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  Chapter 141:
One Trouble After Another


   


  IN THE DARKNESS, someone rapped urgently on the doors of the Department of Demonic Exorcism in Luoyang.


  “Who’s there? It’s the middle of the night…” Rubbing sleep from his eyes, Wen Bin raised his lantern and pushed open the door, casting light on their midnight visitor—a fair-skinned young man.


  “Lu Xu of the Department of Exorcism,” Lu Xu said as he stepped in. “Is Tigra here?”


  Moments later, he kicked hard at a bedroom door. “A-Tai! Get up!”


  Turandokht cursed as A-Tai hurried out. At the sight of Lu Xu, he exclaimed in surprise, “When did you guys get here?”


  “Just now. The big wolf’s gone to check the defenses at the north gate,” Lu Xu said. “An Lushan’s army is moving south—let’s go!”


  The people of Luoyang were buzzing with panic. Already, a dozen cities in Hebei had fallen one after another. An Lushan inspired such terror that they had yielded the moment his shadow darkened their gates. For days, Luoyang had been flooded with military communications from Chang’an threatening the city’s defenders—including the regent of the eastern capital, the regional surveillance commissioner, and the governor of Henan—that they would be executed if they surrendered. The imperial envoy, Bi Sichen, had spent days recruiting soldiers from the local populace and relocating refugees from the He-Luo Plain—the city was packed with strangers overnight.


  None of this concerned A-Tai. As exorcists, their sole target was An Lushan and the yaoguai under his command. This was a civil war; both the attackers and defenders of the city were soldiers of Great Tang. If An Lushan’s army attacked, the exorcists weren’t permitted to kill ordinary humans, but they could still flee. Even if the city fell, it wouldn’t be difficult for them to escape.


  But if Luoyang were to fall, An Lushan would almost certainly enter the city—and that would be their best opportunity to strike.


  Now that Lu Xu and Mergen had arrived, A-Tai couldn’t ignore the coming invasion any longer. Wrapping himself in a thick cloak, he hurried out of the Luoyang headquarters and ascended the ramparts over the city gates, where Mergen stood gazing into the distance. A freezing wind whipped past.


  “The chief said we can’t join this battle,” A-Tai said.


  “Not as exorcists. But he didn’t say anything about fighting as ordinary humans,” Mergen reminded him.


  “What’s the point in doing that?” A-Tai asked with a weary smile.


  Mergen sighed. “As the death toll increases, resentment will grow, and resentment is the best sustenance for demons. The longer the war goes on, the stronger An Lushan will become. As one side falls, the other will rise. The chief still hasn’t emerged from the Dragon-Quelling Tower—aren’t you worried at all?”


  “Don’t you think it would be best if Luoyang surrendered without a fight?” A-Tai asked. “Once An Lushan enters the city, he’ll find a way to create resentment, if that’s what he’s after.”


  “Once he enters the city, he’ll be at our mercy,” Mergen answered. “Before entering the tower, the chief made a point of mentioning that Duke Di set up a protective array here years ago, using the seven heavenly landmarks of Luoyang. Once we activate them, we can capture and kill An Lushan.”


  “When did he say that?” A-Tai asked in surprise. “Is the chief really so farsighted that he predicted something like this?”


  “Didn’t we discuss the possibility that An Lushan would rebel back when we left Chang’an?” Mergen replied. “The chief said even though he’d fled back to You Prefecture, there was no way An Lushan would sit and wait for death.”


  “That’s true…” A-Tai recalled their conversation from a year and a half ago, when he, Qiu Yongsi, Mergen, and Li Jinglong had talked deep into the night, long after the others had gone to bed. Li Jinglong had predicted that the final battle with the heavenly demon would likely take place in Luoyang. Shortly after, thanks to Xie Yu’s appearance in Hang Prefecture, Li Jinglong had gone into the Dragon-Quelling Tower; he hadn’t had time to make any more specific arrangements.


  Mergen had no choice but to follow their original plan as best he could. After traveling to You Prefecture with Lu Xu and verifying that An Lushan was indeed plotting rebellion, he’d gone only briefly to Chang’an before coming to Luoyang to prepare for the imminent battle.


  “We’ll inspect the seven landmarks tomorrow,” Mergen decided.


  “The chief’s still in the tower,” A-Tai objected. “Without the heart lamp, we might not be able to overpower An Lushan.”


  “This could be our best chance,” Mergen insisted.


  “This is our only chance,” A-Tai reminded him. “We only get one.”


  They stared at each other. A-Tai, usually so carefree, was now uncharacteristically serious.


  “Well, go on, then,” Mergen said. “What do you suggest?”


  “We should wait until the chief gets out.”


  The two had come to an impasse.


  “The enemy might not even come,” Lu Xu interjected. He had taken a seat off to the side, gazing into the darkness. “There’s no need to get ahead of ourselves, arguing like this.”


  Mergen’s words didn’t carry the same weight as Li Jinglong’s with the members of the Department of Exorcism. If it were Li Jinglong speaking, everyone would surely have agreed to his plan, which would be so well-considered from every angle that it would leave no room for objection. But even Mergen had to admit that without the chief, he was struggling to provide his comrades with a foolproof path forward. Instead he found himself seeking his comrades’ approval, just as when he’d proposed going undercover by defecting to An Lushan back in Chang’an.


  “Get some rest,” A-Tai said. “You must be exhausted.” He turned to Lu Xu with a smile. “You didn’t take very good care of him.”


  “He can take care of himself,” Lu Xu replied flatly. “He doesn’t need me to do it for him.”


  Mergen shot A-Tai a pointed glance. A-Tai slung an arm around Mergen’s shoulders, leading him down from the ramparts. “It’s been a while, Brother. Let’s have a drink. Why are you always frowning like that? Come on, let’s go.”


   


  The wind whistled past a large ship as it sailed down the Grand Canal, shrouded in the soft darkness of night. Li Jinglong crept out of bed and shut the door to their cabin before returning and covering Hongjun with a blanket. He’d just turned to put out the oil lamp when Hongjun stirred beside him.


  “What time is it?” he asked, getting up to fetch himself some water.


  “Just after midnight,” Li Jinglong responded. “It’ll be dawn soon enough. You should get some more sleep.”


  After muzzily sipping some water, Hongjun was a little more awake. He crawled back into bed, and Li Jinglong extinguished the lamp, plunging the room into darkness.


  “Are you upset?” Hongjun asked.


  After a pause, Li Jinglong felt his way over and pressed a kiss to Hongjun’s cheek. “I can’t hide anything from you,” he said with a chuckle.


  “The power of the heart lamp is weakening.” Hongjun could feel the seal that Li Jinglong had placed on his heart meridian gradually fading.


  Li Jinglong sighed. “It’s my fault. I need to adjust my mindset.”


  Hongjun smiled as Li Jinglong stripped off his outer robe and lay back down on the bed, bare-chested. “I’ve been pretty unlucky lately,” Li Jinglong muttered absently. “Or rather, I’ve always been unlucky.”


  No matter how meticulously Li Jinglong planned, his schemes always seemed to unravel at the last moment. For instance, he’d entrusted Chang’an to Li Guinian when he led the exorcists south to Jiangnan, certain Xie Yu would attempt to ambush them on their way to return Ye Ming’s ashes. But instead of making a move, Xie Yu had simply trailed them at a distance. When they’d arrived at Cloud Villa, Li Jinglong had assumed that even if Xie Yu were to reveal himself then, there was nothing to fear; all they had to do was wait for him to walk into their trap. He’d never expected Qiu Yongsi to try to leave without notice, or that Hongjun would follow him to the array in front of the Dragon-Quelling Tower just as Xie Yu attacked.


  Li Jinglong had also assumed that when Xie Yu returned to the Dragon-Quelling Tower, all he’d have to do was follow the black jiao inside. Instead, he’d been easily outwitted. Xie Yu had escaped once again, and Li Jinglong had found himself trapped inside the tower.


  These events had left Li Jinglong thoroughly deflated, but even that wasn’t the end of it. He had always regarded himself as the heir to the powers of the Immovable Wisdom King Acalanatha, taking great pride in restoring the Department of Exorcism and carrying Di Renjie’s legacy forward in protecting Great Tang. Who could have expected an artifact of Acalanatha to so adamantly reject him?


  Hongjun had tried to comfort him in all sorts of ways. Just because it doesn’t recognize you now doesn’t mean it won’t later, he’d said. Even if it never recognizes you, it doesn’t matter.


  Li Jinglong alternated between clinging to a glimmer of hope and despairing utterly about the future. He was fraught with anxiety, his emotions in constant turmoil. But he couldn’t complain—he didn’t dare to. As the leader of the Department of Exorcism, he couldn’t let anyone see his wavering confidence in the choices he’d made.


  His only hope now lay in Yuan Kun’s promise—that the yao led by Chong Ming and Qing Xiong would handle the northeastern front, and that no further issues would arise. But An Lushan had already begun his march south, and still there was no movement from Yaojin Palace.


  Hongjun remained ignorant of all this. He continued to be optimistic, and Li Jinglong did everything he could to maintain the illusion of hope. He had always said that as long as he was there, Hongjun would have nothing to fear. But now, Li Jinglong realized that he faced more challenges than yao, demons, and the dark forces fueled by the malign energy that permeated heaven and earth. Without the power of Acalanatha—and the conviction that had sustained him all this time—his confidence had been badly shaken.


  The artifacts’ refusal to acknowledge him meant the road ahead would only grow increasingly perilous. Unless he found the true heir to Acalanatha’s powers, the only weapon he had with which to protect Hongjun from danger was the heart lamp. The chances of something going wrong were much too high.


  The future wasn’t something he could control, and it didn’t always unfold as he predicted.


  Should I have done something different? It was a question Li Jinglong had asked himself often in recent days, especially after leaving the Dragon-Quelling Tower. Had he been too arrogant? Too complacent? Too simplistic in his thinking? Or was it merely the heavens going out of their way to play a joke on him? After mulling it over, he could only put it down to bad luck.


  Regardless of how he tried to hide it, Hongjun could sense his uneasiness. After all, the power of the heart lamp directly fed the seal on Hongjun’s heart.


  “Just trust me,” Li Jinglong said.


  “I’ve always trusted you.” Hongjun laughed. “When have you ever lied to me?”


  The future seemed hopeless, but as Li Jinglong gathered Hongjun close in the dimness of their cabin, his heart settled at last. With Hongjun’s bare shoulders pressed to Li Jinglong’s sturdy chest, they could feel each other’s searing heat. Both were unusually silent, wanting nothing more than to lean quietly against each other. Hongjun gave him the strength and courage to face the future, even if that future was shrouded in uncertainty.


  They fell asleep in each other’s arms, Hongjun sinking back into his dream as the world sank into eerie stillness, the silence broken only by the sound of the waves lapping against the sides of the boat in the night. They would reach Luoyang by dawn.


   


  They were still asleep when the great ship slowed as the currents beneath the black surface of the canal imperceptibly shifted.


  Suddenly, there was a deafening roar. A dark monster burst from the water, stirring up massive waves as it charged the ship.


  Li Jinglong’s eyes snapped open.


  The ceiling of their cabin shattered as the outer walls buckled. Water poured in, drenching Hongjun.


  “What’s happening?!” he cried as the bed tilted beneath him.


  It was the dead of winter, and the canal water was bitterly cold. Tangled in the sodden blankets, Hongjun had barely managed to sit up when Li Jinglong shouted, “Hongjun! Over here!”


  The boat splintered beneath the monster’s blow, sinking in a matter of seconds. Its passengers included not only Li Jinglong and Hongjun, but also numerous merchants traveling northward, anxious to return to their families in Yu Prefecture and the greater Guanzhong region. Chaos descended as over a hundred passengers either sank with the vessel or scrambled overboard in a bid for survival.


  Another deafening roar shook the ship. Wrapping an arm around Hongjun’s waist, Li Jinglong leapt from the hull, which had split under the assault. Hongjun released his pentacolor sacred light, shielding them from the broken wooden beams and shattered remains of the deck crashing down from above as the monster charged again. The ferocious beast had a hideous serpent’s head and a pair of expansive wings, its bloody maw wide as it lunged toward them.


  Hongjun had barely managed to raise his saber when he plunged into the canal. Disoriented by the icy water, he distantly heard Li Jinglong give a great shout as he swung the Sword of Wisdom. Blinding light erupted from the blade, illuminating the river. “It’s a huashe!”


  “It’s a huashe!” Hongjun gasped as his head broke the surface.


  The serpentine yao known as a huashe was only slightly smaller than a jiao. It whipped up wave after towering wave in the canal as the heart lamp drove back the dark energy wreathing its body. Bursting out of the river, the huashe flew a few lengths upstream, flapping its wings to raise a wall of water nearly ten feet high that surged toward the pair of exorcists.


  The wave crashed over them, sending Li Jinglong flying. Suspended in midair, he deftly snatched a broken plank and sent it hurtling toward Hongjun like a shooting star. “Catch!”


  Hongjun grabbed the plank out of the air, shuddering from the cold. Li Jinglong somersaulted and landed on the sinking vessel. The instant his feet touched down, he drew his bow, infusing the arrow with the power of the heart lamp.


  The huashe dove back into the canal, vanishing without a ripple—only to burst through the wreckage beneath Li Jinglong’s feet.


  Li Jinglong crashed back into the water before he could loose his arrow. For all the exorcists’ power, they were no match for this aquatic monster.


  The canal’s surface stilled once more as the huashe disappeared beneath its currents. Hongjun had swallowed several mouthfuls of water; he was flailing wildly to stay afloat when a hand seized his wrist.


  “It’s me!” Ashina Adarvan shouted, just as another wave broke over them and he lost his grip.


  “Hongjun!” Li Jinglong bellowed as the huashe surged out of the water again and wrapped him in its coils. The creature lowered its head to stare Li Jinglong in the face, then flung him back into the canal.


  Hongjun was bobbing helplessly in the grip of the current, searching for the light of Li Jinglong’s heart lamp, when the huashe twisted its body around him and shot into the air. He had no time to bring up his saber before he was flung ashore, crashing into a thicket on the bank.


  Soaked to the skin, Hongjun clutched his blade, staring warily into the darkness.


  A pair of gleaming eyes stared back.


  “Who are you?” Hongjun demanded.


  “A fish asked me to save you—to make sure you don’t get hurt,” the huashe said. “You can’t swim.”


  Hongjun was speechless.


  Without another word, the huashe dove back into the canal.




  Chapter 142:
The Seven Landmarks of the Divine Capital


   


  AFTER A NIGHT OF DRINKING, Mergen and A-Tai leaned unsteadily against the wall of the main hall of the Department of Exorcism in Luoyang, waiting for their hangovers to pass.


  Turandokht was in the middle of clearing the mess on the table. Several stemmed wine cups had been arranged upside down in the shape of the northern dipper. It seemed the two drinkers had been trying to analyze the spiritual array hidden within Luoyang.


  “Are you still strategizing here?” Turandokht asked. “If not, I’m cleaning this up.”


  The hungover pair perked up at once. Mergen staggered upright, head throbbing. “Time to get to work.”


  A-Tai grunted in agreement. They had gotten plastered last night and argued till they were both red in the face, but they had at last come to an agreement: With or without Li Jinglong, they needed to activate the spiritual array.


  Back when they’d left Chang’an for Hang Prefecture, Li Jinglong had dug out a stack of documents and explained the formation of the array in detail.


  Although it was Wu Zetian who had presided over the construction of the seven heavenly landmarks, Di Renjie had secretly embedded a spiritual array within them, designed to prevent the coming resurrection of the heavenly demon Mara. As far as they knew, however, this array had never been tested, leaving everyone highly skeptical of its efficacy. Still, a hope was better than nothing.


  When Mergen stumbled out of the Luoyang headquarters, Lu Xu was leaning against the red plaster of the wall outside, waiting for him with an indifferent expression. “Where are you off to?” he asked.


  “Running an errand. You should go back in and get some rest. I can handle this.”


  For the past year and a half, Mergen had dragged Lu Xu all over the country with him. Now that they’d reached Luoyang, Lu Xu could settle down for a spell. Mergen was reluctant to trouble him further.


  Lu Xu scoffed. “Look at you—you can barely walk straight. Come on, then, let’s go.”


  He handed Mergen a bamboo flask filled with water. Standing in the alleyway, Mergen downed half of it, then splashed the rest over his face. It was the twelfth month of the year, the depths of winter; Luoyang’s streets were cold and deserted, devoid of any warmth or bustling atmosphere.


  They walked silently, one behind the other, until they reached the outer corridor of the Hall of Enlightenment, the central palace of Luoyang. The place had once been heavily guarded, but after the envoy had arrived from the imperial court, the soldiers here had been redeployed to defend Hulao Pass in Xingyang. To make up their numbers, the commissioner had aggressively conscripted men from the city itself, gathering civilians and soldiers alike at the market’s entrance and leaving no one to guard the Hall of Enlightenment. Mergen and Lu Xu entered without anyone questioning them.


  Mergen spread out a topographical map and studied it for a moment, then said, “We need to go down.”


  The two made their way through the rear courtyard to the kitchen, where they descended into the cellar. Mergen lit a lamp, hung it from a hook on the wall, and began to search for the secret entrance marked on the map.


  “It should be right…here.”


  They both set their shoulders against the door and pushed. As the entrance to the century-old tunnel swung open, a torrent of rats skittered under their feet toward the light.


  Lu Xu yelped and jumped onto Mergen, who caught him with an arm tucked under his knees.


  Mergen had no idea what to say. An awkward silence ensued.


  Once the rats had dispersed, Mergen set him down. “You’re afraid of rats?”


  Lu Xu turned scarlet. “When I was stationed in Liang Prefecture, the other soldiers would use them to scare me.”


  Back when Lu Xu was a scout with only half his wits, he’d slept in the communal bunks, where another soldier had taken pleasure in tormenting him by dropping live rats in his mouth while he slept. Lu Xu had harbored a bone-deep fear of rats ever since.


  “Did you swallow any?” Mergen asked.


  “Shut up!” Lu Xu snapped. “Don’t piss me off!”


  Amused, Mergen cupped Lu Xu’s cheek; Lu Xu aimed a vicious kick at his shin. “Stop talking and go.”


  Mergen strode ahead, and they began to navigate the winding passageway.


  “Do you think we can win this battle?” Lu Xu asked, his face caught between the light of the lamp and Mergen’s shadow.


  “Probably not,” Mergen answered. “But we’ll fight it anyway.”


  “I’m talking about us—the department.”


  “So am I,” Mergen said absently. “You’re a fast runner, though, so you’ll be fine.”


  Lu Xu’s temper flared. “You think I’d run and save myself?”


  “A-Tai and I discussed it last night. Once An Lushan enters the city, we’ll fight with everything we’ve got. If it’s truly hopeless, we’ll run. The priority is to get as many people out as possible—that way, at least we’ll live to fight another day. Turandokht’s expecting, by the way, so you’ll have to take her with you.”


  “How many months?”


  Mergen looked back at him and held up three fingers, his eyes inscrutable.


  After a beat of silence, Lu Xu asked, “Is this battle really going to be that dangerous?”


  “Of course,” Mergen replied. “This time An Lushan is determined to win, unlike in Chang’an… It’s funny. Great Tang let my mother die, but now I have to help defend their empire.”


  Mergen had developed a wicked streak ever since his undercover mission. When he smiled, he was still the same brash young man from the Department of Exorcism, but in Lu Xu’s presence, that smile took on a wolflike sharpness. He was different from Li Jinglong—while the chief possessed the imposing confidence of a great mountain, Mergen radiated the aggressive and unbridled arrogance of the wild.


  “I thought you’d already come to terms with the past,” Lu Xu commented.


  Mergen stopped at a fork in the tunnel and sniffed. He rubbed the back of his head. “Thanks to you, I have.”


  “A-Tai and Turandokht aren’t married yet.”


  “They probably will be soon. They were planning on holding the ceremony after the chief got out of the tower, but they can’t wait much longer.”


  “Mm, that’s nice… Getting married,” Lu Xu added after a beat.


  “Getting married,” Mergen echoed. He looked thoughtful but said no more.


  They followed the passageway deeper into the earth. After walking for as much time as it would take to burn a stick of incense, they saw brightness up ahead and stepped into a large hall glowing with blue light. Lu Xu made a soft sound of surprise—this was a place where the earthly meridians converged. Mergen had never seen such a sight before, but Li Jinglong had mentioned coming across something similar when he and Hongjun had ventured deep underground to fight the gu apes during their previous mission in Luoyang.


  The Divine Land was crisscrossed by heavenly and earthly meridians. After death, the spirits of all living beings either ascended to the heavens or returned to the earth in an eternal cycle. Hidden deep within the land’s caves and valleys, the sites where these veins intersected and branched out again created turbulent energy streams that occasionally breached the earth’s surface.


  Folk legends told of miners who delved too deep and encountered monsters—visions caused by the earthly meridians—while searching for precious minerals. The more strongly the energy within these veins flowed, the more majestic and verdant the mountains, trees, and rivers in the vicinity became. These volatile channels were often referred to by geomancers as “dragon veins.”


  Di Renjie had once thoroughly researched this phenomenon. Luoyang, ringed with interlocking mountains, was a place where such dragon veins converged. The city had been the heart of the Divine Land since the Zhou dynasty, when it had been known as Luoyi. The energy flowing through the earthly meridians was extremely powerful here; Di Renjie must have discovered the dragon veins during the construction of the seven heavenly landmarks.


  The Hall of Enlightenment was located atop the largest cluster of these veins, and the floor of the hall they stood in was covered in intersecting grooves—a spiritual array created by Di Renjie to repel demons, which drew directly on the energy of these earthly meridians.


  The array was sealed with an ancient paper talisman. Mergen stepped forward to peel it off. With a bright thrum, energy flowed into the grooves. Both men backed away as the array flared with light.


  “How do we use it?” Lu Xu wondered.


  “We harness the energy,” Mergen answered.


  The array before them had been conceptualized by Di Renjie. Potent energy flowed through the earthly meridians beneath the seven heavenly landmarks of the divine capital. Once the talismans were removed from each of them, that energy would surge to the earth’s surface. An exorcist could draw on this abundant supply to amplify their cultivation tenfold, a hundredfold, even a thousandfold as they bombarded the heavenly demon with their spiritual techniques.


  “But who will do it?” Lu Xu asked.


  Mergen spread his hands; he had no idea.


  “Isn’t this way too dangerous?!” Lu Xu exclaimed.


  Mergen shrugged. He tucked the paper talisman into his lapels and turned toward the exit, but Lu Xu refused to let it go. “Harnessing the energy of the earthly meridians to destroy the heavenly demon? If that’s all there is to it, then what have the chief and Hongjun been working so hard for?”


  “We don’t know if it’ll work,” Mergen responded. “You keep asking me questions, but what makes you think I have the answers? Even the chief couldn’t come up with a better idea. We just have to try it and see what happens.”


  “In that case, who’s going to activate the arrays?” Lu Xu’s chest tightened with foreboding.


  As they returned to the main hall of the palace, they ran right into a troop of Tang soldiers.


  “Who goes there?!” a soldier shouted.


  “Where did these intruders come from?” their leader demanded. “How dare you enter the Hall of Enlightenment without permission?! Arrest them!”


  Mergen raised his Department of Exorcism token. Unwilling to explain himself, he barked, “Get lost.”


  What are you doing, acting so rude? Lu Xu wondered. He spoke up on Mergen’s behalf. “The Great Tang Department of Demonic Exorcism is here on official business. All unrelated personnel, step aside.”


  The handsome leader sneered. “The Great Tang Department of Demonic Exorcism? You look more like spies to me. You’re coming with us!”


  Mergen was instantly furious. Lu Xu stepped back as the soldiers charged toward them, confident Mergen could handle them. Mergen spun like a whirlwind, knocking several soldiers flat on their backs before they realized he had moved. Their leader’s vision blurred as powerful fingers grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off the ground.


  Lu Xu grimaced as Mergen flicked his dagger free of its sheath with his free hand and drew the blade menacingly over the soldier’s armor. As terror twisted the man’s face, Lu Xu snapped, “That’s enough! Don’t go overboard!”


  Mergen tossed the man to the ground, where he immediately cried out, “Mercy! Mercy, my lord! I failed to recognize your eminences!”


  Lu Xu watched expressionlessly.


  “Name?” Mergen asked coldly.


  The man scrambled up onto his knees. “Bi Sichen. I’m here by order of His Majesty to assist in the defense of Luoyang. I truly had no idea you were conducting official business here. Please forgive any offense I’ve caused…”


  Lu Xu cursed under his breath. What the hell was the damn emperor doing, sending someone like this to defend Luoyang?


  “I’ve heard of you,” Mergen said, a flicker of sympathy in his eyes. “You’re the one conscripting soldiers, aren’t you?”


  Nodding hastily, Bi Sichen shifted forward, trembling as he moved to stand. “Y-yes…”


  “Did I tell you to rise?” Mergen asked. “On your knees!”


  Bi Sichen hastily knelt back down. Lu Xu couldn’t help wondering what rank this man held. He was here on Li Longji’s orders, which made him an imperial envoy who represented the Son of Heaven; forcing him to kneel like this was tantamount to treason. It would only lead to unnecessary complications if he decided to cause trouble for the Department of Exorcism upon returning to the capital.


  Mergen picked at his ear as he said casually, “Order all your men to withdraw from the other six heavenly landmarks.”


  “Yes, sir! Right away, sir!” Bi Sichen agreed.


  Mergen fixed him with a meaningful stare. “And if you dare surrender the city, I’ll kill you myself—even if it means hunting you to the ends of the earth.”


  “The city stands as long as I stand! If the city falls, then I fall with it!” Bi Sichen declared.


  Satisfied, Mergen strode past him. Lu Xu, trailing in his wake, glanced back at Bi Sichen, still kneeling on the ground.


  “Are you sure it’s okay letting that guy guard the city?” he asked Mergen, lowering his voice. “He doesn’t look that reliable. You shouldn’t have antagonized him.”


  “I’m not Li Jinglong,” Mergen replied. “I’ve no interest in bowing and scraping to these officials.”


  Lu Xu was utterly speechless. He could only hope Feng Changqing would arrive swiftly. Guanzhong and other regions had already stepped up their troop recruitment to send reinforcements to fight An Lushan. Whoever reached Luoyang first could take their chance to seize this ancient capital.


  Mergen and Lu Xu were responsible for checking four major heavenly landmarks throughout the city, while A-Tai was tasked with the remaining three. The most distant lay beneath Mount Longmen—the very place where Li Jinglong had vanquished two of the gu apes. The chamber where he and Hongjun had freed the divine kun had been destroyed, but another layer had been hidden beneath it.


  Mergen and Lu Xu were both masters of qinggong.1 Carrying long lengths of rope, they leapt their way lightly down to the lowest level of the cavernous abyss beneath the mountain. At the bottom, Mergen transformed into the gray wolf and began pushing aside shattered rock and broken pillars. Fortunately, the spiritual array beneath was still intact.


  After collecting the sealing talisman, they visited the next two heavenly landmarks on their list before finally meeting up with A-Tai in the square of the Heavenly Hall—also known as the Tower of Heaven—outside the department’s headquarters just as the sun was setting.


  A-Tai handed three paper talismans to Mergen. “One for each spiritual array.”


  Since leaving You Prefecture a year ago, Mergen had grown increasingly taciturn. He merely hummed in acknowledgment, tucking them away without a second glance.


  Lu Xu guessed that now that the spiritual arrays were unsealed, they would need these talismans to activate them. He could tell Mergen and A-Tai had already discussed it, but they hadn’t shared the details with him.


  The spiritual array in Luoyang was as ready as it could be. Now, they only needed to wait for the enemy to attack.




  Chapter 143:
The Rebel Army Arrives


   


  AFTER DINNER, Mergen was examining the paper talismans in the dim light of his room in the Luoyang Department of Exorcism when Lu Xu spoke up.


  “What are you hiding from me?”


  “Do I need to report everything to you, Young Master?” Mergen asked.


  “You…”


  Setting a paperweight atop the stack of talismans, Mergen shot him a considering look before making his way over to where Lu Xu was studying a map. “If you want me, just say so. No need to play coy.”


  “I—don’t—want—you!” Lu Xu gritted out. “Get lost. I’m going to bed!”


  Mergen leaned over and swiped the map from Lu Xu’s hands. Lu Xu was about to snatch it back when Mergen grabbed him by the wrist and twisted his arm behind his back, shoving him down on the bed.


  Panting, Lu Xu said, “You’re planning to activate the spiritual array…using your own body as a conduit for the energy from the earthly meridians. Aren’t you?”


  Mergen made no response as he grabbed Lu Xu’s other wrist. He pinned both to the small of his back with one hand and began stripping him with the other. The brazier burned merrily in the corner, throwing Lu Xu’s wavering shadow onto the wall as he struggled in Mergen’s hold.


  “I asked you a question,” Lu Xu snapped.


  Mergen nosed at Lu Xu’s neck, the touch a threat, sniffing him before gently biting his ear. Lu Xu moaned, his resolve crumbling. Every time Mergen touched him felt like a fight—he never took no for an answer. His clothes were gone in a matter of seconds, and then Mergen was trying to force his way in.


  “Can’t you be gentler?” Lu Xu gasped harshly. “That hurts!”


  Mergen paused, scrutinizing Lu Xu. For some reason, Lu Xu felt faintly uneasy again. Whenever they were alone, Mergen always seemed moody and unpredictable, and the way he stared at Lu Xu sometimes made Lu Xu want to slap him.


  Once, when they had still been in You Prefecture, they had turned in for the night, both utterly exhausted from the long journey. No sooner had they lain down than Lu Xu felt Mergen pawing at him, as if intent on shoving his way in then and there. When he followed through, Lu Xu had slapped him viciously across the face, prompting Mergen to snarl furiously before shoving him down on the bed and fucking him until dawn.


  Lu Xu didn’t dare slap him this time. He could tell Mergen had been in a bad mood since the moment they had arrived in Luoyang. He was perpetually surly, like a lone wolf on the prowl.


  “Do it yourself, then,” Mergen said coldly.


  Lu Xu was incredulous. You’re the one who started this, and now you’re just going to sit back and watch?!


  Mergen loosened his robe. He leaned against the couch and spread his legs slightly in a lazy sprawl, inviting Lu Xu to take over.


  This was the first time Mergen had allowed him to take the initiative. Lu Xu studied him suspiciously. The big wolf had been acting rather odd lately.


  Mergen sat bare-chested, his bronze skin, broad shoulders, and powerful pectorals—honed by years of drawing his bow—on full display. His lower half was still covered by a pair of loose-fitting, snow-white underpants. A magatama bead dangled on a red string tied around one of his bare ankles.


  His arousal was already straining insistently against his underpants. Lu Xu fetched the ointment that he used for dry skin during the winter. Meeting Mergen’s gaze, he reached out to loosen the belt of those white underpants, sliding the fabric down so he could take that massive length into his hand.


  Mergen regarded Lu Xu with cool indifference.


  “What are you thinking?” Lu Xu let the ointment melt between his palms as he watched Mergen carefully, trying to discern some hint from his expression.


  “You tell me. What could I possibly be thinking right now?” Mergen replied, his voice shaded with sarcasm. He set his elbows on the top of the bed and leaned back.


  Lu Xu found the whole act a bit laughable. He stroked both hands over Mergen’s erect cock, eliciting a shudder.


  An odd feeling spread between them. This was the first time Mergen had permitted Lu Xu to do what he wanted, and even if it was only using his hands, Lu Xu finally felt like he had some control over this giant, restless wolf.


  “I prefer this to having you constantly shove me around,” Lu Xu said, his tone dry.


  Mergen’s mouth twitched, but he made no sound. Even so, Lu Xu knew what he wanted; he leaned in to kiss Mergen as he continued to stroke him with ointment-smeared hands.


  The kiss grew more heated, until Mergen seized Lu Xu’s hands, pinning them down to keep them still. Lu Xu knew Mergen was about to come. Breaking free of his grasp, he teasingly quickened his pace.


  It had been a grueling journey south to Luoyang, and nearly half a month since Mergen had had any release. Combined with days of accumulated fatigue, he lost control, cresting like the tide and coming all over himself.


  Lu Xu burst into laughter as he gazed down at Mergen in triumph, only to hear Mergen growl, “You’ll regret that.”


  He suddenly recalled that usually, when Mergen came too quickly, the second round could last hours. He immediately grew nervous. “Maybe…we should go to bed.”


  “Sit,” Mergen said coldly.


  “But you’re not hard,” Lu Xu replied with a smile.


  Mergen grabbed impatiently at Lu Xu’s waist, dragging him closer. Lu Xu gasped as Mergen ran his hands over his back. He leaned over Lu Xu, caging him between his long legs as he nipped sharp kisses into his shoulders and traced slender fingers down to the dip of Lu Xu’s ass. Lu Xu tensed, muscles as taut as a bowstring.


  Mergen looked down, an amused gleam in his eyes. “What about now?”


  Lu Xu reached down and found Mergen hard again. If he was being honest, he did want it—so he stretched himself a few times before straddling Mergen and sinking down. The pain was unbearable; after only a moment, he lifted himself off Mergen’s cock. Mergen didn’t rush him, simply wrapping his hands around Lu Xu’s waist to steady him.


  When Lu Xu settled back into the cradle of Mergen’s hips, despite the lingering ache from the stretch, it felt much better. After he rocked down a few times, the discomfort faded completely. Lu Xu sank into Mergen’s lap, clinging to his neck and allowing him to thrust deep inside him.


  “Tell me,” Lu Xu murmured as he dug his fingers into Mergen’s hair. “Are you planning on doing something dangerous?”


  Mergen looked up at Lu Xu, who gazed down at him intently. He canted his hips upward, sending a wave of dizzying pleasure through Lu Xu and robbing him of his next words.


  “I do plenty of dangerous things already,” Mergen said. “What more could I possibly do?”


  “Don’t lie to me,” Lu Xu moaned.


  “That depends on how you perform.”


  Lu Xu arched his back, motioning for Mergen to spread and straighten his legs. With his own legs splayed on either side of Mergen’s waist, he began to roll his hips in shallow circles. Mergen suddenly laughed.


  “What’s so funny?” Lu Xu asked, annoyed.


  “Who taught you this?” Mergen’s breathing quickened as his cock ground into Lu Xu with each undulation of Lu Xu’s hips. Pressed against Mergen’s belly, Lu Xu had grown hard as well, the unvarnished pleasure of the moment as intense as it was overwhelming.


  “I taught myself,” Lu Xu gasped. “I just do whatever feels good.” His movements were almost entirely instinctive.


  “You like it like this?” Mergen asked in surprise.


  “You don’t?” Lu Xu could feel Mergen’s cock hard as steel inside him, every one of his muscles pulled taut. He reached out to pinch Mergen’s nipples, gently twisting them between his fingers. Mergen reciprocated, and Lu Xu moaned again.


  “I know you like it when I hit this spot,” Mergen said. When Lu Xu took a moment to shakily catch his breath, he pressed his advantage and shoved in deeper, grinding against Lu Xu’s core.
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  “Ah! Don’t—don’t move!” Lu Xu was on the verge of climax. He’d wanted to take some time to recover before continuing, but the sudden pressure and subsequent spike of pleasure tipped him over the edge. He came untouched, covering Mergen’s chest with his spend.


  Lu Xu panted harshly, unable to form words. He watched, eyes unfocused, as Mergen ran a hand down his chest, spreading Lu Xu’s come across his skin.


  “You’re doing it again,” Lu Xu said, embarrassed.


  As if driven by some primal instinct, Mergen seemed to take particular pleasure in licking him. He was particularly drawn to the scent of semen and sweat and would sometimes smear his own come over Lu Xu’s belly.


  “Lie down,” Mergen said. “We’re not done yet.”


  “Let me catch my breath,” Lu Xu protested. “I promise we can continue, but…ah! Ah!”


  Mergen paid no heed to Lu Xu’s protests—it was his turn now. Pinning Lu Xu to the couch, he wrapped him securely in his arms and plunged into him. Tears welled up in Lu Xu’s eyes, but just as he braced himself for another violent pounding, Mergen suddenly slowed his pace. He drove into him with shallow, measured strokes, angling his hips to press against Lu Xu’s core with an uncharacteristic tenderness.


  A tingling sensation spread over Lu Xu’s scalp. He was still languid from coming just a moment before; his entire body was limp, but after only a few thrusts, he was shuddering in pleasure once again.


  “This is how you like it?” Mergen breathed, his lips ghosting over Lu Xu’s ear.


  “Yes… Yes…” Lu Xu moaned, surrendering. “It feels so good… Ngh…”


  “It hurts when I’m too rough, doesn’t it?” Mergen laid the full weight of his body down on top of Lu Xu and watched his face as he ground against that spot inside him. Lu Xu clung to Mergen’s shoulders and tilted his chin up, seized by the urge to kiss him. Mergen must have felt the same impulse; he leaned down and caught Lu Xu’s mouth with his own.


  “I like it rough too. I like it all,” Lu Xu whined as they broke apart.


  “Really?” Mergen studied Lu Xu’s expression for a beat, then launched into a series of quick thrusts.


  Lu Xu could barely speak, his eyes glazing over as he shivered and moaned, “Yes… Yes… Right there! I can’t—!”


  Mergen slowed down, alternating between quick, sharp thrusts and slow, grinding rolls. “So difficult to please,” he quipped.


  “Says who?” Lu Xu shot back, but he was begging with his next breath: “Don’t come yet—more.”


  “Mm.” A flush had curled up Mergen’s neck and down his back, and his eyes were hot with primal desire. “You can tell how close I am?”


  “I can feel it… Mmph.” Lu Xu tilted his head and caught Mergen’s lips in another kiss.


  They went on like this, drawing out their pleasure, until the sky began to lighten with the coming dawn. Only then did Mergen launch into a final fierce assault. Lying on his side, curled around Lu Xu, he wrapped a hand around Lu Xu’s cock and fucked him to climax before letting himself spill deep inside him. Lu Xu, exhausted, clung to him, falling asleep with his head pillowed on Mergen’s chest.


  Outside, a clamor erupted, growing steadily louder until Lu Xu began to shift in discomfort. Mergen opened his eyes in the darkness, his pupils glowing faintly green.


  He gingerly removed Lu Xu’s arm from where it splayed across his chest before pulling his own free from beneath Lu Xu’s neck. Only then did he roll naked off the bed, gather his clothes, and hurry out of the room. The cold wind lashed at his skin, and he swiftly pulled on his outer robe and shoved his feet into his hunting boots before slinging his bow and quiver onto his back.


  The sky over the courtyard of the Luoyang headquarters was as dark as pitch, as if there was no end to the night.


  “Isn’t it already dawn?” Mergen wondered aloud.


  A-Tai was also up. Stepping outside, he spotted Wen Bin watering the flowers with a jug.


  “How strange,” Wen Bin said by way of greeting. “It’s so dark out, but there’s no rain. What’s going on?”


  Black clouds swallowed the sky, plunging the world into an eternal night.


  “They’re here,” A-Tai said.


  They looked up just as a cloud of demonic energy roiled across the sky.


  Mergen leapt onto his horse and rode with A-Tai to the city’s north gate. Beyond the walls, An Lushan’s armored cavalry formed a dense mass that stretched to the horizon. A rebel messenger darted forward, drew his longbow, and shouted, “Governor of Luoyang, kneel to receive this decree—”


  A second later, an arrow arced through the air, soaring up the city wall and whistling past the sentries’ ears to bury itself in a wooden pillar on the watchtower.


  Infuriated, Mergen snatched a longbow from the ramparts. The large bow required incredible strength to draw; he nocked and let fly, the arrow streaking through the dark skies like a meteor, closing the distance of a hundred paces in an instant. The messenger had already wheeled his horse around and begun galloping away, but Mergen’s arrow was faster. It struck the man in the shoulder and sent him tumbling from his mount.


  “An ordinary human,” A-Tai noted.


  Fortunately, Mergen hadn’t used one of his nailhead arrows. Whipping around, he bellowed, “Where’s Bi Sichen?!”


  “At the south gate!” someone shouted back.


  “I’ll go take a look,” A-Tai offered, but Mergen motioned for him to stay put. Leaping from the watchtower, he flipped in midair, transforming into the gray wolf and sprinting along the city wall toward the south gate.


  The soldiers cried out in surprise as he bounded away, disappearing into the distance.


  “What incredible archery skills…”


  “Don’t even think about it,” A-Tai warned. “The Department of Exorcism won’t fight this battle for you. Now, hurry up! Heat up the oil pans and boil the water. The enemy’s about to storm the city walls, so get a move on!”


  A-Tai stood atop the watchtower with his cyclone fan in hand. The night before last, Mergen had successfully convinced him that they had no choice but to join this fight. In a way, this was also a rare opportunity for A-Tai. He hoped to one day return to Persia and restore his nation, after all. The battlefield was the stage of ordinary mortals; he needed to watch, learn, and temper himself for the fights to come.


  Meanwhile, outside the south gate, a crowd of commoners had gathered, seeking refuge in the city. The air rang with their shouts. “Let us in!”


  “The city is under attack!” Bi Sichen called from a watchtower over the gate. “Do not open the gates!”


  There were over a thousand people in the crowd, a smattering of whom were wearing sodden clothes. The rest were young men from the surrounding regions, who had come bearing sickles and other farming tools to aid in Luoyang’s defense. A large part of the rebel army consisted of foreign Hu soldiers. Given the longstanding resentment between the Hu and the Han, if An Lushan took the divine capital, his armored cavalry would surely raze the city to the ground, and the neighboring towns would be next. Yet when this volunteer militia reached the city gate, Bi Sichen refused to let them in.


  The crowd was on the verge of rioting. Bi Sichen roared, “Miscreants! They’re all vile miscreants! Keep the gates shut! We must ­prevent spies from infiltrating the city!”


  The throng of people beneath the watchtower erupted in curses.


  The sentries stepped forward, drawing their bows. At the sight of the gleaming arrowheads, everyone in the crowd scrambled back until only two figures remained. They were both soaked to the bone, with ice clinging to their robes.


  One of them called out, his voice ringing up to the city walls. “May I ask the name of the officer standing atop the watchtower?”


  “Li Jinglong?” Bi Sichen murmured in surprise.


  He wasn’t familiar with the Department of Exorcism and didn’t recognize Mergen, but he knew Li Jinglong. Having once served in the Shenwu Guard himself, Bi Sichen was well aware of the fabled Commandant Li of the Longwu Guard. After all, who in Chang’an hadn’t heard stories of the famously profligate young master?


  He called down at once, “Is that the Marquis of Yardang?! Jinglong-xiong, is that you?”


  “Hurry and open the damn gates!” Li Jinglong yelled back, furious.


  Another figure strode out onto the ramparts. Drawing his bow, he shouted, “Who goes there?”


  “Mergen!” Hongjun cried, recognizing his voice.


  “Take this, you miscreants!” Mergen laughed brightly as he released his shot, his arrow whistled toward a spot barely three steps from Li Jinglong’s feet. Before anyone could react, a throwing knife swerved through the air, cleaving the arrow in two before arcing back into Hongjun’s waiting hand.


  The south gate of Luoyang swung open, and the commoners swarmed in. Hongjun and Li Jinglong rushed to Mergen. Li Jinglong threw his arms around him, embracing him tightly. The instant they separated, Hongjun pounced, somersaulting through the air to land on Mergen’s back.


  The three of them burst into boisterous laughter. “Why are you all wet?!” Mergen exclaimed. “Did you get dunked in a river?!”


  After ambushing them on the canal and destroying their ship, the huashe had spread its wings and flown away rather than pursuing them further. Li Jinglong and Ashina Adarvan had waded ashore, then commenced dragging their fellow passengers from the river—though many had already been swept downstream.


  The trio spent a full day and night on rescue efforts before deciding that Ashina Adarvan would stay behind to continue searching for survivors along the banks while Li Jinglong and Hongjun continued north to Luoyang as quickly as possible. Li Jinglong had taken what survivors they could find with them. En route, they encountered a group of militiamen and joined forces, resulting in the crowd at the city gates.


  Hongjun had his phoenix feather, so he wasn’t cold despite being soaked through. He had worried about the situation in Luoyang all throughout their rough journey, but this sudden, long-awaited reunion with Mergen filled him with such joy that he nearly wept from happiness.


  Hongjun had spent less than ten days inside the Dragon-Quelling Tower, but he nevertheless felt a surge of warmth upon seeing Mergen. For Mergen, it had been a full year and a half outside; his excitement far outstripped his companions’.


  “I thought the two of you were still in the tower!” Mergen said, striding into the city with Hongjun on his back, as if they’d never parted. “You both made it out okay!”


  “You’ve changed,” Hongjun remarked.


  It had been over a year since they’d last seen each other. In that time, Mergen had grown thinner and more haggard, his jaw stubbled and his face lined with exhaustion.


  “It’s been a long year,” Mergen said. “Constantly exposed to the elements while traveling, and then having to deal with Lu Xu’s moods, to boot—it’s been rough going.”


  “You were injured,” Li Jinglong observed after a single glance.


  “I fell and broke my arm just before the turn of the year,” Mergen replied. “It’s not too bad.”


  The three exorcists blended into the crowd heading toward Luoyang’s main thoroughfare, the Street of Heaven. Turning to Hongjun, Mergen said, “Lu Xu’s always going on about how much he misses you. He’s been waiting for you to come back.”


  Bi Sichen was still giving orders to his troops for organizing and registering the militiamen for service. When he finished, he hurried after the three exorcists. “Jinglong-xiong! Please wait a moment!”


  Li Jinglong turned and grasped his hand, and the two of them clapped each other on the shoulder in greeting. Mergen suddenly felt a bit awkward; he hadn’t expected Bi Sichen to be so familiar with the chief. Seeing Mergen act like a completely different person, laughing and chatting with Hongjun, Bi Sichen likewise couldn’t help wondering whether this was the same man who had barked at him to kneel.


  After an uncomfortable few seconds, Hongjun hopped down from Mergen’s back so Li Jinglong could introduce them. “This is your saozi,” Li Jinglong said.


  Bi Sichen promptly nodded to Mergen: “Greetings, Saozi.”


  Mergen blinked.


  “I meant him!” Li Jinglong yanked Hongjun forward. Bi Sichen hastily apologized before cupping his hands and bowing toward Hongjun.


  Mouth twitching, Mergen turned to Li Jinglong. “I’ll take Hongjun back to department headquarters. You can meet us later.”


  Li Jinglong nodded. Mergen shooed Hongjun into a narrow alley. Moments later, a gray wolf leapt onto the rooftops with Hongjun on its back and loped away.


  Bi Sichen might not excel at leading a besieged city, but he was reasonably adept at reading people. He knew Li Jinglong hailed from a military family, and that before rumors had surfaced about him fooling around with his subordinates, he had earned commendations at every large-scale review conducted during his tenure in the Longwu Guard. He had even won the crown prince’s favor during the autumn hunt at Mount Li. On top of all of that, his cousin Feng Changqing had rendered outstanding service to the nation.


  Now, Li Jinglong and the young man in his company had arrived in Luoyang at this key moment—why else would they have come, except to reinforce the city’s defenses?


  “Jinglong-xiong,” Bi Sichen began. “The city currently has—”


  “This is outside my purview. Sichen, you have to lead the troops yourself.”


  “Didn’t His Majesty order you to…?”


  “No.”


  “But are the rebels…?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Is General Feng Changqing on his way then?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  Yet again, Li Jinglong flatly rebuffed Bi Sichen, who stopped and stared at him.


  “This isn’t fair!” Bi Sichen protested, practically buzzing with anxiety. “How am I supposed to defend Luoyang? Yang Guozhong sent me here to die!”


  “Bi Sichen, your nation is in crisis!” Li Jinglong snapped. “What kind of talk is this?!”


  “Jinglong-xiong, why don’t you take command, and I’ll serve as your deputy?” Bi Sichen pleaded.


  “No,” Li Jinglong said. “I didn’t come here to fight your battles. Didn’t you hear what I said?”


  After a long silence, Bi Sichen nodded, visibly deflated. “Very well.”


  “I’ll be staying at the Luoyang Department of Exorcism,” Li Jinglong said. “If necessary, you can come find me there to discuss anything you need.”


  “Can Luoyang be defended?” Bi Sichen asked at last.


  Maybe he’d asked a pointless question. If Luoyang couldn’t be defended, why would Li Jinglong come? But he desperately wanted to hear Li Jinglong promise that Feng Changqing’s reinforcements would arrive in time, and that Luoyang would be safe.


  “It cannot,” Li Jinglong answered.


  Bi Sichen fell silent again. He never imagined he would hear such a reply.


  “Even so, will you still defend it to the death?” Li Jinglong asked solemnly.


  Bi Sichen was trembling, but in the end, he nodded.


  “The Department of Exorcism will stand with you.”


  “Are you guys going to…?”


  “We have a secret mission,” Li Jinglong said. “Everyone has their own mess to deal with. Let’s try to be considerate of each other.”


  Ahead of them, a commotion broke out in the street. A messenger rushed over, shouting, “Enemy attack! The rebels are attacking the city!”


  “Go,” Li Jinglong said. “Time to get to work. I have to get back to my duties too.”


  He pushed through the crowd without a backward glance, heading for the Department of Exorcism.


   


  A-Tai stood high atop the city walls. An Lushan’s forces had swept through Hebei without encountering the slightest resistance—every major city in their path had surrendered at the first clash, cowering at the mere mention of the rebel army. Now that they had reached the walls of Luoyang, An Lushan’s troops halted their march and began a full-scale assault on the city.


  The rebel army was a hundred thousand strong. Demonic mist rose in dark clouds that roiled in the wake of their main formation. Their infantry consisted entirely of Great Tang soldiers, while the cavalry at the heart of the formation contained men from foreign peoples like the Shiwei and Khitan. Finally, the rear guard was composed primarily of craftsmen and forced laborers brought along to support the army.


  It was A-Tai’s first time witnessing a siege on such a scale, and he couldn’t help being stunned by the sight. When Persia, the Tajik empire, and Tokharistan had clashed in battle, twenty thousand Immortals of the Persian army had fought fiercely against twelve thousand cavalrymen, and the corpses had piled up to the sky. Yet here, at the height of the Tang dynasty, a hundred thousand troops had been deployed at once in an awesome display of military might.


  “Stand ready to defend the city!” A-Tai shouted. “Where is your commander?”


  “We’ll follow your lead!” a garrison captain replied.


  A-Tai was stunned into silence. What’s that supposed to mean? They want me to be their commander?!


  The captains all looked at A-Tai. “Then…” A-Tai hesitated. “Move the oil pans over here? And tell the archers to hold their shots—wait until the enemy comes closer!”


  Outside, the war drums had begun their thunderous beat. It had been many years since the Tang forces of the Central Plains were tested in battle. The city of Luoyang hadn’t heard battle drums outside its walls for well over a century, since the Li family established the Tang dynasty. To these soldiers, the art of siege and defense existed only in theory—how many here truly knew how to put that theory into practice?




  Chapter 144:
Reunion and Reminiscence


   


  WHEN HONGJUN REACHED the Department of Exorcism, Lu Xu was in the middle of brushing his teeth. Spotting Hongjun, he charged him, knocking him flat on the floor and spraying a mouthful of foam all over his face. From Hongjun’s perspective, he had only been gone ten days, but to Lu Xu, a year and a half had passed. Lu Xu almost burst into tears on the spot.


  Both rushed to speak, their words jumbling together so neither could make out what the other was saying. At last Hongjun broke down laughing and pinned Lu Xu to the floor, the two of them rolling around the room.


  “You’re back just in time,” Lu Xu exclaimed. “Where are the chief, Yongsi-ge, and Adarvan-ge?”


  “They’ll be here soon,” Hongjun explained. “When we were in the Dragon-Quelling Tower—”


  “Shut up,” Lu Xu cut him off. “Listen to me first.”


  “All right, all right.” Hongjun dragged a little folding chair over and set his elbows on the seat, listening with keen interest as Lu Xu recounted the events of the past year and a half. Lu Xu rambled his way through his tale, telling Hongjun everything as it came to him in a confused rush, yet Hongjun listened with rapt attention.


  “You found Zhao Zilong?!” Hongjun nearly jumped to his feet when Lu Xu got to the carp yao. After he heard the rest of the story, though, his face fell.


  “I see.” After a moment of thought, he said, “So he followed An Lushan’s army south?”


  Lu Xu spread his hands helplessly; he and Mergen hadn’t returned to You Prefecture after that, so he couldn’t say.


  When he learned Mergen had broken his arm during their escape from Fanyang, Hongjun got up to check on him with Lu Xu in tow. They found Mergen sitting beneath the eaves of the open-air corridor, looking up at the writhing black energy shrouding the sky.


  “I’m fine,” Mergen said, smiling as he ruffled Hongjun’s hair.


  “Aren’t you going to fetch A-Tai?” Lu Xu asked.


  “I’m about to head out now,” Mergen said. “Turandokht went to the market to buy some food. You two stay and keep watch here. We’ll have a proper meal tonight now that we’re finally reunited.”


  “So what happened after that?” Hongjun asked curiously once Mergen was gone.


  After Lu Xu and Mergen had escaped You Prefecture, the yaoguai pursuing them had remained hot on their tail. An Lushan had dispatched an elite force to hunt them down, so Lu Xu had done his best to treat Mergen’s wounds on the run. Their chaotic flight had eventually landed them in the Taihang Mountains, where a flock of birds had suddenly descended on An Lushan’s yao troops.


  “That must have been Chong Ming!” Hongjun exclaimed.


  Lu Xu had never met Hongjun’s adoptive father. “The birds were led by a tall shirtless man wearing long trousers, with skin darker than the big wolf’s,” he said. “Is that him?”


  “Ah, no. That’s Qing Xiong,” Hongjun corrected himself. “What did he say?”


  “He told us to stay in the Taihang Mountains to recuperate and send a letter to Chang’an instead of traveling back in person,” Lu Xu said. “The big wolf wouldn’t listen. We rested at the foot of the mountains for less than a month before leaving again.”


  Mergen and Lu Xu had returned to Chang’an, where Mergen sought out the crown prince Li Heng to report on the burgeoning rebellion in the northwest. By then, it was nearly the fourth month. Li Heng had brought Mergen into the palace with all speed for an audience with Li Longji, where they found that Yang Guozhong had already retaken his former place at Li Longji’s side.


  Hongjun’s mouth dropped open.


  “There was nothing Li Guinian could do,” Lu Xu explained. “There wasn’t a trace of yao energy on him, and he claimed to have forgotten everything that happened before.”


  Mergen had repeatedly tested him, and even snuck into Yang Guozhong’s residence one night, intending to eliminate him once and for all. Lu Xu had barely managed to talk him out of it. The situation was too delicate, and the stakes were too high. If they killed Yang Guozhong without a crystal-clear justification, the Department of Exorcism would bear the sole blame.


  “The big wolf said Xie Yu wouldn’t give up so easily, and that he might still be hiding somewhere in Chang’an,” Lu Xu continued. “A-Tai and Saozi had returned by then, so we spent the next several months searching the city.”


  The four of them had returned to the Department of Exorcism and begun trying to track down Xie Yu while waiting for the court to come up with a plan to counter An Lushan. This time, however, Xie Yu had concealed himself so carefully that they could find not a single trace. It was as if he had vanished into thin air.


  Still hoping to deal with Xie Yu, Mergen had proposed a plan to lure him out, using Yang Guozhong as bait. Lu Xu entered Yang Guozhong’s dreams over and over again, but in all the time he watched him, he saw only an ordinary man. His demonic energy had been completely purged. Finally, in a desperate gamble, Mergen used a poison A-Tai had procured to place Yang Guozhong in a state of living death. Once again, in a seemingly remarkable show of patience, Xie Yu did not show himself.


  While Mergen stewed on this, A-Tai and Turandokht decided to set out to gather the remaining artifacts of Acalanatha.


  “You already know where they are?” Hongjun exclaimed.


  “We have a few guesses.” Lu Xu nodded. “A-Tai and Saozi found a secret chamber beneath the ancient waterways in Poyang Lake—that’s where Di Renjie found the Sword of Wisdom. It’s a place where the earthly meridians converge.”


  Hongjun gasped in surprise. He hadn’t yet told Lu Xu about the Yao-Binding Cord, which they had found near an ancient altar at the lowest level of the Dragon-Quelling Tower—another place where the earthly meridians converged. “Wait…that makes a lot of sense.”


  “A-Tai marked a number of locations across the Central Plains, but they hadn’t had a chance to go looking yet,” Lu Xu continued. “We were all sitting around idle, so they decided to go searching while you and the chief were still stuck in the tower. At least it gave A-Tai the opportunity to take Saozi out to see the sights.”


  A-Tai and Turandokht had departed Chang’an once more, leaving Mergen and Lu Xu behind to monitor the court and surveil Yang Guozhong. In the eighth month, Li Longji formally recalled An Lushan. Predictably, the military governor refused to come.


  “Without the sacred flame, his body could no longer withstand the demonic energy and started to rot,” Lu Xu explained.


  Instead, An Lushan had sent a silver-tongued envoy to accuse Mergen of bringing false charges against him. Mergen, for his part, had never imagined that An Lushan would resort to such a ploy. Meanwhile, unbeknownst to all of them, another envoy—sent by Li Longji to You Prefecture to investigate An Lushan in secret—­returned to court at the same time.


  This envoy submitted a report stating that no evidence of rebellion had been found. Thus, the charge of falsely accusing a high-ranking border general fell squarely on Mergen’s head. Had Li Jinglong been present, he might have been able to salvage the situation, but Mergen held a deep resentment toward Li Longji. Instead of approaching it diplomatically, he got into a heated altercation with the emperor of Great Tang.


  Hongjun gaped at Lu Xu in shock, hardly able to believe his ears. “What the hell were you guys thinking?!”


  Lu Xu spread his hands helplessly. “What could I do?”


  Li Longji was already paranoid, and Mergen was clueless when it came to navigating court politics. Meanwhile, Li Jinglong remained conspicuously absent. Between the emperor’s growing suspicions and Mergen’s inability to pacify Li Longji’s imperial temper, the tragedy of Li Jinglong’s unjust detention very nearly repeated itself, with even more disastrous results—had the emperor ordered his guards to arrest Mergen, the big wolf likely would have taken down his pursuers with a volley of arrows before fleeing with Lu Xu.


  It was only Yang Guozhong unexpectedly siding with Mergen that convinced Li Longji to drop the matter at last.


  “Did the argument really get that bad?” Hongjun asked.


  “They drew swords right there in the imperial study—what do you think?” Lu Xu said. “It’s strange, though. Why hasn’t Xie Yu made any move?”


  “What happened after that?”


  “Since then, things have been pretty boring,” Lu Xu said. “No offense to the big wolf, but we really can’t do without Li Jinglong.”


  Li Jinglong surely hadn’t expected that entering the Dragon- Quelling Tower would land them in such a thorny situation. Unfamiliar as Mergen was with such power struggles, he found himself caught in a political maelstrom. Now he knew what it was like to be Li Jinglong, met with disdain wherever he went.


  But the court ministers were not entirely made up of fools either. First, there was Feng Changqing, who had fiercely denounced An Lushan’s transgressions. Then, there was Geshu Han, who—upon returning to court to report on the fulfillment of his duties—proposed adjusting the deployment of Tang troops. The two generals jointly submitted a petition to remove An Lushan from his post as military governor. Unable to ignore the situation any longer, Li Longji at last agreed.


  As autumn gave way to winter, Mergen lost patience entirely with the inefficiency with which ordinary humans handled their affairs. With no sign of Li Jinglong, who was still within the Dragon-Quelling Tower, he became set on accompanying another imperial envoy back to You Prefecture, only to be dissuaded by Lu Xu at the last moment.


  “You did the right thing,” Hongjun said.


  “He only abandoned the idea after I threatened to leave him,” Lu Xu explained. “I guess he got tired of my nagging.”


  What could Mergen have possibly achieved by confronting An Lushan? Even if Lu Xu, A-Tai, and Turandokht had all come as well to back him up, there was no way they could defeat the heavenly demon. Lu Xu might be able to contain An Lushan with the power of dreams, but as far as they knew, only Li Jinglong, who wielded both the powers of Acalanatha and the heart lamp, could fully subdue him.


  “The big wolf didn’t really plan to eliminate the heavenly demon on his own,” Lu Xu admitted. “He just wanted to start preparing early—to fortify our defensive line, from You Prefecture on south to Luoyang and the rest of the Guanzhong region. He doesn’t want war to break out; the memories of bloodshed are too deeply etched into his mind.”


  Only Lu Xu knew the true source of Mergen’s stubbornness.


  After a moment of thought, Hongjun said, “But Jinglong saw the military reports on the way here. None of the cities have been fortified.”


  “For one simple reason,” Lu Xu replied. “There’s no money. The Yang family embezzled all the military funding.”


  Hongjun fell silent.


  Since returning to the court, Yang Guozhong had taken a step back from government affairs and instead dedicated himself to amassing wealth. The Yang family’s expenditures had grown exorbitant over the years, and Yang Guozhong had only made matters worse. Yet it was precisely these vices that made him appear all too human; no matter how closely Lu Xu and Mergen watched him, they found no evidence of deceit.


  “Soon after, we received news of rebellion in the north,” Lu Xu continued. “We sent word to A-Tai, then came straight to Luoyang.”


  By the end of Lu Xu’s tale, Hongjun felt as though he had stepped out of the Dragon-Quelling Tower into a different age. “At least Jinglong’s out of the tower now,” he managed at last.


  Lu Xu sighed. “Yeah, there’s finally someone else who can worry about all these things.”


  They both wore identical expressions of relief, as if some heavy burden had been lifted from them. Surviving in this world was no easy task when you lacked the smarts…


  “Well, in any case, congratulations,” Hongjun offered.


  Lu Xu was perplexed. “On what?”


  “On finally getting together with Mergen,” Hongjun said with a smile.


  Lu Xu was momentarily speechless. “Would you believe me if I said we’re not?”


  Hongjun was shocked. “But didn’t you guys…do it already?”


  “Even if we have, that doesn’t mean we’re together.”


  Truth be told, Lu Xu had no idea how to define his relationship with Mergen. Ever since Mergen’s undercover mission, their interactions had been shrouded in ambiguity. Mergen seemed eager to seize any opportunity to bend Lu Xu over, yet he never said a thing about love.


  When they’d first started traveling together, they almost always stayed in separate rooms, and on the occasions they didn’t, they slept in separate beds.


  On their journey north from Hang Prefecture, there had come a day when Mergen couldn’t hold back any longer and made his way into Lu Xu’s bed. Lu Xu couldn’t deny that he’d been rather fascinated by how it’d felt as well, so he’d put up only a half-hearted resistance before accepting Mergen’s advances.


  In the days that followed, whenever Mergen had the urge, he’d show up at Lu Xu’s door. And after each tryst, the two of them would continue with their journey as if nothing had happened.


  Hongjun stared at him, incredulity emblazoned across his face.


  “If he won’t say anything, then I won’t either,” Lu Xu said expressionlessly. “He was just here last night.”


  “Do you guys kiss?” Hongjun asked.


  “Of course.”


  “Don’t you ever talk about staying together?”


  “No.”


  “How is that even possible?!”


  “We’re both men,” Lu Xu said with a shrug. “Why kill the mood by crying about feelings? And it’s not like either of us can get pregnant.”


  He did have a point. Men couldn’t marry men, and it wasn’t like they’d promised themselves to each other for a lifetime. Still, Hongjun didn’t think it was right. If Li Jinglong acted the way Mergen did, he would probably hate him.


  “Actually, I prefer it this way,” Lu Xu said.


  He and Mergen were like two beasts born in the wild: They spent their time hunting for food and roaming the earth. When desire arose, they satisfied it, and once sated, neither of them mentioned it again.


  Hongjun recalled how stubborn Mergen had been the last time they talked, over a year ago. He’d never expected him to hold out for so long. “I guess it does seem kind of exciting,” he conceded, slowly digesting Lu Xu’s perspective. “But don’t you love him?”


  Lu Xu fell silent, and they stared at each other quietly for a moment. “It is pretty exciting. I’ve learned lots of new tricks.”


  Hongjun eyed him dubiously. “What sorts of tricks?”


  Lu Xu leaned over and began to whisper into Hongjun’s ear. Hongjun’s cheeks heated as he listened, and soon they were gesticulating wildly again.


  “To be honest, I want to tie the chief up,” Hongjun admitted. “He’d probably like it if I took the initiative.”
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  “Next time, I want to tie the big wolf up and fuck him,” Lu Xu declared. “As for you, you should try blindfolding the chief…”


  Hongjun swallowed hard, his heart beating faster as he imagined Li Jinglong bound and blindfolded, utterly overwhelmed with pleasure. He had never taken Li Jinglong before. Li Jinglong was a very considerate lover, skilled with both hands and mouth, but nevertheless, Hongjun felt the restless urge to try something new.


