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Chapter 59

 

YUE WUHUAN, utterly defeated, felt like a soldier whose shield lay splintered on the ground. He lowered his head, unable to meet that clear gaze.

In some ways, Song Qingshi’s reputation had been ruined since he took Yue Wuhuan in and showed him love.

When Yue Wuhuan first left the valley, before he’d gained a reputation as a madman, his salacious past ran ahead of him. Everyone treated him like a laughingstock, asking him what sort of tricks the Medicine King enjoyed, or how he’d managed to satisfy such a peculiar, powerful man. Some daring people even assumed the Medicine King was easily swayed in bed, and they considered sending beautiful slaves to ply him for medicine and elixirs.

Then Yue Wuhuan descended into total madness and bared his fangs.

Once everyone feared him, the rumors finally quelled. No one dared repeat such things to his face, at least. Nevertheless, Yue Wuhuan agonized whenever he remembered that this unsullied man—who never meddled in the affairs of the living—had been stained and dragged into all this because of him.

Yue Wuhuan was so upset.

He had even considered yielding to it—simply going along, no longer holding back his love. He might as well let those rumors become truth. He was skilled in temptation and seduction, in drawing someone to the edge of bliss. He wanted Song Qingshi to know desire. He could easily enthrall him with his body.

No…

It would blur the line between past and present, staining his love with the foulest colors.

He felt an instinctive resistance to submission after all he’d been through. It remained the worst humiliation he knew. But just because he could not bear it, he would force his beloved to endure it instead? Because he found it degrading, he would let the one he loved suffer in his place? How was that any different from repaying kindness with cruelty?

He couldn’t. He refused to become that despicable.

He longed to annihilate that uncontrollable dream version of himself. Whenever he found release, a white emptiness swept through him. In that hollow, he glimpsed those beasts’ satisfied faces, the youth forced to please them, and his own shameless self. Then he would wake with nausea twisting through him.

He dared not even approach sex. He feared his own desires. Was there a lover more unworthy than him?

And Song Qingshi cultivated emptiness…

The more Yue Wuhuan thought, the deeper his despair sank. His feelings had bled into his music the night before, baring themselves before Song Qingshi and earning him the sweetest of kisses. But Yue Wuhuan couldn’t indulge his lust any longer. He didn’t deserve such an innocent relationship; he’d only drag Song Qingshi through an abyss of pain.

“Wuhuan?” Song Qingshi repeated. “What do you think?”

I love you, but please don’t love me back…

Yue Wuhuan made up his mind. He looked up, smiled, and tucked a lock of hair behind his ear. Enticing colors bloomed in his beautiful phoenix eyes.

“What I think? My body belongs to you, Zunzhu,” he said. He paired those tempting words with a careless attitude, drawing a teasing finger across Song Qingshi’s cheek. “I’ll do whatever you like…”

Song Qingshi froze.

Yue Wuhuan saw him stiffen, and he trailed a finger over Song Qingshi lips, leaving a trace of himself there. Then he touched the same finger to his own mouth and smiled even more sweetly. “Zunzhu, are you concerned about what happened last night? How cute. Isn’t it normal to get a little rowdy when you’re drunk?”

Song Qingshi’s memories after drinking were fragmented—chaotic in some places, missing pieces in others. He vaguely remembered that he had taken the initiative. “I forced a kiss onto you, didn’t I? And then…”

A pair of sweet, wet lips suddenly pressed against his.

Song Qingshi stared at Yue Wuhuan in disbelief. His words died, and his thoughts dissolved into a pale blankness.

“You forced a kiss onto me…like that?” Yue Wuhuan smiled as he drew back, licking the corner of his own lips. “You can taste me every day, if you want. It’s not serious. I enjoy games like these. We can play as much as you want.”

Song Qingshi had never been good at communicating, and now he struggled to express himself even more. He stood up, flustered, his mouth opening and closing. He had to explain.

“I-I’m n-not…” was all that came out.

Yue Wuhuan withdrew at once into his untouchable, chaste composure. “Looks like I was mistaken,” he said coldly.

He had twisted love into lust, mistaken a kiss for a game.

Song Qingshi panicked. He had no experience and couldn’t distinguish one from the other. But he knew he didn’t like what Yue Wuhuan had implied. He didn’t want their relationship to become a game.

Yue Wuhuan regarded him calmly. “Zunzhu, what are your thoughts?”

Song Qingshi understood. He lowered his head. “I won’t drink again. And I won’t act so foolishly toward you again.”

“Zunzhu, what am I to you?” Yue Wuhuan asked.

“My disciple, my friend…” Song Qingshi responded in a small voice.

Good. Yue Wuhuan had succeeded in diverting those budding feelings—buried them deep, where they would never see the light again.

“My apologies, Zunzhu,” Yue Wuhuan murmured. “I was being disrespectful.”

Song Qingshi shook his head. “It’s fine. You’re allowed.”

Yue Wuhuan paused, unsure how to respond.

“Really, you can disrespect me all you want,” Song Qingshi assured him with a smile. “You’re allowed to do whatever you like.”

“Don’t promise me such things so easily!” Yue Wuhuan avoided Song Qingshi’s gaze. It felt like his eyes were peering directly into his heart. “I’m not how you imagine me.”

“Then what are you like, truly?”

Chaotic, mad, malicious, stubborn, filthy… But Yue Wuhuan held his tongue.

He was greedy beyond belief, and he would stop at nothing to achieve his goals. If he couldn’t have Song Qingshi’s heart, he was still the only one who could have him.

Spiraling thoughts flooded Yue Wuhuan’s mind—each stranger, more jumbled, and more out of control than the last.

While he could still hold onto a shred of his sanity, he made a panicked excuse and lurched away.

Song Qingshi sat by himself for a long time.

“I still like you,” he whispered. “No matter how you are.”

 

After what they’d endured, they weren’t in the mood for traveling anymore.

Yue Wuhuan was forced to rest in bed until they returned to the Medicine King’s Valley, where he could be treated for poison. 

While Yue Wuhuan ate lovingly crafted noodles, Song Qingshi rushed to pack their luggage and buy some medicinal supplies. Afterward, he stopped by the Immortal Beast Sect to reserve a boat for their return to the valley.

Yue Wuhuan sipped his soup as he looked over their account books. He thought they could find wushou flowers for slightly less. And the noodles Song Qingshi made always tasted exactly the same…

Song Qingshi was rather smug as Yue Wuhuan reviewed his purchases. He was independent and knew how to take care of others. Most of all, he wasn’t useless without his very capable assistant!

Yue Wuhuan swallowed what he was about to say and smiled. “Zunzhu, you did great.”

“I even bought gifts for everyone!”

Song Qingshi displayed his prizes. South Sea City’s merchants were fantastic at making sales: Once they knew he was a cultivator, they insisted that he had to return to his sect with gifts. It was bad form to hog all the fun of travel to himself.

That made sense to Song Qingshi.

Before meeting Yue Wuhuan, he’d rarely gone out, and he hadn’t taken disciples. The villages neighboring the Medicine King’s Valley had started farming medicinal crops in a bid for his support. All of the estate’s servants had been sent from those villages, as had the stewards. None of them dared anger the Medicine King; they obeyed his every command without question. He rewarded them with medicines and elixirs in addition to their pay, and some were fortunate enough to become foundation-level cultivators.

Song Qingshi had thought it was quite a good arrangement. The Medicine King’s Valley was clean, and even if the servants feared him, they were well-behaved and obedient.

Only after Yue Wuhuan took charge had Song Qingshi realized that his management of the servants had been a disaster. The people he’d left in charge embezzled, bickered, and demanded bribes. Some even covertly sold medicinal herbs on the side.

Yue Wuhuan had to gently walk Song Qingshi through the logic of accounting for him to realize just how poor the valley really was. No other yuanying-level master had ever accumulated so little wealth over their centuries of life.

