occasional pauses in everyone’s conversations.

Eventually they made their way to a large restaurant. The restaurant was built with the same wooden décor as every other building, but in front there was a unique fence made of jade-green bamboo. Over the door of the restaurant was a sign written in gold characters that said Jade Bamboo Restaurant. At the doors, a man was greeting guests. He frowned slightly, about to shoo them away until Wang Jun flashed a purple jade token to him. He immediately straightened and bowed to the two students. “Young Master Wang, if you could please follow me, I will lead you to the manager. He will be able to properly seat and assist you.” 

Cha Ming had been impressed before, but now he was shocked. How could the host already know Wang Jun if he had just arrived today?

Wang Jun smiled sheepishly and explained the situation. “The Jade Bamboo establishments are all owned by my family. I have been temporarily assigned to handle an assignment here in Green Leaf City. I just showed him a Wang Family authority jade. It is necessary for conducting business transactions on behalf of the family.” They continued into the restaurant, after which they were greeted by a cultivator in green robes.

“Master Wang, greetings to yourself and your guest.” 

This figure was quite distinguished, with white hair. While he emanated an aura of superiority, he was quite subservient. Finally, he brought the two to a private balcony on the second floor. Wang Jun ordered a couple of dishes and insisted that Cha Ming pick a few, so he chose a few unique-sounding vegetable dishes. The menu did not have prices, so he wasn’t sure if he was being impolite. The older man bowed and went to bring their order to the kitchen.

“I always prefer these private balconies on the second floor. There are a total of five of them in each Jade Bamboo Restaurant, and they give a full view of the guests in attendance.” Wang Jun motioned to the tables below. “Only the most high-class citizens of Green Leaf City can afford to eat here. Of course, you are my friend, and anytime you visit this establishment, you’ll receive the most distinguished service free of charge. Of course, don’t abuse this privilege too much, or you’ll run us out of business.” Wang Jun chuckled while covering his mouth, making Cha Ming wonder if he was just a handsome guy or a girl in disguise. He had read many Chinese novels in the past, and this seemed to be a common thing.

“I am originally from Gold Leaf City,” he continued. “I come from a fairly wealthy business family. Our family does not vie for political power, and instead focuses on making money. I have seven brothers and sisters. Since I have four older siblings, I have been sent abroad to help the family business. What about yourself?”

At this point, the food arrived. The preparation was truly too fast, and he had a feeling that powerful cultivators may have had something to do with it. As if to answer his question, Wang Jun chuckled and explained that these dishes had been prepared by high-quality spirit chefs. These foods were not only delicious but also beneficial to cultivation. Now Cha Ming understood why only the upper class could eat here, as such chefs and ingredients must be in high demand.

They quickly helped themselves to the food. Cha Ming told his story, from his humble origins as a cow herder to his journey to the school, and his recent adventures pursuing talisman crafting. Cha Ming had a very good first impression of Wang Jun, so he did not spare many details. When Wang Jung heard Cha Ming mention his adventures in five-element cultivation, he frowned.

“I think you have the wrong impression of the five-element cultivation technique,” said Wang Jun. Taking a sip of his tea, he closed his eyes briefly and continued. “Where I come from, it is quite a prestigious technique. It is very difficult to be lucky enough to cultivate it, and it has very high comprehension requirements on the user. Five-element cultivation is much more powerful than four-element cultivation because the full cycle of five elements both reinforces and destroys at every point. The advantages don’t typically get realized until later on.” He then shot Cha Ming a strange look.

“We all have our secrets, but I’ll get straight to the point. I have a very special talent, a talent in appraisals. I am able to look at an item and instantly judge its relative value. I am also able to look at any cultivator and tell his talent, the grades of his techniques, etc. While you say you’ve been practicing five-element cultivation, I happen to know that the school only contains one version of it, which is graded as a bronze technique. This version is incomplete. However, when I look at you, I don’t see the glow that a bronze cultivation technique would bring.

“You see, each cultivation technique gives off a certain aura. This aura is difficult to spot until you’ve reached a certain cultivation, but I am an exception to the rule. A bronze technique would give off a bronze aura, a silver technique a silver aura, and a gold technique a gold aura. Even higher than that and I would see a purple aura, which only a select few geniuses on this continent would cultivate. This is curious because I do not see any of these colors on you, only a pure white aura. 

“The current versions of the five-element cultivation technique are the lesser, middle, and greater five-element cultivation techniques. There is no purple-level technique that I know of. Therefore it is curious that the aura you give off is white. There is no need to share your secrets, and I realize you could be in a difficult position, but I won’t pry. However, I would suggest that you don’t be self-deprecating when mentioning your cultivation technique. The technique is very prestigious abroad, and the ones who criticize it don’t know how high the heavens are or how low the earth is.” Wang Jun continued sipping tea and refilling their cups, while Cha Ming stayed deep in thought. Before he knew it, a full hour had passed. 

Looking at Wang Jun, he smiled. “Thank you for not prying. I do have some secrets that I wish to keep. Perhaps one day I will be able to tell you.” 

Wang Jun smiled, waving it off. After all, he definitely had his own, much darker secrets.
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A week passed by quickly as Cha Ming worked furiously at his drills for making talismans. The next set of training drills involved imbuing regular ink with qi and guiding its spiritual force while he practiced the calligraphy outlined in his book. As he practiced, he noticed that his training speed had improved significantly. He made sure to use his qi evenly to maintain a balance between the elements. As he practiced his calligraphy drills, it became less and less taxing on his spiritual force.

He asked about this during another match of Angels and Devils with Elder Ling. His teacher explained that while his level of cultivation would have a large impact on which talismans he could make, his soul could also be trained by constantly controlling spiritual force, similar to how a muscle is trained. 

Of course, Cha Ming had remembered to buy something for Mr. Mao Mao. He bought him a shiny pendant, and while Mr. Mao Mao did not seem to appreciate the pendant itself, he appreciated the show of subservience.

By the second week, Cha Ming was learning to write out the most basic low-level talismans: Lesser Recovery talisman, Lesser Flare talisman, Lesser Wall talisman, Lesser Shield talisman, and Lesser Frost talisman. Apparently, writing the character “lesser” to start off a talisman intentionally reduced its power. It also reduced the use in qi and spiritual power. While these characters were already fairly weak—frost being weaker than ice, which was in turn weaker than blizzard—they were a little too powerful for grade-one talismans and much too draining for beginners. 

At first it took him a half hour for each talisman, then twenty minutes, then ten, and finally five. At five minutes per talisman, he seemed to reach some kind of bottleneck. Eventually he realized that he’d finished all of the ink that was given to him. He had made ten of each of the five talismans with a failure rate of approximately fifty percent. From what he understood, anything above thirty-three percent success was quite good, and a success rate of twenty-five percent had been assumed when Elder Ling had gathered his starting materials. 

By the end of the second week, Hong Xun finally came back from his adventure. He took everyone out for supper after returning. Not only did they have an above-average trip, he had also broken through to the sixth level of qi condensation, which was cause for celebration. Hong Xin was relieved. She had missed her brother terribly, and she didn’t appreciate playing board games or sparring like Cha Ming did. 

That week, Cha Ming, Hong Xin, Feng Ming, Gong Lan, and Wang Jun attended their second fundamentals class. Wang Jun had been exempt from the first class and had spent the past two weeks working away in their room and cultivating, as well as taking long trips to town for business. Cha Ming wondered if he actually needed to attend school or if he was simply using it as a front so that people would underestimate him.

While classes continued, Cha Ming practiced another four lesser low-grade talismans for each element to build a strong foundation. The five-minute barrier seemed to eventually fade away with experience, and the talismans could simply be completed as a thirty-second calligraphy exercise. That week, he finished twenty-five talismans, and his success rate shot up to ninety percent. Elder Ling was shocked at his progress and instructed him to not waste his time on first-grade talismans any longer and gifted him with a book of grade-two talismans. The book contained instructions on ten talismans, two for each element. It was gifted with the intent of keeping him busy for a few weeks.

One week later, Elder Ling was floored again. Cha Ming had completed ten of each assigned talisman in only a single week, and the number of talismans implied that he had a fifty-percent success rate as opposed to the usual twenty-five. He was truly a highly talented child. To bring him down a notch, he gifted him another book of ten talismans for each element, this time for third-grade talismans. Third-grade talismans were the peak of the lesser mortal-grade talismans. 

This time it took Cha Ming two weeks to complete seven talismans for each element. His success rate had been knocked down to thirty-five percent, which was still above average but quite believable. Since Cha Ming had already broken through to the fourth level of qi condensation, Elder Ling decided to push him a little further with fourth-grade talismans. After two weeks, Cha Ming returned with only five of each. Still, his talent was indeed quite high. Most cultivators could not make talismans at their same level of cultivation. Instead they needed to reduce it by one or two levels. While it was not economical for Cha Ming to make fourth-level talismans, as he was only breaking even, it was still rare for someone to be able to achieve this.

Since he seemed to have reached a plateau in crafting talismans, Cha Ming decided that he should really upgrade his battle techniques. Alas, he was too poor. Once he explained his problem to Wang Jun, the latter nearly fell off his bed laughing. After recovering, he sat on his bed and explained.

“You are literally printing money, and you’re concerned about money. It truly baffles me.” Wang Jun shook his head mockingly. 

Cha Ming was confused. He’d had a feeling that his talismans were worth something, but he had never looked into it or been taught by his teacher.

“I saw you writing out mortal-grade-one talismans about six weeks ago. Each of these are worth about four spirit stones each, and the materials are worth about one spirit stone each. At a twenty-five percent success rate, you break even.

“Grade-two talismans are worth about twenty spirit stones each, and materials cost roughly five spirit stones each. Grade-three talismans are worth fifty spirit stones each, and grade-four talismans are worth two hundred spirit stones each. I happen to have an eidetic memory. If my deductions on your rate of crafting and approximate paper and ink usage are correct, and accounting for your failure rate, which I judge based on you crumpling a talisman and throwing it into the garbage can, and the number of talismans you need to turn in, I would guess that you have about 1,645 grade-one talismans, 250 grade-two talismans, and 100 grade-three talismans. Is this correct?” 

Cha Ming gaped at him, astonished. The number was spot on. Was his friend having him monitored? After all, Wang Jun was away for at least four hours daily. Slowly, he nodded his head.

“No need to be surprised. I’m very good at this sort of thing,” he continued. “Now, talismans are usually sold fairly quickly and low-level talismans like yours are in high demand. They are essentially a commodity and can be traded like money at seventy-five percent of their price in shops. If you do a bit of math, you’ll find that your talismans are worth approximately 18,300 spirit stones at retail value. Their liquid value is about 13,700. So tell me, are you lacking in spirit stones? Also, you can likely get five contribution points per value in spirit stones if you trade them to Elder Ling. So tell me, are you lacking contribution points?”

Cha Ming paled, realizing something, and he gasped. “You’re telling me…” 

Wang Jun’s otherwise temperate demeanor was lit up with an expectant smile.

“Wang Jun…” Cha Ming said gravely, “I’ve basically lost 15,000 to 20,000 spirit stones in the past four weeks improving my talisman-crafting skills!” 


Chapter 14: Soul Pearl Manifestation
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Wang Jun stared at Cha Ming in shock, then burst out laughing.

“En, yes! Absolutely correct! You could have made 15,000 to 20,000 more spirit stones if you’d focused on only grade-one talismans. But that may be a little too narrow-minded. Currently, you can expect to earn a profit of 4,250 to 6,000 per week making grade-one talismans, 2,500 to 5,000 per week with grade-two talismans, and 0 to 3,400 when making grade-three talismans. Unless you have a good buyer, you’re slightly losing out on grade-three talismans and losing out big on grade-four talismans. However, you’ve also improved your skill. 

“When your cultivation increases and your talisman crafting improves, your success rate and crafting rate for grade-two talismans should skyrocket. Let’s say you’re currently making 2,250 grade-one talismans per week, at a ninety-percent success rate. If you can make half as many grade-two talismans, you could make up to 16,250 spirit stones per week! So think of these ‘lost’ spirit stones as an investment. So far you’ve paid 20,000 spirit stones to learn, and you can make it up in one week in the future. Also note that you’re able to craft talismans of your cultivation level. While they are expensive, they will be a valuable lifeline in the future. You also get them at cost, without having to sell them through an intermediary.” Wang Jun was looking quite pleased with himself. This was his area of expertise, after all, and everyone loved talking about their own interests.

Thinking about it more, Wang Jun added, “I happen to have connections at the Jade Bamboo Auction House in town. If you have any leftover talismans after you trade them in for contribution points, I can get you ninety percent retail price for them. Honestly, for you, contribution points are currently the most effective route, but don’t underestimate the value of money! Also, I advise that you keep some for yourself. Talismans can be extremely useful in life-threatening circumstances. After all, the heavens are jealous of the talented.” His eyes momentarily darkened, after which he walked to his desk and continued to focus on his work.

Seeing that his friend wanted to be left alone, he made his way to Elder Ling’s house. After a brief discussion, Elder Ling agreed to take 10,000 spirit stones’ worth of assorted talismans for 50,000 contribution points, which he transmitted to his Green Leaf jade. As for money, he didn’t want to be bothered with it and offered Cha Ming seventy percent of market value. He was not a storefront, after all. He heaved a sigh of relief once he saw that Cha Ming would take care of it on his own. Before Cha Ming took off, Elder Ling gave him a few words of advice.

“Cha Ming, my student, while talisman crafting is a very fulfilling career and quite lucrative, to advance in cultivation you should go out adventuring a little. I have a suggestion for you.” The eccentric elder took out a book from his shelf and handed it over to Cha Ming.

“This is a book of various ingredients that you can find throughout the world for mortal-grade talisman ink. Quite a few of them can be found in Green Leaf Forest. Meanwhile, you could go out with some of your friends. Any herbs you turn in can be exchanged for contribution points. While some people might have moral qualms about hunting the beasts in the forest unless they have to, if they come to fight you, its okay to fight back. If they don’t run away it, would even be all right to kill them. This experience will also help temper your battle techniques and even your cultivation.” Elder Ling went to his desk and retrieved a list of medicinal ingredients and expensive alchemical ingredients.

Cha Ming accepted the list, nodding. Makes sense, and it would be a shame to be gifted in creating talismans but not be able to make your own ink. 

Ink was very specific to the type of talisman, after all. Perhaps he could eventually learn some elementary alchemy and be able to blend the herbs himself.
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Cha Ming was in quite a good mood after having gained 50,000 contribution points. He calmly walked down the streets and looked at the beautiful scenery. He was imagining what kind of fierce battle techniques he could obtain. The last time he was at the library, he only had a pittance. Surely 50,000 contribution points would get him something good.

His heart bled when he recalled his initial 1,000 contribution points and remembered that he would once again have to split his points for each element. Specializing definitely had its advantages. As he approached, he noticed a long line and queued up.

The wait seemed a lot longer than it actually was. After an hour, he finally made it into the library. On the first floor, he was greeted by Elder Xiao, who was quite happy to see him. He didn’t get to go out too often, and a friendly face was always welcome. After explaining his thoughts, Elder Xiao thought for a moment. 50,000 contribution points, while not normally a small number, was indeed quite limiting for Cha Ming.

After a few minutes of thinking, Elder Xiao decided to bring Cha Ming to the second floor. “The first floor doesn’t have a lot to offer you,” said Elder Xiao. “The most expensive technique there is 5,000 contribution points. One the second floor, the cheapest technique is 2,000 contribution points, while the most expensive is 50,000.” 

Upon hearing this, Cha Ming realized that he was a lot less rich than he thought he was. He could blow his whole fortune on a single technique!

“There are quite a few bronze and silver techniques on the second floor, but the amount of merit required to enter higher floors is very astronomical,” explained Elder Xiao. “That being said, you’ve somehow earned 50,000 contribution points in a couple of months. This amount is truly staggering. Did you pick up a lucrative profession?”

“I’ve begun learning the art of talisman crafting from Elder Ling,” Cha Ming said. While this made sense, Cha Ming could tell by the expression on Elder Xiao’s face that he was still quite surprised that someone could make so much in a year, much less a couple of months. His curiosity piqued, Elder Xiao continued.

“If your earning power is so high, I believe I have something that’s suitable for you. You could consider it a very strong foundation technique. It takes a while to master, but when it is mastered, it can be used to build up other techniques. 

“These techniques are not very strong on their own, as they are single-element techniques,” said Elder Xiao. There is one for each element, and they are collectively called the Soul Pearl manifestation techniques. It seems like the technique was made for dual-element cultivators. At its strongest, it can use about eighty percent of a dual-element cultivators’ qi for a single element.” 

Eighty percent? That seemed a little too coincidental. The technique was clearly made for perfect five-element cultivation. No one would know, but that was exactly 100% of Cha Ming’s qi pool. Seeing Cha Ming’s excitement, he continued.

“The advantage of the technique is that with spiritual force, you can control many types of qi at the same time. The qi is focused into soul pearls and kept separate, so they don’t interfere with one another. Initial mastery of the technique controls twelve pearls, mid-level mastery controls up to thirty-six pearls, high-level mastery controls seventy-two pearls, and perfection of the technique controls a hundred and eight. You can also mix and match the different levels. Once one has attained mid-level mastery, there is the option to learn combination techniques. These are quite expensive, and we keep them on the third floor. In the future, I am sure you will be able to afford them.

“The combination technique forms the pearls into more complicated arrays, which augments its power. This augmentation is not additive, it is multiplicative. Thirty-six pearls would then have the power of a hundred and eight pearls. This is why these gold-level techniques are on the third floor. A dual-element cultivator can explode with 160% of the power that a normal gold-level single-element technique could. There are ten possible combinations for the technique.” 

Cha Ming was very intrigued by this. “How much is it for a single technique?” he asked. 

“Twelve thousand!” replied the elder. 

Cha Ming paled—he couldn’t afford that! He would need to go back and sell his talismans, and then he would be broke. Seeing Cha Ming’s resigned look, the Elder chuckled.

“That is the normal price of the technique. It can also be sold as a set for 50,000 contribution points. Also, since the scrolls take a while to master, they can be kept for six months.” 

Cha Ming’s face regained a bit of color. While it was still very expensive, he could at least afford it. It was almost as if the technique was tailor-made for him. 

Finally, Cha Ming nodded, and the Elder obtained illusory scrolls of the technique. Fifty thousand contribution points gone, just like that! Elder Xiao consoled him, saying it was all worth it in the long run. That led Cha Ming to thinking: How much were the combination techniques? Once he got the door, he finally mustered up the courage to ask.

“Elder Xiao… please don’t tease this young one, how many contribution points do the combination techniques cost?” 

As the door was shutting Elder Xiao yelled, “Nothing much, just fifty million! You can do it. I believe in you!” 

Cha Ming fainted on the spot.

 

[image: ]

Two hours later, Cha Ming woke up to the sound of an ink brush. The brushing stopped, and Wang Jun muttered softly, “You’re awake.” 

Cha Ming rubbed his eyes and was surprised to find that he was in his bed. Looking over to the desks, he saw Wang Jun working away. He continued for five minutes, after which he stacked a pile of papers together neatly, looking rather satisfied. By then Cha Ming was sitting on the bed, making sure he hadn’t suffered any internal injuries due to the shock of fainting. He figured he was fortunate not to have suffered any lasting damage.

“I heard from Elder Xiao, who brought you here, that you’d literally fainted after hearing the contribution point requirement for the combination Soul Pearl manifestation techniques. I’ve never laughed so hard in my life. It’s the first time I’ve heard of such a thing happening. Relax, my friend. It’s really not a lot of money.” Wang Jun was smiling lightly. Somehow in the time that he was finishing his paperwork, he had made tea for both of them. They sat down on the floor outside the room, breathing in the fresh evening air. 

“You need to realize that these fifty million contribution points only amount to ten million spirit stones. These are lesser-quality spirit stones that we currently use to trade. Ten thousand low-quality spirit stones can be traded in for a single mid-quality spirit stone, and ten thousand of these can be traded for high-quality spirit stones. So these five techniques are only worth a tenth of a high-quality spirit stone. You’ll soon find that this is no great fortune. 

“There’s no point in me elaborating on the total income of the kingdom; you will have no reference point, and this point is a bit far removed from your current situation. Really, you also need to take into account that it’s very difficult to gain these types of skills anywhere else. Schools, sects, and kingdoms guard skills like hawks and accumulate them over many generations. It’s actually very convenient that the schools make it so easy to obtain them. I estimate that by the time you get to the ninth level of qi condensation, you will be able to afford the techniques.” 

They continued to drink their tea, admiring the frosty leaves on the trees. The cold could easily be dispelled by cultivators, and there was no need for additional clothes as it was an automatic function provided by the body of any cultivator. It was the same for avoiding the rain, drying off, and avoiding the heat—all very useful things for an adventuring cultivator. This was, of course, unless you voluntarily wanted to feel these sensations.

“Brother Jun, I’ve been assigned to a task by Elder Ling to gather medicinal herbs in the forest. He suggested it would be good experience to wander out and adventure, and we could cobble together some contribution points. I understand that you’re quite wealthy, but it would be nice to have you along.” Cha Ming looked at Wang Jun hopefully. 

After thinking for a bit, Wang Jun said that he would need two weeks to settle some things before heading out, and he could leave for two weeks at most due to the ongoing negotiation of several business deals. Cha Ming was overjoyed.

Just as he was about to rush out of the room to recruit his other friends, Wang Jun called him back and handed him a bright green jade card. The card was etched in darker green with a bamboo forest. 

“I had Auction Master Xie draft up this simple trade contract. You don’t even need to bind it, as it is an offer from the Jade Bamboo Auction House itself. It simply states that you can trade in any number of talismans with a minimum total value of 5,000 spirit stones for eighty-five percent of the retail price. 

“Of course, this offer is a little disproportionate to the usual value of the talismans, but consider this a future investment on their part due to my recommendation. If you can trade in 50,000 points’ worth in one transaction, you can get ninety percent. If you can trade 500,000 points’ worth you can obtain ninety-five percent value. This is because of three reasons: first, the cost of the transaction will reduce relative to the sale price above 50,000. Above 500,000, they can be sold at auction for slightly higher than retail price due to shortages in supply. Last, the auction house values friendship and hopes you remember the favor when you have large value items to transact or when they are looking to commission work.

“In addition, I made them add a clause which states that you can buy raw ingredients from them at a twenty percent discount. This way your margins on making talismans will increase significantly.” Wang Jun patted his shoulder and went back to working at his desk. His pace seemed to have increased compared to before. 

Wang Jun is very thoughtful, thought Cha Ming. The matter had just been brought up that morning, and as soon as he came back he had a no-strings-attached trade contract ready for him. Wasn’t Brother Jun a little too proactive? Of course, Cha Ming was one who valued friendship greatly, and the thoughtfulness of the gesture was not something he’d soon forget.

Over the course of the next day, he sought out Hong Xun, Hong Xin, Gong Lan, and Feng Ming. Hong Xun wasn’t very interested in going since he’d already been out for several weeks. Hong Xin, however, was very enthusiastic. She’d never left the city, after all, and she was very excited to see the outside world. They had a whole two weeks to prepare, so her brother assured Cha Ming that he would make sure she prepared for the trip properly. As her elder brother, he was very worried for his sister and would likely spend the next two weeks telling stories about his previous adventures.

Gong Lan had been out adventuring a few times in the past several weeks. She was always out adventuring due to her idolization of her brother, and she just happened to be back. Still, she jumped on the opportunity right away. Feng Ming hadn’t been out yet, and he’d gotten similar advice from his family on adventuring. 

Now that the group had been assembled, they started to prepare for the adventure. There were too many things to do, now that he thought about it. He would need supplies for traveling, food, and water. While he had his staff, he would feel a lot more comfortable after he achieved a certain level of mastery over his Soul Pearl manifestation technique. Above all else, he needed information.

Information was quite crucial to adventuring. In addition to knowing which herbs to gather, they would need to know about the various animals, the different regions in the forest that were safe for them to explore at their level, and any prohibited zones in the forest. This sort of information was not difficult to find. After all, adventuring was the lifeblood of the city. He was able to find this information and obtain a map of the least dangerous areas of the forest for ninety spirit stones. Realizing that he was broke again, he then proceeded to the Jade Bamboo Auction House.

The Jade Bamboo Auction House was located in the commercial district. It occupied a central position among the nearby shops and sported the same Jade Bamboo Forest signature at the front. Unlike the entertainment district, the commercial district was a lot more pragmatic. The entertainment district was built to keep people inside the entertainment district. The commercial district decorated their shops individually to attract attention, and the publicly owned streets were left clean but very plain. Businesses that performed well could afford a central location and a beautiful shop, while those who did poorly were shoved to the outskirts and alleys. 

The Jade Bamboo Auction House was built out of stone, using its signature jade bamboo garden to advertise. They were very well reputed and offered a guarantee of quality on anything they auctioned. Some auction houses would offer speculative treasures, leaving it up to the customer to sift through the trash. The Jade Bamboo emphasized trust and quality. Higher-quality items had pedigrees, while items that were not normally valuable as a single unit could only be found in larger quantities. 

As a result, the various guilds, schools, aristocratic families, etc. would shop there, as they would need to expend a lot of effort to gather large quantities of items otherwise. It was more worthwhile to have the auction house gather them and sell them at a premium every week or so. These were not commodity goods, after all, and they were difficult to acquire in numbers, even with a storefront. Every once in a while, the auction house would have items shipped in and auctioned off to the various families that did not have good connections in larger cities.

As it was his first time at such an establishment, Cha Ming built up his courage and headed toward the entrance.


Chapter 15: The Bloody Rosary
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As Cha Ming walked into the building, he was taken in by the elegance of the Jade Bamboo Auction House. The interior was tiled in white marble, with black tiles making runic patterns across the expansive floor. There were various desks that performed daily business and took bids for long-term auctions. This was a popular method of selling things like property, large amounts of ore, herbs, and beasts. These desks were made of white wood with a green jade countertop. Here and there were small bamboo forests that concealed tables for conducting business. These were for either VIPs or customers that needed the auction house to act as a guarantor, insurer, or witness.

Truly a license to print money, he thought. 

The auction house was the hub of the Jade Bamboo businesses in the city. Anything could be transferred from the other core businesses in other cities, even information. He secretly wondered if one could hire assassins there. Everything else seemed available, so it was not a small possibility. Of course, it was not something they would advertise.

After waiting in line for some time, he approached one of the jade desks, where a beautiful attendant stood. She seemed very aloof and immediately judged Cha Ming by his age and simple clothes. He assumed her pay was heavily based on commission, and so she likely thought he was wasting her time. It didn’t help that he seemed extremely uncertain, as if he didn’t belong there.

“What do you want?” she asked gruffly. 

Cha Ming was a little taken aback. He didn’t offend her in any way. But he also didn’t want to wait in line once again, so he stated his purpose. “I have some items that I need to sell. Would you be able to help me?”

“You can sell your junk at any common shop,” she said haughtily. “This is the Jade Bamboo Auction House, and we only do quality business here. Go somewhere else. You’re wasting my time.” 

She then looked to the next customer to have them come up. Cha Ming frowned. He thought for a bit and realized that if he had brought up his sales contract, he might have received a different reaction. 

The world is unfair to the poor, he thought with a sigh. He brought out the green jade that Wang Jun had given him. 

As soon as the green jade landed on the desk, the attendant paled. A door opened behind the desks, after which a friendly man with black hair and a black beard walked out. He was wearing green robes very similar to those Wang Jun wore.

“Distinguished guest, my apologies for the misunderstanding. I am Manager Li. Miss Su here will be suspended for a week in order to apologize to you. Miss Su, please bow to our guest in apology.” The softly spoken middle-aged man stood with his hands behind his back. Miss Su trembled and bowed in apology. 

As she was about to leave, Cha Ming spoke. “That is unnecessary, Manager Li. I am sure she has learned not to judge youngsters by their appearance.” 

It wasn’t that he didn’t think she deserved it; he simply wanted to cause as little trouble as possible for Wang Jun. After all, he was here on Brother Jun’s recommendation, and he didn’t know how much authority his friend had.

“Since our guest has requested it, you are excused from this punishment. Miss Su, please remember his magnanimity. Mister Du, please come this way to one of our bamboo tea gardens where we can discuss your business.” 

Cha Ming was quite surprised that the manager knew his name. He was not a famous figure, after all. 

After they walked into one of the secluded bamboo groves, he noticed that the inside appeared much larger than the outside. Inside the garden there were flowers, birds chirping, and jade-colored bamboo as far as the eyes could see. If he were to guess, he could see about 500 feet off into the distance. Yet he knew that he had just stepped into a twenty-square-foot garden.

“I understand that it is your first time here, Mr. Du. Earlier today we received instructions from Auction Master Xie to treat you as a distinguished guest. As to how I recognized you, I believe you are the only sixteen-year-old youngster in the city with brown hair and hazel eyes that could procure a jade sales contract. There are perhaps three of these contracts in the city, the others being white, bronze, silver, and gold contracts.” 

Cha Ming had truly underestimated Wang Jun’s status in this city. To be able to convince the auction manager to give out such a rare contract in this city to such a lowly figure as himself proved that his friend simply had too much influence in this city. In fact, how was he even qualified to be Wang Jun’s classmate? The more he thought about it, the more he suspected Wang Jun’s presence at the academy was a front or a ruse.

Noticing his surprise, Manager Li continued. “A jade contract is actually not built on the premise of making money but on the premise of establishing friendship. Typically, it is reserved for high-level political interactions, so the amounts are limited. I am not sure what your relationship to Master Xie is, but I assure you that you will get the best of care. In addition, you can expect the same treatment at any of our Jade Bamboo establishments. In addition, the card itself contains your picture and description, therefore none of the establishments will dare doubt its authenticity or think you stole it.” 

As he spoke, he continued to pour tea on the wet tea table. He used the traditional way of brewing the tea, making only one small cup at a time for each of them from the fresh leaves.

“This bamboo forest is isolated from the rest of the rest of the auction house, using a spatial formation. As such, you can feel comfortable revealing any business you might have.” 

The middle-aged man smiled and waited patiently while pouring tea. Cha Ming had already separated a number of talismans that he wished to keep. After receiving the large stack of talismans, Manager Li flipped through them and took a look at the jade contract. He then withdrew a pile of spirit stones from his bag and stored the talismans in his own bag.

He then gestured to the pile. “As per the contract, you are entitled to 5,500 spirit stones. While we don’t store any materials here, I noticed that your contract mentions talisman-crafting materials. If you specify what you need, we can have them gathered and sent to your place within twenty-four hours.” 

Now that Manager Li mentioned it, Cha Ming would need a special kind of inscription ink that could be used to manufacture the soul pearls he would use for his Soul Pearl manifestation technique. While he wouldn’t be able to afford a full set of top-quality pearls, he could at least ensure that he had enough to make a full low-grade set.

“Manager Li, if you would be so kind, I would like to purchase two hundred portions each of low-grade emerald regeneration inscription ink, low-grade cinnabar blaze inscription ink, low-grade silver piercing inscription ink, and low-grade earth pulse inscription ink, and low-grade Frost Mist inscription ink. Are 4,500 spirit stones sufficient?” 