  “Should we really be talking about this?” he asked.


  “Li Jinglong would definitely do it if you asked,” Lu Xu said. “He’d do anything. The big wolf is another story. I’d have to tie him up.”


  “But wouldn’t he be mad?”


  “Why should he?” Lu Xu asked. “I never get mad. It wouldn’t be fair if he did.”


  He had a point, Hongjun thought.


  “I’ll teach you,” Lu Xu added. “There are plenty of other ways to play…”


  Mergen had done all sorts of things with Lu Xu, so he had become something of an expert in these matters. Hongjun shared some of his own discoveries in return. After comparing notes at length, Lu Xu declared, “That’s enough! I can’t take it anymore!”


  “Don’t go using me as your test subject now,” Hongjun said hastily, spotting the strange gleam in Lu Xu’s eyes.


  A deafening explosion cut off Lu Xu’s reply. A fireball landed in the courtyard, splashing flames everywhere.


  “What was that?!” Hongjun yelped, still caught up in their conversation.


  Lu Xu jumped up. “The rebels are attacking the city!”


  They hurried out just in time to see an oil-filled pot strike the roof of the Department of Exorcism and ignite a raging inferno. Hongjun scrambled for the water bucket, but Lu Xu shouted, “Stop! It’s no use!”


  He grabbed Hongjun and dragged him toward the exit. “Is anyone else here?” Hongjun cried out.


  Only then did Lu Xu remember that Wen Bin and Xiangyu were still inside the Department of Exorcism. Xiangyu burst out of her room and screamed in horror. “The flowers!”


  Fire licked at Wen Bin’s robes as he rushed to rescue the peonies. Hongjun unleashed his pentacolor sacred light, deflecting the barrage of flaming pots, one after another.




  Chapter 145:
Defending the Streets


   


  OUTSIDE THE CITY GATES, the rebel forces swarmed the walls. As night fell, thousands of pots of burning oil hurtled into Luoyang like fiery meteors, engulfing the northern quarter of the city in a sea of flames. Even when A-Tai ordered his men to pour burning oil down the walls, the enemy persisted in scaling the ramparts.


  “My wife is still in the city!” A-Tai shouted. “Handle this yourselves! I have to go!”


  “You can’t!” a soldier cried out.


  “Don’t go!”


  “Ay, no way, you can’t be serious!” A-Tai was utterly speechless. The great eastern capital of Luoyang was under attack by An Lushan’s rebel army, yet not a single general had come to defend the city. Instead, it had fallen to him—a foreigner—to give orders. This was absurd!


  The enemy rolled a bronze battering ram packed with charcoal up to the city walls and began to drive it into the city gates, which groaned loudly. Inside the city, soldiers rushed forward, desperately bracing themselves against the other side of the gate to keep the enemy out.


  The soldiers turned to A-Tai. “Hey! You! What do we do?!”


  A-Tai gaped at them. He had never defended a city before. “Stand firm!” he shouted back. “Hold the gate at all costs!”


  To think that a battering ram I could blow away with a single wave of my fan would be so troublesome, he lamented. But this great battlefield had already given him a better understanding of what life and death—victory and defeat—meant to ordinary people like these men.


  Mergen’s shout cut through the chaos: “A-Tai! Give me a boost!”


  “Out of the way!” A-Tai hollered at the soldiers around him. Spinning, he flicked open his cyclone fan and whipped it in Mergen’s direction. A gust of wind surged up from the ground, propelling Mergen into the air.


  Mergen drew his bow; as he flew past the watchtowers, he released his shot. The first arrow struck the hinge of the battering ram, shattering one of its pins. As he twisted through the air, he released three more arrows in rapid succession. With three sharp thwacks, the hinges securing the battering ram to its wooden frame snapped one by one, and the three-thousand-pound bronze monster crashed to the ground with an earth-shattering thud, smashing the makeshift wooden bridge over the moat to pieces.


  “Retreat!” Mergen barked at A-Tai. “The chief’s back!”


  After the mayhem on the city walls, this was the best news A-Tai had heard all day—yet the instant he turned, he saw the soldiers around him retreating like the outrushing tide.


  “I wasn’t talking to you!” Mergen snapped at them. “Bi Sichen’s on his way! Hold the gate!”


  The battle cries outside of the city rose in pitch as a fresh group of Luoyang’s soldiers rushed onto the ramparts, where they fired arrows and dumped flaming oil on their enemies below. Reinforcements had arrived from within the city.


  “Hold steady!” Bi Sichen bellowed. “We fight to the death!”


  The two exorcists at last breathed a sigh of relief and seized their chance to slip away.


  “What did you say just now?” A-Tai hadn’t quite caught Mergen’s last few words.


  Mergen shifted into wolf form. “Get on,” he said, his voice a low growl. “I said—there’s hope.”


  A-Tai vaulted up, and the gray wolf took off at a run, racing through deserted alleyways toward the Luoyang Department of Exorcism.


   


  Hongjun and Lu Xu stood outside, watching in silence as the Luoyang Department of Exorcism was swallowed by the conflagration. Fortunately they hadn’t stayed long enough to become attached; had it been the Chang’an Department of Exorcism—which they regarded as their home—they would have stormed out of the city to fight An Lushan to the death.


  Each of Hongjun’s immortal-slaying knives was imbued with an attribute of the four elements of lightning, fire, water, and ice. They were effective for subduing yao, but there wasn’t much they could do when it came to extinguishing flames. Nevertheless, Hongjun darted back inside and drove the ice blade into a stack of case files, using its frigid energy to protect the library with its vast collection of documents. The side rooms and main hall were already engulfed in flames.


  Wen Bin and Xiangyu had lived here the longest and felt the deepest attachment to the place. Wen Bin had already loaded all the peonies onto a cart and moved them outside, but he continued to dash about, trying to put out the fire.


  “Stop,” Xiangyu said. “Just let it burn!”


  The bitter north wind swept through Luoyang, fanning the flames until the entire street was ablaze. Pots of burning oil were still crashing over the walls, and the walls were under siege; no one bothered fighting the fire. The people scrambled to salvage what belongings they could, wailing in terror as they sought to flee the city.


  Where are Jinglong and Mergen-ge? Hongjun wondered. Why aren’t they back yet?


  Lu Xu appeared unconcerned. Transforming into the white deer, he nodded his antlered head for Hongjun to follow him.


   


  Outside the city walls, An Lushan’s army had split into two. The first group, which made up the vanguard, consisted of human soldiers, while the second, which made up the rear guard, contained the true core of the army: An Lushan’s yaoguai followers. The yao commanders watched with great curiosity as the battle between mortals raged before the city gates.


  “What a waste of food,” lamented Liang Danhuo, the painted- skin yao. “I can’t even use their skins when they get stabbed like that.”


  “Lord Mara promised to leave some for us in the city,” a bear yao named A-Zhuang responded.


  This was the same bear yao recruited by Zhao Zilong all the way back in Fanyang. As An Lushan marched south, A-Zhuang had stormed cities left and right, crushing their enemies with a single swipe of his massive claws. Several major garrison commanders had become so terrified of his fearsome reputation that they had surrendered without a fight. For his achievements, An Lushan had bestowed upon him the name An Luzhuang—allowing him to take his own surname as a mark of honor—and promoted him to commander, alongside Liang Danhuo and several other yao.


  Beside them stood a tall, lean warrior with bright, piercing, golden-pupiled eyes named Chao Yun. He observed the siege for a moment before commenting, “We won’t even have to fight. This city is finished.”


  “Don’t get too excited,” Liang Danhuo warned. “There are still exorcists in the city.”


  “Let’s head back to camp,” A-Zhuang said. “Looks like we won’t be needed today.”


  Liang Danhuo split the soldiers under their command into shifts for guard duty, and the yao army dispersed.


  Chao Yun strode across the camp and ducked into his tent. “This is exhausting,” he muttered. He sighed as he fetched some water and shed his black armor and boots. Squatting down beside the basin, he scooped water over himself, then grabbed a linen washcloth and wiped vigorously at his back and legs, which were covered in glistening snake scales.


  The carp yao pattered out at the first splash of the water. He fetched a steel wire brush and began scrubbing at Chao Yun’s back, the metal scraping against the scales with a sharp, tinny sound. “How is it out there?”


  “I saw him.” Chao Yun glanced back. “The little peacock. He doesn’t know how to swim.”


  “Is he all right?” the carp yao asked anxiously.


  “Well, he didn’t drown. I dropped him off on the shore,” Chao Yun replied. “Help me scrub my legs—that’s it, right there—and my butt too… No, no, not there!”


  Chao Yun yelped as the carp yao accidentally scraped his nether regions. He collapsed on the ground, clutching his groin.


  The carp yao frantically apologized. “That thing of yours is so long, I thought it was your leg…”


  When Chao Yun recovered enough to speak, he croaked out, “Now I understand why they kicked you out.”


  The carp yao clutched at the steel wire brush in silence; clearly, Chao Yun had struck a nerve. Sensing that he’d misspoken, Chao Yun took the brush from him. “Forget it. You can see him yourself once you enter the city.”


  “Did he ask about me?” the carp yao asked sadly.


  “No.” Chao Yun whistled as he continued scrubbing.


  “When do you attack the city?”


  “Not long now,” Chao Yun answered. “I saw the humans mobilizing the entire army earlier; they’ll breach the city walls soon enough. Once Lord Mara arrives, we’ll storm the city.”


  They were interrupted by the arrival of another yaoguai. “Sir, General Liang requests your presence.”


  “She wants me to service her again?” Chao Yun flung his washcloth aside. “Hasn’t she had enough? I was just there this morning—why not send for that bear instead?”


  “You should go,” the carp yao said. “She’s a very lonely girl.”


  Chao Yun booted the carp yao out of the tent. “You keep her company then. I need to finish my bath first. Tell her she can come to me; I’ll wait for her in bed once I’m done washing up.”


  The carp yao had no choice but to deliver the message. As he scurried through the camp, he heard the thunderous cries of a massive army and felt the earth quake beneath his feet. At the same time, a lively clamor of gongs and drums sounded behind him—An Lushan must have arrived.


  Zhao Zilong clambered to higher ground, casting his gaze toward Luoyang. The city’s gates hung wide open; the city commander had at last led his men out to engage An Lushan’s rebel forces head-on. The skies were dark, and the ground shuddered as nearly two hundred thousand soldiers clashed outside Luoyang, bathing the earth in rivers of blood.


   


  The city streets were deserted. Sitting astride the white deer, Hongjun scanned his surroundings from the peak of a roof. “Li Jinglong! Mergen!”


  The few people fleeing past them were stunned by the sight. “An immortal! An immortal has descended!”


  “An immortal has descended!”


  The white deer shook his head wordlessly.


  Hongjun sighed. “If only I really were an immortal, then I could save these people from their suffering.”


  A baby’s wail cut through the clamor of houses collapsing nearby. Fear gripped the city as pots of flaming oil continued to rain down on Luoyang, yet the sight of this handsome youth riding a celestial deer—an auspicious symbol of peace—seemed to give the fleeing civilians a glimpse of hope. They rushed toward the building Hongjun was perched on.


  Before the white deer could take flight, Hongjun laid a hand on his neck. “Let’s get down. I don’t want them to misunderstand.”


  “You want to save them?” The deer turned into a narrow alley and transformed back into Lu Xu. They leapt onto the alley wall and dropped over the other side, into an abandoned house.


  “How would I do that?” Hongjun asked. “Jinglong told me we can’t use our spiritual techniques to interfere with the battle. Unless yao get involved, we exorcists aren’t allowed to fight.”


  The baby’s cries had grown louder and more urgent. Hongjun searched room by room, until he found the child abandoned in a cradle. He scooped him up, then followed Lu Xu out the window. As they darted through residential buildings, another fireball punched through the walls of a house with a deafening crash, engulfing the building in flames. Hongjun and Lu Xu dropped to the ground and rolled away from the flaming wreck.


  “What do we do about the baby?” Hongjun asked as they ran.


  The swaddled infant in Hongjun’s arms hadn’t stopped crying. Lu Xu motioned for Hongjun to hold the baby out. He formed a seal with one hand and gently unwrapped the swaddling cloth with the other. The seal hummed softly as he pressed it into the baby’s chest, leaving a faint mark over his heart. The child immediately stopped crying and closed his eyes, drifting into peaceful slumber.


  “You always have a solution for everything,” Hongjun commented.


  “We’ll have to find someone to take him,” Lu Xu said. “We can’t bring him with us—we don’t have any milk.”


  “There’s Turandokht-saozi…”


  “She has to give birth first!” Lu Xu said, exasperated. “How do you not know this?”


  “How do you know that, then…?”


  They bickered as they sped down a narrow alleyway. More and more people emerged with their families. One woman, pulling a child along by the hand, spotted them and wailed, “My baby! My baby!”


  Hongjun held out the infant, and she rushed forward, sobbing. “Thank you! My hero! Thank you so much!”


  The woman unwrapped the swaddling clothes and checked the baby’s dudou, confirming that he was indeed her child. Lu Xu and Hongjun had no time to waste; before the woman could drop to her knees in a kowtow, her saviors were gone.


  “Li Jinglong!” After racing down several more streets, Hongjun was completely disoriented. He’d visited Luoyang once before, but with fires springing up everywhere and the whole city shrouded in darkness, he’d lost track of where he was long ago.


  “Let’s head to the main street!” Lu Xu called. “They’re probably at the north gate!”


  Another deafening crash sounded in the distance. The enemy had given up on the oil pots and was now hurling boulders into the city. As the two exorcists dashed out onto the main street, someone shouted, “The gate’s fallen! Run! Run for your lives!”


  “No way!” Hongjun exclaimed.


  The north gate of Luoyang had proved surprisingly easy to breach. The common folk in the street scattered, trampling one another in the chaos. Lu Xu and Hongjun vaulted back up onto the eaves and leapt across the rooftops, reaching the north gate just in time to see An Lushan’s rebel forces surge into the city like a school of carp crossing a river. The nearly ten thousand rebels, armed with long spears, impaled anyone who crossed their path. Those who couldn’t escape were pinned to the ground, where their lives drained away in bloody rivulets.


  Hongjun froze, trembling.


  Lu Xu seized his hand. “Don’t do anything rash!” he warned. “We need to find our people first!”


  He had served as a scout for years in Liang Prefecture, where nomadic tribes from beyond the Great Wall often slaughtered entire villages—he had witnessed far worse atrocities.


  Hongjun gasped harshly. He couldn’t bear to watch a moment longer. With a furious roar, he heaved up a splintered roof beam and leapt down onto the main avenue.


  “Hongjun!” Lu Xu cried.


  But Hongjun was fast and strong even without his spiritual power. He remembered Li Jinglong’s warning against slaughtering mortals, but his heart was choked with fury. Drawing on his martial prowess, he charged onto the street. A single sweeping strike of the massive roof beam sent the leader of the rebel cavalry crashing—horse and all—through the brick wall of the nearest building.


  Spotting a new enemy, the other cavalrymen drew their bows and let fly. Lu Xu tore off a door panel and streaked toward Hongjun like a shooting star. He brandished his makeshift shield, and the arrows thunked into the wood.


  “Hongjun!” he shouted over his shoulder. “I’ll cover you!”


  Lu Xu was furious too. Tossing the door panel aside, he dropped and rolled, snatching up a fallen bow and quiver before leaping onto the rooftop across the street, where he nocked an arrow.


  The roof beam Hongjun had picked up was over ten feet long and so thick that two men holding hands would barely span its circumference. He swung again, blocking a second volley of arrows.


  “We’re going to get scolded!” Hongjun called.


  “They can scold us all they like!” Lu Xu shot back. Drawing the bowstring, he fired arrow after arrow. Nearly all his shots hit their mark, bringing soldiers down one after another. On the street below, Hongjun raised the beam and smashed it into the charging cavalry with such force that those who weren’t knocked out or killed were thrown from their steeds.


  Together, they managed to block the full breadth of the main avenue. Hongjun’s roof beam proved formidable—the rebel cavalry had no way of getting past him—but Lu Xu’s quiver soon ran empty.


  “I’m out of arrows!” he shouted. “We gotta go!”


  More rebels were still pouring through the north gate. “We can’t!” Hongjun shouted back. “They’ll slaughter everyone in the city!”


  Lu Xu couldn’t think of what to say. This was war; of course the enemy would slaughter everyone. But Hongjun’s cry stirred something in Lu Xu. This justification for the blood and carnage he’d long grown accustomed to suddenly seemed like a paper-thin excuse, torn to shreds by Hongjun’s fury.


  “Do you know what you look like right now?” he said at last.


  Hongjun’s face was smeared with blood, yet he continued to hold his ground. “What?!”


  “You look like that monkey from the story!” Lu Xu spun, kicking tiles loose from the roof to send them pelting down on the tide of rebels like a meteor shower.


  “Huh?” Hongjun utterly failed to grasp his meaning.


  Of course Lu Xu was talking about the Monkey King from folktales—the one who had followed Great Master Xuanzang on his journey to the west, who was fearless in battle and fought only for his own pleasure.




  Chapter 146:
Fight to the Death


   


  THEY’D TAKEN ONLY HALF a breath, yet even more soldiers were streaming through the gate. Lu Xu’s eyes widened. At the clang of a watchtower bell, the enemy cavalry spurred their steeds to a gallop down the main street, the ground rumbling under their hooves.


  Hongjun gathered his strength, ready to rush over to join the line of defense, when a troop of Tang cavalry appeared behind him, charging toward the rebels. Luoyang’s main thoroughfare suddenly resembled a churning river, the two mounted forces crashing into each other like opposing floodwaters, their battle cries drowning out all other sound.


  He turned back just in time to see a dark shape tearing toward him. The mounted general leading the counterattack hefted a spear in his left hand as he reached for Hongjun with his right. In a blink, their hands caught, and Hongjun swung up onto the horse.


  “Hold on tight!” Li Jinglong shouted. “Charge!”


  Over a thousand of Luoyang’s Mounted Guard thrust their spears forward and slammed into the rebel ranks.


  Lu Xu felt a yank on his collar as the gray wolf’s teeth closed over it. Mergen had bounded across the rooftops with A-Tai on his back. He tossed Lu Xu up and over, and A-Tai hastily reached out and plucked Lu Xu down from the sky.
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  “Where’s your saozi?!” A-Tai demanded.


  “No idea!” Lu Xu answered.


  Li Jinglong swung his spear, cleaving through the enemy ranks with Hongjun secure in the saddle behind him. The Tang cavalry’s charge knocked the men and horses of both vanguards off their feet. A second wave of Tang soldiers rushed forward with blades drawn, their eyes blazing with fury.


  A whistle went up behind them. Hongjun whipped around to see Ashina Adarvan, clad in Tang armor, covering Li Jinglong’s back.


  The north gate had collapsed, and the rebels were growing in number. “Don’t use your spiritual powers! Just follow me!” Li Jinglong shouted.


  The Tang forces had already suffered terrible casualties; they couldn’t hold out much longer. Lu Xu, Mergen, and A-Tai lined up on a rooftop. While Lu Xu and Mergen loosed their arrows in rapid succession, A-Tai hurled rooftiles down at their enemies.


  “A-Tai!” Mergen bellowed.


  “I don’t know how to use a bow!” A-Tai protested. “I’m not allowed to use spiritual techniques! How am I supposed to help?”


  “Just stand there!” Lu Xu yelled. “Stop throwing tiles! Where am I supposed to stand if you throw them all away?!”


  Luoyang’s broad main avenue was like the floor of a slaughterhouse, the Tang army and the rebels hopelessly embroiled. Soldiers fell in droves, their bodies hacked to pieces as blood and flesh flew. The rebels had vowed to capture Luoyang, while the Tang soldiers were determined to drive them out, no matter the cost.


  This was Hongjun’s first time seeing Li Jinglong in full armor on the battlefield. Back in Dunhuang, when Li Jinglong had led the charge against the fallen-corpse-ghost king, Hongjun had only watched from afar. Now, seated behind him on horseback, he saw firsthand how fiercely Li Jinglong fought. Gore splattered their hands and faces as Li Jinglong grasped his spear in both hands and forged a bloody path through the enemy. Countless rebels rushed toward him, but all were cut down with a single strike.


  “We can’t hold them back any longer!” Ashina Adarvan hollered. “Chief!”


  “Marquis!” a Tang soldier shouted. “We fight to the death! No retreat!”


  “We fight to the death!” the Tang troops roared in unison.


  “We fight to the death!” Li Jinglong shouted back. “If we die, we die together!”


  Hongjun was lost for words. He turned to see the Tang forces dwindling with each clash; the rebel army seemed endless as they rushed into the city. The Tang soldiers threw themselves into the fray like moths into a flame—over a thousand had entered the battle, yet fewer than a hundred were left. And the fewer men remained on the field, the more taxing the battle became on those still standing.


  “Hongjun, knock the chief out if you have to!” Ashina Adarvan yelled. “Get him out of here!”


  Li Jinglong didn’t wait for Hongjun to reply. With a great shout, he charged into the enemy infantry’s wall of shields. The rebels had them surrounded now; they’d spread out from the city gate to flank them on the left and right, then climbed onto the rooftops to rain arrows down on the remaining Tang troops.


  “This battle is lost!” Mergen bellowed. “Let’s go!”


  An arrow struck Li Jinglong’s horse, and the animal’s front legs buckled. Hongjun dove out of the saddle, dragging Li Jinglong with him.


  It was the last of the Tang army’s warhorses. The other exorcists leapt to the ground one after another. They gathered in the street, their hair disheveled, their clothes bloodstained, and their swords drawn.


  The rebel infantry closed in on all sides, holding their shields aloft. Enemy cavalrymen emerged from behind the shield wall, their spears raised and ready to charge. Control of the street was theirs. Nearly three thousand rebels formed a ring just inside the north gate, trapping the exorcists and the hundred or so remaining Tang soldiers in its center.


  A pin-drop silence settled over the street, broken only by the rumble of dark clouds overhead.


  An enemy officer made his way through the encirclement on horseback. “Who is the commander of these troops?”


  Bi Sichen, pale-faced, rode sheepishly in the officer’s wake.


  “Li Jinglong, the Marquis of Yardang,” Li Jinglong stated. He gripped his weapon with both hands, surrounded by Tang soldiers and his fellow exorcists. “And you are?”


  “Daxi Xun,” the enemy officer replied grimly. “Marquis, it’s time to surrender. The city has fallen.”


  “Bi Sichen,” Li Jinglong said, looking past the officer. “You are an official of Great Tang, who eats from the coffers of our sovereign. You were tasked with defending Luoyang, yet you abandoned the city to surrender to the enemy. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you where you stand.”


  Bi Sichen trembled, unable to muster any words. He had led troops out of the city under the delusion that he could somehow defeat the rebels in a single, decisive strike. But in the end, he had been knocked from his horse by an arrow and captured by the enemy, to whom he’d surrendered without a fight. The rebels had brought him along as they swarmed the city. Li Jinglong glared at him furiously.


  Daxi Xun was a defector who had joined An Lushan when he’d begun his march south. He was a general with far more military experience than Li Jinglong and feared nothing from the young marquis. “I’ll give you until the count of three to surrender,” he said coldly. “One…”


  “One…” In unison, the hundred or so Tang soldiers removed their helmets and tossed them on the ground, then placed their blades against their own necks. They would rather die than surrender.


  This was the Department of Exorcism’s first time witnessing such a brutal scene. Hongjun’s heart was a tangled knot of emotions. Here, in the nation of Great Tang, some proved themselves less than dogs, surrendering after the barest struggle, while others transcended life and death, seeking to fight to the bitter end for the sake of their country.


  Li Jinglong was silent.


  “Two…” Daxi Xun said.


  Hongjun stood beside Li Jinglong, both of their bodies coiled and ready. Suddenly he felt something shoved into his hand—one of Ashina Adarvan’s throwing knives.


  “Kill him,” Lu Xu whispered. “It’s up to you now.”


  Hongjun’s immortal-slaying knives were imbued with spiritual power. He couldn’t use them here. But Ashina Adarvan’s throwing knives were not.


  “Mounted Guard of the divine capital of Luoyang and our nation of Great Tang, heed my orders!” Li Jinglong’s solemn voice rang out. “Though we face a thousand humiliations and ten thousand hardships today, with our nation in crisis, we seek not glory in death, but to survive by whatever means necessary in hopes that we will one day exact revenge for the tragedy that has unfolded today!”


  The Tang soldiers inhaled sharply as Li Jinglong drew the Sword of Wisdom and took a deep breath.


  “Three.”


  Li Jinglong’s lips parted around a single word: “Retreat.”


  Hongjun and Ashina Adarvan sprang into action. Hongjun flung his knife in an overhand throw, his fingertips slipping from the hilt and sending it spinning end over end. Ashina Adarvan flipped his into a reverse grip, blade between his fingers, and swept upward from his hip. The knife flashed with silver light as he let it fly.


  One attacked from the top and one from the bottom; the two were like yin and yang, their coordination seamless. Hongjun’s knife ripped through the air like lightning while Ashina Adarvan’s soared like a bird, both hurtling toward Daxi Xun and Bi Sichen.


  Twin flashes of white light blinded the two traitorous generals. The first knife sliced across Daxi Xun’s neck; arterial spray drenched the surrounding soldiers in blood. The second buried itself in Bi Sichen’s throat, cutting him off before he could give the order to attack. He slid off his horse to the ground.


  Pandemonium erupted. Li Jinglong roared, “Break through!”


  Both groups had been waiting for their commanders’ word; that mere moment’s delay was enough. The Tang troops’ morale soared. They turned as one to charge the enemy line.


  The exorcists cleared a bloody path, effortlessly tearing through the circle of combatants around them. With Li Jinglong in the lead, they dashed into an alleyway off the main avenue, enemy arrows raining down on them from all sides.


  “Run!” Li Jinglong barked, gripping Hongjun’s wrist to keep the chaos of battle from separating them even as his sword slashed through the rebel soldiers. Hongjun ran. He didn’t dare do anything else, lest he injure their own side in the commotion.


  “Use your pentacolor sacred light!” Li Jinglong shouted.


  “Didn’t you say not to use spiritual techniques?!”


  “It’s okay as long as we’re not attacking!”


  A wall of light burst from the ground, instantly easing the pressure of the enemies’ attacks. Though defeated, the remaining Tang troops remained disciplined as they raced after Li Jinglong through the narrow alleys, shaking off their pursuers as they made their way toward the city’s east gate. Small groups of rebel stragglers chased fleeing civilians throughout the city. The Tang troops fought off those in their path, rescuing as many as they could as they hurried toward Tianjin Bridge.


  “This way!” Li Jinglong hollered, sprinting toward the end of an alley.


  They emerged right into another band of rebel soldiers. Caught off guard, the Tang troops raised their weapons, frantically fending off the attack.


  Hongjun expanded his pentacolor sacred light to shield A-Tai as arrows rained down anew.


  “Hai mie hou bi!” A-Tai called out to Hongjun amid the chaos. “Hongjun-didi!”


  “Where’s your dagger?!” Hongjun demanded. “Why aren’t you using it?!”


  “It’s ornamental!” A-Tai cried as he ducked behind Hongjun and Li Jinglong.


  “You need to learn to use a weapon!” Li Jinglong yelled, splitting his attention between repelling their new enemies and protecting the civilians behind him.


  “I have a knight!” A-Tai protested. “What kind of priest uses weapons?”


  “Well, where’s your knight?!” Mergen asked.


  “Right here!” A-Tai dragged Ashina Adarvan forward, using him as a shield.


  Ashina Adarvan had no choice but to draw his scimitar. “Come at me!”


  He’d already lost two of his throwing knives in their first attack. He didn’t dare waste any more. Switching tactics, he dove under the rebel cavalry’s mounts and rolled, slashing at the horses’ legs. Mergen and Lu Xu hurried to back him up, firing arrows from the rear.


  The rebel steeds went down screaming as Li Jinglong led everyone onto the bridge. No sooner had they reached the other side than a ragtag band of fighters burst out of their hiding places ahead. It was the women, children, and elderly folk of Luoyang, all of them wielding washboards, rolling pins, and clothesline poles as they rushed toward the soldiers with a resounding cry.


  Leading the charge was none other than Turandokht, her eyes blazing with fury as she brandished her whip.


  Turandokht had been shopping for stewed meat in the market when she encountered a group of merchants fleeing south. They were selling their wares at rock-bottom prices, so she had lingered longer than usual, admiring the fabrics and cosmetics they had on offer. The gate had fallen while she was still in the market, so she’d had no choice but to protect the defenseless people caught there and try to lead them out of the city.


  “Stop! It’s us!” Li Jinglong shouted.


  Yanking on A-Tai’s ear, Turandokht immediately began to scold him. “Is this how you defend a city?!”


  A-Tai hastily begged for mercy. “Please forgive me, ma’am!”


  “It’s not his fault,” Li Jinglong interjected. He slid down the embankment of the river running under the bridge. “Down here! Everyone, follow me! Hurry! The enemy will be back any moment!”


  He had led them to the Galaxy, which he and Hongjun had visited once before. The exorcists and soldiers guarded the entrance to the ancient subterranean canal while the civilians streamed in past them. A full hour later, nearly a thousand people had taken refuge in the cavernous underground city.


  Li Jinglong left Tang soldiers to guard the entrance and led Hongjun and the others inside. The once-bustling markets and brothels had been deserted as their occupants fled for their lives; only a few oil lamps were left flickering. Tents of the foreigners who’d set up shop here lay trampled on the ground among a litter of upended wooden chests and spilt cosmetics.


  The civilians they had led inside gradually quieted. Every single one of them, whether seated or standing, fixed their eyes upon Li Jinglong.


  “Luoyang has fallen,” Li Jinglong announced, removing his helmet. “However, we members of the Department of Exorcism cannot leave. We will live and die with this city. My fellow citizens…please take your families and make your way to safety however you can.”


  He let his helmet fall to the ground with a clang.


  The sound seemed to break the spell of their rapid flight; the civilians burst into tears, their wails of distress echoing through the darkness of the Galaxy.


  Bi Sichen and Daxi Xun had defected to the enemy. Nearly twenty thousand loyal soldiers of Luoyang had been sacrificed on the battlefield, and the once-magnificent eastern capital was in flames, soon to be burned to the ground.


  When Hongjun stepped out of the Galaxy some time later, he cast his gaze toward the horizon. A fine drizzle had begun to fall from the leaden sky, carrying the faint scent of blood. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked wildly.


  “You’re back,” Turandokht called to him from behind.


  “I’m back,” Hongjun confirmed.


  “Thank goodness,” Turandokht said. “We’re all still alive.”


  The rims of Hongjun’s eyes reddened as he turned and pulled her into a tight hug. The two were almost of an age, yet back when they had stayed at Lanling Amber, Turandokht had seemed like everyone’s older sister, caring for them like family. It felt like a lifetime had passed since they’d last seen each other.


  A-Tai strode over and patted Hongjun on the head.


  A distance away, Li Jinglong was relaying his orders to the remaining troops: They were to guide the civilians toward the Galaxy’s other entrance at the end of the street and from there escort them to safety.


  “Once you reach the reservoir, head southeast,” Li Jinglong said. “Be careful at the exit—it’s close to the south gate. Our enemies probably don’t control it yet, so if you hurry, you can get out in time.”


  The Tang soldiers remained silent, seemingly reluctant to disperse.


  “Go,” Li Jinglong said. “That’s an order.”


  “What about you, sir?” one asked.


  “This is no longer your battlefield.” Fearing the Tang soldiers would try to sacrifice themselves to defend the city, Li Jinglong added, “Your duty now is to escort these civilians to Chang’an—” He stopped, recalling that martial law would demand these men be executed for abandoning their posts if they set foot in the capital. “Escort them to the outskirts of Chang’an and send them into the city, then wait for me at the foot of Mount Li. I will give you further orders when I arrive.”


  The Tang soldiers got to work helping the civilians evacuate as quickly as possible, whether that meant merely offering them a hand or physically carrying them out of the city. Once the rebels seized control of Luoyang and sealed the gates, they would lose their only chance to escape.




  Chapter 147:
Best of Both Worlds


   


  AS THE CROWD OF CIVILIANS thinned, a girl made her way over to bid Turandokht farewell. Many of the people here were Hu men and women who had been bought and sold in Luoyang. In fact, Hongjun had recognized several young men who had solicited him during his first visit to the Galaxy.


  A-Tai and Turandokht had already spoken to the Hu folk. Since they had been abandoned in the dying city, they should reclaim their freedom. A-Tai had sketched a simple map on the ground; from here, they could cross the Guanzhong Plain and return home.


  Now, these Hu men and women came to kneel before A-Tai one after another. Standing with Ashina Adarvan and Turandokht, A-Tai formed his hands into the shape of a soaring flame and began to recite scripture—a Zoroastrian prayer to guide the departed souls of their fallen comrades and beg Ahura Mazda’s protection. The lamplight lengthened their shadows as the Hu folk prayed along with him. Finally, leaning on each other for support, they took their leave of the Galaxy.


  Exhausted from battle, everyone followed Li Jinglong to the small tavern where Hongjun had once met Li Bai. Li Jinglong collapsed against Hongjun with a heavy thud. In his armor, he weighed nearly three hundred pounds.


  “Except for Yongsi, everyone is present and accounted for,” he mumbled.


  Hongjun and Lu Xu lit the lamps on the second floor, the hazy interplay of light and shadow transforming the tavern into a dreamscape.


  The others followed them up and settled in to rest. Mergen sat with one leg drawn up, elbow propped on his knee as he leaned against the tavern railing, gazing out at the desolate expanse of the Galaxy. The opulent splendor of the past had vanished without a trace.


  “I thought about our reunion countless times while waiting for you guys,” Mergen said. “But I never imagined it would happen today, in a place like this.”


  “I suppose I really should learn how to use a weapon,” A-Tai quipped.


  “Weren’t you the one who insisted I go into the tower with the chief?” Ashina Adarvan asked, exasperated.


  Everyone burst into laughter. Hongjun beamed, inexplicably happy.


  “For some reason, the ceiling here makes me miss Lanling Amber,” Li Jinglong mused.


  Always a stickler for cleanliness, Turandokht had set to wiping down the table with a discarded cloth. “What’s there to miss? Didn’t you all complain my cooking was too salty?” she asked as she worked.


  “I miss your cooking,” Hongjun said with a smile.


  “And your house wine,” Mergen chimed in.


  “And the snacks you served with it,” Li Jinglong added. He gathered the last dregs of his strength and began stripping off his armor, piece by piece. Tossing his pauldrons and bracers aside, he added, “Let’s go take a look around and see if there’s any wine left.”


  “I saw two jars downstairs,” Lu Xu offered. “Should we bring them up?”


  “Yes!” everyone chorused. Turandokht still had the food she’d bought at the market, so they set out a few plates while Lu Xu dug up some cups and filled them.


  “Bottoms up!” Li Jinglong declared.


  Everyone raised their cups and drained the contents to celebrate their reunion.


  “To Yongsi,” Li Jinglong continued.


  The group refilled their cups and drank again. When they finished, Li Jinglong said, “And to Zhao Zilong, wherever he may be.”


  Laughter erupted once more as everyone tossed back their third round. Recalling what Lu Xu had said about the carp yao, Hongjun couldn’t help but sigh. How was Zhao Zilong faring, so far away in You Prefecture?


  “You’ve all worked hard this time,” Li Jinglong said. “Once we’ve completed this final mission, the world will truly be at peace.”


  “You always say it’s the final mission, but have we ever actually achieved world peace?” Mergen asked.


  “Don’t jinx us!” Lu Xu scolded.


  The others promptly chimed in to agree, demanding that Mergen down another cup as punishment. Scratching his head, Mergen had no choice but to drink.


  “It’s because I’m so unlucky,” Li Jinglong said. “My misfortune drags all of you down with me. I can’t help it.”


  “No. But I feel like this really is the last time,” Hongjun interjected.


  When Li Jinglong called it their final mission, he meant that if they could successfully ambush An Lushan, this ordeal of defeating the heavenly demon might finally come to an end. Yet despite the meticulous planning that had gone into their previous attack on An Lushan, they’d been thwarted by unforeseen complications, and in the end had failed to subdue him.


  “I may be unlucky,” Li Jinglong continued, “but we did succeed in weakening him a year and a half ago. An Lushan is running out of time. Without the sacred fire protecting him, we have a real shot at defeating him.”


   


  FOURTEENTH YEAR OF TIANBAO,
TWELFTH DAY OF THE TWELFTH MONTH.


  Incident: Defeat the Heavenly Demon.


  Degree of Difficulty: Heaven.


  Location: Luoyang.


  Person(s) Involved: An Lushan (Heavenly Demon).


  Case Details: On the ninth day of the eleventh month, An Lushan, in alliance with Shi Siming, rebelled against the throne. Rebel forces captured numerous cities and towns throughout Hebei before advancing into Henan and marching south. On the twelfth day of the twelfth month, imperial envoy Bi Sichen surrendered to the enemy, leading to the fall of Luoyang. As An Lushan prepares to take over Luoyang, all members of the Department of Demonic Exorcism must hereby exert every effort to exorcise the heavenly demon.


  Remuneration: A thousand years of peace in the mortal realm.


   


  Here we go again, everyone thought. Please don’t let there be a third time.


  Li Jinglong dipped his finger in the wine and sketched a map on the tabletop. “After the heavenly demon fled a year and a half ago, we knew pursuing him to You Prefecture wasn’t the best strategy. We had to lure him away from his stronghold before engaging him in battle. In a way, our plan worked.”


  Mergen tossed the department seal and token of authority back to Li Jinglong, who caught them. “We lost because we weren’t ready to ambush him a second time on the banks of the Yellow River as he fled.”


  Li Jinglong sighed heavily. “It couldn’t be helped.”


  “What’s our plan?” Hongjun asked.


  He rarely paid attention during strategy meetings, but he couldn’t afford to be ignorant anymore. After he had watched Li Jinglong ignite his soul the night they’d fought Xie Yu and An Lushan at Daming Palace, Hongjun didn’t dare leave him to his own devices.


  “Here’s what I’m thinking,” Li Jinglong said. “Remember the day we fought two of the four cardinal vices in that cavern with the earthly meridians? When we rescued the divine kun?”


  Of course Hongjun remembered.


  “The energy contained within the earthly meridians can be harnessed by humans,” Li Jinglong continued. “That day, I followed the divine kun’s instructions and briefly borrowed that energy.”


  “But the energy is too powerful.” Lu Xu glanced at Mergen before turning back to Li Jinglong. “Your meridians won’t be able to withstand it.”


  “My heart meridian is protected by the heart lamp,” Li Jinglong explained. “Plus, I’ve done it once before. The seven heavenly landmarks of Luoyang are connected to the earthly meridians that run under the city. If I tap into them, I can gain access to immense power.”


  “You’re going to manifest a god again?” Hongjun frowned.


  “It’s the only way,” Li Jinglong said. “As long as my heart meridian is protected, I won’t die. If nothing else, it’s better than igniting my true essence, isn’t it?”


  Out of all of them, Hongjun was the most knowledgeable about medicine. He knew exactly what Li Jinglong’s plan would entail. The energy of the earthly meridians, once channeled into his body, would push Li Jinglong’s cultivation and power to unimaginable heights—but it would shatter his meridians in the process. What if, after all that, he still couldn’t exorcise the heavenly demon?


  Hongjun rounded on him. “Do you understand what you’re saying? It doesn’t matter how briefly you harness that energy, your meridians won’t be able to withstand it. They’ll be scorched clean! You’ll be permanently disabled—you’ll never practice martial arts again! Even walking will be a challenge!”


  “Meridians can be repaired,” Li Jinglong replied.


  Hongjun fell silent, his brow deeply furrowed. Anger flickered in his eyes.


  “I’ll do it,” Mergen said. “The gray wolf is half yao. I can handle it.”


  “No!” Lu Xu protested at once. “It would be even more dangerous for you!”


  Hongjun and Li Jinglong regarded each other in silence. Li Jinglong said, “Your father can use the power of the phoenix to reconstruct meridians, correct?”


  “Yes,” Hongjun admitted. “But it’s a very long process.”


  “I’ll be fine,” Li Jinglong said. “The heavenly demon is already weak, and the battle at Daming Palace proved that as long as I have enough power, I can summon a god. It’ll work.”


  “But you can’t summon Acalanatha,” Hongjun countered.


  “Dipamkara will suffice,” Li Jinglong said.


  “It’s too dangerous,” Hongjun protested, his mind in turmoil. He refused to let Li Jinglong do something so reckless.


  “Well, don’t just sit there.” Li Jinglong smiled at the others. “Help me convince him. When I’m bedridden after all this, he’ll be the one who has to take care of me.”


  At these words, the others all looked away. Everyone was aware of the depth of Hongjun and Li Jinglong’s feelings for each other. The price Li Jinglong would pay to fulfill this mission was enormous—how could they bring themselves to say anything at all?


  “If I could, I would go in your place,” Ashina Adarvan said at last.


  Only Li Jinglong’s heart lamp had the power to restrain the heavenly demon. They truly had no other choice.


  “How long will it take to repair his meridians?” A-Tai asked. “There might be some medicinal herbs in the Western Regions that could help.”


  “At minimum, three years.” Rising to his feet, Hongjun went to the railing and gazed out. He murmured softly, “At most, a lifetime.”


  “Hongjun, look,” Li Jinglong began. “I promised you we would be together for the rest of our lives. But you have to understand—there are times when you can’t have the best of both worlds. Look at Luoyang now and think of what will happen to Chang’an if we don’t do this. I feel…that it’s worth it.”


  Li Jinglong’s voice was calm in the silence in the tavern.


  “Is there really no other way?” Turandokht asked.


  Hongjun knew Li Jinglong was confident he could persuade him, because at this point, they had no other choice. He glanced back at Li Jinglong, who offered him a faint smile, his steady gaze filled with love.


  They watched each other quietly across the distance of the room.


  Sensing that they needed some privacy, the others rose to excuse themselves.


  “Hang on,” Li Jinglong said. “Let me give you all a little something first. I’ve been a terrible boss. I promised you a holiday, only for our plans to be ruined by Xie Yu at the Dragon-Quelling Tower, and now that we’re back, we’ve barely had time to catch our breath before being thrown into another battle. Consider this compensation.”


  He set four gleaming dragon scales on the table. Everyone gasped in surprise.


  “What are these?!” Lu Xu exclaimed.


  They were the scales given to Li Jinglong by the five dragon kings of the Dragon-Quelling Tower, minus the one he’d left with Qiu Yongsi. After explaining their significance, Li Jinglong pushed one toward A-Tai. “This one’s for you and Turandokht, since you’re a family.”


  A-Tai examined the scale. “Can I really summon a dragon with this thing?”


  “Infuse it with spiritual power and burn it,” Li Jinglong said. “But you mustn’t try it on a whim. This one’s for you, Ashina Adarvan.”


  Ashina Adarvan accepted the scale, carefully tucking it away.


  Li Jinglong handed a third to Mergen. “This one’s for you and Xiao-Lu, since you two are a couple.”


  “How are we a couple?” Lu Xu protested.


  Everyone stared at them.


  “Are you kidding me?” Ashina Adarvan exclaimed. “You two still aren’t together?! How long has it been?!”


  The atmosphere immediately turned awkward.


  “Ignore him,” Mergen said at last. “He’s just sulking.”


  “Hey!” Lu Xu snapped. “Who’s sulking?!”


  Seeing that there was no extricating himself from this embarrassing predicament, Mergen shoved the scale into his hand. “Here, you take it. Keep it safe. I’m going for a walk.”


  He strode off without looking back. Lu Xu held the dragon scale with a frozen expression, his eyes glassy, as if tears might start falling at any moment.


  No way! Is he going to cry?! Hongjun promptly forgot about his own troubles and tried to change the subject. But to his surprise, Lu Xu marched over to the railing and flung the dragon scale down.


  Mergen had only just stepped out the door when he felt a blast of wind whipping toward him. He spun, and the dragon scale sliced across his cheek, its bladelike edges leaving a bloody gash.


  “You wanna die?!” Mergen raged as he snatched the dragon scale out of the air.


  Everyone stared at Lu Xu, the atmosphere thick with tension.


  There’s just no end to your arguing, Li Jinglong thought. Things have already come to this point, yet here you are still sniping at each other.


  “I gave Yongsi his before we left,” he said aloud, breaking the silence. “As for the last one, I’m giving it to Hongjun.”


  Hongjun stepped forward to take it. For him and Li Jinglong, who had already declared their intent to live and die together, sharing the dragon scale was nothing special. He raised an eyebrow at Li Jinglong, a question in his eyes. Li Jinglong instantly grasped his meaning and nodded.


  Hongjun handed the final dragon scale to Lu Xu. “Here—you can have mine.”


  Lu Xu shook his head, refusing to take it. He stepped onto the railing and flipped onto the roof.


  “Lu Xu!” Hongjun cried. He leaned over the railing to see where Lu Xu had gone while the others dispersed.


  “Want me to look for him with you?” Li Jinglong asked.


  “I’ll give him some space for now,” Hongjun replied after a moment of thought.


  Li Jinglong generally never commented on his subordinates’ love lives. He didn’t act as a go-between or talk them through their problems, leaving them to resolve their issues by themselves. “Come massage Gege’s shoulders,” he said. “I’m beat.”


  After witnessing Mergen and Lu Xu’s tiff, Hongjun was suddenly struck by how wonderful Li Jinglong was. Since getting together, they had hardly ever quarreled. Yet for some reason, Mergen and Lu Xu were the exact opposite, always coming up with new ways to torture each other. “I love you so much,” he said.


  “I know—I’ve always known,” Li Jinglong replied. He sat down on the bed, wearing only an unlined robe, his hair loose around his shoulders. After the wine, his body radiated warmth and the light scent of alcohol. “It’s what your eyes say whenever you look at me.”


  Sighing, Hongjun sank down cross-legged beside him, pulling Li Jinglong’s arm into his lap and massaging his shoulder.


  Li Jinglong rotated his right arm a few times. “Ever since I was bitten by Xie Yu’s soul, this arm gets tired faster.”


  “Your archery’s as sharp as ever.”


  “It’s been ages since I last shot an arrow. Help me clean up.”


  Hongjun fetched some water from the well. They were both covered in blood and sweat after the battle. Li Jinglong stripped naked to allow Hongjun to wipe him down. As Hongjun ran the damp cloth over Li Jinglong’s sinewy muscles, he couldn’t help but wrap his arms around his waist, resting his cheek against Li Jinglong’s broad back.


  “Once this battle is over, I might be bedridden for two or three years,” Li Jinglong teased. “You’ll have your chance to have your way with me then.”


  Hongjun made no response as he knelt to wash him from hips to ankles, as if serving a god who was about to set himself ablaze to light the world.


  “You can do as you like with me,” Li Jinglong chuckled. “I bet you won’t be able to resist ravishing me.” He winked mischievously.


  Hongjun laughed. For some reason, he recalled the future Yuan Kun had shown him. He still had no idea why he had witnessed that particular scene.


  “Let me do this,” Li Jinglong said.


  “If I say no, will you listen?”


  “If you were anyone else, I might. But this isn’t just for the sake of Luoyang and Chang’an—it’s for your sake too. To pay such a price so we can be together for the rest of our lives… It’s worth it.”


  Hongjun understood what he meant. Li Jinglong sought to eliminate not only An Lushan, but also Mara—to eradicate the curse that had haunted Hongjun for so many years and banish it from their lives, once and for all.


  “Promise me you’ll live,” Hongjun said, “or I’ll become a demon and wreak havoc on the Divine Land you tried so hard to protect, until its rivers run red with blood.”


  “You wouldn’t,” Li Jinglong said with a smile. “You’re just trying to threaten me. Come on, get up.”


  Once Hongjun finished washing him, Li Jinglong said, “Strip.”


  This time, it was Li Jinglong’s turn to dress and fetch water to rinse Hongjun clean. Hongjun closed his eyes, shivering as the cold, damp cloth brushed over his skin.


  “I promise I’ll come back alive,” Li Jinglong said. “And no matter what, I always keep my promises.”


  “But last time, you didn’t…”


  “I didn’t promise anything last time,” Li Jinglong said, wrapping an arm around Hongjun’s waist as he scrubbed his chest with the other. “Once An Lushan enters the city, I’ll launch a surprise attack. I’ll pretend to fail and allow him to capture me. He’ll be certain to interrogate me then. As soon as he’s in front of me, you guys will activate the spiritual arrays at the seven heavenly landmarks, and I’ll deliver the decisive blow.”


  “Take the dragon scale with you,” Hongjun said, opening his eyes.


  Li Jinglong turned to face him. “All right,” he said softly.


  Bending slightly, he caught Hongjun’s lips in a kiss, then dropped to one knee. He lifted his head and pressed another kiss to Hongjun’s skin. Feeling a frisson of pleasure shiver up his spine, Hongjun looked down to find Li Jinglong running his tongue down his cock.


  They were both breathing heavily when Li Jinglong motioned for him to lie down, the two of them embracing in the abandoned tavern. Hongjun suddenly pressed a hand against Li Jinglong’s chest. “Let’s continue this when you get back.”


  “Ay!” Li Jinglong made a noise of protest, torn between laughter and tears. “Who taught you to tease me like this?”


  “Let’s continue this when you get back,” Hongjun repeated, a smile curving his eyes as he pressed a kiss to Li Jinglong’s lips.




  Chapter 148:
A Moonlit Farewell to the Fallen


   


  NIGHT HAD SETTLED over Luoyang. Although a fine rain had begun to fall, the fires around the city continued to burn, the occasional cries of suffering echoing in the distance.


  Lu Xu wandered out of the Galaxy and walked through the city. He spotted a man pinned beneath a roof beam, moaning in agony. His half-charred torso emanated a black energy that drifted into the sky.


  “Shh,” Lu Xu murmured. Dropping to one knee, he pressed a hand to the dying man’s forehead and murmured an incantation, his face glowing with white light. At peace, the man closed his eyes, his bloodstained mouth falling shut.


  An arrow whistled past Lu Xu’s ear, followed by a crash as the door behind him collapsed. He whipped around just in time to see a rebel drop his sword and clutch at the arrow lodged in his throat. Turning back, he spotted Mergen standing tall across the street, his hand still poised beside his ear, bowstring quivering.


  Lu Xu offered him no acknowledgment, simply turning to resume his walk down the ruined streets of Luoyang. Amid the alleyways filled with corpses, the occasional survivor hung onto life, gasping out their last breath. Luoyang had become a city of the dead.


  A pair of monks stood on a street corner performing funeral rites for the fallen. Their prayers were interrupted by a clatter of hoofbeats that grew louder and louder as a rebel cavalryman charged down the street. A swing of the cavalryman’s blade sent one monk’s head rolling to the ground. He threw a noose around the second monk’s neck, yanking the poor man off his feet and dragging him along the ground for sport.


  Enraged, Lu Xu crouched to give chase when a shadow darted past him. Mergen fired two more arrows in rapid succession, dropping the rebel soldier. Lu Xu hurried over, sawing through the noose with his dagger to rescue the monk.


  “Great Master?” Lu Xu asked urgently.


  The monk had been knocked unconscious. Lu Xu hauled him off to the side of the street, where he pressed against the Renzhong point at the monk’s philtrum to revive him. Mergen appeared at his side and held out his waterskin, motioning for Lu Xu to let the man drink.


  Lu Xu wanted nothing more than to turn and walk right back out of the alley, but saving a life came first. He reluctantly accepted the water and helped the man take a sip.


  “Head for the south gate,” Lu Xu told him. “Hurry, don’t linger. We won’t be able to save you a second time.”


  The monk sighed, murmuring “Amitabha Buddha” as he trudged away through the mountain of corpses.


  “You hurt me—look,” Mergen said, turning aside to show off the bloody gash on his cheek.


  Lu Xu ignored him and turned to leave; Mergen followed at a carefully calculated distance, neither too close nor too far.


  Spinning around, Lu Xu snapped, “Fuck off!”


  “The chief is going to sacrifice himself for the sake of all of us. Aren’t you glad?” Mergen asked.


  Lu Xu genuinely wanted to slap him.


  “You want to fight?” Mergen asked again. “That’d make you happy, huh?”


  Lu Xu lunged at Mergen like a gust of wind. Mergen didn’t resist, allowing Lu Xu to sweep his feet out from under him. He fell, curling his back to absorb the impact and avoid hitting his head. Lu Xu pounced on him, his dagger poised over Mergen’s eyes.


  Mergen stared at the blade in silence. After a beat, Lu Xu plunged the dagger into the ground beside Mergen’s head, exhaustion settling over his face.


  “You ruined everyone’s mood with your little scene just now,” Mergen said.


  “The hell does that have to do with me?” Lu Xu asked frostily. “You were asking for it.”


  “I have something for you.” Mergen pointed at his chest. “Here—take it.”


  Lu Xu turned away and tried to get up, but Mergen caught his arm.


  “What exactly do you want?” Mergen demanded, suddenly furious. “The chief and Hongjun are back! Yet you’re still throwing a fit?!”


  “I don’t want anything!” Lu Xu shouted. “And I never promised you anything either! So what if the chief’s back?! That doesn’t mean I’m yours to command!”


  Mergen stared at Lu Xu without speaking. After a moment, he reached into his lapels.


  Lu Xu grabbed his hand. “I—don’t—want—it!” he ground out. “Keep it for yourself!”


  At his wits’ end, Mergen said, “Slap me, then. Come on, give me a few slaps.”


  “You think I won’t?” Still straddling him, Lu Xu struck him across the face twice—front-hand and back—but Mergen offered no resistance.


  “Feel better now?” Mergen asked. “Is that enough? Or are you still angry?”


  Lu Xu stared at Mergen in silence, the rims of his eyes reddening.


  Mergen pointed at his chest again, gesturing for Lu Xu to reach into his lapels.


  “I really don’t want it,” Lu Xu said. “I just… I feel like I’m suffocating, and I don’t know why.”


  Hongjun had no idea that it was Mergen who originally meant to channel the energy of the earthly meridians, yet when Lu Xu had heard Li Jinglong’s plan, he had felt a pang of guilt. But Mergen doing it wouldn’t have contributed anything to An Lushan’s defeat; the enormous surge of energy would have simply burned him to a husk. Having Li Jinglong take Mergen’s place was the most logical choice.


  Lu Xu pushed to his feet, leaving Mergen lying on the ground, and stalked off down the street. Springing up, Mergen pulled a brocade pouch from his lapels before hurrying after him.


  “What is it now?” Mergen demanded when he caught up.


  “If the chief hadn’t come back today,” Lu Xu began, forcing his trembling voice to steadiness, “you would have been the one responsible for assassinating An Lushan, wouldn’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  Lu Xu turned around and looked back at Mergen.


  “Originally, yes,” Mergen admitted. “If the chief was still locked in the tower, I would have gone tomorrow. But even then, before I went, I wanted to have a proper talk with you.”


  Mergen’s eyes were bright in the darkness, yet his gaze was tinged with melancholy. For a moment, Lu Xu had no idea how to respond. “Talk about what?”


  “About us.”


  Mergen held out the brocade pouch. Lu Xu glanced up at him, then down at the pouch, before lifting his eyes to meet Mergen’s again in silence.


  A gust of wind swept through Luoyang, scattering the dark clouds. Moonlight spilled down over the city. The streets were piled with corpses like a blood-soaked purgatory, with crimson pooling between the paving stones. Lu Xu slowed his pace, weaving through the bodies as he walked back to Mergen, every step leaving a purplish-black footprint behind.


  “The chief told me that if I said ‘Chang’an is so beautiful tonight,’ you would understand,” Mergen began. “But I…I couldn’t bring myself to say it.”


  Lu Xu’s steps came to a halt. After a moment of contemplation, antlers sprouted from his brow. His robes billowed around him, glowing beneath the light of the moon.


  The moonlight transformed into a silver waterfall, cascading from the sky. Waves of black mist rose from the mountains of corpses heaped along the streets, merging with the roiling dark clouds.


  “All living things contain the potential for Buddhahood,” Lu Xu intoned. He pressed his palms together as the silver light poured over them, transforming the shroud of black mist into countless glittering motes that drifted toward the heavens.


  Mergen followed Lu Xu’s lead, standing tall with his palms pressed together. The gray wolf and the white deer faced each other as the powers of dawn and dusk swirled around them, guiding the souls of the ordinary mortals lost in battle to their resting place within the heavenly meridians.


  Lu Xu opened his eyes amid the dazzling radiance filling the night sky. He cocked a brow at Mergen. He said nothing, but his gaze spoke volumes.
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  The city fell still around them as Lu Xu finished laying the thousand or so souls of the unjustly dead to rest. Dark clouds rolled in, obscuring the moon once more.


  Mergen understood. Gazing into Lu Xu’s eyes, he said, “As the deer king who stands before the throne of Buddha, you possess divine wisdom, while I am but a beast of the wild. Walking beside me would only tarnish your luster.”


  “Well, as long as you’re aware,” Lu Xu said, sarcastic even now.


  Mergen held out the brocade pouch again. “But if you don’t find it beneath you, then accept this. If nothing else, it’s a token of my affection.”


  Lu Xu had waited so long to hear those words, and now, at last, he had. He looked up at Mergen. There were too many things he wanted to say, yet perhaps he didn’t need to say anything at all.


  His fingers closed around the brocade pouch. Mergen pointed at his cheek, still marred by the bloody scratch.


  “All right, all right,” Lu Xu said. “I’ve accepted your token. What more do you want?”


  “Why don’t you open it and see what’s inside?”


  The earth bucked beneath their feet. Lu Xu lost his grip on the pouch—Mergen snatched it before it could hit the ground. A roar shook the sky, and the street began to tilt strangely. Mergen toppled and slid toward Lu Xu.


  “Look out!” Lu Xu shouted.


  Catching Lu Xu around the waist, Mergen leapt to the side of the street and grabbed hold of a doorframe. The two exorcists dangled precariously as the ground tipped up at a steep angle, as if an invisible hand deep within the earth was folding the street in two.


  Lu Xu opened his mouth in shock.


  “Shh!” Mergen hissed. “Look down!”


  Glancing down, Lu Xu spotted a colossal yao crouched at the end of the street, its massive jaws gaping wide. A shaggy, lionlike head sat atop a dog’s body, its round eyes huge as cartwheels. It roared again, opening a bloody maw filled with razor-sharp teeth.


  Corpses slid down the length of the tilting street, slipping into the beast’s mouth one after another. The creature’s jaws spanned the street’s breadth; it devoured relentlessly, swallowing over a thousand bodies into its gullet.


  When it was done, the yao beast closed its mouth and prowled away. The street slanted back into place, returning to its original state.


  Lu Xu and Mergen stared at each other, their eyes wide.


  “Let’s follow it and take a look,” Mergen said quietly, transforming into the gray wolf.


  Tucking away the brocade pouch, Lu Xu vaulted onto the gray wolf’s back, and the two loped after the yao beast.


  At each intersection, the beast roared, causing the streets to pitch and send corpses sliding down into its mouth. An identical roar echoed nearby—evidently, there was more than one of them. In the dead of night, eight of these creatures had ventured out to gorge themselves, consuming the bodies of the hundreds of thousands dead across the city. When the streets were empty, they assembled on Luoyang’s main avenue and set off single file toward the Hall of Enlightenment in the northern quarter.


  Trailing them, the gray wolf leapt over the outer wall of the Hall of Enlightenment and bounded onto the roof for a higher vantage point. Lu Xu leaned close to his ear and whispered, “Look.”


  In the center of the Hall of Enlightenment stood three yao generals: Chao Yun, Liang Danhuo, and An Luzhuang. An Lushan occupied the chair behind them, his rotting body emanating a black mist.


  The gray wolf’s ears twitched. Raising his great forepaw, he signaled for Lu Xu to be silent.


  The eight earth-swallowing yao beasts took up positions at the eight cardinal points of the square outside the hall. With a chorus of roars, they began to regurgitate the corpses they had swallowed.


  The heap of human bodies grew steadily, a grotesque assortment of crushed limbs and severed heads piling up outside the Hall of Enlightenment. Even Lu Xu, who had spent years fighting foreign invaders in the northwest, had never seen such a mountain of corpses.


  Luoyang had once been home to over two hundred thousand households—nearly a million people. Almost half that number had fled prior to the battle, but five hundred thousand had been trapped within the city walls with no way to escape. The crowd Li Jinglong had managed to save was only a fraction. At least three hundred thousand had perished within the city—burned alive, shot by arrows, raped and tortured to death, or crushed in the stampede.


  As these eight yao beasts had roamed the city, each had swallowed no less than twenty thousand corpses. A hundred sixty thousand bodies piled, limb over limb, in the square before the Hall of Enlightenment, filling every inch of the space. Even more spilled into the hall, forming a bloody pool ten feet deep, swimming with crimson gore.


  The grisly scene was more horrifying than anything Lu Xu or Mergen had imagined. But to the three yao generals, it was as good as looking out at a vast pond teeming with fish—or other prey.


  “They need to be alive!” Liang Danhuo exclaimed in exasperation. “What use are they dead?”


  “Our men already rounded up the live ones,” An Lushan said, his voice low and hoarse. “They’re holding a group in the rear hall. They’ll be served to you tomorrow morning. Finish your tasks tonight first. Li Jinglong won’t run away so easily. I expect him to return, and we must be prepared when he arrives.”


  He slowly rose and descended the steps of the dais. The decay of his flesh had grown worse since Mergen and Lu Xu had last seen him, a year ago. He was little more now than a monster of rotting sludge, barely recognizable as a man.


  An Lushan opened his jaw, and black mist erupted from his gaping mouth. The countless corpses in the bloody sea dissolved into a slurry of putrid flesh, which An Lushan devoured.


  The three yao generals each activated their inner cores, which rose to spin slowly above An Lushan’s head. The spheres pulsed with light, channeling spiritual power into An Lushan’s body to help him maintain his decomposing form.


  Lu Xu tugged lightly on the gray wolf’s ear, directing him to turn his head. Mergen spotted a blob of shadow at Liang Danhuo’s feet. The carp yao lay dozing on the upper steps. As they watched, a writhing earthworm fell from the roof, landing squarely on the fish’s head.


  He glanced around, noticing that An Lushan had grown considerably in size as he greedily devoured the flesh from the sea of corpses. The more he ate, the more resentful black mist rose from the bodies, which An Lushan absorbed into his own hulking mass.


  “Terrifying,” the carp yao muttered. He peered down and noticed the earthworm at his feet. “Huh?”


  The carp yao pounced, but the slippery earthworm wriggled through his fingers. It uncoiled itself on the ground and slithered into the main hall.


  The three yao generals were all focused on using their cores to aid An Lushan’s cultivation. None of them spared a glance for the carp yao as he leapt over the threshold and chased the earthworm into the main hall.


  The moment he entered, a cloth sack dropped over his head. A club struck him a second later, knocking him unconscious. No one noticed as he was silently whisked away.




  Chapter 149:
The Boss Returns


   


  DAWN BROKE outside the Galaxy.


  “Morning, Chief.”


  “Morning. You found all this food?”


  “We need to eat if we want to have the strength to fight.”


  “Whoa! Why does this fish have legs?”


  “That’s Zhao Zilong, our boss at the Department of Exorcism.”


  A chilly draft swept through the room as the door opened. The unconscious carp yao splashed down into a wooden basin filled with crushed ice.


  “Cold!” Zhao Zilong flailed awake, shivering as he tried to crawl out of the basin he’d been tossed in. A wooden stick prodded him back in.


  “Remember me?” a woman’s voice asked eerily.


  “Wahhh—a ghost—!” The carp yao froze, scared out of his wits. A woman clad in white stared down at him, her blood-streaked face twisted into a menacing leer. If fish had eyelids, Zhao Zilong would have squeezed his shut in fear. As it was, he tried to dive back into the basin, but the water was so cold he couldn’t stop shaking.


  “Y-y-you… Wh-who are you?” the carp yao stuttered.


  “Your rebel forces stormed Luoyang and slaughtered my children. You yaoguai drained my husband’s blood and essence, condemning him to a horrible death—”


  The blood-spattered woman drew near as she spoke. Mad with terror, the carp yao jumped out of the wooden basin and fell to his knees, begging for mercy. “Auntie! Ghost Auntie! Please, this has nothing to do with me! I’m one of their captives too!”


  “Who are you calling ‘Auntie’?!” the female ghost shrieked.


  “Miss! Miss Ghost!” The carp yao shivered violently, frost clinging to his leg hair. “I swear, I don’t eat people!”