This was a huge blow to his ego.

Following Song Qingshi’s long convalescence, Yue Wuhuan continued to tend to all of his affairs, and he didn’t need to worry about anything. But after some quiet self-reflection, he resolved to change.

Yue Wuhuan had filled the valley with disciples. Shouldn’t their master return from his travels with gifts?

Fearing he’d gotten a harebrained idea, Song Qingshi asked Yue Wuhuan for his opinion first. After securing his approval, Song Qingshi listened happily to each of the vendors advertising their wares and bought a bounty of clay dolls, puppets, and sweets made from fresh flowers.

He later summoned merchants to the inn and bade Yue Wuhuan to choose some pretty fabrics and semiprecious stones. He would keep some and take the rest back to share with the others.

Song Qingshi even dropped by a bakery’s kitchen and learned to make several desserts so he could treat Yue Wuhuan later.

Seeing Song Qingshi bustling about and not focusing on his worries, Yue Wuhuan allowed himself to relax.

“Isn’t this pretty?” Song Qingshi barreled toward him, offering a colorful kite decorated with a beautiful woman’s portrait. “Can you store it for later?”

Yue Wuhuan could guess his intentions. “The luoying flowers on Magnolia Mountain will bloom soon. Zunzhu, shall we go fly this kite together?”

“You like flying kites too, Wuhuan?” Song Qingshi asked, delighted. He’d seen other people flying them, and it looked interesting.

“I do.” Yue Wuhuan accepted his gift with a smile. He studied its crude design. “But this one isn’t that well-made. Let’s give it to Qingluan and the others. I’ll make a better one for you, the kind with a whistle attached. When it flies, it sounds like birds calling. I might be a little rusty though. It’s been a long time since I made playthings like this.”

“That’s okay!” Song Qingshi said, nodding earnestly. “If it doesn’t fly, I’ll ride the wind and get it up there myself! I’ll send it to the highest clouds in the sky.”

Yue Wuhuan burst out laughing at the thought of him soaring through the sky with the kite.

Song Qingshi didn’t know what was so funny, but if Yue Wuhuan was happy, it was fine. He laughed too.

The two of them dawdled for a while longer before wrapping up their business. Eventually, they boarded the spiritual boat, accompanied by heaps of luggage, and flew for home.

 

In the Medicine King’s Valley, Qingluan had received their message about coming home. She cleaned and organized, anticipating their arrival.

Song Qingshi didn’t care for formality. The first thing he did upon reaching the valley was drag Yue Wuhuan to the lab to reassess his injuries.

He breathed a sigh of relief once he confirmed that the poison had lost its potency and was now under control, and that Yue Wuhuan was in minimal pain. Then he searched his treasury for elixirs that could stabilize his yuanying and downed them all.

His yuanying was covered in cracks. He had held it together by the force of his Frozen Jade Technique, which kept the breakage at bay. Now that he knew his available treatments were ineffective, he could seriously examine the heart of his cultivation.

There were no shortcuts in this world. Emptiness helped one concentrate on the process of cultivation, but it was also risky.

He didn’t want to contemplate how other cultivators of emptiness dealt with this kind of situation. To him, he’d simply balanced the equation wrong.

His feelings had once been a white void. It was that vibrant bird who had painted it with color.

The collapse of the heart of his cultivation meant he’d fallen in love.

He’d finally tasted that feeling. It was quite wonderful.

Song Qingshi brushed his lips, quietly pleased.

He hadn’t had a goal in mind when he left the deep mountains to walk the path of cultivation. Cultivation was simple to him. He never hit a bottleneck, so he never understood the way other cultivators raged against the heavens—the way their every step was treacherous.

He’d spent most of his time reading or researching, and year after year passed just like that. People might pass through his life, but they never left much of a mark on his heart.

If he thought about it, the clouds were his only company.

But that kind of life was meaningless.

He’d given serious thought as to why and decided the problem lay with him. His heart was different from everyone else’s, almost like it had been made from stone. He rarely felt sad, or happy. He admired other people’s relationships, but he didn’t feel anything himself. Whether man or woman, beautiful or ugly, tall or short, fat or slim, kind or cruel… He felt nothing.

Until Yue Wuhuan’s eye-catching color tore through his heart and settled inside.

Yue Wuhuan taught him he could feel…

He was willing to do anything for more of that feeling.

He didn’t know what Yue Wuhuan felt for him, but he didn’t care. Loving someone was a great happiness. It was a gift to him. Even if he risked everything to get nothing in return, his life would be more full.

Song Qingshi poked blithely at his damaged yuanying.

“Don’t be afraid. We’ll meet again.”

Though it was painful, the fault in his cultivation felt like happiness. Like a fresh start.

He would correct his mistakes and chart a new path. Medical students never panicked in the face of failure.

Giving up his cultivation and starting over didn’t scare him as much as losing all his little white mice; he hadn’t found out what went wrong when they died, after all. This was just repeating a course he’d already finished, then retaking the final exam. Easy.

Song Qingshi took out some paper and a brush, and made a few notes:

Establishing a foundation expands the dantian for future cultivation.

Next, concentrate on forming the golden core by gathering spiritual power.

The golden core turns into the yuanying.

Giving up his cultivation would shatter his yuanying, destroy his golden core, and return him to foundation-level powers.

This exam wasn’t hard at all. At that moment, he held a hundred times the cultivation resources he had at the start, and he was the best pharmacist in the immortal realm. He could refine elixirs to boost his cultivation, create talismans to collect spiritual energy faster, and set up arrays against poison. He was already familiar with the processes, and he wouldn’t waste his time stumbling through things again.

Once he renounced his cultivation, he’d keep it a secret and go into isolation. He’d set his research aside for a while and focus on training and controlling the underworld flames inside him. After twenty or thirty years, he’d have his golden core back, and protecting himself wouldn’t be a problem. It’d take him two or three hundred years to reach yuanying level again. He’d regain his powers when he found the appropriate cultivation path.

He wasn’t in any rush…but he still had some things to check off his to-do list.

First, he used the Frozen Jade Technique to arrest his yuanying’s disintegration. With elixirs and other treatments, he could delay surrendering his cultivation. He’d have to rush to make the aqua powder, and use medicinal baths and acupuncture as well…but if he was lucky, he could postpone it for a few years.

He didn’t need an abundance of spiritual power to create elixirs or medicine, and Yue Wuhuan had taken over matters of the estate. He’d still have both fires. No one would notice anything amiss, since he usually stayed in the valley’s confines. He could try transferring his spiritual powers to Yue Wuhuan with spells like Devour or Demonic Inhalation of Power, so they wouldn’t go to waste. Ideally, that would push Yue Wuhuan straight to forming a golden core, bolstering the valley’s defenses.

Song Qingshi prodded his yuanying again, his plans confirmed.

“You’d better not give up,” he scolded. “Hold on for a little while.”

But he agonized over how to tell Yue Wuhuan…

He had failed the cultivation of emptiness. It was embarrassing no matter how he couched it, and it would be even more awkward if Yue Wuhuan asked him how it had happened. He might even think Song Qingshi blamed him.

Yue Wuhuan never told him no. He might force himself to accept Song Qingshi’s feelings, and that was the last thing Song Qingshi wanted. It would make him no different from those scoundrels who threatened to kill themselves when a girl rejected them.

Trauma made it difficult for Yue Wuhuan to accept anyone’s love. If Song Qingshi triggered him, the reaction would be extreme.

He knew Yue Wuhuan had rejected him, and he understood the reason. He couldn’t keep pestering him, could he? What if Yue Wuhuan discovered the truth, felt guilty, and his mental state worsened?

It would be better if Song Qingshi could find a different excuse: He lost a fight, something went awry in his training, he lost sight of his cultivation goals…

But he was a terrible liar. Calling his bluff would be too easy, and Yue Wuhuan was clever. He probably couldn’t get it past him—but he couldn’t keep this secret forever.