After receiving a nod and a smile from Li, he swept away the remaining 1,000 spirit stones. Their business concluded, he exited the auction house in search of the remaining components: soul pearls.
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Soul pearls were not a common commodity, but neither were they rare. The people who usually used them were people who practiced monastic arts, like Daoist priests, Buddhist monks, or exorcists. The usual function of these pearls was to bind and restrict, though many of the professions used them to train their soul power.

Cha Ming’s nose wrinkled as he walked slowly through a run-down shop, where a heavy scent of incense floated in the air. He had never liked incense. Perhaps it was because it was usually accompanied by pompous priests when lecturing the masses. Alas, when one hated something, one often forgot the original reason for hating it in the first place.

As he walked through the shop, he ran his fingers across various baubles and merchandise crammed on small wooden shelves. Here and there, small statues of the Buddha or various famous Daoist figures could be seen, their specially crafted eyes seeming to bore into his soul. There were also small packages of talismans, both fake and magical, strung across the walls. Over ninety percent were fake, and he could tell at first glance which were real and which were imitations.

One talisman seemed to stand out to him. Although it clearly looked like a fake and was built on what seemed to be the worst of papers, he was overcome with a violent impulse to grab the talisman and run out of the store with it. 

Strange, he thought. He rarely had impulses like that. The run-down talisman was marked at fifty spirit stones for the one talisman and the forty-nine in the bundle. It was also marked with three characters, the characters for good luck (幸运) and the number four (四), a rather unlucky number often associated with death1. Clearly, the person who made these forgeries had extremely poor taste.

After a few moments of hesitation, he finally managed to focus his attention on what was more important: procuring a set of soul pearls. Unfortunately, he was a little out of luck. The cheapest set of 108 was selling for 5,000 spirit stones, meaning that to purchase it, he would need to liquidate more of his talismans.

Sighing, he started wandering out of the shop. Just as he was about to walk out of the front door, he heard a high-pitched voice call out, “Wait, my friend! Wait!”

He turned around to the surprising view of a bald man with a thin beard and particularly bad teeth. Bad teeth may have been a bit of an understatement; the man had a total of five teeth remaining in his mouth, which seemed to be barely hanging on for dear life. The ancient-looking man had an extremely hunched back, and he was leaning on his cane as though a slight breeze could push him over.

“My dearest friend, it’s truly good luck that we’ve met! I haven’t had business all day, and I’m definitely willing to give you the cheapest price!” The old man shot him a crooked smile that reminded Cha Ming of a used-car salesman.

It never hurt to hear a person out, so he stepped back into the shop and walked back to the counter, where various rosaries of soul pearls hung on the wall. 

“I don’t know if you can help me, sir. What I’m looking for is much more expensive that I can afford,” Cha Ming stated. It’s not that he wanted to lower expectations, but he truly couldn’t afford what was displayed in front of him.

“Pfft. Everything is negotiable, and you can find some amazing deals that you might have never dreamed of in this simple shop of mine.” The shifty old man still had a wide grin plastered on his face. “Now tell me, my lucky young friend, what exactly are you looking for?”

“I’m looking for a set of soul pearls. Unfortunately, it seems like your cheapest set of a hundred and eight are five thousand spirit stones. I only have a thousand spirit stones with me, and unfortunately, I can’t afford more. That’s why I was stepping out of the store just now. It’s simply too much to bargain for.” Cha Ming knew that bargaining was very common in these stores, but the price would usually only be reduced by thirty percent. An eighty-percent reduction in price was asking for too much.

Contrary to his expectations, the man at the counter frowned. “Hm, that is truly difficult. Normally I wouldn’t be able to help you out on such a large discount, but luckily you’ve found the right man!” 

With an excited look, the man in front of him disappeared and returned with a small wooden chest. He quickly opened the wooden chest and withdrew a set of one hundred and eight bloodied pearls. The pearls seemed cracked and cut, and the blood sprinkled over a third of them made Cha Ming think that perhaps this necklace had been bloodied as they were hacked off a poor monk’s neck. A look of revulsion flashed across his face as he fought the urge to vomit.

“Look, son, these are perfectly serviceable soul pearls. In fact, I think they were probably the best-quality pearls back in the day. I got these pearls for a few thousand pearls some decades ago, but for some reason no one ever wants to buy them. I’m just trying to cut my losses. Tell you what, I’ll sell you these pearls for a thousand spirit stones. Brand new, you probably couldn’t get these for fifty thousand! That’s a hell of a deal!” 

Cha Ming hesitated. Perhaps it was a very good deal, and he could take a chance on these pearls and experiment for a bit. Worst case, he would spend a couple of weeks making talismans, sell them, and come back and get a new set later. 

“Look, that’s taking a huge chance. What if these are cursed? I’d take them for three hundred, but that’s truly the highest I’d pay for these. I’m taking on a big risk!”

The old man’s eyes flashed with joy as he realized that he might have a taker. He didn’t want to seem too eager, though, so he continued to haggle. “That’s outrageous! I’d only sell them for seven hundred at the very least!” 

“Five hundred, then, take it or leave it.” Cha Ming didn’t want to spend too much on a gamble. Finally, after a few minutes of pondering, the old man gave him an aggrieved look as he nodded his head.

“Fine, I’ll sell them for five hundred spirit stones. It’s a deal.” He held out his aged, clawlike hand to close the deal. Cha Ming took his hand and shook it. After he dropped 500 spirit stones on the desk, the man took the pearls out of the box and tossed them over. “But I’m keeping this nice box!”

Cha Ming laughed as he walked out of the store and grabbed a wad of fake talismans that included the “lucky” talisman. “Fine, then, I’m also taking this wad of fake talismans. Keep your box!” The gleeful shop owner didn’t seem to care and held his breath as Cha Ming walked out of the store.
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“Phew, I thought he’d never fall for it. This is simply my lucky day, I’ve been trying to pawn off that cursed object for years! I never should have killed that monk decades ago.” 

As he spoke, his features began to regain vitality. What was once old and wrinkled skin was becoming soft and pink. His teeth seemed to grow back, and so did his hair. The hair continued to grow until it stopped just past his shoulder blades. The man now looked middle-aged and quite handsome.

“I tried to give those pearls to so many people. I tried to abandon them, destroy them, or slip them into people’s bags as they made purchases. I tried everything! After years of research, I found out that the only way to lift the curse was to get someone to willingly buy the item. After displaying it for decades, no one would buy it! Finally, after having given up on ever recovering from the curse, I put these pearls away only to have this youngster looking for a set of cheap soul pearls.

“It’s not that I hate you, kid, it’s just that I like my life a lot more than yours. It just wasn’t your lucky day.” The old shop that had been in this very alleyway for countless decades closed early that day. Within two hours, the shop had been cleared of all valuables and the building abandoned. Half a day later, the middle-aged man was over a thousand li away, gliding merrily among the clouds.
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Meanwhile, Cha Ming was ignorant about this whole affair. Unbeknownst to him, two strange things were happening inside his storage bag. First, the “lucky talisman” had suddenly vanished. It turned into a white mist that floated out of the bag and crawled up Cha Ming’s shirt and onto his back, between his shoulder blades. A white tattoo of the character for luck (幸运) and the number four (四) appeared on his back and quickly faded away. Shortly after, a bloody aura left the broken rosary in his bag, pouncing on its new owner to continue the curse. The curse transformed into a red mist, which formed a vicious-looking dagger, threatening to stab into his spine. 

As the red mist was about to drill into the unsuspecting Cha Ming, what appeared to be a white claw jumped out from his shoulder blades and grabbed the red mist, crushing it before it even had a chance to escape. Unknowingly, the curse which he had just purchased had been dispelled by the good luck he had just accumulated. The “luck” tattoo on his back glowed white once more. Where there used to be a four (四), there was now a three (三).



1  The character “four” is associated with death because the pronunciation for both words is “si,” when absent of the tones used to pronounce them. This applies to many Chinese languages, not just Mandarin. As a result, many Chinese people refuse to have anything to do with the number. The least popular wedding dates include the number four. Houses with addresses containing the number four are also noticeably cheaper in areas containing many Chinese people.


Chapter 16: Visions in the Dark
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A man was walking in the darkness. He had been walking in this straight line for as long as he could remember. He sometimes ventured to the left and to the right as the need arose, but he was sure that his line was straight, while everything else weaved around him. He had a direction, so he was always in the right place. He had guidance, so he was always on the right side. He had the Sight, so he was always on time. What more could he ask for?

The darkness slowly faded as he walked through what seemed to be a picture frame formed purely from golden runes. The darkness was slowly painted a dark blue hue and speckled with bright white spots shining in the distance. Stars, stars he recognized. The shining white specks formed constellations in what seemed to be a clear blue sky. Familiar constellations appeared in the sky: the Warrior, signaling that war was on the horizon; the Serpent, signaling that evil was on the rise and would be victorious; and finally, his own personal star, the Seer, nestled closely to another constellation, the King. This was not all he could see, of course. The Sight was a wonderful thing, and these dreams that other people might ignore gave him countless insights on the path that he should take.

Soon the starry skies became a backdrop for the plentiful forest that surrounded him. The forest was teeming with life, and various creatures wandered around in the distance. They didn’t dare get close to the man or anywhere near his path. This was his world, and it was suicide to obstruct him.

The man was soon walking along a raging river, his black eyes focusing on a sturdy wooden bridge erected across rusty-looking red cliffs. It was a long way down to the river below, and not many people could survive a fall from such a height.

The man continued walking until the surrounding forest lost its lustre, its vitality. The lush woods became dry and gnarled, their twisted figures seeming as though they were wailing in despair and bemoaning their cruel fate. The padded forest floor, which had previously been covered in layers of leaves and mulch, was now dusted with a black powder; this black powder was constantly swept around by winds, and these winds could not seem to find their way. As he tried to peer farther into the woods, his penetrating bright red pupils were obstructed by a thick layer of white mist. 

The man frowned. He could not see further. Neither could he walk farther, or at least, his footsteps would not take him farther down the path. Strange. This rarely happened. There were not many things in this world that could obscure the Sight.

The man shrugged as he stepped off in a different direction. This time, he stepped straight out of the current picture frame and into another. This picture frame was very familiar to him, and he could always come here if he needed more clarity. This was his very own painting, his own space.

He walked through a familiar room and passed a desk he often frequented. He could always tell when something was his, as it carried a special aura that belonged only to him. The aura on these objects was connected to him through tiny white strings that ran back toward him through any obstacle. Only those with the Sight could see these strings.

He continued through the room until he reached a long hallway. The hallway followed a much larger white string and opened into a large, dimly lit room. He walked toward the center of the room and stopped just shy of the middle. With a wave of his hand, a line seemed to tear through space. This line expanded into a twenty-foot-wide silver circle that floated in the air. The silver circle was blank and did not reflect anything else in the room.

“Mirror Spirit, show me what I need to know,” the man muttered softly. He then sat down cross-legged and peered into the large mirror, which was now covered in darkness. Two stars appeared, and they grew brighter and brighter with every moment. Then several other stars appeared in the sky. He could tell at a glance that these stars only appeared under the support of the two main stars. If these stars disappeared, these other, minor stars would fade away into the darkness. Above them, a constellation manifested itself in all its bright glory and formed a crow, which flew away as it sensed trouble off in the distance. Crows were attracted to danger. They were also attracted to opportunity.

The two stars continued to grow brighter, and soon they seemed like a brilliant sun, giving life to everything in the cold, dark world. These suns soon solidified and became silver coins. The coin on the left had a bright white rim that shimmered with five colors. In the middle, he could make out a bright pentagram. The pentagram was darker than emptiness itself.

The coin on the right, on the other hand, was marked with the symbol for yin and yang. Eight trigrams surrounded this symbol, forming every combination of three broken and unbroken. As he saw this dazzling coin, he knew that if he simply picked it up and put it in his pocket, he would gain an unimaginable fortune. However, there were also thin razor edges on the sides of the coin, threatening to bite into anyone who dared to snatch it.

Suddenly, a large crack appeared on the coin, and it expanded until the coin seemed as though it could shatter at any moment. As the coin started to shatter, its companion coin began to shine brightly as it moved to stabilize the breaking coin. The man frowned as he saw these coins come together, threatening to merge and become one. He could tell that if they fused together, he would never be able to obtain the lucky coin on the right. If he did not grasp the breaking coin, however, it would be lost forever. If he tried to grasp it, he had to be careful not to cut himself on its sharp edges. 

As he reached out for the coin, a white mist appeared and obstructed his hand. He could no longer see it or the other coin or the crow or any of the other stars in the sky. All he could see now was a clear blue sky on silver mirror. The sky was free from any contamination, like a fresh empty canvas just waiting to be painted.
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A man wearing bright white robes suddenly awoke from his meditative trance. He was not shocked by the sudden vision, as these visions had come and gone frequently ever since he had obtained the Sight. Unfortunately, this vision had come at a very bad time. Several plans were currently in motion, and he didn’t have many available pawns he could dispatch to take advantage of this potential opportunity. Or prevent this potential danger.

After a few minutes of pondering, the man got up and walked over to his desk. There was an inconspicuous black notebook on his desk. He sat down and opened the notebook, flipping through the pages until he found a specific blank page. He then picked up a writing brush and wrote a message.

“My dearest brother, something has come up. A great danger, but a great opportunity. There’s no one else I trust for this. Can you gather a sizeable force of trusted men and head to these coordinates? I’ll fill you in on the details as you journey. Time is precious.” 

After waiting for several minutes, a reply appeared right below his original writing. The writing was sharp, incisive, and clearly not written by someone gifted in calligraphy.

“I’m tied up now. I can be ready in two weeks. Will that work?” 

The man in white gnashed his teeth as he read the reply. This was too important! Unfortunately, his brother had always been liked this, detached and aloof. There was also no one else to use. After pondering for a moment, he wrote his reply.

“That works perfectly. Remember, only use people you can trust. Please keep me posted on your progress. I’ll be performing auguries daily to guide your actions. Fate is uncertain.”

After writing the message, he closed the book and slipped it into his bag of holding. He had so little time, and so many things to do. Perfect planning required great effort, after all. What would he ever do without the Sight? What would he ever do without his straight path? The vision was now forced to the back of his mind as various calculations ran through his mind. The mesh of perfect plans tightened and solidified. The great web that he had been weaving for the past few weeks was almost flawless. All he needed now was time.
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Cha Ming was currently seated in a dimly lit cultivation room. He occupied a slightly deeper room in the cultivation pavilion than before, thanks to his recent increase in cultivation. This cultivation room was a little bigger than his previous one; it came complete with a training dummy, which he assumed would be able to handle the maximum output of any student at the third level of qi condensation. 

He had been sitting in his room only a few hours ago, practicing talismans as usual. The delivery he had been expecting from the auction house had come a lot sooner than expected, just six hours after he placed his order. The delivery boy was extremely nervous, to the point that he had almost dropped the package from his shaking hands. Cha Ming managed to calm him down and secure the package, after which the trembling boy bowed deeply and ran off into the distance. Most likely the boy had been warned that he was a VIP. Unfortunately, the warning had the opposite effect, almost leading to the destruction of the package. After the boy had finally left, Cha Ming inspected the contents of the package and swiftly made his way over to the cultivation pavilion. He was very excited to start training his new technique.

Cha Ming first sat on the training mat and circulated his qi for half a day, until he felt no further progress in his cultivation. Once he achieved his peak condition, he retrieved the five scrolls for each of the Soul Pearl manifestation techniques. All five techniques were quite similar and involved a soul pearl refinement process, a control technique, and advanced control techniques for each level of mastery. 

The refinement of the soul pearls was not a necessary component for the technique. If someone lacked these skills, they would be able to have them refined by someone else. However, the crafting process itself imbued the pearls with a portion of the crafter’s spiritual energy. Refining one’s own pearls would ensure that they were fully compatible, and cultivating the technique afterward would reap twice the rewards for half the effort.

While Cha Ming had never inscribed an item before, he found that the process was almost identical to crafting talismans. The only difference between the two was that he was now painting a three-dimensional item. The special ink applied, while it would not burst out with the strength of a proper talisman, would permanently strengthen the item and provide a conduit for any qi imbued within the pearls. Soul pearls were far too fragile. Fully refining the soul pearls would ensure that they could not be damaged through normal means. They would gain the defensive power of a mortal-ranked magic item.

There were a few options available for each element. For example, water could heal, make defensive barriers, harness cold, etc. He split them up into offensive, defensive, and auxiliary functions that made sense according to each element. 

The first inscription talisman he started with was the Frost Mist inscription. A general Frost Mist inscription was too powerful for his level and too expensive, so he had to lessen the inscription by adding low-grade characters. The grade-three inscription was much more affordable. Cha Ming had been surprised to find out that any failed inscriptions would simply vanish from the pearls, saving him the grief of trying to recover a failed component. 

Any ink used could not be recovered and simply vanished into thin air. He failed his first ten attempts but succeeded on the eleventh. The final refined pearl had a chilly metallic sheen to it. It had taken on a baby blue color and was covered in a white frost. After examining the pearl for a few moments, he threw it into the practice dummy. As soon as it landed, an extremely cold mist spread out from the area around the dummy, covering the room in frost. It was his qi, of course. He could choose who it affected.

Pleased with his success, he retrieved the pearl and stored it in his bag of holding. He then continued his momentum and made eleven more of the same pearls, exhausting half his supply of inscription ink. After he finished the Frost Mist pearls, he moved on to the low-grade silver piercing pearls. These pearls looked metallic. The pearl penetrated deep into the dummy after he threw it. Fortunately, these dummies were made user-friendly and eventually spat out the pearl it had absorbed.

The mid-grade earth pulse pearl was quite different from the first two. It took on an earthy yellow color, and it did not pierce through the target as efficiently as the silver pearl. Instead it stopped at the surface, after which a vibrational pulse traveled through the whole dummy. This pearl was designed to generate a shock wave that penetrated armor and damaged the internal organs of the target.

The cinnabar blaze pearls were red and produced a small explosion of flame roughly one meter in diameter upon impact. The emerald regeneration pearls were a little trickier to test. He finally resolved to tear a gash in his arm, after which he gently applied the pearl to his arm and directed wood qi into it. The skin around the pearl took on an emerald hue as the wound on his arm started to close at a rapid pace. As soon as his wounds were completely healed up, the pearl fell off on its own. The process was completely painless.

Cha Ming now possessed a full set of sixty pearls. He would refine the other ones later as he made progress with the technique. With a wave of his hand, the sixty pearls he had just refined floated into the air and joined the other forty-eight white pearls. The pearls joined together into a rosary, as though they were connected by an invisible thread. Cha Ming wrapped the rosary around his arm and sat down to recover his qi and spiritual energy. 

The next step in the process was training his spiritual control. At last, he would finally learn to apply his spiritual energy outside of talisman crafting!


Chapter 17: Learning to Paint
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Cha Ming was sitting inside a meditation chamber in Green Leaf Academy. The young man’s eyes gleamed with excitement, as he had just finished poring over five scrolls of a complicated technique. He had spent the last few hours fantasizing about this very technique, imagining himself executing it at its fullest potential and power. He soon woke up from this fantasy after he tried pouring his spiritual sense into one of the pearls and accidentally shot himself in the foot. Reality was very unforgiving.

Fortunately, Cha Ming had his set of healing pearls. He imbued the green pearl with wooden qi until it glowed emerald and placed it on his foot. Slowly, his foot started to mend, and within a minute a circular scar appeared where the wound had been. Apparently it was very difficult to bypass the scarring process. Everything healed with time, and the healing pearl simply accelerated the process.

After this event, he realized two important lessons. The first lesson was that healing skills seemed a lot more effective than they actually were. He had to be careful not to injure any vital points or bones in the future, because who knew what kind of trauma would remain after treatment. The second lesson he learned was that, like learning an instrument, he would probably need to practice.

The technique scrolls for each element contained drills for controlling each type of pearl. The more he read, the more he realized how fortunate he was for buying the full set of techniques. Each technique was very different and would allow him to practice using his soul power. 

The metal pearl drill was very plain. He first practiced by willing the pearl to move from side to side, from left to right. He would then move it forward and backward, and finally in a triangular, square, and star-shaped pattern. Sharpness and swiftness was key. However, if he moved too swiftly, it would be easy to lose control of the pearl, so it was vitally important to restrain the strength of the pearl so it didn’t travel too far. Once he had fully mastered these movements, he injected metal qi into the sphere, which was akin to adding weight to the small object. What had weighed as much as a coin now weighed several jin, and controlling its rapid speed became very taxing on Cha Ming’s soul.

Controlling the fire pearl was very different. After injecting fire qi, he used his spiritual force to slowly draw a foot-wide circle with the pearl. Soon, he managed draw the circle quickly enough to make it appear like a small wheel of flame. This wheel of flame reinforced itself and made maintaining the circular path much easier. Once the flame wheel was created, he practiced juggling it between both hands, first in a circular motion and then in a figure eight. After eight revolutions, he would send the pearl out to the dummy, causing a burst of flame; the pearl would then move back in to a circle, and then a figure eight, accumulating energy for its next outburst.

The next drill was the ice pearl drill. He would make the frosty pearl circle around himself, taking great care in predicting the circular motion without looking. This circle would move around his head, around his waist, and around his legs. He practiced making the circle larger and smaller. Finally, he made the pearl dart out and orbit around the dummy, coating it in a thick layer of white frost. No contact was required.

The quake drill was very unique. For the first part of the drill, he would drop a pearl straight down, bouncing it off the stony floor to bring it back up to head level. Once it reached its peak, Cha Ming would bring the pearl straight back down with increased force, repeating the process over and over. The process was very similar to how a modern pile driver operated, detonating a charge once it hit the metal pile and using the shock to propel itself upward, only to land back down due to the force of gravity. Once Cha Ming got used to the motion, he practiced increasing the distance between himself and the pearl. Once this aspect was mastered, he practiced increasing the frequency, slamming the yellow sphere down into the ground in a pulsating manner. 

Manipulating the healing pearl required a lot of subtlety. Cha Ming had to practice throwing the pearl and making it stick onto the dummy. Unfortunately, even a healing pearl thrown too roughly could kill or injure someone. He had to use the least amount of force possible to deliver it swiftly to his target.

Each drill needed to be practiced at least a thousand times to attain perfection, and it was very taxing on both the mind and soul. At first Cha Ming could only control a pearl for five minutes at a time. Eventually he was able to control a single pearl for an hour. Once his stamina reached an hour, he started jogging while performing the drills. Once he mastered them while jogging, he would perform them while doing footwork drills, and finally while attacking the dummy with his staff.
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Seven days later, Cha Ming was covered in sweat from head to toe. He had not changed robes; he hadn’t slept. All he did for these seven days was cultivate and practice his soul pearl techniques. He had just broken through to the fifth level of qi condensation. The strenuous practice had caused his qi quality to improve by leaps and bounds. Every time he exhausted each of his five qi pools, he would meditate to replenish it. Each time, it became a little bit purer. Cha Ming wondered if perhaps the first cultivators began to practice martial arts purely for self-improvement; this was very similar to the way that Shaolin monks and Zen monks practiced martial arts for centuries on Earth, despite being very peace-loving organizations.

After meditating for half a day and restoring his stamina, he realized that he still had a few days left but had already mastered the first manifestation for each element. He would need more than monotonous practice to be able to control more than the first manifestation. The scrolls had been very vague about the process. Looking at the desk in his room, he realized that he still had over a hundred portions of each type of inscription ink. Why let it go to waste?

Sitting at the desk, he took out his fire element brush and one of his unpainted pearls. Just as he reached out to dip the brush in ink, he wondered just what kind of talisman brush the white brush was. He had used talisman brushes for long enough to tell that it was indeed one, but in his limited experience, talisman brushes were split up into different elements. While you could use an off-element brush to make talismans, the results would be substandard and prone to failure. Using opposing elements could directly reduce a brush to ashes and cause backlash to the user. Cha Ming’s face was lit up with a thoughtful expression. What if this brush could paint multiple elements? After all, the brush was adorned with the five elements and was covered in elemental runic patterns.

Picking up the white brush, he moved to the wood-element pot of ink—that was safest. Wood-element talismans would rarely cause explosions if something went wrong. After a moment of hesitation, he lowered the brush into the pot of ink. 

So far so good, he thought, recalling the first time he had suffered backlash from a brush. The pot of ink had exploded, coating his robes bright crimson and causing them to disintegrate. 

Suppressing this thought in his mind, he drew the ink into his brush. A whole portion of ink was absorbed into the bristles, after which the tip glowed emerald green. On the white brush, runes representing wood glowed softly. This surprised Cha Ming. His experience was shallow after all, and he had never seen a brush have this sort of reaction to ink. Finally, he drew the low-grade emerald healing inscription on a blank pearl. Success! The glow faded from the brush as soon as the inscription was painted.

Next, he decided to try the Frost Mist inscription. After all, allied elements were fairly compatible. Once again, the brush lit up with a frosty-blue hue, which faded away once the inscription was complete. Before long he had cycled through the silver, quake, and blaze inscriptions. A five-element brush! Not having done a lot of research, he wasn’t sure exactly how rare a five-element brush was. He assumed it was just as rare as people having all five-element combinations. After all, why make a brush for five elements when you could make five specialized ones at a hundredth of the cost? He then realized that he had painted five inscriptions in five tries. Five third-grade talismans. He frowned. His success rate for grade-three talismans used to be 33%. Was it just a coincidence that he had just had a 100% success rate, or was it due to his breakthrough in cultivation? 

Cha Ming loved puzzles. He could spend entire days solving puzzles without pausing to sleep. He was extremely dirty and disheveled after his week-long practice, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was solving this mystery! 

After a full day passed, he had inscribed all forty-eight remaining pearls in the rosary with a single element. He had done this with ninety-percent success! Eventually, his curiosity got the best of him and he exchanged some of his third-grade talismans for twenty portions of fourth-grade talisman ink—he didn’t have enough time to try more. The result was that he could make fourth-grade talismans with a fifty-percent success rate! At this point he had only expected to be able to make second-grade talismans with a ninety-percent success rate, and third-level talismans with a fifty percent success rate. With the help of the brush, his talisman-crafting rate had become a whole level higher!

While he was extremely elated with his good fortune, he once again started to ponder. The Clear Sky Brush was a very useful five-element brush. If it was possible for it to contain all five elements, was it possible for soul pearls to do the same? After all, soul pearls did not have a specific elemental alignment. In addition, while the bloody rosary was cracked due to external damage, the pearls themselves seemed to be a much higher quality than the lowest-quality pearls in the store. What would he care if he lost a few pearls while experimenting with such a cheap set? He only needed a set of sixty to execute the first manifestation of the technique, and the remaining pearls were just for backup or in case he was able to master a second manifestation of some other elements.

After making his decision, he carefully picked up a frosty-blue pearl from the rosary on his wrist. He chose a higher-quality pearl that was free of cracks and chips. If he chose a broken pearl to experiment with, he would never be able to tell. The pearl no longer had an inscription pattern, as the pattern had previously melted into the pearl once the refinement was successful.

After soaking the brush in green ink, he carefully applied the leafy inscription pattern onto the frosty-blue pearl. The process was a lot more taxing than the original inscription, and while he didn’t make a mistake, the process took twice as long as usual.

As he completed the last stroke of the emerald healing inscription, the pearl let out a soft glow of acceptance as the rune soaked into the pearl. The pearl had now taken on a teal hue. Success! He then tested the pearl against the dummy and against himself. The pearl now required two kinds of qi to utilize, but the healing effect of the pearl had doubled. The frost effect remained the same.

Building off his previous success, he added a fire inscription to the pearl. The pearl took four times as long to inscribe as the originals, and it required three types of qi to activate. The healing function was still twice as powerful, and the blaze and frost functions were the same power as they had been originally.

Cha Ming frowned. The rewards were not worth the effort. Two-element pearls were worthwhile to refine, but the three-element pearls were a bit of a waste. Nevertheless, he continued to experiment to determine the limits of soul pearls. After all, his cultivation technique was a five-element technique, and he did not feel disadvantaged in the least.

By now the pearl had transformed into an olive-colored pearl. With the addition of a fourth inscription, the color lightened by one level. Only one last inscription was missing. Four elements seemed to be the limits of the pearl, as this pearl had cracked under the pressure after the last one. The inscription had also taken eight times as much time as the original.

Cha Ming hesitated as he pondered whether to continue his experiment. If the pearl exploded after adding the fifth inscription, he could get injured by the resulting blast. However, he had an inkling that drawing the fifth inscription would give him a pleasant surprise. Steeling his resolve, he began painting the final one—the metallic rune. This inscription took him eighteen times as long as the original inscription. As he finished his last stroke, the pearl pulsated as though it was about to release an explosion. Cha Ming quickly ducked for cover, awaiting the inevitable burst of power and shrapnel.

The explosion never came. After the time it took for an incense stick to burn, he finally crawled out from behind the worn-out practice dummy. He carefully approached the pearl on the desk, eagerly anticipating the result of fusing all five elements into a single vessel.

The first change he noticed was that, despite having been inscribed with five runes, the pearl was now a misty white color, which gleamed with the alternating colors of the five elements. The color reminded him of the white circle that connected his five qi pools. The pearl was neither hot nor cold, nor was it heavy. When he reached out with his spiritual sense, the pearl floated swiftly in whichever pattern he chose. He no longer needed all five elements to activate it, and it was perfectly capable of accommodating qi from any of the five elements.

With but a thought, the pearl quickly alternated between a frosty blue, an emerald green, a crimson red, an earthy yellow, and a silvery metallic color. He also tested its effect on the practice dummy and determined that the pearl had the same effects as any one of the originally refined pearls. Basically, this soul pearl could give him full versatility! He once again plucked the pearl out of the air and examined it closely. To his surprise, the original damage that had been dealt to the pearl due to stacking inscriptions had now completely disappeared.

Inspired by his sudden windfall, he continued to inscribe an additional four elements on each and every pearl. After a few days, he was rewarded with a misty white rosary, unblemished by the original damage that had been dealt to it. A full set of 1081 pearls at this grade would be worth well over fifty thousand spirit stones. In addition, it gave him full versatility in his techniques and could support his Soul Pearl manifestation technique through the second, third, and fourth transformations. In addition, the technique scrolls he had read stated that high-grade pearls could have their original runes removed and replaced with more adequate runes as time went on. Effectively, this was a treasure that could grow with him throughout the whole qi condensation realm.

Having finished refining the bloody rosary, Cha Ming was overwhelmed with fatigue. He had trained for two straight weeks, and it was time to shower and have a proper meal with his friends before they left for Green Leaf Forest the next morning.



1  The number 108 is considered a sacred number in Dharmic religions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. It shows up in a lot of contexts, ranging from the number of bell tolls or the number of saints or gurus in a particular line of belief. Most Buddhist prayer beads contain 108 beads. Variants are also seen as 1,080, 108,000, and 1,008, etc. There are various numerological explanations, and the one used in this novel is to do with the fact that all numbers add up as nine, which is a homonym for long-lasting in Chinese, and factors into 9 x 12.