  “I’ll get my revenge on An Lushan—”


  “Go! Go! Go!” the carp yao shouted. “I support you! An Lushan’s already rotting! He’s rotting from the inside out!”


  “Why did he kill my husband?”


  “He wants to become a demon!” the carp yao cried. “He needs to feed on malign energy! First he’ll devour the dead, then the living… Watch out for Liang Danhuo. She’s a painted-skin yao who can take on human form. There’s also Chao Yun! Chao Yun is good! He’s never killed anyone! The most troublesome of all is that big bear! Also—also, not all of their yao troops have entered the city! The humans lead the charge, and the yao follow and feast. The best spoils go to Liang Danhuo and the others. The generals pick first; only once they’ve eaten their fill are the lesser yao allowed to plunder the city.”


  “How many yao are in the city?”


  “Just over a hundred! Wait, less than a hundred! They’re mostly lowly foot soldiers! An Lushan has that eunuch Li Zhu’er bathe him for two hours every day at noon! That’s when all the generals will be gone!”


  The carp yao had spilled everything he knew about An Lushan’s forces in under a minute, before the female ghost could even press him for information. “They said the exorcists have arrived in Luoyang,” the fish continued. “He’s even set up a trap in the Hall of Enlightenment for Li Jinglong… Wait, Li Jinglong?”


  A slow realization dawned on the carp yao.


  “Will this do?” the ghost asked in a sweet and gentle voice.


  “Yes, thank you,” Li Jinglong said from behind the folding screen.


  The carp yao bolted up. “Second-in-Command!”


  The ghost wiped the blood from her face—it was the peony yao Xiangyu—and took a seat on the other side of the room.


  The carp yao stared blankly at Li Jinglong. “Second-in-Command—it really is you…”


  “That’s right,” Li Jinglong said without inflection. “It’s been a while.”


  Though the carp yao often appeared careless, he was no idiot. It was entirely thanks to him, after all, that Hongjun knew as much about the ways of the mortal world as he did when he first left the Taihang Mountains. Since entering Luoyang, Zhao Zilong had been hopping with anxiety, looking for any chance to inform the Department of Exorcism of the trap An Lushan had laid for them. He had momentarily forgotten this matter when he was kidnapped and then confronted by a ghost. Only now, as he gathered his wits, did he connect his current predicament to Li Jinglong.


  Li Jinglong had orchestrated this little farce solely to extract information. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust the carp yao. But given past precedent, he couldn’t be certain the fish wouldn’t exaggerate his tale in a bid to return to the Department of Exorcism if he and Hongjun confronted him themselves. Thus he’d asked Xiangyu to interrogate him first.


  The carp yao opened his mouth, eager to ask about Hongjun, only for a familiar voice to call out from behind him: “Zhao Zilong, I’m here.”


  He whirled around. Hongjun had been perched on the railing of the tavern’s second-floor balcony all this time, watching him.


  The carp yao let out a miserable wail. “Hongjun—!”


  Hongjun’s emotions were too complicated to name. There were many things he wanted to say, yet he couldn’t seem to find the words for any of them. Tears pricked in his eyes, and he turned his face away, unwilling to let the carp yao see him cry.


  “Hongjun… I’m sorry,” the carp yao said.


  The moment he heard those words, Hongjun was transported back to their days at Yaojin Palace. The time they had spent playing weiqi together, catching grasshoppers, swimming in the clear spring waters beneath the snowcapped mountains, exploring caves… Hongjun had grown accustomed to having the carp yao by his side, as if his mere presence could keep those happy memories from fading.


  “You can apologize later,” Li Jinglong said grimly. “First, tell me everything you know about An Lushan.”


  This was the moment the carp yao had been waiting for. Even when he first surrendered to Lu Xu and Mergen in You Prefecture, his only wish had been to return to the Department of Exorcism. He had spent the last year tormented by remorse. Every night, when he gazed up at the moon from the watery depths of his pond, he couldn’t help but think of Hongjun, whose whereabouts were unknown, and his comrades from Chang’an.


  He accepted the brush Li Jinglong handed him and circled several locations on the map from memory.


  Outside the cavern, the sky had already brightened. A-Tai and the others woke up one by one, yawning as they wandered down the stairs. Spotting the carp yao, A-Tai exclaimed, “Huh? The boss is back?”


  The carp yao felt even more guilty and anxious, his brush juddering in his hand. He’d expected that the next time he saw his former companions, they’d stuff him into a sack and beat him with a rolling pin. But to his surprise, no one brought up his betrayal. They merely offered him a sleepy greeting before going about their business. A-Tai helped Turandokht in the kitchen, while Ashina Adarvan squatted down in the courtyard with a basin to wash up.


  “You’re certain this is the path their army is taking?” Li Jinglong asked.


  “Absolutely!” the carp yao said, his grip tightening on the brush. “I’ve been right at Liang Danhuo’s side all this time. I heard everything they discussed.”


  Last to wake up were Mergen and Lu Xu, who stumbled downstairs just as breakfast was served. Last night, Mergen and Lu Xu had stopped to gather what provisions they could on their way back to the Galaxy. In the chaos of war, the citizens of Luoyang had abandoned their homes and fled with their families, leaving stocked kitchens behind. Turandokht had prepared a full spread of dishes, including cured ham, eggs, fish, duck, chicken, goose, pork, and mutton.


  In the dead of winter, this much food could easily last them half a month. As the dishes filled up every inch of space on the table, the carp yao commented, “Are you guys celebrating the New Year?”


  Li Jinglong was about to quip that this was the final meal before an execution—after all, they were set to destroy An Lushan that afternoon—but it seemed an inauspicious thing to say. Instead, he said, “Let’s have a toast to celebrate Zhao Zilong’s return.”


  Had the carp yao been capable of producing tears, he surely would have wept. Instead, he grabbed his cup and leapt onto the table. “I let you all down horribly,” he said. “For this, I offer my most earnest and sincere—”


  “Enough already,” Mergen cut in. “Don’t spoil the mood. Let’s eat.”


  Hongjun burst into laughter, instantly lightening the atmosphere.


  “What happened after you left? Were you all right?” Turandokht couldn’t help asking. Back when the carp yao had been head chef at the Department of Exorcism, he had often ordered Turandokht about, sending her off to prepare this and that while he fussed over Hongjun’s favorite dishes. As a consequence, she and the fish had grown quite close. Turandokht rarely took part in missions with the others, so she hadn’t taken the carp yao’s betrayal so personally. His return filled her with genuine joy.


  The carp yao thought for a moment, then said, “I’ve been fine, just fine.”


  It was undeniable that the carp yao had betrayed the Department of Exorcism, but everyone had long been aware that it was coming. They had even exploited it for their own plans. If someone had died due to his actions, it would have been impossible to forgive him, but that wasn’t the case—and it wasn’t as if they could blame him for everything that had transpired. With no blood feud hindering their reconciliation, it all came down to Hongjun’s feelings on the matter.


  After eating and drinking their fill, everyone settled back in their seats. “Suddenly, I don’t feel like fighting anymore,” Mergen said.


  “Let’s fight,” Li Jinglong said. “After we win, we’ll eat delicious food every single day.”


  He spread out the map and launched into an explanation of his plan. According to the carp yao, An Lushan’s forces were divided into three major units.


  “The vanguard is commanded by An Lushan’s deputy, Shi Siming, and his son, An Qingxu. It consists of human soldiers responsible for capturing cities,” he explained.


  “Mm.” Mergen nodded thoughtfully. “Sending yaoguai out to massacre and destroy a city could bring down divine retribution. It’s much safer for him to use mortals to kill mortals.”


  After Luoyang fell, Shi Siming and An Qingxu’s forces had taken a brief respite before departing to assault their next target. As soon as they had marched away, An Lushan calmly led the main body of his troops into the conquered city and claimed it, absorbing the malign energies generated by the city’s slaughter to amplify his own demonic power.


  An Lushan’s strength as the heavenly demon grew steadily with each city taken. Once he had absorbed enough malign energy from one city, he would depart for the next. The main yao forces would arrive with him, and a frenzy of fiendish revelry would ensue.


  “What’s their next target?” A-Tai asked with a frown.


  “Hangu Pass,” Li Jinglong muttered. “The mortal rebel army departed last night. It’s too late to go after them now.”


  “We defeat the enemy by capturing their king,” Lu Xu said. “If An Lushan’s dead, the rebels will scatter.”


  “But we have to be careful,” Mergen warned. “We can’t let the enemy turn the tables by capturing our king first.”


  “They’re already closing in on Hangu Pass,” Li Jinglong said. “The garrison there has only two thousand soldiers. They’re no match for Shi Siming’s fifty thousand armored cavalrymen. The way I see it, the decisive battlefield of this mortal war will be here.” Li Jinglong drew a circle around Tong Pass.


  Tong Pass was the western gateway to Chang’an, long hailed as the first pass under heaven. Nestled amid towering mountains and protected by the natural boundary formed by the Yellow River’s surging waves and treacherous currents, Tong Pass was impossible for any mortal army to capture in less than a fortnight.


  “They won’t know Luoyang’s fallen,” Hongjun said. “We have to send word.”


  The civilians Luoyang’s Mounted Guard had escorted out of the city earlier had already struck out west toward Hangu Pass, hoping to make it safely to Chang’an; they’d have to send one of their own people if they wanted to get a message out. But after mulling it over, Li Jinglong found it too risky. They were about to take down An Lushan—every combatant was invaluable. Even if they sent Lu Xu, the fastest among them, it wouldn’t be worth the cost.


  Li Jinglong turned to Xiangyu and Wen Bin. “Could I trouble you two to deliver the message?”


  Xiangyu and Wen Bin had been stationed at the Luoyang headquarters for nearly two years now; furthermore, Wen Bin owed Hongjun a debt of gratitude for saving his life. During their time here, both had come to consider themselves honorary members of the Department of Exorcism. When the rebels had flooded into the city the night before, Li Jinglong hadn’t worried for their safety. After all, Xiangyu was a yao and fully capable of protecting herself. Sure enough, once the immediate danger had passed and the two had moved Xiangyu’s peony sisters to safety, they had come straight to the Galaxy to meet them.


  “Take our fastest horses,” Mergen said. “You should be able to reach Tong Pass in less than two days if you ride without stopping.”


  After a moment of thought, Xiangyu turned to Wen Bin. “You go on the marquis’s behalf.”


  “All right,” Wen Bin agreed. “I’ll leave at once.”


  Li Jinglong looked at Xiangyu. “You should go with him.”


  “I’ll stay,” she said. “More people means more options. Even if I can’t fight your battle, I can at least support you from here.”


  Relenting, Li Jinglong wrote a letter and handed it to Wen Bin, ordering him to ride hard to Tong Pass and report the loss of Luoyang to Feng Changqing.


  He turned to address the rest of the group. “Next, we’ll need each of you to guard your respective arrays.”


  He once again spread out a map of Luoyang.


  “Mount Longmen; the Street of Heaven beneath Dingdingmen Street at the deepest point of the Galaxy; the Gate of Heaven; Tianjin Bridge, also known as the Bridge of Heaven; the Axis of Heaven; the Tower of Heaven; and An Lushan’s temporary base of operations, the Palace of Heaven, which we know as the Hall of Enlightenment.” Li Jinglong pointed at each location in turn. “Yongsi isn’t here, so we have exactly seven people.”


  Mergen laid out the seven paper talismans he’d taken from each location.


  “I’ll handle the earthly meridians below the Hall of Enlightenment,” Li Jinglong said, picking up the corresponding talisman.


  A-Tai, Mergen, Turandokht, and Ashina Adarvan followed suit, each taking a talisman.


  “I’ll pick one near you,” Lu Xu said to Hongjun. “That way, I can come help if you need me.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll stay with Hongjun!” the carp yao declared.


  “Dimei, are you sure you’ll be okay?” Li Jinglong asked Turandokht.


  “I’ll be fine,” she said with a smile. 


  Turandokht had shown extraordinary talent since childhood; in fact, she herself had once been considered by Saint Shirin as a potential successor. But her father had been reluctant to send her to the temple to study magic, and so the matter was ultimately dropped.


  “Leave it to us,” A-Tai said. “We can handle it.”


  Li Jinglong turned next to Hongjun. Hongjun had never stopped feeling uneasy. He was going to work with his companions to draw energy from the earthly meridians and channel it into Li Jinglong to defeat An Lushan. Then he was going to watch helplessly as Li Jinglong’s meridians were destroyed and his cultivation reduced to nothing, leaving him a broken man, possibly forever. How could Hongjun possibly be fine?


  “Don’t forget what we discussed last night,” Li Jinglong said.


  Hongjun nodded, taking the last talisman.


  Mergen poured some wine. “To the chief.”


  “To the chief!” the others chorused.


  “And here’s to you.” Li Jinglong smiled at Hongjun.


  Hongjun tilted his head back, draining his cup.


  “We proceed as planned,” Li Jinglong declared. “Exorcists, move out!”


  As everyone pushed to their feet, Mergen called to the carp yao: “Zhao Zilong! I have one last question for you.”


  Everyone turned to look at the carp yao.


  “Does An Lushan know about the array formed by the earthly meridians?” Mergen asked.


  The carp yao swore up and down that An Lushan had never set foot in Luoyang—how could he possibly know about the array?


  But Mergen still had doubts. Bi Sichen had seen him and Lu Xu at the Hall of Enlightenment. What if he had mentioned it to An Lushan? It would render all of their efforts moot. This was one reason why, after a hurried consultation with Ashina Adarvan, Mergen had moved to eliminate the traitor Bi Sichen at the north gate.


  “If you guys really intended to ambush him, you shouldn’t have shown up at the battle that day,” the carp yao said.


  “Bi Sichen probably spilled something,” Ashina Adarvan said. “The leader of the city’s defenses surrendered without a fight—there’s no way he’d keep our secrets.”


  The Department of Exorcism’s plan should have been flawless; no amount of calculation could have predicted the Tang general’s capitulation. Li Jinglong had had no choice but to abandon his schemes and lead his subordinates into battle. If not for this unlucky turn of events, their original plan to surprise An Lushan would have been a guaranteed success.


  “Forget it,” said Mergen. “Even the best laid plans can be derailed by fate. If we have to take the risk, so be it.”


  The exorcists filed out of the underground entrance to the Galaxy and made their way to the Street of Heaven. The first phase of their plan was to orchestrate a failed ambush and allow Li Jinglong to be captured; they would commence the second phase the next day. Assuming An Lushan was aware of the exorcists’ presence in the city, foiling their attack and capturing Li Jinglong would no doubt lull him into complacency.


  As they arrived at the Street of Heaven, everyone made their preparations for the imminent battle.


  Hongjun and Li Jinglong faced each other, neither uttering a word. Li Jinglong reached out and brushed his knuckles over Hongjun’s cheek.


  “You promised—” Hongjun began.


  “Shh,” Li Jinglong shushed him. “Don’t speak.” He lowered his head and kissed Hongjun’s lips. When they parted, Li Jinglong gazed intently into his eyes.


  “When you get back,” Hongjun murmured, “I’ll take care of you for the rest of your life.”


  “I’ll come back soon,” Li Jinglong promised. He examined Hongjun’s face, his brow creased with a hint of pain. “Do you think the divine kun foresaw that this day would come?”


  Hongjun had no idea why he would ask this. After a moment of thought, he nodded, only to shake his head a second later.


  “I love you,” Li Jinglong said. “Let’s go.”




  Chapter 150:
A Living Hell


   


  A DISMAL GRAY SKY stretched over Luoyang. The once teeming city was almost completely uninhabited. An Lushan had devoured all the corpses piled before the Hall of Enlightenment. The black bear yao An Luzhuang pushed an iron cage containing twenty civilians toward the Hall of Enlightenment’s steps.


  A flock of crows arrived uninvited and took up watch on the roof of the Hall of Enlightenment, their gleaming eyes fixed on An Lushan below.


  The people in the cage stared numbly at An Lushan, who sat high above them. His corpulent body was pitch black, his flesh rotting off the bone. He stared greedily into the cage, as if at his next delicious meal.


  The bear yao thrust a spear viciously between the bars, skewering a child. Beside him, his mother let out a heart-wrenching scream. A low-ranked yaoguai flung open the cage door and dragged the woman out, pulling her over to An Lushan.


  An Lushan let out a wild roar as his head exploded into a cloud of billowing black mist, which coiled around the woman. She screamed in agony, her flesh withering as she was sucked dry. The prisoners had never seen such a thing; they shrieked in terror. An Lushan eagerly lunged forward, the black mist emanating from his neck engulfing the entire cage.


  The chilly wind howled like a vengeful ghost as the Hall of Enlightenment transformed into a living hell.


  On the roofs of the side halls surrounding the Hall of Enlightenment, the exorcists listened as the screaming echoed without end, their hearts leaden. Hongjun’s eyes reddened, his rage threatening to burst from his chest.


  Li Jinglong pressed a hand down on his shoulder. “It’s almost time. You should go.”


  With a flicker of movement, Lu Xu appeared beside Hongjun on the roof of the eastern hall. “Hongjun, come on. We have to go save the prisoners.”


  Hongjun glanced at Li Jinglong, crouched on the rafters. Their eyes met.


  Raising a hand, Li Jinglong pointed at his own chest, then at Hongjun’s, and gave him a thumbs-up. Hongjun understood: We’ll protect each other.


  Li Jinglong’s chest was branded with a peacock tattoo seal, while Hongjun’s heart meridian was protected by the energy of the heart lamp.


  Of course he knew why Li Jinglong was sending him away. He was about to walk right into An Lushan’s trap, delivering himself up to their enemy. If Hongjun stayed, he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from acting impulsively. He nodded at Li Jinglong, then vaulted away with Lu Xu.


  The carp yao started after them. Li Jinglong set a hand on his shoulder. “You’re staying here with me,” he said grimly.


  “It’s not like I can help you fight!” the carp yao protested. He trembled in fear, terrified at the prospect of confronting Liang Danhuo. “Spare me!”


  Li Jinglong stared at the carp yao. Sensing danger in his gaze, the carp yao reluctantly grumbled, “Fine.”


  “If you wish to return to the Department of Exorcism, you must pick a side and stick with it,” Li Jinglong said.


  The carp yao nodded obediently.


  Once An Lushan had finished draining the life force from every civilian in the cage, the massive iron contraption was wheeled away to be filled with the next batch of victims. Since entering the city, An Lushan had been absorbing malign energy at a rapid pace, consuming twenty people every fifteen minutes with hardly a pause.


  Liang Danhuo yawned; Chao Yun dozed outside the palace gates. An Lushan exchanged a few words with the bear yao, who responded with an obsequious chuckle.


  Hongjun and Lu Xu watched anxiously from the roof of the open-air corridor as the cage, now empty, rolled out of the eastern hall toward the northernmost entrance of the Hall of Enlightenment’s underground palace. The guards dragged twenty prisoners out, lining them up to enter the cage one by one.


  Seeing that there were only four guards, several prisoners took their chances and tried to flee. However, the guards were wasp yao—a slight flicker of movement was the only warning before venomous stings shot from their mouth, killing the escapees in an instant.


  Lu Xu grabbed Hongjun’s arm as he jerked forward. “We can’t save them!” Lu Xu hissed.


  Hongjun watched helplessly as the commoners were murdered before their eyes, cursing his own powerlessness.


  Leaving the bodies where they lay, the guards dragged a few more prisoners out to make up the numbers. To the yaoguai, the process was no different than rounding up livestock for slaughter. Once twenty prisoners had been shoved into the iron cage, another low-ranked yaoguai pushed it away with a bored expression.


  The four wasp guards settled on the ground, one seizing the opportunity to take a nap while the others chatted idly.


  As the cage receded into the distance, Lu Xu and Hongjun jumped down from the left and the right, flanking the yao. Hongjun flung out all four of his throwing knives, pinning the guards in place while Lu Xu swung his dagger in a swift arc, slitting their throats with a single strike.


  They had dispatched all four guards with barely a sound. Lu Xu began to search for keys, but Hongjun didn’t wait: He assembled his saber and swung it toward the gate of the underground palace. The bronze lock fell with a clank. They put their shoulders to the massive bronze doors and pushed, opening the way to the underground palace.


  Hongjun summoned a flame to light their path. Instantly, panicked screams filled the air. The underground chamber was packed with nearly ten thousand prisoners. The rustle of movement echoed through the dimness as all of them whipped around to stare at their rescuers.


   


  The yao generals were still napping when the iron cage rolled back into the Hall of Enlightenment. This time, An Lushan pointed at a young couple. The man stood in front of his wife, showing no fear as he hurled curses at An Lushan. The bear yao ripped open the door to the cage, triggering a wave of panicked shouts. With a swipe of his massive paw, he knocked the man to the ground and dragged his wife out.


  The woman shrieked, her voice piercing the din. Patience worn thin, Liang Danhuo drew her sword and stabbed her through the belly.


  The man struggled to his knees, clutching the cage bars with a furious roar. An Lushan laughed heartily. His head once again dissolved into churning black mist that coiled around the man to absorb his hatred and agony. The rest of the prisoners screamed in horror as An Lushan transformed into a colossal, headless monster that greedily devoured flesh and blood.


  Just as the mist descended upon the cage once more, an arrow screamed past, dragging a tail of brilliant white light as it struck An Lushan squarely in the chest.


  “Enemy attack!” Liang Danhuo shouted.


  Jolting awake, Chao Yun looked around blearily as the bear yao roared and overturned the cage, transforming into a hulking beast.


  Mergen, A-Tai, Turandokht, and Ashina Adarvan rushed in. Mergen’s nailhead arrows spiraled through the air, hurtling toward the bear yao. The creature charged forward with the force of a toppling mountain, swiping at Mergen as he tried to seize their attackers. A-Tai flicked open his cyclone fan, sending the exorcists soaring into the air with a blast of wind.


  The exorcists ignored the bear yao. Though fierce and strong, he possessed only brute force. The real threat was the one standing behind him—Liang Danhuo, the painted-skin yao. Her eyes widened in fury, and she spat a crimson mist from which countless bloodred specters materialized, darting toward the group.


  Thanks to the carp yao, Li Jinglong had been warned of Liang Danhuo’s tactics and come prepared. He shouted, “Cast the net!”


  The exorcists left Turandokht to deal with the bear while they closed in on their true target. A-Tai swept his arms wide, leaping into the air. He formed the raging fire seal with one hand hovering over the other as he chanted an incantation. A flick of his fan sent a fiery hurricane hurtling toward Liang Danhuo, transforming the square into a sea of flames.


  Ashina Adarvan and Mergen rushed to release the prisoners from the iron cage, shouting “Run!”


  The fire engulfed Liang Danhuo’s bloody specters, incinerating them in an instant. She launched herself into the air after A-Tai.


  The moment she took off, A-Tai hurled something at her that slapped her squarely in the face. It turned out to be a carp, flailing wildly as it cried out, “Help—!”


  Liang Danhuo was too stunned for words. She yanked Zhao Zilong off of her face as the creature wailed, “I swear! I have nothing to do with this!”


  Clutching a dagger with trembling hands, the carp yao waved the blade in the direction of Liang Danhuo’s throat, yet he couldn’t bring himself to stab her. Her eyes widened as realization dawned. “You little traitor!” she roared. “Traitor!”


  “Help! Help!” The carp yao flailed in Liang Danhuo’s grip, tail thrashing, so terrified he wished he were dead. Finally, he managed to thrust the dagger at Liang Danhuo’s neck—the blade snapped in two on contact.


  Liang Danhuo was seething with rage. “Traitor!” she screamed hysterically, sending the carp yao flying with a vicious palm strike.


  A-Tai swooped in just in time to catch the unconscious Zhao Zilong before he hit the ground. “Hey, that’s our boss!” He grinned. “Show some respect!”


  He shifted his grip and hurled the carp yao at Liang Danhuo again. The fish sailed through the air, smacking into Liang Danhuo’s chest.


  “Bastard!” she snarled.


  The impact jolted the carp yao awake. A-Tai flew circles around Liang Danhuo at such a dizzying speed that for a moment, she couldn’t figure out how to counter him. He stuck out his tongue, pulling a face. Liang Danhuo’s rage boiled over; grabbing the carp yao’s ankle, she flung the fish back at A-Tai.


  A-Tai, nimble as ever, slung Zhao Zilong back, striking Liang Danhuo in the hip. They tossed the carp back and forth until Liang Danhuo lost her temper. Unsheathing her sword, she howled, “That’s enough!”


  Facing her naked sword, A-Tai sent the carp yao flying off with a flick of his fan and began to fight in earnest.


  On the ground below, Turandokht faced off against the menacing black bear with her whip in hand.


  “Come on, then!” she shouted, snapping the whip against the ground with a sharp crack. Roaring, the black bear rushed toward her on all fours.


  Turandokht’s whip tore through the air as the bear lumbered toward the corner of the square where she’d taken her stand. At the last moment, she leapt into the air, and the creature charged headlong into the wall. Bits of stone rained down.


  Before the bear yao could turn, she struck. The Whip of Unbearable Torment was a divine weapon from the Western Regions. It couldn’t match spiritual devices like the seven nailhead arrows in terms of power, nor was it effective against someone like Li Jinglong, who was possessed of both the heart lamp and unwavering resolve. But against ordinary humans and yaoguai, its strike—while not fatal—brought immediate and excruciating pain.


  A weapon like this was tailor-made for hulking creatures like bear and tiger yao. The exorcists had all agreed that pitting Turandokht against the bear yao would be the most efficient use of their strength by far. The bear yao threw his head back in a frenzied roar and lunged again at Turandokht, who met him with another vicious strike to the face.


  The bear yao charged again and again, and received a dozen welts from Turandokht for his trouble. Tears streamed down his face. He howled in agony, finally feeling a flicker of fear. Turandokht flicked the whip again, the wicked tip finding him no matter where he dodged. If things continued like this, the bear yao was going to keel over and die from pain alone. With a desperate snarl, the terrified creature turned tail and bolted through a gap in the wall.


  “You’re running away? Get back here! Where’s that arrogance now?” Turandokht grinned from ear to ear as she chased the bear yao out of the Hall of Enlightenment with another crack of her whip.


  The terrified citizens scattered out of the cage in all directions. Mergen and Ashina Adarvan drew their weapons and approached the steps where An Lushan was seated from the left and right as Li Jinglong strode through the sea of flames in the square with the Sword of Wisdom in hand.


  The mist had retreated, reforming An Lushan’s head. Surrounded by fire, he yanked out the arrow embedded in his chest with a roar and tossed it to the ground. Chao Yun took a fighting stance beside him, his eyes fixed warily on the three men at the bottom of the steps.


  “You deal with the others,” An Lushan rasped. “Leave Li Jinglong to me!”


  Transforming into a sinuous snake with soaring wings, Chao Yun lunged at Ashina Adarvan and Mergen.


  Hand steady on the hilt of his sword, Li Jinglong stared An Lushan down from a distance.


  “We meet again at last, Chief Li,” An Lushan said.


  “You escaped that day by sheer luck,” Li Jinglong replied, his voice low. “I won’t let it happen again. It’s time to die, An Lushan!”


  Li Jinglong raised his sword with a furious shout. To his surprise, An Lushan flung the corpses before him aside and barreled down the steps to throw himself at Li Jinglong with a wild howl. Li Jinglong was caught completely off guard. He had expected a clash between An Lushan’s demonic energy and his heart lamp, not a hand-to-hand contest.


  An Lushan’s rotting body heaved as he crashed into Li Jinglong with a hoarse snarl. His fist swung past Li Jinglong and into the ground, sending shattered brick and stone flying. Li Jinglong jumped onto An Lushan’s arm, leaping up to his shoulder and then onto his back, where he plunged the Sword of Wisdom into An Lushan’s neck.


  As the blade sank to the hilt, Li Jinglong channeled the full power of the heart lamp into his sword. An Lushan spasmed, his body radiating white light.


  Demonic energy exploded outward, swallowing the square. The heart demon within An Lushan manifested once more, detaching from An Lushan’s crumbling physical form and roaring into the sky.


  Li Jinglong gritted his teeth, exerting all his strength as his body began to glow with a dazzling brightness, the light swelling until raging flames burst from his eyes.


  “Foolish mortal… Presuming to harness the power of the divine…” The heart demon spoke slowly, in a voice that shook the heavens and earth. The shadowy heart demon flung its arms wide, and every brick and stone in the plaza split with a thunderous crack.


  A strange spiritual array flared to life on the ground, slowly rotating. Li Jinglong’s eyes widened as he felt his knees buckle where he stood on An Lushan’s back. A tremendous force bore down on his body, as if his weight had suddenly been multiplied tenfold, a hundredfold.


  In the sky above the array, A-Tai and Liang Danhuo found themselves hurtling helplessly toward the earth. Below, Mergen and Ashina Adarvan, who had been locked in combat with the huashe, grunted as an overwhelming pressure slammed them face-first against the ground.


  “I can’t move!” Ashina Adarvan cried.


  Beside them, the huashe struggled desperately to roll over, but its wings were pinned to the splintered brick. Liang Danhuo and A-Tai plummeted from the sky, crashing into the rubble below.


  As Li Jinglong roared in fury, white flames erupting from his body, An Lushan slowly raised a hand to close his fingers around Li Jinglong’s neck. He tore Li Jinglong from his back with an explosive shout and hurled him to the ground with the others.


  Li Jinglong spat out a mouthful of blood. The Sword of Wisdom flew from his hand, skidding across the ground.


   


  In the northwest corner of the Hall of Enlightenment, near the rear garden, Hongjun hacked through a wall with his saber. A deafening crash rang out in the distance. He and Lu Xu turned back just in time to see a column of black mist boiling into the sky from the front of the palace complex.


  Before Hongjun could move, Lu Xu grabbed him. “Stick to the plan! Don’t do anything rash!”


  “Go… Hurry up and go!” Hongjun shouted at the civilians they’d led aboveground. “Leave the city through the south gate and follow the Yellow River! Hurry!”


  A rumble shook the earth, as if something enormous had collapsed far away. The moment the last of the civilians had slipped through the hole in the wall, Lu Xu and Hongjun withdrew from the Hall of Enlightenment as well. They scaled the seven-storied pagoda in the northeast of the complex and looked out over the palace.


  The vast square before the Hall of Enlightenment had crumbled, bricks and stones strewn in jagged heaps. Black mist coiled overhead, the eye of the swirling storm hovering right over the center of the square. The world seemed to fall silent.


  From the roof of the Hall of Enlightenment, a flame shot into the sky—the signal to retreat.


  “They did it. Let’s go!” Lu Xu said.


  Hongjun gazed down from the roof of the pagoda. He couldn’t see Li Jinglong from here. He had no choice but to follow Lu Xu as he leapt down the layered eaves and took off toward their designated meeting point.




  Chapter 151:
Complications Arise


   


  LI JINGLONG LAY AMID the rubble, bleeding from his nose and mouth. His arm had snapped, and jutted out at an odd angle. The spiritual array beneath them had disintegrated when the earth caved in. He crawled toward the Sword of Wisdom, only to find it pinned under An Lushan’s foot.


  “Seize him,” An Lushan ground out.


  The yaoguai generals stepped forward and hauled Li Jinglong upright. They dragged him up the steps like a dead dog and flung him into the main hall, leaving a trail of blood in their wake.


   


  The exorcists gathered at Tianjin Bridge, most of them significantly worse for wear.


  A-Tai had cushioned his fall with a gust of wind, but he had nevertheless hit the ground hard. Mergen and Ashina Adarvan had fared slightly better, though their faces and clothes were streaked with blood. Even the carp yao, who had been thrown out of the spiritual array’s range, was bleeding slightly from a scraped leg.


  As Hongjun hurried to tend to everyone’s wounds, A-Tai asked, “Where’s your saozi? She’s not here?”


  “Last I saw she was chasing that black bear,” Ashina Adarvan answered. “No idea where she went, though.”


  He’d barely finished speaking when Turandokht arrived dragging the limp bear behind her, her leather whip looped around its neck. “Exhausting… This is exhausting!” she gasped.


  “What are you doing, bringing that thing here?” A-Tai asked in consternation.


  “It’s dead!” Turandokht bristled. “We can sell it! What, you don’t think we need money to eat? Who’s the one always complaining about being broke?”


  For a moment, no one knew whether to laugh or cry. It turned out Turandokht had chased the black bear all the way to the southeast corner of the Hall of Enlightenment. Disoriented and desperate to escape her whip, the bear had dived headfirst into a pit outside the hall. The pit had happened to be a trap set under Bi Sichen’s orders in the event of a potential last stand at the Hall of Enlightenment. The moment the black bear jumped in, he was sliced to ribbons by countless sharp blades, and the more he struggled, the harder it was to get free.


  Turandokht had lashed her whip around the bear’s neck and tightened the makeshift noose until the creature breathed his last before dragging the carcass out.


  “We need to finish the job first,” A-Tai said. “Dump it in that house over there for now. We can divide it up when we’re done.”


  “Is Jinglong okay?” Hongjun asked anxiously.


  Before fleeing, Mergen had made a point of glancing back at Li Jinglong. Though he’d been covered in wounds and had multiple fractured bones, his life hadn’t been in jeopardy. “He won’t die,” he said. “Don’t worry.”


  Hongjun didn’t miss the trace of guilt in Mergen’s voice; Li Jinglong must be suffering. He didn’t ask any more, falling silent as he finished bandaging everyone’s wounds.


  “Let’s get moving,” Mergen said. “An Lushan could interrogate him any time now.”


  The exorcists nodded solemnly and dispersed, each to their own landmark.


  Hongjun had been assigned to the Tower of Heaven, which overlooked the Luoyang Department of Exorcism. Ashina Adarvan escorted him through the tower’s entrance to the place where the earthly meridians intersected. Before turning to leave, he paused. “It’ll be all right, Hongjun. The chief will be back.”


  Hongjun nodded. He held everyone in the Department of Exorcism in high esteem; he knew any one of them would have preferred to take Li Jinglong’s place on this dangerous mission. But they had no choice—this was something only Li Jinglong could do. Even Hongjun had to admire his self-sacrifice.


   


  Inside the Hall of Enlightenment, Li Jinglong’s eyes were squeezed shut as he writhed in agony, his face covered in blood. The paper talisman remained tucked in his lapels.


  All was silent.


  “Hey,” a voice said in Li Jinglong’s ear.


  He opened his eyes to find himself locked in a cage. A tall, slender man crouched on the other side of the bars. His hair was shorn close to the skull like a monk’s, and he was wearing scale armor wrought from iron.


  “You’re Li Jinglong, aren’t you?” the man asked.


  Li Jinglong took a moment to recall this man’s face. This was Chao Yun, one of An Lushan’s three great yao generals. According to Zhao Zilong, compared to the many repulsive yaoguai in An Lushan’s camp, Chao Yun was surprisingly normal.


  Chao Yun’s large eyes were a luminous gold. Although he was a huashe, he lacked the unnaturally sharp features typical of snake yao. Perhaps because he had cultivated longer than most, he looked like any handsome young human man.


  “Kong Hongjun—do you know him?” Chao Yun asked, his hands hanging limply at his sides.


  “Why?” Li Jinglong asked wearily.


  “He’s the young prince of Yaojin Palace,” Chao Yun said. “That day at the canal—was that him?”


  “What do you want?” Li Jinglong asked weakly.


  “You’re injured,” Chao Yun whispered. “Here, take this medicine.” He held out a jagged piece of bark.


  “I can’t eat this…” Even if it were a pill, he couldn’t possibly take anything given to him by a yao under An Lushan’s command. If he was poisoned now, all his efforts would go to waste.


  “Take it,” Chao Yun insisted. “It’ll heal your wounds. It’s very effective.”


  “What is it?” Li Jinglong asked. “If An Lushan finds out you spoke to me, you’ll be dead.”


  Chao Yun glanced around and dropped his voice even lower. “Let’s make a deal. I get you out of here, and you do me a favor.”


  Li Jinglong frowned, studying Chao Yun through the bars.


  “I have some brothers.” Chao Yun glanced around warily. “After serving An Lushan for so long, we’ve decided we can’t go on like this. We want to defect to Lord Chong Ming and Lord Qing Xiong’s faction. You’re familiar with them, right? Could you put in a word for us?”


  Li Jinglong was speechless.


  “Kong Hongjun—he’s the young prince of the avian races, isn’t he? Zhao Zilong said he’s the son of the Peacock Wisdom King Mahamayuri. Lord Chong Ming will soon achieve nirvana, so aside from the golden-winged great peng, that boy will be the one calling the shots among those who make their homes in the sky. If he’s willing to take us in, we’ll betray An Lushan.”
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  For all his planning, Li Jinglong had never expected such a strange turn of events. “Why?”


  Chao Yun scratched his prickly head, considering his next words. “We just want to cultivate properly so we can transform into dragons someday,” he said at last. “We don’t want to get involved in all these mortal wars. The way An Lushan is going about things, we might all get hit by a heavenly tribulation. It’s not worth it.”


  Li Jinglong had no idea what to do. Chao Yun seemed truly eager to help him—wouldn’t refusing him expose their plan? But if Chao Yun really rescued him, their trap would be ruined…


  “I’m not sure where my companions are,” Li Jinglong said weakly. “If we leave now, I don’t know how to find them. We won’t get very far.”


  “It’s okay,” Chao Yun said earnestly. “I’ll fly you out. They won’t be able to catch us. I’ll have my brothers split up and search for your companions.”


  “That’s not necessary…”


  Chao Yun gave him a confused look.


  “I’m afraid of putting you and your brothers at risk,” Li Jinglong tried again.


  “Are you stupid?” Chao Yun asked. “After we save you, we’ll run away too! Who would be dumb enough to stay behind?!”


  Li Jinglong stared at him in silence. He couldn’t accept, but he couldn’t outright refuse either.


  “I have wings, so I can fly,” Chao Yun explained. “Ever since I was a kid, I’ve always liked birds. You don’t have to worry that the avian races won’t accept us—just help me out with the introduction, and we’ll show His Highness how sincere we are.”


  Li Jinglong wanted to scream. What on earth was going on?!


  “Chao Yun.” Liang Danhuo’s voice rang out, cold as ice. “What are you doing?”


  A dangerous expression flickered over Chao Yun’s face. He whipped around, hissing sharply. Liang Danhuo eyed him with suspicion, tension palpable between them.


  “Nothing,” Chao Yun said. “I’m interrogating him about his companions’ whereabouts.”


  So yaoguai can be clever too, Li Jinglong thought.


  “A-Zhuang’s missing,” Liang Danhuo said. “Go look for him.”


  “Isn’t that precisely what I’m doing?” Chao Yun asked coldly.


  “Go look for him outside!” Liang Danhuo snapped.


  Chao Yun had no choice but to rise and step away from the cage. As he passed Liang Danhuo, she demanded, “What did Zhao Zilong say to you?”


  Frowning, Chao Yun stared back at her in confusion.


  “He’s a traitor!” she snarled.


  “You’re the one who recruited him.”


  Incandescent with rage, Liang Danhuo shot Chao Yun a withering glare before turning to Li Jinglong. “You won’t be alive much longer,” she sneered.


  Li Jinglong glowered at her in return. When she was gone, he leaned back against the bars of the cage, staring up at the leaden sky beyond the palace walls.


   


  It had begun to snow heavily. The only living souls left in the three-thousand-year-old city were a handful of exorcists and the yao forces led by An Lushan.


  Hongjun gazed out the window of the first floor of the Tower of Heaven. Snowflakes swirled down from the sky, gently covering the burnt ruins, the corpses, and the bloodstains left by the flames of war in a shroud of silvery white. All the sin and death were wiped away, as if nothing had happened at all. Under the concealing snow, Luoyang assumed a solemn air of sanctity.


  “He’ll be fine,” the carp yao reassured Hongjun, shifting closer to the stove. The fire crackled as it burned through the legs of the broken chairs and tables they had gathered from elsewhere in the Tower of Heaven.


  Hongjun hummed in acknowledgment.


  “An Lushan’s followers have dwindled considerably,” the carp yao continued. “They say he’s nowhere near as powerful as before.”


  The carp yao had heard all manner of rumors during his year in Fanyang. When the heart demon’s powers had been at their peak, An Lushan had commanded the allegiance of powerful figures like the black jiao Xie Yu and the fox yao Wu Qiyu of Chang’an, as well as the plague god Wenshen and Xuannü, the dark lady of the northern frontier. Back then, he’d also had the support of the four great yao known as Wine, Lust, Greed, and Wrath, in addition to the painted-skin yao Liang Danhuo and the huashe Chao Yun.


  But Li Jinglong and his Department of Exorcism had whittled away An Lushan’s forces, slaying the yaoguai under his command one by one, and driven a wedge between An Lushan and Yang Guozhong. Now, with only Chao Yun and Liang Danhuo left to him, An Lushan had lost almost all of his allies.


  “So Chao Yun was the huashe who saved me in the canal?” Hongjun asked, momentarily diverted.


  “I told him not to harm you! I told him!” The carp yao jumped to his feet. “I told him you’re the prince of Yaojin Palace and the sole heir to Master Chong Ming. Once Xie Yu and the heavenly demon are vanquished, you’ll become the yao king!”


  Hongjun nodded absently.


  The carp yao’s shoulders slumped again. “I’m really sorry, Hongjun.”


  “I forgive you,” Hongjun said easily. “Don’t apologize anymore.”


  “Oh.” The carp yao stared blankly at him. After a long moment, he said, “It’s so unfair that fish can’t cry.”


  Hongjun began to laugh. He reached into his lapels and pulled out the dragon scale Li Jinglong had given him. “This is for you.”


  “This!” the carp yao exclaimed, as if he had stumbled across some great treasure. “Is this a scale from a dragon king?”


  “That’s right.” Hongjun looked down at the carp yao. “Jinglong gave it to me. It’s yours now.”


  The carp yao was stunned. “You met a dragon? What did it look like? Was it like in the books?”


  Hongjun smiled and briefly recounted their adventures in the Dragon-Quelling Tower. The carp yao listened with his mouth agape, then stared down at the scale in his hand. “I-I-I can’t take this! It’s way too precious! Summoning a dragon could save your life! Keep it for yourself, just in case—”


  “Jinglong said to give it to you,” Hongjun said. “Consider it a gift from both of us.”


  Li Jinglong had indeed said so, but his exact words had been: On second thought, it might be a good idea to give this scale to Zhao Zilong. Then maybe I won’t have to put up with him nagging me all the time like an overprotective father-in-law and blaming me for every little thing. Besides, he’s looked after you for so long; think of it as compensation. This had sparked a brief argument between them.


  Of course, Hongjun didn’t tell the carp yao any of this. “Anyway,” he went on, “even if I summoned a dragon now, he wouldn’t be much help.”


  Hongjun didn’t expect the dragon kings to be able to defeat the heavenly demon. After Xie Yu’s meddling in the tower, they were all incapacitated in some way. At best, they could set the yao army on fire. And given how they’d been corrupted by demonic energy once before, the exorcists would be lucky if they weren’t suborned again by An Lushan.


  “Then, could I ask them for help with transforming into a dragon?” the carp yao asked.


  Hongjun scratched his head. “Maybe?”


  Overjoyed, the carp yao opened the little pouch he wore at his waist and carefully tucked the dragon scale away.


  At the thought of the dragon kings, Hongjun remembered that the heavenly demon seemed to hold great sway over yao. Virtually no yao—not even dragons—could resist the influence of demonic energy. After all, even after gaining sentience through cultivation, most yao retained their inherently bloodthirsty nature, which made it easier for the heavenly demon to control them.


  Humans, on the other hand, seemed inherently endowed with the capacity for love, familial bonds, friendship, and other sources of hope. This capacity granted them the mysterious ability to curb demonic influence. But unlike yao, human bodies were so weak that they could barely put up a fight against any kind of supernatural foe, making them easy prey.


  What am I? Hongjun wondered, not for the first time.


  He was the carrier of the demon seed, a purely demonic existence, yet his body was half yao and half human. He bore a mysterious connection to all three races of the Divine Land—demons, yao, and humans—as if set here by the hand of fate.


  “Hongjun,” the carp yao said, interrupting his thoughts. “Stop worrying. Second-in-Command is going to be fine.”


  Hongjun sighed. “I don’t know why I feel so uneasy.”


  Trying his best to comfort him, the carp yao heaped effusive praise on Li Jinglong, whom he had once despised, until the chief sounded almost godlike, a being without equal in heaven or on earth. Listening to him ramble, Hongjun relaxed a little.


  Xiangyu arrived outside, holding an umbrella. “Your Highness!” she called.


  Hongjun hurriedly stopped her before she could dip into a formal bow. When other members of the Department of Exorcism were present, Xiangyu and Wen Bin rarely came to greet them, but with the rest absent, Xiangyu addressed him as Your Highness. Hongjun felt a wave of familiarity, as if he were back home in Yaojin Palace.


  “Do you think this outfit looks good on me?” Xiangyu asked with a smile.


  She wore a long, crimson skirt paired with a short coat finished with a collar of snow-white fox fur. She twirled for Hongjun to see.


  “It looks great,” Hongjun said with a smile. “You’re very pretty.”


  “Everyone else is in place. They sent me to keep you company,” Xiangyu said.


  Hongjun knew the others were worried about him. Xiangyu filled the silence with chatter, recounting amusing anecdotes from her daily life with Wen Bin—mostly about how clumsy he was, always acting like a bookish fool who couldn’t do anything right.


  Hongjun chuckled. “Jinglong is way smarter than me. In his eyes, I probably can’t do anything right either.”


  “Wen Bin’s far from the perfect man,” Xiangyu said. “Alas, everyone has their own fate. You end up with the one you’re meant to end up with. It’s my own fault for falling in love with him.”
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  “You’re right.” Hongjun smiled. Her words made him feel much better. “You end up with the one you’re meant to end up with. As long as you love them, that’s all that matters.”




  Chapter 152:
Hanging by a Thread


   


  HONGJUN WATCHED THE SNOW falling outside with Xiangyu and the carp yao, and his heart gradually calmed. He would wait for whatever final outcome Li Jinglong would bring them. The carp yao took the dragon scale out again and held it reverently, stroking and nuzzling it with his scaly cheek, as if simply possessing it made his dream of transforming into a dragon slightly more attainable. Perhaps if he absorbed the dragon’s residual energy over time, there really would come a day when he would succeed. If his tongue was just a little longer, he would have happily licked the thing all over.


  Xiangyu and Hongjun watched him, speechless.


  “What is that?” Xiangyu asked as the carp yao struggled to stuff the dragon scale into his mouth. It was simply too big; no matter how he tried, it wouldn’t fit.


  Hongjun briefly explained the situation. Xiangyu remarked, “I heard from the elders that transforming into a dragon isn’t easy. He’ll need a human to formally acknowledge his ascension.”


  “Formally acknowledge his ascension?” Hongjun echoed.


  When yao achieved a certain level of cultivation, they needed a human to confirm their final ascension. According to legend, since humans were the wisest of all living beings, a yaoguai could only attain enlightenment—or a jiao transform into a dragon—after such an acknowledgment. The method for this confirmation was truly bizarre—a human merely needed to point at the creature in question and declare You are human, or You have become a dragon, and the yao would obtain extraordinary power.


  “The two of you were brought together by fate,” Xiangyu said, “so perhaps Your Highness will be the one to acknowledge him. The stories say that such bonds, though mysterious, are predestined.”


  “Do you mean like you and Wen Bin?” Hongjun asked. Xiangyu had implied that she and Wen Bin were bound by fate too. After all, Xiangyu had only truly experienced the full spectrum of human emotion after meeting the human gardener.


  The carp yao only had eyes for the dragon scale and didn’t seem to be listening. After a while, he asked, distracted, “When is Second-in-Command making his move?”


  Hongjun shook his head; he didn’t know. It could be at any moment, or in several days—but once Li Jinglong unleashed the power of the earthly meridians, the seven heavenly landmarks would surely react somehow. Until then, they had to remain in position. Xiangyu sat with Hongjun for a while longer before rising to fetch their food.


  Leaning against the window, Hongjun dozed off to the soft rustling of snow falling outside. He sank into the clutches of a dream filled with piercing screams, bitter sobs, and furious roars. It was as if the nightmares he had in Dunhuang had returned.


  He dreamed of men carving flesh from their own bones with daggers, of the elderly alive in their coffins as lids slid closed over them. A hanged woman swung from a rope, sallow-faced as blood pooled beneath her feet. Thousands upon thousands of murdered children crowded the streets of Luoyang, a dark cloud gathering over their heads as they opened their mouths and wailed at him in a miserable chorus.


   


  Li Jinglong’s forehead slammed against the iron bars as he jolted awake.


  He was utterly exhausted. He needed to sleep while he could, before the torture began. Otherwise, when he faced An Lushan, he wouldn’t have the strength to fight. The sky was pitch black; he couldn’t tell how many hours had passed since his capture. His greatest fear was that An Lushan wouldn’t bother with an interrogation at all, and would simply escort him back to Chang’an with the army.


  But he doubted An Lushan would do such a thing. After all, the rest of the Department of Exorcism had escaped, and any delay invited trouble; transporting him out of Luoyang would only introduce more variables. He was betting An Lushan would choose to deal with him as quickly as possible.


  A pair of yao were pushing his cage, taking him away from the main hall. He braced himself—the enemy was about to appear.


  Li Jinglong opened his eyes a crack as he was conveyed through the magnificent Hall of Enlightenment, down corridors drifting with ash. Fine, sooty snowflakes danced in the wind, accompanied by the metallic stench of blood. Suddenly, he was overwhelmed with longing for Hongjun. A tiny flicker of regret kindled in his heart.


  How did I end up here?


  As Li Jinglong hunched inside his cage, his entire life seemed to flash before his eyes. In all his years, from his childhood to his coming of age, he had never dreamed that he would encounter a trial like this.


  The corridor opened onto a vast platform, nearly fifty feet tall and a thousand feet in diameter. This was the Altar of Heaven, where Empress Wu Zetian had once performed sacrifices in Luoyang.


  Before the altar lay a mountain of dried-out corpses. This was An Lushan’s masterpiece.


  He sat atop the altar with a corpse in hand, his hulking body emanating waves of black mist. As An Lushan brought the corpse to his mouth, the mist wrapped around it, rotting it instantly as he sucked it into his body. A stack of fresh cadavers sat beside him. After devouring each one, he casually tossed them at the foot of the altar.


  The yaoguai pushed Li Jinglong’s cage up the slope until he arrived before An Lushan. The governor’s condition seemed to have somewhat improved. His exposed belly bore a number of crude stitches, and his body was no longer decomposing as badly as before, as if the essence and blood he’d absorbed were nourishing his decaying form.


  “What are you?” Li Jinglong blurted out before An Lushan could speak, staring in horror.


  “A demon.” An Lushan’s voice had become deep and hoarse, as if a giant bellows rattled within his chest. “I might as well be honest, seeing as you’re going to be dead soon.”


  “This… This is what your heart demon has become?” Li Jinglong could scarcely believe his eyes. An Lushan had still seemed human the last time they met; now that Li Jinglong saw him up close, he could only be described as a complete and utter monster.


  “A demon is a demon.” An Lushan bared his fangs in what was plainly meant to be a smile as he took in Li Jinglong’s fearful trembling. He waved his hand, and Chao Yun stepped forward and opened the cage. Li Jinglong ducked down to crawl out, then raised his head to scrutinize this terrifying creature that defied his comprehension.


  An Lushan flicked his hand again, and Chao Yun pushed the cage away, leaving An Lushan and Li Jinglong standing face-to-face in silence before the altar.


  An Lushan’s monstrous physical form seemed to be molded from countless dead bodies, their resentment churning over his skin as if all the world’s sorrow had been poured into a pit filled with thousands of pounds of tar. His obese, black body oozed demonic energy as the resentful souls permeating every part of him screamed, desperate to escape their confines.


  “Heart demons, blood demons, demons of wrath and resentment and lust…” An Lushan’s voice was a low rumble. “Once I’ve absorbed enough demonic energy, I shall become the most powerful being the world has ever seen!”


  The dreary city seemed to react to his roar, shuddering beneath Li Jinglong’s feet. His hands were bound behind him with a spiritual device; even the slightest struggle served to tighten the chains further. But it didn’t matter—once the energy of the earthly meridians was unleashed, any spiritual device would be reduced to dust.


  “To think that a single immortal soul from Xie Yu could be made into something so powerful,” Li Jinglong said in a trembling voice. “I cannot fathom what you are. You are no longer An Lushan.”


  “I am every single human soul in this world, Li Jinglong,” An Lushan said gravely. “All humans harbor resentment and suffering. How noble do you think you are?”


  Li Jinglong took a half step back. “It’s true that all humans harbor resentment and suffering. But what makes me human is—”


  “Fool!” An Lushan’s voice boomed like thunder, drowning out Li Jinglong’s words. “Embrace your demonhood!” He twisted his massive head. “Embrace your demons! Let me see how much darkness secretly lurks within you. These human hearts…”


  He thrust his enormous hand toward Li Jinglong. Black mist roared out like a blowing storm, engulfing Li Jinglong in an instant.


  “What makes me human is the fact that in this mortal world, there are things I still cherish!” Li Jinglong flung out his arm amid the darkness, blazing white light erupting from his palm.


  The malign energy An Lushan had absorbed exploded outward, enveloping the platform. Though Li Jinglong was only a small boat in a boundless dark sea, he stood tall and unwavering amid its raging waves.


  “I see it now…” An Lushan cackled maniacally. “I see your demise—”


  Li Jinglong gripped the paper talisman in his left hand, channeling spiritual energy into it. The light of the heart lamp beaming from his right burned brighter and brighter.


  “This ends today!” he shouted.


  As the talisman turned to ash between his fingers, there was a blinding flash of white light.


  Something inside his heart seemed to shatter.


  “The living are but transient guests; the dead are trav’lers homeward bound. Alas, the world is just an inn; everything dust in the wind…”


  Qing Xiong’s voice rang in his ears, reverberating with each word. Li Jinglong found himself back at the Department of Exorcism in Chang’an, scenes flashing by almost too fast to see.


  “Daddy—it hurts—”


  “Hongjun?” Li Jinglong stared at the vision before him in shock. “Hongjun—!”


  “Chouxing! Chouxing…”


  Tears streamed down Jia Yuze’s cheeks as she held little Hongjun in her arms, eyes fixed on something behind him. Li Jinglong whipped around to find a golden-armored warrior holding the Sword of Wisdom.


  Gold flames licked over Hongjun’s body, blood running from the cracks in his charred skin as he writhed in his mother’s embrace. Kong Xuan unleashed the pentacolor sacred light and charged toward the golden-armored warrior to block his gleaming arrow.


  Time flowed backward. Li Jinglong clutched the Compendium of Demonic Exorcism as he stood inside the abandoned department headquarters. The mural of Di Renjie glowed overhead. “Bring him here. I shall remove the demon seed from within him…”


  “N-no,” Li Jinglong stuttered, backing away.


  In an instant, countless memories bloomed and connected in his mind: that rainy day at the Department of Exorcism, Hongjun’s impending departure from Chang’an, the destruction of Kong Xuan’s family, and finally…the appearance of Qing Xiong.


  “Atone.”


  Qing Xiong’s final words echoed, distant, in Li Jinglong’s ears. “In this life, this is the sin for which you are destined to atone.”


  Clutching his head, Li Jinglong howled like a crazed beast. When he looked up again, he found himself in the eye of a dark vortex. The black energy within him coiled out, roiling as it coalesced into a figure that stood before him—a mirror image of himself.


  “So that’s how it is,” his shadow said in An Lushan’s deep voice. “What was it that I saw? Guilt, resentment, your selfish desire…”


  Li Jinglong struggled desperately to regain control, but it was too late. The moment the talisman burned away, blue light burst from beneath the earth, engulfing the platform with a thunderous roar.


  “What’s this?!” An Lushan cried in shock.


  The energy from the earthly meridians exploded from the base of the altar, shattering the colossal edifice. Brick and stone turned to powder and joined the vortex spinning wildly around Li Jinglong and An Lushan.


   


  A column of blue light shot into the sky.


  “He’s started!” Hongjun whirled around and sprinted toward the center of the Tower of Heaven. Skidding to a stop, he dropped to his knees within the array. “Whatever gods are out there, please keep him safe,” he whispered.


  Hongjun pulled out the talisman and imbued it with spiritual energy. As the paper burned away, the power within the earthly meridians surged up with a low roar.


  At the foot of Mount Longmen, atop an abandoned mine, Mergen’s talisman floated into the air and turned to ash. Blue light erupted from beneath his feet.


  At Tianjin Bridge, Turandokht, too, set her talisman on fire.


  Beam after beam of blue light shot skyward. The energy from the earthly meridians rushed through Luoyang, surging into the heavens from the seven points that marked out the shape of the Northern Dipper. Across the city, seven pillars thrust into the air, transforming into countless particles of light that rushed toward the Altar of Heaven at the center of the Hall of Enlightenment.


  “Meet your end here, demon.” Li Jinglong’s voice rang out, resonant with power. Innumerable points of light converged around him. As the energy concentrated within his body, the hazy white form of a god appeared at his back.


  “The same old trick!” An Lushan snarled. “But it won’t be so easy this time!”


  Li Jinglong slowly opened his eyes. Just like that night at Daming Palace, brilliant white flames engulfed him, transforming him into a luminous divine being. Light speared in all directions as the spirit of Dipamkara descended upon the earth.


  Countless shooting stars streaked across the night sky as they raced toward Li Jinglong, plunging into his body. He reached out, and the Sword of Wisdom, left far behind in the hall, flew into his grasp.


  An Lushan’s black mist boiled away under the blazing light of Dipamkara like snow melting beneath the noonday sun.


  “Disperse!” Li Jinglong’s voice echoed through the heavens and earth as he rose into the air over the altar. Every meridian in his body was scoured clean as the power of the earthly meridians coursed through him. In that moment, he felt as if his consciousness had merged with the source of the cosmos, allowing him to glimpse the elusive Dao itself.


  The struggling An Lushan let out a terrified wail. Trapped within this sea of light with nowhere to flee, he fell to his knees, accepting judgment from the divine. The demonic energy within his body dissipated, the rotting flesh of his chest peeling away to reveal a blackened and corroded heart, still beating as it burned with oily, ink-black flames.


  In the flickering instant Li Jinglong’s consciousness merged with heaven and earth, a voice shattered that state of perfect oneness with the world he had achieved during Dipamkara’s descent.


  It was Hongjun’s voice, pleading in agony. “Li Jinglong… Why…did you do this…?”


  Li Jinglong’s eyes snapped open. The power of the heart lamp rebounded on him, the backlash burning up his heart.


   


  All of Luoyang had become a sea of light. Atop the Tower of Heaven, Hongjun felt the energy of the earthly meridians course through his body and rush toward the distant Hall of Enlightenment. As it pulsed through him, he heard a faint, deep voice.


  “Demon seed… In the end, you will perish…”


  The carp yao’s voice echoed behind him, but Hongjun’s consciousness had grown hazy. The light of the array transformed into the blazing summer sun shining down upon the Department of Exorcism. He had returned to his childhood: He felt the stone of the courtyard under his knees, and when he looked up, he found the golden-armored warrior pointing the Sword of Wisdom at him.


  “No… No…” Hongjun’s voice shook as he begged, “Don’t! Don’t kill me!”


  The array beneath him flickered violently. Beyond its bounds, just feet away, the carp yao shouted, “Hongjun! Hongjun!”


  Hongjun was swallowed up by the blue glow of the earthly meridians, the glare intensifying until his body seemed to be composed solely of light. Layer upon luminous layer peeled away from his spine like silk being drawn from a cocoon, coalescing into the divine form of Acalanatha.


  “Is this the spiritual technique you guys decided on?!” Sensing that something had gone terribly amiss, the carp yao rushed to the edge of the array. “Hongjun! What’s wrong?!”


  Hongjun’s heart twisted in pain as the heart lamp’s seal shattered. Demonic black flames erupted around him.


  He screamed in agony. The memories of that day came flooding back, the faces of his mother, father, and Li Jinglong flashing before his eyes in rapid succession. A second later, the golden-armored warrior shouted from behind him, “Demon! Surrender yourself!”


  The Yao-Binding Cord wrenched itself from Hongjun’s chest, erupting with golden light.


  Outside the array, the carp yao was frantic with worry, but he couldn’t do anything but shout Hongjun’s name.


  The bright figure of Acalanatha raised a hand, yanking the Yao-Binding Cord back to tighten it around Hongjun’s heart. The instant the cord pulled taut, the demonic energy bursting out of him was drawn back into Hongjun’s body.


  Hongjun’s eyes lost focus as he collapsed face-first onto the ground.


  Between one heartbeat and the next, the spiritual array beneath him spiraled out of control, and the Tower of Heaven collapsed.




  Chapter 153:
All for Naught


   


  “HONGJUN!” The carp yao rushed forward as the tower crumbled, rubble sliding in all directions.


  One pillar of light among the seven abruptly winked out.


  Standing atop the commemorative monument known as the Axis of Heaven, Lu Xu turned toward the northwest just in time to witness the tower’s collapse.


  On Dingdingmen Street, A-Tai whipped around.


  On Tianjin Bridge, Turandokht started as the array’s energy fluctuated wildly. “What’s going on?!” she cried.


  “Hongjun!” Ashina Adarvan shouted from where he stood before the Gate of Heaven.


  Atop the altar within the Hall of Enlightenment, divine light surged backward, setting Li Jinglong’s entire body aflame. Li Jinglong restrained An Lushan with his left hand, still gripping his sword in his right. But as his consciousness gradually slipped away, he couldn’t seem to bring his sword down on the heavenly demon. He had lost control of Dipamkara’s manifestation; the deity had left his body and now gazed down at him from above.


  Dipamkara scrutinized Li Jinglong’s soul. The god formed the seal of the lamp with one hand while the other plunged into Li Jinglong’s body, reaching for his heart—


  The peacock seal on Li Jinglong’s chest flared with light, repelling the invasion.


  “Why…?” Li Jinglong asked, racked with pain. His voice trembled. “Why?”


  The uncontrolled energy roaring out of the Tower of Heaven rapidly expanded, shattering the arrays over each cluster of earthly meridians one after another as it rushed toward the altar in the Hall of Enlightenment. The moment the blue light converged, it vanished, receding back into the earth with a rumble. The power that had come with Dipamkara’s descent vanished as well, draining out of Li Jinglong in an instant. He plummeted from a height of nearly a hundred feet as darkness swallowed his vision.


  With a hiss, a huashe spread its wings and soared into the sky.


  An Lushan lay buried beneath the rubble. All seven beams of blue light had dimmed to nothing. The Northern Dipper formation disappeared as if it had never been, and the seven heavenly landmarks crumbled as the exorcists fled the shattered arrays.


  The Tower of Heaven collapsed with a blast that flattened the surrounding buildings, sending dust billowing in all directions.


  “Hongjun!” the carp yao cried in a panic. Hongjun lay unconscious beneath the rubble.


  Xiangyu, who’d returned just in time to see the tower fall, rushed over and began frantically tossing aside the broken bricks and beams. “Your Highness!” she cried.


  Lu Xu tore toward them. “What the hell happened?!”


  The carp yao tried to stammer out an explanation as Lu Xu dug Hongjun out of the rubble and lifted him free, but before he made it far, Xiangyu leapt forward, shielding the other three behind her.


  The dust from the collapse had settled, revealing yao beasts emerging from hiding all around them. Nearly a hundred monsters watched the exorcists with predatory eyes.


  Liang Danhuo stepped out from the crowd, exuding a bloody mist.


  “Go,” Xiangyu said quietly.


  Lu Xu gave no response.


  “Take the little prince with you,” Xiangyu continued. “Don’t tell him what happened here.”


  She slowly advanced on Liang Danhuo. Dressed in white robes and a long skirt that trailed across the snow, she blended seamlessly into the pristine landscape.


  A horde of huashe soared across the sky above Luoyang, their piercing cries accompanied by An Lushan’s earthshaking roars. A sharp gust of wind swept the most vicious wave of cold since the onset of winter southward with lightning speed, freezing every body of water in the city in the space of a breath.


   


  On the twenty-second day of the twelfth month of the fourteenth year of Tianbao, Luoyang fell into enemy hands. Having failed in their crucial mission to exorcise the heavenly demon, the members of the Great Tang Department of Demonic Exorcism fled the city in defeat.


  The bitter north wind was like knives cast by a divine hand, hurtling down from the heavens to slice through every town and village across the Divine Land. Black smoke choked the air as war devoured lives and ripped hope to shreds. In the Hebei and Henan Circuits, an army of two hundred thousand Tang troops collapsed at the first clash. The rebels from Fanyang tore through them like wolves among a flock of sheep.