He sat on the floor of the treasury, deliberating for a long, long time.


Chapter 60

 

SONG QINGSHI SPENT the entire night in thought and decided to tackle the hardest question last. He’d start by evaluating Yue Wuhuan’s condition.

He reviewed everything he knew about psychology in the immortal realm and the modern world, but he still had no idea how to treat Yue Wuhuan.

Pain occasionally lanced through his yuanying, a reminder of how it felt to fall for someone. His phenylethylamine levels increased, and his ability to reason plummeted.

He’d already lost the right to act as a psychologist due to his feelings for his patient. Could he just stop and…do as he pleased?

Song Qingshi gathered all of his components with anxiolytic effects and brewed Yue Wuhuan a calming medication. Medicine had its limits, but Yue Wuhuan was under constant mental and physical pressure. He thought too much, and he barely slept, which only worsened his condition.

Yue Wuhuan accepted the medicine with a smile and thanks, took a sniff, and sampled it.

“Suchang flower, yueming powder, hehe oil, gui stone… Don’t those ingredients help with sleep and calming the nerves?”

Not only was he well-versed in the uses of various medicinal herbs, but he also had acute senses. He could differentiate between the subtlest flavors to discern the medicine’s intended effects.

Song Qingshi didn’t dare hide it. He nodded obediently.

“Zunzhu, I’m very healthy.” Yue Wuhuan pushed the medicine away. “I don’t need this. I’m not sick.”

“You sleep too little. It’s bad for you,” Song Qingshi explained.

“I do sleep. Just not that much. It’s enough to stay healthy.” Yue Wuhuan’s smile grew even more gentle. He sounded sincere, without any sign of pain. “I don’t like sleeping. Dreaming is a waste of time. Life’s short, and the road is long. There are too many things I want to do and learn.”

“But…” Song Qingshi held out the medicine, hoping to convince him. 

“Zunzhu. I’m not sick,” Yue Wuhuan reiterated earnestly, making eye contact with Song Qingshi. 

He gave up. “All right.”

He slouched away with the medicine and dumped it in the gutter.

Yue Wuhuan felt uneasy once he realized he’d wasted Song Qingshi’s kindness. He decided to cheer him up and distract him with something fun. His bloodking vines fanned out and wrapped around Song Qingshi’s waist, then tickled him.

He couldn’t help but laugh. “W-Wuhuan! That tickles.”

Yue Wuhuan came out from the corner he’d hidden behind, grinning. His own senses filled the bloodking vines. When he looked at the man caught in their tendrils, it felt as if he held him in his own arms.

Yue Wuhuan had only meant for a little teasing, but he hadn’t expected Song Qingshi’s tenacity. He refused to beg for mercy or stop Yue Wuhuan, even though he had laughed himself to tears.

In the end, Yue Wuhuan finally admitted defeat with a chuckle. “Zunzhu, don’t you have presents to give? Go and hand them out to everyone. Qingluan and the others have been looking forward to it.”

“Right.” Remembering this important task, Song Qingshi caught his breath and wiped his face. He had to grade the kids’ homework, too, and reward them for top marks. “Come with me, Wuhuan. I don’t know them that well, and I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing.”

Yue Wuhuan trailed behind him. “Just as well. I planned to find supplies for kite-making.”

Some professors presented their favorite pupils with little gifts to encourage them, and schools awarded students with scholarships.

The mortal children’s futures weighed on Song Qingshi. It wasn’t like the immortal realm had admissions exams. The children came from humble backgrounds, and they had average physiques. There was a limit to what they’d achieve as cultivators, but everyone was equal when it came to intellect.

Talismans, traps, medicine, elixirs…

It didn’t matter how much knowledge someone accumulated, whether they were mortal, immortal, or anything in between. Everyone started in the same spot.

Song Qingshi had once discussed this with Yue Wuhuan. “Wouldn’t it be interesting if the world changed for mortals someday?”

“What could mortals do to make that happen?” Yue Wuhuan asked. He assumed Song Qingshi was speaking without thinking. “They’re like little ants. They die for the littlest reasons.”

“I don’t know.” Song Qingshi knew he sounded naive, but he’d lived in a world created by mortals. It was exciting in its own way. “Wuhuan, have you heard of chaos theory? It says that there’s a pattern to everything, even when it seems random or disorderly. It’s possible that one flap of a butterfly’s wings alters air currents enough to trigger a chain reaction that results in a tornado thousands of miles away. Every big change in the world is affected by some small, unexpected detail.”

Yue Wuhuan’s confusion grew. “Zunzhu, how do you know the butterfly caused the tornado?”

Song Qingshi tried to explain deterministic nonlinear systems and Brownian motion, leaving Yue Wuhuan even more bewildered.

In the end, the conversation detoured into the Black Butterfly of Death’s poison and its mechanism of action. They chatted about medicine, then expanded into trap mechanics…

Whatever happened, Song Qingshi hoped those kids would study hard, strive to improve their lives every day, and grow into useful, talented people!

He entered the classroom in the midst of ceaseless laughter.

Qingluan was leading the children in conducting an experiment and teaching them how to identify medicinal herbs. She had grown more vibrant after escaping her shackles. She was a top-notch talent: beautiful as a movie star and intelligent enough to get into a world-renowned university, though she wasn’t as gorgeous or skilled as the genius Yue Wuhuan. Poisons didn’t hold her attention, but she seemed to relish her medical studies. Her eyes sparkled when she looked at the little white mice.

As soon as she noticed Song Qingshi’s arrival, she hurriedly shushed the children.

He asked for their recent homework so he could look over their progress. Most of them had completed a set of exercises based on his earlier lessons and started studying medicine from the immortal realm. Qingluan was the only one studying the most basic of medicines for treating infected wounds, internal and external, one of which had anti-inflammatory and antibacterial properties. She hoped to improve the formula, though Song Qingshi thought he had exhausted that line of research. It seemed like she was after something else—some of her formulations lowered the medicine’s efficacy. 

Her previous attempts had all failed, but her methodology fascinated Song Qingshi. Qingluan was terribly shy, but he beckoned her over and asked her to explain her thought process.

“I want to decrease the cost and difficulty of producing this medicine,” she told him softly. 

Song Qingshi didn’t understand. “If you do that, you limit the purifying pill’s maximum efficacy.”

“My father was a traveling doctor.” Qingluan snuck a nervous glance at Yue Wuhuan. She continued when it was clear he wouldn’t stop her. “He wasn’t the most skilled, of course. He was just someone who helped villagers with little ailments, and he didn’t make much. When I was young, he took me to see his patients. A child could die from a minor cold, stepping on a single nail could kill a blacksmith, and one bad fall could end an elderly person’s life. They didn’t have the money for expensive medicine like this.”

This was something completely foreign to Song Qingshi. He stayed silent.

“Zunzhu, without a doubt, your purifying pill is the most effective.” Qingluan bit her lip. Finally, she spoke her mind. “But I think that most injuries don’t require advanced treatment, if taken care of quickly. I want to lower the cost so the purifying pill is just ordinary medicine, something even mortal doctors could use. Maybe my dream is impossible, but my father was hit by a falling rock on the way to see a patient, and he died from an infection…”

“Don’t mention such terrible things, Qingluan,” Yue Wuhuan muttered, warning her before she took things too far.

“Sorry. I’m running my mouth.” Qingluan’s eyes misted over. “I just think…if medicine like that existed, if normal people could afford it, my father wouldn’t have died. I wouldn’t have lost my home.”

Song Qingshi mulled it over for a while, then smiled.

“You’re right. You have the compassion of a doctor.”

Qingluan looked up, too startled to hide the tears in her eyes.