Chapter 18: The Burning House
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The sounds of shattering ice resounded as Cha Ming walked over a frozen puddle. This frozen puddle was surrounded by many others, forming the outline of deep tracks along a clay road. The crackling sound was a rare occurrence, an occurrence that could only happen in early spring or late fall, when the days were rainy, and the nights were frigid, leaving only the largest puddles unfrozen. He missed that pleasant sound, a sound he had heard on many mornings in what now seemed to be a dream.

He realized that this was in fact a dream, yet he took great pleasure in this childhood vice. He would walk left and right down the frozen clay road, leaving no puddle unbroken as he made his way to a house at the end of the road. He suddenly fell into a choking fit as thick gray smoke floated in the frigid spring air.

A scorching wind blew across his face before he even had time to question the presence of the smoke. He had seen this situation many times before, in this very same dream. As he focused his burning eyes, he quickly made out a burning house only tens of feet away from him. The house was in the early stages of burning. Only a few flames flickered out of the thick cloud of smoke, which was the result of incomplete burning. Eventually the fire would burn hot enough, quickly consuming the lone house in a blistering inferno. 

The temperature had not yet reached its critical point, and the house could still be approached. He broke into a run, and the burning in his lungs disappeared with the rush of adrenaline that accompanied his instinctive reaction. 

After a few short breaths, he arrived at the front door of the small, lonely house. He quickly touched the back of the doorknob with the back of his hand. While the doorknob was very warm, it was cool enough to confirm that the door could be opened without provoking a violent burst of flames. After quickly wrapping his hand in his long-sleeved garment, he slowly opened the door, allowing the pressure between the hot and cold air to equalize. 

A sharp whistling sounded through the small crack in the door as the air-deprived flame took in a breath of fresh air. He only had a few minutes at best before he succumbed to the ash-filled, oxygen-deprived air. It was dark out, but he quickly made his way around the many rooms in the house. He was very familiar with the house; he knew that he could find his way around with his eyes closed if he had to. He used this familiarity to his advantage as he used up precious seconds, eventually making his way up a narrow flight of carpeted stairs.

The smoke was thickest on the second floor of the house, forcing him to reassess the amount of time he had left before he had to make his escape. He could spend at most thirty breaths before he would begin to lose consciousness. The smoke was so thick that he didn’t dare breathe.

Amidst the sounds of crackling and roaring flames, he could barely make out two sets of sounds. To his left, he heard a dog barking, probably trying to exit the burning room it was trapped in. To his right came the wailing sounds of a screaming child. Knowing that every second was precious, he quickly moved to his right. The narrow hallway led him to a small bedroom. This bedroom was occupied by a wailing three-year-old boy.

Twenty breaths remained. As he moved to grab the child from his fenced-off bed, he realized that the child’s leg was caught. Refusing to panic, he moved his hands around the leg, quickly maneuvering it out from the gap in the bed’s fence. Finally, he grabbed the kicking and screaming child, holding it close to his body as he felt his way out of the small room and back to the staircase.

As he scrambled down the staircase, he could still hear the whining sounds of the trapped dog. Unfortunately, he couldn’t take a chance. He only had ten breaths remaining, and he was likely to pass out while taking a detour to the other bedroom. Risking his own life was fine; unfortunately, he now had the responsibility of saving the child in his arms.

A tear ran down his cheek as he struggled to carry the screaming child out of the smoking house. A shrill scream sounded out as he collapsed on the ground, a clear sign that the friendly dog was now burning alive in the intense fire. He had made his choice, and this was the price he had to pay.
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Cha Ming woke up in a cold sweat, remembering that it was all just that same, familiar dream. In this dream, he had a choice: save the child or the dog. The choice was simple, but the inability to save both still caused him intense sadness. If it was just the dog, he would have risked his life to save it. Dog was man’s best friend, after all; many firefighters had died in similar situations.

There had been many schools of thought on morality over the ages. Many religions had focused on virtue, encouraging their followers to show kindness and mercy while shunning all evil. Many free thinkers had emphasized freedom of choice; whatever people wanted to do was right and whatever they didn’t want to do was wrong. Of course, this argument had taken away the very meaning of right and wrong. In the end, people did whatever they felt they should, and the discussion of good and evil stayed forever fresh in the minds of scholars and priests alike.

A common question had often been posed to non-violent schools of thought: If a child and a dog were both drowning, and you could only save one of them, which one would you save? The question was usually asked as a strawman argument, and any questions about the specifics of the situation were used to condemn very caring individuals. Fortunately, fate was rarely so cruel; in most cases, it was possible to save both the child and the dog.

These thoughts had been troubling Cha Ming lately; after all, they were about to enter the forest to gather herbs. Inevitably, they would attract magical beasts that lived in the forest. These beasts were known to attack everyone who intruded on their territory. Unfortunately, that was the history of human development. As people tried to gather resources to improve their lives, they would encroach upon the pristine wilderness. Once the nearby wilderness was occupied, they would eventually turn on the neighbors, invading nearby kingdoms with a variety of excuses. Thus was the cycle of human nature, and the inevitable consequence of mankind’s desire to improve and pursue happiness.

Their small group met for an early breakfast. The cooks were not up yet, but the baker had been working for several hours, filling the dining hall with the pleasant smell of fresh bread. Everyone had packed everything they needed for their trip over the past few days, so they enjoyed the opportunity to nibble away at the pieces of fresh fruit that were always available for the students. Fresh fruit was a luxury they would not be able to enjoy for the next two weeks, as the frosty weather had frozen the last of the apples and berries over a month ago. 

“The winter in the southern Song Kingdom is known throughout the entire continent for its beauty,” said Wang Jun, twirling a leaf in his hands as their group slowly made their way to the entrance to the woods. “You might not know this, but it’s nearly impossible to find leaves like these outsides of Green Leaf City.”

“You’re just making all of this up,” said Hong Xin, running her hand through her long black hair. While her tone of voice made it sound like she wanted Wang Jun to stop, her dark eyes sparkled, encouraging him to continue.

“It’s true. How could I ever lie to a pretty young lady like you!” Wang Jun suddenly let out a gasp as he caught a falling leaf, sheltering it gently in his hands as if protecting it from the rest of the group. Eventually, curiosity got the best of the girls, and soon enough they were begging Wang Jun to see the leaf in his hands. Finally, he gave in and opened up his hands just wide enough for them to see.

“You see, there is a ranking in Gold Leaf City that evaluates every major scenery on the continent. Winter in Green Leaf City is ranked seventh, just behind the legendary Fire Mountains in Huo Shan1 Country. The mountains there are constantly spewing out red-hot molten magma, which forms rivers that are very pleasing to the eyes. Due to popular demand, they even built bridges that cross these burning streams. Regrettably, only cultivators above the eighth level of qi condensation can venture on these bridges due to the intense heat. 

“What makes the winter here so beautiful is the rare occurrence of these five-colored leaves. The leaves stay alive all year round, maintaining their green pigment. They do this despite gaining their red, gold, and brown colorings. When it gets cold enough, they are coated with a light frost that gives them their fifth color. It’s a pity that the country’s governor is short-sighted and has refused to invest in the infrastructure required to make Green Leaf City a first-tier tourist destination.” 

He sighed as he gently passed off the leaf to the two girls who were still admiring it, shaking his head self-deprecatingly. The girls and Feng Ming were now under the impression that Wang Jun was quite the sentimentalist. Only Cha Ming could guess that, rather than intentionally making small talk with the girls, he was actually moaning about a failed business venture.

“Halt! Access to this area is restricted.” They were stopped abruptly by youngsters who were a few years older than them. They wore the official green school garb, complete with its tiny green hat. “Please produce your mission token for entry into the woods.” 

The students were clearly bored, as this was one of the easier mission postings which they could use to scrape by with little to no risk. Cha Ming clasped his hands together and produced a jade slip, which had been provided by Elder Ling when he was assigned the mission.

“Very well. You may pass.” The two cultivators stepped out of the way of a bronze gate, revealing ornate bronze-and-copper leaves. The copper leaves had long since intentionally gained a blue-green coating, making the gate seem much like the green, gold, and red leaves that grew on the nearby trees.

The gate was not connected to any obvious fence, which made the group question why it was there in the first place. But as they walked through it, a subtle feeling washed over him, as if probing for specific criteria. Soon the feeling faded, and he continued walking through the gate. Just as he decided that he must have been imagining things, Wang Jun walked up beside him.

“You felt that, right?” he said, prompting curious glances from the rest of the group. Cha Ming nodded. Wang Jun continued, “Only those with a high soul force can sense this gate’s probing. It’s a defense measure set up by the school. You are the only other one in the group that could sense the probing. This gate is actually a formation treasure, which is used in combination with various formation flags spread along the border of the forest. The gate has two purposes:

“First, it is a defensive formation, which prevents any first-level spirit beasts from wandering near the academy and the city. The formation creates an illusion that unwittingly redirects its victims away from the wall. It also works in the reverse direction. Any humans, whether mortals or cultivators, below the peak of qi condensation, will be repelled away from the forest.

“This is both to protect the public and to protect the school’s interests. The school controls a quarter of the city’s entry border to Green Leaf Forest. It prevents weak humans from entering the border, but it also prevents non-students from entering the woods. Entry is only possible through this bronze gate. That way, there is a zone at the entrance to the woods where only students can gain entry, thereby protecting the weaker students and protecting the school’s industry from the remainder of the city.”

Cha Ming thought for a moment before asking, “Will this gate prevent students from exiting the woods through the formation boundary?” 

Wang Jun shook his head. “No, the gate identifies students that enter through the bronze gate. They can then freely pass the boundary to travel to the city from the woods. This also prevents students from bringing back live spirit beasts. Any live spirit beasts must be properly secured and approved by the school prior to being allowed through the gates. There is only one exception, and that is if the spirit beast in question has formed a soul contract with a student who has passed through the gates, in which case the student becomes responsible for the behavior of the spirit beast while it is in the city.”

Their group continued their journey at a steady pace, sometimes meeting small groups of students who were also wandering in the woods. Here and there were small plots of land being guarded by small groups of students. One such plot was being tended by a young lady with glowing green hands. Her crop of purple grass was growing quickly enough to be spotted by the naked eye. After a few minutes of tending the crops, she finally collapsed and wiped sweat from her brow. She then quickly sat down with her legs crossed in meditation to recover her qi.

This young lady was clearly an arborist, who cultivated crops of herbs in the woods. While these crops could be grown in the city, land in the city was very expensive. Additionally, the life force in the woods was much better for the nurturing of herbs, leading to increased yields outside the city. This was a low-risk and stable occupation, and at least fifteen percent of the students at Green Leaf Academy accepted these sorts of missions.

Soon enough, the sun began to set, and their group set up camp. There hadn’t been any small fields in several hours, which indicated that they were near the end of the student-friendly zone. This trip would take them along the very edge of the outer region of the forest, right on the border with the middle region. The last part of the forest was the inner region, which housed the dreaded Lords of the Forest. These Lords of the Forest were dreaded demon beasts, who fiercely protected their territory against any human invasions.

While Cha Ming did not want to take too many risks, the best locations for gathering herbs happened to be located in the middle and inner regions. Some of these locations overlapped with the edge of the outer region; there, their rewards could be maximized at a lower risk level. This fact was well-known, and they were likely to encounter other parties of adventurers. Unfortunately, by the time Cha Ming had finished shopping, he did not have the funds to buy any premium information. While he could have asked Wang Jun for help in gathering information, he wanted to rely on himself as much as possible. Relationships were reciprocal in nature.

The journey to the edge of the outer region took them three days. At first they encountered only the lowest of the low spirit beasts: spirit hogs. These hogs were foragers and scavengers and would run as soon as they saw the group. They had brown fur and looked very similar to wild boars. Compared to wild boars they were twice as big and had several rows of tusks. Groups of spirit boars would wander to a foraging area and split up to forage. While large numbers of these first-level spirit beasts could surely overwhelm them, they tended to stay in groups of six or seven at most.

On the second day of their travels, they began to encounter spirit deer. While they were not very strong, they were adorned with sets of beautiful antlers and were much faster than spirit boars. They would usually run as soon as anyone got too close. At some point they encountered a group of four deer, two parents with two children. Hong Xin, who was quite tired due to not being able to sleep properly, tried to run toward the baby deer, only to be stopped by a smiling Wang Jun. She felt quite grieved, and Wang Jun had to spend the next hour coaxing her and convincing her that she was in fact being mean to the little deer by scaring them off, and their parents might attack her to protect their children. 

Meanwhile, Cha Ming spent a good deal of time convincing Feng Ming and Gong Lan not to hunt the spirit deer. The smell of blood would surely attract spirit wolves, spirit hounds, and other fearsome creatures. That would slow down their progress. He also reassured them that there would be ample numbers of spirit beasts that would attack them of their own volition once they arrived at the edges of the outer forest. 

It was a situation that he was dreading. Would he have the heart to fight them off? Would he be able to scare them and avoid dangerous situations? Cha Ming hated violence and would do what he could to avoid it. Unfortunately, even eating rice would surely result in the death of mice.



1  Huo Shan means “fire mountain” in Mandarin Chinese.


Chapter 19: Blood and Ashes
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The group’s journey thus far had been very uneventful. The lack of excitement didn’t last long, however. Around noon on the third day, they encountered a group of twenty spirit wolves. These wolves appeared famished, like no amount of meat could let them eat their fill. They swiftly encircled their small group, taking advantage of their large numbers.

“Keep close together, and watch out for combination attacks!” Cha Ming shouted, moving into a back-to-back circle with the rest of the group. He held his heavy staff near the end, using it to keep the circling pack at a distance. Spirit wolves had a habit of biting their opponents and tripping them, creating opportunities for the rest of the pack to attack. These spirit wolves were second-grade spirit beasts, and their leader appeared to be a fifth-grade spirit beast.

The alpha wolf was easily identified among the group of silver wolves. He was roughly twice as large as the other wolves and over twelve feet long. His ferocious eyes contained a tinge of glowing red. Streaks of red were threaded through its silver coat of fur. The red streaks were formed with “dire qi,” which wolves accumulated by eating enough spirit beasts, cultivators, and medicinal herbs. Once this alpha spirit wolf built up enough dire qi, he would evolve into a dire wolf, a sixth-grade spirit beast. Judging from the gaunt appearance of the other spirit wolves, they had been intentionally starving themselves to nourish their pack leader. Once their pack leader became a dire wolf, the entire pack’s safety would improve dramatically.

While the other wolves surrounded them, the alpha wolf circled from the back, ready to take any opportunity that presented itself. If an alpha wolf died, its whole pack would likely perish. Without its protection, any spirit wolves that managed to flee would eventually be picked off by other predators.

The encirclement continued for half the time it takes an incense stick to burn; the wolves would occasionally snap at the group to probe their reactions. Not wanting to be caught making the first mistake, Cha Ming used his spiritual force to break off a dozen red beads from his bracelet. 

First Manifestation, Fire Bolt! 

The twelve pearls twirled together in a circle that quickly compressed over the next two breaths. He then flung out the pearls toward a group of three nearby spirit wolves. As soon as the ball of fire made contact, the concentrated fire qi contained in the pearls caused them to burst outward in a ball of raging flame, striking the wolves like pieces of burning shrapnel. The wolves whimpered as a third of their silver fur burst into flames.

The three injured wolves let out howls of rage, gathering their nearby pack members to fiercely attack Cha Ming. Cha Ming used his staff to beat back two wolves, but the remaining four darted past his staff’s reach, viciously biting at Cha Ming’s legs. To their surprise, Cha Ming had already anticipated their maneuver, and twelve earthy pearls slammed down from above. 

First Manifestation, Tremor! 

The group of twelve pearls slammed down onto the four wolves, hitting their thick hides and causing them to cough out blood.

Things were progressing very differently on Wang Jun’s side. As soon as Cha Ming’s attack broke out, Wang Jun waved out a pitch-black three-foot sword. Black mist shot out of the sword, spreading out toward half the wolves. The black mist was quickly absorbed into the eyes, ears, noses, and mouths of the snarling wolves. They immediately began stumbling, tripping on roots, and misplacing their paws. Their biting attacks were no longer as accurate, sometimes missing by an entire foot. Occasionally, Wang Jun would stab forward with his black sword. While at first it didn’t seem like his sword would hit anything, the wolves seemed to almost throw themselves onto his sword, impaling themselves.

Not wanting to be outdone, Feng Ming darted out and surrounded himself with a blistering sandstorm. As soon as the wolves saw Feng Ming move out, four surrounding wolves and the pack leader darted out to attack him. As soon as they entered his attack range, he pulled out his sword with a sword-drawing attack. 

“Xing!” An unlucky wolf was quickly cut in half by Feng Ming’s burning red spirit sword, which he had been gifted before leaving the city. The remaining wolves attacking him found themselves closing their eyes. The burning sand made it impossible for them to use their superior sense of smell, and the weaker wolves let out dry coughs as they struggled to breathe in the sandy hot air.

Meanwhile, Hong Xin had been so badly frightened by the attack that she could hardly move. She finally managed to start moving her shaking legs just as two wolves lunged at her. Frightened, she let out a fiery punch and struck toward one of the wolves. The second wolf darted underneath her first and viciously bit her leg. She let out a shrill scream as pain shot up her leg, and she was pulled down by the large wolf. The first wolf that she had knocked back had already recovered and was darting toward her throat.

Cha Ming and Wang Jun both reacted to her bad situation. Wang Jun moved in to physically block off some the remaining wolves, and black mist drifted out, affecting all remaining wolves on the battlefield. Cha Ming was forced to split his attention and exhausted over half his metal qi to launch the most powerful attack he knew: First Manifestation: Silver Dagger. Twelve metallic pearls fiercely shot out in the shape of a sword, forming a precise blade of metallic energy that impaled the wolf biting at her throat.

Seeing that Hong Xin was protected, he shot twelve white pearls from his hand, and they immediately glowed green. 

First Manifestation, Healing Hand! 

The hand reached out and softly grasped her leg. Her bleeding leg immediately started to heal. He didn’t have time to retract them, as he quickly darted out to join Feng Ming and Gong Lan. Gong Lan was at Feng Ming’s side, and she was surrounded by a freezing cloud. Inside the freezing cloud, her twin Taichi swords struck out in a soft and gentle manner, like a drizzle of rain.

Upon realizing that half his pack was dead, the alpha wolf let out a howl of pure rage. The red streaks on his silver fur suddenly started glowing with an ominous light as he activated his only spirit skill: Battle Form. Instantly the alpha wolf’s size increased by fifty percent. The alpha wolf then darted out twice as fast as any of them were capable of, knocking Feng Ming to the ground and dispersing the blistering sandstorm. 

Cha Ming had been waiting for the alpha wolf’s attack. He fended off a couple of the remaining wolves with his staff and shot out another Silver Dagger. This time, he reinforced the Silver Dagger with earth qi, making it twice as powerful as his previous attack. The yellow-tinged Silver Dagger hit the alpha wolf on its rib cage, knocking it off Feng Ming. 

Gong Lan, having dispatched a nearby spirit wolf, jumped over Feng Ming and started striking the alpha wolf with her twin swords. While these swords did not deal much damage, the alpha wolf was clearly affected by the strikes. Each cut left a white mark on the wolf, causing cold qi to sink into the wounds and restrain its movements. Inspired, Cha Ming unleashed another twelve white pearls, which glowed blue and swirled around him, forming a Frost Mist cloud. The nearby wolves’ reactions were slowed down just long enough for him to strike out with his staff, breaking three of their backs consecutively with a sickening crunch. 

Finally, all the other wolves were dispatched, and only the alpha wolf remained. It howled in grief, swinging out with its powerful paws to kill at least one of them before it collapsed. At Wang Jun’s signal, black mist wandered over from the nearby wolf corpses and darted into the alpha wolf. The black mist, combined with the cold, completely restricted its movements. Cha Ming, who had hurried over after fighting the remaining wolves, jumped up and brought his staff down, delivering a crushing blow on the alpha wolf’s skull. They heard a sickening crunch and blood poured out of its ears and mouth and it fell over, dead.

Realizing that the fight was over, the adrenaline quickly faded, and Cha Ming’s body sagged, overcome with nausea, and he threw up what remained of his breakfast. Hong Xin, Gong Lan, and Feng Ming followed suit, leaving only the ever-calm Wang Jun with a full stomach. Cha Ming’s body was shivering and his mind shuddering. That had been his first time ending a life, and the smell of smoldering fur and beast blood overwhelmed him with revulsion. 

As his nausea faded, he was overwhelmed with thoughts of regret and pity. Why was the world made this way? Cha Ming had always tried to cause as little harm as possible, but this time he had ventured into the woods to gather herbs with his friends. He had entirely avoided the issue of hunting spirit beasts, and the two dozen bloodied and burnt corpses awoke him to a harsh reality: not only had he killed these wolves, if he hadn’t ventured out into the woods, the fight could have been completely avoided.

The first to recover in the trio was Feng Ming. Killing spirit beasts did not cause him any psychological trauma, and he had just been affected by the harsh smells of fire and blood. While Cha Ming, Gong Lan, and Hong Xin sat down and recovered, Wang Jun and Feng Ming tended to the corpses of the wolves. The furs of most of the wolves were mangled and burnt and had no resale value. At Wang Jun’s direction, they quickly cut out the wolves’ fangs. The alpha wolf’s corpse was stored whole in Wang Jun’s storage bag. 

Finally, they swiftly cut an incision on every wolf’s head, withdrawing a valuable beast core. The cores contained thick demonic qi. The alpha wolf’s beast core also contained a line of concentrated dire qi.

Once their grisly task was completed, their group swiftly ran away from the wolf corpses to avoid any spirit beasts that would inevitably be attracted by the smell of blood and burnt flesh. After a few hours, they silently set up camp and started a fire. Cha Ming was still shivering and had no appetite. Eventually, his brooding mood was interrupted by Gong Lan, who created a cloud of thick mist and used it to clean herself and Hong Xin. Cha Ming followed suit and created his own misty cloud, washing away the fur and blood from his skin and clothes. Wang Jun and Feng Ming were self-sufficient in this regard; their clothes were magical tools that repelled blood and dirt, keeping them clean at all times. Now the only smell that remained was that of wood smoke from their fire.
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A few hours later, Wang Jun interrupted their silence. “Do you all feel like you’ve done a wretched thing?” 

Cha Ming averted his gaze while Hong Xin started bawling. She had a naturally kind disposition, and the fight had taken a lot out of her.

Seeing their expressions, Wang Jun continued. “The path of cultivation is very brutal, and this is nothing. Even before I started cultivating, simply being close to powerful cultivators ensured that I was surrounded by death and carnage from a young age. Aside from a few specific trades, cultivation is centered around violence. Even supporting occupations can’t remain untainted!”

Wang Jun then focused on Cha Ming. “Cha Ming, you have crafted and sold talismans, correct?” 

Cha Ming nodded as he finally realized the implications of his trade.

“Every single talisman crafted contributes to taking lives,” said Wang Jun. “Whether the lives of spirit beasts, demons, devils, or humans. Even a defensive talisman will be used to avoid the repercussions of fighting with someone in the first place. Usually if the defensive talisman does its job properly, the person that was saved will turn around and kill their opponent! Countless humans and beasts die this way every single day!

“Even alchemists and spirit doctors have blood on their hands. Every pill they make that ensures a breakthrough will lead to the death of another, weaker cultivator. Their pills cause fighting wherever they go. Spirit doctors heal many people every day and save many lives. However, their patients will often take their new lease on life and continue fighting and killing!

“Ultimately, there are only two ways to avoid fighting and killing. The first way: Give up all choices and don’t achieve anything. In this way, you can lead a pitiful but peaceful life. You can’t avoid every conflict, but you can minimize your impact.

“The other way is to become stronger! Only the strong can show mercy, or they prevent those around them from fighting in the first place. This is a path paved in blood, and by the end of the journey, you will find that while you have a lot of impact, there is only so much that you can do.”

After making his speech, Wang Jun got up and walked out toward the woods. “I suggest you all get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch for the night.” 

Cha Ming continued observing the fire until it finally burned out. Once the last ember faded into darkness, exhaustion took over. He quickly grabbed a blanket from his bag of holding and rested on the soft forest floor. 

His nightmares were filled with blood and ashes.
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A few days later, Cha Ming and the rest of the group were walking merrily along a path in the forest. It was a chilly morning, and the gold and red leaves, which never fell, were coated in their usual frost. In Green Leaf Forest, there was neither rain nor snow in the winter.

The yellow grass was also frosted, and it seemed like tens of thousands of yellow and white daggers were piercing out from the frozen ground. These stalks of grass did not stay frosted all day, as the heat of the earth would thaw them out by noon. Winter was actually a very good time to be hunting for medicinal herbs, as medicinal herbs would rarely turn yellow with the cold; their bright colors would appear in sharp contrast to the surrounding dry, yellow grass.

Cha Ming, who had been keeping his sharp eyes constantly alert, spotted a blue glint in the distance. Their group approached what seemed to be a plant covered in bluebells. This bluebell frost flower was an herb that flowered only in the winter. In most other countries, it would be difficult to find, as the ground was covered in snow. This forest was the perfect place to look for the frost flower, and groups of adventurers would often get into fights over them. Although their group had had a fair number of fights with both spirit beasts and humans, they had not encountered any particularly strong groups. The groups that could pose a problem to them were mostly in the middle region of the forest.

Cha Ming carefully bent down to pick the delicate bluebell flowers. He was careful not to touch the flowers directly. After carefully clearing the nearby plants, he withdrew a small clear sickle that had been provided by his teacher. This clear sickle was made of a mysterious precious material called soul alloy. Soul alloy was a mysterious material that was not formed from the five elements and was especially sensitive to soul force. This same material was used to forge soul pearls and other soul-force-related objects. 

Shortly after plucking the bluebells, he used his soul force to carefully transport them to a small opaque box; the bells would only keep their freshness for twelve hours after picked, unless they were stored with special means. The box was made from a special material called soul jade. Soul jade was much more affordable than soul alloy but very brittle. Fortunately, his teacher had lent him many such boxes and a bag of holding to store the many herbs that they had been tasked to gather.

While Cha Ming was hard at work, Wang Jun seemed more like he was on a vacation. He seemed to dote on Hong Xin, giving her advice on things they came across or picking particularly beautiful flowers and leaves to show her. While most people would just assume that he was showing a romantic interest, things seemed a little more complicated to Cha Ming. Often, when Wang Jun was looking at Hong Xin while she ran around playfully, Cha Ming could see a tinge of sadness and nostalgia in his eyes. He didn’t ask why; he would wait until Wang Jun was ready to share his secrets.

After cutting off and storing the last of the nine tiny bluebells, Cha Ming frowned and stood up and looked off in the distance. They were fairly close to the middle forest region, and the possibility of a group of powerful beasts was constantly on his mind. Off in the distance, he could barely make out the figure of a large black hound.

Their small party had fought off many groups of spirit beasts over the past few days, and Cha Ming and the rest were finally accustomed to the smell of blood and fire. Cha Ming had experienced a drastic change in temperament. Perhaps, deep down inside, a rage that he had kept hidden away deep down inside had started to surface. When he fought, his eyes would take on a baleful, reddish glow. 

Their group often didn’t need to fight at all, as Cha Ming’s newly found baleful aura inspired fear in man and beast alike. Even the girls were afraid of Cha Ming when he started fighting. Was this one of these legendary cases where a kind Buddha became a vicious demon? Only time would tell. It was apparent that Cha Ming himself didn’t notice this change. 

Seeing that only a single black hound was running toward them, their group drew out their weapons. It was not the first time that they had fought a lone midnight spirit hound in these woods. Their enthusiasm was short-lived, however. Shortly after the first wolf came a second, and after the second came a third. 

Before they knew it, over fifty midnight spirit hounds were charging in their direction. 


Chapter 20: The Black Dog
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The fifty black midnight spirit hounds were rushing madly toward them, threatening to overtake them in less than a hundred breaths. A black miasma surrounded these hounds, spreading outward and causing the red and gold tinged leaves to crumble into dust. 

“Run to the east!” shouted Cha Ming. 

The group of black hounds was heading from the south, and he did not want to run north in case they accidentally intruded on a larger beast’s territory. He was also hoping that the hounds were not targeting them. Such a large group of hounds could not possibly have them, a small group of cultivators as their target! Although each hound was only a second-level spirit beast, a few pack leaders could be seen among them. These pack leaders were probably fifth- or sixth-grade spirit beasts. 

After only a few minutes of running, they noticed that another group of hounds was heading toward them from the south. They hastened their pace toward the east, only to find yet another group of fifty hounds. They quickly set off toward the northeast, hoping to evade both groups. Finally, after a few minutes, they encountered yet another group heading north. A hundred and fifty midnight spirit hounds! They had no choice but to begin fleeing toward the north.

Although Cha Ming had a variety of talismans at his disposal, he was at a loss on how they would be able to avoid a hundred and fifty midnight spirit hounds. He could do nothing but direct their fleeing group in such a way that they would be surrounded. 

Seeing that their situation was quite dire, Wang Jun withdrew a sheet of paper from his bag of holding. It was a talisman! In this case the talisman only had two characters, which together symbolized “obscure.” There was no “lesser” or “mid-level” before the characters. Given the power undulations from the talisman, Cha Ming was fairly sure this talisman was a high-grade talisman. The power level of such a talisman couldn’t be questioned.

“Everyone, keep running!” yelled Wang Jun. “This is an obscurity talisman with a duration of one hour. It will shield us from being seen, smelled, or heard for a total of one hour. However, it has a major weakness: if we make physical contact with any of these spirit hounds, the spell will instantly fade!” 

The group paled as they kept running through the tall yellow grass. Although their group wasn’t particularly physically fit, the threat of death kept them pushing their limits.

They continued running north, and while the gap between them and the hounds was closing slowly, the trailing beasts had slowed their pace significantly and were tracking them using only visible imprints in the yellow grass. After a full hour, they had still not lost the group of hounds. 

Suddenly, when it seemed like the hounds were about to catch up, they heard a loud crash as the leading hounds crumpled to the ground. The group of chasing hounds suddenly stopped. It was as though they had hit a wall, and the hounds spread out to the east and the west like a river hitting a dam. They weren’t sure what caused this to happen, but one thing was certain: If it wasn’t for this strange barrier, all that would have awaited them was death.
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Their party collapsed several hours later, gasping for breath. The woods here were no longer the same vibrant woods with green, gold, and red leaves. Instead, they were surrounded by white, gray, and black tree trunks that were fully devoid of life. They would not have picked this desolate land, but they had no choice. They felt guided by an invisible hand, unable to go to the east or the west. Was it fear that guided them, or was it fate? Regardless of what it was, they were incapable of resisting the urge to continue north and fought through their exhaustion. 

The obscurity talisman had faded long ago. A side effect of it was that the world took on a grayish hue. They had thought their desolated surroundings were due to this modified perception, but they quickly realized that all the trees in this area were truly dead. In other parts of the forest, they saw shrubs and leaves on the ground. All they could see now was a thin dust that swept across the forest floor in seemingly random patterns. 