  In the Central Plains, nine out of ten houses stood empty. Starving civilians spilled into the countryside, and ravenous dogs roamed in packs while the banks of the Yellow River were reduced to scorched earth.


  On the twenty-sixth day of the twelfth month, Hongjun’s fingers twitched as he jolted awake with a hoarse gasp.


  He shivered violently from cold, as if he had been doused in icy water. Head pounding, he looked down and realized he was naked, his clothes neatly folded on a table beside the bed. His body was a tapestry of bruises that throbbed painfully with every movement, and his skin was hot—he was burning with a fever.


  “Is anyone there?” Hongjun croaked.


  Spotting a bowl of water on the table, he fumbled for it and took a sip. The water was ice cold, but after gulping down the whole bowlful, he felt slightly better. A faint thumping sound came from outside. He rose to his feet and dressed, only to stumble the moment he stepped away from the bed. He dragged himself to the door and pushed it open. A gust of cold air rushed in, making his throat constrict so sharply he couldn’t speak.


  Lu Xu was outside splitting firewood. Hearing movement in the house, he was about to rush inside when he spotted Hongjun at the door. The two stared at each other in silence for a long moment.


  “You’re awake,” Lu Xu said at last, sounding unexpectedly nervous.


  “Where are we?” Hongjun’s head had begun to ache again. The last thing he remembered was losing control of the spiritual array.


  “Northwest of Shan Commandery,” Lu Xu said as he helped Hongjun back inside. “You have a fever, so go lie down. The big wolf’s gone up into the mountains to find medicine for you.”


  Hongjun nodded, regarding Lu Xu calmly. “You know what I want to ask.”


  “Li Jinglong is fine,” Lu Xu replied, supporting Hongjun as he sat back on the bed. He shot him a glance before adding, “He has some injuries. He’s recuperating and just fell asleep, so let’s not wake him just yet.”


  Lu Xu had never lied to him. Hongjun nodded and lay down. “I feel awful,” he groaned.


  Frowning, Lu Xu pressed a hand to Hongjun’s forehead.


  “Did it work?” Hongjun asked.


  “No,” Lu Xu said quietly. “But thankfully, everyone survived.”


  At this, Hongjun at last breathed a sigh of relief and let himself sink back into an exhausted slumber.


  This time, he seemed to sleep longer than before. When he next awakened, he could faintly hear Mergen and Lu Xu conversing.


  “He woke up earlier,” Lu Xu said.


  “He’ll be fine once he takes this medicine,” Mergen responded. “Wake him up so he can drink it, then get him to eat something.”


  Hongjun groggily opened his eyes. He allowed Mergen to prop him up while Lu Xu spooned medicine into his mouth, the two working in perfect synchrony. When Hongjun finished the bowl and lay back down, he heard the carp yao pipe up, “Is Hongjun awake?”


  “Shh.” Lu Xu hushed him. “Let him sleep a while longer. Leave the food there.”


  “In the other room…” the carp yao began.


  “Keep your voice down,” Mergen said, almost too low to hear.


  Hongjun slumped back onto his pillow. Mergen rose and stepped outside while Lu Xu settled down to sleep on a makeshift cot nearby.


  The medicine must have been effective. Over the next few hours, Hongjun’s fever broke, leaving him weak and clammy with sweat. When he next opened his eyes, the world seemed a little clearer. He quietly slid out of bed to eat.


  The bowl of egg congee the carp yao had prepared was set out on the table.


  “Li Jinglong’s next door,” Lu Xu said, turning over. “You can go keep him company once you’re stronger.”


  Hongjun hummed as he picked up the bowl and spoon and stepped out of the room to let Lu Xu sleep. They were in someone’s abandoned home, he realized. The north wind howled through the night. The sky was pitch dark, without stars or moon. The house had only two rooms, and the walls were splattered with blood.


  He stopped briefly before the rusty red stains, then stepped over to the adjacent room and knocked softly on the door. A bare-chested Mergen opened the door.


  “Feeling better?” Mergen asked quietly, his body blocking the doorway. Hongjun peered around him.


  Mergen was about to speak when a voice called out from behind him, “Is that Hongjun?”


  “Jinglong!” Hongjun darted past Mergen, rushing inside like a gust of wind. Quietly, Mergen stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.


  Hongjun lit the oil lamp, casting the room in a dim glow. This room felt far colder than the one he shared with Lu Xu; it seemed all the firewood had been taken next door. On this snowy night, the air was damp and bitterly cold. Li Jinglong, lying on the bed, turned his head to stare blankly at him.


  Hongjun rushed over to the bed and set a hand on Li Jinglong’s forehead. Li Jinglong smiled at him wearily.


  “I’m sorry. I failed again,” he said.


  Hongjun said nothing but reached under the blankets to take Li Jinglong’s hand. Li Jinglong’s hand twitched, as if even lifting a finger had exhausted all his strength. Hongjun traced his palm to the pulse point at his wrist and pressed gently. Li Jinglong turned to look at him with what seemed like enormous effort, his chest rising and falling shallowly.


  Neither of them said anything, yet Hongjun already knew the truth—


  Li Jinglong’s body was broken beyond repair.


  His meridians had been utterly destroyed, and his martial arts skills with them. He would spend his days from here on out bedridden, unable to care for himself.


  “Can you sit up?” Hongjun asked quietly. “Let me see.”


  He lifted Li Jinglong’s blanket to reveal his bare upper body and the splint bound to his shoulder.


  “I already took some medicine,” Li Jinglong said. “Lu Xu found some in your pouch.”


  “That medicine won’t be as effective if you take too much,” Hongjun said. “This is your second time taking a fire-essence pill.”


  Li Jinglong’s smile was wry. “He had me take all of them.”


  He had fractured his shoulder blades, his ribs, his left thigh bone, and his right lower leg; he had also suffered severe internal bleeding. After the huashe had rescued him, Lu Xu and Mergen had exhausted every method at their disposal to bring him back from death’s door.


  Hongjun felt carefully along Li Jinglong’s body. Mergen had no real knowledge of medicine, and his bone-setting technique was too rough; several broken ribs hadn’t been properly aligned. But they had already set—fixing them meant breaking them again, and Hongjun couldn’t bear to subject Li Jinglong to such agony a second time.


  “You’ll be okay,” he said. His medicine pouch contained everything except pain-dulling medicine—he had used it all up saving soldiers back in Luoyang when An Lushan breached the city. Thinking about how Mergen must have set Li Jinglong’s broken legs, Hongjun felt a sharp pang of anguish.


  “I can’t sense the power of the heart lamp,” Li Jinglong said calmly. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to protect you anymore.”


  “It’s gone?”


  “It’s gone. It’s strange, though. I don’t know where it went.”


  Hongjun fought back the urge to bury his face in Li Jinglong’s chest and sob. He forced a smile instead, the corners of his mouth struggling upward.


  Li Jinglong stared at Hongjun in a dazed silence, his eyes dark with something Hongjun had never seen before—despair.


  “It’s probably still there,” Hongjun said. “It’s just that…your meridians were destroyed, so you can’t feel it.”


  “Can you try to find it?” A glimmer of hope sparked in Li Jinglong’s dull gaze.


  Hongjun shook his head. Infusing Li Jinglong’s shattered meridians with the pentacolor sacred light now would be as painful as any torture.


  “It’s my fault,” Li Jinglong muttered to himself. “I’m sorry, Hongjun. I lost the heart lamp you gave me too.”


  Hongjun could hold back no longer. He wrapped his arms around Li Jinglong, tears streaming down his face. Clenching his jaw to trap his sobs, he choked out, “None of that matters as long as you’re okay. Why are you saying all of this?”


   


  Outside, snow fell like goose down. Lu Xu and Mergen lay beneath the covers in the bed in the next room.


  “It’s so warm in here,” Mergen commented.


  Lu Xu rolled over to face the wall. He wondered quietly, “What are they going to do?”


  When Mergen made no response, he continued, “What will happen to the Department of Exorcism?”


  “Things will get better,” Mergen said at last.


  “The heart lamp’s seal is gone,” Lu Xu said. “The nightmares Hongjun absorbed back in Dunhuang are nourishing the demon seed. These past few days, it’s been increasingly difficult to suppress them…”


  Mergen flipped over and pulled Lu Xu against him from behind.


  “Seriously?!” Lu Xu was incredulous. “How can you be in the mood at a time like this?!”


  “It’s not something I can control!” Mergen protested. “I can’t help it! I’ve been holding back too long.” His hardness pressed against Lu Xu’s backside, leaving Lu Xu utterly flabbergasted. He continued, “What will happen to Hongjun?”


  “He’ll descend into demonhood,” Lu Xu replied. “From now on, the demon seed inside him will begin to grow, just like before our battle at Dunhuang. All the malign energies in the world will converge on his body, and the demon seed will become stronger with each passing day—”


  Mergen shushed him. “When I was little, I heard a story,” he said. “There was once a man who was chased by a pack of wolves through the night.”


  Lu Xu fell silent, listening.


  “Do you know how they drive off wolves in the desert?” Mergen asked, his lips pressed to Lu Xu’s ear.


  “Fire.”


  “Across a thousand miles of open plain, there stood only a single withered tree,” Mergen continued. “The man set fire to it. The flames beat back the darkness, and the wolves retreated—but the tree had been rotting for many years and could only burn a short while. The flames soon dwindled until only embers remained.”


  “Couldn’t he wait until dawn?” Lu Xu asked.


  Mergen’s deep voice rumbled in Lu Xu’s ear. “The night sky was thick with clouds. Without the moon, he had no idea when dawn would come. As the flames sank lower and lower, the man saw more wolves all over the mountains and plains, watching in the darkness.”


  “So he stayed by the dying embers, waiting for dawn to arrive,” Lu Xu finished. “Once the fire went out, the pack would tear him to pieces.”


  Mergen hummed. “He began searching for more things to burn. But each item burned meant he had one less resource. He had no idea whether he would survive the night.”


  “What happened in the end?”


  “This story has no ending,” Mergen replied. “It depends on what you believe. Perhaps dawn broke first, or perhaps the fire died before sunrise. But tell me, what do you suppose the man was thinking about as he warmed himself by the fire?”


  “His family?”


  Mergen didn’t answer. Lu Xu tried again: “Survival?”


  Silence. Lu Xu guessed again: “Going home.”


  Mergen spoke at last. “He was thinking about how the fire felt so warm.” He tightened his arms around Lu Xu. “Sleep. They’ll get through this together. Whether the fire burns out or dawn arrives, it’s up to fate. When you’re warming yourself by the fire, just focus on that feeling. Don’t think too much about anything else.”


  Lu Xu closed his eyes and let his thoughts fall away.




  Chapter 154:
Hearts Laid Bare


   


  “WHERE’S A-TAI?” Hongjun asked, lying beside Li Jinglong.


  Li Jinglong’s body no longer radiated a furnace-like warmth as it had before. His weakened constitution left his hands and feet freezing, and even the blankets on the bed felt icy.


  “We were separated when we fled Luoyang,” Li Jinglong said. “I’m sure they’re looking for us.”


  Li Jinglong had spent the night with his eyes open, staring vacantly up at the ceiling. Hongjun stopped asking questions.


  What could they do? It had already come to this. Where was An Lushan’s army now? Why had Li Jinglong’s efforts failed at the very last moment? Why had Acalanatha appeared when Hongjun tried to channel the energy of the earthly meridians?


  Hongjun looked up at Li Jinglong. He didn’t dare ask what they were going to do next. He couldn’t even rest his head on Li Jinglong’s shoulder like he used to, as it was still bound in a splint.


  “Do you feel warmer now?” Hongjun asked instead.


  “Yes, much warmer.”


  Hongjun gently wrapped his arms around Li Jinglong’s waist, placing his phoenix feather on Li Jinglong’s chest and warming him with his own body heat. “Once you’re better, I’ll take you back to Yaojin Palace. Chong Ming and Qing Xiong will know what to do.”


  “I’m too ashamed to go back,” Li Jinglong said quietly.


  “Me too,” Hongjun admitted.


  Hongjun knew he had broken Chong Ming’s heart the last time he’d left home. Returning now to beg for a cure for Li Jinglong would only enrage Chong Ming even further. Neglecting his foster father for so long, only to return now that his lover was gravely injured to ask for help… Even Hongjun was disgusted with himself.


  “But I don’t regret anything,” Hongjun said.


  “I’m sorry,” Li Jinglong whispered.


  “That’s enough. Jinglong, pull yourself together! This isn’t like you!”


  “You’re right.” Li Jinglong closed his eyes with a weary sigh. Hongjun thought he was trying to rally his spirits, but instead he said, “I’ve been thinking a lot these past few days. You say this isn’t like me, but that’s not true. This is the real me.”


  Hongjun frowned, studying Li Jinglong in surprise.


  “I never told you about the moment when I received the heart lamp.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “It’s hard to describe,” Li Jinglong murmured without opening his eyes. “It was as if my entire world lit up…”


  “When was this?” Hongjun asked, sensing something was off.


  “What kind of person do you think I am?” Li Jinglong asked suddenly.


  “You’re the best.”


  Li Jinglong fell silent. Hongjun genuinely believed he was an extremely good person. He was kind, brave, intelligent, decisive, and resolute in his ideals. In Hongjun’s eyes, he was practically perfect.


  “But I know in my heart that I wasn’t like this before,” Li Jinglong confessed quietly.


  “What?” Hongjun’s mind reeled back to the incident that had irrevocably changed their fate.


  Sure enough, Li Jinglong said, “I only became like that after I received the heart lamp. After I met you.” Hongjun’s breathing quickened. “So then, when did it change? What was the defining moment? Maybe when I opened my eyes in Pingkang Ward and saw you before me. At that point, I already felt like something had changed. And then, when I saw you again in the Department of Exorcism… It was as if my heart was caught in a beam of light. All the things I used to fuss over and care so much about ceased to matter.”


  Hongjun had heard many stories of Li Jinglong’s past. Except for the members of the Department of Exorcism, anyone who saw Hongjun with Li Jinglong always had a strange look in their eye—a hint of mockery, along with a touch of knowing. He knew Li Jinglong had offended no shortage of people since his youth. Whether facing the emperor, the noble consort, chancellors, or court officials, he always exuded an arrogant and standoffish air. In fact, this was precisely why he had been in such dire straits when they first met.


  But once he stepped into the role of chief of the Department of Exorcism, his career suddenly began to flourish. It was as if the Li Jinglong that Hongjun had heard about and the Li Jinglong he knew were two entirely different people.


  Could the power of the heart lamp truly change a person so much? Qing Xiong had never mentioned such a thing. But then, if the heart lamp had indeed vanished, where had it gone? Hongjun frowned, studying him.


  “That feeling I once had, like something heavy’s weighing down on my heart… It’s returned,” Li Jinglong said.


  “So you’re upset because…the heart lamp’s gone?” Hongjun asked.


  “I’m an ordinary mortal again,” Li Jinglong said, his voice small now. “The man you knew before—that was all just an illusion the heart lamp bestowed on me. That wasn’t the real me.”


  “Then…what’s the real you like?” Hongjun asked in confusion.


  “Cowardly, selfish, lustful,” Li Jinglong said. “I crave recognition, but I give up easily. I’m incompetent… The only things I’m proud of are my family background and my skill in archery—but now I don’t even have that.”


  “So what?”


  Li Jinglong turned his head laboriously, looking at Hongjun with red-rimmed eyes.


  Hongjun leaned in and seized his lips in a kiss.


  Li Jinglong’s eyes went wide. Hongjun had never kissed him so fiercely. Li Jinglong’s mind went blank, his heart pounding wildly. “Mmph…”


  Perhaps he’d meant to say something demoralizing like I’m no longer worthy of you, or I can’t protect you anymore, but Hongjun’s kiss was as furious as a raging storm, forcing him to yield without resistance.


  When they parted, Li Jinglong managed, “Wait, I—”


  But Hongjun braced his hands on either side of Li Jinglong’s pillow—he dared not put weight on Li Jinglong’s injured chest—and allowed him only a single, gasping breath before kissing him deeply again.


  Li Jinglong was used to taking the lead, indulging Hongjun’s whims or shyness. He had never imagined Hongjun would be so relentless when he dug in his heels. He lacked the strength to push him away—even turning his head was a struggle. Hongjun teasingly licked open his mouth, clinging to Li Jinglong’s neck unchallenged as he proceeded to kiss him for a good five minutes without stopping.
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  Li Jinglong’s head spun as he struggled for breath. Thanks to this kiss, his mood had improved greatly. But when he tried to push Hongjun away, Hongjun showed no mercy, refusing to let Li Jinglong come up for air until Li Jinglong’s vision began to swim.


  Hongjun slid his hand down Li Jinglong’s body as he kissed him, then startled when he encountered something sticky and wet.


  “You…?” Hongjun burst into laughter.


  Li Jinglong had been holding back for far too long, and even if he couldn’t move, that didn’t mean he was insensible. He was already delirious from Hongjun’s kisses; the moment Hongjun touched him, he had lost control. 


  For a moment he couldn’t speak. His face finally regained some color as he flushed crimson, panting slightly.


  “No matter what happens, your skills in this department remain as impressive as ever. You’re still huge down here,” Hongjun remarked.


  Li Jinglong had been feeling so frustrated he wanted to cry, but now he couldn’t help but laugh. The movement pulled on his broken ribs, and he groaned. “It hurts so much.”


  Hopping off of the bed, Hongjun went to boil some water, then pulled back the blankets and wiped down Li Jinglong’s body. Despite his injuries, his figure remained unchanged, his muscular chest still branded with the peacock tattoo. Leaning down, Hongjun pecked the tattoo before darting up and kissing Li Jinglong’s lips again.


  “Do you want to…?” Li Jinglong began.


  “When you’re better,” Hongjun said firmly, but his eyes slid across Li Jinglong’s exposed skin until Li Jinglong’s cheeks heated again. Eventually, Hongjun couldn’t stand it any longer. Stripping off his own clothes, he lay down next to Li Jinglong and brought himself off.


  “Hongjun,” Li Jinglong said softly.


  Hongjun cleaned them up, then tucked the blankets around both of them like a well-behaved child.


  “From now on, I’ll protect you,” he said. “Stop worrying about all that stuff.” Yawning, he took Li Jinglong’s hand, his larger palm to Hongjun’s smaller one, interlaced their fingers, and drifted off to sleep.


   


  In the kitchen, Chao Yun whispered, “Hey, Zhao Zilong. The little prince seems to have woken up.”


  Lying on his side on the still-warm stove, the carp yao rolled over. “I’ll help you talk to him tomorrow.”


  “Say, do you think he’ll accept us?”


  “Of course he will,” the carp yao responded. “He’s even forgiven me—how could he not accept you?”


  Chao Yun fidgeted uneasily.


  “You did a great deed in saving Li Jinglong,” the carp yao added. “He won’t just take you as his subordinate, he’ll give you anything you want.”


  Chao Yun repeatedly inquired about Hongjun’s personality, temperament, and what he liked to hear. The carp yao repeatedly assured him that their family wasn’t nearly as complicated as An Lushan’s. Only then did Chao Yun nervously curl up beneath the stove to sleep.


   


  The next day, the twenty-seventh of the twelfth month, the temperature plunged in Shan Commandery; overnight it became so cold that all their water turned to ice. As the north wind wailed outside, everyone gathered in Li Jinglong’s room, warming themselves around Hongjun’s phoenix feather. Seeing Lu Xu shiver, Mergen, curled up as the gray wolf, reached out and gathered him close with a paw.


  “Do you have to stay in this form?” Lu Xu asked numbly.


  “It’s easier to keep warm,” the gray wolf rumbled as he pressed Lu Xu against the soft fur of his chest.


  “It’s so cold here,” Hongjun commented.


  “The problem is there’s no one for miles,” Li Jinglong said, his voice weak as a whisper. “Chang’an is a bustling metropolis. There’s always people around, so you don’t feel the cold. This village is stuck out here on the plains with nothing to block the chill.”


  Hongjun carefully lifted Li Jinglong, propping some pillows and blankets behind his back so he could sit up. The carp yao slipped in to set the table and lay out dishes for their meal.


  “There’s fish?!” Hongjun exclaimed in surprise.


  “Didn’t you forbid us from eating carp?” Lu Xu asked.


  “It can’t be helped,” the carp yao said. “These are extraordinary times. There are even humans eating humans out there.”


  No one knew what to say to that.


  The carp yao turned to Hongjun. “The one who saved Second-in-Command wants to meet you. Is that okay?”


  Hongjun recalled Lu Xu mentioning last night that a huashe had saved Li Jinglong when everything had gone wrong. At once, he asked, “Where’s the man who saved Jinglong?”


  “The yao who saved him,” the carp yao corrected. “He’s waiting outside.”


  Hongjun called, “Please come in!”


  Chao Yun, who had been standing in the freezing wind, entered and immediately dropped to his knees.


  “Ah—I should be the one thanking you!” Hongjun protested as he knelt and kowtowed to Chao Yun in return.


  Petrified, Chao Yun yelped, “Your Highness, you mustn’t! Someone like you bowing to me…you’ll halve my cultivation!”


  “All right, that’s enough,” the carp yao interjected. “This is starting to look like a wedding ceremony.”


  The two rose. Hongjun continued to thank Chao Yun profusely, while Chao Yun hastily demurred. “It was only right for me to do what I did. The princess consort was in danger. It was my duty to help!”


  Li Jinglong sputtered; flecks of the congee Hongjun had been feeding him flew from his mouth.


  Eventually, they got the whole story: Chao Yun was a huashe from the Miluo River. Like Zhao Zilong, he’d aspired to cultivate into a dragon, but after eating something he shouldn’t have, he had instead sprouted wings, leaving him neither fully aquatic nor fully avian. Since ancient times, a yao had to be a member of the aquatic clans to become a dragon; ordinarily, a yao would first cultivate into a jiao before overcoming a heavenly tribulation to transform into a dragon.


  Stuck with two unwanted wings, Chao Yun had no idea what to do. He couldn’t shed them like skin, nor could he cut them off. To add to his problems, dozens of small snakes in the river, empowered by his yao energy, had also cultivated into this winged species.


  “Let me see.” Hongjun examined Chao Yun’s wings with curiosity as he flipped open the Compendium of Demonic Exorcism. There was indeed an entry documenting Chao Yun’s huashe clan.


  “But what did you eat to grow wings?” Li Jinglong asked.


  Chao Yun scratched his head, the words How the heck should I know? all but scrawled across his face. It had happened so long ago he could no longer remember.


  “No way!” Hongjun gasped in horror. “You ate Qu Yuan?!”


  The compendium said that after the ancient poet Qu Yuan2 threw himself into the Miluo River, he had been eaten by a snake that then transformed into a huashe.


  “I didn’t!” Chao Yun protested. “That’s all made up! I wasn’t even born then! I’m only about four hundred years old this year…”


  “All right, then.” Hongjun nodded. “When the time comes, I’ll take you to meet Chong Ming.”


  “I’m just worried that since they’re all birds, we’ll—” Chao Yun began.


  “It’ll be okay,” Hongjun said. “If he doesn’t want you, I’ll take you under my wing. Where are your brothers?”


  Chao Yun felt as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. Hope glimmering in his eyes, he said, “I have over sixty. They scattered to draw off your pursuers. I told them to meet me at the Jing River once everything’s been settled.”


  Hongjun nodded, and just like that, Chao Yun was accepted into their circle. The huashe took a cautious seat nearby, plainly striving to make a good impression.


  Li Jinglong watched Hongjun for a while, a smile in his eyes as the carp yao served everyone food—rice congee, braised carp, and stir-fried vegetables. The ingredients had all been procured by Chao Yun.


  After eating a few spoonfuls of congee, Li Jinglong seemed to regain a little strength. Turning to Hongjun, he said, “I can feed myself.”


  “Can you move?” Mergen asked.


  “Barely.” Li Jinglong’s hand trembled as he lifted the spoon, which felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. By the time it reached his lips, nearly all the congee had spilled.


  Hongjun leaned forward to help.


  “Let him move around a little,” Lu Xu said. “It’ll help him regain his strength.”


  Hongjun sat back again, watching Li Jinglong anxiously. For a moment, everyone mirrored him.


  “You guys, eat your own food,” Li Jinglong said.


  Thanks to the fire-essence pills, Li Jinglong’s meridians were slowly repairing themselves. But even once they were fully restored, he would likely never be as strong as he was before.


  The meal proceeded in silence, everyone lost in their own thoughts. Hongjun looked around, trying to come up with something to talk about. Lu Xu, noticing, broke the silence: “How long do you guys plan on staying here?”


  “Until Jinglong has recovered a bit more,” Hongjun answered gratefully.


  “Why don’t you guys head back to Yaojin Palace?” Mergen suggested. “Chao Yun can fly… I mean, you can fly, right?” He turned to the huashe.


  “I can, but just barely,” Chao Yun said. “I’m not a dragon, so I can’t fly for very long. I have to rest every two hours or so.”


  Huashe were different from yao kings like the dragon, kun, and golden-winged great peng. When a dragon soared through the clouds, it created a barrier of powerful winds around itself, allowing it to travel hundreds of miles in a single day. Huashe weren’t capable of such a feat. Returning to Yaojin Palace via huashe would mean being buffeted by freezing winds and enduring bitter cold—it was more trouble than it was worth.


  “I’m not going,” Li Jinglong said. “Not like this.”


  Silence fell again. No one wanted to force him, so Hongjun simply nodded. “All right. We can talk about it later.”


  Lu Xu opened his mouth to speak, but Mergen stopped him with a glance.


  The carp yao cleared away the empty dishes. Surprisingly, the house they’d holed up in still had some tea. Everyone gathered around the table as the wind wailed outside, each holding a cup of hot tea. For a moment, their despair and worry about the future seemed to recede ever so slightly.


  Lu Xu stared into the dark green tea in his cup and recalled the story Mergen told him of the man warming himself by the fire on that endless winter night.




  Chapter 155:
The Artifact Accepts a Master


   


  “WE SHOULD THINK ABOUT what to do next,” Li Jinglong said after a long silence.


  “We need to figure out what happened first,” Mergen said. “Otherwise, we’re just fumbling in the dark.”


  Li Jinglong hummed in agreement. He’d heard the carp yao’s account already, so he turned to Chao Yun, who had witnessed everything that had transpired at the Hall of Enlightenment. Starting with Hongjun at the Tower of Heaven, they set about reconstructing the full sequence of that day’s events from memory.


  “It must have been right when the heart lamp’s seal broke,” Hongjun said. “I also saw…Acalanatha.”


  Li Jinglong stared at him, his brow locked in a deep frown. No one had expected the Immovable Wisdom King to appear when the array at the Tower of Heaven was activated. Nor could they have foreseen that the golden Yao-Binding Cord could be drawn from Hongjun’s body.


  Hongjun rummaged through Li Jinglong’s pack to retrieve the cord as he spoke—the artifact had been with Li Jinglong the whole time, so what exactly had emerged from his chest that day?


  “What’s this thing made of?” Lu Xu asked, distracted. “It hasn’t moldered at all, after all these years.”


  “It’s braided from a blend of jiao tendon and celestial adamant from Kunlun,” Chao Yun answered, holding the Yao-Binding Cord up to the wan sunlight so everyone could see the strange patterns twisting over its surface.


  Hongjun briefly explained how they’d acquired the Yao-Binding Cord, and everyone looked at each other in surprise. The urgency of the events in Luoyang had left little time for discussion, but now, in retrospect, they were all stunned. Everyone’s eyes turned to Hongjun.


  “Wh-what is it?” he stuttered uneasily.


  “The Yao-Binding Cord appeared inside you,” Li Jinglong murmured.


  Realization dawned on Hongjun. “Is…is that why the array shattered?” All this time, Hongjun had been dogged by a faint sense of foreboding. Now it had been confirmed: It was his mishap that had caused the array to collapse at the most crucial moment.


  “No,” Li Jinglong said. “It wasn’t you. It was me.”


  “What?!” Mergen blurted. Everyone looked at Li Jinglong in surprise.


  “We failed because I…I… The short of it is… I’ve always been unlucky, but through a series of unfortunate events, the heart lamp… Well, to be honest, it never truly recognized me. The array collapsing actually saved my life,” Li Jinglong admitted.


  He had already more or less figured everything out. When he’d unleashed the heart lamp’s power during Dipamkara’s descent, the tremendous surge of energy had shattered a seal in his heart. Suddenly he’d remembered a past he had entirely forgotten—the two years he had spent with Hongjun in their childhood.


  Kong Xuan’s and Jia Yuze’s deaths, the destruction of Hongjun’s family—ultimately, this tragedy had come about because he’d refused to let Hongjun leave him. Afterward, Qing Xiong had arrived and used a spiritual technique to seal both his and Hongjun’s memories of those events.


  That was why Li Jinglong had always found Qing Xiong somewhat familiar, why he’d felt so deeply compelled to protect and care for Hongjun—in order to make amends. After he reclaimed the Sword of Wisdom, a mysterious impulse had driven him to cultivate, to travel to famous mountains and great rivers, looking everywhere for someone he didn’t even know.


  To exorcise demons and yao—all of this was his destined form of atonement.


  The moment the seal had shattered, these memories had come flooding back, and his heart had wavered. Sensing his deep guilt, Dipamkara had withdrawn his divine presence and judged him for his sins.


  Ever since he’d woken up after his rescue from the Hall of Enlightenment, Li Jinglong had been sifting back through every aspect of that time he’d spent with Hongjun as a child. Without Qing Xiong’s seal suppressing them, the memories had become increasingly vivid.


  On that drizzling day, he had stumbled into the abandoned Department of Exorcism by accident. As he stood before the statue of Acalanatha, the god had appeared before him, offering him his heart’s desire. To prevent Hongjun from leaving, he’d lured him into a trap, taking the first step onto the road that had led them to this tragic outcome.


  Mergen’s voice pulled Li Jinglong out of his memories, his tone laced with unease: “Why?”


  “Because I…I’m not recognized by Dipamkara,” Li Jinglong said haltingly. “From the beginning, the heart lamp chose the wrong—”


  “That’s not true,” Hongjun interjected. “It was my mistake. My fault. No one else is to blame.”


  Everyone glanced at Hongjun in alarm. “But the mistake has already been made,” he continued. “We have to look ahead. Should we go after An Lushan and try to exorcise him again?”


  “How?” Li Jinglong asked. “We don’t have the six artifacts of Acalanatha or the heart lamp. We have nothing left to rely on. All we can do is run.”


  Hongjun thought for a moment, then looked up. “The divine kun must have foreseen this moment! He might have a solution. When we were in Luoyang—”


  “Don’t bring him up.” Li Jinglong cut him off, his brow furrowed and his voice tinged with anger. “I don’t want to hear any more of his lofty predictions about the future! He was the one who taught me how to summon the gods, but what good has it done?”


  “When we were in Luoyang, the divine kun didn’t appear!” Hongjun forged ahead, ignoring him. “That means something must have gone wrong—or maybe this is far from over.”


  “I don’t believe in fate!” Li Jinglong said, voice rising.


  “Well, I do. If everything turns out like I saw, as long as everyone survives, then nothing else matters.”


  “What did you see?” Li Jinglong asked.


  The conversation ground to a halt. Hongjun pressed his lips together, refusing to go on. The atmosphere in the room grew tense.


  “Hongjun…” Lu Xu began.


  “Chief, you must be tired,” Mergen broke in. “Why don’t you rest a little more?”


  Li Jinglong took a deep breath as Lu Xu pushed open the door and stepped outside, beckoning to Hongjun. Mergen turned to the others. “Let’s leave it here for now. We can take our time figuring things out over the next few days.”


  Hongjun could sense that Li Jinglong was deeply unsettled. Since losing the heart lamp, he had grown anxious and irritable. Perhaps a moment to calm down would help. He turned to Li Jinglong. “I’m going out for some fresh air.”


  Li Jinglong said nothing. He sat in the corner, seemingly lost in thought.


  “Have you been dreaming lately?” Lu Xu asked as Hongjun joined him in the backyard.


  The snow had stopped, and the wind had died down, leaving the world eerily quiet as the afternoon sun cast its pale light down on them from above.


  “Yeah,” Hongjun replied. “Ever since the heart lamp’s seal broke, I’ve been dreaming every night.”


  Lu Xu’s heart lurched. He stared blankly at Hongjun. It was only now, after Li Jinglong’s injury had stripped Hongjun of the heart lamp’s protection, that Lu Xu realized Hongjun’s sheer strength of will.


  “When Jinglong lost the heart lamp, the seal he placed over my nightmares broke. That’s what happened in Luoyang, right? The Yao-Binding Cord sensed the nightmares in me, and that’s why Acalanatha appeared.”


  “Probably,” Lu Xu said, gazing into Hongjun’s eyes.


  “But where did the heart lamp go?” Hongjun wondered aloud. “I couldn’t stop thinking about it last night after I went to bed.”


  Lu Xu knew very little about the heart lamp; he couldn’t guess either. But Hongjun didn’t think the heart lamp had wandered off on its own. According to Li Jinglong, he had ceased to feel it just before falling unconscious. The question now was—would it return?


  When Qing Xiong had first entrusted Hongjun with the heart lamp, it had been encased within a spiritual device. Theoretically, it required a vessel. If they were lucky, it was still inside Li Jinglong, even if he couldn’t sense it.


  “You’d better not mention luck to him,” Lu Xu cautioned after Hongjun shared his thoughts.


  Hongjun pressed a hand to his forehead with a helpless sigh. “All right. In any case, the most important thing right now is to recover the heart lamp. I feel like the divine kun will know something. Even if we disregard his ability to see the future, he’s still the one who understands it best.”


  “What do we do once we find it?”


  “I guess we stick with the original plan,” Hongjun said. “Since Jinglong failed, it’s up to me now.”


  They fell into a deep silence. Finally, Lu Xu said, “You’re going to… You…”


  Hongjun smiled faintly. “Don’t be silly. If I can make sure everyone lives, wouldn’t that be great?”


  “No, what I’m trying to say is…” Lu Xu’s brow creased, but in the end, he gave up trying to persuade Hongjun and simply said, “Gege.”


  “Mm.”


  “I can’t suppress the nightmares in you anymore.”


  “I know.” Hongjun had suffered a nightmare the previous night too. In his dreams, he had witnessed the endless suffering of humanity, including the lives of all the fallen corpse ghosts and the ordinary people they had slaughtered. Countless tragedies and their bloody consequences had flooded unchecked into his sleeping mind.


  Hongjun had once jolted awake at such dreams, but he gradually became used to them. The nightmares no longer made him sit up in bed, consumed by terror or agony. Instead, they left him with a lingering ache of grief and compassion.


  “The demon seed of Mara is slowly awakening.” Lu Xu lowered his voice. “Without the heart lamp’s seal, all the malign energies in the world will be drawn to you.”


  “I know. I can feel it,” Hongjun murmured. “But for some reason, I don’t feel any pain—just sorrow. I think I’m beginning to understand why Mahamayuri is both demonic and divine.”


  He lifted his head, gazing at the sky and the mountains in the distance. Too many people had died in this village. Since he’d first woken up here, each soul seemed to cry out the suffering of life and the agony of death in a tearful lament. They fought their way into his heart, as if only there could they obtain some kind of karmic redemption.


  “To take in the world’s unresolved resentment and vengeful spirits, returning them to the heavenly and earthly meridians,” Hongjun said. “Perhaps this was the pact made between Mahamayuri and Acalanatha eons ago. This is what I’m destined to do; no one can save me from it.”


  The door creaked; Mergen emerged from Li Jinglong’s room.


  “He just got overwhelmed for a moment there,” Mergen said to Hongjun. “His temper’s a bit short right now. Don’t take it too hard.”


  “It’s not the heart lamp I love, or the bearer of the heart lamp,” Hongjun said. “I love him—Li Jinglong.”


  “But when you first met the chief, thanks to the power of the heart lamp, he was already…” Sensing he was about to say something regrettable, Mergen wisely stopped talking.


  “Why are you both so slow?” Lu Xu demanded. “The first time Hongjun fell for Li Jinglong, he’d never even heard of the heart lamp.”


  Hongjun began to laugh as Mergen stared at them both in confusion. He didn’t know anything about Hongjun and Li Jinglong’s shared history. Seeing them fight like this worried him. But to Hongjun, his love for Li Jinglong was enough to support him through all of it. He accepted Li Jinglong’s perfection and wisdom just as he accepted his flaws. It was as natural to him as breathing—just as Li Jinglong had once embraced all of Hongjun, Hongjun would do the same for him now.


  “He didn’t say a word for three days after waking up,” Mergen said. “It was only after you went in last night that he began to speak.”


  This was the first Hongjun had heard of this. Nodding, he said, “I’ll stay with him.”


  As Hongjun stepped back into Li Jinglong’s room, Mergen and Lu Xu exchanged a glance. Mergen raised his brows slightly, and Lu Xu nodded—he’d already told Hongjun everything.


  “Then should we…” Mergen began.


  Lu Xu raised a finger to shush him. “Let’s warm ourselves by the fire first,” he said. “We should cherish the time we have together.”


  Mergen bowed his head, silent. He pulled a brocade pouch from his breast pocket—the same one Lu Xu had briefly held that day in Luoyang. He offered it to Lu Xu, who reached out to take it.


  “Accepting this means that no matter what happens, you agree to marry me,” Mergen said.


  “I haven’t made up my mind yet.” Lu Xu looked up, meeting Mergen’s eyes.


  “You can take some more time to think about it,” Mergen suggested.


  “But when it comes to certain things, it’s better not to overthink,” Lu Xu said, taking the pouch with a smile.


  Inside the pouch was a wolf’s fang—one the gray wolf had lost, its root still streaked with blood—nestled alongside the dragon scale Li Jinglong had given them.


   


  Hongjun found Li Jinglong leaning quietly against the headboard.


  “There’s no need to go looking for the divine kun,” Li Jinglong said without looking up. “If he foresaw this, then he’ll come to us.”


  Even dispirited as Li Jinglong was, Hongjun had to admit that he remained as sharp as ever.


  “Shall we wait here in this village then?” Hongjun asked, bending to kiss him. After just one kiss, a faint spark seemed to return to Li Jinglong’s eyes.


  “Were you angry just now?” Li Jinglong asked.


  “No.”


  “You were,” Li Jinglong said stubbornly. “I could feel it.”


  “I really wasn’t.” Hongjun wanted to laugh.


  “Was I awful just now in front of the others?” Li Jinglong asked, suddenly anxious again.


  “No, no you weren’t,” Hongjun replied earnestly. “Now, let’s get up and walk around a little. Mergen said you need to move or you’ll get bedsores.”


  “I’ll get better.”


  Hongjun slipped an arm around Li Jinglong’s ribs and helped him up. Li Jinglong’s face contorted with pain, but Hongjun pretended not to notice. Once he managed to stand upright, Hongjun slung an arm around his shoulders, supporting him as he took a careful step forward.


  “The fractures have almost healed,” Li Jinglong said. “I shouldn’t have too much trouble taking care of myself in the future.”


  He’d said this countless times already. Yet Hongjun still patiently responded, “Remember the day you scaled the Taihang Mountains and took me away?”


  “Mm.” Sweat beading his forehead, Li Jinglong endured the agony racking his body and took another small step.


  “That day, I thought to myself, ‘No matter what happens to us after this, we’ll always be together.’”


  “What if it’s something that happened in the past?”


  Hongjun looked at him, startled. “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing,” Li Jinglong muttered awkwardly.


  Has he remembered? Hongjun wondered. Li Jinglong had been acting strange since he’d woken up, as if there were countless worries weighing him down.


  Though they wore different expressions, they were both recalling the same memory. Two years ago, when Hongjun had ridden away from Dunhuang, Li Jinglong had caught him in the vast plains of the northwest, pinning Hongjun’s hands over his head as he shouted, What did I do wrong now?!


  “That’s it. One more step,” Hongjun said.


  Li Jinglong did as he was told. Outside, the sky suddenly darkened, a bone-penetrating chill creeping into the room.


  “Sit down for a moment,” Hongjun said, settling him before hurrying out the door.


  Standing on the rooftop, Mergen gazed out over desolate wilderness stretching as far as the eye could see. In the distance, a hawk sliced through the air. Dark clouds rolled across the sky, sweeping toward the quiet village.




  Chapter 156:
Journey West to Tong Pass


   


  “HUMAN OR YAO?” Hongjun asked, vaulting up beside him.


  “Human,” Mergen answered. “It’s the rebels. We need to get out of here.”


  “We could stay…” Hongjun began. Mergen gave him a penetrating look. After a beat of silence, Hongjun relented. “Forget it. Let’s go.”


  Mergen was right—Hongjun couldn’t bring himself to slaughter ordinary humans. He and Mergen leapt off the roof and told everyone to prepare for retreat.


  “I’ll go kill them!” Chao Yun declared.


  Hongjun rejected the idea at once. “Don’t! No killing regular humans!”


  Lu Xu dragged a rough-hewn sleigh out of one of the abandoned buildings. The gray wolf shook out his fur, then loped over, allowing the others to harness him to the traces. The carp yao, scampering off to fetch their belongings, was halted by Mergen’s growl.


  “There’s no time! Leave it!”


  “If I leave it, what will you eat?!” the carp yao demanded.


  The earth shook beneath their feet as the thunder of hoofbeats drew closer. The rebel army’s momentum was even stronger than that of the fallen corpse ghosts they’d encountered in Liang Prefecture. Chao Yun hefted a sack of flour onto the sleigh while Hongjun lifted Li Jinglong aboard.


  “If you don’t get up here, I’m taking off without you!” the wolf snarled.


  “Coming!” Zhao Zilong hollered as he grabbed another sack of rice and tossed it onto the sleigh, spilling half the bag. Hongjun snatched the carp yao and flung him in as well.


  Chao Yun looked back toward the house. “I can go get another—”


  “Get on!” Hongjun grabbed the back of Chao Yun’s head and shoved him aboard. He and Lu Xu hopped in on either side while the wolf dug into the frozen ground with all four paws. Snow sprayed everyone in the face as he began to pull.


  “Why is it so heavy?”


  “Don’t grow any bigger!” Lu Xu shouted. “The sleigh’ll tip!”


  The gray wolf had taken a form about the size of a horse; any larger, and the sleigh’s runners would lift off the ground. Mergen pawed frantically at the snow and advanced another dozen feet. Behind them, the pounding of hoofbeats grew louder—the enemy would be on top of them at any moment.


  Everyone shared a glance.


  “I’ll get out and run,” Lu Xu said, pressing a hand to his brow.


  “No need,” the wolf panted. “We just need to get moving.”


  The sleigh inched forward, yard by yard, gradually picking up speed. Hongjun glanced back just in time to see the first soldiers pour into the village.


  “What’s that?!” one bellowed, pointing at the fleeing sleigh.


  “Seize them!”


  The rebel forces charged toward them. With a burst of speed, the gray wolf hurtled across the snowy plain, dragging the sleigh behind him. But their pursuers had no intention of letting them escape; a team of nearly a hundred men split from the main column, taking off after the sleigh with breathtaking speed.


  “Is that all of them?!” the gray wolf shouted. “Take them down! This is annoying!”


  “They’re too far away!” Lu Xu shouted back. “And we can’t use spiritual techniques!”


  More and more soldiers joined the pursuit, charging across the plain. The sleigh jolted as it scraped over the occasional patch of bare rock, its speed fluctuating wildly. The lurching motion sent an arc of pain through Li Jinglong’s chest.


  A hillock rose in the distance, covered in trees. Li Jinglong called out, “Head for that hill!”


  As the gray wolf swerved, Li Jinglong turned to Hongjun. “Throw out the Yao-Binding Cord!”


  Hongjun gave him a baffled look.


  “Quick!”


  The wolf charged into the forest, crashing through the underbrush.


  “But how?” Hongjun asked, flummoxed.


  “It should be just like using your other spiritual devices!”


  “You’re sure this’ll work?”


  “Just do it!” Lu Xu shouted.


  “We’re out of time!” Li Jinglong bellowed.


  “Why are you all yelling at me?!” Hongjun snapped.


  Li Jinglong hastily raised his hands in surrender. Hongjun felt terribly anxious; no matter how he looked at it, he had no connection with this spiritual device. How could he possibly wield it? But since Li Jinglong had spoken, he pulled the Yao-Binding Cord out of Li Jinglong’s pack and channeled his spiritual energy into it, just the way he did when he used his immortal-slaying knives.


  The Yao-Binding Cord flared with radiant, golden light.


  Hongjun boggled. How is this possible?!


  “Now, throw it!”


  It was just as Li Jinglong had predicted. Before Hongjun could think too much about it, he flung the Yao-Binding Cord, a flash of golden light filling his vision as the glowing rope coiled around two massive trees, stretching taut across the forest path. Incredibly, it stretched longer and longer as the gray wolf raced forward. A second later, men and horses tumbled over themselves in a chaotic heap as they tripped over the Yao-Binding Cord.


  More and more cavalrymen rushed in, crashing into their fallen comrades. The gray wolf threw back his head in a long howl as he burst from the forest and pelted down a shallow slope. Behind him, a massive snowball made up of over a hundred men and horses hurtled down the hill. Everyone’s mouth twitched at the sight.


  “Have we lost them?” the wolf asked. He turned back and yelped in alarm. “What the hell! How’d you cause an avalanche?!”


  The gray wolf sprinted frantically forward. Behind him, huge clumps of snow rolled down the slope like the giant wheels of a cart. Hongjun tugged the Yao-Binding Cord this way and that, fearing it would get caught.


  “Are you jumping rope?” Li Jinglong demanded. “Put that thing away!”


  Ah. Hongjun reeled in the Yao-Binding Cord. Their pursuers disappeared behind them as the snow careening down the slope gradually sank into the whiteness of the plain at the bottom of the hill.


  It had started to snow again, but the gray wolf didn’t stop, steam rising from his flanks as the others huddled together on the sleigh. Hongjun tucked his phoenix feather into Li Jinglong’s lapels, and everyone gathered around him for warmth.


  “Smart idea, Chief,” Lu Xu said appreciatively.


  Li Jinglong knew the others were worried about his despondent mood and were going out of their way to comfort him. He let the comment pass and instead said solemnly, “The Yao-Binding Cord has recognized you as its master, Hongjun.”


  “Seriously?!” Hongjun could hardly have been more astonished. “Why?”


  Mahamayuri and Acalanatha were eternal enemies, and what was more, Hongjun carried the demon seed of Mara within him—why on earth would the Yao-Binding Cord, an artifact of Acalanatha, recognize him as its master?


  “It’s true,” Lu Xu said. “Why don’t you try it again?”


  Hongjun channeled his spiritual energy once more. The Yao-Binding Cord moved and stretched wherever his mind directed it, then coiled itself comfortably around his arm.


  “Goodness!” the carp yao exclaimed.


  “Your Highness embodies both the demonic and the divine,” Chao Yun said. “It’s only natural that you would be able to wield this spiritual device.”


  It’s anything but natural, Hongjun thought. When he glanced at Li Jinglong, he found his eyes filled with some intensely complicated emotion.


  “Congratulations, Hongjun,” he said.


  “But this…” The one who inherits Acalanatha’s powers is tasked with exorcising the heavenly demon, Hongjun thought. If I’m the heir, doesn’t that mean I have to exorcise myself?


  “Let him try to use the Sword of Wisdom,” Li Jinglong said.


  “It’s packed with the rest of our stuff,” the gray wolf called back as he pulled the sleigh forward. “This is ridiculous.”


  As Hongjun reached for the Sword of Wisdom, Li Jinglong held out a hand. “Give it to me first.”


  Lu Xu handed the blade to Li Jinglong, who grasped the hilt, his hand trembling even from that effort. Turning to Hongjun, he said, “Hongjun, I entrust the future of the Department of Exorcism to you.”


  Hongjun gazed at Li Jinglong in silence. How could he not know what this meant to him?


  “Does it really matter which of you holds the sword?” Chao Yun asked.


  This huashe really was a blabbermouth, everyone thought—even if he did have a point.


  “It does,” Li Jinglong said. “Hongjun, take it.”


  Hongjun’s heart was racing; this turn of events was beyond anything he had imagined. The powers of Acalanatha and Mara had come together in a single person—what did this mean?!


  “My arm’s getting tired,” Li Jinglong said. “Take it before I drop it.”


  Hongjun reached out with both hands, intending to take the hilt in one and the blade in the other. But the moment he touched the sword, he changed his mind. “No,” he said. “I’m not taking it.”


  This artifact of Acalanatha was the weapon that had killed his parents. Given the choice, Hongjun would never want to inherit it.


  “If it’s chosen you, it’s useless to refuse,” Li Jinglong said.


  “I’ve touched it plenty of times before,” Hongjun said. “It’s never acknowledged me.”


  It was true: Back when Li Jinglong first joined the Department of Exorcism, the sword had been passed around among all the exorcists. If it meant to choose Hongjun as its master, it could have done so ages ago. Once he remembered this, Hongjun accepted the blade without fear. “See? Nothing.”


  “What if you imbue it with spiritual energy?” Lu Xu asked, his brow furrowed.


  Hongjun did as Lu Xu suggested, but the sword remained inert. When he tried a second time with the pentacolor sacred light, the barrier simply dissipated upon contact with the blade.


  Even without recognizing Li Jinglong as its master, the Sword of Wisdom could still pierce the pentacolor sacred light. Evidently, all the artifacts of Acalanatha were capable of countering Kong Xuan’s spiritual techniques.


  “Strange,” Li Jinglong said, puzzled. “Could there be something like a sword spirit we need to obtain, along with the sword itself?”


  After much speculation, Hongjun, reluctant to hold the Sword of Wisdom for long, returned the blade to Li Jinglong.


  “Perhaps it’s not properly unsealed,” Lu Xu speculated. “Maybe a crucial step was missed somewhere—but it’s fine. A-Tai and Saozi located the aqueduct where the Sword of Wisdom was hidden. We can go back there. Whatever the case is, we just need to find the other four artifacts and have Hongjun unseal them one by one.”


  Li Jinglong breathed a sigh of relief, but Hongjun frowned deeply, uneasy. Why would Acalanatha choose him?


  Still, with this hurdle cleared, the group seemed to have found a new ray of hope. The plan of gathering the remaining artifacts was at least a feasible one.


  “Hey,” the gray wolf called over his shoulder as he ran. “Where do we go now? Poyang Lake?”


  Li Jinglong sighed. “If only I’d known earlier…”


  “It’s not too late now,” the gray wolf replied. “Boss, hurry up and decide. Where are we going?”


  “Let’s go back to Chang’an!” the carp yao called out. “I want to go home!”


  “No one asked you!” the others chorused.


  The carp yao shut his mouth.


  “Take the official road,” Li Jinglong decided. “We’ll go to Tong Pass first, then figure out a way to reunite with the others from there.”


  “Chances are, they’ll head for Tong Pass too,” the wolf replied. That’s what he would do, if he were A-Tai. After all, it was the only safe place left.


  Both Hebei and Henan had fallen into enemy hands; the citizens whose homes now lay in ruins were all retreating westward in hopes of reaching Chang’an via Tong Pass. The He-Luo region was overrun with marauding rebel forces, and black smoke made trails through the sky as villages burned to the ground. As the gray wolf pulled the sleigh along the official road, his path was lined with corpses.


  He ran through the night, until noon the next day. Dragging the sleigh drained his strength—he couldn’t do as he had in Liang Prefecture, when he ran for three days straight. When they came to a clearing in the forest, he shifted back into human form to rest. They had left the village at nightfall and traveled nonstop; it had been a full day since they had eaten. Everyone was thirsty and exhausted.


  Mergen collapsed on a large rock. “Give me some food. I’m about to pass out.”


  “See? Good thing I brought rice and flour,” the carp yao said as he climbed down from the sleigh. “Otherwise, what would we eat?”


  The only meat within a thirty-mile radius was the corpses littering the ground. The birds and beasts had all fled.


  “That’s right, you’re the smartest of us all,” Hongjun said.


  “Of course I am,” the carp yao declared. “Chao Yun, melt some snow. Let’s get cooking.”


  “We didn’t bring a pot,” Chao Yun said.


  “What? Why didn’t you bring a pot?” Mergen asked, exasperated.


  “I wanted to, but you wouldn’t let me,” the carp yao protested.


  Everyone looked at each other, at a loss. “I’ll go find something we can use,” Lu Xu said at last.


  Chao Yun glanced toward the edge of the trees. “There’s some people coming. I’ll go steal one.”


  Hongjun hastily stopped him. “No, don’t! I’ll find somewhere to buy one. If that doesn’t work, I’ll trade some food for a pot.”


  Hongjun motioned for everyone to rest first before heading back toward the main road with Lu Xu, where a group of nearly a thousand refugees who spoke a dialect they couldn’t understand were cooking around small campfires.


  “Maybe we really should just steal a pot,” Lu Xu said. “We’ll be in big trouble if they decide to rob us right now.”


  “We’ll bring it back after we finish,” Hongjun decided. “I don’t think this group will be leaving anytime soon.”


  He flung out the Yao-Binding Cord. The spiritual device whipped across the snow as if alive and wound itself around the handle of a pot left in the back of a cart. Hongjun recalled it, and it dragged the pot back.


  Hiding among the trees, the exorcists wolfed down their meal, then curled up out of the bitter wind to sleep for a while.


  Around midnight, a group of refugees ventured into the forest, seeking shelter from the snow. Chao Yun was about to drive them off when Hongjun stopped him.


  “Let them stay,” Hongjun said. “Just keep an eye on our things.”


  More and more people came into the trees to escape the cold, unable to bear the chill of the open road. At some point, someone lit a fire, accidentally setting a patch of nearby trees ablaze.


  “What the hell is wrong with these people?!” Lu Xu shouted in alarm.


  “Let’s get out of here!” Mergen said, transforming back into the gray wolf. Everyone clambered back into the sleigh, and the gray wolf left the burning forest behind at a run.


  “We can’t seem to catch a break,” Li Jinglong said, torn between laughter and tears. “We should be only a day’s journey from Tong Pass. Hang in there.”


  “We’ll have to stop and rest at some point—look out for any caves along the way,” the gray wolf said.


   


  The twenty-ninth day of the twelfth month dawned colder than any that preceded it. The official road they ran on was strewn with frozen corpses—refugees who’d fled toward Tong Pass, only to perish from hunger and exposure. Hongjun watched these scenes flit before him like a nightmare that would never end, the tragic consequences of the war.


  “Tired… I can’t keep this up much longer,” the gray wolf panted, his tongue lolling.


  “Just a little farther,” Lu Xu urged. “We’re almost there.”


  Towering peaks stretched along the horizon as far as the eye could see. The gray wolf dragged the sleigh onto a mountain path. Halfway up the mountain, the exorcists looked down to see more and more civilians gathering on the official road, many supporting each other as they trudged along.


  “I’m starving,” the gray wolf said.


  “Think happy thoughts,” Lu Xu said encouragingly. “It’s almost New Year’s! Once we reach Tong Pass, there’ll be food!”


  “I’ll make you guys stir-fried eggs with cured ham,” the carp yao promised.


  “You’re just making me hungrier!” the gray wolf snarled. “Shut up!”


  They’d been subsisting on only one meal a day, and he still had to pull the sleigh. Wild game was scarce, and even the bark on the trees had been stripped and devoured by starving refugees. The gray wolf was so hungry spots flickered in his vision, but he carried their group forward through sheer force of will.


  “Let’s get down and walk.” Hongjun didn’t have the heart to watch Mergen run himself into the ground like this.


  Those who could dismounted, leaving Li Jinglong in the sleigh by himself.


  “Where did we spend New Year’s last year?” Li Jinglong asked, gazing into the distance.


  “Dunhuang,” Hongjun answered.


  “You spent it in the Dragon-Quelling Tower,” the gray wolf corrected. “Lu Xu and I were in Xuchang, making do with what we had. A-Tai and Saozi were in Pengze, though. They had a pretty decent celebration.”


  “Looks like we’ll be in Tong Pass this year,” Li Jinglong said with a heavy sigh.


  Spotting a downhill slope ahead, the gray wolf called over his shoulder, “All of you, back in.”


  Everyone hopped in, the wooden sides creaking in protest as the gray wolf jumped in as well. The sleigh raced down the winding mountain path toward the official road below accompanied by the screams of its passengers.


  “There’s too many people down there!” Hongjun cried.


  “Don’t worry!” the gray wolf shouted back. As the sleigh neared the crowd, he leapt off and braced his body against it, slowing its headlong rush until it came to a skidding stop on the official road.


  The refugees shrieked at the sight of such a massive wolf, and a commotion immediately broke out.


  Lu Xu motioned for the gray wolf to stay silent as he once again harnessed him to the sleigh. The wolf took off at breakneck speed, pulling them closer to Tong Pass. Eventually, it was impossible for the sleigh to advance any further; the approach to the pass was packed with too many people. Lifting his head in a resonant howl, the gray wolf shook off the harness before vanishing into the trees lining the road.


  The remaining journey would be made on foot. Snow fell in heavy drifts on the road to Tong Pass, but squeezed together with nearly a hundred thousand refugees, they felt somewhat warmer. Hongjun and Lu Xu jumped down to push the sleigh, inching forward with the crowd.


  Mergen waded through the sea of people to join them. He settled down on the sleigh and slung an arm around Li Jinglong’s shoulders. “Let me rest a bit.”


  “The crowd’s stopped,” Chao Yun observed. “Shall I fly over and take a look?”


  Hongjun hastily waved him off. If a monster appeared here, people would panic. It would be horrible if someone was trampled to death in the crush.


  “They’re moving.” Standing up in the sleigh, Hongjun spotted the two small gates in the fortress wall where sentries were inspecting the refugees and allowing them to enter in groups.


  “Who’s in charge of defending Tong Pass?” Li Jinglong asked.


  Lu Xu narrowed his eyes as he gazed at the banner in the distance. “Gao…something.”


  “Gao Xianzhi,” Li Jinglong supplied. “My cousin might be here too.”


  “I hope you’re the patient type,” a refugee beside them said. “At this rate, it’ll take us ten days just to get through the gates.”


  The crowd stretched as far as the eye could see. “Let me go ask around and see what I can find out,” Hongjun said.


  The war had thrown the northern cities into chaos; no one knew where An Lushan’s forces would appear next. Braving the cold, Hongjun and Lu Xu split up to seek what information they could.




  Chapter 157:
Setting Up Camp


   


  HONGJUN LEFT THE PHOENIX feather with Li Jinglong and headed toward the perimeter of the crowd. Several large pots simmered in front of Tong Pass, likely set up by the Tang troops to prevent the refugees from starving as they waited to enter. The aroma rising from them wafted through the air and filled his nose. He hurried over to ask for some food for his companions.


  As he pushed his way closer, he saw civilians drinking from cracked bowls. A burly man stood by the pots, stirring a meat stew.


  “Can I have some?” Hongjun asked. “I can pay.”


  “Pay?” the man repeated. “Can money feed me in this frozen hellscape? Can it absolve me of my sins?”


  Hongjun stared blankly, unsure how to respond as the man continued, “Great Tang has fallen! Fallen!”


  The crowd around him looked on silently with numb expressions. “You want something to eat?” the man asked. “Give me your bowl then! Come on! Bowl!”


  Hongjun couldn’t make heads or tails of his rambling, but he looked around and picked up a bowl. The man ladled out some stew and handed it back. Chunks of meat bobbed in the broth, the skin still attached. Hongjun looked closer, then recoiled, tossing the bowl and its contents aside and speeding away.


  Behind him, the man shouted “Hey, come back!” before bursting into mocking laughter.


  Hongjun couldn’t hear him, his mind filled with images of the infant he and Lu Xu had rescued from the burning ruins in Luoyang, and the mark Lu Xu had branded on the child’s chest as he had soothed him to sleep.


  Head swimming, he staggered blindly through the crowd. The world’s malign energies roared as they surged toward him. The nightmares of nearly a hundred thousand refugees who had narrowly escaped death, the pain they felt from losing their loved ones, the lingering resentment that had yet to dissipate from the countless corpses lining the official road—all of it streamed into his chest.


  Hongjun’s heart clenched in agony. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. He stumbled, black mist rising from his body. The surrounding refugees shrieked in fright. “What’s the matter with him?!”


  “Hongjun!” Lu Xu dashed over like a gust of wind.


  Antlers sprouted from Lu Xu’s forehead. He pressed a hand to Hongjun’s brow, and the black mist curled up his arm.


  “Hongjun!” he cried again.


  Hongjun’s eyes cleared briefly—then his heart spasmed again in pain. Knees buckling, he clutched at Lu Xu’s leg. Lu Xu caught him swiftly under the arm and helped him back to his feet, then pulled him to the edge of the crowd, ignoring the terrified stares of the people around them.


  “Hongjun, can you hear me?” Lu Xu demanded, searching his face. “Stay with me! Hongjun!”


  Hongjun fought for focus as he looked up at Lu Xu.


  “Hold on!”


  Lu Xu’s voice faded in and out. Gradually, Hongjun’s dizziness subsided. Taking steady breaths, he at last suppressed the anguish in his heart.


  “I…” Hongjun’s voice shook.


  “The living are but transient guests; the dead are trav’lers homeward bound,” Lu Xu murmured. “Alas, the world is just an inn; everything dust in the wind. With death comes the end of suffering.”


  The words seemed to soothe Hongjun. “At its core,” Lu Xu continued, “obsession is the consequence of clinging to mortal desires, and the fear of death.”


  “Who taught you that?” Hongjun asked groggily.


  “You did,” Lu Xu replied.


  Hongjun had once described to him how Qing Xiong had used this incantation to seal his memories of the demon seed. At this moment, it seemed extraordinarily effective.


  After a short rest, Hongjun said, “I feel much better.” Lu Xu led him carefully back to the sleigh.


  “What’s wrong?” Li Jinglong asked, noticing Hongjun’s ashen complexion.


  Hongjun shook his head. “Just hungry.”


  “Someone tried to steal our food earlier,” Mergen said. “Chao Yun ran them off.”


  Many women, children, and elderly people had already frozen or starved to death on the road to Tong Pass, leaving only the strongest to gather before the gates. Starvation had turned their eyes hollow; any more snow, and they wouldn’t survive to enter the pass. Of course someone had been desperate enough to steal their food. Luckily, Chao Yun had given them a thrashing.


  They waited until the sky grew dark. Evidently, they wouldn’t be entering the pass today.


  “How much longer will we have to wait?” Mergen frowned.


  A dense crowd of refugees had gathered outside the pass, but the rate at which they were admitted was as slow as a turtle’s crawl. The soldiers examined them one at a time before entry in a painstakingly prolonged process. Only the two small side gates were open, while the great main gate of Tong Pass remained shut. Even if each refugee answered only a handful of questions, no more than four hundred people could be admitted every hour. The inspection officers worked in shifts, but even so, fewer than ten thousand refugees would be allowed in per day.


  “Can’t they open the main gate?” Hongjun frowned.


  “They can’t,” Lu Xu replied. “Everyone would rush in the moment they did. What if spies slipped through in the mayhem?”


  Back when Lu Xu was a scout in Liang Prefecture, he had encountered a similar situation at Jiayu Pass. Five hundred young and strong warriors from the Hu tribes beyond the Great Wall had infiltrated a crowd of civilians entering the pass. After crossing, they had worked with accomplices within the fortress walls to slit the throats of the sentries in the night, resulting in a bloodbath.


  Over a hundred thousand refugees crowded outside Tong Pass, nearly all of them strong and able-bodied men. As many as five thousand spies could sneak in and it would be impossible to detect.


  “Let’s just be patient,” Li Jinglong said.


  After seeing Chao Yun pummel the man who tried to steal from them, the surrounding refugees instinctively cut their party a wide berth. Although the men on this sleigh all looked quite young, it seemed none of them were pushovers. A few curious observers even began to privately speculate about their origins.


  After taking a few minutes to rest and catch his breath, Hongjun turned to Chao Yun. “What happened?”


  “The guy Chao Yun beat up went to report the incident to the soldiers on patrol,” Li Jinglong interjected. “For now, let’s just wait and see what comes of it.”


  “They won’t arrest us, will they?” Lu Xu asked.


  “We’ve all lost our authority tokens,” Mergen said. “Do we have any decrees from the imperial court?”


  Everyone rummaged through their packs and pockets, but no one had a single document that could prove their identities. They would have to improvise later.


  The sentries at Tong Pass weren’t completely negligent in their duties; quite a number of men had been assigned to patrol the area to maintain order. A middle-aged man, his face bruised and swollen, soon arrived leading two such soldiers.


  “Hey!” one of them called out. “We just received a report that—sir?”


  The soldier happened to be a man from Luoyang, one of the troops who had followed Li Jinglong into battle. He and his partner hurried forward to make their obeisance.