Song Qingshi looked over her notes. “Try swapping zizhu grass for quezhu, then lower its ratio to heyun stone… I’ve tried that formula before. I thought it wasn’t strong enough, but start there and modify it. There are a few more low-cost antimicrobial herbs you could use. Also, look into mold broth filtrate. It’s cheap, and more than suitable for mortals. I’ll find all the material I can and bring it to you.”

Qingluan showered him with thanks, overjoyed.

A sudden, peculiar feeling bloomed in Song Qingshi’s heart. He glanced at Yue Wuhuan, who wasn’t paying attention to their little chat, then at the dark, gloomy sky outside the window.

Quietly, something had changed.

 

Most of the kids’ homework passed muster under TA Qingluan’s supervision, except for He Qingyun, who hadn’t even attempted to study. At least he was self-aware. All he wanted was to farm.

Minghong did well, but he didn’t have the heart for medicine. He had a greater talent for cultivation than the other children, and yearned after Yue Wuhuan’s level of swordplay. He longed to become a real cultivator so he could protect everyone.

Both boys had made their goals clear. Everyone had their own aspirations, and they could not be forced to change. Song Qingshi decided to group his students into their own majors later, so they could pursue what most interested them.

Yue Wuhuan had collected some bamboo strips and pieces of wood to make kites. He sat to one side, whittling the bamboo with a little knife until he had cobbled the frame of one kite together. He planned on making a tremendous, dazzling kite.

Song Qingshi felt satisfied just watching him. He produced his hoard of presents from South Sea City and handed them out.

Qingluan had the best grades. She repeatedly refused her prize, but in the end, she accepted a bundle of lush blue brocade fabric and a gold-and-pearl hair stick. She also selected an odd-shaped wooden sculpture and a colorful glass bottle. Accounting for taste, she guessed that Yue Wuhuan had picked the beautiful fabrics and the accessories, and the weird stuff was all Song Qingshi’s idea.

He spent recklessly whenever he had money. Most of it had gone toward gifts for Yue Wuhuan, like pieces of dragon jade, mermaid pearls, and lunar opals. Gems from the immortal realm had a brilliant sparkle, more dazzling than any in the mortal world. The only mundane stones in Yue Wuhuan’s treasure box were the ones Song Qingshi had given him all those years ago, and he hadn’t collected one since. He preferred to keep things he came across in secret realms, like the gold-flecked jade and glass spirit pearl.

Yue Wuhuan had supervised Song Qingshi’s purchases this time. Under the shopkeepers’ sales tactics, Song Qingshi headed straight for everything oversized, overwrought, and tacky. He even tried to buy Yue Wuhuan an indescribably garish necklace, claiming it was “stunning.” 

Although Yue Wuhuan thought such jewelry wouldn’t diminish his beauty, if he wore them out of the house, people might think he had bad taste.

He couldn’t begin to deal with that, so he had to step in, selecting accessories and fabrics on Song Qingshi’s behalf.

Now that he’d given it some thought, Song Qingshi’s tastes had always seemed a little…

And didn’t he lavish him with the same praise as that necklace?

Yue Wuhuan snuck a glance at the mirror, suddenly doubting his beauty.


Chapter 61

 

SONG QINGSHI LET EVERYONE choose a gift.

Many trinkets of little worth in the immortal realm, like vibrant gemstones or the longevity elixir, were precious in the mortal world. For the ten years the Medicine King “cultivated” in isolation, Qingluan hadn’t dared allow the beautiful mortal children under her care to stray far from the valley. She kept them close, studying and cultivating every day.

When they were part of the Yan Mountain Sect, Xie Que had entertained them with worthless knickknacks, never any of the immortal realm’s real treasures. After arriving at the Medicine King’s Valley, they found that Song Qingshi didn’t like to indulge, and his estate held nothing more exciting than precious herbs and books.

Now the children’s eyes sparkled as they beheld the mountain of shiny rocks and accessories from South Sea City. To them, Song Qingshi cut as extravagant a figure as an emperor. He seemed to emanate a golden light.

Was this what a cultivator really was? Rongye blinked in astonishment. He snuck a glance at Song Qingshi and gulped, hoping to wet his dry throat.

Everyone pushed and shoved each other before they decided the youngest should pick first.

Minghong wasn’t especially interested. Since there wasn’t anything related to martial arts, he selected a pair of green earrings, a brush, a stick of ink, and an inkstone.

Qingluan liked calligraphy, and her favorite gemstones were green. The others knew what he was up to, but they smiled and didn’t comment. 

Rongye, the same age as Minghong, was up next. A charmer and well-loved, he was begrudged by no one. After thanking the older children, he bounced forward and surveyed the treasures with his lovely peach-blossom eyes. His mind spun as he deliberated. Everything was beautiful. He wanted it all, but finally he lit on a small black wood box in the corner. That material was something special.

“Sorry, I left that by mistake,” Song Qingshi said, following his gaze to the box. It was something he’d purchased for Yue Wuhuan, but it’d gotten lost in the jumble.

He took the opportunity to hand the box to Yue Wuhuan. “This is for you.”

“Zunzhu, what is it?” Rongye asked sweetly, inching over for a peek.

He leaned in a little too close. He wore his collar slightly open, offering a glimpse of his beautiful collarbones. His clothes were perfumed with his own signature scent. He had deft hands, and he enjoyed studying such arts. The fragrances he created were all very elegant. They opened with delicate top notes, but a lingering sweetness suffused them. It was rather alluring.

Song Qingshi tensed up. He didn’t like people getting so close, but he thought a professor shouldn’t cringe away from his student and forced himself to ignore it.

Yue Wuhuan accepted the box. He couldn’t help but smile at Rongye.

Qingluan was a capable subordinate, but she was too soft on the kids who had suffered the same way she had. She pitied them for being young, for nearly being sold. She desperately wanted to give them happy, healthy childhoods, so they could grow up without ever knowing darkness.

She could suffer alone. They didn’t need to join her.

Yue Wuhuan found the idea stupid, but while he was getting the Medicine King’s Valley in order, he focused on rooting out spies and opposition. His main focus was gaining absolute authority over the servants. He couldn’t bother with a bunch of uprooted mortal kids, so he let Qingluan do with them as she wished as long as they didn’t cause trouble.

She worried that Yue Wuhuan’s actions would influence them for the worse, so she never spoke of him or what he did outside that valley in a way that might frighten them. She painted a beautiful picture of their future and urged them to study hard so they could repay Song Qingshi’s kindness.

Unfortunately, children didn’t stay children forever. They developed ambition. She couldn’t keep them in check any longer.

The box contained a perfect gold mermaid pearl about the size of a thumbnail. It filled the room with its radiant, dazzling light. The other jewels seemed to blanch at its brilliance.

The children couldn’t hold back their astonishment or their cries of admiration. 

Rongye was immediately obsessed. All his joy sank away. When he looked back at the other gifts, they all seemed dull in com­parison. 

Yue Wuhuan smiled. “I like it very much. Thank you.”

Song Qingshi was happy to hear that. “That’s nothing! They say purple mermaid pearls are even prettier. They’re quite rare, unfortunately, so I didn’t find one this time. I’ll buy one for you someday. Lots, in fact.”
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“I’d love that,” Yue Wuhuan said. He took his time closing the box.

Qingluan scented danger. She had followed Yue Wuhuan for years and knew that unusual movement was the prelude to him luring his prey into a trap.

She caught on to Rongye’s ridiculous scheme right away. He was out of line. Annoyed, incensed, and anxious all at once, she discreetly bowed to Yue Wuhuan and tried to signal via pleading expression: I’ll deal with it.

But Yue Wuhuan didn’t even glance in her direction. He only continued to make his kite.

After the shock of the pearl, Rongye gathered his wits and once again smiled sweetly. He picked out a few items suitable for men and stepped away looking pleased. 