Any attempts at seeing farther into the woods were impeded by a white mist spanning in all directions. Before long, Cha Ming realized they were lost. Wang Jun, who normally had an impeccable sense of direction, also felt completely lost and disoriented. After some exploring, they realized that they could still proceed through the desolate woods, but only on the winding path that the mists allowed.

Time lost all meaning. When they felt tired, they would pitch camp and rest. They continued until about a day had passed, then they set up camp and rested again. There was no sun; there was no moon. There was neither light nor darkness, only desolation and the white mist.

After what they thought might have been three or four days, their group finally began to see color. The color was a red-and-black liquid that didn’t seem to follow the laws of nature. Instead of pooling into low-lying areas, the red-and-black liquid flowed uphill and accumulated on small hills and protrusions. The soil here did not seem to show any interest in soaking up the liquid, leaving it to aggregate in small puddles. 

At one point, Cha Ming reached out toward the bloody stream to confirm its contents. He was stopped by Wang Jun just in time for them to see a lonely bird come down for a drink of “water.” As soon as the bird contacted the puddle, it melted and burned, letting out a sharp cry in stark contrast to the silent woods. Their group never tried touching the mysterious liquid again.

As they traveled further, a small hill was growing in their line of sight. The hill was black, but the details were obscured by the mist pervading their surroundings. This hill was surrounded by many black rocks. This was the first change in scenery that they had seen in the past few days. Excited, they sprinted toward the hill and reached it in only a few breaths.

Once they reached the hill, they realized that it was not a hill at all—it was a fifty-meter-long black dog! The many black rocks surrounding it were larger midnight spirit hounds. Compared to the pack leaders they had previously encountered, these beasts were clearly twice as big. The five of them stood before the large dog in somber silence. Wang Jun was the first to break the silence.

“Cha Ming, these midnight spirit hounds all seem dead, and what you see in front of us appears to be a mid-foundation-establishment midnight spirit hound. Such a beast is very rare and very useful to my clan. Could I perhaps take it? I would split any profit with the group…”

Take it? If their entire group combined their storage, perhaps they could take away their claws and teeth. How could they take away an entire gigantic beast like that? 

Cha Ming shook his head. “Wang Jun, if you can take away this beast, I don’t think any of us will argue with you. But we don’t have the ability to take away something so large. Besides, you’ve incurred a great expense using the obscurity talisman. If you want to let your clan know about the location, perhaps they could come by and pick it up later…” 

Cha Ming then went over to a few smaller beasts, storing five beasts in the bag of holding he had borrowed from his teacher. “This is all I can hold…” He shook his head helplessly. He and Feng Ming then proceeded to cut out beast cores and teeth. Meanwhile, Wang Jun continued to stare at the large corpse as if he was trying to think of a way to move it.

After a short while of pondering, Wang Jun threw up a group of nine oddly shaped black coins. Instead of the usual round coins, these were shaped like rectangles pierced with a square hole. These coins floated for a few breaths, and as Wang Jun pulled away the power supporting them, they fell to the dusty forest floor. After observing the coins for a few moments, Wang Jun brightened and picked up the coins.

He first made his way to the remaining fifty smaller beasts that had had their beast cores extracted. They disappeared one by one, until every one of them had disappeared. Feng Ming, Gong Lan, and Hong Xin, who knew nothing of his origins, shot him a shocked look. Not even their clan patriarch had such a large storage treasure! Their shock didn’t last long, because Wang Jun did something even more astonishing.

He slowly walked up toward the mouth of the foundation-establishment beast. As he approached, he was buffeted by the foundation-establishment strength pressure that billowed out from the corpse. When it didn’t seem like he could continue, he spit out a mouthful of blood, which immediately blacked and turned into a mist. This mist surrounded him, and his figure turned dark and blurry. He then continued to walk nonchalantly; the pressure that had previously caused so much trouble seemed to ignore him, as if he didn’t exist. He then made his way to the dead hound until he was less than a foot away. 

Just when Cha Ming thought he would try cutting off a tooth or claw, Wang Jun instead took out a small chest. He opened the chest, and the large beast disappeared into the chest, leaving behind a bloody lake. Then the lake disappeared, and the forest floor returned to its original dusty gray color. The blood could no longer stand the desolation in the forest once the supporting power of the large hound disappeared.

Their whole group was stunned. While Hong Xin didn’t realize it, Feng Ming, Gong Lan, and Cha Ming were much more experienced than her. To take all of the objects in, he needed at least five hundred cubic meters of storage space. The bag that was lent to Cha Ming by his teacher had a tenth of that amount of space. Such a storage space was something that perhaps only foundation-establishment elders would have, and it would be one of their most precious treasures. The value of a portable storage device increased exponentially with the available space. It was no exaggeration to say that the city lord’s estate might not be worth as much as Wang Jun’s small chest.

Looking back to his friends, Wang Jun let out an embarrassed cough. He was not one who liked exposing his wealth. He whisked away the small chest into one of his sleeves and said, “Should we get going?” 

Not wanting to make things difficult for his friend, Cha Ming charged ahead in front of the group, nodding and patting him on the back. 
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The sounds of shattering ice sounded once more as Cha Ming walked over a frozen puddle. The frozen puddle was surrounded by many others, forming the outline of deep tracks along a clay road. He knew this was a dream, yet he made sure to break every puddle as he wandered down the frozen clay road. He did not get to indulge in this innocent pleasure for long. In the distance, he saw that familiar gray smoke rising from a small burning house.

Time was of the essence. Cha Ming quickly ran toward the familiar house and the familiar fire. As he focused his burning eyes, he noticed that this fire was a little different. The fire seemed concentrated on a single side of the house, and it burned with a lower intensity than in prior dreams. He didn’t ponder on this fact for very long. The temperature was still within reasonable limits, and the house could still be approached. 

He quickly touched the doorknob with the back of his hand. After confirming that the door could be opened without provoking a violent burst of flames, he wrapped his hand in his long-sleeved garment and slowly opened the door, just like he always did. A violent cloud of smoke billowed out as the hot and cold air equalized. 

Not wanting to waste any time, he opened the door the rest of the way and ran inside the house, looking through his familiar surroundings and checking for any casualties. It was dark, but he quickly made his way around the many rooms in the house. His familiarity became his advantage as he used up precious seconds, eventually making his way up a narrow flight of carpeted stairs.

He didn’t think twice, relying on his sense of hearing to barely make out two sets of sounds. To his left were the sounds of the barking dog, and on the right, the screaming child. The sounds pierced through his soul as he made a quick decision, heading toward the right to grab the screaming child out of his fenced bed. By now, his eyes had turned completely red, and tears were screaming down his cheeks. It was difficult to say if his eyes were red because of the heat and smoke or if he was overwhelmed by the sadness of the situation.

After maneuvering the child, he was able to pry the child’s trapped leg from out of the bed. He held the kicking and screaming child, holding it close to his body as he felt his way out of the small room and back to the staircase. As he ran down, the whining sounds of the trapped dog reached his ears. Yet again, he couldn’t take a chance. But for some reason, he felt like he had much more time than usual, and the hot, smoky air didn’t seem to obstruct his breathing as much. But the child had been in the smoke for too long. 

He ran down the hot stairs and finally found his way outside, where he was greeted by the child’s mother, who embraced her poor child while crying at her ineptitude. She was surrounded by two other young children. 

As he panted with his hands on both knees, he once again heard the barking sound. Was there enough time? The house fire was now much more intense, and he would truly be risking his life if he went inside. He could at least try. If he didn’t, he would regret it for the rest of his life. The dog wasn’t unknown to him, even though it wasn’t his dog. He had played with the dog many times before.

Despite the cries of the young mother, Cha Ming sprinted toward the open door of the house. Growing flames reached through the door now. The smoke had started to clear up a little, a sign that the remaining moisture in the wooden house had already evaporated. Nevertheless, he darted up the stairs. He could feel his shoes melting as he quickly ran up the stairs, making each step precarious and slippery.

This time, he turned left at the top of the staircase. After a quick check on the doorknob, he slowly opened the door, and smoke blew out into his face. A quick gust of wind blew past him, and as he looked back, he noticed that the flight of stairs had now burst into flames. There was no turning back.

His hands darted out as he felt along the floor for any signs of his hairy friend. His eyes were even more bloodshot than before, and tears were no longer streaming out of his eyes. After searching for a few breaths of time, he finally located the large fifty-pound dog. It had passed out because of the smoke, and Cha Ming was forced to hoist the fifty pounds of dead weight on his shoulder.

Since the stairs were aflame, he had no choice but to use the window. He dragged the golden dog up to the large window. It had a modern design, which meant that it was difficult to fully open in the first place. He didn’t hesitate to grab a nearby chair, using it to shatter the window and force the broken pieces of metal framing outward.

Luckily, inside the room there were two twin-sized beds. Even in his best shape he would never have been able to properly handle an awkwardly large king-sized bed. It only took him forty-five seconds to throw the mattresses out of the window. He then hoisted the large dog to the side of the house, carefully throwing it onto the farther mattress. Bright red lights flashed outside the house. The fire department had arrived, and if he managed to even step outside, he would surely be saved.

But luck was not on his side today. As he prepared to jump out of the window, the window frame he was holding collapsed along with the wall, which fell due to the burden of his weight and the loss of support underneath. He fell directly through the crumbling floor, only to be devoured by the raging inferno on the first floor. His consciousness faded as he was burned bit by bit. His sight faded to black, and soon the black faded to white.

Cha Ming opened his eyes to the usual bleak scenery. He was surrounded by dead trees and white mist. He thought about his dream. Why had the dream changed? Why was he not too exhausted to rescue the dog this time around? Why was there now an extra choice: Should I risk my life to save a dog?

Many firefighters had asked themselves the same question in recent times. Newspapers published mountains of stories about brave firefighters who traveled through harm’s way to save a furry family friend. Sadly, these stories accompanied the fewer articles that memorialized the firefighters who died trying. 

It was in their bones to save those that had a chance, and they took that chance to fight against the odds. It was no one’s right to deny them that privilege.


Chapter 21: Do Not Let Worry Color the Landscape
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Cha Ming’s group continued through the misty, desolate forest for what seemed like days. They would never truly know how much time had passed. Their perception of time had been affected, and their bodies seemed to assimilate into the endless, gloomy forest. 

Eventually, a hundred-foot-long shadow appeared off in the distance. Unlike the large hound, it was not surrounded by many of its brood, and it lay down like a solitary mountain. Everyone in the group was overcome with a sudden urge to turn back. Unfortunately, their direction was no longer up to them. The path they had traveled to come to this place was covered in the thick mist, and it felt like an invisible force was pressing them forward, not allowing them to deviate from their current path. They also realized that this force was familiar—it was the same subtle force that had guided them since they’d breached the invisible barrier and escaped the horde of spirit hounds.

They approached the towering figure cautiously, and the figure became clearer and clearer with every step. First, bright orange patches of fur appeared. A few steps later, white patches appeared. These white patches were stained red and covered with dry, crusted blood. Finally, the patches of white and red fur merged into the imagine of a large fox.

It was not a typical fox, of course. For one, the pressure emanating from the fox was no less than that of the black hound. That indicated that it was at least as strong as a mid-level foundation-establishment expert. Ordinary spirit beasts could only reach the peak of the spirit level. Any higher and they would evolve and become a fierce demon beast. 

While there were many demon beasts in the inner forest, it was quite surprising to see one so far out from the center of the forest. The center of the forest was where the natural energy of Heaven and Earth was densest. As such, more precious treasures grew there, and the growth of spirit beasts in the area was much more rapid. It was only natural that the demon beasts monopolized the area.

After approaching another twenty steps, the shape of the red fox grew more distinct. They immediately noticed that the red fox had more than one tail—three tails, to be exact. There were legends that spoke of demon foxes with as many as nine tails. Their powers defied the heavens, which exacted terrible tribulations on their kind. As such, the number of many-tailed demon foxes were very low compared to the rest of foxkind.

As their group approached the fox, its chest moved up and down, ever so slowly. The fox was not dead! It was clear that it was on its last legs, with blood trickling down a gaping wound on its hip in a steady stream. There was no way to tell exactly how much blood had flowed out of the wound, but it was clear that it was dying. Demon beasts possessed a frighteningly strong blood vitality, and their bodies could produce substantial amounts of blood in a short amount of time. Seeing that the fox was still alive, Cha Ming once again tried to break free from the hypnotic mists that pulled them forward, to no avail. 

“If it’s a blessing, it’s not a calamity. If it’s a calamity, it can’t be avoided,” Cha Ming muttered softly. He stopped resisting and continued on. 
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Cha Ming suddenly jolted back to his senses. He was on his usual walk in the woods. He smelled the frost on the trees, and green-and-gold leaves swirled around as they were picked up by the wind. He was alone, here in these woods. He had been for years. One of his favorite hobbies was hiking around in the mountains, among the trees and rivers. The scenery was perfect, and he could see himself living out the rest of his life there.

He continued walking toward a nearby stream. Every day, he would come down to the stream a few times a day to drink water. After drinking, he washed his clothes and bathed while his clothes dried on a nearby tree branch. It was a very relaxing, peaceful life. He had no goals, and he lived day by day. Once he finished his bathing, he walked back to his small wooden shack. He had built the shack many years ago when he first came to these peaceful woods. He didn’t remember how he got there, but did that matter?

The door to his shack let out a loud creak as he opened it. It was fastened together with branches and makeshift rope woven together with sturdy plants. As he stepped inside, a familiar cold sensation caused by the stony floor tickled his feet. These stones had been collected over many years, slowly covering the original dirt floor.

His meal today consisted of spirit fruits that he had gathered in the woods. He took the large wooden pot that he had carved out of a particularly large tree and boiled some water for rice. The rice was from last year’s harvest, which he grew in a small flooded plot beside his shack when the weather was warmer.

After finishing his simple meal of rice porridge and spirit fruits, he sat down in front of a plain white canvas fastened to a crude wooden frame. He had a brush and black ink, but it was his only brush and his only pot of ink. He had brought them with him when he first moved into the woods, and if he used them up, who knew how he would obtain more? He was never sure what to paint, and so he just sat there calmly, pondering over his creation. It had been years since he had used the brush to make a painting, but he didn’t mind waiting for the right moment.

After hours of waiting, the sun finally set, plunging the woods into darkness. He put away the brush and the ink after deciding that today was not the right day to paint. He then lit a lamp, which never seemed to need oil for fuel. He only had one lamp, but it had lasted him many years without ever losing its effectiveness. He brought the lamp over to a small table with two chairs. There was a black-and-white Weiqi board on the table, complete with two bowls of black and white stones. The black bowl was adorned with the character “devil,” while the white bowl was adorned with the character “angel.” In this world, the game was called Angels and Devils.

Before sitting down, he placed the first black stone in the middle. The middle star point on the board was his favorite. He gave up the fringes to fight for the center whenever he did that, and it was difficult to play with this move. He sat down and continued placing stones until he finished playing a full game against himself. 

Finally, he wandered over to his bed and climbed in under a heavily worn blanket. It had been a peaceful day; he fell into a dreamless sleep, only to wake up the next morning and repeat his routine. This routine continued for many months. 

One day, as he was walking toward the stream where he bathed every morning, he saw a figure in the distance. It was a beautiful young lady. She exuded a bewitching charm, the likes that could cause the downfall of a nation. Cha Ming walked toward her on his way to the stream; her fiery dress was in stark contrast to the nearby woods. As they passed each other, she shot him a bewitching glance, which was accentuated by her tight-fitting traditional dress. She kept walking, and he kept walking. He continued with his daily routine. This time, he fell asleep only after placing his first black piece on the center of the board. The canvas in the room was still pristine and unpainted.

The next morning, he noticed that another stone had been placed on the board. Thinking for a bit, he took out another black stone, this time occupying a corner from an outward position. He didn’t continue the game; perhaps his mysterious visitor would come again and continue to play. The morning was the same as the previous day. The same girl in the fiery red dress shot him her seductive smile, he went to the river to bathe, he stared at the blank canvas, and he sat in front of the board, which now had three pieces. 

He thought for three hours before making his next move.
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This routine continued for one hundred and eight days. By the end of the last day, the game had plunged into a close endgame. They were fighting for a single point in a situation called “ko” in Weiqi. Cha Ming had counted the difference many times, and this single point would decide the game.

But the girl in the fiery dress didn’t come. Cha Ming continued his routine and eventually found himself staring at the empty canvas. 

“Why don’t you ever paint anything?” asked a soft voice behind him. 

Although he had never heard her speak before, he knew it was the lady in red. She walked out from behind him with soft, alluring steps. When she reached the canvas, she reached out and stroked its side. Her look was practically screaming “Paint me!” She looked deeply into his eyes as her hand moved down the canvas. Cha Ming continued to look at the canvas, pondering.

“Why have you dragged me into this peaceful illusion for so much time? Was it all to see what I would paint?” 

The woman shot him a surprised look. She walked up to him until her lips were a few inches from his mouth. The smell of her fragrant breath caressed him, and her pouting lips were begging to be kissed.

“I just wanted to see what you would paint. Who would have thought that you’d see through my illusions? I’m not asking for too much, am I?” 

Walking to the side of the Weiqi board, she reached for the white pieces, took a stone, and threatened one of his precarious territories. She then sat down in front of the board, motioning to him.

“Would you like to play a game?” she asked him with an innocent smile on her face. 

He looked at her quizzically. “Haven’t we been playing all this time?” He then walked up to the board, looked at it for a few minutes, and placed a stone down to defend. His position was indeed a little precarious here, and he could not afford to take the extra point.

“My dear friend, we have been playing this very entertaining game inside your memories. But that sort of game is not that interesting…” She shot him a coy look and licked her cherry lips. She then returned ko to him, picking up his black stone from the board and putting it into her “captured” pile. He would not be able to take it back for another turn. In the game of Weiqi, just like life, he was not allowed to repeat the same situation twice, and he was never able to come back to the same moment in time. 

But he was able to continue with his life and eventually come back to the same problem; likewise, he was able to attack the other person’s weaknesses in Weiqi and continue that fight for the same stone next turn. He had identified some weaknesses earlier, and so he played on one of these weaknesses, buying himself another precious turn.

“What is really interesting is that you and your friends are in a very perilous situation. I am in a position to save you and your friends. However, I really like to play games, so I think I’ll get you to play with me for a bit…” 

Her soft, yet firm voice immediately brought back his recent memories. Cha Ming’s mind became unstable for a few seconds, but he instantly recovered. Right, he had friends with him. They were deep in the forest. There were no lush trees, only desolation.

“What sort of game would you like to play, miss?” Despite the tense situation, he continued playing. He really didn’t like losing a game due to his lack of concentration. 

She thought for a while and then asked, “Have you ever played One Hundred Questions?” 

He shook his head.

“It’s a very simple game. To play, you need to enter a contract with me. I will ask you a hundred questions, and if you lie, you die. If you answer truthfully, and you continue until the end, I will give you and your friends a way out of your predicament. With the correct decisions, you will be able to escape back to the city. Unfortunately, I can’t give you a full guarantee. Who knows if you’re a coward that clings to life and fears death.

“If you lie, I will take your soul. Also, I swear on my true name that if you do not accept, at least three of your friends will never be able to escape those hounds alive. If I have uttered a single lie, may I be struck to death by lightning from the nine heavens!” 

This was indeed a heavy oath, and a binding one. At some point she had taken out a simple-looking contract. After reviewing it, Cha Ming bit his thumb until blood leaked down and signed his name on the contract with blood. 

“Very well, I accept! Ask your questions.” Instantly, the world around him merged with the shadows in the room. He made a move in the game and then found himself in front of a burning house. Inside it, there was an unfamiliar child. A voice sounded in his mind.

“Which one will you save?” said the soft woman’s voice. 

He had faced this question countless times. He rushed into the burning house and saved the child. As soon as he came out, he heard the soft whimpering of the dog, whom he could not save. The parents were very grateful. They thanked him profusely, and he became a hero in the town. He bore this memory into his heart until his dying days, and although he did not regret his choice, the whimpering from the burning house haunted his dreams until the day he died. As he faded into nothingness, he awoke from his dream, shocked by his experience. Not only did he have to face the questions, he would need to face the repercussions of his actions.

“Ninety-nine questions left. Do you give up?” She smiled and bit her lower lip, as if she wanted to take a bite out of him. 

“Of course not,” he answered. “Next!” 

Ninety-eight questions remained.

This time he faced the same burning house, with an unknown child and his own child. This question was a little harder. 

“Which do you choose?” she asked again. 

He darted into the burning house and saved his own child. Despite knowing that he had made the right decision, he felt guilty inside, and his neighbors scorned him. Their child was also in the house, and they cursed him for not saving theirs. How dare he pick his own child! This guilt and scorn continued throughout his whole life.

Many scenarios popped into his mind. One time he had the choice between his child and his nephew’s child. Other times it was his own two children. Sometimes it was two unknown children. Other times, it was his child and three children. Sometimes ten. No one would ever know which choices he made with bloodshot eyes and tears streaming down his cheeks. He was forced to live out the full repercussions of his actions one by one. Sometimes he faced parents with tear-filled faces, and other times he was attacked and killed. Once, he was called to trial, where he was denounced by dozens of grieving people. He was then sent to prison for life, where he was assaulted by various criminals.

With every answer, the questions got harder. Would you kill every mosquito on Earth to save a little girl? This question was a lot more difficult than people gave it credit for, even if they did not like mosquitos and hated them with a passion. After all, the consequences of killing all the mosquitos in the world were very far reaching. If he had picked this option, billions of birds in the world would have died, and many people would have starved to death. However, less people would be killed by malaria and other diseases caused by mosquitos. 

Nevertheless, as the questions got harder and harder, he felt his resolution soar. After all, not everyone got to ask themselves these questions honestly. They were very hypothetical, and people would never truly face the consequences of their actions.

At some point, he reached his limit and finally attacked the lady in red. 

“You want me to answer your question? Fine, my answer is that I will fight you! In this case, many thousands of children, adults, and grandparents alike died. The question was ridiculous and not even worth considering. If it came down to it, I would rather just fight the one who gave me the choice, and worst case, I die!”

After coming to this realization, he died many times, a total of twelve. Some questions were simply too hard to answer honestly. What was the point in even thinking about the question? He followed his heart and fought against the situation as best he could.

Finally, one last question remained. He found himself in the room in front of the blank canvas. He was very mentally fatigued and felt as though he had lived through ninety-nine lifetimes. Yet now he was sitting in front of the blank canvas, a brush in his hand.

“Why don’t you paint my picture?” said the lady in red. She walked up beside him and gently blew in his ear, bringing heat to his whole body. After all these difficult questions, it would truly be too easy to pick up his brush and paint. As his paintbrush was about to reach the painting, he paused and looked firmly at the lady in red.

“Nice try. A question that implies an action! Truly admirable. The answer to your question is this: I’ve wanted to paint you many times over the past few months, but whenever I tried to picture you in my mind, I felt something was wrong.” 

Hearing the firmness in his voice, the lady walked up softly until she was once again inches from his face. 

“Why did you feel something was wrong?” she asked. 

“Very well, I’ll give you the hundred and first answer for free. I felt something was wrong because the beautiful lady in red was more than she seemed to be. At the same time, she was still the lady in red.” 

A smile crept on her face. “You win!” she said. She then walked over to the board and played a white stone. The game had unknowingly continued to this point. While the stone seemed like it could destroy his defense, he saw past the subtle ploy. He played his black stone and finished up their drawn-out fight over the single stone, knowing that her play did not truly strike at any of his weaknesses. He no longer had weaknesses. The board turned black and the room faded. All that was remaining was the canvas. He mused to himself at a sudden inspiration and picked up his white brush. 

After dipping the brush in black ink, he drew a picture of the pretty lady in the fiery dress by the stream. The picture was black and white, and while it did not reflect the vibrant colors, it reflected the girl’s character, arrogant and playful. 

He paused for a moment and proceeded to paint a faint shadow behind her. The shadow was in the shape of a two-tailed fox. After completing the fox, he painted several words on the right side of the black-and-white painting:

 

Do not let worry color the landscape.

Why not paint the heavens?

With this Clear Sky Brush.

 

The canvas then faded into the shadows. The shadows became mists, and Cha Ming found himself in the woods. The step he had started taking toward the red fox only a second ago landed on the dusty forest floor.


Chapter 22: Obscuring Fate

 

[image: ]

This single step by Cha Ming took only a single second, but that second felt like several lifetimes. From the start of his step to the moment it landed, Cha Ming seemed to have become a completely different person. His eyes now contained a certain charm, one that contained the vicissitudes of life. Wang Jun noticed the change but decided to put it aside for now. After all, they were in front of a legendary beast, and any loss in focus could result in their death.

After walking forward a few dozen steps, Cha Ming noticed a small figure moving around near the fox’s belly. This small black figure looked around, scared, and darted to a nearby protrusion. It latched on to the protrusion with its little teeth for thirty seconds, after which it fell to the ground along with a drop of white liquid. The small black figure quickly lapped up the white puddle. The fox was clearly a mother. The little critter did indeed resemble a fox. Unlike its mother, however, it only had a single tail. It was black and white in seemingly equal proportions.

The little baby fox didn’t seem to realize what was going on; it continued lapping up the same puddle of milk joyfully, oblivious to its surroundings. It only stopped when it heard Cha Ming’s steps, and it looked at him cautiously. After all, his mother had not prevented him from coming, so he must not be a threat. Perhaps a new friend? He immediately started dancing around Cha Ming, as if trying to play.

Cha Ming finally realized that he was alone. His friends had not been allowed through and had been forced to stay behind. He frowned but couldn’t resist the temptation to kneel down and pet the baby fox. It playfully nipped at his hand while Cha Ming wrestled it and rubbed its stomach. The little fox was a lot like a playful dog, and he had played with many dogs as a child.

After a few moments of playing with the baby fox, Cha Ming suddenly realized that he was, in fact, in paw’s reach of a giant three-tailed fox. In this moment of distraction, the baby fox pounced on him, knocking him down. He shot the baby fox a surprised look. The level of power it demonstrated was that of a second-level spirit beast. While he greatly outstripped the fox in power, the fox was merely a newborn! Demon beasts typically took a long time to mature, with some taking several tens of years to reach this level.

Finally, he sat down and kept the baby fox busy with his hand. He then looked at the giant three-tailed fox’s eyes, which were almost closed. He could tell she was dying. This mighty demon beast’s breathing had become shallower and shallower. While the beast could speak, he already knew what the fox wanted to convey. It was as though they had spent a long time together and had a tacit understanding.

She had been mortally wounded by that hound, and she was reaching out to him to take away her baby. She was not sure what would happen, but if the baby fox stayed in the forest without her protection, it would surely die. Other demon beasts would hunt it down for nourishment. Out of the group of five humans, the mother fox had the best impression of Cha Ming. This was why only Cha Ming was able to move forward and approach her young cub.

After giving Cha Ming an imploring look, she closed her eyes. He noticed a bit of a bewitching smile on the fox’s face. Her red coat reminded him of the young lady in his dream. They were clearly one and the same. Finally, she let out her last breath, and the suppressing mists surrounding them started to fade. The baby fox was none the wiser and fast asleep. He had fallen into a deep sleep right before his mother’s death. The mother fox had purposefully put him asleep to spare him the memory of her death. 

Once he picked up the little baby fox, he noticed that the large red figure of the fox started shimmering. After a few breaths of shimmering, the powerful beast completely transformed into a red mist, which then floated out and rushed into the baby fox’s forehead. The fog formed a faint red imprint on the baby fox’s head. Looking closer, he noticed that the imprint formed a few characters:

 

Do not let worry 

color the landscape

 

His instinct had been right all along. The large fox and the girl in red was the same creature. He pondered for a bit. Why did she ask to play that game? Could she have been testing him in some way? He shrugged and made his way toward the group. Initially, they seemed shocked that the fox had disappeared. A few seconds later, a glazed look appeared in their eyes, and they seemed to have forgotten the three-tailed fox. Clearly there had only been a baby fox lying on the ground. There had been no blood stains or pools of blood, only mist.
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Women were always attracted to small baby pets, and Hong Xin and Gong Lan were no exception. Cha Ming didn’t let go of the fox as they petted him while walking away. They were now unrestricted and could move anywhere they wanted. They decided to move away swiftly, as there were many hounds at the perimeter nearby, and there was no telling when the hounds would manage to get past the suppression that held them at bay.

Their group was finally able to move about freely, so they fled toward the east. They traveled twenty li before finally stopping at an abandoned cave, where they lit a fire. They then ate from their stockpiled rations, and soon enough, Feng Ming, Gong Lan, and Hong Xin were sound asleep in the back of the cave. Seeing that they were asleep, Wang Jun made a few gestures with his hands to indicate he wanted to talk. Outside, their surroundings were fully obscured, and Cha Ming could no longer make out the sleeping bodies of their three companions. 

“That giant fox was a three-tailed fox. I’m sure you have heard the legends. However, I am sure that you have not heard the details behind these special foxes.” 

Cha Ming looked at Wang Jun, surprised. None of the other three had remembered the giant fox. Why was Wang Jun the exception? Wang Jun noticed his surprise and chuckled.

“Small tricks like this can’t affect me. Only I can affect my own karma. Only I can even see my own karma. That fox was not a foundation-establishment demon beast. It was a pseudo-core-formation-stage demon beast.” 

Cha Ming gasped at the revelation. Core formation was beyond the foundation-establishment stage. To his knowledge, there were no core-formation experts in Green Leaf City. 

“The reason I can conclude that this mother fox was a pseudo-core stage beast is that it was fatally wounded by the mid-foundation-establishment spirit hound and its brood. A core-formation beast would have surely been too powerful for the hound to fight against in any circumstance. However, a demon fox can only have three tails in the core-formation stage. There is only one exception: A demon fox will not truly step into the core-formation stage until it withstands heavenly tribulation. It would only undergo the tribulation after it grew its third tail, as every additional fox tail arouses the jealousy of the heavens. 

“The black hound must have found the fox after it was weakened by the tribulation lightning but before it formed its beast core. This beast core is fundamentally different from the beast crystals that you often call a beast core, and only core-formation spirit beasts have such a beast core.” 

Wang Jun had at some point taken out a pot of tea. He poured Cha Ming a cup while explaining. Wang Jun, who would normally drink tea several dozen times a day, had not made a pot in several days. As usual, the tea that Wang Jun brewed was the best tea.

“Cha Ming, I will be blunt with you. This little fox, while a worthy companion, is doomed to die.” 

Cha Ming frowned. 

Seeing his concern, Wang Jun sighed and continued. “I will explain to you why, and you can decide what to do. It is only fair that you understand the situation.” 

Cha Ming nodded, letting Wang Jun continue.