  “Sir, what happened to you?” the soldier asked in shock.


  “It’s a long story,” Li Jinglong replied with a grimace.


  “Quick! Escort the marquis inside!” Everyone breathed a sigh of relief as the soldiers cleared the way, grateful they could finally put their grueling journey behind them.


  The soldier explained as they walked: After Luoyang had fallen, the remaining local cavalrymen had led the civilians to flee the city in the night. Thanks to their head start, they had made it into Tong Pass without incident.


  When they arrived, the situation had devolved into chaos, with every county along the way undergoing military conscription. Once Gao Xianzhi assumed control, the Luoyang cavalrymen had asked to stay, ready to lay their lives on the line to avenge their fallen comrades.


  According to martial law, their desertion of their posts in Luoyang warranted execution. Gao Xianzhi, however, showed mercy. While so many of Luoyang’s defenders had either fallen in battle or defected to the enemy, these men had fought to the end and evacuated Luoyang’s surviving citizens to safety. Gao Xianzhi had taken them in, granting them a chance to atone for their misdeeds through meritorious service.


  “General Feng Changqing assigned us to the garrison,” the soldier explained as he led the exorcists into the fortress.


  “Excellent!” Li Jinglong finally relaxed. “Let him know I’m here right away.”


  Feng Changqing was in the middle of a meeting with Gao Xianzhi and the other commanding officers when he learned of Li Jinglong’s arrival. Rather than summoning his cousin immediately, he sent back word that he should get some rest first. The exorcists were handed over to yet another soldier, who led them to their lodgings.


  Upon arrival, they spotted Ashina Adarvan sitting outside, tossing his throwing knives.


  “Boss!” Ashina Adarvan exclaimed.


  “Ay!” the carp yao responded, overwhelmed with emotion.


  “I wasn’t talking to you!” Ashina Adarvan turned to Li Jinglong. “You guys got out okay!”


  Hearing the commotion, A-Tai hurried out as well. Their reunion had been too long coming; no one could help the tears that sprang to their eyes.


  Hongjun felt a weight on his heart fall away. “Thank goodness… Everyone’s all right.”


  Light snow swirled over the city in the pass. This small frontier settlement in the shadow of the pass was suddenly bustling with activity. Nearly forty thousand people—refugees, supply convoys, blacksmiths, peddlers and porters, laborers conscripted to build and reinforce the fortifications—had gathered here, their footsteps trampling the snow in the streets into a mire.


  A-Tai, Ashina Adarvan, and Turandokht had arrived a few days prior. They had at once sought out Feng Changqing, the commander of the pass, who allocated a large residence for the members of the Department of Exorcism to use while they waited for Li Jinglong to arrive. There were plenty of vacant houses—upon hearing that An Lushan was advancing westward, all the wealthy families in the area had fled without a trace.


  Some of the exorcists were glum while others were excited, and it was a long time before everyone managed to calm down.


  “Where’s Saozi?” Hongjun asked.


  “She’s been having some cramping,” A-Tai replied. “She’s resting now, but you should come take a look at her.”


  The energy within the earthly meridians had surged violently the day the spiritual array in Luoyang collapsed. Sensing the danger, Turandokht had retreated immediately, but the backlash had nevertheless disrupted the nourishing aether surrounding the baby. Luckily, their journey from Luoyang had been largely uneventful. Even so, upon reaching Tong Pass, A-Tai hadn’t dared venture far and stayed constantly by her side. Meanwhile, Ashina Adarvan had gone out several times to look for Li Jinglong. He’d questioned countless refugees along the roads, but no one had seen their chief.


  While the others began unpacking what they’d brought with them in the courtyard, Hongjun stepped into the house. Turandokht had just woken up from a nap. As soon as she spotted him, she broke into a sunny smile. “You’re okay! I was about to send Tigra and Adarvan-ge out to go look for you. Thank goodness you’re here!”


  Hongjun wasn’t familiar with the art of midwifery, so the most he could do was take her pulse. Fortunately, the beat of her heart was steady, indicating no serious issues.


  “The most important thing is that everyone’s safe,” Hongjun said. “It was all my fault. I’m sorry…”


  Turandokht smiled sweetly. “What are you saying? You don’t owe the world a thing—if anything, it’s the other way around. Why are you apologizing?”


  Hongjun sighed; maybe she was right. Turandokht’s belly was beginning to swell. After checking over the prescription the doctor here had given her, Hongjun said, “Don’t worry, the baby’s fine.”


  Turandokht settled a hand on her belly. “This little one just won’t stay put.”


  Hongjun had never known anyone who was with child. “Can the baby hear us talking?”


  “Not sure. Why don’t you try leaning closer?”


  Hongjun looked down at Turandokht’s belly and said, “Hey.” He pressed his ear up against the curve but heard nothing. The two of them exchanged a glance and burst into laughter.


  “It’s too bad Jinglong and I can’t have kids,” Hongjun said; he’d always liked children.


  Suddenly, he recalled the future he’d glimpsed, in which Li Jinglong had whispered into a little boy’s ear and scooped him into his arms. It was just as Li Jinglong had once said—they would part ways someday, but while the pain of losing their lover might be profound, it would last only a few years, perhaps a decade at most. Ultimately, the survivor would move on and continue with his life.


  Hongjun couldn’t suppress a wave of despair at the thought. Once again, the demonic energy in him threatened to spill out—yet in the next moment, a strange force inside him rose up, battling fiercely against the darkness. It was neither the heart lamp nor the golden radiance of Acalanatha. The demonic energy fueling his resentment was like a voice whispering in his ear, Why must I accept this fate? What wrong have I done? while the other mysterious force assured him that everything was worth it for Li Jinglong’s sake—for everyone’s sake.


  “Hongjun?” Turandokht looked at him with concern. “Are you all right?”


  Jerking back to the present, Hongjun composed himself and asked, “Do you think it’s a boy or a girl?”


  “I want a boy like Tigra,” Turandokht said with a smile. “But he wants a little princess.”


  Whether a little prince or a little princess, this child would be royalty, heir to the Sasanian dynasty. “I think it’ll be a boy,” Hongjun said. “Uhh… I don’t know why. Just a feeling.”


  “That would be wonderful,” Turandokht said. “But it’s too bad I won’t be able to fight alongside you all anymore.”


  Mind still in a feverish spin, Hongjun quickly assured her that her health came first and urged her to rest.


  He returned to the main hall to find that a pair of servants had laid out a feast. Everyone had been waiting for him to return before tucking in. In the joy of their reunion, lively conversation filled the air, and for a moment, the exorcists forgot all about their crushing defeat and chaotic flight from Luoyang.


  “They’re two of the civilians that we saved in Luoyang,” A-Tai explained, nodding toward the servants. “I told them it wasn’t necessary, but they wanted to come pay their respects to the chief.”


  Hongjun’s eyes lit up at the sight of the food. Suppressing the urge to throw himself at the spread, he crowed, “Let’s eat!”


  Everyone erupted into cheers and dug in. Hongjun grabbed a bowl and settled down next to Li Jinglong to feed him.


  “You eat first. I can manage,” Li Jinglong protested, his hand trembling as he held the chopsticks.


  “I’m not hungry yet,” Hongjun lied.


  The scrappy band of refugees ate like hungry ghosts, but the most famished among them was Mergen, who secretly wished the cook could serve them a whole flock of roasted lamb. After a preemptive apology for his uncouth behavior, he began to wolf down his food, though he didn’t forget to pass plenty to Hongjun. Bowl in hand, Hongjun patiently fed Li Jinglong with a spoon.


  Halfway through their meal, Li Jinglong sighed and looked up at Hongjun, his eyes filled with guilt.


  “Hongjun, you’re so good at this,” Lu Xu commented.


  Everyone choked back a laugh at Lu Xu’s unexpected remark. The heavy atmosphere lightened considerably.


  “When I was little, Chong Ming used to chase me around to get me to eat,” Hongjun said. “That was before Zhao Zilong came along.”


  The thought of a young Hongjun running wild through the mountains while Chong Ming chased after him with a bowl and spoon pushed everyone over the edge. They all exploded into laughter.


  “Isn’t your adoptive father a phoenix who lives in a huge palace?” Lu Xu asked.


  “He is,” Hongjun replied. “But honestly, the food we had at home was awful.”


  Only after he finished feeding Li Jinglong did Hongjun fill his own bowl and begin scarfing down his meal. The others felt a pang of anguish as they watched him, their own bellies full of food and wine, and the rims of their eyes turned red.


  Li Jinglong broke the silence. “I have to speak with General Feng before we decide whether to return to Chang’an. What does everyone think—do you want to go home?”


  “The whole country’s at war. What’s the point in going back to Chang’an?” Ashina Adarvan asked.


  “I just want to find Turandokht a safe place to stay,” A-Tai said.


  No sooner had he spoken than Turandokht herself appeared with a smile. “I’ll clear the table. You boys carry on.”


  Hongjun was still taking his last bites as everyone hurriedly rose to help, urging Turandokht to rest—but she’d never been the type to sit still. In the end, Mergen called the servants in to help clean up before spreading out a map of Great Tang on the cleared table.


  “If you ask me, we should stay put here at Tong Pass, at least for now,” he said. “We’ve been on the move for over a year; I don’t want to run around anymore.”


  “This is probably An Lushan’s next target,” Lu Xu said. “If we stay, we provide support to the soldiers guarding the pass.”


  Li Jinglong nodded in agreement. None of them wanted to rush about anymore. In truth, they hadn’t had a moment of peace since their trip to Hang Prefecture over a year ago.


  “We’ve already sent word to Yongsi,” Ashina Adarvan said. “We asked him to come as quickly as possible.”


  Only now did the exorcists dare hope for a true reunion. For the first time, Hongjun was struck by a powerful feeling that they would only have the courage to fight their enemies once all of them were together. If a single one of them was missing, it would be impossible.




  Chapter 158:
A Gradual Inkling


   


  NEXT, LI JINGLONG LAUNCHED into an explanation of how everything had transpired down in the abyss, including how he was rejected by the Yao-Binding Cord. Everyone fell silent, their expressions grim.


  “But we have Hongjun,” he concluded, motioning for Hongjun to give them a demonstration. Hongjun pulled out the Yao-Binding Cord.


  “What the…?” Ashina Adarvan looked as though he’d just heard an outlandish joke. Everyone was similarly stunned; none of them had ever expected Hongjun to be the one acknowledged by Acalanatha.


  Feeling suddenly mischievous, Hongjun willed the cord to lengthen and shorten a few times. A-Tai picked up his barbat and played a tune: “I’m a snake charmer wandering the lands, with only my serpent by my side…”


  Hongjun raised his hands, levitating the cord and making it wriggle in the air.


  Exasperated, the others shouted, “Enough!”


  Realization dawned on Mergen. “Does this mean you’ll have all the powers of Acalanatha once we gather the six artifacts?”


  Hongjun stared blankly for a while, then nodded reluctantly. Though the idea lodged uncomfortably in his heart, he had no choice but to come to terms with it.


  “Well, that makes things easier.” A-Tai stepped forward, setting the papers with symbols they’d previously drawn down over the map of Great Tang. “We’ve been trying to figure out how to locate the artifacts. Everyone come take a look.”


  They’d named the new symbol Hongjun and Li Jinglong had come across in the abyss of the Dragon-Quelling Tower lake. With this, they’d gathered all six symbols representing the places where the artifacts were hidden—gate, eye, hill, moon, river, and lake. The Sword of Wisdom had once lain at the lake, and the gate was where they’d found the Yao-Binding Cord.


  “As for the rest…” Lu Xu frowned. “We still haven’t the faintest idea.”


  “Now we know the symbols give us a clue as to what these places may look like.” Li Jinglong’s gaze remained pinned on the map. “Can we trace where the earthly meridians intersect?”


  A-Tai nodded. “The construction of the aqueduct at Poyang Lake was halted because they dug into the earthly meridians. Di Renjie recorded it in his notes.”


  Upon death, one’s three immortal souls entered the cycle of reincarnation, while one’s seven mortal forms flowed through the heavenly and earthly meridians that hosted the cycle of all the energy in the mortal world. Whenever mortals accidentally dug into the earthly meridians, roaring currents of energy would surge out of the opening—along with the human souls flowing within them—scaring the living daylights out of the unlucky excavators. Most often, they’d wrongly assume they’d dug right down into the entrance to the underworld.


  “I see,” Li Jinglong said. A-Tai’s investigations had made things clearer, at least. He sank into thought, his eyes never leaving the map.


  “Di Renjie didn’t know much about this stuff,” A-Tai said. “This is mostly speculation, based partly on what Hongjun told me earlier and partly on what I’ve seen myself of the earthly meridians.”


  “So, both the Dragon-Quelling Tower and Poyang Lake are places where the earthly meridians converge,” Li Jinglong mused. “Duke Di realized that, so he built the seven heavenly landmarks in Luoyang along the path of the earthly meridians.”


  “This means other natural convergences must exist too, along with openings in the earth where you can reach them,” Mergen added. “Maybe the artifacts are sealed in those places to suppress the souls flowing within the earthly meridians, or—”


  “Is this why Acalanatha is called ‘The Immovable Wisdom King’?” the carp yao interjected. “Because you can’t move his artifacts?”


  “I don’t think that’s it,” Lu Xu said expressionlessly. “I’m pretty sure he’s called that because his benevolent heart is firm and immovable.”


  Gaze still fixed on the map, Li Jinglong raised a question: “What do mountains, rivers, and openings to the earthly meridians all have in common?”


  Everyone waited for Li Jinglong to go on, but his brow remained tightly furrowed; it was as though he’d lost his former sharpness along with the heart lamp. A pin-drop silence fell. He said in bemusement, “Think for yourselves—you can’t just depend on me.”


  Chatter swelled in the room at once.


  Hongjun’s heart twinged. “Should we ask the yaoguai?”


  “It’d be better to ask a dead person,” Lu Xu said. “Can we summon the souls of the dead?”


  “That’s a good idea,” Mergen agreed. “The dead would know more about the earthly meridians than the living.”


  “How do we summon a soul?” Ashina Adarvan piped up.


  “Did you guys forget?” Hongjun had known instantly what Lu Xu was referring to. “Liu Fei, from—I guess a couple of years back now…”


  Everyone fell silent.


  Liu Fei had made a deep impression on Hongjun when he’d made a toast to the heavens and earth in Liang Prefecture and summoned thousands of souls from beneath the ground. If anyone knew these abstruse secrets of the world, Hongjun figured it would be Liu Fei’s companion, the ghost king.


  Li Jinglong’s eyes shone with approval. “That’s good thinking, Hongjun.”


  “The ghost king… Should we send him a letter?” Mergen suggested.


  The journey from Tong Pass to Yardang was a long one. After a brief discussion, everyone agreed that sending a mortal messenger was out of the question, and if they sent a low-ranked yao, it’d never even get close to the ghost king. Their only choice was to have Chao Yun deliver the message, which the huashe was happy to do. To have a chance to speak to a high-ranking yao like the ghost king was a great honor.


  With this settled, everyone dispersed. They could only hope An Lushan wouldn’t attack Tong Pass any time soon, and that they’d have enough time to prepare.


  Li Jinglong dictated a message to the ghost king, which Hongjun dutifully wrote down.


  “I can’t even hold a brush now,” he said wryly.


  “You’re still recovering,” Hongjun replied as he wrote. “You used to get out of breath after just sitting up for a short time, but now you can sit for hours.”


  “Your medicine worked wonders,” Li Jinglong said. “How about a kiss?”


  Despite the snow falling outside, the hall was warm from the fire in the brazier. Hongjun’s cheeks were slightly flushed as he turned to drop a kiss on Li Jinglong’s lips.


  “Have I become stupid?” Li Jinglong asked, brow furrowed.


  He was acutely aware of everyone’s high expectations of him. Just now, they’d been waiting for him to reveal some important new insight, but he hadn’t done so. He always used to say, Leave it to me, I have a plan. This time, he’d instead told them to stop depending on him.


  Hongjun’s heart twisted in his chest. Still, he smiled and said casually, “You already have a solution, but you didn’t say it out loud. Am I right?”


  He’d only said it to comfort Li Jinglong. He didn’t expect him to heave a sigh and say, “I’ve been unlucky for so long. I have no confidence in my ideas anymore.”


  As Hongjun sealed the finished letter with wax, he belatedly registered Li Jinglong’s words. He glanced up at him doubtfully. “What did you have in mind?”


  Li Jinglong gazed at him in silence. “It doesn’t matter.”


  Hongjun left the room with the letter. A short while later, he reappeared, leading the rest of the exorcists behind him. Everyone exchanged confused looks.


  “You…” Li Jinglong began uneasily.


  “Go on,” Hongjun said, kneeling beside him.


  Mergen raised a brow. “What’s your guess, Chief?”


  “All right,” Li Jinglong said, resigned. “I…I remembered something about the earthly meridians… Has Chao Yun left yet?”


  Hongjun nodded. After taking a moment to arrange his thoughts, Li Jinglong continued, “In the art of feng shui, the term ‘dragon veins’ refers to channels of energy flowing through mountain ranges.”


  Everyone’s eyes widened. “Wait,” A-Tai said, turning. “Let me go grab a map of Poyang Lake.”


  The rest of them gathered around the table with the map of Great Tang.


  “Look at the Dragon-Quelling Tower,” Li Jinglong said. “It’d be nice if Yongsi were here… He knows this area much better than I do.”


  “Just tell us!” everyone urged.


  Li Jinglong traced a finger over the map. “The Qiantang River and Yuhang District come together to form the shape of a coiled dragon, and the Dragon-Quelling Tower by the West Lake is a pearl surrounded by the dragon’s body.”


  “Gosh Chief, you’re right!” everyone exclaimed.


  Li Jinglong was speechless.


  Hongjun shot them a look, warning them not to overdo it. Everyone nodded furtively.


  “As for Poyang Lake…” A-Tai produced a map of the lake on a slip of translucent parchment and placed it over the one on the table, then sketched a line over the mountain range to its northwest with a bit of charcoal. “These are the Lushan Mountains. The aqueduct we found is…right here. You guessed it, Chief.”


  To most of the beings of the Divine Land, the workings of the earthly meridians were a complete mystery. The exorcists spared no thought for the fact that they were discussing one of the most abstruse secrets of the world since its creation.


  “The other locations are harder to pinpoint,” Li Jinglong said. “I’ve been searching for possible convergence points on the map. Maybe here?”


  Hongjun could tell Li Jinglong had given the matter more thought than he was letting on. He circled several spots on the map where he thought the earthly meridians might intersect, the first being Mount Longmen, near Luoyang and the Luo River.


  “We’ve been there,” Mergen said. “There was nothing.”


  “Hm.” Li Jinglong nodded. “Maybe…that one doesn’t really count. How about here?”


  He pointed at Shennü Peak, which stood near one of the Three Gorges along the Yangtze River. “If we rotate the dragon veins at Poyang Lake and Qiantang River, they match the terrain here a bit.”


  “It’s possible,” Hongjun agreed. “Where else?”


  “Here.” Li Jinglong rotated the map of Poyang Lake again and placed it atop Mount Li. “This is the fourth possible intersection. The third, maybe—but let’s just say it’s the fourth. There’s also this place.”


  He pointed out a spot in the north, nestled within a sprawling range of mountains.


  Mergen’s eyes narrowed.


  “What’s wrong?” Li Jinglong asked. “Have you been there before?”


  “This is my home,” said Mergen. “I went to that mountain all the time when I was little.”


  “Perfect. I’ll leave that one to you, then,” Li Jinglong declared. “Take Hongjun with you.”


  “Wait!” Hongjun cried. “You’re not going?”


  Li Jinglong gave no answer. He rotated the paper again and placed it on top of Qinghai, over the first bend of the Yellow River. “These are the six dragon veins,” he concluded.


  Lu Xu was first to break the silence. “Didn’t you say one of them doesn’t count?”


  “I’m guessing there was once an artifact in Luoyang, even if it’s not there now,” Li Jinglong said. “Think about it. There must be one dragon vein in both capitals, Luoyang and Chang’an. The two should correspond to each other.”


  “But we searched the mines under Mount Longmen and found nothing,” Mergen pointed out.


  “There’s another possibility—someone already took it,” Li Jinglong said grimly.


  Everyone realized he was right.


  Li Jinglong’s still brilliant, Hongjun thought. Most of this was pure guesswork, which must be why Li Jinglong had been reluctant to share his conjectures—he’d stopped believing in his own luck.


  Before Hongjun could interject, Li Jinglong continued, “As long as An Lushan doesn’t attack right away, we might be able to buy ourselves enough time to search for the artifacts and finish him off for good at Tong Pass.”


  This would already be their third attempt to vanquish An Lushan. As it was said, the same mistake must not be made more than thrice. If they met with failure yet again, Li Jinglong couldn’t possibly be so shameless as to continue to call himself chief of the Department of Exorcism. But there was also no way he could resign.


  “We’ll have to leave it to fate,” Ashina Adarvan said at last. “If the heavens really doom us, what can we do?”


  Everyone agreed that what they’d discussed should be kept secret, lest An Lushan hear of their plans. Hongjun felt like their next attempt had to be successful—after all, both the divine kun and the ghost king had said that the only way to vanquish Mara once and for all was to gather all six artifacts of Acalanatha.


  Before, they had been groping their way forward blindly, shrouded in a thick fog. Now, they were much closer to what they sought—or at least knew what they had to do to get there.


  “I need to talk to Hongjun for a minute,” Li Jinglong told everyone.


  Everyone could see Li Jinglong was about to try to persuade Hongjun to leave him and set out to look for the next artifact.


  “I’ll go pack my things,” Mergen said.


  “Okay,” Hongjun replied glumly.


  The others drifted out, tactfully leaving the two of them alone.


  Hongjun gazed at Li Jinglong, feeling as if his heart was being torn in two. He knew they had to gather the artifacts of Acalanatha, just as he knew he’d meet his death the day all six of them were found. All he wanted to do now was spend as much time as possible with Li Jinglong before the end. Even if they could only have one more day together, it would be worth any price.


  Yet, in his current state, there was no way Li Jinglong could travel with them.


  Li Jinglong looked at him with a smile. “Come, help me up.”


  Hongjun stepped forward and offered him his shoulder.


  “I should have a crutch made,” Li Jinglong said. “One thing about you… You always seem to understand what you ought to do without much convincing.”


  It was true—already, Hongjun had come to terms with the situation, albeit with a painful reluctance.


  “You’re all grown up now,” Li Jinglong went on as he limped outside with Hongjun’s support. “You’ve learned to do lots of things you don’t want to.”


  “I do want to,” Hongjun said stubbornly. “Why wouldn’t I, when it’ll help save you and everyone else?”


  Li Jinglong wanted to tell Hongjun You’re so much better than I deserve, but he forced the words down. He knew how much Hongjun wanted him to come with them—but he was so weak he could barely even move on his own, and anyway, he shouldn’t leave Tong Pass at such a critical juncture.


  “By the time you get back, I’ll be walking again,” Li Jinglong said. “Look—I’ve already improved compared to a few days ago. I’ll be fit enough to search for the next artifact with you. I probably still won’t be of much help, but at least I won’t hold you back.”


  Hongjun hummed, but before he could respond, a voice came from outside: “Is the Marquis of Yardang here?”


  Feng Changqing had sent a soldier to summon him. Noticing how Li Jinglong leaned heavily on Hongjun as he hobbled out to greet him, the man quickly said, “I’ll have a carriage driven over.”


  “I’m fine,” Li Jinglong replied. “Do you have any crutches handy? Bring me some, if you could.”


  There were plenty of injured soldiers here, and therefore plenty of crutches. The soldier quickly located a pair. Li Jinglong insisted on walking without help, so Hongjun held him steady while he slotted the crutches under his arms.


  “Secure my hands to them with a strip of cloth,” Li Jinglong told Hongjun.


  Li Jinglong managed to get into the carriage with his crutches, and Hongjun hopped in behind him. The city was still alive with light and noise even after the sky had turned dark. When they arrived before the general’s residence, Feng Changqing, who had just finished his dinner, hobbled out to greet his cousin.


  They stared at each other, taking in their matching crutches in dubious silence. Li Jinglong said, resigned, “Well, now we’re the same.”


  “I heard about everything.” Feng Changqing turned to Hongjun. “It’s fortunate Jinglong has you to look after him.”


  “Why don’t you take a walk around,” Li Jinglong said to Hongjun, who nodded and went ahead.


  Li Jinglong and Feng Changqing both shuffled into the garden on their crutches. Feng Changqing asked, “How are you getting along?”


  “I need practice,” Li Jinglong answered. “My meridians were permanently damaged. There’s no way to heal them.”


  Feng Changqing heaved a sigh. He had never expected his cousin, who prided himself on his martial prowess—and whose reputation had spread all over Chang’an—to end up in such a sorry state. “Maybe it’s time for you to start a family,” he said. “Settle down.”


  “Hongjun is the only one I’ll love in this lifetime,” Li Jinglong declared. “Even if I’m burned to ashes when I die, the wind will bring them to him.”


  “If you really manage to stay together forever, your adventures will make for a riveting story,” Feng Changqing said. “To be honest, quite a number of officials envy you. Even His Highness the crown prince mentioned it.”


  Li Heng had witnessed no few soldiers and generals fall in love during his stint in the military. Perhaps this was why he’d instantly seen Li Jinglong and Hongjun’s relationship for what it was.


  “Even so, you have to be sure,” Feng Changqing continued. “Husband and wife are like birds in the same tree—when catastrophe strikes, they take flight in different directions. Even children may leave their parents when they end up bedridden. We humans are easily ground down by this kind of suffering, which builds up day by day.”


  “You didn’t call me here just to talk about this, did you?” Li Jinglong said testily.


  The moment Li Jinglong’s old stubbornness reared its head, Feng Changqing backed down. “Well, you’re a marquis, after all. Make sure you live a good life.”


  Feng Changqing had spoken up because he was truly concerned about his young cousin. Li Jinglong had been made a marquis; even if he couldn’t fight any longer, he could still work as a civil official. If he humbled himself and tried his best to please Hongjun, he might still manage to make the young man happy.


  As for Li Jinglong, ever since he had woken up after Luoyang, whenever he thought about his and Hongjun’s future, the memory of what he’d seen that day surfaced in his mind. It weighed him down until he couldn’t breathe. He wanted to confess everything to Hongjun—to get down on his knees and beg for forgiveness—but he couldn’t summon the courage to open his mouth.


  Fear and regret swallowed him whole. It wasn’t that he thought Hongjun would abandon him after learning the truth—but these memories hung between them like a knife. He didn’t want to talk about the future with anyone else either; the way they looked at him, everything they said, only reminded him of his past sins.


  Only when he was alone with Hongjun could he catch his breath. He thought that if only there was some secluded paradise in the mortal world, he could take Hongjun away. They could be together without ever dredging up their past, as if those things had never happened at all. But this was merely his wish; deep down, he knew his guilt would never be absolved, and that he wasn’t being fair to Hongjun if he kept everything from him.


  “Do you think we can win this battle?” Li Jinglong asked at last.


  “In all honesty—no,” Feng Changqing answered. “But would you give up just because I told you so?”


  Li Jinglong gazed back at his cousin in silence.




  Chapter 159:
Following in His Father’s Footsteps


   


  HONGJUN TOOK A WALK around the general’s residence. It had once been the home of a wealthy merchant, but Feng Changqing had unceremoniously moved in after the previous owner had evacuated with his family. Even in the dead of winter, the plum blossoms were vibrant, their fragrance perfuming the air.


  “These flowers will wilt when spring comes,” a voice said behind Hongjun. “Some beautiful things can only be seen during the coldest of winter days.”


  Hongjun turned. A military official about the same height as him stood behind him. His long, unbound hair was stark against his fair skin, and he had a defined nose and deep-set brown eyes.


  Those brown eyes widened when he saw Hongjun’s face. He snapped a flower off a nearby plum tree and offered it to him. “For you.”


  Hongjun, though puzzled, quickly said his thanks. The man ventured with a frown, “You…remind me of someone I once knew. Do you know a Doctor Kong?”


  “Kong Xuan?” Hongjun asked. “He’s my dad!”


  The man laughed heartily, then bowed to him. “I see! You’re my savior’s son. I’m Gao Xianzhi—call me Uncle Gao. What a serendipitous meeting! Is Doctor Kong…”


  “He passed away,” Hongjun said.


  Gao Xianzhi nodded.


  Hongjun had already heard that Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing were the two generals tasked with guarding the pass. Gao Xianzhi—who was higher in rank—was leading the expedition against the rebel army. Hongjun hadn’t expected him to be so young.


  The general extended a hand, inviting him to sit. He called for a brazier to be set down in front of the plum blossoms and tea to be served. “Forgive me,” he said. “I dare not indulge in wine while on campaign.”


  “It’s fine,” Hongjun said. “I don’t drink much, myself.”


  Hongjun was eager to ask about his father, and Gao Xianzhi happily obliged, telling the story of how Kong Xuan had once brought him back from the brink of death, miraculously healing him after he was struck by an arrow during the invasion of Lianyun Fortress. Hongjun did the math; this must have been almost two decades ago, before Kong Xuan had even met Hongjun’s mother.


  When Gao Xianzhi asked about Kong Xuan, Hongjun told him he’d been killed by his enemies. Gao Xianzhi exclaimed in surprise. “How could such a benevolent doctor have crossed someone? Who committed this evil deed?”


  Hongjun stared down at his hands and said nothing. Gao Xianzhi nodded in understanding. “When you save the lives of some people, you get on the wrong side of others. A doctor should follow his calling.”


  “That’s true,” Hongjun said with a smile. “Just like in war—you kill some people to save the lives of others.”


  Gao Xianzhi smiled. “Your father said the same thing.”


  “Do you think we can win this battle?” Hongjun asked. Like Li Jinglong, he worried about the safety of Tong Pass; he didn’t want to see this city fall as Luoyang had.


  “Of course we can,” Gao Xianzhi said. “We abandoned Shan Commandery in order to better defend the pass.”


  “I’m glad to hear that.” Hongjun already felt lighter. Hopefully, no other complications would arise before he left for the northern plains. “Wait—” Hongjun stopped short as he realized what the general had said. “Did you say you abandoned Shan Commandery?”


   


  In the gardens, Feng Changqing sighed. “We have two hundred thousand stationed here, but most of the men are shopkeepers and farmers we recruited at the last minute. An Lushan’s troops, on the other hand, are elite soldiers who fought valiantly against the tribes on the northern plains. The moment our armies clash, our troops will scatter and flee.”


  Li Jinglong frowned at Feng Changqing, who continued, “We can’t hold Shan Commandery. We had no choice but to retreat to Tong Pass.”


  “So you abandoned Shan Commandery?!” Li Jinglong exclaimed in disbelief. “What about the civilians starving outside the gates, and the countless others who froze to death on the way here?! Who’s responsible for the loss of those lives?”


  “You tell me how to win this battle, then!” Feng Changqing shouted back.


  Li Jinglong hadn’t expected Feng Changqing, of all people, to be behind this decision. The imperial army’s retreat had provoked panic among the civilians of Shan Commandery. They had fled their homes in the frigid winter, only to starve and freeze to death on the roads, their corpses strewn across the plains.


  “You’ll be sentenced to death for this,” Li Jinglong said.


  “If my death ensures Tong Pass remains impenetrable, then so be it,” Feng Changqing said grimly. “They’re free to condemn me; whoever wants to take my life is welcome to it.”


  The officials of the imperial court were surely embroiled in a fiery altercation about this decision even now. The eunuch Gao Lishi and his allies were known to turn against their fellow ministers even during periods of peace; there was no way they would show mercy in wartime.


  “I have to go.” Li Jinglong turned and hobbled back toward the residence. “Hongjun!”


  “Where do you think you’re going?” Feng Changqing snapped. “Get back here!”


  A sense of foreboding overcame Li Jinglong. Feng Changqing hadn’t the faintest clue what danger was about to befall them.


  Allowing Yang Guozhong to return to the imperial court had been Li Jinglong’s biggest mistake. The Right Chancellor could easily summon Feng Changqing and Gao Xianzhi back to Chang’an to punish them for dereliction of duty. If that happened, An Lushan’s troops would march straight through Tong Pass and into the Guanzhong Plain, razing cities like a tiger tearing through a flock of sheep.


  Feng Changqing had already heard A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan’s recounting of their harrowing battle at Luoyang. He was aware that a great number of yao lurked among An Lushan’s ranks. “If you return to Chang’an with your fellow exorcists,” he asked, “what can our soldiers do to counter An Lushan’s army of monsters when they attack?”


  Li Jinglong pressed his lips together. Feng Changqing forged ahead: “What can you do to Yang Guozhong if you return to Chang’an now? Even if you kill him, you can’t touch Gao Lishi, who is mortal. And if the noble consort wishes to avenge her cousin, what will you do then? Rise up in rebellion?”


  As Li Jinglong sucked in a deep breath, Feng Changqing said calmly, “Just focus on whatever you’re here to do. The worst the imperial court can do is strip me of my position and exile me to the north beyond the Great Wall; what’s there to fear? Now that the rebel army has proved itself a formidable foe, the imperial court needs capable generals. His Majesty won’t do something so foolish as stripping me of my command.”


  Li Jinglong finally exploded. “And that’s fair?!”


  Feng Changqing studied him in surprise. “This outburst isn’t like you.”


  Li Jinglong looked back at him, stunned. But a breath later, his cousin corrected himself: “No. This is what you’d have said before you joined the Department of Exorcism.”


  Feng Changqing’s words were like a slap across the face. In that moment, Li Jinglong hated himself even more. He had no ready retort, standing silently as Feng Changqing concluded, “All of us must hold our positions if we’re to win this war.”


  “Cousin, I understand now.”


   


  Sitting under the plum blossoms, Hongjun cradled his teacup, engrossed in Gao Xianzhi’s stories of his father.


  “Kong Xuan and I talked about everything under the sun,” Gao Xianzhi said with a chuckle. “He told me then his only wish was to marry and have children, and I told him that it would be easy because he was so handsome. He could take a walk down any street in Chang’an, and countless young ladies would fight to be his wife.”


  Hongjun sighed to himself. His heart had grown heavy when he learned the Tang army had abandoned Shan Commandery, but then Gao Xianzhi had begun to regale Hongjun with stories from his past. Kong Xuan had met Gao Xianzhi shortly after he’d left Yaojin Palace, when he was without a care in the world; apparently he and Gao Xianzhi had grown to be fast friends.


  A wave of melancholy washed over him as he thought back to Kong Xuan’s original fate. But if Kong Xuan hadn’t been destined to bear the demon seed, Hongjun would never have been born. He would never have gotten to experience the many forms of love and hatred in the world for himself.


  Did Hongjun resent being born? He didn’t. He’d never blamed his parents for bringing him into this world.


  “Once, when he was very drunk,” Gao Xianzhi continued, “he told me he was born to deliver all living beings from suffering.”


  “Maybe he was,” Hongjun said. “Perhaps he was born to suffer in the place of all other living things.”


  “He was doing good deeds as a doctor, accumulating good karma for his descendants,” Gao Xianzhi said. “You can’t say he was suffering in the place of all beings, can you?”


  Hongjun said nothing, only looked at him with a smile. Gao Xianzhi asked, “And what do you do now?”


  “I’m a doctor too.”


  Gao Xianzhi nodded. “You’re following in your father’s footsteps, finishing the work he started. That’s good.”


  “I’m finishing what he started,” Hongjun agreed. He realized Gao Xianzhi was right. He thought back to something Qing Xiong had said a long time ago, about his fated calamity. He hadn’t just followed in his father’s footsteps. He’d inherited the calamity originally destined for his father, the Peacock Wisdom King Mahamayuri: to become Mara.


  Li Jinglong was calling for him in the distance. Hongjun got to his feet, and Gao Xianzhi rose with him to see him off. When he spotted Li Jinglong, he said in surprise, “Is my nephew here working under you in the Department of Exorcism?”


  At Li Jinglong’s curt nod, Gao Xianzhi laughed. “I’d better not hear about you bullying him, Li Jinglong, or I’ll give you a piece of my mind.”


  “I wouldn’t dare.” Li Jinglong was in no mood to joke around with Gao Xianzhi. He said coldly, “Hongjun, let’s go.”


  This young man was just as the rumors said—disdainful of everyone. Gao Xianzhi didn’t waste his breath on any more pleasantries; he saw them off politely only because Li Jinglong was Feng Changqing’s cousin.


  Li Jinglong was in a foul mood on the way back. When the carriage arrived at their street, he insisted on walking the rest of the way, so Hongjun paced slowly beside him as he limped forward.


  “I’ll be off tomorrow,” Hongjun said. “You have to take care of yourself.”


  Li Jinglong stared down at the dirty snow on the ground. “It’s New Year’s Eve tomorrow. Stay for the celebration and leave the day after.”


  Only then did Hongjun remember that a new year was about to begin.


  “I’ll go with you to the northern plains,” Li Jinglong blurted.


  “Really?” Hongjun was overjoyed.


  Li Jinglong made his way forward in stubborn silence. Hongjun was so ecstatic that, for a second, he forgot to speak. Finally he said, “Maybe we can borrow a carriage and bring Lu Xu too?”


  If he didn’t want to be parted from Li Jinglong, he figured Mergen wouldn’t want to be away from Lu Xu either. But in the next moment, Li Jinglong said, “Forget it; pretend I didn’t say anything. Hurry back.”


  “Oh.” Hongjun’s shoulders slumped.


  Li Jinglong peered into Hongjun’s eyes, his gaze apologetic. “I love you, Hongjun.”


  “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Hongjun promised. As they walked, they’d arrived at their quarters. He unraveled the cloth securing Li Jinglong’s hands to the crutches and helped him back into their room.


   


  On the last day of the fourteenth year of Tianbao, the Department of Exorcism officially established a temporary office in Tong Pass. Its members merrily pasted couplets on both sides of the gates, and the table groaned under a lavish spread delivered to them at Gao Xianzhi’s behest. Mergen and Hongjun would leave for the northern plains at first light, but for now, they celebrated together just as they had in Dunhuang two years ago—only Qiu Yongsi was absent.


  All of them had hoped Qiu Yongsi would arrive in the nick of time, just as he had before—but it wasn’t so. A-Tai sang some songs, and Li Jinglong said with a smile, “Thank you, everyone, for your hard work. After everything’s settled…”


  He trailed off, suddenly recalling how many of his promises had never come true.


  Ashina Adarvan, already drunk, rapped a chopstick on his cup. “Say it, Chief—how many rewards do you owe us? All of you folks visited Pingkang Ward and soaked in the hot springs, but I’ve gotten nothing! I haven’t even collected my salary for last year! When am I getting paid?”


  Everyone burst into laughter. “That’s not fair!” Turandokht protested. “You were in the tower for less than half a month, and you want two years’ pay?”


  Li Jinglong didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “I don’t have any silver with me now, but I’ll pay you later,” he promised.


  Eventually, everyone was dead drunk save for Li Jinglong. Mergen slurred, “Ay, Chief, you can really hold your liquor tonight. You weren’t faking it the last couple of times, were you?”


  Li Jinglong smiled and cajoled him into another cup. Mergen fell asleep snoring in Lu Xu’s lap. Everyone else had thought Li Jinglong would be first to drink until he broke down sobbing, but nothing of the sort happened; instead, he went around pouring wine down everyone’s throats until they were all too drunk to sit up.


  Hongjun, who’d had several fewer cups than the others, stared quietly at Li Jinglong, his mind blank. He clambered over and flung his arms around him, tears slipping down his cheeks. “I don’t want to leave you…”


  Li Jinglong sucked in a sharp breath, his hands shaking. “It’s okay, really. You’ll only be gone for a little while—”


  “I don’t want to leave you,” Hongjun repeated. Countless thoughts flooded his inebriated mind, and he couldn’t stop himself from crying. “Who’ll take care of you?”


  “I’ll take good care of myself,” Li Jinglong said solemnly. His voice was shaking, too, as he comforted Hongjun. “Stop, Hongjun. Please. You’re drunk.”


  Hongjun wound his arms around his waist and burrowed into his lap, gradually drifting into sleep.


   


  At dawn, a commotion startled him into wakefulness. Hongjun struggled free of a nightmare about a sea of flames swallowing Luoyang, turning the city into a living hell. Cold sweat ran down his back, and his head threatened to split in two. “What’s going on?”


  “Help me up,” Li Jinglong said.


  The exorcists woke up one after another. They dressed and took off toward the gate tower at a run, passing soldiers jogging briskly in the same direction. They swiftly ascended the stairs, Hongjun carrying Li Jinglong on his back.


  Over a thousand cavalrymen from the rebel army had ridden into the crowd outside the gates, massacring the refugees huddled there. Horses trampled corpses beneath their hooves.


  Incensed, Li Jinglong barked, “Open the gates and let the civilians in!”


  “We can’t!” a soldier called. “Not now!”


  “Why are there still so many people out there?! Shouldn’t you have let them in at once?” Li Jinglong shouted back.


  “We have to screen them!” Feng Changqing cursed as he limped up the stairs. “What if there are spies among them?”


  Almost a hundred thousand refugees waited outside the gates; Li Jinglong knew, in the part of his mind that could still think logically, that Feng Changqing was right. If they let them flood in, the crowds would scatter throughout the city. If the enemy decided to strike in the dead of night, the Tang soldiers wouldn’t know whether the attack was coming from inside or outside the gates.


  “Give me some of your soldiers!” Lu Xu cried, furious. “I’ll fight them myself!”


  “Cool your heads!” Feng Changqing bellowed.


  Civilians fled toward the gates, jostling forward and trampling their fellows to death under their feet. Screams of agony rent the air as the enemy troops slaughtered their way through the camp.


  “Today’s the first day of the new year,” Li Jinglong said, breathing hard. “You can’t let this massacre go on, Cousin, or you’ll be punished by the heavens.”


  “Then so be it,” Feng Changqing said coldly.


  A chorus of agonized screams rang out before the gates. When the rebel troops failed to force the gates open, the spies hiding among the civilians revealed themselves, striking out at the commoners around them.


  In the midst of this chaos, Gao Xianzhi arrived. Looking down at the bloodbath below, he ordered, “Archers, nock your arrows!”


  The exorcists took a step back and turned away. They couldn’t bear to witness this scene. Hongjun scanned everyone’s faces, then met Li Jinglong’s eyes.


  “Wait!” Li Jinglong said. “Hongjun needs to get out of here! Exorcists—”


  Instantly realizing what he had in mind, the exorcists replied as one, “Yes, sir!”


  Li Jinglong’s calm voice cut through the cacophony coming from below. “Kong Hongjun and Mergen will leave Tong Pass for the northern plains. Exorcists, escort them!”


  “You!” Feng Changqing roared. “Li Jinglong! Do you know what you’re doing?”


  He was startled by the howl of a wolf. Mergen shook out his fur as Hongjun leapt onto his back, leaving Feng Changqing, Gao Xianzhi, and the other soldiers gaping in shock.


  “My mission in the northern plains is urgent,” Hongjun told Feng Changqing. “We need to leave now—open the gates.”


  “Lend me some of your troops!” Lu Xu shouted. “I’ll escort them out!”




  Chapter 160:
Shiwei Royal Family


   


  PUT ON THE SPOT, Gao Xianzhi turned to Feng Changqing. “Give them the soldiers!”


  Li Jinglong had won. Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan flew to the bottom of the tower like the wind and waited for the gates to open. Li Jinglong looked at Hongjun. “Come back safe.”


  Hongjun didn’t make any promises. Instead he said, “You’re amazing, Jinglong.”


  Li Jinglong’s eyes widened. Astride the gray wolf, Hongjun bent to cup Li Jinglong’s cheek in his palm.


  Shutting his eyes, Li Jinglong managed to speak. “Go.”


  The gray wolf howled as he charged down the gate tower. When they reached the ground, Hongjun leapt from the wolf’s back, and Mergen shifted into his human form.


  The gates swung open. Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan charged out, leading a company of Gao Xianzhi’s troops, who flanked Hongjun and Mergen, loosing arrows at their enemies to give them cover.


  “We can’t use magic,” A-Tai reminded Li Jinglong. “We might’ve already broken the rules when Mergen transformed.”


  “I’m aware,” Li Jinglong said.


  Anyone who used powers beyond mortal capabilities would have broken the unspoken rules. Li Jinglong gazed at the dark clouds roiling in the distance, beyond which numerous yao lurked.


  Down below, Hongjun burst through the enemy’s barricade and looked back. “Mergen-ge!”


  “Here!” Mergen shouted, loosing an arrow that toppled a cavalryman from his horse before speeding over to Hongjun. He turned back into the gray wolf; Hongjun vaulted onto his back, and the two disappeared into the trees before the enemy could start after them.


  Mergen looked back at the bloody battle unfolding outside Tong Pass. Malign energies roiled through the air as the rebel army corralled the civilians in a valley and cut them down.


  “Don’t look back,” the gray wolf said. “We should go.”


  Hongjun lifted his gaze to the gate tower, standing tall beneath the overcast sky. Though he could no longer see him, he knew Li Jinglong was there, staring after their retreating figures. The gray wolf turned away, loping into the deepest reaches of the forest, toward the northeast.


   


  The arrival of the fifteenth year of Tianbao was a cause for celebration. The first dawn of the year broke over the land as the wolf cut across the sprawling plains, light limning his footprints in the snow.


  The households living in the shadow of Mount Li had hung up peach wood talismans to ward off evil spirits and welcome the new year. The auspicious snowfall at the end of winter signified months of good fortune and bountiful harvests ahead. The merry crowing of roosters broke the quiet of early morning as dazzling sunlight spilled down over the Divine Land, thousands of roofs in the bustling capital of Chang’an gleaming as though dusted with gold.


  The first rays of sun shone down, too, on Tong Pass a hundred miles from the capital, warming the mountains of corpses piled before the fortress. Fresh blood streamed out of the valley and down the stone walls of the pass. It pooled in a crimson sea outside the gates, where Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan stood, bathed in blood.


  “The day of the final battle is approaching.”


  Chong Ming gazed into the distance as the same New Year’s sun rose behind the Taihang Mountains.


  Yuan Kun emerged from the hall, his eyes hidden behind a blindfold. “Chong Ming, you have to be sure,” he said, grim. “Once this begins, there is no turning back.”


  Chong Ming looked back, his gaze brimming with words unsaid. “Tell me, Yuan Kun,” he intoned, “that fate can be changed.”


  Yuan Kun reached out, as though to catch the rays of light darting between the peaks in his hand. In a low voice, he said, “A mortal once told me this: When you don’t know what the future holds, your fate is no longer set in stone.”


  Chong Ming’s brow furrowed slightly. Yuan Kun continued, “You, me, Qing Xiong, even Hongjun himself—what we see is perhaps just a part of the whole. How can we, mere creations of this world, possibly glimpse the fate of the Divine Land—its past, present, and future—in its totality?”


   


  “What did you see in your future?” the gray wolf asked, licking blood from his paw.


  They had taken a rest beside a river, where Hongjun was at the fire roasting half a lamb they’d found frozen to death. “Nothing much.”


  “The chief often talks about how you saw what’s to come, thanks to the divine kun’s spell.”


  Hongjun mulled it over. With a laugh, he said, “You guys talk about that stuff too?”


  “Were Lu Xu and I there?” the gray wolf asked.


  Hongjun stared into the fire, his mind wandering. “No.”


  “There’s nothing much to eat out here, so fill your belly while you can,” the wolf said. “We’ll eat well once we arrive in Shiwei territory. I’ll make sure of it.”


  Hongjun wiped his mouth and climbed back onto the wolf’s back. “We have to be quick.”


  “We aren’t in a hurry,” the gray wolf countered in a low voice. “The chief told me to make sure you got proper rest.”


  This was Hongjun’s first time on a mission with just him and Mergen, and one that took him so far away from the rest of their companions. It felt odd without Lu Xu here. If Lu Xu and Li Jinglong had gone off alone, Hongjun wouldn’t be jealous, but he’d find it a bit odd too.


  Mergen, on the other hand, acted no differently. As he said, Hongjun was the one who brought everyone in the Department of Exorcism together.


  Really? Hongjun had never thought of it that way. As far as he knew, he’d merely brought them all a world of trouble.


  The sight of the corpses scattered along the road to Tong Pass had left Hongjun stricken. The gray wolf chose a deserted route northward; they saw no one else after leaving the pass. The sprawling plains and natural scenery cleared some of the clouds from Hongjun’s heart.


  Only three days after their departure, Mergen fell ill. He’d reached his limit after running in the bitter cold for so long. They sought shelter in a village the rebel army had left unscathed, and the villagers gladly took them in. Hongjun told them Mergen was his older brother and gave him medicine for his cold. After resting a day, they continued on their way, weaving through the forests and hills.


  As they reached the edge of An Lushan’s territories in the north, a peaceful silence descended around them. They ran through swaths of snow laid atop grassy plains, frigid springtime winds, and a night sky that shimmered with stars. This landscape painted a picture vastly different from the Central Plains. When night fell, Mergen and Hongjun would lie down in a clearing or atop a hill, gazing up at the timeless stars and chatting absently. Mergen spoke about Lu Xu, about the years he’d spent among his tribe, about how he envied the love Li Jinglong and Hongjun had for each other, about his future. Only now did Hongjun realize Mergen had more on his mind than he’d thought.


  “Lu Xu told me you were born to save the world,” Mergen said one night.


  “No, no,” Hongjun replied with a laugh. “I want to live a normal life. It’s nice, being alive.”


  Hongjun thought that, eventually, maybe everything that came to pass would turn into stars glittering in the sky. When An Lushan’s rebellion became a line of ink in the annals of history, the stories of the exorcists would disappear into the stream of history too, disintegrating into motes of dust.


  When the sun rose, shepherds from the northern Shiwei tribes passed in the valleys below them. They were near the Great Xianbei Mountains now, and they could already see flocks of sheep rolling over the plains like white pearls. Mergen remained in human form as he led Hongjun to purchase supplies and borrow a horse from his tribesmen, marking the end of their journey.


  “We’ve arrived,” Mergen said, his bow and quiver strapped to his back. They were just on the edge of the territory of the Shiwei tribes. “Feel better now?”


  Hongjun’s longing for Li Jinglong was a constant ache, but Mergen’s company on the way had done wonders for his mood.


  He followed Mergen, looking around in surprise. He’d assumed these lands would be peppered with tents occupied by shepherds who savored roasted meat and wine, but before him was a fortified city wall built into the stone of the mountains. Shepherds came and went, gathering in front of the heavily guarded gates.


  Mergen craned his neck and shouted something in the Shiwei language. A guard at the top of the wall responded in kind, then turned to call to his fellows. Hongjun figured they were saying something like: Quick, open the doors, Mergen’s back.


  Hongjun passed through the towering stone gates at Mergen’s side, emerging onto a paved road. Ten thousand households crowded into this city, which was named Margaash, a word that meant tomorrow in the Shiwei language. As they strolled past the market, the hunters inspecting pelts for sale turned to glance curiously at Hongjun.


  Everyone here spoke the Shiwei language, which Hongjun didn’t understand—something that troubled him more than he’d expected. Chong Ming preferred to speak only in ancient languages, but Qing Xiong had often brought words or phrases home from his travels in the mortal world. It was thanks to this that Hongjun understood as much as he did of the official language of the Guanzhong Plain when he first left Yaojin Palace.


  The Shiwei language sounded peculiar in his ears and was difficult to pronounce, and its speakers scrutinized him and gave him strange looks. Shy, he hid himself behind Mergen’s broad back. Every now and then, Mergen translated a few comments, the gist of which seemed to be that he was pretty. Hongjun felt even more awkward.


  Mergen’s father, the current ruler of the Shiwei tribes, was an elderly man with a round belly. To welcome his son, he called for a feast to be served in the innermost rooms of the palace, where his concubines all sat on thick woolen carpets. As everyone was served boiled mutton, two young men—Mergen’s brothers—studied Hongjun. He greeted them both and apologized for his rudeness before unceremoniously digging in.


  Mergen’s younger brothers didn’t resemble him in any way. They appeared wary, as though worried their brother had come back to vie with them for the throne. Mergen’s elderly father, however, showed great interest in his companion. After asking Mergen a few questions, he turned to Hongjun. “How long have you two been together?”


  “It’s not like that!” Mergen said, displeased.


  Hongjun’s cheeks heated; he sensed Mergen’s brothers were jealous of their closeness.


  “Are you two fighting against An Lushan?” the Shiwei king asked.


  “Our two elder brothers both went to war,” one of the young men said to Mergen in the Han language. “You want to kill your brothers?”


  Hongjun recalled that there were indeed Shiwei troops among An Lushan’s allies. Did that mean Mergen would have to fight his own family?


  “We’re exorcists,” Mergen replied stiffly. “We don’t involve ourselves in mortal wars.”


  The king turned aside and spat. An ominous feeling came over Hongjun. Switching back to the Shiwei language, the king said something Hongjun took for disdain over the fact that both he and Mergen were yaoguai, given the heated argument it sparked between father and son. Mergen’s brows drew low in anger. As their faces turned scarlet with rage and their voices crested, Hongjun cried, “Stop, Mergen-ge!”


  Mergen shot up from his seat. “We’re leaving!”


  Hongjun, only halfway through his meal, inwardly lamented. Even lightning wouldn’t strike a person who was eating—how could he do this to me? But he set down his mutton and left with Mergen nonetheless.


  The sky had grown dark; if they left the city now, they would have to camp outdoors again.


  Before they’d gotten far, the Shiwei queen came bustling out. She said something to Mergen, her tone equally reproachful and imploring, but her words soothed his anger.


  “What should we do?” Hongjun asked, deferring to Mergen.


  “Let’s go back,” Mergen said. “We’ll stay the night and leave in the morning.”


  Servants appeared to wait on them, but Mergen dismissed them all with a wave of his hand. “I know where my room is.”


  Mergen had often mentioned his four younger brothers. He was already sixteen when he was brought back to the tribe from his mother’s village; he’d taught his brothers martial arts and overseen their studies himself. Hongjun was surprised to see Mergen’s family had no respect for him at all.


  “I used to reprimand Ashizhe for spending so much time with his friends,” Mergen said with a bitter smile. “Looking back, I guess I was in the wrong. Gerel listens to his mother, who dislikes me.”


  Mergen led Hongjun through the corridors to his room. It was simply furnished with a rug, a hammock, and a bow and quiver hanging on the wall. The only other item of furniture in the room was a shelf with a stack of books about the Shiwei tribes and the skull of an unknown beast.


  After looking to Mergen for permission, Hongjun flipped through one of the books. Mergen flopped onto the hammock, his long legs swinging. He pointed Hongjun toward the carpet, where he’d have to make do for the night.


  “You should put the book down,” Mergen said a while later when he noticed Hongjun still leafing through the tome. “Reading in the dark is bad for your eyes.”


  Hongjun closed the book and set it aside. “Both your brothers like you, I think.”


  “You don’t have to comfort me,” Mergen said, a little helpless.


  “I mean it,” Hongjun said. “I can tell. They were burning with jealousy when they looked at me.”


  Mergen was speechless.


  “It’s lucky Lu Xu didn’t come this time,” Hongjun muttered as he turned onto his other side. “Don’t bring him home, or he’ll pick a fight.”


  Mergen wanted to ask why, but Hongjun—who had finally found a warm place to curl up after such a long journey—fell asleep the moment he closed his eyes.


   


  Li Jinglong walked slowly through the darkened streets of Tong Pass, supporting himself on the walls.


  The coldest days of the year had passed, and spring had arrived. The exorcists had all gone to bed save for Lu Xu, who blearily trailed behind Li Jinglong so the chief wouldn’t shatter his newly healed bones trying to walk.


  “You should get some sleep,” Li Jinglong said. “It’s almost daybreak.”


  Lu Xu merely observed him quietly. Li Jinglong could already walk a few steps without his crutches.


  “Did Hongjun ask you to watch over me?” Li Jinglong asked.


  Lu Xu remained silent. He’d always been reticent in front of the other exorcists; he only had lots to say when he was with Hongjun. But he knew Li Jinglong suffered pain with every step, especially during his first few days out of bed.


  “You and Hongjun really are good friends,” Li Jinglong said, half to himself. “I’ve thought about—”


  Lu Xu cut him off. “Why?”


  Li Jinglong turned to look at him and found him frowning.


  “Why is someone like you sacrificing yourself to atone for the sins of all beings?”


  “I’m atoning for my own sins,” Li Jinglong murmured. “There are things you don’t know.”


  “Everything that happened was because of the demon seed,” Lu Xu protested. “Was it a sin to want the person you liked to stay? You didn’t know your actions would cause his parents’ deaths. Why are you blaming yourself?”


  Li Jinglong’s eyes widened in shock. When he spoke, his voice shook. “You…you know?”


  “I asked you a question,” Lu Xu said sharply. “Are you still wallowing in self-blame?”


  “You don’t understand!” Li Jinglong snapped, irritated to the point of anger. “Did you peek into my dreams?!” Sweat beaded on his forehead as he quickened his pace, wanting to distance himself from Lu Xu.


  “You wish,” Lu Xu said. “Why would I want to do that?”


  “Then, you…” Li Jinglong stopped in his tracks. If Lu Xu hadn’t seen his dreams, there was only one other possibility. “Hongjun knows everything?” he whispered, his voice wavering.


  Lu Xu quietly met Li Jinglong’s gaze. Before Li Jinglong could interrogate him, a horse sped through the street carrying a rider dressed in an official’s uniform—a messenger from the imperial court.


  Li Jinglong started, whipping around to stare in the direction the messenger had ridden. Lu Xu was about to speak again when Li Jinglong said, “Take me there.”


  “You’re mortal,” Lu Xu said. “I don’t let mortals ride me.”


  “Mergen let me!”


  “Well I’m not him,” Lu Xu shot back. “I don’t allow it, and that’s final.”


  “We need to hurry!” Li Jinglong urged. “That messenger might have important information!”


  Lu Xu studied Li Jinglong with a frown.


  “Quick!”


  Resigned, Lu Xu transformed into the white deer and took off after the messenger with Li Jinglong on his back.


  The general’s residence was brightly lit when they arrived. Lu Xu shifted back, and the two tiptoed toward the door of Gao Xianzhi’s study. Li Jinglong raised a finger to his lips, and they listened, holding their breaths.


  Li Jinglong had always had sharp ears, but it turned out there was no need. Gao Xianzhi’s enraged roar rang clearly through the door.


  “That’s outrageous! His Majesty’s gone mad!”




  Chapter 161:
Visitor in Dreams


   


  GAO XIANZHI’S CHEST HEAVED with rage. The messenger continued in a low voice, “The imperial court is in a complete uproar. His Majesty intends to punish both you and General Feng for cowardice in withdrawing from Shan Commandery. Even General Geshu Han will…will be…”


  “What did Guo Ziyi say?” Gao Xianzhi cut in.


  This messenger seemed to be one of Gao Xianzhi’s own men. The general’s decade-long tenure in the imperial court had given him ample opportunity to insert his people in key positions. Now one of them had swiftly delivered this news to him before any official communication could reach them.


  “I don’t know, sir. But Chancellor Yang wants you and General Feng to leave as soon as possible,” the messenger said. “Once Bian Lingcheng arrives at Tong Pass bearing His Majesty’s decree, both of your lives will be in danger!”


  Half a month had passed since a massive horde of refugees and Great Tang soldiers had arrived in Chang’an, rousing fear and panic among the people. Many officials who’d fled westward had aired their own grievances in the imperial court. The Ministry of War, fearing the emperor’s displeasure, had withheld all military dispatches from Tong Pass, so it was only then that Li Longji heard, to his immense rage, that Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing had abandoned Shan Commandery. Both generals had made their share of enemies over the years. Even in such dire times, there were a few who wouldn’t hesitate to kick them when they were down.


  The generals tucked safely away in the imperial court had analyzed the situation and reached the conclusion that Shan Commandery could have been defended. They accused Gao Xianzhi of being overly cautious in deciding to withdraw his troops. Bian Lingcheng, a eunuch, had once worked under Gao Xianzhi himself. He’d long borne a grudge against the general for once punishing him with a whip and seized his opportunity to bring Gao Xianzhi down. Heeding his advice, Li Longji had sent him to Tong Pass as his imperial envoy.


  Gao Xianzhi was on good terms with Yang Guozhong, but the chancellor was still in a precarious position in the imperial court. He no longer wielded any significant influence.


  Li Jinglong wore a deep frown as he eavesdropped outside the door. Who was to say this wasn’t all a part of Yang Guozhong’s elaborate ploy? The moment the generals guarding Tong Pass were removed from the battlefield, An Lushan would batter down the gates and advance to Chang’an. Bian Lingcheng, sent from the capital to supervise the army and bring the generals to task, would arrive the next day. The generals faced a terrible dilemma.


  “Let him come,” Gao Xianzhi growled. “Here on the battlefield, I’m not bound by the emperor’s orders. By all means, let’s see what Bian Lingcheng thinks he can do!”


  “Who’s Bian Lingcheng?” Lu Xu whispered.


  “Let’s go,” Li Jinglong replied, keeping his voice low. Listening, he’d barely stopped himself from barging inside. “Get ready. We have a battle ahead of us tomorrow.”


  If Bian Lingcheng escorted Feng Changqing and Gao Xianzhi back to Chang’an, Tong Pass’s defenses would fall at once. Li Jinglong suspected Bian Lingcheng—acting on Li Longji’s behalf—would first press Gao Xianzhi into launching an attack to reclaim Shan Commandery and force An Lushan’s troops to retreat.


   


  Hongjun jolted awake in the dead of night. He was drenched in sweat, his underrobe clinging to his back.


  Every night since leaving Luoyang, he’d been accosted by nightmares that unraveled without end. Lu Xu had exhausted his powers, yet the most he could do was alleviate the pain Hongjun suffered when he jerked awake. The dreams were still there. He hadn’t mentioned them to Mergen on their way here—he bore them alone. Most nights, he dreaded falling asleep.


  Tonight, the visions he saw were stranger than usual; he hadn’t had any dreams like this one on their journey northward. On the rolling plains in the southwest of Shiwei territory, a pack of wolves gnawed on a carcass, dividing the meager flesh between them. The picked-over bones emitted tendrils of demonic energy.


  Lu Xu’s voice sounded in his ear. “What did you dream about?”


  Before a startled Hongjun could yelp in surprise, Lu Xu shushed him. “Don’t wake the big wolf up.” Hongjun took deep breaths as he continued, “I’m not dead, don’t worry. Only you can hear me.”


  Lu Xu seemed to sense each thought as it appeared in Hongjun’s mind. “Yeah, I can hear what you’re thinking. Sorry about that.”


  Hongjun waved—he was fine with it. Following the direction of his thoughts, Lu Xu said, “That was a Shiwei tribesman’s nightmare.”


  The demonic energy around here is growing stronger, Hongjun mused. I need to return to Tong Pass as soon as possible—but if this has to do with Mara, I can’t just ignore it. We’re in Mergen-ge’s hometown too…


  “I know you want to stick your nose in it,” Lu Xu said. “Off you go, then.”


  Hongjun quietly sat up, casting a glance at the sleeping Mergen before slipping out of the room.


  As Hongjun crept through the dimly lit corridor, the flicker of demonic energy he could feel in the distance grew more and more potent. Hongjun extended a hand experimentally. There was a strange connection between himself and the energy. He had an inkling that as soon as he willed the demon seed in him to stir, the demonic energy swirling between heaven and earth would flow toward him the way water flowed toward the center of a whirlpool.


  “How are you talking to me?” Hongjun asked.


  “Through a dream spell,” Lu Xu answered. “The white deer can walk through anyone’s dreams at will—you’re the only exception. To protect you as you emerge from your nightmares, I left a sigil in your dreams so I could enter them whenever I choose.”


  “You should’ve come sooner!”


  “I didn’t want to bother you unless I had to,” Lu Xu said. “Some people don’t like others to see the innermost depths of their minds—a certain someone, for example… Forget it.”


  Hongjun couldn’t think of anything he’d want to keep from Lu Xu—or from anyone else for that matter. Anyone reading his mind would see he had nothing to hide. If someone guessed what was weighing on his mind, that didn’t bother him either.


  “How are things at Tong Pass?” Hongjun asked.


  Lu Xu didn’t tell him they were in dire straits. “Fine,” he said. “There’s a door in front of you…”


  Hongjun made his way forward, following the current of demonic energy. Lu Xu walked beside him; he’d created an apparition of himself via his spiritual technique, perhaps because he didn’t want Hongjun to be unnerved by his invisible presence. He passed through doors and walls just like a ghost.