Once the other children had finished picking their gifts, they gathered to admire the loot. Rongye praised a few of his peers for their taste, and it seemed like nothing was amiss. Unfortunately, his occasional glances at Song Qingshi and Yue Wuhuan betrayed his thoughts.

Yue Wuhuan ensured that Song Qingshi only saw him on his best behavior. Some secrets could never see the light of day. Forbidden topics included the gore strewn throughout the dungeons, as well as the prisoners he tortured to the point of madness.

Qingluan gnawed at her nails, dreading that Rongye would do something stupid.

Yue Wuhuan narrowed his eyes at her. She rushed to put her hands down and forced a smile. She didn’t dare let anything slip.

 

She lasted until evening. The moment class ended, she pounced on Rongye to scold him. Song Qingshi was their savior, she emphasized, and Yue Wuhuan was dear to him. She forbade him from even thinking anything improper—or he would suffer the consequences.

“You’ve got it all wrong, Qingluan-jiejie. I haven’t,” Rongye said, trying to placate her. “I just think Zunzhu’s a really great person. I admire him! He’s very gentle. I just want to get to know him better so I can learn more.”

One touch from the flames of the underworld tore through skin and flesh, shattered bones and snapped tendons as they crumbled into cinders. There was no escaping its pain and devastation until its target was rendered to ash.

It propped up the Medicine King’s fearsome reputation and the servants’ terror. 

Qingluan had witnessed the way Xie Que died. No matter how gentle Song Qingshi was in daily life, she still feared him and didn’t dare draw any closer. After all, a docile tiger was still a tiger. It might refrain from eating humans now, but that didn’t mean it didn’t know how.

Best not to mess with it. They should leave the tiger to mighty, indomitable people like Yue Wuhuan.

Qingluan wished she could pry open Rongye’s head, grind everything she’d said into a fine powder, and pour it into his mind directly. Maybe then he’d understand this was key to his survival.

“I get it.” Rongye was eager for her lecture to end. “Is it really that bad to please other cultivators?”

This kid was too naive for Qingluan, too blind to the world’s dangers.

Rongye and Minghong were both young when Xie Que and his schemes went up in flames, but Rongye hadn’t cried or made a fuss. Instead, he gently soothed the older children’s fears. He might not have understood the grimy truth, but his bravery heartened everyone.

People enjoyed Rongye’s company. Even Minghong, who was growing more subdued each day, would chuckle when around him.

For years, the older children had spoiled him rotten. They did whatever he liked, especially He Qingyun. Rongye was the best part of his day, and he gave Rongye everything he asked for. If Rongye wanted to eat grapes, He Qingyun peeled them and removed the seeds. Fathers didn’t dote on their sons with the same gusto. It left Rongye with an inflated opinion of himself.

It frustrated Qingluan. She wheedled a promise out of Rongye to never get that close to Song Qingshi again, and not to provoke Yue Wuhuan. He agreed, but—

“Was Wuhuan-ge really that pretty?” he asked, nonchalant. “His beauty is ruined, but Zunzhu still holds him in his heart, huh?”

He’d been asleep when they arrived at the Medicine King’s Valley. The other children had gone to greet Yue Wuhuan without him. Later, Yue Wuhuan’s beauty was the only thing people could talk about. It made him curious. He longed to see, but Yue Wuhuan was always occupied and Qingluan wouldn’t let Rongye leave the courtyard, so he never got the chance.

When he finally saw Yue Wuhuan, the ghost snake’s sinister marks had already ravaged his face. Rongye had never seen something so terrifying. It gave him nightmares two nights in a row, and he hadn’t dared look at Yue Wuhuan since. Rongye only felt more comfortable once Yue Wuhuan covered his face.

Now that Song Qingshi was out of isolation, Yue Wuhuan always wore that intricate gold mask. Every fiber of his being emanated beauty, but Rongye couldn’t forget the horrors underneath. Yet Qingluan had emphasized how deeply their teacher and Yue Wuhuan felt for one another.

Zunzhu has courage, loving a face like that…

In Rongye’s opinion, there was nothing wrong with offering himself to a cultivator. Just a handful of the gold that might slip between Song Qingshi’s fingers was more than enough for the average person.

Rongye had studied his own appearance plenty. Everyone agreed he was stunning; only Minghong could compare, but he had a terrible personality and only focused on cultivation. Besides, everyone knew he admired Qingluan, even if he was too much of a coward to tell her. He tried to get her attention by dressing like Yue Wuhuan. What a joke.

How gorgeous was Yue Wuhuan exactly? How alluring? Rongye soured the more Qingluan prattled on. He reassured her over and over, before she finally got off his back.

He couldn’t stifle his growing smile.

At the Yan Mountain Sect, Xie Que had wanted to raise the value of his products. He claimed that a respectable provenance would benefit Rongye, so he said the boy was a scholar’s son. Everyone bought the lie—even Qingluan—because Rongye had read a few books, knew a little about music and chess, and had good manners.

Really, he hailed from the red-light district. His mother was a popular prostitute, and his father her anonymous customer. Those in this ancient business were considered low class, and status was inherited. There were three ways to leave: meet an affluent, loving customer; get older and become a monk; or leave in a coffin.

Growing up, Rongye had seen countless meetings and partings, joys and sorrows. 

How could he be innocent, when he’d been born to sell himself? What didn’t he understand?

His mother had possessed a mercurial temperament. She sang and played with him when she had a generous customer, but after the awful ones she grew anxious and belligerent.

“How did I give birth to a lowlife like you?” she spat. 

His mother forced him to be obedient and observant, to learn to flatter. She forced him to learn music, play chess, read, and paint. She forced him to accept his lot in life.

At first, he was afraid. But he got used to it bit by bit.

He had a sweet tongue, so he managed a decent life. The older workers bought snacks for him whenever they got paid. He heard endless praise for his beauty and his intellect. When he grew up, he’d be the most popular whore in the brothel.

But this only made his mother curse at him more violently.

“Lowlife!”

Eventually, Xie Que sniffed out Rongye’s beauty. He was a cultivator, he said, and he wanted the boy to be his disciple. He named a price.

His mother had plenty of experience with the way the world worked. She seemed to know what Xie Que really wanted.

She still sold Rongye.

He didn’t want to leave his mother. Weeping and causing a ruckus, he pleaded with her to let him stay. She beat him mercilessly and forced him to stop crying, dressed him like the pretty young master from a normal family, and delivered him to Xie Que.

“Immortals and mortals don’t mix,” Xie Que said, the picture of kindness. It wasn’t likely they’d see each other again. He told the mother and son to bid each other farewell.

Rongye would never forget his mother’s expression. She wasn’t sad or reluctant to part from him. She growled like a prowling tigress forcing her cub toward the cliff’s edge.

“Why are you afraid of gambling with your lowly little life? Take every chance you get, no matter how dangerous!”

He was terrified. He hugged his mother, trying not to cry.

“Leave!” His mother shoved him out the door. “Whether you live or die, don’t come back!”

He left the only world he’d ever known and followed Xie Que. As the spiritual boat took flight, he couldn’t help but look back.

His mother stood at the window, tears streaming down her face.

She mouthed a curse:

“Lowlife…”

 

Rongye appraised himself in the mirror. His eyes were a little red, marring his beauty. He rubbed them unhappily, planning to use warming stones on them later.

Everyone had been scared after Xie Que’s exposure. Not him. If he served other men as a slave, he’d just be back where he started.

When Qingluan had the servants send everyone home, he went with them but crept away on the road so they wouldn’t learn his true origin. He disguised himself with what little cultivation he had and visited his old home, hoping to give his mother the longevity pill.

She had died of an illness the year after he left.

Hilarious. A mortal’s life had as much worth as an ant’s. 

But Rongye didn’t cry. Just as he’d planned, he found the servants again and claimed he’d forgotten where he lived. With nowhere else to go, he returned to the Medicine King’s Valley.