“There are some secrets that you surely are not aware of yet. It is complicated, but I will do my best to explain.” Wang Jun then made a waving motion toward their sleeping friends, who were slightly visible through their obscured surroundings. To Cha Ming’s surprise, some faded characters made of shadows appeared above Feng Ming’s head. “My cultivation method is a little unique. I cultivate two elements. One is darkness, which you are aware of. What you are not aware of is that I also cultivate fate. I dual cultivate in shadow and fate, a very rare combination. It would be easier to find a kilin horn or a phoenix feather than someone with these affinities. Not even one person might be born with this combination on this continent in a hundred years. People like you who cultivate five elements are as common as grass in comparison.” 

This revelation surprised Cha Ming quite a bit. After all, a talented individual such as Zhou Li, who cultivated fire and fate, had been handpicked by the imperial family. Such a person would eventually be able to overturn the kingdom with a few words. Ignoring his shock, Wang Jun continued.

“What you see floating above Feng Ming is his name. This is his true name. It is obscured, but people with a certain cultivation level would be able to see it. As you know, names hold a great deal of power. What you might not know is that every person, every living thing, and every non-living thing, has a story that accompanies their name. Every true name is unique. His true name is not Feng Ming, because many people cannot have the same true name. If another person were to share his true name, he would also have the exact same story. However, how would it be possible for two of the same individual to exist in the same time, the same place, and with the same story? This would be a contradiction. Therefore, it is impossible for anyone else to have the same true name.” 

Wang Jun waved his hand again. This time, several other characters appeared beside Feng Ming’s name. Some characters appeared blurry, and others seemed crystal clear. Despite their clarity, he could not read them.

“Much of Feng Ming’s story has already been written. As you can see, many characters are written very clearly. This only happens when someone’s fate is stable. On the bright side, while I will not reveal everything that I can see, I can assure you that Feng Ming will not die in these woods. For that matter, neither will Gong Lan or Hong Xin. However, certain people’s stories are not easy to read, and not easily determined. For example, my own fate is obscure by nature, as is my true name. My apologies, Cha Ming, but due to my skill level I am unable to read your fate.” He shot Cha Ming a meaningful glance. Clearly, this was a rare result. 

Finally, Wang Jun waved at the fox. While a lot of things were obscure, a character appeared after the first few sentences. This character was crystal clear. The story below was blurred, and the characters almost seemed to crumble. He paused for a while, after which he pointed to the only clear character. 

“This character has a name. Its name is Death.”
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Cha Ming was lying down, trying to sleep. His mind was racing. He kept repeating what Wang Jun said. This character has a name. Its name is Death. It was difficult to accept such a thing. The fox was still sleeping soundly, and it was helpless and innocent. He was sure that it would wake up given enough time. Until then, at least, he had a responsibility to take care of the baby fox. How could he simply abandon it?

As he looked out of the cave entrance, he could make out Wang Jun’s silhouette. He, too, couldn’t sleep, and he chose to stand outside near a dead tree, looking at the moonlight peeking through the trees. Sighing, Cha Ming took the fox into his arms and softly made his way out of the cave. Wang Jun did not turn toward him and kept staring out at the full moon, sipping tea. Quietly, he poured a second cup and held it out. Cha Ming accepted it and stood beside Wang Jun, drinking it quietly. An hour passed, after which Wang Jun spoke up.

“Your fate is strange, Cha Ming. While I can see many people’s stories, I cannot see yours at all. This is a very rare thing. My fate is obscure because of what I cultivate. Yours is obscure for different reasons, which I do not know.” 

Cha Ming pondered for a bit, unsure of what to say. He was usually a quiet person.

“My friend,” said Cha Ming, “you are very mysterious, and don’t know what to say. I have had certain lucky encounters in my life, but I don’t feel I will ever be able to share these secrets with anyone in my life.” Cha Ming paused. “However, have you ever asked yourself if you would risk your life for someone else? I felt a deep sense of mourning in the mother fox’s eyes. I felt that I somehow owed that fox. I owed it to take its child out of these woods. Is that a strange thing? I clearly never knew this fox, nor had I ever dealt with it. How can it be that I feel that I owe the fox?

“Perhaps… this is something that I can’t explain. However, I have a feeling in my heart that I will regret it forever if I do not try to save this fox. As such, I can only try, even if you say that the fox is fated to die. This fox’s fate changes nothing. I have a choice to make, and I would rather try and fail than never try, even if that means risking my life.” 

They continued drinking tea quietly, and the chilly wind swept across the desolate forest. A layer of frost was beginning to accumulate on the dead branches. This would continue until sunrise.

Unbeknownst to Cha Ming, Wang Jun’s eyes were a little misty. He thought of a smiling, young girl’s pretty face. She was happy, even though she had been wounded and blood was sleeping on the floor. She had tried to save a mother and her baby and had been mortally wounded in the process. Yet she had no regrets. Shaking his head, he turned toward Cha Ming.

“I can give the fox a way out. Heaven never seals off all exits. However, I must warn you. This is his fate, it’s his story. I have a way to obscure this fox’s fate, but there is no telling what the consequences are. After all, something must change in order for this fox to survive. Perhaps you are meant to live, and letting the fox live could cost you your life. If you are lucky, nothing special will happen, like a pebble in a steady stream. I truly don’t know what the consequences will be.

“At a great cost to myself, however, I can make sure that this fox is not fated to die. In fact, this is the greatest secret of our family. Whenever our family members have encountered a certain and ill fate, those fated individuals in the family have interfered at key moments to give us a turning point. Every time our family is fated to fall, we obscure fate and use our wisdom to reverse an unfavorable situation.

“However, I have my own difficulties. I can’t use this ability very often. In exchange, I want you to promise me a favor. You don’t have the power to accomplish this now, but I am making a bet for the future. Can you owe me such a heavy favor for this fox?” Wang Jun looked at Cha Ming sternly.

“I promise you, Wang Jun. You are my friend. How can I not help?”

Looking at Cha Ming profoundly, Wang Jun closed his eyes. After a few breaths, he opened his eyes wide; his eyes were black, blacker than the deepest shadows. He then held out his hand, and the blackness in his eyes slowly traveled like tears down his face, eventually accumulating on his open palm.

After about an hour, the trace of shadow in his palm had grown into a ball of darkness the size of his fist. Finally, the last of the darkness in his eyes drained away. Following this last trace of darkness, all the color in the world seem to drain way. His golden hair, which had been shining in the light of the full moon, started losing its color. Wisps of white could now be seen in his hair, as if his very life itself was draining away! The ball on his palm started compressing with a golden hue. As Wang Jun continued to compress it, he continued to grow paler and paler. When he seemed like he could no longer endure, the ball condensed into a single, three-dimensional character—Obscure!

Once this character was formed, Wang Jun collapsed from exhaustion. Cha Ming rushed over to help him. As he stood up with Cha Ming’s help, Wang Jun waved out his hand and exposed the fox’s story. He then threw the solidified character at the character for death. As Death faded, so did the story. The story was now unknown to anyone. Wang Jun panted for a while, and finally his face regained some color. His golden hair, however, remained white.

“Obscuring fate for this fox has cost me ten years of my life, Cha Ming. Although in the long run it’s not that much, depending on how much I achieve in my cultivation, that could be as little as one percent, but as much as ten!” 

Cha Ming was shocked. When Wang Jun had told him he needed to pay a heavy price, he never imagined that the price would be so great.

“I hope you now appreciate how big of a favor this is. But what I will ask you to do in the future is worth so much more to me. I would give up on my life to accomplish this goal.” He looked out at the moon, glaring. “But,” he continued, “you are my friend, Cha Ming. I will not put you in any danger. To do this favor for me, you will need to be much stronger. You will need to be at least in the rune carving realm to help me, the realm above core formation!”

Finally, Wang Jun walked back toward the cave. “You should get some sleep, Cha Ming. We need to leave early tomorrow morning. This place will get very dangerous. Once the suppression of the three-tailed fox completely fades, the hounds will be back. They will chase us as long as they have to. Their true goal this whole time was that baby fox in your hands.”

Despite Wang Jun’s warning, Cha Ming did not sleep that night. He kept wondering what price he would need to pay for having Wang Jun change the fox’s fate.


Chapter 23: The Battle on Greatwood Bridge
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Deep in the woods, at the border between the middle and outer forest, Cha Ming and his group, along with the baby fox, were running. They were running as fast as they could without rest, for if they stopped for more than a half hour, the hounds would surely catch up. The forest surrounding them was a mixture between the previous dead woods and the beautiful, lush outer forest. Green-and-gold leaves had fallen here and there on the desolate, dusty soil, creating a medley of creation and destruction.

Sometime in the last two days, the baby fox had finally awoken. It was quite energetic and playful, and it treated their act of running for their lives like a pleasant game. For fear of having to deal with a panicked baby fox, they did nothing to rectify the situation. After all, what they had least of was time. Their group stopped for five minutes to catch their breath. Wang Jun quickly took out a high-quality map. 

“Everyone, the situation is looking very dire. The hounds are somehow able to track us even at this distance. There is only one terrain feature that we can use to obstruct them: the Greatwood Bridge. This bridge is a long, narrow bridge that crosses the Misty River. It is impossible to cross at this point of the river without using the bridge; as such, the bridge is a natural choke point for the large pack of hounds.

“Further, this is the worst-case scenario. I have a pair of obscurity talismans which we can use to try and shake them off. Let’s travel in this path, and I will use the talismans here”—Wang Jun pointed at two locations on the map—“and here.” 

Cha Ming was not nearly as intelligent as Wang Jun, therefore he left these matters to him.

Howls sounded in the distance, and they were getting closer. It was time to leave before the midnight spirit hounds caught up. They broke into a light run, just fast enough to be able to continue indefinitely. Fortunately, qi condensation experts had a stronger physical body than normal humans. Unfortunately, everyone had different constitutions. Cha Ming had religiously practiced jogging to bolster his stamina, as had Feng Ming. Wang Jun and Gong Lan seemed to never tire either. However, Hong Xin’s endurance was extremely pathetic.

Fortunately, after careful experiments, Cha Ming discovered that his Healing Hand manifestation could be used to recover stamina at the expense of his wood qi. Using his ability, they had managed to run continuously for the past two days. Whenever any member’s exhaustion reached a certain level, Cha Ming would cast his Healing Hand. His qi would fully recover before the next person required a boost. The only drawback was that this technique was mentally taxing, causing Cha Ming’s exhaustion to mount with every passing day.

The hounds had already almost caught up and were only five minutes of running behind them. They had been heading to the northeast, the first point of their plan. Wang Jun took out the first obscurity talisman. The talisman burst into a cloud of shadows, sticking to the closely packed group. Their group blended into the shadows, and they arced back toward the east and south. They now had an hour to shake the large group off.

Things seemed to be going rather well. For the first half day, the howling of the hounds faded. However, after another half day had passed, they realized that the hounds were on their trail once again.

“I thought you said the obscurity talisman would cover up our sounds and smells? How did they find us again?” asked Cha Ming worriedly. 

Wang Jun frowned. “The hounds should not have found our trail so easily.” After thinking for a while, he directed the group back toward the northeast under the effects of the second obscurity talisman. This did not seem to help the situation, as the hounds continued approaching closer and closer. They would be able to catch up in half a day, and their group was still a half day away from the bridge. They had originally been hoping to use the talisman to cross the bridge, but unfortunately this plan had gone out the window.

Their group paused quickly to catch a breather while Wang Jun tossed his seven black coins into the air. The black coins floated briefly and scattered on the forest floor. After two minutes of observing the stones, his expression turned ugly. 

“Shit, they aren’t tracking us by smell. When they chased us last time, one of them cast a blood-tracking spell on us! I couldn’t sense it earlier because it was cast by that foundation-establishment demon beast. If we keep going, the hounds will definitely catch up.”

Cha Ming paled at the revelation but steadied his mind. A quick decision was required. “Since we can’t escape, we’ll have to fight at the bridge,” Cha Ming said. “If we allow ourselves to be surrounded, we don’t stand half a chance. If we can’t hold them off… we’ll need to jump into the river.” 

Their group gasped. The Misty River was 1,500 feet below the Greatwood Bridge. Rivers were typically littered with large rocks, and their odds of survival after jumping off such a large bridge were very slim.

“We’re dead if we don’t try,” said Wang Jun, shaking his head with regret. 
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Their journey continued for the next half day, with the hounds slowly but surely catching up to their position. Every once in a while, they encountered advanced scouts, which they dispatched in short order. Two weeks ago, fights like these would have taken a long time and wasted a lot of their qi. Not only had Xin Er, Feng Ming, and Gong Lan’s strength increased by a whole level, their whole team had also experienced life-and-death combat on multiple occasions. Unknowingly, the whole team had also developed a tacit understanding, minimizing their weaknesses and maximizing their strengths.

After an arduous half day of constant running, they finally arrived at the Greatwood Bridge. It was three meters wide, allowing for two people to maneuver while fighting in cramped conditions. This feature aside, the bridge was run down; several wooden planks were missing here and there, and the railings were only three or four feet high. What made the bridge “great” was its length and height. The bridge spanned across a mighty 3,000-foot chasm. The river down below was flanked by two tall red cliffs that accentuated the 1,500-foot drop. 

Wang Jun had told them a bit of history about the bridge. The base of the bridge was woven from extremely long interlinked vines. The vines were bright green and nearly indestructible. Many human cultivators and demon beasts had attempted to destroy the living bridge, but all had failed. Eventually, human cultivators had taken the initiative and invited a master spiritual blacksmith to construct golden metal railings to prevent people from falling. These railings were built to the same standard as the bridge; they were quite sturdy, and even hurricane force gales would have trouble pushing them down. The wooden portions of the bridge had been maintained by the city lord of Green Leaf City for the past several centuries.

The best place to hold off the hounds was at the other end of the bridge, where they could defend a narrow pass. They quickly made their way across the bridge in pairs, with Cha Ming taking up the rear. Once they had safely crossed the bridge, they rested for the time it takes for two incense sticks to burn, just enough time to replenish their qi and assume their positions for the final battle. 
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Meanwhile, back in Green Leaf City, a man and his cat were sitting together in a small wooden shack to the south. The shack was located in a small alley near the market district. Its walls and doors were plastered with various talismans, giving the impression that if the entire city were to be destroyed, at least this small shack would survive. While this was a popular rumor that circulated around town, people knew better than to discuss it in front of the more powerful individuals, such as the dean of Green Leaf Academy or the city lord. Whenever they heard this claim, the countenance of these mighty figures would instantly turn ugly. Most people attributed their unsightly expression to the challenge to their authority. The reality was quite different; these prominent figures knew their place, and if push came to shove, that little shack would remain standing even if the lord’s mansion and the dean’s school were reduced to rubble.

Elder Ling was currently deep in thought. He stared at the Angels and Devils board in front of him, pondering various possible moves that he could make in the tense middle game. After a few moments, he exhaled and finally placed a black stone to assist his central group of stones in a difficult position. After placing the stone, he continued staring at the board while chewing his nails and shaking his leg. Old habits were very difficult to correct, and he had been scolded countless times in the past.

The cat sat placidly on the opposite chair. Mr. Mao Mao was currently chewing a bouquet of flowers given to him by Cha Ming several weeks ago. The bouquet pleased Mr. Mao Mao greatly, and he made sure to chew a few flowers whenever he was bored. Contrary to his usual aggressive demeanor, his small cat face was very relaxed. The cat lazily lifted a paw, reaching into the bowl and somehow withdrawing a white stone. Finally, he placed it down near the center of black’s stones, letting out a smug purr and walking away from the board to continue his nap.

Elder Ling looked at the board in shock. His group was dead, and he had no way to save it. “You damn cat! Can’t you let your owner win every once in a while? Can’t you just lose by a slim margin instead of embarrassing me every time? That’s it. I’m never playing with you again.” He quickly put away the stones and the board while moping.

“I treat you like my little ancestor, yet you’re always so ruthless,” Elder Ling said quietly. He then looked at Mr. Mao Mao with red eyes and tears streaming down like tiny waterfalls. Mr. Mao Mao, unimpressed, closed his eyes and continued sleeping. Elder Ling let out a loud snort and instantly cheered up, his false tears quickly evaporating in the dry winter air. He was now drinking a cup of tea. It was a good afternoon.

Suddenly, Elder Ling frowned. He withdrew a black brush from his sleeve, and quickly drew out a black circle in the air. He then wrote out the character for “Long Range Divination,” and after thinking for a few moments, he wrote the name “Cha Ming.” The character faded and was instantly replaced by a two-dimensional image. The image contained five small moving figures running swiftly across a long wooden bridge.

“Hm… The kid’s in trouble. Should we help him?” He looked over at Mr. Mao Mao while scratching his scraggly beard. Mr. Mao Mao hopped onto the floor and leapt onto Elder Ling’s shoulder, looking at the mirror curiously. After sniffing at the mirror a few times, he let out a loud purr and shook his head, heading back to his bed to continue his nap.

Elder Ling frowned and retrieved a pair of spectacles, focusing on Cha Ming’s figure. Finally, he nodded his head and waved his hand. The image quickly faded away like a cloud of smoke.

“You’re right as always, my dear Mr. Mao Mao. He does indeed have a bit of luck he can rely on. Besides, he’s only fighting a couple hundred puppies with a few slightly stronger puppies. He should be able to handle them. Maybe I worry too much.” After Elder Ling finished speaking, Mr. Mao Mao continued his nap while Elder Ling continued drinking his tea. It was a good afternoon.
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Cha Ming was breathing heavily, his body covered in a thick layer of sweat. He and his companions were exhausted. They had been fighting as efficiently as possible, not wanting to waste a single drop of qi while facing the vicious horde. If the opponent was weak enough, they would quickly beat it down with sword, staff, and saber strikes. The group of five rotated every few dozen breaths, switching out whenever the fatigue grew too intense to handle.

It was Cha Ming’s turn again, and he quickly advanced to replace Gong Lan beside Feng Ming. A snarling black figure pounced at him from two feet away, jumping over the corpse of one of its pack members. Cha Ming quickly evaluated the strength of the hound as a second-level spirit beast—no need to waste qi. Stepping forward, he swung his heavy staff and batted the hound’s large body, delivering just enough force to send the hound over the edge of the bridge. The black hound howled in grief as it plunged to its death at the bottom of the cliff.

Before Cha Ming had a chance to catch his breath, another five hounds stepped up to take advantage of his vulnerable position.

“Tch.” Cha Ming quickly pulled out a mid-grade flame talisman, throwing it sideways at the group of hounds. A trail of flame quickly engulfed a few dozen feet of bridge. The hounds wailed as their fur caught fire, and many of them panicked and jumped to the river below, hoping that either the cold water would put out the flames or the sharp rocks would end their suffering. The burst earned their group a small reprieve of a few dozen breaths. They had repeated this process many times, whittling away fifty of the two hundred and fifty wolves on the bridge. Unfortunately, he only had three talismans remaining.

The five continued to rotate and allow each other to rest, as though they were part of a rehearsed performance. Every so often, a stronger hound popped up, prompting either a sandstorm from Feng Ming, a burst of shadow curses from Wang Jun, or one of Cha Ming’s many manifestations. Finally, they were faced with the last fifty wolves.

The five of them prepared for the final bout, staring at their opponents while panting. Each member of the team had a solemn look as they gauged the strength of their final opponents. Each of the opponents were third-level spirit beasts at the very minimum. Ten of the hounds were fifth-level spirit beasts, and finally, each of them experienced an overbearing pressure from a much larger hound in the middle of the remaining pack. Cha Ming’s eyes narrowed. While he was certain that this hound was not at the foundation-establishment stage, it was at least in the late stages of qi condensation.

It was time to go all out. Little did he know that the sheen of red in his eyes had grown deeper. He knew that their chances of surviving were slim, so why not kill as many of the damn beasts as possible? After these thoughts ran through Cha Ming’s mind, all that was left was a desire to kill. The chattering stopped, and the twelve strings of spiritual energy he had been controlling previously suddenly split into thirty-six. He instantly realized that he could now execute the second spiritual pearl manifestations!

Cha Ming let out a loud roar as he charged toward the remaining fifty hounds. He quickly unleashed the second manifestation with thirty-six spirit pearls to cast fire wall. The string of twelve pearls was thrown downward like a vertical whip strike, thirty-six feet long. The force of impact even knocked hounds off the bridge. Feng Ming and Wang Jun followed closely behind him. Most of their qi was exhausted, but they could still lash out with their swords. Gong Lan and Hong Xin followed behind them, finishing off any stragglers as the trio flung themselves deep into the pack of hounds.

Enraged, the leaders of the pack howled and pushed their way forward, hoping to eliminate their prey as quickly as possible and minimize the pack’s losses. 

Cha Ming was encouraged by their frantic behavior. “Second Manifestation: Frost Nova!”

A white-and-blue light spread out from Cha Ming, guided by the thirty-six pearls on his wrist. Unfortunately for the hounds, he was positioned right beside the group. Instantly, each hound’s speed was reduced by fifty percent. They could no longer dodge the many staff and sword strikes, and hound after hound fell to the terrifying onslaught. The pack leader’s rage intensified as it rushed even faster, causing several small hounds to accidentally get knocked off the bridge. But Cha Ming wasn’t done.

“Second Manifestation: Epicenter!” A cluster of thirty-six pearls jumped up all at once, forming a small character, “earth,” and suddenly slammed down a dozen feet ahead of him. A concussive blast rang out, rattling the group of hounds and shaking their internal organs. The group continued to move their slaughter forward. Finally, a large growl sounded out as the largest hound pounced over the others directly at Cha Ming. 

It’s time, he thought. 

“Second Manifestation: Sword!” He quickly emptied his remaining metal qi, filling all thirty-six white pearls to the brim. They came together in the shape of a sword, and a sharp sensation erupted from him as he launched his strongest attack against the pack leader. Cha Ming collapsed as the sword struck the large black hound backward. It did a full backflip before landing; the only evidence that it had been hit was a small trickle of blood dripping down from its large maw.

The strike had been ineffective. The beast was too strong! The reality of the situation finally sank in, and their group of five finally collapsed under the pressure and exhaustion. None of them could lift a finger. The large hound triumphantly started advancing once more, ready to deliver the final blow.

“Yip, yip!” Suddenly, a black figure darted out from behind the group and started growling at the hound. It was the little baby fox! It might only be a second-level spirit beast, but it couldn’t just do nothing. The fox quickly started glowing with a gray light.

Poof! The baby fox split into two—one white fox and one black fox. These foxes quickly ran together and simultaneously rammed the large hound. 

Unfortunately, despite its good intentions, the tiny foxes bounced back after causing absolutely no damage. The leader of the hounds let out a mocking howl and continued its advance. The air between the two foxes shuddered as the baby fox merged back into its original black-and-white form. 

“Yip yip!” It darted out again. This time a glowing red light shone out of its forehead. A dreadful pressure weighed down on both the group and the hounds. The lead hound whined and crouched down in submission. It was too late, however. Fire burst out from the small fox like an exploding sun.

Reflexively, Cha Ming quickly took out his last three talismans and threw them on the ground. Three earthen walls sprung up to shield their group from the raging ball of flame. As the ball expanded, the first wall crumbled, followed by the second. Finally, the ball stopped expanding and burst outward. The last earthen barrier was barely breached and crumbled into dust. If they had been just a few feet closer to the front, the ball of flame would have immediately penetrated all three barriers and reduced the five companions to ashes.

Only the pack leader remained, collapsed in a burning heap of blood and fur. The small baby fox, the source of the giant explosion, was unconscious on the shattered remnants of the bridge. Cha Ming struggled to his feet and slowly walked over to the baby fox that had saved their lives. The remnants of a red character were quickly fading from its slightly charred forehead.

Suddenly, a loud creaking noise sounded out, forcing everyone to cover their ears. As Cha Ming looked around for the source of the sound, he saw that the ground around him had started breaking into pieces. The unbreakable Greatwood Bridge had been damaged by the massive attack. Ignoring the danger, Cha Ming quickly bent down to pick up the fox. As he took his last step forward, a large, twenty-foot-long piece of bridge suddenly gave way and started a freefall.

With his last remaining energy, Cha Ming grabbed the small fox and pushed himself off a large piece of bridge. They only way they stood a chance of surviving was if they fell directly in the water. He continued his fall, and the last sounds he remembered hearing were the screams of his friends who had barely escaped this disaster. 

Would he ever meet them again? Who knew. He quickly fell through the white mist covering the river at the bottom of the cliff. The white faded to a deep blue, and as his body hit the raging waters, everything finally faded to black.


Chapter 24: The Silver Lining
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Cha Ming was walking down to the woods for his usual walk. Instead of choosing to take his morning bath, Cha Ming noticed a fork in the road. The new path was beaten down and seemed to lead uphill. He followed this forest trail for the full morning until he came to the edge of a cliff. Both sides of the cliff were made of red rock, and a river raged loudly beyond the edge. He couldn’t see the bottom of the river, as it was obscured in a thick white mist. Surprisingly, there was a large vine strung out across the deep river chasm. The vine had been fashioned into a simple bridge, and it spanned for what seemed like two to four thousand feet before making it to the other side.

Looking to the center of the bridge, he saw a familiar figure. An alluring lady in red was standing there looking out into the mists. Her lips formed a hint of a smile as Cha Ming walked toward her.

They stood together for about an hour, not saying anything. Finally, the lady in red let out a deep sigh. “I couldn’t let my son be taken away by a bad person. If he were to be taken away by a selfish human, I might as well have killed him myself. The world has never been kind to us demon beasts.” She continued to gaze out at the mists while Cha Ming looked at her pensively.

“Likewise, I would rather let my son die than have him be ungrateful and cowardly. I’m glad he rushed back to save you when he saw you were in danger. He was never meant to be mediocre. It’s in his blood…” She bit her lip as she hesitated. After making up her mind, she rushed up to Cha Ming and held his head in her hands. 

“His name is Ba Huxian. He is not an ordinary fox; he is something called a yin-yang bagua fox. I’m sure he will make the best of companions.” 

A complicated expression flashed across her face as she ran her finger to his lips, pressing him into silence. She didn’t want to hear his answer, as a no would only break her heart. This was her gamble. She had bet everything on Cha Ming, and who knew if that gamble would pay off. She walked off toward the other side of the cliff and disappeared in the mist.
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Cha Ming awoke to sounds akin to a high-pitched snore. It was the only sound he could hear aside from his breathing. Each breath he took came with a sharp pain, the tell-tale sign of a broken rib. As he opened his eyes, all he could see was a pure and endless darkness. He shivered as he became aware of his wet clothes, as well as various cuts and bruises that peppered his body. He felt sharp pains at various key points in his body. 

I must have broken several bones after falling into the river, he thought. 

Despite the cold, a little bundle of warmth radiated from his chest. It was Huxian, cuddled up to his abdomen, trying frantically to warm him up. Huxian suddenly stopped shivering and let out a yip of joy as he heard Cha Ming groan in pain. He started dutifully licking his face, bringing Cha Ming back to full alert.

A light glow quickly surrounded the baby fox, enveloping a thirty-foot radius around them. They were currently in a large cave. There was a small pool in the ground not far from where he was. He guessed that they had somehow tumbled through an underground river as they were washed toward the bottom of the main river. They had somehow surfaced in this underground cave, and it was clear that Huxian had dragged him away from the pool of water so that he didn’t drown or freeze to death. 

What a strong little bugger, he thought.

The small cave led to a ten-foot-wide passageway. A faint blue glow originated from deep in the tunnel; regrettably, he didn’t have the strength to investigate. Gritting his teeth, Cha Ming sat himself up painfully. One of his legs was fractured in two places, and so were three of his ribs. Fortunately, he had avoided permanent damage to his organs.

The most important thing now was to recover his energy so that he could start healing. Everything else was out of the question until he could heal his wounds. He sat himself up against the cave wall, and Huxian cuddled up beside him, exhausted. Entering a meditative state was quite difficult, as Cha Ming was in extreme pain. Despite the pain, he persevered and managed to recover a bit of his qi. As soon as sufficient qi had formed, a dozen pearls from the rosary on his wrist floated up to his torso, forming a light green palm imprint, which regenerated any damaged tissues. His first priority was to heal any internal injuries before taking care of other things like his broken bones. He had fortunately avoided fracturing his femur.

After a half day, the pain from his ribs finally receded. He petted the sleeping fox lightly. “Good boy, Huxian. You really saved us back there.” 

Hearing his name, Huxian quickly woke up and started licking Cha Ming’s face. He laughed softly, realizing that healing his broken ribs had indeed been the correct decision.

The healing process continued for three days. Over these three days, both Cha Ming and Huxian ate dry rations. Eventually Cha Ming had to cope with the fact that his leg would heal improperly if he left it alone. To solve this problem, he first manifested the second form of the healing pearl manifestation, Healing Bandage. 

Thirty-six beads spread out in a long rectangle, which he quickly wrapped along the injured leg. Then, mustering most of his strength, he used his fist to forcibly break his leg. The pain was so great that he passed out. He awoke a few hours later, very weak from the blood loss. He then made himself a makeshift splint out of beast bones and sinew he extracted from hound corpses in his bag of holding. Huxian ate up the freshly cut meat greedily, as he’d not had a decent meal in days. Cha Ming stuck to his dry fruit and nut rations. He wasn’t desperate yet.

The healing process dragged out for another week. Such large bones were very difficult to heal at Cha Ming’s current skill level. After quite a bit of effort, Cha Ming was finally able to move about freely. He would be able to fight at about eighty-percent strength if he had to, though this would worsen his injuries. Huxian scampered along playfully. He’d wanted to explore the cave for a long time, but he was very worried about Cha Ming and hadn’t gone ahead to explore.

As they wandered through the caves, Cha Ming realized that the glow came from many different caves. One cave became two, two became three, and three became too many to count. He soon found that they were lost. He frowned for a bit, but then he realized that Huxian was sniffing the air and heading in a specific direction. 

Oh? Does he have a special sense for these kinds of situations? Having nothing better to do, he followed Huxian’s lead down the network of tunnels.

After several hours, Cha Ming noticed that the blue glow became stronger, and the caves grew brighter. Finally, they entered a very large cave. In the middle of the cave there was a small silver-blue pool. The pool had clearly been formed by a large dripping stalactite. Huxian excitedly walked up to the pool, sniffed it, and greedily started lapping up the contents. Cha Ming cursed inwardly because he hadn’t warned Huxian to be careful. He was just a baby, after all. To his surprise, Huxian finished quickly and darted up the sleeve of his robe, falling asleep on his shoulders. At least the liquid wasn’t poisonous; spirit beasts and demon beasts had strong survival instincts.

As he approached the small pool, he noticed a humming sound coming out from his personal bag of holding. Frowning, he looked through his bag to find the source of the humming—the white brush! He took out the brush cautiously to examine it. To his surprise, the brush darted out of his hands and dove down deep inside the pool. After a minute, the pool had drained a whole foot. After fifteen minutes, the pool was completely drained and dry, after which the brush darted back to his hands as if satisfied.

Cha Ming was quite puzzled. He knew this was a talisman brush, but he’d never realized that it might need to be fed these types natural treasures to function, like how it needed to “drink” ink before writing out talismans. 

Are all magic treasures this way? He didn’t even know what the liquid was, and it was already gone. He held the brush in his hands and observed it in detail. The dark lines showing all five elements were no longer black; green, red, yellow, silver, and blue lights now danced about the brush. As he stared at the brush, a golden light flashed, and he could make out a line of words on it.