  They made their way down another dim corridor until they came to a shut gate, locked with a chain. A flick of Hongjun’s throwing knife, and the gate swung open onto a stone-tiled corridor, which turned out to be a bridge between two wings of the palace. He wound through the network of corridors that followed, slicing quietly through any lock that barred his way and keeping out of sight of the patrolling guards. Finally, he arrived at the topmost floor of a tower in the center of the complex.


  “Can you enter Mergen-ge’s dreams too?” Hongjun asked.


  “I’d rather not,” Lu Xu answered without a hitch. “He always holds a grudge.”


  Hongjun laughed. “I’m so glad you came. What took you so long?”


  “Careful,” Lu Xu said, voice low. “You don’t need to speak out loud—I can hear your thoughts.”


  The heavy scent of incense and burning herbs wafted from the half-closed door before them. Through the crack, Hongjun saw the Shiwei king lying in bed with his eyes shut, seemingly in sleep. A beautiful woman draped in furs knelt before him, muttering under her breath. The king spasmed, as though trapped in a terrifying nightmare, but the priestess continued chanting her spell, the pitch of her voice rising and falling. Hongjun looked closer—tendrils of black mist curled up from the king’s body.


  “Who’s that?” Lu Xu asked.


  Your father-in-law, Hongjun replied.


  Lu Xu was rendered speechless. In truth, he’d meant to tell Hongjun about his conversation with Li Jinglong, where he’d impulsively told him what he’d seen in Hongjun’s dreams. He’d regretted running his mouth just for a moment of satisfaction, so after pondering, he’d decided to tell Hongjun everything. He hadn’t expected to witness such a strange scene.


  Hongjun had never been terribly careful; seeing him lean in for a closer look, Lu Xu reminded him, “Watch out!”


  Startled, Hongjun jerked forward, accidentally bumping the door. The hinges creaked, and the woman stopped her chanting and looked back.


  In that instant, a hand came over Hongjun’s mouth, and its owner dragged Hongjun back into the darkness of the corridor.


  The priestess strode toward the door, her gaze sharp with suspicion. She glanced down the corridor before firmly shutting the door.


  Mergen’s and Hongjun’s eyes met in the gloom. As the first glimmers of dawn shone in, Lu Xu said, “I’ve got to go. Be careful—and don’t tell the stupid wolf I was here.”


  Don’t go! Hongjun thought. But it was too late—Lu Xu had vanished.


   


  “Who was that priestess?” Hongjun asked Mergen with a frown as they headed out of the city. Mergen had procured a small sled and a team of dogs from the palace before leaving.


  “She’s a shamaness,” Mergen corrected, surprised Hongjun had realized. “The old shaman’s student. What did you see last night, Hongjun?”


  Spring came late in the north, and the plains were still covered in a thick blanket of snow. Mergen looped a length of rope over one of the dogs pulling their sled. As they set out, leaving the stone city behind, Hongjun couldn’t help looking back. “That’s your father, Mergen!”


  “We’re running out of time!” Mergen insisted. “I’m an exorcist now. My mission is to lead you to the artifact of Acalanatha.”


  “If that means leaving your father to that woman, I’d rather not go,” Hongjun said.


  Mergen gazed quietly back at him. “What would everyone waiting for us at Tong Pass think?”


  Hongjun had no good answer to this question. Mergen hopped onto the sled and whistled. “We’ll come back and deal with this after we collect the artifact. As far as I’m concerned, our mission is more important.”


  Despite his confident words, Mergen was plainly uneasy. He, too, turned back to look at his old home once more.


  “If we could capture that shamaness,” Hongjun began, “maybe—”


  “No.” Mergen cut in. “We have to investigate properly; we can’t just strike based on a hunch. We have no more time to waste here.” Seeing Hongjun’s stubborn expression, Mergen said, “This is my home, Hongjun. It’s my call.”


  Around them, the snowy plains rolled toward the horizon. As the sled raced toward the Great Xianbei Mountains, Hongjun—wrapped in a thick fur coat—quietly took in the beauty of the northern lands. He had closed his eyes against the sun, now high in the sky, when he felt the sled gradually slow. When he opened them, the sled had come to a stop in an abandoned village overgrown with weeds.


  “Mergen-ge?” Hongjun called.


  Mergen was weaving his way through the ruins when he heard Hongjun’s voice. He looked up, motioning for Hongjun to wait. Hongjun averted his eyes, gazing into the distance. He’d never seen such an expression on Mergen’s face. His eyes held a quiet grief—the pacific calm of one who’d long put his past behind him.


  Lu Xu had once told him that Mergen, too, had his own demons. He guessed this was where Mergen had once lived with his mother.


  Mergen didn’t stay long; he took a short walk around the ruins before getting back on the sled. If he’d been looking for anything, he hadn’t found it, yet he didn’t seem reluctant to leave, as though he’d stopped here only because he couldn’t bear to pass it by.


  “Mergen-ge…” Hongjun trailed off.


  Mergen hummed in response, looking down at the map of Great Tang with the six symbols they’d drawn. “I know you understand, Hongjun,” he said easily. “From now on, perhaps the Department of Exorcism will be the only place I can call home.”


  In all honesty, Mergen had stopped missing the city of Margaash in the shadow of the Great Xianbei Mountains the moment he’d left Shiwei territory and begun roaming the northern plains. He’d told everyone to call him Morning Star back then because he’d longed to begin a new life.


  As they drove the sled on, the cloud-capped peak that had once seemed so distant grew larger and larger on the horizon. Hongjun watched it loom closer as Mergen steered the sled around the base of the mountain.


  “Is this it?” Hongjun asked.


  “We need to look at it from the other side,” Mergen said.


  The sun was setting by the time they arrived at the edge of a massive frozen lake. “What do you think?” Mergen asked. “The day we discussed possible sites, I couldn’t stop thinking about this place. Look, the weather’s cleared…”


  In the ruddy rays of the evening sun, the fog enshrouding the peak had dispersed. Around them, the Great Xianbei Mountains stretched without end, but this peak stood alone, its stony roots sunk into the lake. Mergen picked out a sheet with one of the symbols—the closed-off semicircle with a vertical line above it, the one they’d dubbed moon—and rotated the paper, urging Hongjun to look.


  The semicircle overlapped almost perfectly with the shores of the lake before them. A frozen waterfall cascaded down from the peak in a straight line, the ice glistening under the sunlight—just like the line in the diagram.


  “Ah…” Hongjun was speechless with surprise. “This has to be it! It can’t be anywhere else!”


  “But you can’t climb the mountain in the winter,” Mergen said. “Right now, the entrance to the cave we need to enter will be blocked by ice.”


  “I can melt the ice with my throwing knives,” Hongjun pointed out.


  Mergen nodded. “The climb will take a whole day. Should we rest tonight and go up in the morning?”


  Eager to get to work, Hongjun sorted out his rope and grappling hook. “We’re going now.” Suddenly he remembered the Yao-Binding Cord; he removed the hook from its rope and fastened it to the cord instead.


  “You’re going to wear yourself out,” Mergen said. “We still have to look for the artifact once we get up there…”


  His voice trailed off. Hongjun’s neck prickled as he, too, realized something was amiss.


  The next gust of wind carried a series of rustling noises to their ears. Mergen put a finger to his lips and motioned for Hongjun to stay close as they started toward the forest at the mountain’s foot.


  All around them—on the plains, under the trees—Shiwei assassins holding crossbows stepped into the open. Hongjun looked back. Even more assassins lay in wait behind the mounds of snow. In an instant, Hongjun and Mergen were surrounded.


  The Shiwei shamaness emerged from the edge of the forest. “Hello, Kong Hongjun.”


  Mergen shoved Hongjun behind him. He barked something back in Shiwei, his voice deep with fury.


  Hongjun, his back pressed to Mergen’s as he kept an eye on their enemies, turned and set a hand lightly on Mergen’s shoulder. In a low voice, he asked the woman in the Han language, “Did An Lushan send you?”


  “What do you seek here?” the shamaness asked stiffly.


  “Akhaa!” A young man standing among the assassins spoke in rapid-fire Shiwei. Hongjun recognized him as Mergen’s younger brother.


  “Gerel!” Mergen growled. “Withdraw your men!”


  Hongjun needed no explanation to figure out what had happened. This shamaness—or more accurately, this yaoguai—was a spy. She must have reported their whereabouts to An Lushan the moment they’d arrived.


  Breathing hard, Mergen reached for the longbow strapped to his back. Gerel roared, “You dare draw your bow? We’ll shoot you where you stand!”


  With his pentacolor sacred light, Hongjun had nothing to fear from ordinary arrows. “What should we do?” he asked under his breath.


  “Fight,” Mergen answered. “I’ll take the shamaness. You—”


  “I don’t want to hurt your family.” Hongjun recoiled from the idea of spilling blood on these plains—it would only add to Mergen’s grief.


  “What do we do, then?” Mergen asked. “We can try to break through their formation. Maybe they won’t shoot.”


  “We’ll go up the mountain.”


  “On your signal, then.”


  Hongjun glanced at the assassins ranged around them. “Go!”


  He leapt up and expanded his sacred light at the same moment Mergen shifted into the gray wolf. Hongjun landed astride the wolf’s back, sinking his fingers into his fur. The wolf snarled and charged the assassins surrounding them, scattering Shiwei tribesmen as he dashed toward the frozen surface of the lake.


  Hongjun first shielded the gray wolf’s back before moving his sacred light in front of him; he couldn’t envelop him fully without hampering his strides.


  A tremor went through the wolf’s body. “Are you okay?” Hongjun called.


  A steel arrow had pierced the wolf’s shoulder. Blood sprayed from the wound, but Mergen made no sound. He sped toward the farthest reaches of the frozen lake, where he whipped around, tossing his head back in a wild howl.


  Their surroundings shook so violently Hongjun nearly toppled from the wolf’s back; Mergen’s howl had called down a windstorm that scoured the lake’s surface. Undeterred, the assassins followed them onto the ice, while the shamaness stayed on the banks, shouting at the wolf in the Shiwei tongue.


  Hackles raised, the wolf drew in another deep breath.


  Hongjun slapped his palms over his ears. The gray wolf howled again, and Hongjun’s blood roared as the air vibrated with the sound. The beast’s powerful call rippled outward, shattering the thick layer of ice beneath their feet. Water sprayed into the air as the assassins pursuing them tumbled into the lake’s depths.


  “Now—run!” Hongjun urged.




  Chapter 162:
Cavern of the Golden Bow


   


  THE GRAY WOLF DASHED into the trees. Hongjun expanded his sacred light again, shielding him from the arrows whistling toward them.


  They arrived before a cliff so sheer there were no footholds for them to use. The gray wolf leapt up with all his might, gripping a tree branch between his front paws. He kicked back hard against the trunk and jumped onto the cliff face.


  “Let me!” Hongjun shouted, arms around the gray wolf’s neck.


  “Just watch my back!” the wolf growled, scrambling upward. Hongjun had intended to find an anchor point with his grappling hook, then scale the cliffs with human Mergen leading the way—but he wasn’t familiar with this place. Even worse, the sky was dark now, and the cliffs around them were slippery with ice, leaving him no choice but to cling to the wolf’s fur and shield them from the arrows aimed at their backs.


  The assassins had caught up to them, clustering at the base of the cliff while the shamaness chanted an incantation.


  “What did she say before?” Hongjun asked.


  “Capture that monster,” the gray wolf said sullenly.


  “She’s the monster!” Hongjun raged.


  “Hold on tight! It’s a long way down from here!”


  They were so high up now that the assassins’ steel arrows could no longer reach them. Their enemies seemed to have given up their pursuit—yet Hongjun still had the niggling feeling that they weren’t safe yet. Rustling noises rose from the forests below them, as though countless new dangers were emerging from the earth.


  “What are you doing?” Lu Xu asked, reappearing nearby.


  Hongjun couldn’t be bothered to be covert about Lu Xu’s presence—not during such a precarious moment. He said out loud, “We were ambushed!”


  “I know that! Who are you talking to?!” the gray wolf growled.


  Hongjun didn’t know what to say.


  They were already halfway to the peak. As soon as their feet touched solid ground, Lu Xu said in his ear, “Pull that arrow out, quick.”


  Tamping down his panic, Hongjun grasped the arrow and yanked it out of Mergen’s shoulder. Human and wolf looked at each other in silence. Mergen was breathing heavily, his gaze weighted with grief and anger. He’d never expected his own younger brother to shoot him.


  Hongjun tossed the arrow to the ground. “How cruel,” Lu Xu said.


  Silently, Hongjun recapped everything that had happened for Lu Xu, who stepped over to the gray wolf and gazed intently down at him. The wolf’s sides heaved, his rage greater than his pain.


  Lu Xu knelt to wrap his arms around the wolf’s neck, pressing his cheek to his fur. He had no physical body; he was merely an apparition that existed within Hongjun’s consciousness. His embrace didn’t stir even the gentlest breeze.


  Hongjun searched for something to say to comfort Mergen, but came up empty. He looked over the cliff and asked, “What’s down there?”


  “Nothing important,” Mergen said, his voice modulating as he dropped his wolf form. “From here, we climb until we reach a cave.”


  As Hongjun dressed Mergen’s wound, Lu Xu demanded, “Why would his brother do that to him? What kind of yaoguai is that woman?”


  Can you leave my side to look around? Hongjun thought at him.


  “I can’t go too far from you,” Lu Xu replied. “Let’s find the artifact first; we can deal with everything else later.”


  Hongjun and Mergen each took a sip of water before setting off. With Mergen leading the way, they jogged up the narrow path that would take them to the cave.


  Gasping for breath, Hongjun asked, “Can you feel the earthly meridians?”


  “I can’t!” Mergen said. “Talk about it after we get there!”


  A shadow shot out from an opening in the cliff ahead.


  “Watch out!” Lu Xu cried.


  Instantly, Hongjun flicked a knife toward the black shape hurtling toward them. Mergen reared back, drawing his dagger and slashing through a black-patterned snake. Hongjun’s blade pierced its severed head, which exploded in a cloud of flesh and blood. But even with Lu Xu’s warning, they were too late—the snake’s fangs had already sunk into Mergen’s arm.


  “A snake?!” Hongjun yelped.


  Mergen sucked in a breath, looking down at the wound on his arm, where the fangs had drawn blood.


  “Shit,” Lu Xu cursed. “Let his blood, quickly!”


  Hongjun was well-versed in dealing with snake venom. He tore off a length of fabric from his shirt and tied a swift tourniquet around Mergen’s arm, then slashed a cross through the flesh so the envenomed blood could flow out.


  The rustling below them grew louder, as did the shamaness’s chanting. Awakened from their slumber, thousands of snakes slithered toward the peak.


  “There are more coming!” Lu Xu said.


  “But—the venom!”


  “Go!” Mergen ordered. He couldn’t hear Lu Xu, but the dry rustling was unmistakable. He clamped a hand over his wound, dragging Hongjun behind him as he took off toward the cave.


  “Wait!” Hongjun called.


  Every pump of Mergen’s heart spread the venom through his body as he pounded down the path. His legs grew heavy, but he didn’t stop until they stood before a wall of solid ice. Hongjun shattered it with his throwing knife, and Mergen yanked him through the opening as countless black-patterned snakes hissed toward them. Mergen raised his bow; the seven nailhead arrows flashed through the air like shooting stars to pin the snakes to the ground.


  “He’ll die!” Lu Xu fretted.


  “Calm down!” said Hongjun, only slightly less panicked than the apparition beside him. He quickly composed himself—a rare feat for him—and set about neutralizing the venom.


  Mergen grimaced. “It’s no use—”


  Before he could finish his protest, Hongjun pried open his mouth and poured a bag of medicinal powder down his throat. While Mergen hacked his lungs out, Hongjun washed the powder down with half of the contents of his waterskin.


  “Is this medicine gonna work?” Lu Xu asked.


  “Yes!” Hongjun said. “I extracted it from Qing Xiong’s… Never mind. It can neutralize any snake venom.”


  Lu Xu was speechless.


  “They’re blackstone snakes…” Mergen managed, gasping for breath. “Their venom isn’t that strong. I have the antidote at home.”


  “One bite and you’re about to keel over! That’s not strong enough for you?!” Lu Xu raged. “The hell is wrong with you?”


  Quit chewing him out. He can’t hear you anyway, Hongjun said silently. He lifted Mergen’s eyelids to look at the whites of his eyes. Thankfully they were clear. “This is the best I can do for now. We should go back and get the antidote.”


  “I’m fine,” Mergen said, though he sounded exhausted. “My body’s resistant to venom; it won’t kill me. No sense going back when we’re so close.”


  “What should we do, then?” Hongjun asked.


  “What’s that powder made of?” Lu Xu piped up.


  “The golden-winged peng’s…bile,” Hongjun answered.


  “What?” Mergen was befuddled. “Hongjun, who are you talking to?”


  I need to stop speaking out loud, or I’ll look like I’ve lost my mind, Hongjun thought.


  “Where did you get the bile?” Lu Xu pressed.


  Do you really need to know the details?


  “Of course!” Lu Xu said. “How else am I supposed to help you figure out what to do next?”


  He threw it up when he got drunk, okay?


  “He drank so much, he was throwing up bile…?”


  Keeping his expression neutral, Hongjun thought, Yes, exactly!


  “Why are all your medicines something that came out of either your dad or your other dad?”


  Hongjun had no idea what to say.


  “Fine,” Lu Xu said. “Better bile than shit…”


  Now who in the world told you about that?!


  “Hongjun?” Mergen asked.


  “More snakes outside,” Lu Xu reported, peeking through the slab of ice.


  A slithering carpet of snakes had gathered at the crack in the ice, rearing to strike. Hongjun raised his pentacolor sacred light to form a shield, but he couldn’t keep them off like this forever.


  An idea struck Lu Xu. “Look up!”


  As soon as he did, Hongjun realized what Lu Xu was thinking. He merged his knives into a saber and drove it into the ceiling of the cave. Chunks of ice rained down to block the entrance.


  “When the ghost king healed me,” Mergen said, forcing himself to stay alert, “some corpse venom mixed with my blood. I’ve been resistant to poisons and venoms ever since.”


  “You have to find the artifact and go back for the antidote. Just do as he says,” Lu Xu said. “Are you sure this is the place?”


  Hongjun turned to gaze into the depths of the cave, repeating Lu Xu’s question: “Are you sure this is the place?”


  Maybe I should just repeat what you say, Lu Xu, or Mergen-ge will think I’ve gone crazy.


  “Sure,” Lu Xu said. “For now, at least.”


  Mergen trudged slowly behind Hongjun as they ventured deeper into the cave, where no light shone; Hongjun couldn’t even see his hand before his face. He guessed they must be heading toward the heart of the mountain.


  “Lend me your shoulder,” Mergen murmured, staggering. Hongjun wrapped an arm around him for support. Flames danced in his other hand, illuminating their path forward.


  “This…is where I was born,” Mergen said.


  “Uh…” Lu Xu began. “Your mom climbed all the way up here to give birth to you?”


  Hongjun had the same question; he repeated it word for word.


  “Bizarre, isn’t it?” Mergen said wearily. “The year I was born, the Khitan were raiding in this area. My grandfather took his precious daughter—my mother, who was carrying me—to the mountain and hid her in this cave to keep her safe. He sent food up every month.”


  The night Mergen was born, the moon hung full in the sky, and a pack of wolves climbed to the mountain’s peak. His mother had a difficult labor. When she finally gave birth to him at dawn the next day, the wolves melted back into the forest.


  By the time his mother returned with the babe in her arms, her father had passed. With no one but each other, they settled down in the village he and Hongjun had passed, which was once serene and beautiful.


  As Mergen grew, he showed an extraordinary talent for hunting. He had a habit of wandering alone in the wilderness from the age of six, with only a pack of wolves for company. When he was eight, he returned to the cave where he was born for the first time. He returned every summer that followed.


  “I feel at peace when I’m here,” Mergen said, drowsy.


  “He’s falling asleep,” Lu Xu observed. “Give him a slap across the face, that’ll wake him up.”


  Hongjun patted his cheek. “Wake up, Mergen-ge.”


  “Let’s keep going.” Mergen shook himself awake. “I used to think this place might be my tomb one day…”


  “Leave him here; let him die of old age by himself, then,” Lu Xu said impassively.


  “Don’t say that,” Hongjun told Mergen. “You won’t die.”


  “Didn’t you say you’d repeat everything I said?”


  I can’t repeat that! He was bitten by a snake. Be a little nicer to him.


  “You don’t get it,” Lu Xu replied. “You have to rile him up, or he’ll fall asleep in no time.”


  “We have to finish and head back as soon as we can,” Hongjun said aloud.


  “I know,” Mergen replied, oblivious to the fact that Hongjun was speaking to Lu Xu.


  Hongjun’s medicine had suppressed the worst effects of the venom, so although Mergen was dizzy and drenched in sweat, he ought to make it until they returned to the city. How they’d sneak in to get the antidote once there was another problem entirely.


  “How far back does this cave go?” Hongjun asked anxiously.


  “I only followed it all the way once,” Mergen murmured, almost to himself. “I was curious where it led… I saw… Snuff out the flame, Hongjun.”


  They had reached the back wall of the cave. Hongjun took a moment to let his eyes adjust to the dark. At last, he picked up a faint blue glow coming from a crevice in the stone. Branching threads of blue energy flowed through the cracks like a network of blood vessels.


  “The earthly meridians!” Hongjun exclaimed.


  “Careful,” Lu Xu cautioned. “I have a feeling there’s more than the artifact back there.”


  “I didn’t know…what this was back then,” Mergen said between deep breaths.


  Hongjun helped him sit up against the wall, then shoved the rocks in front of them aside. A draft blew in through the exposed crevice.


  “But when I think about it now,” Mergen continued, “odds are, it’s one of the…openings we’re looking for…”


  “Scoot over.” Hongjun merged his knives again; his blade gleamed as he slashed toward the cave wall. With a thunderous bang, azure light exploded before them, so bright it was almost blinding. In the next moment, the stone beneath their feet crumbled and slid away.


  “Watch out!” Mergen shouted.


  Hongjun tossed the Yao-Binding Cord—the grappling hook snagged on a crack in the rock. He grabbed for Mergen, securing an arm around his waist as they plummeted into the darkness together.


  They landed on a slab of ice. Hongjun screamed as they slipped down the freezing surface at breakneck speed until they collided with a column in the chamber below.


  Light flowed over the ground in a colossal spiritual array, just as it had in the abyss of the Dragon-Quelling Tower. The column they’d run into, made of more ice, was at its center; frozen inside it was a golden longbow.


  “Hongjun!” Lu Xu urged. “Check on the big wolf!”


  “Mergen-ge!” Hongjun gasped, noticing how pale he looked. He hauled Mergen to the side of the chamber. Mergen waved him off, telling him to let him rest.


  “I’ll stay with him. Go take a look,” Lu Xu said. “You can leave as soon as you get that bow!”


  Hongjun stepped forward, flames sparking in his palm. A stream of fire encircled the column of ice and melted it in a flash. The golden longbow sat atop a stone plinth carved with sigils, beneath which countless threads of blue light tangled.


  “That’s it—the Umbral Bow!” Hongjun turned back, speaking to both Mergen and Lu Xu. “Should I grab it?”


  Mergen opened his eyes a crack, squinting into the blinding light, and nodded.


  “Wait. Scout out the area first,” Lu Xu advised. “You don’t want any surprises.”


  Hongjun abruptly recalled that the Yao-Binding Cord sealed in the abyss of the Dragon-Quelling Tower had suppressed the malevolent jiao there. What if the bow served a similar purpose? Would they cause more trouble if they took it from the mountain?


  “Hongjun, give it a try,” Mergen suggested.


  But Hongjun didn’t dare. He bent and peered beneath the plinth, then glanced around the chamber. It was only then that he noticed what Mergen was slumped against—yet another slab of ice, within which he could see a vague hollow, as if something had once been trapped inside.


  Hongjun straightened up. “Wait. What’s that behind you?”


  Mergen got to his feet with difficulty; the venom made his head spin. Frowning, Hongjun walked around him, noting that whatever had been imprisoned in this slab of ice had broken free of its restraints, leaving a gaping hole—and judging from its size, the creature was a large one.


  “A yaoguai was imprisoned here,” Lu Xu surmised. “But it escaped.”


  “It escaped,” Hongjun repeated, realizing something catastrophic must have happened here. Looking down at the ground, he spotted a frozen rivulet of what had once been flowing water. He looked up—an icicle hung above it. Water must have accumulated above the chamber during the summer, dripping down through the ceiling of the cave and onto the ice. It had melted just enough of it that the beast within could break free of its frozen prison and flee.




  Chapter 163:
Pressing Demands


   


  MERGEN GAVE HONGJUN a push, urging him to grab the Umbral Bow. Reckoning the array couldn’t be of much use now that whatever had been trapped here had escaped, Hongjun returned to the stone plinth.


  He took a deep breath. He was still frightened of Acalanatha, but he had no choice but to ask for his help.


  If you can hear me, grant me the Umbral Bow, Hongjun thought. I’ll only use it to kill myself, anyway. I don’t have any selfish desires.


  He reached out and gripped the bow. The energy flowing through the earthly meridians roiled, then rushed into his body.


  Hongjun let out an agonized scream. Energy coiled around him, then dissipated; black mist rose from the demon seed in his heart. It was just the same as when Li Jinglong had touched the Yao-Binding Cord—the earthly meridians were stopping him from taking the artifact.


  Mergen stumbled toward Hongjun, who stubbornly grasped the bow, in clear agony as he warred against the sizzling blue energy. The crackling wave washed over Mergen, too, banishing his drowsiness. “Hongjun!”


  “Hongjun!” Lu Xu joined in, his figure blurring. “Let go!”


  “It hurts…” Hongjun managed.


  “If it’s not working, let go!” Mergen shouted.


  “I can’t!” Hongjun yelled. “It’s pulling me in!”


  Lu Xu, enveloped in a hazy glow, shouted something Hongjun couldn’t hear. Mergen yanked Hongjun backward. Hongjun tasted blood; the energy of the earthly meridians surged into him, making his body scream with pain.


  He would be burned to ashes if he held onto the bow. Mergen grabbed his wrist and tried to pry his fingers off the artifact.


  The moment Mergen touched the Umbral Bow, there was an explosion of light. The plinth collapsed, and the bow fell into Mergen’s open hands. Golden light coursed through Mergen’s body. The brightness of the spiritual array beneath their feet faded, and they both fell to the ground.


  Hongjun was at a loss for words.


  Mergen was out cold, still holding the Umbral Bow. Lu Xu flickered back into sight. “What…what happened?”


  “Mergen-ge?” Hongjun called. “Mergen-ge!”


  He rushed forward and shook Mergen, but it was no use. He couldn’t rouse him. The ceiling of the cave was beginning to collapse, chunks of ice and rock raining down on them. Hongjun pulled Mergen’s arm around his shoulders, half dragging, half hauling him out of the cave. Lu Xu dashed over to an opening in the wall, shouting, “This way!”


  Hongjun dove through just as the cavern in the belly of the mountain collapsed with a thunderous boom, casting them into darkness.


  “There’s an underground waterway here!” Lu Xu said.


  “I can’t swim!” Hongjun protested.


  “You’ll be fine! Just get in the water!” Lu Xu assured him. “It’s not that deep!”


  Taking a deep breath, he plunged in.


   


  Hongjun’s head broke the surface of the water, chunks of ice floating beside him in the predawn light. He gasped for breath and said, shocked, “I can swim now?”


  The underground waterway had carried them to the lake at the foot of the mountain. Only after a startled moment did Hongjun realize his feet were touching the bottom—the lake was only five feet deep. He dragged Mergen ashore and listened for his heartbeat.


  “Quick…” Hongjun muttered to himself as he carried Mergen to the sled, which they had hidden in a secluded spot behind the rocks. The dogs were still there, barking madly at a tangle of snakes slithering toward them.


  “Go!” Hongjun ordered. He slew the snakes with a throwing knife and leapt onto the sled beside Mergen. “Take your master home!”


  These dogs were ones Mergen had raised himself as pups; they were all intelligent animals. They sped off toward the city, pulling the sled behind them.


  The sky had grayed with the coming of day. “I have to go,” said Lu Xu.


  “Don’t!” Hongjun cried. “Lu Xu!”


  “It’s dawn—I can’t stay!” Lu Xu said. “Take care of him, Hongjun. You can do this!”


  As the first rays of sunlight speared over the mountains, the white deer dispersed into glittering dust and vanished.


   


  On the twenty-second day of the first month, a heated argument broke out in the general’s estate at Tong Pass.


  “We can’t deploy troops right now!” Li Jinglong shouted.


  “Marquis,” Bian Lingcheng began, taking a slow sip of his tea. “After you disappeared for almost two years, I don’t believe you have the slightest idea about what the officials of the imperial court are saying about you. You should’ve hastened back to Chang’an to report to the crown prince instead of coming here to stick your nose into military business.”


  He looked down at them from his seat at the front of the room. Li Jinglong had taken the seat closest on the right, while Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing both sat on the left, their faces ashen with rage.


  Li Jinglong, too, was shaking with fury. He ground out, “I cannot return to the capital now. I’m in the middle of a critical mission.”


  “Go carry out your mission, then,” Bian Lingcheng said coldly. “And let me do my job. We needn’t interfere in each other’s business. I am here bearing an imperial decree. Are you so bold as to defy His Majesty’s orders?”


  “A general on the battlefield is not bound—”


  “Li Jinglong!” Feng Changqing snapped. “Mind your tongue!”


  Bian Lingcheng looked up from his tea. Eyes gleaming with cruel amusement, he turned to Gao Xianzhi. “General Gao, if you refuse to comply, I’ll have no choice but to escort you—”


  Gao Xianzhi huffed out a breath, cutting him off. “I will fight! How can I defy His Majesty’s orders?” He paused. “How many exorcists do we have here?”


  “Three,” Li Jinglong answered with a frown.


  Turandokht wasn’t a true member of the department—not to mention the fact that she was with child. What had happened in Luoyang had been an emergency exception; technically she never should have been deployed, so Li Jinglong didn’t count her among the exorcists. Qiu Yongsi still hadn’t arrived from the south, and Hongjun and Mergen were off in the northern plains. Lu Xu, A-Tai, and Ashina Adarvan were the only three fit to fight.


  As they spoke, Li Jinglong’s Sword of Wisdom flashed with light.


  “When do we march out?” Bian Lingcheng demanded.


  “As soon as we finalize our battle plans,” Feng Changqing said coldly, rising to leave.


  “Give me an estimate,” Bian Lingcheng snapped.


  “I can’t, not when the situation isn’t clear,” Gao Xianzhi replied before he, too, got up and exited the hall.


  Bian Lingcheng’s face contorted menacingly. Turning to Li Jinglong, he said, “I didn’t expect to find you here, Marquis. The imperial court has decreed that the moment your whereabouts are known, you’re to be escorted back to the capital.”


  “Tell Chancellor Yang I will meet him as soon as An Lushan is dealt with,” Li Jinglong replied. “If you’ll excuse me, I, too, must take my leave.”


  Bian Lingcheng cackled as Li Jinglong turned away. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. By then, it’ll be too late—”


  The Sword of Wisdom slid from its sheath. Li Jinglong pressed its rusty blade to Bian Lingcheng’s neck, effectively silencing him. When the eunuch at last regained his voice, he bit out, “You dare kill an official sent on the imperial court’s orders?”


  “Open your mouth again, and we’ll see,” Li Jinglong said, giving Bian Lingcheng no reason to doubt this pockmarked sword would pierce his neck the moment he did. All the rage and resentment he’d been suppressing spilled out as he went on. “It’s not just the Great Tang army going to war, but also my subordinates. I could crush you between two fingers like an ant, so I suggest you watch your tone with me.”


  Back in Chang’an, Bian Lingcheng had heard plenty of stories of Li Jinglong’s arrogance and fearlessness. No one knew why this young man had abruptly seemed to rein himself in a few years ago, even stepping up to lead his own department. Now that Bian Lingcheng had met and spoken to Li Jinglong himself, it was clear to him that the marquis had never truly changed.


  Bian Lingcheng pressed his lips together and said no more.


  The moment Li Jinglong stepped out of the estate, he spat a mouthful of blood. Pain racked his body; the conversation had taken a toll on him. Tremors ran through his limbs as he staggered into the carriage, which took him back to the department’s temporary headquarters.


  He called for A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan as soon as he stepped in. “Hongjun has the artifact—the Sword of Wisdom sensed it.”


  Though neither he nor Hongjun had noticed it when they’d collected the Yao-Binding Cord from under the Dragon-Quelling Tower, the flash just now couldn’t mean anything else. It seemed the Sword of Wisdom resonated with its fellow artifacts.


  “The truth may be different than you think,” Lu Xu said, striding into the hall.


  Li Jinglong frowned as Lu Xu knelt on the floor to join their conference. After a moment of contemplation, he said, “Something’s happened on Mergen’s side. I doubt they’ll be back for some time.”


  Everyone looked at him in shock. Li Jinglong asked, “What happened?”


  Shiwei territory was simply too far away. It wouldn’t do to let the other exorcists worry over something they couldn’t help with. Finally Lu Xu settled for: “There’s some trouble with his tribe.”


  A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan traded a look. The carp yao asked, “So does Hongjun have two artifacts now?”


  “They have the Umbral Bow,” Lu Xu replied evasively. He still didn’t understand what had happened in those last moments in the underground chamber. Could the big wolf be the owner of the Umbral Bow, instead of Hongjun?


  “How do you know this?” Ashina Adarvan asked.


  “Mergen and I…” Lu Xu considered his answer. “The gray wolf and the white deer have a special connection, of course.”


  “What about Hongjun?” Li Jinglong pressed. Lu Xu, still hesitant to say too much, simply replied that he wasn’t in any danger.


  Examining Lu Xu’s expression, Li Jinglong sensed there was much more he wasn’t telling them—but now wasn’t a good time to ask. He changed the topic, relaying to everyone that they’d received orders to go to war.


  “How do we fight?” Ashina Adarvan asked. “There’s only the four of us, and the chief is still… You haven’t recovered yet, have you?”


  “No.” Li Jinglong shrugged helplessly. “I’ve just started walking again.”


  “I can help too! I can help too!” the carp yao chimed in.


  “You stay put,” Lu Xu said.


  The carp yao reached into his pouch and flashed his dragon scale. Irritated, Li Jinglong said, “You can only summon the dragon king once.”


  “I thought you wanted to talk to a dragon king,” A-Tai said.


  “Protecting everyone should be our top priority,” the carp yao replied.


  “I have one too,” Lu Xu added. “Worse comes to worst, we’ll just use all of them.”


  “It’s not that I don’t want to, but…” Li Jinglong frowned. “To be honest, the dragon kings aren’t a match for An Lushan.”


  Nothing was certain at the moment. Bian Lingcheng, bearing Li Longji’s decree, had ordered Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing to reclaim Shan Commandery. The coming battle would be unlike the desperate struggle that had transpired in Luoyang with its ill-prepared Tang defenders—it would be the first large-scale clash between the rebels and the main forces of the Tang army. If they were victorious, An Lushan would be forced to retreat to You Prefecture. But if Great Tang’s army was routed here, their defenses would collapse.


  “If we lose this battle, will Tong Pass fall?” A-Tai asked.


  “Don’t even consider that possibility,” Li Jinglong said firmly. “We can’t lose.”


  A-Tai, Ashina Adarvan, and Lu Xu gazed steadily at him.


  “You can order me into battle, but you have to know this is a war we can’t win,” Ashina Adarvan said. “I’m willing to risk everything for the Department of Exorcism—but I can’t promise we’ll emerge victorious.”


  Li Jinglong took a deep breath; the atmosphere had turned heavy. After a moment, he conceded, “You’re right.”


  “Are we still going to fight, then?” the carp yao asked.


  “I think we should wait,” A-Tai said. “We can’t fight at our best unless everyone’s here.”


  “The Department of Exorcism’s power comes from our unified front,” Ashina Adarvan agreed. “We can’t be short even one person.”


  “Yongsi-ge isn’t back yet, and the big wolf and Hongjun are still in the north,” Lu Xu said. “But I think we have a shot at winning, once they’re here.”


  “Then should we run?” Li Jinglong asked. “Give up?”


  Everyone fell silent. Li Jinglong rose with difficulty—shaking his head when Lu Xu offered a hand to help him up—and limped over to stand under the eaves.


  “Let’s wait until we hear from General Feng,” A-Tai suggested. “If they can drag it out until Yongsi, Mergen, and Hongjun return, things will be much easier.”


  Li Jinglong nodded and beckoned to Lu Xu.


  Lu Xu slunk over, bracing himself.


  “I need you to come clean,” Li Jinglong said. “What happened to Hongjun and Mergen?”


  “Nothing much, really…”


  Li Jinglong’s expression grew stern. “Think before you speak, Lu Xu. Any information you withhold from us now may have irreversible consequences.”


  Since he put it like that, Lu Xu had no choice. He gave him a detailed account of what had unfolded the previous night. Halfway through, Li Jinglong hissed, “Shit!”


  Lu Xu had just mentioned the shamaness. Surprised, he asked, “What’s wrong?”


  “Get in touch with Hongjun!” Li Jinglong urged. “Ask him to confirm whether that yaoguai is in contact with the heavenly demon!”


  His anxiety affected Lu Xu too. “I can’t enter his dreams now—it’s not nighttime!”


  Breathing deeply, Li Jinglong gazed up at the sky. “May the heavens protect Great Tang.”


   


  The stone city was shrouded in black mist when Hongjun and Mergen arrived at the gates.


  “Mergen-ge!” Hongjun nudged him. “Wake up! We’re almost there!”


  Mergen’s eyes were shut tight as he curled in on himself on the sled. “Cold…”


  Hongjun had done everything he could, but he’d never encountered this variety of snake venom before. If they waited until sundown, it would be too late—he had to sneak into the city and get his hands on the antidote now. Mergen had told him he kept some in his room, but given how often the people here went hunting—especially in the spring and summer—they were sure to stumble upon those black-patterned snakes often. Perhaps everyone around here kept some antidote at home?


  Huh, when did I get so smart?


  He hid Mergen in a secluded corner outside the city, wrapping him in furs and tucking the phoenix feather into his arms. The walls were thirty feet high, but scaling walls had never been difficult for him—and now he had the Yao-Binding Cord. In a trice, he vaulted over the battlements and landed lightly on his feet.


  The market bustled with activity in the low light of the setting sun. Catching sight of a house with pelts hanging out front—the sure sign of a hunter—he snuck in. He’d seen the layout of Shiwei houses in Lu Xu’s memories and recalled that he’d seen a medicine box under the bed. It seemed every Shiwei family had a leather box like this filled with medicine, gifts from their shamans.


  Voices approached outside. Hongjun had no time to rifle through the box for the antidote. He clutched the whole thing to his chest and slipped out through the window, then sailed across roofs and over walls to the city’s gates.


  When he arrived at the place where he’d hidden Mergen, Hongjun stopped, rooted to the spot.


  Mergen was gone.




  Chapter 164:
Secrets of the Royal Family


   


  “IS THE BIG WOLF still poisoned?”


  “Are you okay? What’s happening?”


  Hongjun jumped as two overlapping voices sounded in his ear. He whipped around. Lu Xu and Li Jinglong stood behind him, side-by-side in the dying light of day.


  “Jinglong!” he cried, running over, only to pounce on thin air. He stared, taken aback, as Lu Xu explained, “It’s just his apparition. Sorry, I brought him here without asking you.”


  Hongjun quickly assured him that it was fine, but Lu Xu still looked awkward. “I had to lie down next to him, and we’re holding hands…”


  “It’s fine, really!”


  “He can’t see inside your mind like I can,” Lu Xu continued. “He’s only here thanks to my spiritual technique.”


  “Can you bring everyone else here too?” Hongjun asked.


  “No,” Lu Xu said expressionlessly. “Not unless you want me to die of exhaustion. And anyway, they aren’t as important to you as he is.”


  “Okay, let’s stop there,” Li Jinglong said, interrupting their little chat. “Where’s Mergen? Why are you alone?”


  Abruptly recalling Mergen’s disappearance, Hongjun gave them a brief summary of the day’s events. He’d barely finished when Li Jinglong snapped, “How did things turn out like this?”


  “Sorry,” said Hongjun, instantly guilty. “I didn’t think we would—”


  “I’m not blaming you,” Li Jinglong said hastily.


  Lu Xu put the blame on Mergen too. “That idiot.”


  “I’ll go look for him,” Li Jinglong volunteered.


  “You can’t go too far from Hongjun, or you’ll be sent back to your body in Tong Pass,” Lu Xu said. “Let’s stick together.”


  The panic Hongjun had been feeling disappeared now that Lu Xu and Li Jinglong were here. They waited for the sky to turn completely dark before Hongjun vaulted into the city once again.


  “Where would they lock the big wolf up?” Lu Xu wondered aloud.


  “We can check the prison first,” Li Jinglong said. “Do you know where it is?”


  Hongjun hesitated. He’d only spent a day in this city before.


  “They’re usually underground,” Lu Xu said. “Head east.”


  Evading the guards on patrol, Hongjun found a place to stop and search through the box of medicine he’d stolen. He sniffed everything and dumped the herbs, keeping only three bags of medicinal powder.


  “Go to the king’s room,” Li Jinglong said, changing his mind.


  “You said the prison!”


  “He won’t be there!”


  Hongjun stopped in his tracks, sighing. “So where are we going?”


  “Forget it,” Lu Xu said. “Listen to the chief.”


  Invalid or not, Li Jinglong’s mind was still sharp. While Hongjun climbed the walls and landed in an outdoor corridor, Li Jinglong asked, “Where’s the Umbral Bow?”


  “It’s a long story,” Hongjun replied in a whisper.


  Behind him, Lu Xu quickly explained what he’d seen to Li Jinglong, who exclaimed, “Mergen’s the owner of the Umbral Bow?”


  “Well—it seems like it,” Hongjun said.


  “Don’t go any farther inside. Climb up to the roof,” Li Jinglong instructed, changing his mind again.


  Hongjun vaulted up to the palace roof and snuck across to the king’s room. Before Li Jinglong could give any more instructions, he dangled upside down from the eaves and opened the window to peer into the room, intending to take only a quick peek. Instead, he almost slipped off the roof in surprise.


  In the smoky room, Mergen lay unconscious on the floor while the shamaness spoke to the king over his limp body.


  “Who is this shamaness?” Lu Xu asked. “How did she come to be here?”


  Hongjun silently relayed what little Mergen had told him to Lu Xu, who repeated it to Li Jinglong. “Her name is Molor. She’s supposed to be the old shaman’s student, but it doesn’t seem like she was that close to him.”


  “Is she possessed by a yao?” Li Jinglong asked.


  “It’s not that. She’s always been a yao,” Lu Xu replied. “I can’t see her true form, but I can tell her powers have something to do with dreams.”


  Out of the three of them, only Lu Xu could understand the Shiwei tongue. He translated snatches of their conversation for the other two as they listened.


  “She doesn’t want to give the big wolf the antidote,” Lu Xu said. “She intends to use a ritual to transform him into the living dead once he dies.”


  Hongjun was at a loss for words.


  “And his father agreed to this?” Li Jinglong asked grimly.


  “They’re discussing it.” Lu Xu drifted further into the room to better hear their conversation. Watching him was a strange experience—out of all the people physically here, only Hongjun could see him, as if he was hallucinating.


  Lu Xu’s voice floated out from inside the room, relaying what the shamaness was saying. “You raised this boy as if he was your own blood son, but in doing so, you’ve offended the mountain spirit of the Shiwei… Do you remember the wolf king who used to hunt in these lands? This is his revenge, exactly as the prophecy foretold.”


  Inside, the conversation went on, but Lu Xu fell silent, listening.


  “You can see the demonic energy she’s emitting?” Li Jinglong asked.


  Hongjun hummed an affirmative. “Do you think An Lushan sent her?”


  “Have you seen her communicate with An Lushan—through a spiritual technique, maybe?” Li Jinglong asked, keeping his voice low out of habit.


  “No.”


  Finally Lu Xu seemed to emerge from his trance. “The old shaman left a prophecy behind, written on a slip of paper. It said, ‘A wolf’s bite will steal the king’s last breath; the pack leader thrives when the bull meets its death.’”


  Traditionally, every successor to the kingship of the Shiwei tribes chose one of five emblems—wolf, deer, bear, hawk, or swan—as a symbol of their reign. These emblems used to represent the five Shiwei tribes, who’d once agreed to take turns ruling their people. As time passed, however, one tribe gradually came to dominate the rest, and the tribes, through marriage and migration, merged into one. The current king’s symbol was none of these—instead, he had taken a bull.


  “The king’s not…Mergen’s real father,” Lu Xu murmured.


  “He doesn’t look anything like him,” Hongjun agreed.


  Li Jinglong swiftly shushed him.


  “What do I do?” Lu Xu asked. “I think I heard a lot of things I shouldn’t have…”


  “You don’t have to tell us,” Li Jinglong said. “We’ll pretend we don’t know a thing. It’s your secret to keep.”


  In the dimly lit chamber, the king sat silent for what seemed forever before making his reply. Hongjun didn’t have to understand the language to guess that he’d agreed to her plan.


  The king summoned his men to carry Mergen out. When Molor turned to follow them, he called her back.


  “They’re taking the big wolf away,” Lu Xu fretted. “What do we do?”


  Hongjun—the only one who could move freely—wanted to eavesdrop a little longer in case they learned something more. But there was no way he could let Mergen out of their sight. Rescuing him came first.


  As he climbed back up from the window, Lu Xu sent a stream of images flooding through Hongjun’s mind. They were all about Mergen’s past.


  It seemed the same night the king had chosen Mergen’s mother, a hunter had passed through the village. He’d stayed for a few months before going on his way. According to Molor, this hunter was Mergen’s real father.


  The king had taken Mergen in thinking Mergen was his own son. After he learned the truth, fury—palpable even without words—had filled the king’s chest.


  Who was that hunter? Hongjun thought.


  “No idea,” Lu Xu said aloud.


  “What are you two talking about now?” Li Jinglong asked.


  “If you didn’t hear it, it’s because I don’t want to tell you,” Lu Xu said testily. “Is that a problem?”


  Li Jinglong pressed his lips together in silence.


  Lying down atop the wall overlooking the dark corridor, Hongjun was about to comfort Li Jinglong when he realized both he and Lu Xu were gone.


  “Where’d they go?!” he exclaimed in surprise.


  Lu Xu flickered back into sight. “We have to go back. You’re on your own, Hongjun!”


  He and Li Jinglong vanished, leaving Hongjun at a loss. Just then, two guards passed beneath him, carrying Mergen on a stretcher. Hongjun slipped a knife between his fingers, trying to find an opportunity to strike. Perhaps someone else could have taken those two lives with the silent flick of a knife, but Hongjun couldn’t bear to kill so mercilessly. After a moment of thought, he flung out the Yao-Binding Cord, willing the end to wrap around the sturdy iron lock on the door at the end of the corridor.


  Sorry, he thought as he yanked the lock out of the door, sending it hurtling through the air. The lock—a full ten pounds of iron—clobbered the first guard in the back of the head, then slammed into the other. Both men crumpled.


  Ouch…


  Still, saving Mergen came before anything else. Hongjun dropped lightly to the ground and scooped up one end of Mergen’s stretcher, dragging it behind him as he took off down the corridor toward Mergen’s quarters.


  In the dark, he nudged the door to Mergen’s bedroom open with his shoulder and locked it behind them. Fishing the antidote out of his lapels, he helped Mergen sit up, dumped the powder down his throat, and applied medicine to his external wounds. When he’d done all he could, he flooded Mergen with his pentacolor sacred light, speeding the medicine’s spread through his body.


   


  A bloodcurdling scream pierced the darkness at Tong Pass. The soldiers standing guard exploded in a gout of crimson mist, their blood transforming into meteors that hurtled through the night sky.


  The woman circling in the air swooped over Tong Pass on the back of a colossal bat, her unbound hair streaming behind her. Roiling clouds of blood billowed in her wake.


  “Monster!” the soldiers screamed.


  Blood poured from the sky and onto the soldiers’ heads, its metallic stench permeating the air as the men scattered in terror.


  The red mist swirled over the highest reaches of the walls. Liang Danhuo stripped off the human skin she was wearing to the sound of the soldiers’ panicked screams. High above the battlements, she opened her bloody maw wide and sucked down human blood. Wherever she swooped, soldiers exploded into clouds of red mist.


  A horde of beasts thundered through the mountains and pounced onto the walls, tearing into the soldiers trying to get into formation on the battlements.


  Landing atop the walls, Liang Danhuo threw her head back in a piercing shriek that struck terror into the hearts of everyone who heard it. “Li Jinglong!” she screeched. “Meet me on the battlefield, if you dare!”


  A hurricane of A-Tai’s flames whirled toward her, winding up the gate tower. Liang Danhuo soared upward to dodge, landing back on the bat’s back with a derisive cackle. The moment she took off into the night, the horde of beasts retreated too.


  The fortress was plunged into chaos as soldiers and cavalrymen rushed toward the walls.


  On a bed in the department’s makeshift headquarters, Lu Xu and Li Jinglong opened their eyes.


  As they stumbled out of the room, Ashina Adarvan gave them a strange glance. Lu Xu protested, “It’s not what it looks like…”


  “Adarvan!” Li Jinglong said, gesturing to himself. “For heaven’s sake—we’re still wearing our clothes!”


  “You need to come with me, right now.” Ashina Adarvan was unexpectedly solemn. “Something terrible has happened, Chief.”


  In the haze of dawn, blood streamed down the bricks of Tong Pass’s walls. Feng Changqing stood in a puddle of gore atop the city gates, eyes wide with shock. He turned to Li Jinglong, who’d come as fast as his injured legs would carry him.


  “They sent yaoguai to attack,” A-Tai explained, looking out in the direction the monsters had retreated. “They’re finally sick of waiting.”


  Looking around at the blood pooling on the ground, the carp yao trembled in terror.


  Bian Lingcheng, too, had hastened over. Fear flooded his eyes, and his words came out in a stutter. “Wh…what sorcery is this? We must stamp this evil out! Gao Xianzhi! Wipe out the rebel army and exterminate these monsters!”


  Li Jinglong’s greatest fear had come to pass. The Shiwei shamaness was An Lushan’s spy; she must have alerted the rebel army to Hongjun and Mergen’s absence. Without them, the strength of the Department of Exorcism was halved—since he was currently incapacitated, only three of their members were in any shape to fight a war.


  Ever since their battle at Daming Palace, the exorcists had been at an increasing disadvantage in power, exacerbated by Li Jinglong’s recent loss of the heart lamp. An Lushan no longer feared the Department of Exorcism; he’d sent Liang Danhuo to test the waters, at the cost of a hundred soldiers’ lives.


  “They’ll come again. Tonight, at the latest,” Li Jinglong said. “Soldiers, man the walls.”


  “What was that monster just now?” Bian Lingcheng rounded on Feng Changqing. “General Feng, when do you plan—”


  “Who cares when we’re deploying troops!” Li Jinglong roared. “Bian Lingcheng, hold your tongue!”


  Bian Lingcheng was just warming up to his tirade; Li Jinglong’s shout shocked him into silence.


  “Relay my command,” Feng Changqing said solemnly. “Troops, prepare for battle. We move out at dawn.”


  Liang Danhuo had sent the Great Tang army into a panic. The menacing rebel army, which already seemed unstoppable, had been further bolstered by horrifying supernatural monsters. The Tang army’s morale plummeted. If the painted-skin yao simply swooped down on them every now and then, the troops at Tong Pass would likely flee after just a few weeks without even putting up a fight.


  The sky was bright now, but no one dared clean the bloodstains off the walls. A-Tai summoned a swirling waterspout to do the job. The soldiers sent to guard the gates appeared ashen-faced after hearing what had happened.


  Feng Changqing and Gao Xianzhi returned to their residences to prepare their respective troops for war. They could no longer afford to wait.


  “Go back,” Lu Xu said to Li Jinglong. “We’ll dream again tonight.”


  Li Jinglong nodded. He, too, returned to the department headquarters to formulate a battle strategy. The three remaining exorcists would fight alongside the Tang army. Even if they weren’t a match for the heavenly demon, they had to at least subdue the painted-skin yao.


   


  Liang Danhuo landed her bat mount in Shan Commandery, where the rebel army had pitched their camp. Face dark with displeasure, she strode through the black mist permeating her surroundings toward the chief commander’s tent. When one of the yao guarding it tried to stop her, she sent it flying with a flick of her hand.


  An Lushan’s rotting body gave off a putrid stench. He bit into a human leg as his eunuch Li Zhu’er wiped him clean. After greedily absorbing everything he could on his journey here, he’d grown still more colossal, and his demonic energy had become more potent.


  “There was only one exorcist,” Liang Danhuo reported.


  “They’re there. Keep looking.”


  “If I want to capture both Chao Yun and that fish,” Liang Danhuo said, “I’ll have to enter the pass.”


  An Lushan set the half-eaten leg down and rose from his seat. Liang Danhuo stepped aside as he lumbered toward the door, rotten flesh rolling down his body to drip onto the ground.


  She followed him into another massive tent. There was no carpet on the floor here, only a cleared space in the middle, where the nearly ten-foot-tall skeleton of a bird stood, its six wings outspread.


  “Take this,” An Lushan rumbled. “Put some flesh on its bones.”


  Around them, monkey yao came and went, covering the skeleton’s bare bones with chunks of human flesh. In a corner of the room sat a pile of dried human skins.


  “This is…” Liang Danhuo murmured, pacing around the skeleton.


  “The remains of Jingwei, the mythical bird,” An Lushan said. “It will be your mount. Once we break through Tong Pass, it will aid you in breaching Chang’an and destroying Xie Yu.”


  Liang Danhuo looked up at the skeleton in silence.


  “My transformation is imminent,” An Lushan hissed. “When the time comes, stay close and guard me well.”


  Liang Danhuo turned to look at An Lushan. After absorbing so much malign energy and so many resentful spirits, his massive body could barely contain his demonic energy. The moment he breached that barrier, he’d transform, abandoning his mortal body to become a demon so powerful it would be the only one of his kind.


  “How long?” Liang Danhuo asked.


  “Soon,” An Lushan replied, his voice hoarse as a pair of leaky bellows. “How have I treated you these past few years, Danhuo?”


  After considering a moment, Liang Danhuo said, “You’ve been like a father to me.”


  “Worship me with their blood,” An Lushan rasped. “Kill them all—but present Li Jinglong to me. I want him to be the last person I feast on before I abandon my mortal flesh and become Mara. Ignore the huashe. They will all die. No one can escape. No one.”




  Chapter 165:
Demonic Energy Incinerated


   


  AT DAYBREAK, light shone into the palace in the stone city. Ignoring the din outside, Hongjun withdrew the pentacolor sacred light enveloping Mergen’s body. Mergen opened his eyes, his breathing ragged.


  Looking around, he asked, “Are we…?”


  “Rest.” Hongjun lifted him off the floor and set him in the hammock. “How did you get caught?”


  Mergen closed his fingers around Hongjun’s wrist. “After I woke up, I started looking for you. I ran into some guards…”


  Footsteps approached; someone was yelling in Shiwei outside. Hongjun glanced toward the door. “Can you walk?”


  Mergen sat up with difficulty. “My heart…hurts.” Light flashed, and he shifted into the gray wolf, his hind legs shaking.


  The footsteps of guards searching came closer and closer. Hongjun said, “The snake venom was in your system too long. I gave you the antidote, but it needs time to work. You have to rest.”


  He dragged a few blankets over and covered the gray wolf. Before Mergen could say any more, Hongjun gestured for him to be silent and jumped out the window.


  At the other end of the corridor, guards were kicking open doors, searching for Mergen and Hongjun. The shamaness strode behind them, barking out orders.


  Hongjun darted past several windows, ducking through one as the pounding of boots approached. He took a coil of the Yao-Binding Cord in his hand and stood facing the open door, waiting.


  The door burst open.


  As expected, he was spotted instantly. The guards shouted something Hongjun took to mean Seize him! He shoved past them and tore down the corridor, and the guards chased after him, overlooking Mergen’s room. The Yao-Binding Cord glowed as it snaked behind him on the floor, winding around the guards’ ankles and yanking them down.


  This rope is great! Hongjun thought, willing the cord to retract. He whipped it out again, tripping another group of guards before leaping onto the roof over the corridor linking the two wings of the palace. Flitting across the moonlit tiles, he scaled walls and darted across rooftops to lure the guards away, putting as much distance between himself and Mergen as possible.


  In the room, the gray wolf lay limp on the ground, sides heaving. A beam of golden light speared from his heart, piercing his body through. That hidden tendril of demonic energy An Lushan had planted in its innermost depths so long ago caught flame, incinerated by the blinding glow.


  As the gray wolf whimpered in pain, the lingering darkness in his fur—the last trace of An Lushan’s demonic corruption—gradually leached out, leaving his coat a pale bluish-gray. The wolf growled deep in his throat, the sound rippling across the plains for miles in all directions.


  In that instant, countless specks of green light sparked to life in the deep forests, gleaming amid the undergrowth around the palace like a ribbon of stars.


  A chorus of shouts rose as torch-wielding guards surrounded the high tower at the center of the palace. Hongjun stood straight-backed on the roof, armed with his saber and the Yao-Binding Cord. He glanced around for some roof or ledge he could swing to, but the surrounding darkness yielded nothing.


  The guards below drew their bows, arrows trained on him.


  Ordinary arrows were useless against his pentacolor sacred light, but Hongjun didn’t want to stay and fight—he needed to flee the city with Mergen as soon as possible. As soon as he shook off these guards in the dark, he’d go back for Mergen.


  At that moment, he spotted something rising from the corridor below. Squinting into the darkness, he saw that it was a wooden post. If he snagged his grappling hook there, he could swing all the way to the city wall and shake off his pursuers.


  He did just that, sailing gracefully through the night sky. At the highest point of his arc, he flicked the cord back into his hand and dove toward the city wall.


  The shamaness streaked through the air, a crow’s wings spreading behind her. It was too late to dodge; Hongjun slammed into her in midair.


  “Good boy. Now come with me,” she murmured, tapping two fingers on Hongjun’s forehead.


  Black flames erupted around Hongjun as demonic energy exploded from his body. He plummeted from the sky, a falling star engulfed in dark fire, and crashed to the ground. Around him, the city’s residents were set aflame before they could escape—every one of them turned into a rampaging monster.


  The shamaness Molor landed softly beside him. The monsters charged her, hissing; a single thrust of her hand turned them to scattering dust. As the Shiwei guards flocked over, she gave a succinct command: “Take him.”


  Hongjun writhed in pain within the black flames. Lu Xu’s seal had failed before he even hit the ground; countless grievances filled his mind to bursting, and the nightmares he’d absorbed in Dunhuang reared up with a vengeance.


  The guards didn’t dare touch him. Everything within a ten-yard radius of the crater he’d landed in was polluted, just like the ground An Lushan walked upon—all of it corroded by demonic energy. Keeping their distance, the guards wound iron chains and hooks around his wrists and dragged him back toward the palace.


   


  Molor stepped into the darkness of a room deep within the palace. She recited an incantation under her breath that summoned a swirling silhouette on the chamber wall.


  “We have him,” she reported.


  “Humans may plot and scheme all they wish, only to be foiled by destiny,” a deep voice replied. “Who would have guessed he’d fall into my hands at this critical moment.”


  Far away, in the dungeons of Daming Palace, Yang Guozhong stood before a cluster of flames. Behind him in the black mist were four yaoguai—or rather, manifestations of them formed from demonic energy. Outside, Chang’an was engulfed by trepidation, its people anxious and fearful.


  “Let me see him,” Yang Guozhong murmured.


  The flames parted to show him an image of Hongjun laid out on the floor. Molor stood aside to give him an unobstructed view. “What about his companion?” he asked.


  “We’ll interrogate him,” Molor said, gesturing at the unconscious Hongjun. “Give me time; we’ll get our answers.”


  The flames snuffed out as Yang Guozhong stepped into them. In the Shiwei palace, the silhouette of a coiled serpent morphed into that of a tall man and detached itself from the wall, coalescing into the shape of Yang Guozhong. Even in this manifestation, he appeared feeble, as though he might disintegrate at any time. 


  “Lord Xie Yu!” Molor took a step back in shock. This was the first time Xie Yu had come to her through the communication array.


  “You are our secret weapon,” Yang Guozhong said. “Do you remember what I told you?”


  “That I must never reveal myself unless absolutely necessary,” Molor whispered.


  Yang Guozhong strode toward her. His physical body was thousands of miles away; he hadn’t the strength to maintain this form for long.


  “Listen, Molor.” Yang Guozhong raised a hand wreathed in dark mist and gently cupped her cheek. He murmured in her ear, “An Lushan is a force to be reckoned with, and I desperately need demonic energy. The final battle will soon be upon us. Bring the nightmares of the mortal world and the malign energy of all the Shiwei tribes to me. Take every precaution—not a soul must know of this…”


  Yang Guozhong dispersed into black mist, which swirled back into the mural on the wall. All that was left was the lifeless painting: A black serpent wrapped around a beast with patterns marking its white fur.


  Hongjun’s breathing roughened as Molor stepped up to him. She murmured, “Let us begin.”


  She extended a hand, and Hongjun floated upward, thick black mist surging from his chest and into Molor’s body.


  He woke with an agonized scream.


  The sound tore through the night sky to the gray wolf, who forced himself to stand on shaking legs. The golden light in his heart scoured away the demonic energy inside him.


  Feeling the nightmares and demonic energy drain away, Hongjun opened his eyes in the darkness of the chamber. Disoriented, he raised a hand to summon his knives, only to realize his spiritual devices had been confiscated. Molor’s face contorted as she suffered under the onslaught of dark energy.


  “You’re…?” A strange shadow wavered behind Molor—one Hongjun vaguely remembered from the bestiary, the Compendium of Demonic Exorcism. His voice shook. “How can you—”


  “Don’t move,” Molor murmured. “Don’t move… Be a good boy. It’ll be over soon…”


  “You’re a mo—a dream eater.” Hongjun’s eyes went wide as he recalled a myth about a strange beast that devoured dreams.


  Demonic energy continued to bleed away from Hongjun’s body, absorbed by the mo yao. Now that the initial burst of agony had passed, his body felt lighter. As he raised his hands and attempted to call upon the pentacolor sacred light, he noticed his meridians were clean, devoid of demonic energy.


  “Why?” Hongjun asked. “Why are you risking your life to save me?”


  Molor said nothing. As the demonic energy poured into her without end, she let out a pained howl.


  “Stop!” Hongjun cried. “You’ll die!”


  Gritting her teeth, Molor fixed her gaze on Hongjun. The instant the last vestiges of demonic energy left Hongjun’s body, a towering beast materialized before him. It was pitch black, with the body of a pig and the trunk of an elephant.


  The mo let out a roar that shook the earth. A corner of the palace collapsed, and the enormous creature burst through the ceiling above them with such force Hongjun was almost sent flying through the wall. By the time he managed to summon the Yao-Binding Cord, the mo had charged into the corridor, heading toward the central tower.


  A thick black energy roiled off the mo’s back, transforming into countless writhing snakes. Despite her frantic roars, the city remained silent; no one stirred from their slumber. Hongjun suddenly recalled that he’d rampaged just like this when the nightmares had controlled him. He tried to remember how he’d absorbed the nightmares from the heart demon in Dunhuang, sprinting after the mo and trying to catch the black mist in his hands, but nothing happened.


  The mo screamed shrilly. Back in Dunhuang, Lu Xu had put a seal over the nightmares, which Li Jinglong had further strengthened with the heart lamp; only in this way had the nightmares been contained, and only temporarily. No matter how powerful the mo was, she was struggling to maintain her sanity after swallowing them all.


  Hongjun chased her all the way to the main hall of the palace. Half its walls had collapsed; when Hongjun picked his way through the rubble, he found the mo perched on the king’s throne, twin plumes of black flames roiling in her eyes.


  “You can’t do this!” Hongjun yelled. “The demonic energy will consume you!”


  He still had no idea why the dream-eating mo had swallowed the demonic energy, but she’d clearly lost control of it. The black snakes she’d created were swarming through the city—if they attacked the people here, it would be a massacre.


  Hongjun focused, willing the demon seed within him to wrest the demonic energy from her. The mo growled menacingly, releasing a wave of energy that sent Hongjun tumbling backward.


  In the silence of the night, the black snakes slithered into houses, winding around the humans asleep in their beds. The gray wolf lurched out of his room into the ruins of the corridor and tipped his head back, raising a long, plaintive howl.