Was serving immortal cultivators that different from mortal customers? If Yue Wuhuan could do it, why couldn’t the rest of them?

He didn’t have Minghong’s talent. It was hard to push his cultivation any further, and there was no way to know when he would establish a foundation. Perhaps he could get precious medicines to do it, if he won Song Qingshi’s favor. Maybe he’d become a real cultivator, then.

Qingluan had said some scary things, but…

Why be afraid of gambling with his lowly little life?


Chapter 62

 

YUE WUHUAN PUT HIS EFFORT into making a gorgeous kite.

It was as tall as a man and as wide as two. It depicted a colorful bird of prey outlined in gold, lifelike as it could be. When the wind whistled through the bamboo flute he installed, the kite would sound like a bird’s long, bright call.

Song Qingshi scratched his head, all aflutter. He didn’t have sufficient words to praise Yue Wuhuan.

“Wuhuan, you’re incredible,” he said earnestly instead. “This kite’s a hundred times better than the one I bought.”

“Since your kite doesn’t come with a flute, Zunzhu, it should be called a paper yuan. Proper kites are the ones that make noise with bamboo flutes.” 

Song Qingshi peered at his paper yuan with its charming portrait. 

“Oh, it really can’t compare,” he said, shocked.

He loved colorful things, but seeing his kite next to Wuhuan’s felt like comparing a sparrow to a phoenix: One belonged in the heavens, and one on earth. A blind man could tell which was better. The more he looked at his paper yuan, the less he liked it. He was just about to throw it away when Rongye arrived with the children’s elixir and medicine homework—how responsible of him.

Song Qingshi offered Rongye the paper yuan. He seemed pleased. A child wouldn’t care if it wasn’t a real kite, right?

He was a mighty cultivator. An adult who had lived for nearly a millennium. Of course he wanted to play with the biggest, most beautiful kite!

Song Qingshi excitedly dragged Yue Wuhuan up Xinyi Mountain. He liked to watch the clouds change, but they were just a backdrop for the beautiful things that flew past the clouds, like birds or kites.

When he was little, he’d spied another kid flying a kite. The swallow kite nearly flew into the clouds, it went so high. The kids around him all whooped and hollered, laughing nonstop. It looked extremely fun.

It was best to fly a kite with two people. One person held the kite and signaled when the wind blew; the other ran with the string.

For the sake of having fun, Song Qingshi didn’t let Yue Wuhuan put any arrays on the kite. He also forbade any spells that would control the wind or anything that aided flight. He wanted to rely on the wind, like a mortal. He had even analyzed the wind speeds on Xinyi Mountain and their direction this time of year, all to find the scientifically proven number one spot to fly.

Song Qingshi rubbed his hands together, determined to make the kite soar as high as possible.

The two of them arrived at their predetermined location and set the kite on a smooth hill. Song Qingshi took a notebook from his interspatial bag and reviewed the key points he’d written down. He adjusted his formula estimating the kite’s height and position using the prevailing winds, in case anything happened, like the string getting caught in a tree.

Yue Wuhuan snuck a glance at the contents of the page and sputtered with laughter.

Bewildered, Song Qingshi checked his formulas twice to confirm that he hadn’t made any mistakes.

All clear for takeoff.

He found the planned spot and asked Yue Wuhuan to raise the kite. Then he started running. The first time, he ran too fast and the kite rolled across the ground. The second, he managed to get it airborne. Yue Wuhuan stood behind him and indicated when he should give the kite slack. Patiently, he guided the kite higher and higher.

The beautiful phoenix climbed, long, red-and-gold tail trailing behind it. It emitted a sharp, clear cry and pierced the cloudbank.

The color of life burst through the white clouds. They were no longer boring and dull.

As Song Qingshi watched the phoenix kite’s flight, he felt struck by a sudden familiar feeling. Like he had watched this a thousand times before but never remembered it.

Like something carved deep into his bones was trying to escape its prison…

He suppressed the unnatural feeling, but then it rose up again. It became a constant struggle. Song Qingshi’s head started to ache, but he couldn’t tear his eyes from the phoenix’s silhouette against the clouds.

Why does this feel familiar?

He wanted to find the answer.

Suddenly, the string snapped. The descending phoenix lost its balance, cartwheeling in the sky.

Yue Wuhuan gawped at the broken string in his hand. He didn’t think he could make such a mistake.

Song Qingshi tossed the reel of string aside and leaped into the air on his fire. He watched as the kite teetered from side to side, bearing down on a muddy swamp. He lunged desperately and managed to make contact before it landed in the mud.

But the kite was too unwieldy. The tail of the phoenix touched down in the swamp, staining the better part of it.

He flew back dejectedly.

“Did it fall because I didn’t fly it right?” he asked forlornly, handing the kite to Yue Wuhuan.

“No.” Yue Wuhuan carefully examined the snapped string. “I specifically used fortified silver thread because I was afraid of this happening. And when I wound the thread up, I made sure to check for quality issues…”

Suddenly, he fell silent.

“See here? This little guy’s the culprit.” He showed Song Qingshi the break, smiling.

A tiny golden ant crawled down the thread. Its gnawing had damaged the string, so it couldn’t bear weight.

Golden ants were a common sight on Xinyi Mountain. It had happened to climb on and chew through the line, so the kite fell. Everything checked out.

“So…” Song Qingshi paused. “This was just a coincidence?”

“Yes. Let’s go back,” Yue Wuhuan said comfortingly. “The paint can’t be cleaned. I’ll replace the soiled parts later, and next time we’ll use an even sturdier string.”

What were the chances of an ant chewing through a kite string?

One in a hundred million?

Song Qingshi abruptly remembered the unbelievable tribulation by lightning Yue Wuhuan had endured after he established his foundation, and how Yue Wuhuan told him he had narrowly missed discovering Xie Que’s true motives more than once.

Song Qingshi even thought of his first meeting with An Long. An inexplicable wind had blown all the precious medicinal herbs he’d worked so hard to pick into a dirty, stinking swamp—the reason he approached in the first place, pinching his nose, to discover the languishing half-demon child buried in the mud.

Why had the system picked a piece of his shattered soul to complete this quest? Why did it bring him back?

Was that a coincidence too?

Song Qingshi stopped mid-stride and narrowed his eyes at the sky.

He had the nagging feeling he’d forgotten something vitally important.

 

Yue Wuhuan went back to fix his kite.

Song Qingshi was rather restless, occupied entirely by the phoenix kite. He wasn’t even in the mood to run toxicology tests. After feeding his mice, he decided to leave the lab for a walk. First he strolled to the classroom, solemnly observing his students’ research through the door. Then he visited the library and flipped through a few books.

Somehow, he ended up at the ancestral hall. 

The hall had been renovated and looked completely different. It was clean, and the unrolled scroll hung on the wall. Offerings of fruits and flowers sat on the altar.

His teacher hadn’t picked the most proper disciple, but he’d gotten a cute, obedient, and mature grand-disciple out of the bargain. That was filial piety, in a way.

Song Qingshi felt a little embarrassed when he realized he hadn’t come to see his teacher in ten years. He offered three sticks of incense, but staring at the offerings gave him a craving. He excused himself before selecting a fat red peach. As he ate, he admired the scroll his teacher had left behind.

Yue Wuhuan had picked out good peaches—juicy, sweet, and tasty.

His teacher’s drawing skills truly were low, about the same level as his own. He couldn’t tell what the scroll was supposed to depict at all. If a thief ever robbed the place, they’d leave it behind.

After mulling it over, Song Qingshi thought he should put away the painting. What if the Medicine King’s Valley took on more disciples, and when everyone came to worship their grand-teacher’s work they found this ugly, nonsensical painting? Shouldn’t he preserve his teacher’s dignity? The valley’s dignity? He could replace it with some of the medical books his teacher had passed down. The others could worship that.