Why not paint the heavens with this Clear Sky Brush?

Suddenly, a white mist shot out from the brush and darted into his forehead. Cha Ming sat down quickly as he struggled against the mist to no avail, eventually losing consciousness.

 

[image: ]

Cha Ming took a few steps forward, the sound of dull footsteps echoing through the vast emptiness. He was surprised, because below his feet he could not see anything. Or rather, his surroundings were pure and white. The air around him was indistinguishable from the floor. Was there a difference between walking on the floor or the ceiling? As soon as the thought ran through his head, he became aware that he was now walking upside-down. His point of view changed, and upside-down became right-side-up. Regardless of his orientation, his footsteps kept echoing throughout the vast emptiness.

True to his nature, he decided to experiment. He thought of stairs, and soon he was “climbing” stairs and “descending.” He thought of skating, and soon he was gliding down a slippery white “rink,” with no end in sight. Unfortunately, he eventually thought of running face-first into a white “wall,” and his light frame came to a screeching halt, nearly breaking his nose in the process. 

Okay, time to stop experimenting before things get out of hand. Cha Ming had a very vivid imagination, and sometimes it got the better of him, much like when a friend tells you not to think of an awful thing only to put a picture of said awful thing stuck in your head.

“Are you done having fun?” asked a calm voice behind him. 

Cha Ming immediately regained his senses and turned around and saw an impish man with reddish brown hair. The man had a very plentiful red beard with prominent sideburns. He also held a gray staff in one hand, which he didn’t seem to need for support. 

“Confused? I would be.” The man continued to stare at him with an impish smile, with one hand stroking his beard and the other twirling his staff. At some point, he threw the staff up into the air, only to have it balance on his finger. After a while, the staff started to shrink, and it continued to shrink until it was the size of a toothpick. He then put the toothpick in his mouth, using it to pick his sharp, pointy teeth. The man stared at Cha Ming, and the look in his eyes indicated that he was taking pleasure in the young man’s confusion.

“Sit down, son. Let’s have a chat. I haven’t been on the outside in a thousand cosmic cycles. Don’t even try to think about what that means; it’s much too long for a youngster like yourself to imagine.” 

Just as Cha Ming was thinking about where to sit down, the man waved his hand, and a set of stone benches appeared. The man’s bench was significantly taller, and he smirked while waiting for Cha Ming to take a seat. 

Is he a man or is he a teenager? Cha Ming thought. There was no point in overthinking it, really. He didn’t know where he was, and perhaps by giving this man a modicum of satisfaction, he could gain information on where he was. He sat down obediently and waited for the man to sit down, much like a child would wait for an elder. Satisfied, the man put his hands inside his gray robe’s sleeves and sat down after him, as if enjoying the feeling of belittling everyone around him.

“Look around you. What do you see, son? Don’t think about it too hard.” The man waved around him, and an invisible wind seemed to pick up and travel out into the white expanse. Cha Ming frowned at the open-ended question but threw out a guess nonetheless.

“I don’t see anything. It’s a blank slate with no form. It’s just pure and white nothingness.” 

The man gave him a surprised look and scratched his messy red hair.

“That’s right, it’s nothing! Likewise, it’s also everything. Most people would give me a random bullshit guess to try to impress me. I’m glad you didn’t do that—that kind of person disgusts me the most. I don’t need sweet talk, and I don’t need anyone to give me any fake surprise. 

“Anyhow, like I said. It’s nothing, and it’s everything! It’s basically the start of all things, including myself. That’s saying something for someone as great as me, the Great Sage, Equal of Heaven, the Mightiest of the Strong, the Undying Holy One. Oh, I know! You can call me Almighty Heavenly Teacher. Say it! Say it!” As the man’s excited voice sounded out, black lines started appearing on Cha Ming’s brow. This guy is a little too full of himself, he thought. 

Biting back his embarrassment, he thickened his skin and clasped his hands while bowing to the man. “I was blind and failed to see Mount Tai1. A beautiful lark sang a song to me this morning, and I was sure an important figure would appear soon. Surprisingly, it’s the Almighty Heavenly Teacher! I’m pleased to finally be blessed enough to have to opportunity to greet you.”

A pleased smile appeared on the man’s face as he shut his eyes and nodded his head. “What a proper member of the younger generation. Honest, and full of sincerity, not embellishing anything in the slightest. I’m not surprised you’ve heard of me.” As he was nodding, a thought seemed to pop into his head. “Oh, I know! As a prestigious figure, it’s only right that I give you a gift on first meeting. Come, come, I’ll show you something.” 

The impish man got up quickly and scampered off while dragging Cha Ming behind him with gusts of wind. The man was shameless, but he didn’t seem to mean any harm. In what seemed to be the blink of an eye, they appeared beside a set of clear steps. There were a total of five steps arranged in a circle, and the circle stepped down toward a light blue pool. The light blue pool was the same one that the brush had just absorbed.

“Almighty Heavenly Teacher, are we inside the white brush?” Cha Ming exclaimed. He really had not considered that this was a possibility. The man with the red eyes nodded, still playing with the toothpick in his mouth and fondling his beard. 

“Yes, kid, we’re precisely inside of the Clear Sky Brush. I’ve been sleeping for a long time, and as the brush’s treasure spirit, I couldn’t wake up until you sucked up that pool of elemental essence. Truly, at my level, it’s way too hard to recover once someone kicks you down. Although this elemental essence is cheap garbage, it does have its usefulness. You’ll notice that it’s a little lighter than it was before. That’s because I took the good part that you can’t use to wake up.” Taking out the toothpick, he extended it to its original size, two inches in diameter and seventy-two inches long. He then continued explaining.

“Now that you’ve sucked up this elemental essence, you’ve probably noticed that there are five characters on the brush that are shining pretty brightly. You’re the only one that can see these characters, since you’re the owner of the brush.” He then waved his stick in a circle, and a cyclone of wind appeared, seeming to drag everything in from a distance. The pool of elemental essence didn’t show a single ripple. After a few moments, five characters appeared, dancing in the air. These characters were two-dimensional and would always face Cha Ming no matter how hard he tried to look around them. The man in gray took out his stick and tapped the nearest character for “wood.”

“Normally, when people make stuff like Daoist talismans at your level, they try not to infuse these basic characters with essence without anything accompanying them. There’s a reason behind that. The reason is that a two-dimensional character is too deep. It’s infinitely deep, and it can hold infinite power. You can’t underestimate the five basic elements. Every material thing in the universe is made from at least one of them. Myself, I was born from a piece of primordial rock. It took far too many cosmic cycles until I finally gained consciousness, and subsequently, through my great efforts, I achieved immortality, surpassing most people in the universe. But back to the main point, the true name of the basic elements is represented in these characters, and they can’t be underestimated.

“Now, that begs the question. What if we gave the characters depth?” 

His hand made a spinning motion, and the previously two-dimensional characters became three-dimensional, rotating slowly so that Cha Ming could comprehend their basic structure. His original thought was that these three-dimensional characters would just continue in straight lines for a finite distance. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Each character’s continuation was drastically different, as if representing some subtle truth contained within each element. Despite these differences, they all seemed the same from a two-dimensional vantage point.

The character for wood seemed to grow a teeming forest out of its back. The forest was only a foot wide and a foot deep, but the amount of detail in the character would be enough to write the character a thousand times over on a sheet of paper. Likewise, the character for fire was written like foot-long dancing flames; the character for earth was composed of multiple shifting and cracked plates; the character for metal was composed of hundreds of blades and spikes; the character for water was made up from hundreds of waves.

While Cha Ming was still marveling at the mysteries of these characters, the man coughed lightly to grab his attention. “Youth is truly a wonderful thing. You’re already distracted at such a simple picture. The truth of these characters is much too profound. You can stay here for as long as you like. You’re not technically here, you see; only your mental projection is here. 

“Once you think you can draw the characters, try starting with the character for wood. It’ll be useful for when you try to escape this hole in the ground. You can use the elemental essence to draw the characters out in the real world. Anyhow, feel free to come and visit me often; it’s very lonely here.” 

The man then walked away, disappearing in the pure white surroundings.

After pondering for half a day, Cha Ming finally figured out the answer to the question that had been nagging at his mind since he’d first laid eyes on the intricate characters. 



1  Someone who has eyes but doesn’t recognize Mount Tai is translated from a Chinese idiom, 有眼不識泰山. It refers to someone who is an ignorant yet arrogant person.


Chapter 25: Painting the Heavens
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The world surrounding Cha Ming disappeared into the void just as it had come. He opened his eyes to the familiar scene of the light blue glow of the surrounding cave. The light blue glow was no longer originating from the pool but rather from hundreds of stones left behind in the pool. He was in no hurry to retrieve them, therefore he focused on the answer to his question.

Huxian was still sleeping soundly on his shoulders. What he was about to attempt was potentially very dangerous, so he picked up Huxian and set him down to the side of the large cavern. He had looked at their food stores previously—they had enough to last a few weeks in the cave, but afterward they would need to exit the caves and attempt to travel to the city. He hoped Wang Jun had accomplished his mission and pulled out Feng Ming, Gong Lan, and of course, Hong Xin. Wang Jun seemed to dote on her a little more, so she was probably fine.

Before leaving Huxian in his corner, he gave him a few pats and hummed a lullaby he had heard in his childhood. He moved back to where the pool used to be and took out the Clear Sky Brush. With a thought, a green glow appeared on the tip of the brush. Carefully, yet precisely, he moved his brush in a familiar pattern. Compared to the past, however, there was a huge difference. Now he was painting the air, painting the heavens!

Since this was his first try, he decided to start with something small, a small leaf that he had seen on the character for wood. As the elemental essence poured out of the brush, he imbued it with his spiritual sense, which seemed to suspend the ink in the air and prevent it from falling. Soon enough, twelve fine strokes were completed, and the previously inanimate leaf seemed to come to life as thought it was a true and natural leaf. Success!

After his first successful leaf, he continued to paint more of them until he completed the basic outline of twelve leaves. These twelve leaves would form the basis of the wood character. It was the final point of the character, the ending. As the red-bearded man had told him earlier, it was all about depth. If a person started from the beginning without specifying the end, the resulting failed character might draw too much out of the person drawing it. Starting with the end in mind gave the character a definite purpose, and as such it would never suck him dry like he had been warned by his teacher.

As this thought ran through his mind, he realized that he’d lost his focus. His initial success was short-lived, and the flourishing leaves withered into yellow as they fell to the ground and turned to dust. He didn’t dwell on this failure, as he’d experienced it far too many times before when crafting talismans. Compared to his previous works, this three-dimensional character was vastly more complicated. He could tell that this character was at the very limits of his current cultivation level, and he would need to achieve a breakthrough in his spiritual sense to complete it.

Day after day, his practice continued. Twelve leaves turned to twenty-four, and twenty-four leaves turned to thirty-six. After a full week, he was finally able to draw out a full sixty leaves, which were joined together in groups of five. These groups of five appeared much like young bean stalks that were just a foot long each, ones that had not yet sprouted flowers. Nevertheless, they exuded a sense of overwhelming vitality. Without any warning, Cha Ming knew that his spiritual sense was completely dried up, and the five stalks withered away into dust once more.

Huxian had awoken a few days prior. He woke up in a rather cheerful but hungry mood, licking Cha Ming’s hand and begging for food. It didn’t take long for Cha Ming to realize that the dried fruits and nuts he had prepared for himself would never satisfy the pleading fox, and after some contemplation, he took out the corpse of one of the lower-level spirit hounds he had picked up earlier. Huxian looked at him with a confused expression, but before long he was munching away merrily. Cha Ming sighed. Once again, it was his responsibility to look after a carnivorous pet. It wasn’t his favorite arrangement, but the alternative had been letting the poor baby fox starve to death. 
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A nearly complete character for wood was currently floating in the air. Cha Ming was sweating profusely as he struggled to draw the second to the last stroke in the character. It was probably the thousandth time he had attempted to draw it. He had stopped keeping track after the hundredth time. Every time he attempted to draw the three-dimensional wood character, he started with the smallest leaf, eventually combining multiple leaves into a stalk. The twelve stalks would connect to the key nodes in the character, such as key points and intersections. 

Whether it was a general feature of the brush or because he was using the skies as his paper, the elemental essence used on a failed character would automatically retract into his brush. It seemed like the brush itself refused a mediocre outcome, allowing only a finished product to come into existence. 

Cha Ming really didn’t have any idea if this was a normal phenomenon or if regular brushes could even perform such a feat as painting the heavens themselves. In the future, he would have to experiment and determine the limits and value of this ability. Perhaps some foundation-establishment-ranked talisman brushes also had this miraculous ability.

The speed at which Cha Ming could draw leaves was staggering compared to his initial attempts. At first, he needed to focus on every single vein in the leaf to form a perfect one. Later, after practicing over ten thousand leaves, he could form a perfect leaf with a single stroke of his brush and very little effort. This method was much less exhausting than his previous attempts, and it saved him a lot of stamina for the remainder of the character. It was as though an unfathomable mystery could be imbued in his brush, willing the ink to shape the fully formed leaf on its own. 

Upon further reflection, he found that this process was very similar to how one could plant a seed and expect a plant to grow with sufficient water and sunlight. The seed was “coded” with instructions, which it would then use to grow out a new plant. The sixty “seeds” he painted were then drawn together into twelve key nodes using the wood (木) character base, for a total of seventy-two key points.

Before long, Cha Ming completed the twelve stalks containing five leaves each. He was nearing the point of exhaustion and paused briefly to take a breath. First stroke, horizontal. Second stroke, vertical. Left side, right side. The completed character joined together, and the leafy stalks writhed as though they were letting out shouts of joy. Much to his surprise, the character shrunk down to the size of a fist. As he was admiring his first stable creation, the Clear Sky Brush let out a commanding ohm.

As if shivering in fear, the wooden character rushed toward Cha Ming’s chest at a frightening speed. He didn’t have a chance to react. The character struck him at the very top and center of his ribcage. He was instantly flooded with a soothing feeling as energy started pouring into him from the surrounding area, forming a maelstrom with him at the center. This was Heaven and Earth energy in its purest form!

Off in a corner of the room, Huxian, who had been quite bored, looked over at him curiously. His newfound caregiver didn’t seem to be in trouble or in pain, but neither did he seem able to do anything. Now was the chance he had been waiting for. The black-and-white fox darted out toward the middle of the previously filled pool and immediately bit down on one of the many stones with an audible chomp. 

After successfully eating the first stone, he proceeded to eat a second, then a third. Despite being incapacitated, Cha Ming could see all of this. He decided that he would need to properly discipline the fox if they survived their ordeal. The little critter was basically gluttony incarnate. Huxian, sensing Cha Ming’s unhappiness, cowered back toward a corner with his ears lowered, after which he fell asleep once again.
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The energy maelstrom lasted a full sixty hours before it finally dissipated. The green character had long since branded itself onto Cha Ming’s chest. After sixty hours of continuously staying still, Cha Ming was finally able to move. He got up slowly and cracked his joints. He felt like his fleshly body had been reborn, and he could feel his muscles brimming with energy. After stretching his stiff muscles, he took out the Clear Sky Brush. It looked much like before, but now the character for wood was no longer shining green. To his relief, he could still cause wood elemental essence to gather on the tip of the brush. 

“Try lifting something, you dummy!” a familiar voice sounded in his head. 

Black lines formed on his forehead as he sighed. It appeared that the shameless elder could talk to him whenever he wanted. Life was about to get a lot more interesting and infinitely more frustrating. Given his limited exposure to the red-bearded man, he decided to play along, walking toward a stone that likely weighed a hundred jin. This was the very limit he was able to lift previously. 

“Too small, dummy! Try that one!” 

He could tell which direction the red-bearded elder was guiding him in. “What the hell, old man. Are you trying to get me to pull a muscle?” exclaimed Cha Ming. The stone was clearly three times as big as the previous one.

“Entertain me. You’ll surprise yourself!” 

Cha Ming rolled his eyes and decided that he would give it a half-hearted attempt at most. He lightly gripped the stone, after which he tried lifting it at about sixty-percent strength. The stone didn’t put up any resistance, and he lifted it with ease. Then the stone was crumbling in his hands, unable to bear the gripping force from his bare fingers. He dropped the stone back to the ground with a shocked expression. 

The voice chuckled. “Kid, this is your good fortune! What you’ve just completed is the first little piece of the Seventy-Two Earthly Transformations technique. Back in my prime I used this technique to become virtually indestructible! Gods couldn’t kill me! Buddha couldn’t trap me! I trampled the gates of Heaven with this technique, and I overthrew the armies of Hell! As you practice it, all sorts of changes will happen to your body. You’ll eventually be able to transform into any shape, and every hair on your bald-ass body will become a fearsome weapon!

“The first stage of seventy-two transformations remolded a single yin and a single yang organ, bringing you onto the path of body cultivation. This is equivalent to two transformations. For the following ten other transformations in the first stage, you’ll slowly remold your body and purify it, setting your foundation for godhood.” 

Cha Ming felt a chill run down his spine. Godhood? Regular people couldn’t become gods, could they? 

“That little fox of yours, he’s not ordinary, either. He’s going to keep sleeping for the next week, and when he wakes up, he’s going to be even stronger than you. What a lucky little shit you are. If I had half your luck, I’d never have been trapped in this stupid brush. Anyway, there’s a ton of rocks around here; try lifting and breaking rocks to your limit for the next little while as you get used to your strength. Once he wakes up, you shouldn’t have any problems getting out of these woods alive.” 

Despite the minor annoyance of having to listen to the man’s rants, Cha Ming appreciated his helpfulness. Without him, he would never have been able to solve the mystery of the brush on his own. In time he would be able to draw out all five characters, but he sensed that the demands on his spiritual strength would increase with each character. He would need to first increase his cultivation to make any progress in the body transformation technique. 
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Feng Ming was standing in line at a large mansion to the south of the city. No one would have blamed him if he skipped straight to the front of the line. It was his father’s mansion, after all, and his old residence. Unfortunately, his old man prided himself on propriety and right conduct, insisting that anyone who wanted to see him would first have to wait in line. There were few exceptions to this rule, the first exception being life-or-death emergencies. The second exception had never been used; it was reserved for when the king himself appeared and requested an audience. 

Time trickled by, and soon an entire four hours had passed. He was finally allowed to enter with two sturdy guards stationed in front of his father’s study. It was just as he remembered it: neat, orderly, and plain. The only adornments that could be seen in the wood-finished office were war medals, mementos from his father’s various exploits.

A dark-haired, middle-aged man in military uniform was currently working away at military paperwork. He didn’t bother to stop writing or look up as he finished yet another form and placed it at the top of the stack of completed paperwork.

“What do you want? I’m very busy, and I don’t have time to deal with any of your childish requests,” he replied coldly.

Thud. 

Feng Chuan looked down to the floor, only to see his son kneeling while hanging his head in shame. This was the first time he had ever seen his son express any kind of remorse.

“Father, due to my negligence and lack of effort, I’ve let my friends down. More likely than not, my friend Cha Ming is now dead. I beg of you to grant me a request.” His head remained down; Feng Ming did not dare look his father in the face.

“What exactly do you want? Do you expect me to give you a reward now that your friend has died? Get the hell out of my study!” His father’s voice was filled with rage, as if wondering how his son could use his friend’s death to ask for something.

“Father, I beg you, please let me join the army. I’ll be an ordinary foot solider if I have to!”

“How dare you not leave when I tell you to lea— What?” A look of shock appeared on Feng Chuan’s face as his son finally raised his head with a determined look in his eyes. “You would like to … join the military?”

“Yes, Father, please accommodate your son’s selfish request!” 

Feng Chuan put down his pen, putting his hands together as he continued looking at his son.

“Why do you want to join the army? There will be no comforts, no women, no gambling dens. There will be nothing but the strictest discipline. And since you are my son, I will be especially hard on you. I will only assign you to the strictest sergeant under my command.” 

Feng Ming didn’t falter when hearing his father’s warning. He had already expected this.

“Father, I wish to join the army to learn discipline. I now know that it was my lack of discipline that contributed to my friend’s death. If I had only worked slightly harder, with our family’s resources, I could have cultivated to a whole level higher! I truly don’t know if this would have made a difference, but right now I hate myself for not having given my all. This is what I need. Please don’t refuse me.” 

Feng Chuan continued looking at his son for the entire time it takes for an incense stick to burn, and Feng Ming did not get up, continuing to kneel in the same position. “Very well. You are to report to the west barracks at dawn tomorrow, fully packed and ready to leave. Understood?”

“Yes, Father. I won’t disappoint you!” Feng Ming stood up, bowed, and walked out of his father’s study. 


Chapter 26: The Deal
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Cha Ming followed the bearded man’s advice and spent the next week getting used to his body’s condition. For ordinary people, it would have been difficult to tell time without seeing the cycles of the sun, but cultivators were a special breed of people who were naturally in tune with the heavens and the earth. This feeling only grew stronger once Cha Ming merged with the elaborate wood character he had painted.

The first day, he performed all sorts of bodyweight exercises and stretches that he had learned in the past, continuing for a full twenty-four hours. The largest benefit that he had experienced from this transformation was an increase in his vitality and endurance. While he hadn’t pushed himself to his limits, he projected that it would be any easy feat to perform bodyweight exercises for a whole week.

The next twenty-four hours, he tried exhausting himself by running at full speed in the small circular room. Twenty-four hours of running hardly drained his stamina; this was quite fortunate, since he and Huxian would need to escape through the woods back to Green Leaf City. While his maximum speed had only seen a marginal increase, his endurance would allow him to cover four times the distance in a single day.

The next two days were used to discover the limits of his strength. He used his vine creation skill to tie stones and bones together and create a variety of heavy objects to test himself. The results were shocking. He could now lift five hundred jin over his head when using one hundred percent of his strength. Each of his arms could lift two hundred and fifty jin, and he could squat and deadlift one thousand jin.

Using a strength testing pillar was the most common way to measure the strength of a body cultivator. It would record the maximum amount of force delivered to the pillar and display it. This device could be used to measure fist strength and kicking strength. Weapons were typically not allowed on these models since sharp objects could deal serious damage to the device. Technique, force utilization, and the weapon used all had large impacts on the power of a combat technique. Therefore, fist strength was used as the universal standard for body strength, since it was a measure of force applied by the simplest unaltered battle technique. 

Cha Ming did not have access to one of these force-testing stones, and so he picked one of the longer tunnels in underground tunnel system to run an experiment. First, Cha Ming would take a hundred-jin stone and throw it in the air to a predetermined height. Then, in the middle of the stone’s downward trajectory, he used his fist and punched the stone in midair. The distance it traveled before hitting the ground was then used to estimate the amount of force delivered to the stone. Cha Ming’s fist strength was approximately five hundred jin.

In the process of measuring his fist strength, he discovered a second marvelous benefit from the wood body refining. Aside from the obvious benefits to the durability of his body, any injuries he sustained would heal at roughly ten times their normal rate, and with minimal scarring. This improved rate of healing did not stack with the Healing Hand or Healing Bandage manifestations, but any wounds healed with these techniques left minimal scarring. 

It was as though his body, in addition to strengthening, changed on a fundamental level to more closely resemble the wood element. Vitality, endurance, and regeneration were all aspects for which the wood element was famous for. Since his chances of getting permanently injured had greatly decreased, Cha Ming had spent the last two days punching and kicking the stone walls, getting used to controlling his force and getting used to the recoil and pain that came hand in hand with delivering physical blows to his enemies. He also practiced his staff art, getting used to the recoil and impact associated with using the weapon.

Huxian woke up after a week, just as the bearded man had predicted. As he woke up, he glanced around to see if there were any remaining stones on the ground that could be eaten. Cha Ming had predicted this and had stored away all of these special glowing stones. While improving Huxian’s strength was very important for their survival, they needed to leave as soon as possible before their food supplies ran out. 

Recalling what the bearded man had said, Cha Ming convinced Huxian to spar with him. The results left him very shocked. Huxian was twice as fast as him and twice as strong. Of course, this only referred to physical speed and physical strength. The pressure exuded by Huxian told Cha Ming that he was a sixth-level spirit beast, a top-quality one at that!

“You little bugger, you’d better not bully me now that you’re so strong,” said Cha Ming, sighing softly while rubbing Huxian’s black head. While he was happy that Huxian’s strength had increased, it remained that he was still just a naughty baby. Keeping him out of trouble would become increasingly difficult. Huxian was now so fast that he could run circles around Cha Ming.

After resting a full day, the duo finally began wandering through the many caves in the hopes of finding an exit. 
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Tick… tick… tick… tick… 

In a quiet wooden room with a large wooden desk, four people were seated and having a meeting. One elderly man with green robes and flowing white hair was seated at the side of the desk, taking notes. The desk was built out of a dark, patterned wood. The surface was finished with a glossy varnish that emphasized the beautiful runic patterns decorating the entire desk. These runic patterns were beige in color, and while they seemed like they might have been inscribed by a master artisan, they were in fact a natural property of the wood used to carve out the desk. They grew as the tree aged, and a single line of runic patterns formed every sixty years, a testament to the age of the magic wood used to make the desk.

The two men opposite the desk wore black cultivator robes. The man sitting to the side was young, perhaps in his midtwenties. He was also in charge of notetaking and had tagged along to gain experience. The three men were seated in silence as they waited for a reply from the young man in green robes seated behind the desk. The handsome man had his eyes closed as he listened to the ticking of the clock in the quiet room.

Tick… tick… tick… tick…

After three hundred ticks of silence, the young man opened his eyes. There was a wisp of white hair dangling from the side of his head. He only had one such wisp of white hair adorning his perfect, straight head of blond hair. White hair was a very unusual feature to see on a sixteen-year-old man. The man was Wang Jun.

Wang Jun had intentionally waited for three hundred ticks of his clock in order to make the two guests sweat. These two were very powerful men in Green Leaf City. One was the president of the Spiritual Blacksmiths Association, Chen Hou, and the other was the young master from the Chen family, Chen Ling Tian. The Chen family was one of the three major families that controlled Green Leaf City’s commerce. The president of the association was Ling Tian’s uncle and the most prestigious spiritual blacksmith in the surrounding hundred cities. He had come all the way to Green Leaf City to wrap up the details of a business deal that would have a huge impact on the trade of weapons and armor in the nearest twenty cities.

“I refuse,” said Wang Jun. “These conditions are far too important to the trade contract, and the Wang Family would rather not engage in this business than to remove them. If you have nothing further to add, you may leave.” 

He moved a stack of papers to a corner of his desk—contracts he’d carefully reviewed and signed. After reviewing and signing ten contracts, he noticed that Chen Hou still hadn’t left. His face was red, and a very prominent vein protruded from his forehead as if ready to burst at any moment. 

Wang Jun didn’t seem to care, and looking over to his left, he instructed his assistant, “Elder Bai, please see these two guests outside. The documents I am working on are confidential and shouldn’t be seen by their wandering eyes.”

The old man got up and bowed. “As you command, young master.” He looked toward the two gentlemen, who had expressions of pure rage. One of the arms on Chen Hou’s chair suddenly let out a creaking sound as the solid wood was crushed in his firm grasp. The graying man was a spiritual blacksmith, after all, and his physical prowess could not be denied.

“This is outrageous!” he bellowed. “How can a young man like you make such an important decision? I refuse to believe that you have this authority!” 

Wang Jun’s expression showed no fluctuations as Chen Hou let out his aura. He was a Xiantian life-form, someone who had fully purified his body after reaching the peak of mortal body refining. His physical body strength was comparable to that of an early foundation-establishment cultivator.

In response to his outburst, Elder Bai, who had been sitting meekly beside Wang Jun, let out an aura of thick suppression that forced Chen Hou to stagger and cough up blood. The young man beside him fainted directly, as he had not yet established his foundation. Elder Bai looked at the miserable Chen Hou coldly. 

“Young Master Wang is not someone who you can try to bully with force.” He let out a cold snort. Yet another burst of raw power forced Chen Hou to cough up an additional mouthful of blood. The blood seeped onto the reddish wooden floor, which drank up the bloody puddle in the fraction of a second. The floors were clearly made to clean up these kinds of messes, which commonly occurred in “aggressive negotiations.”

Wang Jun, who had not participated in the scuffle, had his elbows on the table with his fingers interlocked in front of the lower half of his face. His cold, penetrating gaze made the struggling Chen Hou shiver.

“Chen Hou, I am fully authorized by the Wang Family to make any and all decisions relating to business dealings in the Song Kingdom. If you want to complete this deal, you must go through me, as no one in the surrounding kingdoms would dare go over my head for such a small deal.” One word could be used to describe Wang Jun’s behavior right now—domineering.

“You might be thinking,” said Wang Jun, “how can this be a small deal? Since I’m feeling generous today, let me elaborate.” 

He paused a bit before continuing, taking a sip out of a hot cup of tea that had appeared in front of him. Somehow, Elder Bai had found time during this commotion to brew a cup of tea for the young master. Wang Jun smiled appreciatively at Elder Bai and gave him an approving nod. The warm look on his face instantly disappeared as he turned back to the two miserable men. Chen Ling Tian had just regained consciousness. His face was pale as a sheet, and the previous angry look on his face had disappeared and had now been replaced with an expression of fear.

“Gentlemen, the agreement in question is a sole-sourcing agreement between Jade Bamboo and the Song Kingdom Spiritual Blacksmith’s Association. We are looking to purchase all of our new higher-end merchandise for the nearest twenty cities from your association at the cost of sixty percent of list price, delivered. We want these goods delivered within three days and all accounts payable within thirty days of placing the order. Your organization is asking for seventy percent, a two-week delivery time on any orders, and all accounts being payable up front. Now let me elaborate on why this is a laughable proposition.

“There is a kingdom ten thousand li to the west that is governed by the Qin Dynasty. We have an agreement with this kingdom to supply these same goods at fifty-five percent of the list price with certain volume guarantees. Any order produced in this kingdom can easily be shipped here for three percent of the list price in two weeks’ time. If we pay seven percent, we can have the order delivered in a week, and if we pay ten percent, we can have any order delivered in three days using aerial beasts. All accounts to them are payable in thirty days.

“We are asking for sixty percent and a three-day delivery time to reduce our cost base and working capital. There are almost no cost savings involved. This deal will allow us to save five percentage points on three-day deliveries, two percentage points on one-week deliveries, and it actually costs us two percentage points for longer lead time orders, the bulk of the business. So, tell me, is this really a bad proposition?”

By this point, Chen Hou was sweating profusely. He was clearly not aware that Jade Bamboo already had such business relationships. If the Wang Family set their mind to it, they could run them out of business. Both men knew this.

“The pricing part of this business deal is not the main point,” Wang Jun continued. “From a purely profit-based approach, this deal makes no sense, and we should run you out of business. However, our current supplier will tie up our working capital for two weeks during the delivery time. There is also the small risk of force-majeure events, which might interrupt deliveries, as well as the burden of dealing with officials to import goods.