  The wolves on the plains responded in kind, their answering howls blending into a chorus that filled the skies. The gray wolf’s fur darkened, becoming a deep blue that shimmered like silk. He took a deep breath and growled, the low rumble resounding through the city.


  As the wolf’s howls echoed in the distance, Hongjun clambered back to his feet, the Yao-Binding Cord in his hands. Black energy swirled toward the mo from every direction. When Hongjun tried to absorb it with the demon seed, the mo dove at him, leaving him too busy fending off her attacks to focus.


  “Mergen!” Hongjun shouted, his voice breaking. “Help!”


  The gray wolf charged to his rescue as a pack of wolves flooded into the city. They dashed through the gates and dispersed, barging into houses and darting through streets to hunt the black snakes, sinking their fangs into them.


  Hongjun stretched the Yao-Binding Cord between his hands to block the mo’s attacks, but it wasn’t enough; the dream eater struck like lightning, growing faster the longer they fought. Helpless, he dropped the cord and raised his saber to counter her attacks.


  Just as the mo lunged for him again, the door behind him slammed open—Mergen had sent the two-hundred-pound wooden door crashing down with a kick. “Get down!” he shouted.


  The back of Hongjun’s head hit the floor as he obeyed without thinking. With an explosion of golden light, the Umbral Bow appeared in Mergen’s outstretched hand. He drew the bowstring, shooting not an arrow, but a burst of energy. In answer, his seven nailhead arrows shot from his quiver and whizzed toward the dream-eating mo. The arrows sank into her flesh, and she rolled aside with a pained roar.
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  Hongjun leapt up, gripping his saber. Mergen dashed over, flinging a hand toward the mo. “What’s that?!”


  “What’s that?!” Hongjun stared at the golden bow, which Mergen had summoned out of thin air.


  “Now’s not the time for questions!” Mergen said. “What do we do?”


  The injured mo turned tail, barreling through the wall and out of the palace.


  “Catch her!” Hongjun replied. “She absorbed all the demonic energy!”


  He was still utterly baffled. Regardless of what had prompted the mo to do it, the creature obviously had no idea how to make use of the nightmares’ energy. Her strength hadn’t increased much either.


  “Huh?” Mergen asked as they took off after it. “Where did the demonic energy come from?”


  “Me!” Hongjun said. “The mo absorbed the nightmares!”


  After a brief moment of confusion, Mergen realized what he meant. “That’s great, though, isn’t it? Then the demonic energy inside you is gone!”


  “Yeah.” Hongjun was still racking his brain for a way to recover the demonic energy. “But I have no idea what she plans to do with it…”


  Mergen fell silent, thinking over everything that’d happened.


  “Anyway,” Hongjun said, “I have to take it back! If she brings it to An Lushan, we’ll all be doomed!”


  “No. We kill her here,” Mergen declared. “I don’t care what happens—do not absorb the demonic energy again!”


  “But—”


  “No buts!” Mergen said firmly. “I call the shots here!”


  He reached out to ruffle Hongjun’s hair before shifting back into the gray wolf. Hongjun leapt onto his back, and they took off after the dream eater.




  Chapter 166:
Resigned to Their Fate


   


  THE MO CRASHED through the city gates, leaving rubble and ruin in her wake. Wolves bounded onto the plains, noses raised as they looked for their enemy. The pack swiftly closed in, leaving only a narrow opening for the gray wolf and Hongjun to race through. The dream eater seemed to be in agony as she fought for control of the demonic energy in her body.


  “It’s…stronger than I imagined,” she croaked out.


  Hongjun leapt down from the wolf’s back, and Mergen shifted into his human form.


  “Why did you do this?!” Hongjun cried. “Did…did An Lushan send you here?”


  A blow struck the back of his neck. Hongjun’s vision went black, and he sank to the ground.


  “My little brother here is as simple as they come,” Mergen said coldly. “He’s honest to a fault. I put him to sleep lest he volunteer to invite all the nightmares of the world back into his body.”


  He half dragged the unconscious Hongjun aside and settled him in the grass before turning to face the mo. The yaoguai’s skin, burned by the demonic energy, was now as dry as tree bark, peeling away to reveal crimson flesh beneath.


  “How long have you been undercover here in Shiwei lands?” Mergen asked, his voice steely. “I remember you.”


  “Same goes for you,” the mo replied. “I thought you would never return.”


  “How did An Lushan know we’d come here?” Mergen demanded. “Tell me!”


  “There is more to this than you know.” The mo sneered. “Much, much more.”


  Mergen drew the Umbral Bow. In retaliation, the mo unleashed a cloud of demonic energy. A series of images materialized in the dark mist: a young hunter spending his days with a village maiden; the maiden seeing him off under the bright moon; a Shiwei prince setting his sights on her when his tribe passed through the village; a young Mergen running toward the village, which was burnt to the ground, then being taken away by Shiwei guards; the old shaman standing before the fire, speaking a prophecy…


  Tremors coursed through Mergen’s body. He let his hand with the bow fall to his side. “This…”


  “Sodtuyaa told me to take this secret to the grave,” the mo murmured. “But neither of us thought you’d become the lapdog of the Department of Demonic Exorcism. I can call you Xiao-Shidi, can’t I? My fellow disciple.”


  The old shaman Sodtuyaa had cared for Mergen and taught him to read and write. But Mergen seldom spoke to the shaman’s other disciples; whenever he came across them, he merely inclined his head in a show of courtesy.


  Mergen’s hands, so strong, shook as he raised the bow and lowered it again and again. “An Lushan sent you,” he said, a tremor in his voice.


  “If you say so,” the mo replied.


  An Lushan had threatened Mergen with the destruction of the Shiwei tribes when he’d gone undercover. Thinking back on it, the heavenly demon had likely already had agents here then.


  “You have two options,” the mo said. “First—restrain me here and let the demon seed beside you take back these nightmares; second, let me go free. You seem to have already made your choice.”


  “There’s a third option!” Mergen snapped.


  The mo’s mouth widened in what might have been a sorrowful smile. “Knocking the demon seed unconscious was the most idiotic thing you could’ve done. Do you really think you can disperse the nightmares with nothing but that bow of yours?”


  Mergen drew the Umbral Bow again. It gleamed bright as his seven nailhead arrows rose up to hover before the bowstring.


  “You’re thinking about how to kill me when you should be more worried about yourself.” She cackled, high and shrill. “Who was your father?”


  Black mist exploded from her again, cracks spreading over her skin as the dark clouds dispersed into the air. Like a silk moth crawling out of its cocoon, a horrifying monster burrowed out of the shell of her flesh.


  Without thinking, Mergen loosed his arrows, which hurtled toward her like shining stars trailing golden light. Her piercing laughter hung in the air as she turned back into roiling mist. Just as when they’d fought the heart demon in Dunhuang, the nightmares dissipated wherever the arrows pierced them, only to reappear further away with a burst of black flames. When Mergen gave chase, she vanished, leaving only her maniacal laughter, echoing through the plains.


  Mergen and the unconscious Hongjun were left alone, surrounded by the pack of wolves. Mergen stared blankly westward, in the direction the dream eater had disappeared. He shifted into the gray wolf and bent down to sniff Hongjun, then turned to face the city in the distance. Throwing his head back, he let loose a deep howl of fury, the other wolves’ voices rising around him.


  The sky had begun to brighten in the east, casting dawn light upon the palace. As night came to an end and day arrived, the Shiwei city woke from its slumber.


  When Hongjun stirred at last, he found himself lying on the ground in the garden behind the palace. Mergen perched on a rock beside him, twirling one of Hongjun’s throwing knives between his fingers.


  “What happened…?” Hongjun asked groggily before abruptly remembering that it was Mergen who’d knocked him out.


  Mergen glanced at him, a hint of a smile curving his mouth. “Congratulations,” he said. “The nightmares are gone.”


  Hongjun frowned. “What do you mean? Where is that yaoguai now?”


  “I let her go.”


  “You what?! How could you?” The nightmares the dream eater had absorbed were the last of the three streams of demonic energy An Lushan needed to become Mara. What if she’d really been sent here by An Lushan? What if she took this demonic energy straight back to him?


  “No way can we exorcize the nightmares with just the Umbral Bow and the Yao-Binding Cord,” Mergen replied.


  “But I can—”


  “You can’t.”


  “I—”


  Mergen cut him off, stern now. “You can’t, and that’s final.”


  Hongjun fell silent.


  “None of your gege will let you sacrifice yourself again,” Mergen said. “We won’t let you shoulder a burden that shouldn’t fall to you.”


  “Do you know what you’ve done?!” Hongjun shouted in frustration.


  “Of course.”


  “If the dream eater brings that energy to An Lushan, he’ll become Mara! We suffered so much and worked so hard to stop this. The moment he becomes Mara, this world—”


  “If we can’t even protect our own, how can we protect this land?” Mergen offered the throwing knife to Hongjun, hilt-first. “If any of the others were here—A-Tai, Yongsi, Adarvan, Lu Xu, Jinglong—they’d have done the same. If it means people will die and bad things will happen, so be it. They can blame me for everything.”


  Hongjun stared at him in silence, eyes bright with tears. Mergen met his gaze with that same slight smile.


  Before either of them could say more, Mergen’s younger brother Gerel arrived with a message, speaking to Mergen in the Shiwei tongue.


  The mo had left the palace in ruins, and the guards were already repairing the damages. After the great shock the king had suffered the previous night, the first thing he’d done that morning was summon Mergen for answers.


  “Not going,” Mergen said.


  Hongjun was dumbfounded.


  Gerel replied with a few words Hongjun guessed meant something like, He’s your father.


  Mergen raised his head, looking lost. “He’s not my father, and you’re not my brother,” he said. “I’m not Shiwei, and this is not my home.”


  Gerel gazed at him in shock. Hongjun, who had learned the truth when he’d eavesdropped on the shamaness and the king, thought: Mergen knew?


  “I’m but a traveler in this stone city under the vast skies,” Mergen said to Gerel. “Go back and tell him this: He doesn’t have to worry that the gray wolf will stake his claim on the throne of the Shiwei tribes. I won’t take revenge on anyone either. I’ll always be grateful he took me in and raised me.”


  There was fear in Gerel’s eyes as he retreated, but he made no attempt to refute Mergen’s revelation, as if he already knew. It seemed rumors about Mergen’s origins had been spreading ever since he’d traveled southward.


  “For the sake of the tribe’s peace and safety, end your alliance with An Lushan,” Mergen cautioned Gerel before he left. “But if we do meet on the battlefield, I’ll show you mercy. Hongjun, let’s go.”


  Hongjun trailed behind him in silence. Only now did he realize Mergen hadn’t been waiting on the palace grounds to speak to his family; he’d simply been waiting for Hongjun to wake up.


  As the gray wolf loped through the city gates with Hongjun astride, he couldn’t help but look back. The soldiers on the city walls drew their bows, looking tense.


  He didn’t linger. He left the way he’d come, tearing through the plains toward the bright morning sun.


  Hongjun had been waiting for Lu Xu to appear in his dreams again so he could tell the others they were on their way south, but Lu Xu never returned.


  “We have to get back as soon as we can,” Hongjun said to the gray wolf. “Where are you heading, Mergen-ge?”


  It was around noon when the gray wolf climbed a low hill and gazed into the distance, his eyes landing on his mother’s village and the lone peak where they’d found the Umbral Bow.


  “Do you remember the day we first met, Hongjun?” the wolf asked.


  “I do,” Hongjun said, uneasy. “Why?”


  “I was the first to enter the department headquarters, right?”


  “Mm. Did you guys decide in advance that you’d come in one by one?” He’d heard from Li Jinglong that the three had already met before they’d first shown up in the department.


  “Not really,” the wolf said absently, eyes fixed on the mountain. “We just happened to meet outside the alley.”


  Mergen had been asking around for the whereabouts of Chang’an’s Department of Exorcism when he passed a restaurant where A-Tai and Qiu Yongsi were having tea after a meal.


  “Ay, look at him—that tall, lean fellow with the bow. He wouldn’t be one of us, would he?”


  Qiu Yongsi had the sharpest eyes in the department—he’d noticed A-Tai’s rings the first day the Persian prince had arrived in the city. When Mergen came close, he’d spoken louder than normal, trying to catch his attention. Picking out Qiu Yongsi’s voice amid the din, Mergen had turned to study the tall scholar before striding over to join them at their table.


  “Ah.” Hongjun remembered. “That afternoon, I was reading in the bookshop with Zhao Zilong…”


  “It was dark when you entered the alley. You walked right past us,” the gray wolf said. “We tailed you and saw you enter the department headquarters.”


  “Why didn’t you call after me?” Hongjun asked in surprise.


  “We had no idea who you were,” the gray wolf said. “The next morning, they told me to go in first and see what you were capable of.”


  “The three of you with your scheming!” Hongjun exclaimed. He yanked the wolf’s ear, and the wolf ducked his head and nuzzled into his hand.


  “Before he died, the old shaman left a letter telling me to head to the Department of Exorcism in Chang’an. My dad gave it to me when he found it. Where did yours come from?”


  “Qing Xiong gave it to me.”


  “It was a handwritten letter from Di Renjie, right?” the wolf asked. “Do you still have it?”


  “I gave it to the chief. It’s probably still in Chang’an.”


  “Do you remember what I asked you the day we met?”


  Hongjun shook his head; he really didn’t. The wolf went on. “Di Renjie died decades ago—so who sent us those letters?”


  They had yet to answer this riddle, which had existed since the department’s inception. As they became comrades who supported one another through thick and thin, life and death, this question had been forgotten. The exorcists no longer cared to search for answers. When the puzzle surfaced in Hongjun’s mind from time to time, he felt as though they were all simply destined to come together.


  The gray wolf looked up again at the lone peak, far off on the horizon. His voice was solemn, as though he’d caught a glimpse of a pattern Hongjun couldn’t yet see. “I feel like we’ll have an answer to this question soon.”


  He turned away and raced down the hill, taking off southward.


   


  Black clouds loomed over Tong Pass.


  Spring had arrived early this year. The ice on the river had melted, and the deep chill of winter had passed, replaced by a fine spring drizzle. The snow thawed, revealing the corpses piled beneath it on both sides of the official roads. After being buried for almost two months, they were frozen black, the same color as the slush on the roads—unrecognizable as human corpses until the rain washed the filth off their clothes.


  At Bian Lingcheng’s strident insistence, the troops stationed at Tong Pass had been deployed. Li Jinglong could sit on a horse, but just barely; fighting on the battlefield was beyond him.


  Ashina Adarvan, A-Tai, and Lu Xu rode behind him. Li Jinglong had instructed Turandokht, now eight months along, to go ahead of them to Chang’an for her safety. The carriage ride would be bumpy, and her condition meant she’d have to take it slow. The remaining four members of the Department of Exorcism traveled with the Tang troops, fording several rivers as they marched toward Shan Commandery.


  “This is a battle we cannot win,” Li Jinglong told his subordinates quietly when the army stopped to rest beside a creek. “The key will be to execute a smooth retreat.”


  A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan frowned. Lu Xu asked, “Can’t we wait for the big wolf and Hongjun to get back?”


  Li Jinglong was silent.


  Lu Xu knew it was a stupid question. Even if the Department of Exorcism possessed powers beyond ordinary mortals, they had no way of stopping the army from marching to their deaths—not when they were executing the direct orders of their emperor, Li Longji.


  If they had followed Feng Changqing’s plan and remained in Tong Pass, they could have kept the enemy at bay for some time. But now that yaoguai were attacking the city, striking panic into the hearts of the soldiers, they had no choice but to face their enemy head-on. Only once the yaoguai were eliminated would they have a shot at winning this war.


  “Let’s think about how we can kill that blood yao, shall we?” A-Tai said, digging in his ear. “Is it a blood yao?”


  “She’s a painted-skin yao,” the carp yao replied.


  “Why are you still here?” Ashina Adarvan asked. “Go see what they’re up to, quick.”


  “Why is it me again?!” the carp yao shrieked. “Danhuo will kill me if I go back there!”


  “We need to gather intelligence,” Lu Xu said impassively. “Can’t you look out for yourself?”


  “What intelligence?” the carp yao pleaded. “Yaoguai don’t do things like intelligence.”


  “Wreak some havoc, then,” Li Jinglong said. “Kill Liang Danhuo, and you’ll be honored as the hero who won this war.”


  He kicked the carp yao into the river.


  “Cold!” the carp yao yelped before diving deeper and swimming downstream.


  The carp yao always made a racket, contributed nothing to the cause, and delighted in pulling the rug out from under Li Jinglong’s feet. Li Jinglong hadn’t wanted to bring him. He’d told the fish to go with Turandokht, but the carp yao insisted on staying to wait for Hongjun, so Li Jinglong had had no choice but to take him along. He didn’t have Hongjun’s patience when it came to the carp yao’s nagging. The first chance that arose, he sent the carp yao off to give himself some peace and quiet.




  Chapter 167:
The Heart Lamp’s Flickering Light


   


  THE MAIN OBJECTIVE of this battle, everyone agreed, would be to finish off Liang Danhuo. Defeating An Lushan was far beyond their capabilities at the moment, and anyway, as far as they knew, the heart demon inside him had never truly shown itself on the battlefield.


  An Lushan’s subordinates—the huashe, the bear yao, the four cardinal vices, and the painted-skin yao Liang Danhuo—had all paid tribute to him with delicacies to sate his appetite, the delicacies in question being humans, alive or dead. But he had never descended upon the battlefield to find humans to feast upon himself.


  Why? Li Jinglong had pondered the question at length. There must be a reason, but if so, it remained elusive. The only possible explanation he had found was one he’d stumbled upon while flipping through ancient texts in Luoyang: a heavenly tribulation.


  When one resentful spirit drifting through the world died, another was born. This cycle, the birth and death of all living beings, as well as their transformation into yao or demons or something else entirely—all were closely tied to the heavenly and earthly meridians. Legend had it that yaoguai who committed a mass slaughter of humans would face a heavenly tribulation in the form of a bolt of lightning; those who failed to survive were smitten into nothingness. Jiao who transformed into dragons were similarly punished for stepping out of bounds. This was exactly why Xie Yu had laid out his plans in Chang’an so carefully, taking every step with caution.


  However, no one had ever witnessed such a tribulation before, and so no one knew how to successfully skirt it. Li Jinglong had guessed that Xie Yu and An Lushan were both trying to avoid crossing that line, and as such, didn’t dare perpetrate a mass slaughter of mortals.


  What was considered mass slaughter? No one could say for sure—neither the Department of Exorcism, nor their enemies, nor even, when he had lived, Di Renjie. No doubt this was why An Lushan had allied himself with Shi Siming, pitting humans against humans in a war so he could feed on their malign energy; this fell within safe limits. An Lushan would only set his yaoguai subordinates on an enemy beyond his mortal army’s capabilities, and if the yaoguai could take care of it, he still wouldn’t be dirtying his own hands.


  “Our goal must be to fight An Lushan to a draw,” Li Jinglong said after further thought, “and to slay Liang Danhuo before the army retreats to Tong Pass. But if we can force the rebel army back to Luoyang, that would be the best outcome.”


  “What’s Liang Danhuo’s weakness?” Ashina Adarvan turned to A-Tai, the only one who’d fought her before. She had proved a difficult opponent; in addition to the typical powers of a painted-skin yao, she wielded a lethal blood mist and could fly. The exorcists had never felt so helpless against an enemy, not even when they’d faced the celestial fox Wu Qiyu.


  “How did we deal with Wu Qiyu’s blood pool?” Only after he’d said it did A-Tai remember—neither Ashina Adarvan nor Lu Xu had been there when they’d subdued the nine-tailed fox.


  This comment, however, set Li Jinglong’s mind whirring. Did the blood pool Wu Qiyu had conjured have anything to do with Liang Danhuo? The question seemed to unfurl into a sprawling web of causes and connections before Li Jinglong’s eyes.


  “We used the pentacolor sacred light to hold it off,” Li Jinglong replied. “Then dealt the final blow with the heart lamp.”


  “Liang Danhuo hides herself in the blood mist,” Lu Xu observed. “If we can pin down her true form, we may be able to kill her with one strike.”


  “Hopefully Zhao Zilong will come back with something useful.” Li Jinglong sighed. “Let’s wait until we have more information.”


  Li Jinglong waited eagerly for nightfall, when Lu Xu could take him back to the northern plains. Unfortunately, Gao Xianzhi commanded his army to quicken their march; the exorcists risked falling behind if they didn’t match their pace. Li Jinglong was already struggling to keep up because of his injuries.


  “The heart lamp can kill Liang Danhuo,” Lu Xu said.


  “I know.” Li Jinglong was exhausted; his body was in unbearable pain after journeying for days on horseback, and he was irritable from a lack of sleep.


  After a short break, the troops set out in the dark once again. Lu Xu and A-Tai spurred their mounts forward, flanking Li Jinglong on both sides.


  “The heart lamp’s still in you, Jinglong,” Lu Xu said.


  Li Jinglong laughed bitterly. “You don’t need to try to comfort me, Lu Xu.”


  “Why don’t you believe it?” Lu Xu asked. “Is it because you doubt yourself?”


  Among the exorcists here, Lu Xu alone knew everything Li Jinglong had buried in the depths of his heart. A-Tai rode alongside them, listening quietly.


  “It’s not that I don’t believe it,” Li Jinglong said. “But even if I do, so what? Can it help us win this war? You say the heart lamp’s still in me, but right now I can’t even draw my bow. Should I charge at An Lushan with nothing but this rusty sword? Will the heart lamp reveal itself to protect me then?”


  Lu Xu fell silent.


  “I’d like to hope for a miracle too,” Li Jinglong continued. “But every time I dare to, it doesn’t come. So I’ve learned to stop making pointless wishes. I can only depend on myself.” He chuckled bitterly. “No matter how thorough my plans are, I’m always defeated at the last minute.”


  The clopping of horses’ hooves was the only sound around them in the dark.


  “I’ll go to the front, see what’s ahead of us,” Ashina Adarvan said.


  “When we were talking about the blood yao and the blood pool,” A-Tai began slowly, “I thought of something.”


  Li Jinglong waited in silence for him to go on.


  “None of us here now were present when the heart lamp first appeared, but the others said you only escaped thanks to it awakening at the exact right moment.”


  Having only heard the gist of this story from Hongjun and not the details, Lu Xu listened with interest.


  “That’s right,” Li Jinglong said solemnly. “It feels like ages ago.”


  As his horse cantered steadily forward, he gazed into the darkness ahead, feeling as though they were riding down a dead-end road, heading only toward boundless despair and suffering. Thinking back on that day, he suddenly remembered: Baxia tightening his claws around Hongjun’s neck as Li Jinglong sank into the blood pool. His helplessness as he watched the knife carve into Hongjun’s ear. Hongjun in agony, tears brimming in his eyes, as though begging for mercy, or calling desperately out to his guardian deity.


  Li Jinglong felt something surge within the depths of his heart. “I only had one thing on my mind back then,” he said. “I wanted to protect Hongjun, even at the cost of my life.”


  “Then…should we try cutting off his ear again after he comes back?” Lu Xu suggested.


  “It wouldn’t be the same!” Li Jinglong snapped in exasperation.


  “Actually,” A-Tai added, “Turandokht has a theory about why the heart lamp disappeared.” He explained: The sight of Hongjun in mortal danger had awakened the heart lamp in Li Jinglong.


  Within the span of a few breaths, Li Jinglong had acknowledged a fateful truth: He was Hongjun’s guardian deity. It was as though he was a divine general, fated to descend to the mortal world for the sole purpose of protecting Hongjun. Yet they hadn’t met for so long, and all their memories of each other were locked away—up until that scene had unfolded in front of him. The seal around the heart lamp had shattered, and it’d merged with his soul.


  “I get it now,” Li Jinglong said. The heart lamp had been both activated and extinguished for the same reason. Whether the heart lamp acknowledged him didn’t matter at all. Perhaps it had never acknowledged him; this light that could banish the darkness had been born solely because of Hongjun. Hongjun had needed him, and so, in that instant, the powerful radiance of the heart lamp had spilled out of him. “The reason I lost the heart lamp… I think it’s because Hongjun doesn’t need me anymore.”


  No other thought had ever tortured him so; it fueled his inner demons.


  “How could that be?” A-Tai exclaimed.


  “No way!” Lu Xu cried.


  Li Jinglong reined his horse to a halt, gazing ahead in silence. A-Tai suggested, “Why don’t you try to remember how you felt back then?”


  “I…don’t think I can,” Li Jinglong said. “You don’t know what I—”


  “If nothing changes, we’ll be walking into a future where he turns into Mara and ceases to exist,” Lu Xu said. “We have to stop that from happening, don’t we? The big wolf said so too. He shouldn’t have to suffer on behalf of all living things. No one should be born into the world for that.”


  Li Jinglong took a deep breath. A-Tai added, “If you can’t summon the heart lamp anymore, Hongjun will have to give up his life for our sake—just picture that, and that should do it.”


  Hongjun wasn’t at his side right now, but Li Jinglong still saw him, countless memories flashing before his eyes in the space of a moment. Familiar emotions roiled in his chest. “Maybe he’ll hate me for sacrificing myself,” he said, “but I still want him to live.”


  Lu Xu and A-Tai exchanged a glance, but neither spoke. They rode on, until the drawn-out silence was shattered by the frantic clatter of hoofbeats.


  Ashina Adarvan galloped over, raising a torch high. “The enemy camp’s ahead of us!”


  Murmurs of alarm rippled through the army. A river still separated them from the enemy, but An Lushan’s army had pitched their camp almost three miles closer than what the Tang scouts had reported.


  Due to this erroneous information, the Tang army had lost their advantage. Fortunately the rebel army had yet to spot them. Gao Xianzhi, riding at the front of the column, issued an order for the troops to assemble in an offensive formation. The vanguard was to rest and recuperate until they heard the hoot of an owl—the sound of a signal arrow soaring into the sky. They would launch a sneak attack in the night and burn the enemy camp to the ground.


   


  Under the cover of darkness, the carp yao clambered ashore, wet and shivering from the cold. He snatched up a scrap of cloth from the ground and wrapped it around his head, surveying his surroundings. What he saw made him start in surprise—the enemy had set up camp right where he’d emerged from the river.


  They’re camped so close to us?! The carp yao snuck closer to the tents, peeking through the gaps between them. An enormous tent stood at the center of the camp, brightly lit and heavily guarded by soldiers patrolling the area.


  “What’s this? This wasn’t here last time,” the carp yao muttered.


  He drew in his arms and legs, then lay down and inched across the ground toward the tent. The ground was sodden from a recent bout of rain, and the carp yao—having just emerged from the river covered in mud—blended in seamlessly. In the dark, the patrolling soldiers were oblivious to the fish shimmying along at their feet.


  He crept toward the tent bit by bit, then slipped under the gap between the fabric and the ground, narrowly avoiding yelping in pain as a few of his scales snagged on the bottom of the tent and tore out of his flesh.


  Liang Danhuo stood before a towering bird, holding a dagger carved from ancient wood. A network of protruding veins crisscrossed the bird from head to foot, covered by a translucent layer of human skin.


  Green light seeped from the sigils drawn on Liang Danhuo’s blade as she chanted an incantation. The bird flared with an answering light and fluttered its wings. The carp yao covered his mouth to keep from screaming in terror. Liang Danhuo seemed to sag, the scarlet of her raw flesh withered; it was apparent that she’d exhausted her spiritual power to awaken the creature.


  A yaoguai scurried over to take her arm in an obsequious show of deference. Liang Danhuo stumbled out of the tent with its help, saying, “Guard this place well. Not a single soul is to be allowed in.”


  A single soul, she said, not a single yao, the carp yao thought. He waited until the sound of her footsteps disappeared, then snuck toward the creature, circling it warily. Human skin tattooed with sigils was stretched over the skeleton of this monstrous bird with half-spread wings and predatory eyes, like a giant kite woven from human tissue. The carp yao recognized several of the skins on sight—disguises Liang Danhuo had worn before.


  The rebel army had prepared this powerful yaoguai for war. Perhaps there was something he could do here after all.


   


  The Tang army crept forward in the dark until they stood before the trees along the river. Across the water were the endless plains of Shan Commandery and An Lushan’s army of fifty thousand men.


  On Gao Xianzhi’s orders, the Tang troops had prepared for a surprise attack. If all ten thousand soldiers attacked at once and set fires, they might still be able to catch the enemy unawares.


  The campsite across the river was engulfed in darkness, without a single torch in sight. It loomed like a monster silently eyeing its prey; there was no sound but that of the wind blustering past.


  “We’d better not lose,” Lu Xu said in a low voice. “If we can’t win this battle even with the element of surprise on our side, the Tang army should just pack up and go home.”


  In the months since their retreat westward from Luoyang, the Tang army had either surrendered to their enemies or suffered from terrible losses on the field. Lu Xu, who had once marched with General Geshu Han, had never seen an army so incompetent.


  “They can’t help it.” Li Jinglong furrowed his brow in frustration. “The soldiers here are all civilians conscripted in a hurry; we don’t even have enough armor for all of them. You can’t compare them to the border troops.”


  Ashina Adarvan, clothes dripping, ran up from the river’s bank and shushed them. “Eastern route is clear.”


  “Your turn,” Li Jinglong said to Lu Xu.


  Lu Xu spread his arms and leapt toward the river, as light as a swallow. Just before his toes touched the surface, Ashina Adarvan tossed a branch beneath his feet. Lu Xu pushed off of it and nimbly sailed over the water.


  “That’s what they call ‘crossing the river on a single reed,’” Li Jinglong marveled softly. “What an incredible technique.”


  Lu Xu circled the enemy encampment, taking care to keep a safe distance. Soon enough, he skipped back across the river to report. He turned to Ashina Adarvan. “Have you gone blind, or are you really that stupid? Didn’t you see those eight hulking monsters waiting right there?”


  “What monsters?” Ashina Adarvan appeared lost.


  According to Lu Xu, the eight earth-swallowing beasts they’d glimpsed in Luoyang were standing guard outside the campsite, all in a row.


  “How are we supposed to fight them?” A-Tai asked.


  “Can’t you guys think for yourselves?” Li Jinglong huffed.


  “We’re asking out of respect, Chief!” Lu Xu said.


  Li Jinglong had put these monsters completely out of his mind; he struggled to come up with a strategy against them on the spot. After long consideration, he said, “A-Tai, lob some fireballs into their mouths, and Lu Xu, lure them over so we can take them down one at a time. Adarvan, tell General Feng not to launch any attack until we’ve finished those things off.”


  Ashina Adarvan jumped up to pass on the message. After staring across the river a while longer, Li Jinglong said, “If nothing works, we can summon the dragons. Where are the scales?”


  “Mine’s with Turandokht,” A-Tai answered.


  “I gave mine to Mergen before they headed north,” Lu Xu added.


  Li Jinglong stared incredulously. To think that none of them had their dragon scales!


  “Zhao Zilong has one,” A-Tai said.


  Li Jinglong rubbed his temples. “Whose idea was it to send him to the enemy camp?!”


  “Wasn’t it yours?” Lu Xu pointed out.


  The three of them traded dumbfounded looks. The only one with a dragon scale that might save their lives was Zhao Zilong, and Li Jinglong had tossed him into the river.


  “Don’t worry, Adarvan should have one with him too,” A-Tai reassured them. “Let’s just hope he hasn’t given it to Hongjun.”


  Li Jinglong didn’t know what to say.




  Chapter 168:
A Crushing Defeat


   


  LU XU GRABBED A CROSSBOW and bounded back across the river while A-Tai and Li Jinglong waited on the banks. Not long after, they heard rumbling in the distance. Lu Xu sprinted toward them, an earth-swallowing beast hot on his heels.


  The moment the beast opened its mouth, Li Jinglong ordered, “Now!”


  In a flash, A-Tai conjured a fireball so bright it lit up the river. Tang soldiers lying in ambush on either side watched as the flames shot into the beast’s mouth, silencing it before it could roar. The beast clamped its mouth shut, and crimson light shone in its abdomen. With a muted boom, the creature tumbled into the river.


  Instantly, a deluge of mud and rocks from the beast’s stomach poured into the water, damming the river and flooding the forests. Li Jinglong hadn’t expected the beast to regurgitate so much of what it had swallowed. After seeing such a massive yaoguai for the first time, then being soaked in the floodwater, the soldiers in the vanguard nearly turned tail and ran.


  “Stand your ground!” Li Jinglong shouted. “Keep going! Lu Xu, next!”


  Just then, the hoot of an owl rose from the woods behind them—the signal to attack.


  “Who gave that order?!” Li Jinglong fumed.


  A battle cry went up as the troops charged toward the river.


  “Don’t move!” the exorcists shouted as they frantically tried to stop the soldiers.


  Ashina Adarvan galloped over from the main camp. “Bian Lingcheng is pressuring the generals into attacking!”


  “Has he gone mad?!” Li Jinglong roared.


  “He thought we were trying to drag it out,” Ashina Adarvan replied, equally incensed. “He wants to force our hand!”


  Forget killing their enemies; the first man Li Jinglong wanted to murder was Bian Lingcheng. They’d only dispatched one of the earth-swallowing beasts. The vanguard didn’t know there were seven more and mistakenly assumed they’d killed all the yaoguai. It didn’t help that the river ahead of them was now clogged with mud and debris.


  “What do we do?” Lu Xu called. “Should I lure out another one?”


  A-Tai was the strongest force the Department of Exorcism had at present, but he needed protection while performing his magic. Lu Xu was fleet-footed but had no spiritual device that could contain the beasts, and Hongjun, the most competent warrior among them, was still in the north. These troublesome yaoguai wouldn’t have lasted a minute under his immortal-slaying saber.


  “Forget it!” Li Jinglong shouted. “Let the soldiers go! We’ll divide and conquer!”


  “Let’s get ’em!” Ashina Adarvan hollered.


  Chaos reigned as the Department of Exorcism readied themselves to fight alongside the Tang troops. Gathering himself, Li Jinglong ordered, “Charge!”


  The soldiers galloped out of the forests and across the river. Lu Xu called, “Stay back, Chief!”


  Li Jinglong ignored him and set his heels to his horse’s flanks. Dumbfounded, the three other exorcists had no choice but to spur their horses on and follow.


   


  An Lushan pressed down on the top of Liang Danhuo’s head, immersing her in a roiling black mist that gradually darkened her bright red flesh until her muscles and veins crawled with demonic energy. He resembled a swollen bag of skin, his movements sluggish, as though his physical body was at its limit, filled to bursting with demonic energy.


  Battle cries rose outside the tent. An Lushan hissed, “Soon it will be time. I sense an abundance of living souls here; their fear will aid me in the final step.”


  “I’ll slaughter them all for you, sir,” Liang Danhuo declared, her voice a menacing rasp.


  “Carry me out,” An Lushan ordered. “Food, so much food…”


   


  A few tents away, the carp yao had set to work. He tried to rip the layer of human skin from the enormous bird skeleton, but the skin—stretched taut and sewn on with careful stitches—refused to budge.


  What was this bird even for? Zhao Zilong grabbed its bony tail and climbed, looking for somewhere to rip into it.


  It was precisely at that moment that Liang Danhuo strode in, followed by a cluster of yaoguai. “There’s no need to fear,” she said to them. “With the earth-swallowing beasts out there, our enemies will have their hands full for quite a while.”


  The carp yao’s mind went blank with terror at the sight of the painted-skin yao. In a blink, he slipped down into the bird’s hollow rib cage to hide.


  Liang Danhuo climbed astride the bird’s neck. “Stand guard outside the camp. Kill anyone who gets too close.”


  Her subordinates acquiesced and filed out of the tent.


  Horrified, the carp yao clambered up toward where the bird’s lungs would have been, had it been alive. In addition to being covered with human skin, the skeleton’s rib cage was stuffed full of strange black gobbets of flesh. The carp yao eased himself into a narrow gap between them and climbed toward the bird’s head. Just as he reached the neck, a dagger pierced the bird’s back, nearly skewering him.


  Liang Danhuo recited an incantation, and the greenish glow from the dagger suffused the creature’s enormous body, seeping through the black flesh that made up its internal organs. The bird flapped its wings, then soared out of the tent and took off into the skies.


  The blade nestled in the bird’s flesh just an inch from the carp yao’s face. He froze, his eyes wide and mouth agape. As the monstrous bird soared over the camp, the carp stuck his head out of the bird’s beak and noticed for the first time that a wooden plaque was tied around its neck. On it was one word written in blood: Jingwei.


   


  The rebel soldiers asleep in their beds startled into wakefulness as an army of ten thousand men charged toward the camp, their battle cries rattling the poles of their tents. Before they could cross swords, the earth-swallowing beasts reared their heads in a deep roar.


  The land before the camp tilted. The Tang cavalry was now galloping up a slope that grew steeper by the second. Amid the soldiers’ alarmed cries, Li Jinglong’s voice rang out: “Hold steady!”


  Ashina Adarvan cursed. “We weren’t ready! Why the fuck did the generals agree to this?”


  The world had been upended. As the exorcists rode up the slope, sky and earth seemed to swap positions in a bizarre maneuver.


  “We have to kill these things!” Lu Xu shouted.


  “Get ready!” A-Tai called. “Up you go!”


  A-Tai fell a few lengths behind the others, then waved his cyclone fan. A raging windstorm swept the three exorcists and their mounts up into the air. Their horses whinnied in alarm as Ashina Adarvan and Lu Xu dove toward an earth-swallowing beast, stabbing their swords into its neck with a cry.


  The creature bellowed in pain, and the ground slowly slanted in the opposite direction. Li Jinglong shouted, “Exorcists, eliminate these yao!”


  When all eight earth-swallowing beasts unleashed their powers at once, they could practically turn heaven and earth upside down—but with each one killed, the terrain flattened slightly. After finishing off the first beast, Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan split up to pursue the rest.


  A-Tai whipped his fan and summoned a hurricane that blew him and Li Jinglong up to the camp at the top of the slope. The rebel troops were waiting, spears at the ready. Li Jinglong turned back, calling to the soldiers behind him, “Fall back! Incoming attack!”


  Gao Xianzhi galloped onto the battlefield and gaped in shock at the sight before him. How on earth did the flat plain turn into such a sheer slope?


  A horde of yaoguai swarmed out of the camp to protect the remaining six earth-swallowing beasts from Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan’s attacks. Lu Xu spun in midair and braced his hand on one of the creatures’ heads. With a flash of his dagger, the beast’s jaw parted from its body. Blood spurted from the wound, and the beast bolted in panic, colliding with another of its brethren in a spectacular crash. Ashina Adarvan leapt into the air, shaking out his cloak to block a volley of arrows whistling toward him from behind. Two throwing knives shot out like diving falcons, plunging into a beast’s eyes.


  As the earth-swallowing beasts faltered, segments of the rebel army’s line of defense broke down one after another. The slope leveled a little more. Lu Xu spun his dagger in his hand, ready to kill the next beast, when the resonant peal of a gong sounded from the enemy camp.


  Dong—


  The four remaining earth-swallowing beasts growled, and the earth tilted sharply in the other direction. Realizing something was amiss, Li Jinglong commanded, “Retreat! Get back, now!”


  The slope tilted higher, elevating Li Jinglong and the troops alongside him above the enemy camp. Li Jinglong’s commands were drowned out in the chaos. The soldiers had exhausted themselves ascending the hill, not anticipating that the earth-swallowing beasts would change the terrain in an instant: The slope slanted steeply downward, sending thousands of cavalrymen tumbling toward their waiting enemies.


  Caught off guard, Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan rolled down the slope in the darkness. Lu Xu scrambled for purchase, his feet meeting empty air. He shouted up: “Trench!”


  Behind the earth-swallowing beasts lay a massive trench ten feet wide and stretching for a third of a mile. Enemy soldiers lay in wait on the other side, bows drawn and ready. A chill went down Ashina Adarvan’s spine; he’d finally figured out the rebel army’s strategy.


  But it was too late. The Tang troops, knocked off their feet, were already sliding down the hill toward the enemy arrows.


  “We need to get across the trench!” Ashina Adarvan shouted to Lu Xu.


  More enemy soldiers waited behind the archers. Gritting his teeth, Lu Xu grabbed Ashina Adarvan’s collar with one hand and plunged the sword he carried into the ground with the other, using his falling momentum to spin sharply. Then he let go, flinging Ashina Adarvan across the gap.


  Midair, Ashina Adarvan called, “Lu Xu!”


  “What?!”


  “You’re cooler than Hongjun! I’m in love with you, starting today!”


  Lu Xu was speechless.


  Li Jinglong was reining his horse around when the Tang army came tumbling down the hill. He paused just in time to witness a devastating scene: Tens of thousands of enemy arrows hurtled toward the Tang troops at once as they plummeted into the trench, screaming in agony.


  A warhorse crashed into Li Jinglong, jolting his already frail body. Pain arced through him as two arrows sank into his flesh. Spasming, he skidded toward the edge of the trench.


  Something collided with his side, its light piercing the darkness. The white deer bleated as he reared back, dodging the arrows whizzing around them and soaring into the skies with Li Jinglong on his back.


  The white deer flew high above the battlefield, out of range of the archers. The enemy loosed arrows endlessly into the long trench, which was lined with sharp spikes that impaled the Tang soldiers who fell into it.


  “Take me to the other side of the trench,” Li Jinglong wheezed.


  “No,” Lu Xu said flatly. “We can’t win this! We need to go!”


  Li Jinglong gripped the deer’s neck in silence. He looked down at the trench and the endless stream of soldiers falling into it. Filling his lungs, he yelled, “Slay those beasts!”


  The white deer pranced a circle in the air, then swooped down toward the battlefield. The earth-swallowing beasts had retreated, and the trench was overflowing with ten thousand mangled Tang soldiers. At last, the main forces of the Tang army, led by Feng Changqing and Gao Xianzhi, poured onto the battlefield.


  “Steady!” they commanded. “Advance!”


  Yet the soldiers seemed consumed by terror; as one, they gazed up into the sky.


  A hoarse cackle echoed through the clouds as an enormous bird swooped down, bony wings outspread. The rebel troops raised their halberds, rallying their faltering spirits with a mountain-shaking roar. They marched over the trench, trampling the corpses now filling it to the brim, and charged the Tang army.


  The bird’s great wings blotted out the sky. Plumes of bloody mist and its rider’s guttural laughter trailed in its wake as it dove toward the Tang army’s rear. Gao Xianzhi ordered, “Shoot!”


  Most of the arrows went wide; the red mist blocked the archers’ sight, already hampered by the darkness. What arrows did find their target failed to penetrate the bird’s tough skin.


  A horrified shriek went up from the Tang troops. Li Jinglong turned back to see that the blood mist had dispersed. The creature had seized Gao Xianzhi in its claws, soaring into the skies to drop him from a great height.


  “General Gao!” Li Jinglong cried.


  Chaos erupted within the Tang army as the rebel troops charged. Before Li Jinglong could give the order, the white deer took flight, heading straight toward the strange bird.


  Gritting his teeth, Li Jinglong yanked the arrows out of his side. Blood spattered over the deer’s white coat.


  “What do we do?!” the deer fretted. “You’re injured!”


  “I know that!” Li Jinglong shouted. “Ram her off the bird!”


  “She can fly!”


  “Where’s A-Tai? A-Tai!”


  Li Jinglong and Lu Xu soared above the battlefield toward a column of flames burning brightly in the distance. A-Tai had called up a hurricane to propel him into the air, where he was gearing up to fight that monster of a bird.


  “Let me help!” Li Jinglong shouted.


  “I’ll cover you!” A-Tai replied. A series of fireballs hurtled toward the bird Jingwei, who banked to dodge. In that instant of distraction, the white deer and Li Jinglong landed on Jingwei’s back. Fast as lightning, Lu Xu shifted into human form and parried a swipe of Liang Danhuo’s bloody claws barehanded.


  They exchanged a dozen blows in the blink of an eye. With a roar, Li Jinglong plunged his sword toward the center of Liang Danhuo’s back. Spinning away from Lu Xu, she countered with a kick that almost sent Li Jinglong plummeting to the ground.


  The carp yao, hearing Lu Xu and Li Jinglong’s muffled shouts, trembled with nerves. Right over his head, Liang Danhuo was sneering, “Here I was looking for you, and you’ve presented yourself to me on a silver platter!”


  Li Jinglong grasped one of the bird’s wings while Lu Xu and Liang Danhuo traded a whirlwind of blows. Drenched in blood, Liang Danhuo roared, “Die!”


  “You die, bitch!” Lu Xu snarled. After another flurry of punches, he opened his palm and reached between Liang Danhuo’s bloody claws, slapping the painted-skin yao across the face so hard her head twisted to the side and blood spewed from her mouth.


  Crimson mist exploded from Liang Danhuo. Enraged, she whirled on Lu Xu, who shot toward the bird’s tail like a bolt of lightning. The bloody mist swirled, swooping down to envelop him, but he was faster, darting back toward Jingwei’s head.


  More fireballs hurtled toward them, crashing into Jingwei; the bird shuddered violently in the air.


  Never had Liang Danhuo encountered such a vexatious opponent—but she sensed this was the fastest Lu Xu could move. She laughed shrilly. “Let’s see how long it takes to break you, shall we?”


  She grabbed for the dagger sunk into Jingwei’s head.


  Her fingers closed around empty air.


  A befuddled Liang Danhuo looked down. The hilt had sunk deeper into the bird. She gripped it and yanked, but it felt like a force was sucking the blade down.


  It was, of course, the carp yao, grasping the dagger with both hands. They tugged the weapon back and forth until Jingwei screeched, its body listing sideways. Seizing his chance, Li Jinglong leapt back onto the bird’s spine and landed a solid kick on Liang Danhuo. “Get off!”


  Jingwei lurched, and Liang Danhuo flew off its back with a shrill scream. The carp yao clambered out from inside Jingwei’s head. He grabbed the dagger Liang Danhuo had pulled halfway out and frantically shoved it back in, shouting, “Li Jinglong!”


  Li Jinglong and Lu Xu glanced down in astonishment. Before they could say anything, the bird pitched again, and they both tumbled off its back. Lu Xu shifted into the white deer and caught a free-falling Li Jinglong.


  “We’ll leave this to you!” Lu Xu called before diving down after the painted-skin yao.


  “Wh…what?” The carp yao straddled the bird’s neck, hands around the hilt of the dagger. He glanced around. The ground below was pandemonium; the rebel army swarmed the Tang troops, killing and maiming every soldier they came across. The rest of his exorcist comrades were nowhere to be seen. “Where did they go?!”


  The carp yao plunged the weapon deeper into the bird’s flesh. Jingwei swooped toward the ground with great beats of its wings. When he experimentally pulled it up, the bird flew upward. When he pushed it down again, the bird went down. Nudging the dagger left and right steered it in those respective directions. And if he pushed it forward—


  Jingwei unleashed a screech that brought unspeakable agony to all who heard it. It opened its beak, and green light blasted outward, razing the ground of boulders, soil, and bushes. The earth shook, stones flying into the air as it split, leaving gaping chasms. The soil on either side of the newly opened ravines rushed toward the center, swallowing an entire enemy battalion.


  “Whoa!” exclaimed the carp yao in shock. He wondered out loud, “What if I pull it backward?”


  Nothing happened.


  “All right!” He steered Jingwei toward enemy territory, where thousands of yao beasts and mortal soldiers were charging the Tang army. There was no way he could tell enemy from ally from the air; he tilted the dagger forward and blasted green light at the flooded riverbank, where both armies were engaged in heated battle. A geyser of muddy water, sand, and stones jetted into the sky and crashed down over the field, turning the area into a sludgy bog that swallowed the rebel troops.




  Chapter 169:
After the Battle


   


  LI JINGLONG AND LU XU sprang through the air toward A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan on the ground. A-Tai’s fiery cyclones blasted through the enemy troops without pause, protecting the exorcists from harm. “The yao and mortals are all mixed together—there’s no way to avoid attacking humans!”


  “Do it,” Li Jinglong said, gasping for breath. “An Lushan’s holding nothing back now.”


  They dashed past battling troops, A-Tai shielding them from stray arrows with ribbons of flames.


  Above them, the carp yao was still astride Jingwei, blasting green light this way and that. Hearing a shriek behind him, he turned back to see Liang Danhuo shooting through the dark sky. “Zhao Zilong, you traitor!”


  The carp yao yelped and frantically dodged her, swooping closer to the ground.


  Ashina Adarvan was cutting enemy soldiers down below when he looked up, eyes widening. “Don’t point that thing at us!” he cried. “We’re not the enemy!”


  He threw himself to one side as a beam of green light opened a chasm at his feet, swallowing yaoguai and human soldiers alike. Jingwei had the power to move mountains and fill oceans; the mythical bird was almost unstoppable.


  “Get the bird out of here!” Li Jinglong barked.


  Pulling up out of his steep dive, the carp yao turned Jingwei toward the other end of the field. The exorcists hacked and slashed at any enemy they could reach. The yaoguai flocked toward A-Tai’s dazzling flames, ignoring the Tang troops as they formed a dense barrier around the exorcists.


  Jingwei circled above them while more rebel reinforcements joined the fray. The Tang army’s morale collapsed at last, and its men scattered in all directions.


  “I can’t do this anymore,” Ashina Adarvan panted.


  “Cover the soldiers while they retreat,” Li Jinglong said. “Liang Danhuo will be on us any minute.”


  Liang Danhuo shot through the sky after Jingwei. As the carp yao pushed Jingwei to its fastest speed, he suddenly realized he had no idea how to land. “I wanna get down!” he screamed. “Stop!”


  Behind the rebel troops, black clouds unfurled with a clap like thunder. Wherever the mass of darkness drifted, every creature beneath it—human soldiers and yaoguai alike—was trapped in its demonic energy. A guttural voice boomed from its depths. “Die!”


  An Lushan materialized within the black mist. The clouds became a roiling mass of demonic energy that spread over the battlefield. Feeling a chill up their spines, the Tang soldiers on the periphery of the dark fog abandoned their weapons and fled screaming.


  “Retreat!” Li Jinglong ordered.


  The exorcists made a run for it. Enemy soldiers, consumed by terror, gave up their fight with the Tang army and scrambled back. The demonic energy expanded in a wide circle, spewing black flames that arced through the air like burning meteors. Even Liang Danhuo leapt out of the way to avoid it.


  Dark energy flooded the encampment, sweeping over the trench and rolling into the forests. The trees withered; every mortal creature the noxious clouds touched dropped to the ground, dead. Within moments, the battle had turned into a massacre.


  “How has he become so powerful?!” Ashina Adarvan yelled as they ran.


  A-Tai’s gusts of wind did nothing to dispel the demonic energy. Outside the forest, the defeated Tang army, two hundred thousand strong, desperately fled the battlefield. They shoved against one another in their panic until the road leading back toward Tong Pass was littered with soldiers trampled to death by their comrades.


  Even so, the roiling mass had yet to be satisfied. It growled, “Li Jinglong—”


  “He’s looking for me,” said Li Jinglong as he caught his breath.


  Their clash at Daming Palace had almost killed An Lushan once, and then the energy from the earthly meridians in Luoyang had nearly reduced him to ash again. Li Jinglong knew An Lushan would make sure he paid the price. He was likely the only thorn left in An Lushan’s side, save for Xie Yu.


  The Tang soldiers fled toward the border of Shan Commandery, but they couldn’t escape the black clouds. Even the exorcists weren’t quick enough to leave those grasping tendrils of mist behind them.


  “I can take one person on my back,” Lu Xu said, still in his form as the white deer. “Who’s coming with me? Quick!”


  Li Jinglong slowed his footsteps. “If we don’t stop him here, Tong Pass will fall. All of you, go—now!”


  He drew the Sword of Wisdom, turning to face the dark clouds that now loomed a mere arm’s length away.


  “Chief!” everyone cried at once.


  “It’s pointless!” A-Tai shouted.


  “You can’t defeat it!” Ashina Adarvan agreed.


  “We don’t have any choice. I have to take the gamble,” Li Jinglong said. “Maybe your guesses were correct, and a miracle will happen. I’ve never been lucky before in my life. I’ll stake everything on these past twenty years of misfortune—if I can win just this once…”


  Lu Xu had never expected Li Jinglong to have held so tightly onto his words; he’d only intended to lift Li Jinglong’s spirits. 


  “Go!” Li Jinglong cried. “Get out of here! I’ll follow you!”


  “No!” Before the white deer could gallop toward Li Jinglong, the edge of the black clouds rolled over them. The light disappeared, replaced by a frigid despair that seeped into their bones.


  “We have to go!” Ashina Adarvan grabbed Lu Xu and dragged him out of the mist.


  Li Jinglong stood within the boundless darkness, his Sword of Wisdom dull and devoid of luster. Something glowed purple-black in the distance—a silhouette floating in midair, surrounded by obsidian flames.


  “Li Jinglong,” An Lushan said, his hoarse voice suffused with pity. “I’ve been meaning to return this to you.”


  The humanoid monster made of flames tossed something toward him, which rolled along the ground and stopped at Li Jinglong’s feet.


  Li Jinglong picked it up. It was the gold thumb ring Hongjun had bought for him back in Luoyang. Too much had happened since then—Li Jinglong hadn’t ever gotten to take a careful look at Hongjun’s gift. The exorcists had made it into a counterfeit spiritual device and swapped it with a ring that housed the sacred flame during the battle in Daming Palace to trick An Lushan.


  Li Jinglong’s fingers closed around the ring. He raised his sword before him.


  An Lushan howled with deranged laughter. “Do you still fantasize about delivering all mortal beings from suffering?”


  Looking up at the roiling shadow, Li Jinglong answered, “No. Now there’s only one person I want to save.”


   


  Light glowed on the peaks of the mountains, signaling the arrival of dawn. Hongjun woke up, yawning. Spring had just begun, and the days were still cold, yet Hongjun was the most comfortable he’d been since leaving Dunhuang.


  Nightmares no longer plagued him every night, and the heaviness in his heart had lifted. He felt as though he’d become one with the mountain forests. Wrapped in a thick fur cloak Mergen had brought with them from the Shiwei city, Hongjun curled up by the fire at night and dozed off on Mergen’s back during the day, drifting between sleep and wakefulness.


  Hongjun rolled up his cloak and picked his way down to the nearby creek. “I dreamed last night.”


  The gray wolf lay on his belly, lapping water from the stream. “What did you dream?”


  “I was flying through the night sky, surrounded by darkness.” He crouched and washed his face in the cool water, examining his unkempt reflection, then shook the water off his hands. “Jinglong was holding the Sword of Wisdom, and he had something in his other hand, but I couldn’t tell what. He was looking at me, saying, ‘Hongjun…I can’t do this anymore. I failed.’”


  The gray wolf gave Hongjun a long look.


  “Why did the heart lamp disappear all of a sudden?” Hongjun wondered aloud.


  “If you ask me, it’s because there are still some things he hasn’t come to terms with,” the gray wolf said absently.


  As Hongjun stared at him, stunned, the wolf padded over and lay down in the grass. Hongjun clambered onto his back, and Mergen bounded across the creek and took off southward.


  “I think he has, though,” Hongjun said as they rode through farmland choked with weeds—though spring had come, the fields were still deserted. “He was willing to sacrifice his life and burn up his soul just to finish off An Lushan.”


  “Sacrificing himself doesn’t mean he’s conquered his inner demons,” the gray wolf replied in a low voice.


  “How many of us have?” Hongjun countered. “When you stood before the dream eater, weren’t you also…?”


  “And that is the crux of the problem.” Coming to a fork in the road, the gray wolf spent a moment deliberating. “We’ll take the official road since we’re in a rush. If we’re spotted, so be it.”


  Hongjun hummed assent. On this route, they’d arrive at Tong Pass in a few days. They’d been away from everyone too long.


  “What did you mean about Jinglong not coming to terms with what’s troubling him?” Hongjun asked.


  “I’ve always had the feeling he believes in no one but himself.” The wolf raised his nose to sniff the air and detected the stench of blood.


  “That’s not true!” Hongjun exclaimed. “Everyone has always worked together—”


  “You’re right. Every time we’ve defeated a powerful enemy, it was because we all worked together,” the wolf said. “But think about it. The chief didn’t hesitate to sacrifice himself to protect you and everyone else. He never lets his comrades walk into danger, no matter how perilous the situation is for him. He’s trying to protect us, that’s true enough—but it also shows his lack of trust in us.”


  “Maybe that’s just who he is.”


  “He always tells us to trust him,” the gray wolf mused. “‘Trust me, we can win this’—isn’t that what he says? All the hardships fall on his shoulders, but he won’t let anyone else share his burdens.”


  While Hongjun considered this, the wolf continued, “Sometimes I catch myself thinking: Are we, the members of the Department of Exorcism, truly facing these trials together? Perhaps this is exactly what Acalanatha is trying to tell him. He left the Yao-Binding Cord to you and the Umbral Bow to me. What do you think that means?”


  Hongjun was shocked. “You’re saying… The next artifact may react to A-Tai, or Qiu Yongsi, or…”


  “The Yao-Binding Cord was sealed beneath the Dragon-Quelling Tower, and the Umbral Bow was locked in the mountain where I was born,” Mergen rumbled. “This can’t be a coincidence.”


   


  A few days later, Hongjun and the gray wolf stopped on the crest of a hill northwest of Shan Commandery, gazing at the grasslands below. After entering the Central Plains, Mergen had suggested skirting around Tong Pass and entering Shan Commandery so they could investigate An Lushan’s movements. What they found when they arrived, however, was nothing but desolation.


  “Have An Lushan’s troops retreated?” Hongjun asked, surprised.


  “Don’t get your hopes up just yet,” Mergen said as he shifted into human form. The two walked through a camp seemingly abandoned by the rebel troops. When they reached the edge of a gaping trench, they could go no further. A battle had obviously taken place here, and recently—the soil was still sodden with blood, the trampled grass scattered with pieces of battered armor.


  Hongjun picked up a halberd and gave it an experimental swing. “What happened here?”


  Deep fissures crisscrossed the plain, as though someone had haphazardly turned the earth with an enormous plough. The trees in the nearby forest were dead, and the grass for miles around was charred black.


  “Come on.” Mergen bounded forward, shifting into wolf form mid-leap.


  Hongjun looked out over the swords and sabers driven into the soil, still befuddled. He vaulted onto the gray wolf’s back, and they sped toward Tong Pass. A mounting sense of unease knotted Hongjun’s stomach as they neared their destination, but neither spoke.


  The gray wolf paused at a patch of deserted land. The place felt familiar to Hongjun, though he couldn’t have said why; it seemed no different from any other spot they’d passed. After a moment, the gray wolf took off again, sprinting toward the pass as fast as his legs would carry them. The mountains flanking Tong Pass were dark—scorched by fire—and the walls were the same sooty black. The great gates of the pass hung ajar.


  A chill went down Hongjun’s spine. “No…” he stuttered, voice cracking. “No!”


  They bolted past the gates, which stood unguarded. Wrecked houses lined the empty roads. When they came to the training grounds, they found them littered with abandoned armor.


  “Why is there so much armor?” the gray wolf exclaimed in disbelief.


  It wasn’t unheard of for soldiers on the losing side of a battle to shed their heavy armor before fleeing. But it was usually only the scale armor worn as the outermost layer—it made no sense to leave the leather armor worn beneath.


  As the gray wolf sniffed a broken armguard, Hongjun slid down from his back. “Don’t go far,” the wolf said. “We need to start searching for everyone!”


  Two headless corpses sprawled at the center of the training grounds—the only two Hongjun had seen the whole way here. One slumped lopsidedly on the ground, his back hunched, the blood on the stump of his neck a purplish black. A dusty crutch lay on the ground beside him.


  The other corpse, clad in armor, was tall and well-built, still kneeling with his back straight even after his head had been severed.


  The gray wolf padded over. “Hongjun.”


  Shaking, Hongjun picked up the crutch he’d seen so many times under Feng Changqing’s arm. The general had used to wave it around while raking Li Jinglong over the coals.


  Mergen said no more. Hongjun circled the corpses and looked down into a wooden crate left nearby. Inside it were two heads, their sightless eyes wide in rage: Feng Changqing and Gao Xianzhi.


  Hongjun stood speechless, staring down at them. Mergen gazed into the distance. “Whoever cut their heads off didn’t even bother to bury them.”


  “The pass was breached?” Hongjun choked out. “Impossible!”


  “The rebel army didn’t do this,” Mergen said, his voice low.


  Hongjun whipped around to look at him. Mergen explained, “The rebel army would have left their bodies intact, even if they refused to surrender. They would have hung their corpses from the gates or turned them into demonic creatures for An Lushan’s enjoyment.”


  It was obvious the rebel troops had attacked right after the generals were executed. The soldiers—desperate to flee—hadn’t had a chance to bury them. After living such heroic lives, Feng Changqing and Gao Xianzhi had suffered an ignoble death at Tong Pass.


  “We have to bury them,” Hongjun said.


  “We don’t have time, Hongjun,” Mergen said. “We don’t even know if the others are dead or alive.”


  When Hongjun turned to him, his eyes brimming with grief, Mergen conceded. “All right then.”


  Hongjun cradled the generals’ heads in his arms and set them back on their necks, then closed their eyelids. He found grass mats to wrap the corpses in while the gray wolf clawed out a hole in the ground. They lowered the corpses inside and filled the pit with soil.


  The sky was dark by the time they were done. Leaning against the gates of the training grounds, Hongjun asked, “Where did the others go?”


  “I’m sure they’re fine—they have their powers,” the gray wolf said. “Maybe we’ll find them if we follow the rebel army’s tracks.”


  A voice barked out behind them: “Who’s there?”


  Hongjun started in surprise—someone had spotted them.


  “Get on!” the gray wolf growled.


  A group of rebel soldiers patrolling the area galloped over, shouting at the top of their lungs as Hongjun clambered onto the wolf’s back. The wolf unleashed a ferocious howl, and the horses bucked and shied, throwing their riders to the ground.


  “Go!” Hongjun cried.


  Resisting the urge to sink his fangs into their enemies, the gray wolf tore off westward, away from Tong Pass.




  Chapter 170:
A Good Deed Bears Fruit


   


  THE SKY ABOVE was pitch black with demonic energy. Li Jinglong pointed ahead. “There’s a village…over there.”


  A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan supported him on either side, his arms around their shoulders as they half dragged him forward. Ashina Adarvan called, “Lu Xu! Haven’t you found any horses yet?”


  Li Jinglong could hardly walk; blood streamed from his eyes, ears, and nose, and foamed at the corner of his mouth. A-Tai asked, “How do you know there’s a village here?”


  “We’re close to the…Yellow River. Hongjun and I…sailed past here…a couple years ago…”


  “Stop making him talk, A-Tai,” said Ashina Adarvan. “He’s dying.”


  “We need to keep him awake,” A-Tai argued. “He’s lost too much blood. If he falls asleep now, he’ll never wake up.”


  “I can…stay awake…” Li Jinglong managed, his breathing shallow.


  “Lu Xu!” Ashina Adarvan called again.


  Lu Xu, who’d jogged on ahead of them, stood before a village that had been razed to the ground. Ash and charred fragments of bone littered the dirt, strewn at the low foot of what used to be walls—all that remained of the villagers’ homes. The husks of boats bobbed on the water; everything in the village had been incinerated, leaving almost nothing.


  Ashina Adarvan and A-Tai stared, aghast.


  Li Jinglong’s sight was clouded red, his nose filled only with the stench of blood. Oblivious, he asked, “What’s wrong? Get us horses… Back to Chang’an…”


  They settled Li Jinglong down on the ground, and A-Tai strode over to join Lu Xu. Glancing around, he exclaimed, “What on earth happened here? A yaoguai?”


  To think such a horrifying monster had joined An Lushan’s ranks. A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan were no strangers to wielding flames in battle, but even they had never witnessed this level of destruction. Whatever had burned this village had done it in an instant; it could be no less powerful than the manifestation of Ahura Mazda, the Zoroastrian fire god of himself. Even if A-Tai wielded the sacred flame at full power, he would be hard-pressed to summon such an inferno.


  Lu Xu stood before one of the collapsed houses, his hands emitting a soft radiance.


  “We have to hurry…” Li Jinglong said, voice wavering from exertion. “What are we waiting for?”


  Lu Xu let the cluster of light in his hands fade as A-Tai slowly approached him from behind. “What do you see, Xiao-Lu?”


  Lu Xu couldn’t speak; sobs choked his throat.


  A cold sweat broke out on A-Tai’s back. Lu Xu extended a shaking hand, rekindling a light that shone down on the ruins. Amid the rubble was an abandoned whip—one that had once belonged to Turandokht.


   


  Dawn had broken, but the world around the gray wolf was pitch dark.


  As the rebel troops advanced from Tong Pass, they had torched, killed, and plundered; every village Hongjun and Mergen passed on their way to Chang’an had met with devastation.