Song Qingshi took the painting back to Fuling Palace, getting ready to store it in the treasury.

As the sky darkened, so did his heart.

He had almost no hope left of completing the system’s task, and Yue Wuhuan’s condition didn’t reveal any silver lining. All he could do was remain steadfast and stay by his side. Only time would tell if anything might change for the better. If nothing improved, Song Qingshi would try to stop Yue Wuhuan’s condition from worsening. 

Song Qingshi could stay in the valley for the rest of his life with Yue Wuhuan if he had to. He’d think of new ways to bring him joy every day. Anything, as long as it made him happier.

But he felt like that wasn’t enough…

Song Qingshi lay on his stomach in bed and unrolled the painting. He stared at it up and down, left to right, imagining his teacher giving him some inspiration. Like a method to remove memories without harming the brain or a way to travel through time and beat Past Xie Que to death. He could bring Yue Wuhuan back to the valley and dote on him daily, keeping him safe and happy. Maybe if Yue Wuhuan no longer had his mental illness holding him back, Song Qingshi could relish something sweet and soft every day.

Unfortunately, the former master of the Medicine King’s Valley didn’t know how to do anything except treat physical maladies and make elixirs. He didn’t even leave behind any psych textbooks…

What a useless teacher!

Given that his teacher couldn’t hear his thoughts, Song Qingshi made his complaints known. He tossed the scroll onto the bedside table, activated a luminous pearl, and continued organizing his medical research and materials.

That held his attention for a time, until he turned around and noticed that he’d somehow managed to drip a large ink stain onto the painting.

At first he tried to rub it out, but the scroll was ancient and easily damaged. With just a little force, he ripped through it. He panicked, and his shaking hands tore the painting in half.

Song Qingshi trembled, dumbstruck. What was he supposed to do with two halves of a painting?

Could his all-capable disciple restore art? What if he pretended nothing happened and he painted a new one in secret?

Song Qingshi paced around in a panic. He wanted to dig a hole and bury the evidence. If Yue Wuhuan didn’t question it, he could go on pretending. But that felt dishonest.

That was when the ruined painting started to glow with a faint, golden light, like a firefly’s…

Song Qingshi took a good look and realized that it was the golden glow of something rare and precious: merit. Because his medical studies and the elixirs he’d developed had saved lives, he’d collected a few merits. He knew a little bit about them. Supposedly, one cultivator had ascended to godhood through merits alone.

But why was a painting glowing with merit?

Song Qingshi examined it, confused. Without warning, the golden light rushed toward him and entered his body. His vision turned black, and his awareness dimmed…

An endless sea of clouds appeared in his mind. In the depths of the clouds, he saw a house like a cave carved out of snow. It was cold and solitary, and furnished with nothing but piles and piles of books. Inside, Song Qingshi saw a young man who looked almost identical to him, wearing a blank expression. He was like a porcelain doll, sitting unmoving and obedient, reading.

He finished book after book…

The youth only moved in the evening.

His eyes shone with a hint of anticipation, as though that porcelain doll had come to life. He walked to the window, leaned against the sill, and peeked out as if waiting for something.

In the distance, the golden, red light of sunset dusted the edge of the sky. It was a phoenix wrought from the most radiant, dazzling flame in the world, not the sun. Nine molten tail feathers trailed behind it, crimson and gold. It approached cautiously, then flashed by his window. Its radiance illuminated his cold, lonely home and set his naive eyes ablaze.

Its magnificence spurred the monotonous clouds to life.

This was the only interesting thing in his tedious existence.

He waited to see it every day, year after year.

 

Yue Wuhuan roused Song Qingshi. He woke up bleary and face down on the table.

“Zunzhu, what’s wrong?” Yue Wuhuan reached toward Song Qingshi’s eyes.

“Wuhuan…? I had a dream,” Song Qingshi mumbled, before he noticed he was crying. His tears wouldn’t stop, not for anything. “At first it was a beautiful dream. But then it turned into a nightmare. It was awful…”

“Nightmares aren’t real.” Yue Wuhuan didn’t know how to react to this sudden sadness. He spent a long time soothing Song Qingshi. Eventually, he asked, “What in the world did you dream about?”

Song Qingshi gazed into the most beautiful phoenix eyes in the world. He just couldn’t get enough of them. Trying his best to soldier through the tears, he clutched Yue Wuhuan’s sleeves and sobbed:

“Wuhuan… The phoenix I dreamed of disappeared.

“Wuhuan, I want to find him again.

“Wuhuan, I’ll never give up.”


Chapter 63

 

YUE WUHUAN WAS VERY CONFUSED. He couldn’t understand what had upset Song Qingshi. Maybe he’d suffered a nightmare because the phoenix kite had fallen? His teacher was steady and reliable, most of the time. He didn’t always understand the ways of the world. Away from people, he sometimes acted a little childish, but would he cry over a nightmare?

Song Qingshi wouldn’t release his grip on Yue Wuhuan’s collar no matter what. He buried his face in Yue Wuhuan’s chest, rubbing his tears into the fabric.

Yue Wuhuan wanted to both laugh and comfort him, but couldn’t find the right words.

After much consideration, he pulled out his purple bamboo xiao, brought it to his lips, and piped a jolly tune.

Its pleasant melody drew Song Qingshi’s attention. He let go of Yue Wuhuan, staring at the xiao in his hands. He rested his head on Yue Wuhuan’s thigh, yielding to the music.

Maybe it was just the light, but Yue Wuhuan saw a peculiar, unexpected pain in the depths of his eyes, like beautiful crystal under a thick veil of darkness. He grew uneasy.

Song Qingshi turned onto his side and gently shut his eyes. “I want to hear a happy tune,” he said, smiling.

For the time being, Yue Wuhuan shelved his worries and played a gentle song from faraway lands.

He had learned it from his mother, though he didn’t know its name or where it hailed from. He loved the song. It portrayed fond memories of a happy family, supposedly… It made him think of spring’s warmth and beauty, after the snow melted and the flowers bloomed.

The music washed away his troubles, pain, and sadness.

The xiao trailed off…

Song Qingshi’s lids fluttered open. His eyes had regained their usual sparkle, now that the darkness in them was gone. Yue Wuhuan must have just imagined it.

“I’ve never had a nightmare before. That was pretty embarrassing,” Song Qingshi said, trying to save face. “I dreamed that something I really loved disappeared. I couldn’t find it no matter how hard I tried, like when my experiments on my mice kept failing for no reason. I was so sad…”

Yue Wuhuan couldn’t guess what mice had to do with losing something he liked, but Song Qingshi had a unique thought process compared to others. He was obsessed with medicine, too, so a failed experiment dealt a heavy blow. Every time something failed, he made notes and organized his records, then spent an hour slouched over the table. Not even sweets enticed him when he was in that mood.

“An experiment failing that many times is sad indeed,” Yue Wuhuan said, trying to understand what he was feeling. “If it happened to me, I’d cry too.”

“Nonsense!” Song Qingshi bolted upright and rubbed his eyes, embarrassed. “You can’t cry.”

“Zunzhu, if you want to see me cry, I’ll find some medicine to irritate my eyes. Maybe that’ll get them flowing.” His tone was light.

“No, no, I don’t want to see your tears,” Song Qingshi said, amused.

“Then, what do you want?”

For a moment, Song Qingshi leaned in closer, studying his face.

“I want to see you at your most beautiful,” he murmured.

Yue Wuhuan froze. He touched his own face, confusion in his eyes.

“Cultivation brings the body closer to perfection,” Song Qingshi clarified. “Wuhuan, you just established your foundation. I’m excited to see what you’ll look like after gaining a golden core, when you reach the yuanying level…and even higher. You’ll be the most beautiful person in the universe.”

What an exaggeration. His teacher had learned to tell a joke. Too bad he wasn’t good at it. But Yue Wuhuan didn’t want to burst his bubble, so he chuckled good-naturedly.