“The Wang Family hopes to gain from this deal by reducing relative risk and reducing working capital, which we can then invest elsewhere. Therefore, the price, delivery time, and accounts payable portion of the deal are all essential. I’ve effectively given you the best deal possible under the circumstances.” 

Wang Jun paused for another minute, the clock ticking as Chen Hou sat lost in thought. 

“I take it you will need a small amount of time to convene with your business group and reach a final decision?” Wang Jun inquired.

“Our business group will require a week to decide on this matter,” Chen Hou said hesitantly. One week was really cutting it close.

“You have three days,” replied Wang Jun. “Elder Bai, please see our guests out.”

 

[image: ]

Three days later, a graying middle-aged man and a strong young man walked out of Wang Jun’s office, smiling. Wang Jun nodded in a satisfied manner as he straightened out the pile of documents that had been signed by himself and Chen Hou. The contract was stamped with a seal in green ink, which featured the prominent character “Wang” surrounded with a light jade bamboo background.

While contracts could be stored and recorded on jade slips, Wang Jun liked the legitimacy of using a paper copy. Of course, the signatures would need to be imbued with the signer’s aura to prevent forgery. Elder Bai wandered back into the room after he finished escorting out their guests.

“Congratulations, Young Master, on another successful deal,” Elder Wang said, giving him a light bow. 

Wang Jun smiled and shook his head. He had asked Elder Bai multiple times to be less formal in private. They were all part of the same family, after all. Unfortunately, Elder Bai would have none of it, continuing to show respect to him as though he were a lowly butler.

“Please, Elder Bai, you’re stifling me.” Wang Jun pondered for a moment before asking, “Is there any news I should be aware of?”

“For the most part, nothing out of the ordinary.” Elder Wang finally showed some lapse in decorum as he sat in the chair in front of Wang Jun’s desk, giving his tired old bones a small amount of rest. “The Zhou family is acting more and more unbridled and domineering. The Qian family, which controls the city guard, has pledged allegiance to them. As you know, that genius Zhou Li’s elder sister has recently been accepted as the crown prince’s chief consort, giving their family much more influence in the capital city.

“There is also… some disturbing news.” 

Wang Jun shot a surprised look at Elder Bai. Elder Bai had lived a long time and had seen many things. Something that qualified as “disturbing” was definitely out of the ordinary.

“Young master, there have recently been many occurrences of so-called ‘rebellion’ in the kingdom. These rebellions are short-lived and usually involve the following characteristics. First, a local band of ruffians announce that they have had enough with the royal family. They then gather up local warriors and go on a killing spree, not only targeting the local aristocrats but slaughtering women, children, and the elderly. 

“The youths who are spared from slaughter are usually boys aged between thirteen and sixteen, and beautiful young girls who are old enough to bear children. These ‘rebels’ then move on to the next town and repeat the process. Before long, they are put down by local task forces appointed by the kingdom or by a nearby branch of the king’s army. These events have been occurring over the last three months with increased frequency.” 

Wang Jun pondered for a few minutes while looking through his memory. He had an eidetic memory, and even obscure tidbits of information could be found within minutes. After a few minutes, he opened his eyes with a puzzled look. 

“Elder Bai, I can’t find anything in my memories. You know yourself how much of this continent’s history I’ve memorized over the years. Is there something that I’m missing?”


Chapter 27: Dark Memories, Cruel Fate
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Elder Bai sighed as he recalled something. The memory was clearly extremely painful, and he seemed to age ten years as his eyes turned red and teary. “A similar event happened one hundred and fifty-seven years ago. My dear sister lived in a small farming village just five hundred li to the south. She had a husband and six children. One day, I happened to have the urge to visit her, so I jumped on my flying steed and flew down to visit her.

“As I approached the village, I noticed smoke on the horizon. In a panic, I urged my steed on, only to realize that the source of the smoke was the village itself. The village had been set ablaze, and the streets were littered with corpses. My sister and her entire family were violated and slaughtered in the most painful ways. I later found the group of savages and slaughtered the entire bunch of them before the king’s army had a chance to respond.

“In my grief, I wandered from village to village for the next few days, drinking away my sorrows. When I finally sobered up, I thought to check the few storage rings that I had retrieved from the bandits in the hopes of finding out any clues about what happened. In this ring, I found something exceptional, something that even kings might have trouble procuring. It was an Edict of Yama, signed with the blood of the chief oracle of the Song Kingdom at the time. Come to think of it, one hundred and fifty-seven years ago was when the last chief oracle came into power.” Elder Bai wiped away his tears as he finished. This memory had been supressed for quite some time.

“Did you pursue the matter with the King of Song?” inquired Wang Jun. 

“Yes, I did. And when I brought this evidence to the minister of justice, I was told that the edict in question had been issued fourteen years prior for meritorious service to the Empire. I was also reminded that I had another two sisters and should learn to appreciate them. After understanding the subtle threat, I gathered my two sisters and their families and took shelter with the Wang Family, where I have been ever since.”

Wang Jun let out a deep sigh, and in a reversal of roles, he made tea for Elder Bai. Elder Bai, who was still quite traumatized after telling the story, accepted the hot drink and calmed himself down. After a half hour of drinking tea, he got up to take care of his other duties. Wang Jun’s consoling had worked its charm. 

“Elder Bai,” Wang Jun called out, just as the man was about to walk out the door. 

“Yes, young master?” replied Elder Bai.

“Do you have any news about Cha Ming from the mission office?” Wang Jun had not been idle this entire time. Although he had many responsibilities to take care of, he always made time for the things close to his heart. After bringing Feng Ming, Gong Lan, and Hong Xin back to the city, he made sure he spent a lot of time comforting and reassuring Xin Er. He would go have supper with her at least three times a week and accompanied her for walks outside. Spending time with her soothed his nerves and healed the wretched wounds in his heart. 

The first thing he’d done was post several missions through the mission office. These missions were issued through Green Leaf Academy, through the Jade Bamboo Auction House, through the Foragers Association, and finally through the Mercenary Alliance. The mission was a particularly lucrative one that requested all sorts of herbs, fruits, spirit beast materials, etc. There was an especially high compensation rate for midnight spirit hound pelts. The offered price was at least forty percent higher than the market rate, but the condition was that the materials would need to be gathered within a twenty li radius of the Greatwood Bridge, and up to thirty li downstream of the river. There were tens of gathering points in the area where adventurers could directly turn in their goods for money or spirit stones. 

In bold letters near the end of the mission there was a note announcing a reward of 50,000 spirit stones for anyone who could find Du Cha Ming, who had disappeared in the spirit woods. Any information that eventually led to his rescue would be rewarded with 5,000 spirit stones. The description included a vivid picture of Cha Ming and a brief description of his abilities.

Many people had ventured into the woods for this mission in the first week. The traffic of adventurers slowed down shortly afterward because of the eventual depletion of natural resources in the woods. Many beasts were hunted to extinction, and the area within a fifty li radius of the bridge had been completely hunted free of midnight spirit hounds. The officers in charge of gathering these hound corpses had been instructed to not spare a single one, no matter where it was gathered from. Some adventurers still frequented that area of the woods, but only a tenth as many as the original flood. While the area had been ravaged like a field of wheat by a swarm of locusts, it was much safer than other areas in the woods with higher rewards. In this way, Wang Jun would always have eyes in the area on the lookout for Cha Ming.

“Young master, I think you should give up. Even if you did give up ten years of your life for him, you should know better than to take sunk costs into account for an investment.” 

“Elder Bai, he’s more than an investment to me, he’s my friend. Besides, my auguries are never incorrect. He is alive, even if I don’t know where he is yet. Look at my spirit compass!” He took out an ornate copper compass with a gold needle. The compass would never point north but in the direction of the person or thing it was tracking. The compass had been spinning in a circle ever since he used it to try and find Cha Ming. Something was obscuring his location for the time being, but Wang Jun was patient.

“Young master, I know that you place a lot of importance on this young man, but we can’t maintain this degree of expenditure for very long before the family notices. We should—” 

Elder Bai stopped talking. The spinning gold needle, which had continued spinning nonstop for the last few weeks, was finally locked in place. It was pointing toward the spirit woods.
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Cha Ming and Huxian were running side by side in the woods. They had been running joyfully for the past few hours, trying to make up for the time they lost while they slowly wandered in the dark underground tunnels. They had encountered many dangers on the way out, including dire badgers, large venomous spiders, and various types of rodents.

The duo was now well practiced at evading obstacles in the treacherous terrain. Here and there, spirit monkeys had laid traps to protect their territories. Other places were filled with poisonous asps that laid in wait for their unsuspecting prey. Fortunately, they had exited the tunnels on the south side of the river, the side closest to Green Leaf City. They now wandered south, hoping to either find a familiar landmark to help guide their way, or eventually, the forest exit.

Their traveling speed was greatly hampered by ferocious beasts who accosted them at every turn. The beasts were no serious threat to them, but since there were only two of them, the beasts took them for easy prey.

After a few more hours of running at a brisk pace, they arrived at a group of moss-covered trees. Cha Ming had seen these types of trees before; the trees were gnarled and covered in jade-green moss that covered over nine-tenths of every trunk. The duo slowed down the pace, after which Cha Ming sent out a brief hand signal to Huxian.

As expected, a group of large snakes jumped out of the trees with their mouths opened wide, their glistening fangs coated with deadly poison. Cha Ming used his Ghost Steps to evade the snakes and sent out a group of thirty-six spirit pearls in a wide arc. The beads resonated with the infused fire qi and turned the surrounding woods into a blistering inferno. This curved firewall was Cha Ming’s latest invention. Naturally, the flames were completely under Cha Ming’s control, and the area around Huxian was unaffected. 

The extreme positive energy of the flames roasted away the thick yin poison coating the snakes’ fangs. The serpents let out an anguished cry as they lost their potent poison. In response, one of the snakes lashed out his tail at Cha Ming. This was a fifth-grade spirit python that was thirty feet long. Cha Ming responded by unleashing a vicious fist strike, which matched the massive beast’s strength pound for pound. As the beast and Cha Ming forcefully separated, Huxian darted around like a beam of light, immediately taking a big bite out of the giant serpent six inches below its head. The snake dropped dead, and the surrounding ball of pythons writhed in anger while darting in for revenge from all sides.

In response to their entrapment, Cha Ming instantly changed the surrounding circle of beads to quake in a rhythmic fashion. The tiny quaking vibrations, which would normally knock vicious beasts off balance and stun them, had a devastating effect against the group of pythons. Snakes were a species that relied heavily on sound to roam around the earth. They were very sensitive to every vibration surrounding them. 

The effect of the quaking pearl manifestation rendered them incapable of “seeing.” Cha Ming quickly brandished his heavy staff, crushing four snakes in quick succession with his impressive physical strength. Meanwhile, Huxian blended into the surrounding shadows, frequently darting out and taking a quick bite out of a vulnerable snake. In the time that it took Cha Ming to kill four snakes, Huxian had killed another six.

After a few breaths’ time, Cha Ming’s quake formation lost its power, after which he quickly imbued frost qi into the rosary. The beads swirled around, covering everything in a fifty-foot radius in a thick layer of frost. This was especially effective against cold-blooded animals, and they slowed down to a crawl. The remaining amount of time was enough to finish all of the smaller snakes, leaving only the remaining forty-foot snake wailing in despair. This snake was a seventh-level spirit beast and couldn’t be underestimated. Cha Ming kept it busy with his ghostly footwork and heavy staff, occasionally throwing sword fingers and entrapping him in vines while Huxian viciously bit into its thick, scaly hide. 

Finally, the enraged python lost all reason and went for broke, attempting to take down Huxian with it. It quickly utilized its natural ability, Shadow Bind, which froze Huxian in place while it bit down with its two-foot-long fangs. Huxian’s eyes showed no fear. He knew that Cha Ming had been saving one of his trump cards. 

Fifty feet up in the air, the thirty-six prayer beads revolved in the shape of a sword. He poured all of his remaining qi into the sword formation, and it plunged down at the back of the snake’s extended neck. For good measure, he had also injected his remaining earth qi to strengthen the sword. The sword dissipated just after it decapitated the python’s head, returning to Cha Ming’s wrist in the form of a 108-bead rosary.

As Cha Ming sat down in meditation to recover his energy, Huxian dutifully carried out his favorite part of the fight—scavenging. He first ripped out all the fangs from the snakes, gathering them into a neat pile while being careful not to be poisoned. He then ripped out the eyes from the three largest snakes. These eyes had formed yin-energy pearls, which were very useful for certain cultivators. These beasts wouldn’t have a beast core, as they had focused all their demonic energies into their eyes.

After removing the eyes and placing them beside the fangs, he dutifully dug out the beast cores from each of the small snakes’ heads. His powerful jaws were not obstructed by their dense, bony skulls. Once these were all in a pile, he let out a gleeful yip. Time to eat! 

As he opened his mouth, a massive devouring force reached out and grasped the surrounding demonic snake corpses. As the last tail disappeared in his massive maw, he let out a cute, satisfied burp. His aura seemed substantially stronger than just a few seconds ago. This was one of his innate abilities: devouring. As long as he had sufficiently strong spirit beast corpses, he would never need spirit stones to supplement his cultivation.

Demonic cores were much more nutritious, of course, but Cha Ming had scolded him severely on an earlier occasion. These beast cores were valuable, and they could be used to buy all sorts of delicious things. Seeing the skeptical look in Huxian’s eyes, Cha Ming went on to describe that enough beast cores could be traded for precious herbs, stones, and medicinal pills. Huxian seemed strangely familiar with these things and agreed to delay their consumption. In his opinion, the worst-case scenario was that he could always eat these beast cores if they didn’t find anything good. Besides, he was already satisfied with the large amount of spirit beasts that had attacked them every day.
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Cha Ming had fully recovered after the time it took an incense stick to burn. He let out a turbid breath as he once again suppressed the qi that was threatening to break through at any moment. If possible, he wanted to break through in a safer environment. Being interrupted in the process of breaking through could lead to severe residual damage and impact his cultivation.

After wandering for another half day, they finally found signs of human activity. The sounds of metal on metal were echoing throughout the woods, and with Huxian’s precise hearing they were able to find the source in the amount of time it takes an incense stick to burn.

In the distance, they noticed a black-garbed man with long black hair. His gaunt face was in stark contrast with the powerful blows he was currently exchanging with an extremely fast spirit beast. The man seemed very familiar, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on where they might have met in the past.

The man continued exchanging blows with the leopard’s swift claw strikes, dancing about in a circular pattern and diverting the beast’s blows defensively. Cha Ming’s eyes narrowed as he noticed that the man had a deep gash on his leg, preventing him from being able to fully reveal his battle prowess. Being a cautious individual, he continued observing the battle from a safe distance. After all, it was much too common in the spirit woods for adventurers to fish in troubled waters, and a misunderstanding could cause a needless battle.

Suddenly the leopard let out a loud roar, causing its initially fast speed to instantly double. Shocked, the gaunt man fell backward and tripped, barely defending the increasingly savage claw strikes. Cha Ming looked down to Huxian, who was waiting for instructions.

“Let’s help him. Let me take the initiative. Hide your abilities. I’ve heard that you’re a very rare spirit beast, and I don’t want anyone to recognize you.” Huxian gave a nod of understanding, and to Cha Ming’s surprise, his black-and-white coat suddenly took on a reddish hue until he looked just like a normal red fox.

“You know how to disguise yourself with illusions?” Cha Ming was floored once again. The little fox never ceased to amaze him. Since the cave, he had quickly grown into a sixth-level spirit beast, far outpacing Cha Ming’s growth. This disparity couldn’t be helped—Cha Ming only had above-average talent while Huxian had talent that caused the heavens themselves to be jealous. In addition, Huxian had a Heaven-defying auxiliary devouring technique which caused him to grow stronger and stronger as time went by.

“Let’s go!” 

They quickly darted out from the woods into the small clearing where the two were fighting. Cha Ming first used a frost manifestation to constrict the leopard’s swift speed. This took the leopard by surprise, which the gaunt man quickly took advantage of and hacked away at the leopard’s leg, further hampering its movements. The leopard growled in anger as it backed up and turned its attention to the two newcomers. 

Seeing that one of the two newcomers was quite weak, it quickly launched a claw strike at Cha Ming. Cha Ming responded by sending a “sword” flying straight at the leopard. The leopard quickly batted away the sword formed from spirit pearls and quickly advanced at Cha Ming, who swung his staff with all his strength to meet the leopard head on.

Cha Ming coughed up blood as he was viciously forced back by the blow. The spirit beast must be at least an eighth-level beast and was likely stronger than Huxian. Just as he was about to instruct Huxian to no longer hide his abilities, a shadow quickly appeared behind the leopard, piercing its sword straight into the leopard’s spine. The leopard let out one last howl of grief as it collapsed. The young man, who had previously been wounded, was unable to suppress his pain any longer and dropped his sword, then fell to the ground unconscious.


Chapter 28: Schoolmates
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A fire was crackling in the dark woods. The bright red embers of the fire would occasionally burst, causing sparks to float around like fireflies for a single breath. This was Cha Ming and Huxian’s first night outdoors since exiting the tunnels. They would never have dared light a fire in the tunnels; they had always been worried about the accumulation of smoke and burning any of the stagnant air in the tunnels. They took full advantage of the opportunity to warm their cold bones for the first time in weeks. 

The young man that they had dragged away after killing the leopard finally awoke with a loud gasp. At first he was confused, then he finally realized that Cha Ming had rescued him. He winced in pain as he struggled to sit up. The gash on his leg didn’t seem quite as bad as before, and thankfully there was no sign of infection. 

“Thank you for saving me. I thought I was truly a goner after fighting that snow leopard pride. You came at just the right time, and I doubt that I would have lasted more than a few breaths. My name is Zhou Xian, and I’ll definitely remember the favor I owe you.” 

Cha Ming now recalled where he had seen the man previously. He and Feng Ming had almost bumped into him on campus, and he was one of the few fifth-grade talents in the academy. Despite being in his second year, he had already reached the eighth level of qi condensation.

“Ah, I had wondered how you could possibly have gotten injured fighting against a single snow leopard,” said Cha Ming. “When did you leave the academy?” 

“Oh? You are also a student at the academy? What a great coincidence. Are you planning on returning soon?” Zhou Xian inquired. 

Cha Ming nodded. “Yes, we were just heading back. Unfortunately, I got lost a few weeks ago, and I’ve finally found another fellow student. Do you know the way back?”

“Of course I know the way back! If we stick together, we would be much safer on our return to the academy. I’ve accomplished the mission that I had accepted before setting out, and besides which, I have a serious injury. If I don’t get it treated in time, I’m afraid that my leg might be crippled for good.” Zhou Xian seemed relieved. Then he frowned.

“Junior brother, would you perhaps be called Cha Ming?” 

Cha Ming was perplexed. How could such a prominent and aloof figure like Zhou Xian possibly know his name?

Zhou Xian laughed. “Don’t be surprised. A few weeks ago, a high-priority mission was posted through the Jade Bamboo Auction House. Specifically, it was a resource-gathering mission with disproportionately high rewards. The mission specified that all the resources must be gathered in a specific area surrounding Greatwood Bridge, and the reward offered for each item was very high. 

“There was also an important note at the end of the mission posting: a vivid picture that looks exactly like you, albeit cleaner, instructing that if anyone could locate Du Cha Ming, they would be entitled to a reward of 50,000 spirit stones from the Jade Bamboo Auction House.” 

Warmth spread through Cha Ming’s body as understanding came to him. Clearly Wang Jun had spent a lot of resources trying to find him. The expense of such a grand mission posting was clearly not limited to the 50,000 spirit stones.

Seeing Cha Ming’s reaction, Zhou Xian laughed again and slapped the ground. “My luck is pretty good, it seems. I may have been injured, but as a result, I ended up finding you. Let’s head out tomorrow morning. Our journey back will be a lot easier since we can proceed directly to a Jade Bamboo exchange point. They will be able to escort us out of the woods with mounts, and we’ll be back in the city in less than a day.

“Unfortunately, my leg is injured, and it might take us the whole day to get there.” Zhou Xian sighed at his misfortune.

“I think I can help you with that,” said Cha Ming, smiling. He quickly used his wood qi supported by his water qi to manifest a spiritual bandage, which quickly healed the gash on Zhou Xian’s leg. Afterward, they decided to split the night watch, with Cha Ming taking the first watch since Zhou Xian was injured and required immediate rest. Zhou Xian only stayed up for another half hour after eating his rations. Before going to sleep, he quickly recorded his day in a little black notebook.
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It was currently two hours before dawn. The fire was still crackling merrily, casting shadows away from their campsite. Cha Ming and Huxian were sleeping soundly beside each other. Zhou Xian was walking around the campsite for the twentieth time of the night. He paused right before Cha Ming and Huxian for a hundred breaths, like he had the time before, with a complicated expression on his face. 

Zhou Xian continued patrolling and completed another four rounds around their campsite, keeping a vigilant eye out for potential wild beasts. He didn’t hide his aura, because his aura would serve to scare away any weaker beasts in the woods. The odds of suffering attacks from stronger beasts in the nearby woods were miniscule, unless an enemy took the trouble of luring the beast to this specific location. Besides, he was now in full fighting form thanks to Cha Ming’s healing.

He walked once more to where Cha Ming and Huxian were sleeping, pausing just like before. This time, however, he heard a sound. Slowly, he pulled out his black sword from his soft leather belt. He didn’t keep a scabbard, which would cause noise every time he drew his sword. Silent and deadly, that was how he preferred to fight. If possible, he would rather kill an enemy in his sleep.

While that thought ran through his mind, he looked down once again at the sleeping duo. Yes, it was time. Without any warning, his blade plunged down toward Huxian’s hip. He had evaluated that, while Huxian hadn’t displayed any of his strength during the previous fight, such a precious prize couldn’t possibly be weak. Cha Ming could be dispatched at his leisure once Huxian was crippled. Any damage caused to Huxian could be mended with extravagant medicinal pills. His brother would take care of these minor details.

Sensing no reaction from the sleeping duo, a look of glee flashed across his otherwise calm face. Success! However, just as his blade was about to reach Huxian, the air distorted, and Huxian disappeared. 

Shit, an illusion? 

As he thought of the possible reasons for Huxian’s appearance, he was surprised by a wide strike from below by Cha Ming’s heavy staff. He had clearly been ready for his attack. 
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Zhou Xian quickly jumped up to avoid the blow, but to his surprise, two figures darted toward him from opposite directions. One was a white fox, while the other was a black fox. He quickly stretched out his right hand, causing a blue shield to shoot toward the black fox, forcing him backward. Simultaneously, he struck out with the sword in his right hand, slashing across the white fox’s head.

Clang! The sounds of metal on metal rang out. Zhou Xian grunted in surprise as he almost dropped his sword. The white Huxian was not completely uninjured. A shallow red line ran across his face, though such a small mark would hardly affect Huxian’s ability to fight.

“How did you know?” he asked, calmly facing his two opponents. He had now given up the initiative, and according to his evaluation, their combat prowess was approximately equal. He needed to think of another way to take them by surprise.

“It’s simple,” said Cha Ming. “Such a cold and lonely figure like you, instantly becoming our best friend over the course of a few hours? We just had to give you an opportunity to strike. All I did was superficially heal your wound and give you a false sense of security.”

Zhou Xian’s face turned ugly once he saw that the “healed” wound on his leg had resumed bleeding. Gritting his teeth, a few hand seals flashed as a green-and-blue glow surrounded him, and the bleeding wound on his leg started closing.

“What are you after? Why did you suddenly attack us, and why did you take the trouble to lure a snow spirit leopard from the middle of the spirit woods just to set up this ambush?” 

While Cha Ming didn’t want to negotiate with such a despicable fellow, they were currently outmatched. Huxian could defend himself with ease, but Cha Ming would not be able to resist for long if Zhou Xian launched an all-out attack.

Zhou Xian laughed. “So I was found out since the beginning? Interesting. All right, let’s negotiate. I want that fox of yours to follow me obediently. Otherwise, I’ll kill you and take him anyway. He can’t escape, and I’ve already placed a tracking mark on him. At least this way, both you and the fox will be able to survive.” Zhou Xian grinned smugly while retrieving a scroll from his bag of holding.

“This is as beast-taming contract I’ve prepared just for it. It only requires that he serve me for five hundred years, and then he will regain his freedom. Pretty good deal, no?” 

Cha Ming frowned, wracking his brain to find a way out of this predicament. Just as he was about to continue the discussion, he heard a fuzzy voice in his head.

“Coming … soon … Wang … 500 … breaths.” 

Cha Ming was startled by the faint voice, which was clearly not coming from the Clear Sky Brush. Was it Wang Jun? Did this mean that he would be here in 500 breaths? He wasn’t sure how Wang Jun was able to find him, but he was more surprised by the voice transmission inside his mind. This was something that only foundation-establishment cultivators were capable of using. If a foundation-establishment cultivator was on his way, it was very possible that they would survive.

“What are the exact terms of the contract? I can’t make any decisions for Huxian, and I know that it will be very difficult for you to catch him. Also, he is just a little beast and can’t understand these things. I can ask questions and clarify on his behalf, what do you think?” Cha Ming asked this calmly, hoping that he could continue to stall for time.

Zhou Xian appeared to be in no hurry. Cha Ming guessed that he was stalling for time in an attempt to heal his leg. Zhou Xian waited for a dozen breaths before responding.

“Oh, so you’re saying that if the terms are favorable, you’ll convince the little fox to be obedient?” Zhou Xian asked.

“Yes, if its not too unfavorable, I would advise him to accept the contract. How about you read the contract line for line?” 

Zhou Xian, complied happily and read the contents of the contract out loud. 

Once Zhou Xian finished stating the terms of the contract, Cha Ming brought forth several conditions he wanted included. He argued that 300 years was more realistic, and that the contract should immediately cancel in case of gross mistreatment. In addition, the owner of the contract could not order Huxian to perform activities that would surely lead to Huxian’s death. Further, the owner of the contract could not change unless approved by Huxian. He went on into detail about ideal remuneration for services, while Zhou Xian continued looking at them with a fake smile plastered on his face.

Eventually, they came to an agreement, and Zhou Xian swept his finger across many portions of the contract, changing them to the new terms. The contract was now twice its original length.

“What do you think now? Would you advise the little fox to comply?” Suddenly, Zhou Xian frowned. “Oh wait, I’ve remembered a very key condition that I’ve forgotten to include. How negligent of me, it can’t be left out!”

“Oh? What’s that?” said Cha Ming, his grip on his staff tightening as a terrible feeling of dread crept through him.

“Oh, it’s very simple. I just need you to die!” Zhou Xian instantly darted out in a straight line, aiming straight for Cha Ming’s heart. Just before the sword landed, however, Huxian darted forward, knocking the sword back with his black clone and attacking Zhou Xian with his white clone. Zhou Xian landed safely with both feet on the ground, and his leg was now fully healed. 

Huxian bared his teeth and growled. Just as he was about to charge forward, Cha Ming collapsed, clutching his chest. Huxian looked at Cha Ming. Black veins were creeping up from underneath his shirt. Poison!

“This sword is very useful, no? This kind of trick won’t work on a Godbeast of your level, but on someone like him, who is multiple levels weaker than I am? Very effective. Even if he does have an abnormally strong body, he can’t resist this ultimate move of mine. Now then, be obedient and submit, otherwise I’ll have to use force!” Zhou Xian pulled out a thick wad of talismans from his bag of holding; they were all high-level talismans.

Huxian let out a howl of rage. He attacked without reservation, his two true bodies darting around at a much faster speed than before.
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The white Huxian was blinding and aggressive; Zhou Xian lost track of Huxian’s second self, which had blended into the shadows. He didn’t have time to worry about this, however, as the white Huxian suddenly started to glow brightly with an oppressive light. Zhou Xian was shocked—his qi was eroding. He quickly dodged out of the way, repelling Huxian with a shield of poisonous water. As the shield dissipated under the purifying light, Zhou Xian quickly threw out one fire talisman after another. Whenever a talisman approached Huxian, it would crumble into dust before materializing the stored Daoist magic. He was practically invulnerable.

Zhou Xian cursed his luck and began stalling for time. There was no way a spirit beast one whole level weaker than himself could sustain such a powerful ability indefinitely. There had to be a time limit. As these thoughts ran through his mind, he paled. A large, shadowy maw was creeping up behind him. He dodged backward, but not quickly enough. After all, the shadow had not been attacking him but his shadow. He cried out in pain as bite marks appeared on his shoulder. This ability couldn’t be dodged, because these injuries had already been inflicted to his shadow.

Gasping for breath, he made a swift decision and popped a pill in his mouth. As soon as he swallowed the pill, his aura grew until it reached the ninth level of qi condensation. With renewed strength, he took his black sword and plunged it into the ground. A blue-and-green mist burst outward from the sword.

“Poison Swamp Realm!” Zhou Xian exclaimed, leaving his sword firmly planted in the ground. The blue-and-green mist now occupied a radius of one hundred feet.

The brilliant light surrounding Huxian shrank down significantly, as the purifying effect could only erode the nearest foot of poisonous qi. The white light was also diminishing at a rapid rate. The black Huxian was in a pitiful state. He had been forced out of the shadows and was paralyzed by the poisonous miasma. Zhou Xian quickly picked up helpless Huxian by the throat.

“Do you yield?” he said viciously.

A whistle shrilled in the distance. His eyes narrowed, and he quickly let go of Huxian, just in time to see a dagger slicing through the air where his wrist had previously been. Zhou Xian jumped back quickly and withdrew his sword from the ground, causing the Poison Swamp Realm to recede. An elderly man in green robes with pure white hair was floating on a flying sword just a few feet away. The man quickly stepped down from the flying sword to allow a smaller, blond-haired figure to step off after him.

“Zhou Xian, are you looking to die?” the young man asked. 

Huxian let out yips of excitement. Wang Jun had arrived!



Chapter 29: Brotherhood1
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 “Didn’t you hear me? Are you looking to die, Zhou Xian?” repeated Wang Jun in a cold voice.

Zhou Xian laughed nervously. “I’m not sure what you mean, Wang Jun. I’m just robbing a pair of adventurers. What does that have to do with you? You’ve never gone out of your way to stop me in the past.” Zhou Xian smirked, not giving an inch. 

Meanwhile, Wang Jun noticed Huxian pulling at the hem of his robe. His face turned ugly when he noticed Cha Ming lying on the ground, severely poisoned.

“Where’s the antidote? Give me the antidote, and I’ll spare your life and let you leave. Otherwise, you’re dead. You have five seconds to decide.” Wang Jun had no time to bicker, or else it would be too late to save Cha Ming.

He laughed again. “An antidote? You wouldn’t think that I’d be so foolish as to make an antidote for my finishing move, would you? More to the point, you wouldn’t dare make a move on me. You know who my backing is.” 

“Elder Bai, kill him,” barked Wang Jun.

“Yes, young master!” The green-robed elder quickly darted out toward Zhou Xian, who looked at Wang Jun incredulously. He instantly stepped back, withdrawing a silver talisman from his bag of holding.

“You’ll regret this! I’ll make sure your stay in Green Leaf City is miserable and unprofitable. You’ll have no choice but to leave!” 