  Foreign soldiers chased down Han villagers and maimed them for sport. When Hongjun came upon a group of them, he slew them with his knives and knocked them from their mounts. The gray wolf muscled his way past their enemies as they tried to surround them, and the pair took off westward again.


  They ran into another group of soldiers just after reaching the official road. Amid the deafening clamor of battle, Hongjun exclaimed, “Why are there so many of them?!”


  “They’re different troops!” the gray wolf called. “Watch out for arrows!”


  Despite his exhaustion, Hongjun called on his sacred light to shield the gray wolf from the enemy archers.


  A few miles later, they came across yet another band of rebel soldiers. The wolf growled, “Shi Siming’s men!”


  The Guanzhong Plain west of Tong Pass had fallen completely to the An-Shi alliance. When they arrived before a village at the foot of the mountains outside Chang’an, they found more soldiers from the rebel army massacring its people.


  “We must be near the front lines!” said the gray wolf. “Do we stop and help, or keep going?”


  “What do you think?”


  “I’ll stop if you will!”


  “Let’s go then!”


  Hongjun couldn’t stand seeing innocent people die such horrible deaths. He and the gray wolf dashed into the village, where Mergen shifted back into human form. They leapt onto the roof of a building. Mergen drew the Umbral Bow and Hongjun flicked out his throwing knives; between them, they effortlessly wiped out every enemy soldier in sight.


  They had long abandoned the mandate forbidding them from using spiritual techniques against mortals. The remaining rebels—less than two hundred of them—fled helter-skelter upon witnessing the exorcists’ power. Hongjun flung a knife into the ground; frost spread from it, extinguishing the flames devouring the village.


  “Immortals!” Entire families knelt before them, knocking their heads against the dirt. A few wailed, imploring them to resurrect their dead family members.


  “Please, good sirs,” one cried out. “Please, save my wife!”


  “I can’t do that!” Hongjun leapt down and pushed his way through the crowd. “Go! Leave this place and go west!”


  The rebel army was sure to return, and in greater numbers. Studying their surroundings, Mergen saw that the corpses strewn across the ground all belonged to mortal soldiers. “We went overboard. I worry they’ll send yaoguai next.”


  Hongjun had killed these men with shaking hands, and there was still a tremor in his voice as he spoke. “These people murdered the villagers here with their swords, so we fought back with our knives and arrows. They reaped what they sowed. We had to—we couldn’t just watch civilians die.”


  “Let’s go” was all Mergen said. “We have to hurry. We’re almost to Chang’an.”


  Hongjun nodded.


  Yet the villagers refused to let them leave. Some were missing limbs, while others cradled the corpses of their loved ones in their arms. Howls and wails echoed around them as the people begged the exorcists to resurrect their children or heal their severed arm.


  “I can’t help you,” Hongjun said as he fought his way out of the clamor. “I can’t bring the dead back to life, and I don’t have any pills or elixirs!”


  He’d left almost all the medicines he carried with him with Lu Xu before he departed for the north. Now, he could do nothing but watch the wounded civilians scream and thrash in pools of their own blood, waiting for death to take them.


  A voice cut through the hubbub. “There’s a woman in labor over here! Help!”


  “We should take a look,” said Hongjun.


  Mergen shook his head. “Someone else can help; you need rest.”


  But Hongjun couldn’t help but think of Turandokht. He had much more sympathy for young mothers after seeing his friend with child. If he could save a life now, it would be worth it.


  “It won’t take long,” Hongjun said. “We should eat and drink something too before we leave.” He turned to the young man who’d called for help. “Where is she?”


  The man ushered Hongjun into his house and back into a darkened room, where the screams of a woman in excruciating pain echoed through the air.


  “Bastard! Tigra, you fucking son of a bitch!”


  Turandokht?!


  Startled, Hongjun hollered, “Mergen-ge! Mergen-ge! It’s Saozi!”


  Mergen stared. Turandokht was the last person he’d expected to encounter in this village.


  As they burst through the door, Turandokht’s screams came to an abrupt halt. “Hongjun?” she panted. “Big Wolf? What are you doing here?”


  Mergen and Hongjun immediately sank to their knees and kowtowed to the young man who’d brought them to Turandokht.


  “S-sirs, please rise,” the young man said, somewhat helpless. “It was the right thing to do. But the doctor here died, and I didn’t know what else to do…”


  Turandokht shrieked in pain. “It hurts so fucking much—where’s Tigra?! Where is he?!”


  “Hongjun!” A carp bounded up beside Turandokht’s bed. “You’re here!”


  The young man gasped. “The fish can talk?!”


  The room devolved into chaos. Caught between Turandokht’s screams and the carp yao’s excited babbling, the young man stood rooted to the spot, pale with shock.


  “Be quiet!” Hongjun shouted.


  Silence fell over the room. Turandokht gritted her teeth, huffing out sharp breaths.


  “Saozi,” Hongjun said quickly, “I wasn’t talking about you.”


  “Ahhhhhh—I’m dying!” Turandokht let out a stream of curses in what was presumably Persian; Hongjun caught the word Tigra sprinkled in liberally.


  “How long has she been in labor?” Mergen asked. He turned to Hongjun. “Do you know how to deliver a baby?”


  “No…”


  “You ran right in here when they called for help,” Mergen said. “I thought you were an expert!”


  “I may not know how to deliver a baby, but I can treat a pregnant woman!” Hongjun yelled.


  “She’s been in labor for six hours!” said the carp yao.


  “How far along are you?” Mergen asked her.


  “Almost nine months,” Turandokht gasped.


  Turandokht had already been heavily pregnant when Hongjun and Mergen left, and their trip to the northern plains had taken over a month. Mergen did the math; the baby was early, but not by much.


  Sweat beaded on Mergen’s forehead. “I’m sorry, Saozi. There’s no doctor here, so I’ll have to—”


  “Do it!” Turandokht said with a pained shriek. “Do whatever you want, just get this damn thing out of me!”


  “Boil some water,” Mergen instructed the young man. “Hongjun, channel your spiritual energy into Saozi’s body to shield her heart meridian from harm.”


  “You know how to deliver a baby, Mergen-ge?” Hongjun chirped. “Thank goodness!”


  “S-sort of…”


  “You’ve done this before, Big Wolf?” Turandokht asked weakly.


  “I’ve delivered foals and lambs.”


  Silence descended. “Um,” Mergen said to Hongjun, “I’ll need you to lend me a hand—her water already broke.”


  Hongjun nodded. He set his fingers on Turandokht’s wrist and began channeling energy into her. Almost instantly, her moans subsided. Recalling something he’d once read in a medical book, he said, “Zhao Zilong, find the village apothecary. Fetch me some ginseng root.”


  The carp yao bounded away to carry out his errand. The cultivation method Turandokht had practiced since childhood seemed rooted in the same Zoroastrianism as A-Tai’s magical techniques; her meridians repelled the pentacolor sacred light slightly. Hongjun switched tactics, channeling the phoenix’s true fire instead.


  “Your spiritual energy is so strong, Saozi,” Hongjun said. “You’ll definitely have a smooth delivery.”


  “Ah… Was that a compliment?” Turandokht gasped. “I don’t really cultivate, though. Tigra always calls me lazy…”


  “Just a little longer, Saozi,” Mergen said.


  “Oh, heavens.” Turandokht turned to Hongjun. “Never have a baby, Hongjun, never…”


  Hongjun didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “I can’t! I’m a man!”


  The carp yao scurried back in with the ginseng. Hongjun cut off a slice and told Turandokht to hold it in her mouth. Both he and Mergen were jittery with nerves.


  “Give her some more,” Mergen said.


  “That’s enough,” Hongjun replied. “She’ll choke if her mouth is full.”


  “Where’s that bastard Tigra?” Turandokht screamed. “I’ll beat the living shit out of him!”


  Hongjun and Mergen shivered.


  “How did you escape?” Hongjun asked the carp yao.


  Zhao Zilong launched into an animated explanation, supplemented by the young man who’d come in to check on them while the water was boiling.


  It turned out Zhao Zilong had only recently been reunited with Turandokht himself. Almost half a month ago, Li Jinglong had asked Gao Xianzhi to send some men to escort Turandokht back to Chang’an. During the battle in Luoyang, the earthly meridians had affected her pregnancy and accelerated the growth of the baby. Her belly swelled by the day, and she began feeling something was off halfway back to the capital.


  The journey had been a bumpy one. The soldiers worried they’d be blamed for any accidents, and the ride was extremely taxing for Turandokht, so they’d stopped frequently along the way. Eventually, she didn’t dare ride in the carriage anymore. When they’d reached a village in Qinchuan County, she’d stopped to look for a boat to take her to Chang’an.


  The great bird Jingwei had been shot down during the battle of Tong Pass, and the carp yao along with it. By the time the carp yao woke up, the battlefield was deserted; he’d had no idea where to begin looking for his companions. He searched for them fruitlessly for some time before jumping into the Yellow River and swimming upstream, eventually arriving at the same small village.


  Turandokht and her escort had been waiting for a ship when the rebel troops arrived. The soldiers with her had abandoned their charge and fled. Turandokht had managed to dispatch several enemies with her whip, but more rebel soldiers and yaoguai had appeared…


  Silence reigned. Hongjun sat in quiet horror, while Mergen’s back was drenched with cold sweat.


  “We did the only thing we could—we used your dragon scale,” the carp yao finished.


  “Did a dragon show up?” Hongjun asked.


  “He did! A blind one!” the carp yao exclaimed. “He breathed flames everywhere and almost torched us! He set the whole village on fire!”


  “That was Ying Huo!” Hongjun said.


  “Where is he now?” Mergen asked.


  “He left after he burned the whole place to the ground.”


  “He didn’t say anything to you?” Hongjun asked.


  “Didn’t even look at me,” the carp yao replied.


  “I almost died…” Turandokht gasped. “Thank heavens…Zilong-ge was there…”


  The carp yao hadn’t gotten to talk to the dragon king as he’d hoped, and he and Turandokht had almost been burned to a crisp. Thankfully, she’d dragged the fish away with her when she stumbled out of the village. They’d found a cart on the side of the road, hitched to an ox who was still leisurely chewing grass, oblivious to the devastation just a few miles away. They hopped aboard and drove the ox westward.


  A canopy of dark clouds had hovered above them, submerging the world in darkness; they couldn’t tell when the sun rose or set. Wary of running into enemy soldiers, the carp yao deviated from the route to Chang’an and took a random turn southward before heading northwest. It was then that Turandokht’s contractions had come.


  Thankfully, a woodcutter from this village had spotted them and taken the laboring Turandokht back to his own home. The carp yao had stayed silent, cowering beside Turandokht.


  The woodcutter spoke up. “This young woman said it was customary in her hometown for a pregnant woman to bring a carp with her everywhere so she’d be protected by the carp god, who’d ensure she was free of illness and pain and bless her with a smooth delivery. I didn’t know it was a monster… So that was a lie.”


  “I’m not a monster!” the carp yao retorted. His voice dropped low. “I’ll be a dragon someday…”


  He recalled how the dragon king hadn’t even deigned to glance at him when he’d almost turned him into roasted carp. He couldn’t help but sigh.


  “I have one more dragon scale here,” Turandokht panted. “You can have it. I have no use for it anyway…”


  “Keep it,” the carp yao said. “I mean it.”


  Another wave of pain surged through Turandokht, and she screamed again.


  “You can push now, Saozi,” said Mergen. “It’ll be over before daybreak. Push!”


  “Tigra! You heartless son of a bitch!” Turandokht shrieked. “Have you any fucking idea of the suffering I’m going through for you? Ahhhhh—”




  Chapter 171:
Joyous Birth of a Boy


   


  THOUGH IT WAS DAY, the Guanzhong Plain remained shrouded in darkness, as if the night stretched without end.


  A-Tai knelt before a house devastated by war, sobs racking him. Li Jinglong leaned against the wall nearby, his naked torso filthy with blood and dirt. Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan slumped on the ground beside him.


  “Is it raining?” he asked.


  “It is,” Lu Xu said.


  “I don’t think…I can do this anymore,” Li Jinglong breathed.


  “If you have something to say to Hongjun, do it yourself,” Lu Xu said shortly. “I won’t do it for you.”


  “Me neither,” Ashina Adarvan agreed.


  “You’ve both been…great companions along the way,” Li Jinglong began.


  The wind carried A-Tai’s cries to them. So intense was his sorrow that he was on the cusp of fainting, and nothing remained of his voice but the guttural sound of grief tearing from his throat.


  “But I…I’ve realized Taibai-xiong was right… ‘The living are but transient guests; the dead are trav’lers homeward bound. Alas, the world is just an inn; everything…dust in the wind.’ In the vast Divine Land, home to all mortal beings, all humans are born to endure suffering…”


  Lu Xu and Ashina Adarvan looked up at the sky.


  “I just hate the fact that I can’t suffer in their place… That I can’t make them realize how little life and death matter in the end, that I can’t help them let go of their mortal fixations and resentments…”


  Lu Xu glanced at Li Jinglong, then did a double take as he noticed the dim glow emitted by the peacock tattoo on his chest. “Adarvan, look.”


  Ashina Adarvan turned. The heart lamp seemed to have reappeared, its feeble radiance flickering in time with the sounds of A-Tai’s cries. A subtle radiance came over Li Jinglong’s filthy face, as though the divinity of Dipamkara had once again manifested within him as he neared his death.


   


  “Push! Push!” Mergen encouraged. “I can see the head! Saozi! Breathe!”


  “Saozi!” Hongjun joined in, gripping Turandokht’s hands. “Push! Think of A-Tai! Everyone’s waiting for you!”


  “Ahhhhh!” Turandokht screamed.


  The sky was overcast, the sun hiding behind dark clouds. Far away, A-Tai cradled Turandokht’s whip, tears streaming down his cheeks as he stared blankly up at the heavens. A baby’s piercing cry rang out alongside Turandokht’s agonized screams, bringing light back into the world.


  Mergen was on the verge of collapsing from exhaustion. “We… We did it…”


  “Where are the shears?” Hongjun called. “Zhao Zilong!”


  “Here!” said the carp yao, bustling to and fro.


  “Hold them over the flames,” Mergen managed. “Herbs?”


  “Here!”


  Hongjun had ground up some herbs from the apothecary and made a poultice to staunch Turandokht’s bleeding. After the cord was cut, the woodcutter came in with a basin of warm water to clean the baby.


  “Let me see…” Turandokht said weakly.


  The carp yao took the baby from Mergen and showed him to Turandokht. “It’s a male.”


  Everyone was speechless.


  “I love him,” Turandokht said.


  Babies are ugly, Hongjun thought to himself. Do all babies look like this when they’re born? It’s so wrinkly, like a little monkey. Nevertheless, he said, “He’s so cute! He looks just like A-Tai!”


  “Now you’re just lying,” Turandokht said. “I don’t see it at all. Why is he so ugly? Heavens! I can’t believe this monkey came out of me!”


  Mergen had no idea what to say.


  “He’ll look nicer after he grows up a bit,” Hongjun said hastily.


  Everyone else was quick to agree. They asked Turandokht if she had a name picked out. Her confused expression was answer enough—her son had come into this world amid total chaos to a mother who thought he was ugly.


  There seemed to be no end to the baby’s cries, but Hongjun felt unspeakably joyous as he held him in his arms. Hongjun and Mergen, drenched in sweat, collapsed in a corner of the room, while Turandokht lay on the bed, boneless with exhaustion. She set the baby on the bed beside her, and the carp yao sat nearby to watch over him.


  “You looked like that too when you were little, I suppose,” the carp yao said.


  “I probably looked worse,” Hongjun replied feebly.


  Zhao Zilong held out a finger for the baby to hold, and the baby’s cries quieted. Mergen asked Turandokht, “Can you feed him?”


  “I think so…” she said. “Don’t worry about us. This little one’s uncles have both worked hard; you should rest.”


  Hongjun was so tired he could scarcely keep his eyes open. He plopped his head right down on the floor and fell asleep.


  A dream he’d had before reappeared, pulling him into the darkness. In the vision, he emitted a verdant radiance, thousands of feathers at his temples fluttering in the wind. Clad in battle robes hemmed with glimmering peacock feathers, he formed the Immovable Mountain seal, holding his left palm upright above his open right hand.


  Four throwing knives whirled in the air above his left hand as the pentacolor sacred light bloomed in the other, spearing through the darkness. Li Jinglong hovered across from him, decked in the gold armor of Acalanatha. Wielding the golden Sword of Wisdom, he stood completely still, staring into Hongjun’s eyes.


  Hongjun startled awake at the sound of his name. He drew in a harsh breath, as if he’d been suffocating. An ache lingered in the depths of his mind. Before he could look blearily around, Mergen grabbed him by the scruff and yanked him to his feet.


  “Enemy attack!” the carp yao hollered. “Hongjun, wake up, wake up!”


  Jerking in surprise, Hongjun blindly unleashed his pentacolor sacred light. An explosion sounded in his ears as the wall near him collapsed inward—he’d just managed to keep it from crushing him. Turandokht scooped up her newborn, shouting, “Run!”


  Village houses crashed down one after another. Anguished cries filled the air. The gray wolf burst out of the rubble with Turandokht on his back, calling back to Hongjun, “I’ll leave them to you!”


  Dark clouds blotted out the sky. Outside the village, tens of thousands of monsters had assembled, snarling as they surged toward them like a muddy wave rising from the ground. Countless cavalrymen cloaked in demonic black mist stampeded over the earth, ready to trample the village under their hooves.


  Now that Turandokht and her son were with them, Hongjun didn’t dare stand and fight. He enveloped the houses on either side of him in his sacred light and yanked them toward the center. Timber and stone rushed over to form a wall, halting the enemy’s advance. Another thunderous roar sounded behind him—a tidal wave of demonic energy, tearing soil and rocks from the ground and bending the course of rivers in an unstoppable wave.


   


  On the twenty-second day of the fourth month of the fifteenth year of Tianbao, the allied troops of An Lushan and Shi Siming left the defeated Tong Pass and marched on Chang’an unopposed.


  Yang Guozhong ascended the mountain to Daming Palace and gazed out at the vast lands beyond the capital. Dark clouds roiling on the horizon hid the massive army charging toward the city.


  The boom of a gong echoed through the streets, shaking the earth. The imperial guard—consisting of forty thousand soldiers split into six divisions—had been mobilized to the last man. They streamed through the gates of Chang’an and assembled in a defensive formation outside the city.


  “The time has finally come,” Yang Guozhong murmured. With a slight arch of his brow, he said, “I won’t be seeing you off, Li Longji.”


  Beside him stood his subordinates—all of them had been turned into demons. Cracks crawled over the dream-eating mo’s skin as she gasped for breath, struggling to contain the demonic energy inside her.


  “Your Majesty…” she said weakly. “I don’t…understand.”


  Yang Guozhong gazed calmly out at the dark clouds. “There are some things you can’t force on a person; they must come to the conclusions themselves. If I offer him the lives of all the civilians in Chang’an and his fellow exorcists in exchange for what I want, do you think he’ll agree? In any case, he has to—he has no other choice.”


  Yang Guozhong turned to glance at the mo, putting a finger under her chin to study her face. Voice low, he said, “Don’t worry. I’ll free you from your suffering soon. Just a little longer…”


   


  The gray wolf tore through the plains toward Chang’an, carrying Turandokht on his back. The villagers had fled in all directions; even the woodcutter who’d saved Turandokht’s life took to his heels.


  The plains were rife with chaos. Black clouds whirled toward the ground, almost catching up to Hongjun, who slowed when he came across some of the villagers who’d scattered in terror. He turned to face the darkness.


  “What is this?” he murmured.


  An Lushan’s troops were polluted with demonic energy, emitting a curling black mist. Looking back over his shoulder, the gray wolf growled, “He turned his soldiers into demons?!”


  The villagers streamed past Hongjun as he slowed further. His sacred light expanded into a wide shield, and he merged his knives into a saber.


  “Run!” the wolf shouted. “Hongjun! What are you doing?”


  “You go ahead!” Hongjun called. “Take Saozi to Chang’an!”


  “Hongjun!” the carp yao cried. “Hongjun!”


  The gray wolf knew Hongjun was more than capable of escaping unscathed. Turandokht was still weak, and she had the baby with her; they had to get her to safety as soon as possible. The wolf shouted, “I’ll come back for you as soon as I can!”


  The black mist parted, and a massive cavalry charged forward. As the terrified civilians ran toward the walls of Chang’an rising in the distance, Hongjun took a deep breath and darted forward, colliding with the enemy troops. The wave of demonic soldiers crashed into the arc of sacred light and reeled back, toppling or parting around him. Hongjun stood like a rock in the middle of a roaring stream, a cliff standing tall amid a tidal wave, as aftershocks rippled through the army.


   


  Hu Sheng, leading the imperial guard, peered down at the plain from one of Chang’an’s gate towers. Shocked, he asked, “Who’s that?”


  “The enemy is marching toward the city!” a commandant of the Shenwu Guard shouted.


  The crown prince Li Heng hastily ascended the tower. “Close the city gates! We defend from the walls!”


  The imperial court had descended into chaos. Less than three days had passed since An Lushan had breached Tong Pass and marched into the Guanzhong Plain. Geshu Han was hastening from Liang Prefecture with reinforcements, while Guo Ziyi was leading an army toward Hebei to attack Shi Siming’s troops from the rear. The imperial guard had to hold Chang’an until reinforcements arrived.


  Spotting a lone figure standing before an army as vast as the tide, Li Heng echoed Hu Sheng: “Who’s that?”


  “We have to help him!” cried Hu Sheng.


  “Captain Hu!” Li Heng barked. “Don’t be absurd. No matter who he is, there’s no way he’ll survive!”


   


  Rebel troops rushed through the fertile land around Chang’an like floodwaters, gathering from the north- and southeast into a single force. The gray wolf picked up speed as he raced ahead of their advancing front line.


  The carp yao looked back. “We lost them!”


  “What are they gonna do?!” the gray wolf snarled. “Barge straight through the city gates? Has An Lushan gone mad?”


  Hongjun stood fast, but the force pushing against him grew stronger and stronger, thousands of tons piling up like a mountain bearing down on him.


  “I can’t hold them back anymore!” he shouted.


  To whom he was shouting, he didn’t know; he was truly alone on the plain, one against ten thousand. The civilians who could had fled, and those who couldn’t had died under the cavalry’s hooves. The raging black clouds had momentarily paused, but it seemed the enemy was merely conserving their strength. In the next moment, they resumed their charge, more ferocious than before.


  “I see you…demon seed…”


  Startled, Hongjun snapped his head up, gasping for breath. The black clouds coalesced into a shadowy torso that lunged for him.


  Hongjun darted out of reach of the grasping demonic hand. Flinging his arms wide, he leapt toward a demonic soldier, kicking him off his mount and taking his place in the saddle to ride into the fray.


  Darkness blanketed the city walls. Overhead, the white deer streaked through the air with Li Jinglong on his back, glimmering motes of light trailing behind him. The gray wolf threw back his head in a ringing howl. The white deer looked down, exclaiming in astonishment, “Big Wolf!”


  The gray wolf skidded to a stop on top of a hill as the white deer bounded down to meet him. They shifted back together. Mergen and Lu Xu’s gazes met.


  Cradling the heavily injured Li Jinglong, Lu Xu gasped, “Where’s Hongjun?”


  Mergen took Li Jinglong, asking at the same time, “What happened to the chief?”


  Before either could answer, A-Tai and Ashina Adarvan dashed up the hill to join them. A-Tai almost fainted dead away when he saw his fiancée. “Turandokht!”


  “The reunion can wait!” Turandokht called back. “Go kill some demons!”


  They were just outside Chang’an, near the moat surrounding the city. The army of demonic soldiers, a mere two hundred yards away, seemed to have no plans of halting their advance as they charged toward the hill on which the exorcists stood, dark clouds seething above them.


  Wordlessly, the exorcists turned to face their adversaries. Below, Hongjun arrowed toward them astride his stolen horse. “I’m sorry! I couldn’t hold them back any longer!”


  Mergen shoved Li Jinglong back at Lu Xu as they both shifted into their animal forms and raced down the hill. The demonic troops were right behind Hongjun, churning the land to mud under their hooves as they thundered toward the gates of Chang’an.


  “Where are the reinforcements?” Ashina Adarvan turned back toward the city. “Didn’t they send any?”


  They could make out the city walls from where they stood, as well as the dark line of soldiers standing atop them. Fleeing civilians gathered outside the gates, yet the guards showed no sign of letting them in.


  Li Jinglong, clinging to Lu Xu’s back, struggled to raise his head. His voice shook. “Hongjun? Where is he? I heard his voice…”


  “Turandokht, get inside the gates!” A-Tai shouted.


  “If we die, we die together!” Turandokht cried. “A-Tai! Protect this city!”


  A-Tai looked at her in stunned silence.




  Chapter 172:
Long-Awaited Reunion


   


  THE WOLF AND THE DEER dashed toward the enemy’s vanguard and swerved to run beside Hongjun, who grabbed the white deer’s antlers and leapt onto his back. With a resonant cry, the white deer soared into the skies while the gray wolf bounded back toward the hill.


  “Jinglong!” Hongjun wrapped his arms around Li Jinglong astride Lu Xu’s back. Li Jinglong sagged into him, his once-strong body now skin and bones.


  “The heart lamp,” Li Jinglong croaked. “The heart lamp…”


  Gathering on the summit once again, the exorcists turned to face An Lushan’s demonic army, which loomed merely a thousand paces away. Close as they were, the exorcists had no thought of cowering as they coolly watched them advance.


  “Say something, Chief,” Mergen said, summoning the Umbral Bow.


  “What are they planning?” Lu Xu asked grimly.


  Blood clouded Li Jinglong’s vision; he barely saw the black tide surging toward Chang’an.


  No one appeared overjoyed at their reunion. There was no reminiscing about the past, only staring at the enemy ahead. Hongjun gave a succinct account of his and Mergen’s adventures before anxiously checking Li Jinglong’s eyes.


  “The earth-swallowing beasts,” Li Jinglong managed. “They plan to…use their power to…overcome the city walls…”


  “Your orders, Chief,” said Mergen.


  Li Jinglong wrapped his arms more tightly around Hongjun. “Defend…the city.”


  A-Tai snapped open his fan while Mergen drew his bow. Lu Xu opened his hands into flat blades, white-blue light glowing in his palms. Ashina Adarvan gripped his throwing knives between his fingers.


  Five hundred paces.


  Hongjun took a deep breath and expanded his pentacolor sacred light.


  “Hongjun, my heart lamp—” Li Jinglong began.


  The thunderous hoofbeats of the cavalry drowned the world, pounding in their ears. Li Jinglong whispered a prayer; no one heard what he said.


  Three hundred steps—two hundred—a hundred—fifty—


  The roar of a dragon sliced through the sky, and a blast of frosty breath tore the dark clouds asunder. Everyone exclaimed in surprise as Qiu Yongsi appeared above the battlefield astride Xuan Ming. “I made it!”


  The black tide surged toward the hill. Xuan Ming’s breath swept over the front lines in an indigo beam, encasing the vanguard in ice. As the frozen soldiers shattered into pieces, more men charged valiantly from the rear, only for the dragon to blast them with a second volley of frost. While the exorcists watched in astonishment, the black tide halted, frozen solid. More and more demonic soldiers rushed up against the towering wall of ice fortified by the dragon’s frigid breath.


  The gleaming wall loomed above the demonic army, standing firm in the face of their attacks. Deafening shouts echoed through the air as the soldiers crowded forward, refusing to retreat even when they were trampling over their own comrades.


  Qiu Yongsi landed and waved his riverscape brush through the air. “I finally caught up to you guys! Chief? What happened to you?!”


  With one final icy blast, Xuan Ming soared away. Mergen made a split-second decision: “Retreat to the walls! Defend Chang’an!”


  The barrier of ice had halted the demonic soldiers’ progress, but it did nothing to stop the seething black clouds. An Lushan’s booming roar rolled over them. Hongjun held Li Jinglong’s arm to steady him, but just as he was about to repeat Mergen’s command, demonic energy engulfed the battlefield outside the walls of Chang’an.


  A deafening silence descended, broken only by Li Jinglong’s low voice: “I offer up my life as penance for my sins in this lifetime; I ask only for the heart lamp to shine once more.”


  “Jinglong?!” Hongjun’s voice shook.


  Li Jinglong raised a hand. His vision had gone dark, and blood streamed from his nose and mouth. His naked torso was marred all over with injuries—but as Hongjun watched, his heart bloomed with a white glow.


  The light grew stronger and burned hotter, beating back the darkness, until, at last, a divine silhouette manifested behind him, towering over the battlefield.


  The true form of Dipamkara descended once again, illuminating the plain. Li Jinglong set the heel of his left palm on his right and pushed his hands forward. A gentle ray of white light pierced the gloom, and An Lushan howled in agony. The black clouds receded behind the barrier of ice and snow.


  “Jinglong!” Hongjun screamed as Li Jinglong collapsed in his arms.


  Watching their adversaries retreat, the sharp-eyed Lu Xu shouted, “Big Wolf! Dead center!”


  In the sky above them, black mist solidified in the shape of a fleshy face. Mergen drew the Umbral Bow and let fly. The arrow soared skyward, trailing golden light as it pierced the inky clouds. With a thunderous boom, the demonic face imploded, and the darkness withdrew several miles.


  Yet it hadn’t been dispelled.


  “It didn’t work,” Mergen said. “One artifact isn’t enough!”


  A gong sounded from the city walls, and Chang’an opened its gates. Hongjun urged, “We need to go!”


  Li Heng ran down the steps of the gate tower as the exorcists raced toward the city. Having just witnessed the exorcists hold the mighty army at bay, the imperial guard flocked over the moment they entered.


  “Excuse me! Out of the way!” shouted Hongjun, clutching Li Jinglong in his arms. Without a word, Mergen shifted into the gray wolf and opened a path through the throng. Hongjun leapt onto his back, and they sped back to the department’s headquarters.


  Rain had begun to fall, and they were soon soaked in the drizzle.


  The Department of Exorcism was exactly as they remembered; nothing had changed, as though someone had guarded it all this time. Hongjun dashed into the main hall and set Li Jinglong down on the floor, kneeling beside him and pressing an ear to his chest, searching for his heartbeat.


  “His meridians are still damaged,” Lu Xu explained, arriving just a few steps behind. “I gave him all the life-saving medicine you left to me.”


  “We have to give him something for his internal bleeding,” Hongjun said.


  The din outside the department’s gates was so loud they could hear it in the hall, but the seal on the gate had held; no one could enter. Qiu Yongsi swiftly strode over to feel for Li Jinglong’s pulse while Hongjun pressed his hands to Li Jinglong’s chest and channeled spiritual energy into him without cease.


  They poured the medicine Lu Xu had brought with him into Li Jinglong’s mouth. A few minutes later, a mouthful of purplish-black blood spewed from his lips, splattering onto his and Hongjun’s chests.


  Once the stagnant blood was out, Li Jinglong took a shuddering breath. His gasps were weak and shallow, but his heartbeat was once again steady.


  “How did he get so hurt?!” Hongjun demanded.


  Qiu Yongsi appeared lost. “How should I know? I just got here!” He turned to the carp yao. “Don’t tell me even you have no idea!”


  “None!” the carp yao said. “I just met up with them—”


  “I didn’t ask you!” Hongjun snapped.


  “Big Wolf!” Lu Xu called. “Do you think that last arrow worked?”


  “Probably not!” Mergen replied. “How would I know?”


  “Tigra, you bastard!” Turandokht cried, her child in her arms. “You make all these promises, yet you abandon me time after time—”


  “My son!” A-Tai exclaimed.


  Only Ashina Adarvan was silent.


  Outside the door, Li Guinian’s voice rang out: “Is the Marquis of Yardang here?! You’re back?”


  “I should go find some wine…” said Li Bai.


  “Li Jinglong is to receive the emperor’s edict!” a messenger called from the alley. “Where is Li Jinglong?”


  Chaos ensued in the main hall as everyone’s voices overlapped. Lu Xu was asking Mergen about the Umbral Bow; A-Tai and Turandokht had broken down sobbing in each other’s arms around the baby; Hongjun focused on nothing else but treating Li Jinglong’s wounds.


  Ashina Adarvan went out to open the door.


  He ushered Li Guinian and Li Bai in. “You two! Friends! Come in!” Then he turned to the messenger. “The Marquis of Yardang can’t meet your emperor right now! The next messenger who comes here dies! Now scram!”


  Upon seeing Li Jinglong, Li Guinian exclaimed in shock, adding to the clamor.


  Head pounding from the commotion, Mergen shouted, “Stop—stop!”


  Everyone went silent.


  “Hongjun, how is he?” Mergen asked.


  Li Jinglong’s face had finally regained some color. Hongjun said, “Both his body and his meridians are seriously damaged. I don’t think he’ll wake up for a while.”


  He brought Li Jinglong’s hand to his lips and kissed it gently.


  Mergen was silent for a moment. “How long is ‘a while’?”


  “How long was he out last time?” Hongjun asked. “Longer than that.”


  When Li Jinglong’s meridians had been damaged in Luoyang, he’d lain unconscious for five days and nights. This time, he’d ignited the heart lamp by force. Its energy hadn’t circulated through his body—instead, it’d blasted straight out of his heart meridian, blowing it to pieces. Thankfully, the medicine Lu Xu gave him worked; it would sustain his life for seven days, but no more.


  Everyone fell silent. A-Tai had been consumed with worry for Turandokht as they fled and thus was oblivious to the severity of Li Jinglong’s injuries. Only Ashina Adarvan and Lu Xu, who’d been at Li Jinglong’s side this whole time, knew how dire his condition was.
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  Hongjun didn’t cry; he felt no despair. He swept his fingers lightly over Li Jinglong’s forehead, whispering, “You’ve worked hard.” Looking up at Mergen, he said in a low voice, “You see? That’s just how he is. He always wants to protect everyone, even if he suffers.”


  Everyone else’s eyes reddened at the rims.


  An Lushan and Shi Siming’s rebellion had taken countless lives and sent thousands fleeing from their homes. Yet despite the death and destruction they’d witnessed on the way, everyone in the Department of Exorcism had arrived home safe and sound—save for Li Jinglong, lying unconscious on the floor.


  Stubborn as he was, he’d protected everyone with his unwavering conviction. In doing so, he’d sacrificed his body, his strength, and nearly his own life.


  “We have to keep channeling energy into him,” Hongjun said. “It’ll shield his heart meridian so it can recover.”


  “We’ll take shifts,” Lu Xu suggested.


  “I’ll stay here for now,” Hongjun said. “Lu Xu, come back in four hours.”


  Lu Xu nodded. Hongjun scooped Li Jinglong into his arms. He was far too light, and so gaunt it chilled Hongjun; he’d grown thinner by the day since their disastrous battle in Luoyang. In contrast to how heavy he’d been when Hongjun had dragged him up the stairs in Pingkang Ward that first day they’d met, Li Jinglong was now light as a feather, weighing less than a hundred pounds despite standing over six feet tall.


  “Hey,” Hongjun said to Li Jinglong, his voice barely a whisper, “we’re home.”


  He left the hall, cradling Li Jinglong in his arms. Everyone felt their eyes sting. Qiu Yongsi refused to let his tears fall, nails digging into his palms; Mergen held a fist over his mouth, forcing himself to swallow his grief. Lu Xu slipped outside and slid down the wall, raising his eyes to the dark sky. His breath came in deep gasps as he let his tears flow freely.


  “I’m so glad,” A-Tai sobbed. “I thought I’d never see this place again…”


  Turandokht laid her head on A-Tai’s shoulder, tears cascading down her face. Even Ashina Adarvan choked back sobs as he settled in a corner by himself.


  “As the wind rages high in the skies, the ape raises its voice in a sorrowful howl,” Li Guinian sang. “Above clear waters and the pale islet shore, birds fly round…”


  The tears they shed were not ones of despair; the emotions crowding their hearts—joy, relief, turmoil, anguish—had simply become too overwhelming when Hongjun uttered the words we’re home.


  “In the boundless forests, leaves rustle and fall, whilst the Yangtze River surges onward without cease,” Li Bai sang in his time-worn voice. “Once more I find myself miles from home; old and beset by illness, I ascend the tower alone. Suffering and sorrow turn my temples white as rime… Thwarted by fate, I set down my cup of muddy wine.”3


  Hongjun took Li Jinglong’s hand, lacing their fingers together. The gold ring Hongjun had made him was around his bony thumb. The pentacolor sacred light glowed between their joined palms. Their world felt so vast, yet at the same time, so small it held only the two of them.


  The exorcists slumped in various corners of the hall, their tears drying on their faces. Li Guinian’s singing had ignited a flame within their hearts that burned bright in the darkness, repelling the specters of doom lurking in the shadows.


  “I didn’t know you could write such a melancholy poem,” Qiu Yongsi said with a tired chuckle.


  “This was written by Du Fu, an old friend of mine,” Li Bai replied.


  Li Guinian took off the ring that held the sacred flame and set it on the table before A-Tai. “You need it more than I do now, I think.”


  A-Tai nodded, taking it between his palms and murmuring a prayer before carefully sliding it onto his finger.


  “We’ll be off, then,” Li Bai said. “The emperor is moving to Daming Palace, and he’s ordered Guinian and me to escort him.”


  Everyone’s hearts stuttered. Ashina Adarvan furrowed his brow. “Is that good-for-nothing emperor fleeing the city?”


  Mergen waved, gesturing for him to hush. Naturally, Li Bai had no answer to give; he bade them farewell and left with Li Guinian.


  “Let’s all get some rest.” Mergen massaged the space between his brows. “Lu Xu’ll relieve Hongjun later, but everyone else needs to recover too. Forget about that demon and get some sleep.”


  Everyone dispersed. Qiu Yongsi was full of questions about everything he’d missed, but there hadn’t been a good time to ask. He rose and walked outside to look up at the sky. “We’re probably done for,” he muttered to himself. “Such potent demonic energy.”


  Lu Xu scooped a bowlful of water from the well and bent to gulp it down. Behind him, Mergen said, “Give me some too.”


  He handed him the bowl, and Mergen threw his head back and downed it in a gulp like strong wine. Three bowls later, he sighed deeply. “Great,” he said. “I just knew something bad would happen the moment we left.”


  Lu Xu’s cool expression didn’t waver. “What’s the point of saying so, after everything? Not to mention the fact that a certain someone got bitten by a snake and almost died.”


  Mergen smiled wryly. But a beat later, realization dawned. “How do you know about that? Hongjun…didn’t have time to tell you on the battlefield, did he?”


  “Hey,” Qiu Yongsi interjected. “Stop squabbling and tell me what’s going on. How did things go so wrong?”


  “Didn’t you get our letters?” Mergen asked.


  The exorcists had sent letters to Jiangnan when they could, and at first Qiu Yongsi had read them all—but he hadn’t read any they’d sent since they reached Luoyang. Qiu Yongsi had thrown himself into learning a technique exclusive to the Dragon-Vanquishing Immortal in hopes of assisting his friends in battle, and at that point, his training had reached a critical juncture. By the time he’d heard the news and hurried northward, Li Jinglong had already destroyed his meridians.


  Qiu Yongsi had rushed to Chang’an as fast as he could. As the situation became increasingly dire, he’d used his own dragon scale and summoned Xuan Ming, briefly shielding Chang’an from enemy attack.


  “What technique takes so long to master?” Mergen asked, brow furrowed. “Out with it.”


  “It’s a forbidden spiritual technique used by past Dragon-Vanquishing Immortals to summon the jiao from the Dragon-Quelling Tower, starting from the eighth floor,” Qiu Yongsi explained. “We can summon them the way we can call dragon kings through their scales. I shouldn’t use it often, though, and it’s exceptionally dangerous. I only took the risk because I fear we stand no chance against our enemies.”


  The crease in Mergen’s brow smoothed slightly. If this technique was as powerful as Qiu Yongsi claimed, perhaps they still had a shot at winning this war.




  Chapter 173:
Destined to Be Heirs


   


  “YOUR TURN, GUYS,” Qiu Yongsi said. “What on earth happened to the chief?”


  Mergen turned to Lu Xu; he had also been confused to see that Li Jinglong had regained the heart lamp, however briefly.


  “It was the night of the battle in Shan Commandery. He stayed behind to hold An Lushan back so we could escape,” Lu Xu said. “I went back for him and dragged him away…”


  It had only been a few days ago. As Li Jinglong had pointed his sword at the apparition of An Lushan in the endless darkness outside Tong Pass, demonic energy had tangled around him and pierced like a knife through his heart.


  “Father, Mother…” Li Jinglong had murmured.


  An inky web had spread across his face as the demonic energy corroded him from the inside out. Black stains had mottled his arms, the darkness nearly breaking through his skin. His clothes were shredded by the burst of energy, and on his chest, the light of the divine kun’s seal gradually dimmed.


  “Descend into the darkness!” An Lushan snarled. “Release your suffering!”


  A crazed expression had contorted Li Jinglong’s features. He’d looked up at An Lushan, face split in an eerie grin. “I…remembered something…” he said weakly. “Let’s make a bet, shall we?”


  An Lushan was stunned. Li Jinglong had continued, struggling to get the words out, “Hongjun told me that if demonic energy invades the body, certain spiritual devices…can react…”


  Sensing that its wielder was controlled by demonic energy, the Sword of Wisdom flared with a burst of golden light. Li Jinglong drove the blade into his own chest, and the sword vanished, transforming into a blinding beam that pierced his heart meridian.


  “The Sword of Wisdom has always been with me. It seems it just…refused to…listen to me… But now it’s finally…come to my aid…”


  The inky demonic energy An Lushan had poured into Li Jinglong’s heart was set ablaze by the power of the Sword of Wisdom.


  “Li Jinglong!” Lu Xu shouted. White light had exploded from his palms as he slammed them against Li Jinglong’s back, expelling the sword. An Lushan’s demonic energy recoiled with a hiss, seemingly terrified of the blade, and curled toward the sky.


  Li Jinglong had let the hilt of the sword—now solid again—fall from his limp fingers as he crumpled to the dirt.


  “We fled to Tong Pass after that,” Lu Xu continued. “The imperial envoy Bian Lingcheng blamed Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing for losing the battle. He ordered both generals beheaded. Right after their execution—”


  “The rebel troops attacked again,” Mergen finished for him.


  Lu Xu nodded. “We struck out for Chang’an, and you all know what happened after that.”


  Mergen and Qiu Yongsi said nothing for a long time.


  “If I’d let him do what he wanted,” Lu Xu said, “maybe An Lushan would be gravely injured now. But his heart meridian was already so damaged—he would’ve died.”


  “But he didn’t,” Qiu Yongsi said to Lu Xu with a smile. “You did well, Xiao-Lu.”


  “You made the right call,” Mergen agreed. “I still don’t think he can defeat An Lushan on his own; it wouldn’t have worked.”


  “That’s not why I stopped him,” Lu Xu said coolly. “I promised Hongjun I’d make sure he lived, no matter what. He made the same promise to me. Anyway—I’ll go check on them.”


  He turned and hurried away. Mergen watched Lu Xu’s receding back, a smile in his eyes. He turned to Qiu Yongsi. “What are our odds?”


  “Zero,” Qiu Yongsi said, getting straight to the point, “unless we gather all six artifacts. I suggest we retreat from Chang’an and return after we collect them.”


  “That’s impossible,” Mergen said in a low voice.


  “What we need most is time. Since the days of the ancients, every major war that’s devastated the Divine Land has claimed millions of lives. Do you want to win the long game, or do you want a momentary victory? The chief is unconscious. If you can’t make the call, let me do it. Even if the Department of Exorcism is scorned for generations for fleeing the capital now, so what?”


  Mergen looked away. “I’m not afraid to make the call. It’s just…something Hongjun said during our journey.”


  He turned back to meet Qiu Yongsi’s gaze. “Truth be told, you, A-Tai, and I came to Chang’an to be exorcists. We might’ve had our own objectives in mind, but we were all prepared to put the greater good first, were we not?”


  Qiu Yongsi said nothing, listening patiently.


  “But if we’d abandoned the people we met on our way here in our hurry to reach Chang’an, we wouldn’t have run into Turandokht, and A-Tai would’ve lost everything. It’s only thanks to Hongjun’s split-second decision that the Department of Exorcism remains whole. These things are decided by a single choice,” he concluded solemnly. “Our fate is born of and destroyed by the choices we make in the briefest of moments.”


  “That was a unique situation,” Qiu Yongsi said.


  “Isn’t there a way we can consider the greater good while also protecting everyone?”


  Qiu Yongsi had wanted to say No, there isn’t, but at Mergen’s question, memories rose unbidden in his mind: the Dragon-Quelling Tower; Li Jinglong, who’d insisted on coming to their rescue; Hongjun’s unshakable determination.


  “We’ll cover the civilians while they evacuate,” Qiu Yongsi said, compromising. “We’re a few artifacts short if we want to take down An Lushan.”


  “It might not be hopeless,” Mergen said seriously. “If we include the Sword of Wisdom, we already have half of them.”


  “Everything we’ve tried so far has failed,” Qiu Yongsi pressed. “Do you still not understand Acalanatha’s intentions? Why did we, of all people, arrive at the Department of Exorcism two years ago?”


  “Wait…” Mergen hadn’t expected Qiu Yongsi to have come to the same conclusion as him after only hearing the briefest account of everything that’d happened. “Then my guess was correct?”


  Qiu Yongsi inclined his head. “We can’t do anything without all six artifacts. The chief in there is proof enough. Give it some thought.”


  Mergen fell into a pensive silence. Qiu Yongsi nodded again, patting him on the shoulder before walking past him, back into the hall.


   


  Hongjun pressed Li Jinglong’s palm between his own. Li Jinglong’s expression was serene, as if he was no longer in pain. As Hongjun watched, the peacock tattoo on his chest gradually became more defined.


  “Let me take over,” Lu Xu said, slipping in through the door.


  “I’ll sleep in here,” Hongjun said. He was exhausted. “Thanks, Lu Xu. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”


  Quietly, Lu Xu recounted how Li Jinglong had gotten himself injured yet again. “Why are they both such idiots?”


  Hongjun slumped beside the bed, murmuring helplessly, “Aren’t we idiots too?”


  Lu Xu was silent for a while. “He’ll wake up, won’t he?”


  “He will—I know he will. There’s something I need to tell him…”


  “He knows.”


  “Knows what?” Hongjun’s mind was hazy.


  “About what happened in the past.”


  “I forgave him ages ago,” Hongjun said in a whisper.


  “But he doesn’t know that.”


  Whatever Lu Xu said after, Hongjun didn’t hear it; he’d fallen asleep.


   


  When he woke again, it was A-Tai beside him. Before he could speak, A-Tai laid his hand atop his. Crimson radiance swirled within the jewel embedded in his ring. “They’re waiting for you to start dinner.”


  Hongjun nodded and stumbled out of the room. Several trays of food were laid out on the table, where the other exorcists waited for him. The seat at the head of the table was empty.


  The moment Hongjun arrived, the others dug in, obviously starving.


  “When are we fleeing the city?” the carp yao asked. “If that’s the plan, we’ll have to hurry.”


  “Who said we’re fleeing?” Hongjun asked.


  “The big wolf and Yongsi.”


  Lu Xu pressed his lips together.


  Hongjun looked around the table. In all their planning, Mergen had forgotten about the carp in the pond when he was speaking with Qiu Yongsi.


  “We didn’t say we wanted to flee,” Qiu Yongsi explained. “We were just discussing our options. Nothing’s set in stone.”


  “Does it matter what we do?” Lu Xu said. “We don’t even know if the boss is going to survive this.”


  “Who said that?” the carp yao squawked. “I’m alive and well, aren’t I?”


  “He wasn’t talking about you!” everyone chorused.


  “He meant the chief!” Turandokht snapped. “Why’s a fish like you trying to lord over everyone all the time? Are you going to join the imperial court next?!”


  “Go feed the baby, Saozi,” Ashina Adarvan said. “Let’s listen to what Qiu Yongsi and Mergen have to say.”


  “Why can’t I stay and listen too?” Turandokht spat. “See if I don’t whip you next!”


  Ashina Adarvan shut up instantly. Hongjun asked with a smile, “Is the baby sleeping?”


  “Fast asleep,” Turandokht replied.


  Their banter lightened the heavy mood. Mergen cleared his throat and began, “Everyone…”


  When Li Jinglong wasn’t present, Mergen called the shots in the Department of Exorcism. Ever since they’d split up into teams before the battle at Daming Palace, Mergen had become the de facto deputy chief, a position formally acknowledged at the Dragon-Quelling Tower. And Qiu Yongsi was smart; Hongjun knew that was why both Li Jinglong and Mergen always asked him for his opinion.


  “If the two of you made the call, I’m fine with it,” Hongjun said. “We have to consider the big picture. I just… If we can save the civilians of Chang’an, we should still—”


  “We only have a tentative plan right now,” Mergen said. “But now that everyone’s back together, we have a better shot.”


  Although they were short Li Jinglong and his heart lamp that could suppress demonic energy, in addition to the artifacts of Acalanatha, two of their exorcists had added powerful new weapons to their arsenal.


  “A-Tai has the sacred Ring of Atar,” Mergen explained. “He can use it to summon a manifestation of Ahura Mazda. The god’s true fire can dispel demonic energy as well, to an extent.”


  “And I learned a spiritual technique that lets me summon jiao,” Qiu Yongsi added. “It’s taxing to use, but I should be able to control them for a short while.”


  “With these tools at our disposal, perhaps we stand a chance,” Mergen said. “If we can force An Lushan to retreat, it’ll buy us more time to find the remaining three artifacts.”


  “How do we merge them once we have them all?” Hongjun asked.


  Mergen scratched his head. “I haven’t thought about that yet.”


  Lu Xu gave Hongjun a look. See? Idiot.


  Mergen was less thorough than Li Jinglong, but his eyesight was just fine. He turned to Lu Xu. “What’s that look about?”


  “You forgot something pretty important, didn’t you?” Lu Xu said. As everyone looked at him in confusion, he continued, “Why is one of the artifacts with Hongjun and another with you? Who will the next one go to? Why did Acalanatha give them to a bunch of different people? He’s making fun of us, isn’t he?”


  “If you ask me, this was always his plan,” Qiu Yongsi said.


  This befuddled everyone. They fixed expectant gazes on Mergen and Qiu Yongsi, awaiting an explanation.


  “This is just my guess,” Mergen said haltingly, “so take it with a grain of salt. Hongjun, remember how I asked you who sent the letters that summoned us here?”


  “Allow me to explain,” Qiu Yongsi chimed in. “I still don’t know who sent those letters, but someone used a spiritual technique to deliver them to all of us at the same time. Each letter corresponds to a person Acalanatha handpicked to wield one of his artifacts. In my case, there was the Yao-Binding Cord buried under the Dragon-Quelling Tower. Looks like you grabbed the wrong artifact, Hongjun.”


  “Ah!” Hongjun exclaimed.


  “And then there’s me and the bow inside the mountain,” Mergen added.


  “Huh?” Lu Xu stared. “That’s how you explain it?”


  “The chief corresponds to the Sword of Wisdom,” Mergen continued, “which he has already acquired.”


  “Does this mean that you, Yongsi-ge, Hongjun, the chief, and A-Tai… He chose you all?!” Lu Xu exclaimed.


  “We are all heirs to Acalanatha’s power,” Qiu Yongsi confirmed.


  “Wait…but why me?” Hongjun asked. “I am Mara, aren’t I?”


  “That’s not important,” Mergen said. “He chose you, and that’s all there is to it.”


  “What about me and Xiao-Lu?” Ashina Adarvan asked.


  “The numbers don’t add up,” Lu Xu said with a frown. “Even if we don’t count Turandokht, we have seven here, including Adarvan and me.”


  “Two possibilities,” Mergen replied. “First, maybe the chief can’t wield the Sword of Wisdom, and the remaining four artifacts, including the sword, will fall to you, Adarvan, A-Tai, and Yongsi.”


  Qiu Yongsi picked up where Mergen left off. “As for the second…”


  He massaged his brow, seemingly finding it difficult to go on. Mergen’s expression went queer. Hongjun gave them both a confused look. It felt as though Acalanatha was doling out servings of pork, and they were discussing who would eat them.


  “I didn’t want to say this,” Qiu Yongsi went on, “but… Do you remember when the chief led us to bow to Duke Di’s portrait on our first day here? Those who were present then… Maybe they’re the ones who inherited Acalanatha’s artifacts.”


  Everyone turned to gaze at Di Renjie’s portrait on the wall.


  Mergen made a sharp gesture at Qiu Yongsi. “Let’s not go down that road. I really can’t fathom… There’s no way.”


  Lu Xu, baffled, turned to Hongjun, who said, “I remember. Only the five of us were here—the chief, Mergen-ge, Yongsi, A-Tai, and me. There wasn’t anyone else.”


  “There was.” Mergen was plainly reluctant to go on.


  Dubiously, Hongjun scanned the room. Strange expressions came over everyone’s faces as their gazes fell on the carp yao, who was dangling a noodle between his chopsticks, slowly lowering it into his wide-open mouth.


  The carp yao froze, staring back in bewilderment.
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  Character & Name Guide


   


  HISTORICAL PERIOD


  Legend of Exorcism is set during the Tianbao era (AD 742–756), the third regnal period of Emperor Xuanzong of Tang. The Tianbao era saw the decline of the Tang dynasty, commonly regarded as the pinnacle of imperial Chinese civilization.


  Many of the characters who appear in Legend of Exorcism are fictionalized versions of real historical figures contemporary to the setting, including Emperor Xuanzong himself, Li Longji, as well as Noble Consort Yang Yuhuan and Right Chancellor Yang Guozhong. The main members of the Department of Exorcism are fully fictional, though some of their family members are real historical figures. 


   


  Characters


   


  MAIN CHARACTERS


  KONG HONGJUN 孔鸿俊: A half-yao boy from Yaojin Palace who is sent on a mission to expel the yao king of Chang’an.


  LI JINGLONG 李景珑: Formerly a commandant of the Longwu Guard, an ordinary mortal who becomes the chief of the Great Tang Department of Demonic Exorcism.


   


  SUPPORTING CHARACTERS


  THE DEPARTMENT OF DEMONIC EXORCISM


  ZHAO ZILONG 赵子龙: A carp yao and Hongjun’s closest companion.


  MERGEN 莫日根: A Shiwei tribesman with the ability to transform into a gray wolf.


  TIGRA YAZDEGERD 泰格拉 Á 伊思艾 (A-TAI 阿泰): A Persian prince and last surviving descendant of the House of Sasan, as well as a disciple of Persian Zoroastrianism.


  QIU YONGSI 裘永思: A Jiangnan scholar from West Lake sent to Chang’an to build his courage.


  LU XU 陆许: A young scout from the border regions with the ability to transform into a white deer.


  ASHINA ADARVAN 阿史那琼: A-Tai’s friend and loyal follower. 


  TURANDOKHT 特兰朵: A-Tai’s fiancée.


   


  YAOJIN PALACE


  CHONG MING 重明: Leader of the three yao kings of Yaojin Palace and Hongjun’s adoptive father; a phoenix.


  QING XIONG 青雄: One of the three yao kings of Yaojin Palace; a peng.


  KONG XUAN 孔宣: One of the three yao kings of Yaojin Palace and Hongjun’s birth father; a peacock.


   


  CHANG’AN


  HANGUO LAN 翰国兰: Merchant from the Western Regions and the leader of the Merchants’ Guild in Chang’an.


  DI RENJIE 狄仁杰: Statesman and founder of the Great Tang Department of Demonic Exorcism (deceased).


  THE DUCHESS OF GUO 虢国夫人: Yang Yuhuan’s elder sister.


  EMPEROR XUANZONG 唐玄宗 (LI LONGJI 李隆基): The reigning emperor of Great Tang.


  FENG CHANGQING 封常清: A general of Great Tang and Li Jinglong’s elder cousin.


  GAO LISHI 高力士: Chief Eunuch.


  HU SHENG 胡升: Captain of the Longwu Guard and Li Jinglong’s former superior.


  HUANG YONG 黄庸: Deputy Chief Justice of the Imperial Court of Judicial Review.


  LI HENG 李亨: The crown prince of Great Tang.


  YANG GUOZHONG 杨国忠: Right Chancellor and Yang Yuhuan’s cousin.


  YANG YUHUAN 杨玉环: Beloved consort of Emperor Xuanzong, also known as Noble Consort Yang.


   


  LIANG PREFECTURE


  GESHU HAN 哥舒翰: The military governor of Hexi and Duke of Liang.


  LIU FEI 刘非: The king of the fallen corpse ghosts.


   


  CLOUD VILLA


  LI SHUNYING 李舜英: Qiu Yongsi’s birth mother. A reincarnation of Yaoji (瑶姬).


  QIU QIU 裘虬: Qiu Yongsi’s grandfather.


   


  DRAGON-QUELLING TOWER


  FEI LIAN 飞廉: Dragon King of Wind.


  FENG KUI 风夔: Dragon King of Thunder. 


  SHU HAI 竖亥: Dragon King of Poison.


  XUAN MING 玄冥: Dragon King of Ice.


  YE MING 噎鸣: Dragon of Time.


  YING HUO 荧惑: Dragon King of Fire.


   


  AN LUSHAN’S ARMY


  AN LUSHAN 安禄山: The military governor of Hedong and Fanyang. 


  LIANG DANHUO 梁丹霍: One of An Lushan’s generals, a painted-skin yao.


  CHAO YUN 朝云: One of An Lushan’s generals. A huashe, or winged snake.


  SHI SIMING 史思明: An Lushan’s childhood friend and ally in rebellion against Great Tang.


   


  SHIWEI TERRITORY


  GEREL 乞罗儿: One of Mergen’s younger brothers.


  MOLOR 莫罗: A shamaness, and Mergen’s fellow student under the shaman Sodtuyaa. A mo, or dream eater.


   


  OTHER


  BIAN LINGCHENG 边令诚: A eunuch sent from Chang’an to oversee Gao Xianzhi and Feng Changqing at Tong Pass.


  GAO XIANZHI 高仙芝: General leading Great Tang’s defense at Tong Pass.


  JIA YUZE 贾毓泽: Hongjun’s late mother.


  JIA ZHOU 贾洲: Hongjun’s maternal uncle, the governor of Gua Prefecture.


  LI BAI 李白: Courtesy name Taibai. Famous poet and friend of Li Jinglong.


  WEN BIN 文斌: A gardener in Luoyang who fell in love with a peony.


  XIANGYU 香玉: A peony yao.


  XIE YU 獬狱: A black jiao who escaped from the Dragon-Quelling Tower, formerly thought to be the yao king of Chang’an.


  YUAN KUN 袁昆: A yao known as the divine kun and a friend of Qing Xiong.


   


   


  Name Guide


  Names, Honorifics, and Titles


   


  Diminutives, Nicknames, and Name Tags


  A-: Friendly diminutive. Always a prefix. Usually for monosyllabic names, or one syllable out of a disyllabic name.


  DA-: A prefix meaning “big” or “elder,” which can be added before titles for elders, like “dage” or “dajie,” or before a name.


  LAO-: A prefix meaning “old.” Usually added to a surname and used in informal contexts.


  XIAO-: A prefix meaning “little” or “younger,” which can be added before names or titles for juniors like “xiaodi.” Often used in an affectionate and familiar context.


  -ER: Affectionate diminutive. A suffix meaning “son” or “child.” Usually for monosyllabic names, or one syllable out of a disyllabic name.


  -LAO: A suffix attached to the surname of venerated elders. Denotes a particularly high degree of respect.


  -SHI: A suffix attached to the surname of a woman to denote her maiden name.


   


  Family


  DI/DIDI: A word meaning “younger brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated (usually younger) male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  DIMEI 弟妹: A colloquial way to refer to one’s younger brother’s wife.


  ERGE: A word meaning “second brother.”


  GE/GEGE: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated male peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  JIE/JIEJIE: A word meaning “elder sister.” It can also be used to address an unrelated female peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  JIUJIU: A word meaning “maternal uncle.”


  MEI/MEIMEI: A word meaning “little sister.” It can also be used to address an unrelated female peer, and optionally used as a suffix.


  SAOZI: A word meaning “elder brother’s wife.” It can also be used to address the wife of an unrelated male peer.


   


  Other


  SHIFU: A word for “master” or “teacher.”


  XIONG: A word meaning “elder brother.” It can be attached as a suffix to address an unrelated male peer.


  XIONGDI: A word meaning “brother.” It can be attached as a suffix to address an unrelated male peer.




  Glossary


   


  DRAGONS: The long (龙 / “dragon”), or zhenlong (真龙 / “true dragon”), is a legendary creature that features prominently in Chinese mythology. Commonly depicted as a horned, snakelike creature with four legs, it is an auspicious symbol of the divine and historically associated with the emperor and imperial power.


  According to one myth, the jiao (蛟) or jiaolong (蛟龙 / “flood dragon”), a variety of hornless aquatic dragon, can transform into a “true” dragon by cultivating and passing heavenly tribulations. 


  According to another, a carp can transform into a dragon if it swims upstream against the current and leaps over the falls of the Yellow River at the Dragon Gate. 


  The five-clawed dragon is a symbol of the emperor and for his use only.


   


  EIGHT TRIGRAMS: Also known as bagua (八卦), the eight trigrams are a Daoist figure consisting of eight symbols arranged in an octagon that surrounds the taijitu, or yin-yang symbol. It is the Daoist representation of all things in the universe. The eight trigrams each correspond to one of eight elements, which include the sky, fire, thunder, wind, water, the marsh, the mountains, and the earth.


   


  GU: A venom-based poison traditionally prepared by sealing several venomous creatures such as centipedes, snakes, and scorpions inside a closed container, where they devoured one another and allegedly concentrated their toxins into a single survivor. 


   


  OFFICIALS: Civil and military officials were classified in nine hierarchic ranks, with rank one being the highest. Their salaries ranged according to their rank. The imperial examination was one path to becoming a court official, the other being referral by someone in a position of power, such as a noble, a eunuch, or another official.


   


  THREE IMMORTAL SOULS AND SEVEN MORTAL FORMS: Hun (魂) and po (魄) are two types of souls in Chinese philosophy and religion. Hun are immortal souls that represent the spirit and intellect, and leave the body after death. Po are corporeal souls or mortal forms that remain with the body of the deceased. Different traditions claim there are different numbers of each, but Daoism commonly features three hun and seven po.


   


  TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE: Traditional medical practices in China are commonly based around the idea that qi, or vital energy, circulates in the body through channels called meridians, similarly to how blood flows through the circulatory system. Acupuncture points, or acupoints, are special nodes, most of which lie along the meridians. Stimulating them by massage, acupuncture, or other methods is believed to affect the flow of qi and can be used for healing. The appearance of the acupuncture points can also indicate a person’s health; for example, darkness of the Yintang point between the brows portends an ill fate or even death.


   


  YAO/YAOGUAI: Living creatures and inorganic objects that have gained higher consciousness through absorbing the energy of the natural world and years of spiritual cultivation. Yao who have attained sufficiently high levels of cultivation can assume human form.


   


  YIN AND YANG ENERGY: Yin and yang is a concept in Chinese philosophy that describes the complementary interdependence of opposite and contrary forces. It can be applied to all forms of change and difference. Yang represents the sun, masculinity, and the living, while yin represents the shadows, femininity, and the dead, including spirits and ghosts. In fiction, imbalances between yin and yang energy may do serious harm to the body or act as the driving force for malevolent spirits seeking to replenish whichever energy they lack.




  About the Author


   


  Fei Tian Ye Xiang (Arise Zhang) is a Chinese novelist who has been active since 2008. A romantic who crafts fantasy worlds suffused with eastern mythology, he has published a number of books in places such as Mainland China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Southeast Asia, and Germany. Many of his works, including Legend of Exorcism and Dinghai Fusheng Records, have received manhua and popular animated adaptations. He considers writing to be the act of bringing boundless adventure to the mundane life of the real world, allowing his readers to follow his characters in exploring the endless possibilities of time and space. He hopes every world will leave his readers with everlasting memories.




  Footnotes


   


  Chapter 142: The Seven Landmarks of the Divine Capital


  [1] Literally “lightness technique,” the martial arts skill of moving swiftly and lightly through the air.


   


  Chapter 154: Hearts Laid Bare


  [2] Qu Yuan was a poet and statesman who lived in the Warring States period. He is especially known for the poetry anthology Songs of Chu. Qu Yuan famously committed suicide by wading into the Miluo River.


   


  Chapter 172: Long-Awaited Reunion


  [3] Lines from “View from a Height” by Tang dynasty poet Du Fu.
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  Thank you for reading!
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