Just as Elder Bai closed in on Zhou Xian, an intense fluctuation emanated from the silver talisman. Before anyone knew what to do, Zhou Xian had disappeared. Elder Bai looked back at Wang Jun regrettably.

“Young master, there was nothing I could do. Who would have thought that a junior like him would have a teleportation talisman? Even core-formation experts wouldn’t easily get their hands on one.” 

Wang Jun shook his head and immediately kneeled in front of Cha Ming, ripping open his shirt. A black spot the size of a fist was spreading from the center of his chest, with poisonous tendrils spreading outward toward his entire body. Right above the black spot, a green wood rune was glowing, preventing the spread of the poison as much as possible.

“Tch, even with a wood-element body-refining technique, which provides the strongest self-healing properties, he won’t last more than five minutes. We have no way to get him back to town for treatment. Little fox, I’m afraid Cha Ming is doomed to die, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.” Wang Jun shook his head self-deprecatingly, while Huxian continued to nudge Cha Ming mournfully with his wet nose. 

Huxian inched close to Cha Ming and hid behind his leg. Tainted blood began pooling below Cha Ming from his leg.

“You little animal! Now that your friend is dead, you’re going to eat him?” Elder Bai was outraged, but as he moved forward to swat Huxian, Wang Jun put his arm on his shoulder and stopped him.

“Just wait and see.” Wang Jun observed Huxian as he speculated what he might be trying.

As the blood slowly trickled on the ground, Huxian reached down to his paw and bit himself hard with his sharp fangs. His normally impenetrable skin was pierced, trickling blood to the ground, which mingled with Cha Ming’s blood, which was laced with the black poison.

Time seemed to pause as Cha Ming and Huxian were surrounded in gray light. In that gray light there was a large circle. Cha Ming was like a white spot in a swirl of darkness, while Huxian was spot of darkness in a swirl of light. They formed a yin-yang symbol inside the circle. Extending into their gray and endless surroundings were eight trigrams, all combinations of three broken and unbroken lines. This was the bagua symbol, and it was the symbol of the yin-yang bagua fox! 

The spectating Wang Jun and Elder Bai were slowly forced away until they could no longer make out what was happening. They were prevented from interfering by a force beyond their comprehension. Only Wang Jun could gain an inkling, as blurry characters surrounded the immediate area of the circle.

“Elder Bai, it seems like he’s going all out to save Cha Ming. I knew the beast wasn’t normal, but I didn’t expect that it was on this level. To be able to initiate a contract of equals that summons the natural laws as protection, the little runt is at least on the level of a Godbeast. Furthermore, he should only be able to initiate one such contract in his entire life. This is a huge lucky chance for Cha Ming if he survives. However, I’m not sure how this will help him. Unless he is choosing to share life and death?” 

As Wang Jun finished his explanation, Elder Bai’s expression became one of pure shock. Sharing life and death—that meant that the little fox was now sharing half his lifespan with Cha Ming. Further, if one of them died, they would both die. However, they would both be able to draw on each other’s vitality in the future.
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Cha Ming awoke from his deep sleep to the sight of Huxian and a small golden sheet of paper. He looked down at his physical body, which was incapacitated and poisoned. He could no longer see the surrounding woods, as the natural laws had descended and surrounded them, isolating their immediate vicinity from their surroundings. 

As he looked toward the glowing sheet, he noticed it was written in characters that Cha Ming could see but not read. It seemed to be written in the same language as the characters on the Clear Sky Brush. As he looked at them, a booming voice resounded inside his soul.

“Bagua Huxian has invoked the contract of brotherhood, swearing to always protect you, care for you, and be there when you need him the most. Brothers accompany each other in life and death. While one lives the other cannot truly die; when one dies, the other cannot truly live. 

“The terms of the contract are as follows:


	Half of each of the participants total lifespan will be shared with the other.
  
  	This will be effective immediately, and any damages to one party will be divided into two portions, affecting both participants.
  

  	Any gains or losses in longevity will be divided equally between participants.
  

  	In the event of the death of one of the participants, the other participant will immediately die.
  

  	In the event of the dispersion of one participant’s soul, the other participant’s soul will immediately be dispersed.
  

  



	Mental communication will always be possible, the limit being a distance proportional to the participant’s cultivation level. 




a. This is heart communication on a fundamental level, and no lie can be spoken.

b. This ability cannot be prevented by any means, magical or otherwise, unless the means supersede the laws of Heaven and Earth.


	All tribulations will be shared equally between participants. 




a. In the event of a tribulation, the total tribulation will be multiplied by two and shared equally between participants. The penalty for failure will be jointly divided between both parties.

b. Each participant will be liable for the other’s karma, and vice versa. 

c. Both weal and woe will be immediately divided, and in the future, be divided equally upon receipt.


	Both merit and sin will be immediately divided, and in the future, be divided equally upon receipt.





	Betrayal is unacceptable. Any betrayal of one participant to another will lead to immediate extinguishment of the participant’s soul and immediate cancellation of the contract.


	The contract is irreversible, except for termination via Clause 4.




“Do you accept?” 

This was all very sudden for Cha Ming. He was just following his moral code and couldn’t abandon Huxian in his moment of plight. Unknowingly, at some point they had formed a deep bond. Could a human truly be brothers with a beast? Could he refuse this gesture? Cha Ming was currently unware of the situation outside. For all he knew, Zhou Xian was about to kill both of them.

“Screw it, we’re probably going to die anyway. Fine, I’ll call you brother. I, Cha Ming, accept you as a brother. I’ll care for you, protect you, and be there when you need it the most. And if we get out of here, I’ll help you fight the heavens every time you get a new tail. If the heavens are jealous of your talent, who needs the heavens?” 

As he spoke these words, a thick golden thread of karma immediately formed between the two of them. In addition, a portion of Cha Ming’s true spirit and Huxian’s true spirit separated from their respective spiritual bodies. The true spirit energy seemed to come to life as it formed a few characters. These characters were Cha Ming’s true name and Huxian’s true name. 

The characters flew to the golden contract, forming a soul-binding signature. When both signatures appeared on the contract, the contract immediately burst into two motes of golden light that rushed toward both their foreheads. The light sent searing pain through their bodies and through their souls. Where the light touched their foreheads, a golden character appeared, the character meaning “brother.”

As the gray light faded away, they both came back to reality. Cha Ming was still on the ground, but the effect of the poison had lessened greatly. Huxian, however, was now collapsed on the ground next to Cha Ming. He was currently very weak and fighting off the poison, but they looked stable enough to move. 

Wasting no time, Elder Bai and Wang Jun snatched the disabled pair and darted off to Green Leaf City.
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Cha Ming awoke to soft snoring sounds on his stomach. The crisp morning air, which was blowing through a slightly opened window, was a refreshing contrast to the soft, warm bedsheets he was lying in. His lips were dry, and he was immediately overwhelmed with the desire to drink a whole bucketful of water.

“There now, there’s no rush,” said the soft voice of an elderly man. “You’re allowed to drink a half cup of water, and nothing more!” the voice instructed sternly. Cha Ming slowly opened his eyes, which were terribly dry, and cautiously observed his surroundings. An elderly man with graying hair and gray robes was preparing something in a corner of the room. There were vibrant green bamboos adorning the room, which instantly reassured Cha Ming. 

He pushed himself up weakly, only to notice the soft sleeping ball of fur on his stomach, lying there to keep him warm. 

Huxian, he thought. 

Hearing his name, the baby fox quickly woke up with an expression of pure joy on his face. Brother, you’re up! 

That’s right, brother. Huxian and Cha Ming were now life-and-death brothers. He smiled and gently rubbed the top of Huxian’s head. He then noticed that a half cup of water was waiting for him on the bedside table. He quickly finished the cup, which barely wet the dryness in his parched throat.

“You’re thirsty because all of your blood was poisoned, and I had to replace it with new blood. This thirst will pass in a few days. Synthesized blood is not as effective as the real thing.” The gray-robed elder finally walked over from the corner holding a fuming, opaque flask.

“Relax, young Master Wang hired me to treat your wounds. You were dreadfully poisoned by the time they woke me in the middle of the night; if they hadn’t found me within the hour, I’m afraid that it would have been impossible for any other spirit doctor in Green Leaf City to save you.” His voice was laced with a gentle hint of pride. He was no doubt happy whenever he managed to save a poor soul from the brink of death. 

“By the way, drink this.” 

Cha Ming didn’t have a chance to refuse before a bony hand pushed back his forehead and forced a foul-tasting concoction down his throat. 

“Relax, it’s purely herbal.” 

Cha Ming relaxed significantly, as he was afraid he had unknowingly been fed snake bile or something equally vile. He wiped a brown residue from his mouth with a grimace. 

Despite the horrendous taste, a hint of reddish color appeared on Cha Ming’s gaunt cheeks. His thin frame spread out, and he felt that if he had not fully recovered, he had at least recovered to 95%. The spirit doctor nodded in satisfaction. 

“You will feel thirsty for the next few days. You’ve only been in bed for five days, and if you didn’t have such a strong physique, you would have died before making it back to the city. If, by chance, you had managed to come back in time, your recovery would have taken at least three months.

“Your little friend, on the other hand, was almost fully recovered by the time you arrived in the city. He only took one additional day to recover to peak strength. Even among spirit beasts, your contracted beast has the best constitution I’ve ever seen.” With that, he packed up his things, put away his glassware, and walked out of the room. 

A few moments later, Cha Ming heard some quick steps walking back toward the door. The spirit doctor poked his head in and said, “Oh, I forgot to mention. I can tell you’re on the verge of a breakthrough. You should suppress it until your thirst fades in a few days. Otherwise, you might be left with residual harm.” He then quickly shut the door and walked off. 

Spirit doctors are a wonderful occupation! Cha Ming said telepathically. He could tell I was about to break through and saved me from the brink of death by replacing my blood. Of course, I wouldn’t be here without you, Huxian!

He’s wonderful, Huxian replied. He could even tell that I’m an awesome spirit beast! He’s definitely got an eye for talent. 

Cha Ming rolled his eyes as he stood up, knocking Huxian off the bed. Huxian scowled and bared his teeth jokingly.

“Let’s find Wang Jun and see how everyone is.”
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Wang Jun was relieved when he saw the duo coming downstairs. He quickly ordered many dishes through the maid, who had been standing to the side. She gave a deep bow and trotted off quickly, not delaying a single second. Cha Ming thanked him for saving his life.

Wang Jun nodded. “I’m very relieved that we were able to make it on time. Both Elder Bai and I just happened to be looking at my divination compass, which I had been using to try locating you for an entire two weeks. We rushed over at Elder Bai’s full speed, but unfortunately, we didn’t arrive before you’d been poisoned. Fortunately, your little friend’s timely intervention saved your life. It’s extremely uncommon for such a young spirit beast to be able to establish such a strong contract of equals.” Wang Jun gave Huxian a meaningful glance.

“We’re life-and-death brothers now. I would do the same for him if I were in his position. I will also do my all to help you, too, Wang Jun. Just let me know if you ever need any help, and I’ll come help you through hell or high water.” Cha Ming smiled as he pulled Wang Jun in and gave him a hug. “Thank you for all your effort, my friend. Are the other three safe?”

Wang Jun, embarrassed, quickly pushed Cha Ming off and motioned for them to sit down. He’d even prepared a raised stool for Huxian to sit down at the table next to Cha Ming. Before they could continue the conversation, a host of maids quickly laid plate after plate of food down in front of them. They had specially set many exquisite vegetable and tofu dishes in front of Cha Ming, while they laid down large amounts of roasted meat in front of Huxian. 

The famished duo didn’t stand on ceremony and began to eat right away. 



1  What is a brother? I grew up with two brothers and a sister. I spent most of my time growing up with my younger brother, who is two years younger than me. When I was ten, I helped raise my youngest brother. I changed his diapers, fed him, and even shared a bed with him. In my life, I have also met a few friends who I can also call “brother.” They are not brothers by blood, but just like the brothers I grew up with, we are always on the same wavelength. We complete each other’s sentences, we share interests, and we would do anything for each other. A brother is a friend who you will always feel at home with. No matter how hard life gets you can always confide in them and trust them. Nothing can ever replace them.


Chapter 30: Clear Sky (Epilogue)
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Wang Jun continued the conversation after they had taken a few bites. “Everyone is fine, but they took your fall from Greatwood Bridge very personally. They don’t know you’re back yet, because I wanted you to be in full health before breaking the news to them.” Shaking his head, he continued, “Feng Ming was very shaken and ashamed, and he felt like he could have put a lot more effort into cultivation. In his opinion, he might have been able to help a lot more if only he had taken advantage of the cultivation resources he had access to. 

“As a result, he asked his father for permission to join the army as penance. He has been assigned to one of the strictest commanders in the army, and Heaven only knows what kind of man he will be by the time he obtains permission to return. My informants in the military say that, in all likelihood, he will either come back a brave, responsible person or die trying.

“Gong Lan disappeared shortly after our return, along with her brother and many members of their mercenary company. She also blames her gentle behavior and seems intent on following in her brother’s footsteps. Hong Xin, on the other hand…” Wang Jun was suddenly interrupted by the sound of swift footsteps rushing down the hallway.

A teary-eyed Hong Xin ran into the room and aggressively hugged Cha Ming while sobbing. 

Wang Jun coughed lightly. “I invited her for breakfast this morning since the doctor said you would be up soon. I thought it would be a nice surprise.” He gently rubbed the top of Hong Xin’s head, who blushed and smiled. 

“Brother Jun definitely treats me the best. I’m so glad you’re back! We’ve all missed you terribly, and I was so sad! But Brother Jun kept me company very often, and he took me for walks, and he always treats me to supper.” 

Wang Jun spurted out tea and rubbed his head awkwardly, which made Cha Ming laugh. Huxian laughed telepathically.

“Yes, he is the best,” said Cha Ming. “Did you know that he rushed out with Elder Bai to save me in the spirit woods? He even took me to the best doctor in the city, which is why I could get well so fast. Huxian and I would have died if it wasn’t for him!” 

Wang Jun shot him a thankful look. He had been worried that Cha Ming might be interested in Xin Er, and he’d been hesitant to be too forward before obtaining Cha Ming’s approval. 

“Wait, how long have you known he was back?” Hong Xin said, her hands suddenly on her hips. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Her imposing manner had reached sky-high levels, and neither of them could properly think or put sentences together. Cha Ming and Wang Jun both shuddered and explained hastily.

“I just got back last night,” Cha Ming exclaimed. “And that spirit doctor was really good! Wang Jun didn’t want you worrying!”

“Didn’t want me worried? You mean you hid it from me?” Hong Xin looked aggrieved. 

Panicking, Wang Jun looked around and found the wandering Elder Bai. His eyes lit up instantly.

“Elder Bai, didn’t I tell you yesterday afternoon to inform Xin Er that Cha Ming had returned? Why didn’t you tell her?” 

Hearing Wang Jun’s scolding, he paled but quickly picked up the hint. 

“Aiya, in my old age, I made the judgment that the young miss loved surprises, and so I sent the courier with a letter to invite her for breakfast … This old man knows his mistake. I will punish myself. Please continue with your breakfast, I will take my leave.” 

Hearing that Elder Bai was about to go inflict punishment on himself, Hong Xin’s eyes widened. “It’s not his fault, Elder Brother Jun. Please don’t let Elder Bai punish himself!” She looked at Wang Jun imploringly.

Wang Jun shook his head self-deprecatingly. “No, the fault is all mine. I should have been more explicit in my instructions. It’s my fault, Elder Bai. Relax and continue with your activities. What’s important is that Cha Ming is safe and sound at last.” Wang Jun clasped his hands together and gave Elder Bai a short bow of apology. Elder Bai nodded his head.

Meanwhile, Cha Ming decided that one day, he would also do his all to obtain such a loyal assistant.

 

[image: ]

It was now late afternoon, and Cha Ming and Wang Jun were seated at an ornate wooden table, drinking tea. Elder Bai was out running errands, Hong Xin had returned home, and Huxian was sleeping lazily by a warmly lit fireplace. Oddly enough, the fireplace and chimney matched the rest of the building, being completely wooden in composition. The bark covering the wood had a reddish hue, and as far as Cha Ming could tell, it was impervious to the weak fire used to warm the living room. It did, however, give off a smoky cinnamon smell whenever the heat of the fire reached a certain intensity.

“You definitely know how to enjoy the small things in life,” said Cha Ming, sipping on his cup of tea. “This fireplace and chimney must be worth a fortune.” 

Wang Jun made a gesture, indicating that Cha Ming should put his cup down to be refilled with freshly brewed tea.

“My father always said that one can enjoy these simple comforts privately but must never show them off in public. By appearing humble, your friends appreciate your modesty. Conversely, your enemies will underestimate you, and neutral people will find it difficult to resent you. Therefore, I always dress simply, but the tea I brew is always top quality. The outside of my home is simple, but my desk and fireplace are worth more than the entire house combined. As an added benefit, I don’t need to spend excessive money on impressing others. In some matters, my father is truly wise.” 

After taking a sip of the freshly poured tea, he continued. “Speaking of which, I sense some interesting things in you. First, your body is a lot stronger than it was before you fell. Like before, I can tell that you’re now practicing a very high-level body-refinement technique. You must have encountered unimaginable good fortune after you fell in the river. Secondly, I can tell that you have an impressive treasure aura. It seems like you found something good?”

“My luck was not bad. I encountered a body-refinement technique and everything necessary to cultivate it until becoming a Xiantian life-form. I can’t share it with you, but the technique seems to be imparted as a legacy; I have a feeling that the future cultivation methods will be revealed once I am ready for them.

“As for the treasure, I discovered a large amount of elemental essence that is useful to me for talisman crafting. However, in the same location, I found these pieces of ore, which I can’t identify.” Cha Ming produced a piece of stone he had found in the bottom of the liquified elemental essence lake—it was one of the stone Huxian had eaten a few to increase his strength by many levels.

Wang Jun gleefully grabbed the stone and inspected it from every angle. He then took out an expensive-looking soul-alloy knife and gently cut the rock into two pieces. The outside of the stone was emanating a light blue glow, but the center of each stone was crystal clear. Wang Jun nodded. “How many of these stones did you find?” 

Cha Ming responded by dumping several hundred stones on the living room floor. The room quickly lit up with a blue glow. As soon as the stones hit the floor, Wang Jun cried out and pulled out a small jade chest, which quickly sucked up the rocks from the floor. He then handed the chest over to Cha Ming.

“These stones contain two precious things. The first, as you’ve likely guessed, is pure crystalized elemental essence. It’s a very good cultivation material, but it’s difficult to absorb without a formation to channel it into a useable form. That’s not a problem, however; I can easily sell you two such formations for a couple of the stones. The second treasure contained within is a high-quality soul-alloy ore. This is a very valuable material, and a small amount of refinement and reprocessing will produce slightly more than eighty percent of the original volume as pure soul alloy. In other words, you’re rich now!

“I suggest selling me the crystalized elemental essence for a more convenient, processed form. I can give you 90% of the volume in exchange, since the impurity content of this crystalized elemental essence is very low. Meanwhile, I can also arrange for the remaining soul-alloy ore to be reprocessed into useable soul alloy. This is a premium material for weapons and defensive treasures for those who use soul power. Not only are you able to control them like your own hands, but you can inscribe runes on it that suit you best. These runes can be removed at any time. In addition, the weapons forged from soul alloy will change properties when imbued with soul power. They can be made heavier or lighter, larger or smaller. They can also change shapes, though without spirit power they will be restored to their original forged shape.”

In the end, Cha Ming took up Wang Jun on his offer, and he trusted that Wang Jun had offered him a fair deal. He only accepted one formation plate, however. When Wang Jun learned that Huxian could actually eat the ore, he became very excited.

“Can Huxian eat other things? Like beast cores, spirit stones, spirit beasts, etc.?” Wang Jun asked curiously.

“Yes,” said Cha Ming while slapping his forehead. “He is basically gluttony incarnate. He can eat nigh unlimited amounts of spirit beasts and beast cores.”

Wang Jun laughed heartily. “You’re quite fortunate to have such a companion. This type of devouring ability stems from an affinity to darkness, and its very rare among spirit beasts. My guess is that he is using the crystalized elemental essence to increase his demonic cultivation while using the soul-alloy ore to reinforce his body.” After pondering for a bit, he took out fifty stones from the original few hundred.

“You should keep these for Huxian. I doubt that you can find a more efficient means for him to train.” 

Soon after, Cha Ming left the Jade Bamboo Auction House and made his way to Elder Ling’s residence.

 

[image: ]

Cha Ming walked down the narrow alley from the marketplace to his teacher’s residence, the talisman shop. As usual, the small cabin was plastered with a variety of talismans, and Mr. Mao Mao was relaxing in the shade. Mr. Mao Mao stood up to greet Cha Ming this time, looking at him expectantly. Cha Ming didn’t disappoint him and pulled out several bundles of dried flowers, which the cat dutifully brought into the house while leading the way. 

Their furry friend led them into an empty living room, indicating that Elder Ling was still out for the day. A short while later, the cat came back with a placid and pleased expression. Just as he was about to move toward his usual perch, he noticed it was already occupied by a strange creature. The black-and-white Huxian was already curled up in a ball and napping.

Huxian, get down from there. That’s Mr. Mao Mao’s spot, and you don’t want to get him angry! Cha Ming hurriedly sent a mental message, but it was too late. Mr. Mao Mao’s hair was erect and his claws protruding. He let out a loud hiss and started advancing aggressively. Huxian’s face wore a complacent smile. It was a true case of the young not fearing the strong.

A short while later, Cha Ming returned from the kitchen with a kettle of tea and three cups. The hissing, howling, and whining had faded, and Huxian stood whimpering in a corner with a bright scratch mark on his face. Cha Ming first served tea to Mr. Mao Mao, who accepted the tribute. He then proceeded to pour the teary-eyed Huxian a cup.

Elder brother, Mr. Mao Mao is so powerful! I was wrong, I’ll behave in the future. But… Mr. Mao Mao told me I had to kowtow every time I see him. Isn’t that going too far? Huxian looked very aggrieved, and all Cha Ming could do was pet and reassure him. The rules were made by the strong, after all.

An hour passed by in silence while Cha Ming focused on recuperating while sitting on his chair in front of the Angels and Devils board. When he opened his eyes, he was surprised to see that Elder Ling had silently entered and sat himself down on the opposite side of the table. Knowing Cha Ming’s habits, he had placed a central black stone on the board and responded with his one move using white stones. Cha Ming smiled as he continued the game.

“Teacher, did you just come back?” Cha Ming inquired.

“Only a half hour ago. I didn’t want to interrupt your recovery. You got a pretty nasty injury, so it’s a good thing luck was on your side. It seems you’ve used up quite a bit of your luck on this trip. Your rewards must have been staggering.” Elder Ling pondered for a moment and finally decided to place a white stone offensively.

“Teacher, what do you mean by using up most of my luck?” 

The elder gave him a surprised look. “Oh, you didn’t know? Quick, take off your shirt!” 

Cha Ming frowned but still complied with the request. While Elder Ling was very eccentric, everything he did had a purpose. Elder Ling guided him to a mirror, where Cha Ming noticed a tattoo between his shoulder blades. There was a character for “luck,” accompanied by the character “one.”

“This is a luck talisman from the late Good Fortune Sect. Back when they were still around, they used to make a few of them every year. To make them, however, they needed to infuse the talisman with a bit of their own good fortune, thereby decreasing it. Quite frankly, I have no idea how you lucked out so well and got one. They are basically extinct!

“Anyhow, the talisman usually has four uses. You had three when you left, so you must have used two instances of good luck on your little excursion.” 

Cha Ming now realized that he’d obtained the talisman in the same shop where he got his rosary. “How did a sect that focused on good luck disappear?” he inquired.

“Well,” said Elder Ling, “that’s a bit of an unfortunate story. The sect existed for many thousands of years, and the main qualification of being a core disciple of the sect was to cultivate the sect’s Good Fortune cultivation technique. Anyone else in the sect could at most become an outer- or inner-sect disciple or an outer- or inner-sect elder.

“Now, in this sect, there was a golden rule: Everything that one did had to increase karmic merit. Their cultivation method relied on accumulating karmic merit, and as a result, their disciples were famous for traveling the continent, performing good deeds, and punishing sinful acts. A sect like this should have flourished for tens of thousands of years.

“Regrettably, their Grand Elder, who had established the sect, had been using the sect to increase his own karmic virtue in preparation for achieving immortality. When the time came to overcome his tribulation, he discovered that his accumulated luck was insufficient. Therefore, he overdrew the sect’s karmic merit reserve into a deficit to tackle his tribulation. 

“Ultimately, he still failed. After he passed away, their sect patriarch attempted to recover their sect’s karmic merit reserve and erase the deficit. One day, however, an outer sect disciple caught a simple cold, which, by a freakish series of unfortunate events, mutated into an epidemic that wiped out their sect, not to mention half the population of the continent.” 

Cha Ming shivered as he realized just how great of an effect karmic merit had. Those who went against the will of the heavens were punished, while those who supported the will of the heavens were rewarded.

They finished their game over the next two hours, while their two animal companions continued napping. Finally, Cha Ming got down to business and inquired about his recent discoveries in making talismans. He mentioned painting the heavens, as well as three-dimensional characters. Much to his surprise, Elder Ling became excited and started an impromptu lesson.

“My boy, I was going to wait longer before teaching you this, but it looks like you’re already ready. And you haven’t yet broken through to the fifth level of qi condensation! Your progress leaves me envious.” He scratched his scraggly beard while thinking of how to proceed. Suddenly, his eyes brightened as he took out his own personal brush. It was a black brush, covered in runic engravings. He waved it around, and a two-dimensional image was projected.

“First things first, the brush. Mortal-grade talisman brushes are very dismal, and their only feature is improving the success rate of talisman crafting.” 

A picture of a man appeared, holding a mundane brush. The man, surprisingly, was Cha Ming! He was sitting at his dormitory desk. 

Has Elder Ling been spying on me? Cha Ming thought, aghast at the implications. 

As if reading his thoughts, Elder Ling coughed lightly and waved his hand. Suddenly, the brush changed. This one was made with finer materials and had simple runic engravings.

“Magic-grade brushes can have some additional effects. They can be designed to accommodate several elements, and sometimes they can directly enhance the success rate of the craftsman by a whole level.” Elder Ling waved his hand once more, and this time the brush started shimmering.

“This is a core-grade brush. Brushes at this level no longer consume ink to craft talismans but directly use liquified elemental essence. Furthermore, any ink used on a failed talisman will not dissipate but will be recycled by the brush. Further, talismans can now be produced by painting the air. Some more complex talismans are actually three-dimensional and can be imbued into talisman paper after they are fully formed. Likewise, they can also be imbued into other objects.

“This rendition of you painting in your study is generated using the Dao of karma, time, and illusion. This stuff is way above your head, so I won’t even bother explaining it. Oh, and about that brush. You shouldn’t tell anyone else about its abilities. Something that’s at least a core-grade treasure but useable by a young man in the qi condensation stage would make people very jealous.” 

Cha Ming bowed and thanked Elder Ling for the advice. He had once again dodged a bullet.

Before he left, Elder Ling gifted him a book containing instructions on crafting various mid-grade and high-grade talismans. He also gave Huxian a present, a silver collar. Huxian was originally going to refuse it because he disdained wearing something like a collar. He was finally convinced by the glaring Mr. Mao Mao, who was wearing a similar collar.

The collar instantly became a status symbol in Huxian’s eyes, and he quickly donned the collar. As soon as he equipped it, his fur turned red and white until he appeared no different than a normal fox. Cha Ming and Huxian left the little shack together, cheerfully discussing how impressive Mr. Mao Mao’s true form might be.

As they walked back to their dormitory, Cha Ming hummed in satisfaction as he walked down the gray stone street. Passing through the campus, he soaked in the wonderful architecture, the red, gold, and green leaves covered in white frost, and more importantly, the laughing voices of students in the academy.

That night, Cha Ming had a dream. The sounds of shattering ice resounded one last time as Cha Ming walked over a frozen puddle. Many more crackles livened up the cold, dark night as Huxian walked by his side. He knew it was a dream, yet he made sure to break every puddle as he wandered down the frozen clay road one last time. He would not be able to in the future. In the distance, the small house was burning as usual.

Knowing what to expect, Cha Ming and Huxian darted toward the house without any hesitation. Once again, he noticed that the fire was different than last time. The flames burned less intensely than before, likely due to the speed at which he and the baby fox arrived. Despite his knowledge of the situation, he quickly touched the doorknob with the back of his hand. To his surprise, it was hot, meaning that he could not get inside the house the way he normally did. This wasn’t a problem. On his signal, he and Huxian leapt up directly to the second floor, breaking a large window in the process.

In this room, he saw the family’s dog, which had passed out. He quickly instructed Huxian to grab the dog by the neck and drag him out as he ran down the hallway into the opposite room. This time, he didn’t have to rely on his sense of hearing. Using his strong eyesight, he quickly located the screaming child. The heat and smoke didn’t affect him; he quickly broke apart the bed trapping the child’s arm.

Just like last time, he was able to travel down the stairs and exit out the front door. He met up with Huxian and the collapsed dog. Both it and the child were breathing. The child’s mother quickly joined them and thanked them while crying. Her two other young children were also crying.

There was no need to enter the house a second time. He would never enter this house or this dream again.

Cha Ming woke up at dawn to the feeling of a wet tongue licking his cheek. Huxian was relaxing on his chest. Cha Ming smiled and pet his newfound friend for a good half hour while staring at the beautiful morning sky.

The dream was largely symbolic, but the perfect ending finally reminded Cha Ming of an undeniable truth: People were responsible proportionate to their means. He had not made the wrong choice the first or second time he had the dream since arriving at Green Leaf Academy. The first time, he was not strong enough in the dream, so he made the decision to save the child. The second time, he had enough power to try and save the dog, and that was enough. This last time, his strength and Huxian’s had finally reached a level where he could do both.

Having resolved the dream, he now knew that it was very important to raise his capacity to act. Without strength, he would never have the ability to choose. And he now had a good brother whom he could rely on. This was also part of his capacity, part of his strength.

Fate was a funny thing. Despite all the misfortunes that he had suffered during the school year, Cha Ming was laughing inside. The good fortune that he had received in return was incalculable. He was alive, he had Huxian, and his friends were healthy. He also had a bright future to look forward to, a limitless future full of choice and fulfillment. 

His future was like a blank canvas. A pure, clear sky.

 

— End of Book 1 —
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That's what I look for when I read. It's also what I strive for when I write. Every piece of my life is something I weave into my stories, trying to take you and my characters beyond just another cultivation or fantasy novel and into something that touches your heart and soul.

 

In my stories, you will see my past. You will see my seven years as an engineer and my experience in a soul-sucking corporation. You'll see true love. You'll see true heartbreak. You'll see my time as a marital artist. You'll see moments that boil your blood and make you want to pound a wall in frustration. You’ll also see the actions of people who are just trying to do the right thing. Because that’s what most people do in the end—and nothing in the world can make me believe otherwise.
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