Song Qingshi laughed along with him. He rose suddenly and caught Yue Wuhuan’s lips in a lingering kiss. His tongue dove in, touched the tip of Yue Wuhuan’s, then pulled away.

Yue Wuhuan was dumbfounded.

“You said if I wanted to, we could kiss every day,” Song Qingshi said confidently, wetting his lips. “You have to keep your word! All liars are dogs!”

“Zunzhu, we shouldn’t.” Yue Wuhuan struggled to refuse. “Didn’t you say you wouldn’t do anything foolish again?”

Song Qingshi considered his reasoning, tilting his head to one side.

“Well, I haven’t had anything to drink,” he said, a logical refutation. “I’m very awake, so it’s not fooling around.”

“Why would you kiss me?” Yue Wuhuan groaned.

“I like it. Don’t you?” Song Qingshi pressed.

Yue Wuhuan didn’t know what to say. He couldn’t lie and say he didn’t enjoy it. He loved it, and loved how helpless he was to stop. He almost hoped they’d never part.

He wanted to retreat, but Song Qingshi kissed him again. His hot mouth tugged at Yue Wuhuan’s heart. Every breath filled Yue Wuhuan with his light, medicinal fragrance, as though it could cleanse the filth inside him. Song Qingshi’s movements were clumsy and unfamiliar, but they slipped under his armor with ease. He couldn’t deny anything so alluring or pleasurable, and he surrendered to the forbidden without hesitation.

“You like it.” Song Qingshi pecked him again, after pulling away. “I know you do.” 

“Qingshi, I can’t,” Yue Wuhuan slurred.

“You said this was a game. Why are you nervous?”

They had already crossed the line. How could they uncross it?

Yue Wuhuan looked at his pink lips in a daze. The assault on his reason had pushed him to the brink. Even if he got up and left, he and Song Qingshi were both tangled in the net of the Medicine King’s Valley. He had nowhere to run. It would only push him closer to the cliff’s edge…and his imminent fall. 

No matter how good one was at scheming, one could not plot against the heart.

Song Qingshi didn’t seem to know what lay beyond kissing—what happened between the sheets. And nothing had troubled his cultivation of emptiness.

If they stopped at innocent kisses, maybe he could…

Either way, the kiss had left Yue Wuhuan completely muddled. He felt close to losing control of his emotions.

“Zunzhu, can we keep it to kissing? Nothing more?” he strained to ask.

Song Qingshi smiled sweetly. “If that’s what Wuhuan wants!”

Yue Wuhuan sighed in relief. He tipped his head and savored the delicacy he dreamed of day and night. His fingers coiled in Song Qingshi’s soft, tousled hair and stayed there. The collar of Song Qingshi’s rumpled white robes gaped open, revealing his graceful, swanlike neck. His adorable Adam’s apple bobbed with every breath. Yue Wuhuan had planned on going to bed; now he was glad he’d taken medicine to suppress his desire. His ugly side wouldn’t spoil this experience of extraordinary joy. Perhaps he’d have to take the medicine regularly from now on.

In the depths of the night, the two tangled together passionately. Their breath mingled for what felt like forever before things fell quiet.

Yue Wuhuan realized that Song Qingshi had been clutching his hand the whole time, and he didn’t intend to let go now. He thought about it, then settled on the edge of the bed. A few of his bloodking vines reached out and poked Song Qingshi’s foot.

Wrapping the vine around it, Yue Wuhuan warmly asked, “Zunzhu, do you have a bedtime story for tonight?”

“I forgot.” Song Qingshi pondered a solution to his problem. “Can we talk about something?”

“About what?”

Song Qingshi pointed to the vine wrapped around his foot. “I want to know how you got these.”

He’d asked many times before, but Yue Wuhuan always glossed over it, claiming to have had an accident. He never spoke of the dangers involved. Song Qingshi was too shy to force the matter, so he gave up. But today, he wouldn’t give an inch. He pressed Yue Wuhuan for the truth.

Yue Wuhuan had no choice and confessed at last.

“It was on Undying Peak.”

“Undying Peak?” Song Qingshi consulted his mental library for ancient texts. “The volcano in Dongzhou, right? That place is burnt to a crisp. Grass doesn’t grow, birds don’t fly, and there’s no concentrated spiritual powers. The fire is more than dangerous. Apparently, even souls can burn there. Did you go for…the fire lingzhi?”

The fire lingzhi was the sole object of worth in that inferno, and a necessary ingredient for creating the heart-flame pill. While it aided fire and metal elemental cultivators, it was a rare and precious resource, and it grew slowly. Cultivators rushed to reach it first whenever one appeared.

Yue Wuhuan had probably hurried after it, hoping to strengthen Song Qingshi’s heart with the pill.

“I failed,” Yue Wuhuan admitted.

He felt helpless, sometimes. He was a mere foundation-level cultivator. Even with his swordplay, poison puppets, and arrays, he rarely triumphed over golden-core or yuanying cultivators.

“I joined a team of scavengers without revealing my identity. I set a trap beforehand, sowing discord so they turned on each other. After I secured the fire lingzhi, another vulture showed up… Some demonic cultivators from the Sect of Desperation. I couldn’t get away in time. They blocked my path of escape and urged me to hand over the mushroom. They promised they’d let me live if I did.”

Song Qingshi’s brow furrowed. “The Sect of Desperation’s demonic cultivators are vicious to the last. They’d never be that reasonable.”

“I knew they were lying. They’d kill me once they had the fire lingzhi. Since I was going to die either way, it didn’t matter how.” Yue Wuhuan’s laughter came unbidden. “I took advantage of the fact that they didn’t know who I was and had some fun with those fools. I mocked them, and then I threw the lingzhi into the volcano mouth. Zunzhu, they look hilarious when they’re mad.”

The magma swallowed and incinerated the priceless fire lingzhi in an instant.

The demonic cultivators hadn’t expected a foundation-level cultivator could play with them like that. In their fury, they practically wanted to pull Yue Wuhuan’s soul out and beat it to a pulp.

Somehow, Yue Wuhuan seemed amused by the memory. “Things looked quite bad, so I jumped in after the lingzhi.”

That impulse changed everything.

No matter how angry the cultivators were, they dreaded getting any closer to the Undying Peak. That terrifying place could burn both body and soul to ash.

“There’s a freak whirlwind inside the volcano’s mouth. It pulls in anything airborne, so flying on a sword is useless. I accepted my death, but luckily the wind swept me up and blew me into a crack in the cliff.” Yue Wuhuan laughed bitterly at this recollection. “There was no way to escape. My fire-resistant robes and anti-fire arrays had reached their limit. I was supposed to die, but somehow I discovered the soul of a young bloodking vine. Taking a risk, I melded together with the vines, then used them to climb out of the volcano.”

“Luckily?” Song Qingshi mused.

“Perhaps.” Yue Wuhuan considered it. “My fortune has changed for the better since I acquired the vines. I no longer feel the oppressive weight of fate bearing down on me.” Except for when he attempted to kill An Long, and the heavens interfered again. Maybe An Long still had some time on the clock?

“That was a risky move.” Song Qingshi smiled, and Yue Wuhuan returned the favor.

“It’s all in the past now.”

Song Qingshi toyed with the vine in his hands. Was it really luck?


Chapter 64

 

SONG QINGSHI WAS MENTALLY exhausted. He fell asleep tangled like an octopus in Yue Wuhuan’s arms. Fearing that Yue Wuhuan would disappear, he held him close, refusing to let go.

Yue Wuhuan couldn’t move. Again. Good thing his medicine worked—he could tolerate it. He tried to shift himself so that Song Qingshi could rest comfortably, but his arms were locked around Yue Wuhuan’s waist. He’d trap them underneath, no matter how he moved. Yue Wuhuan could only stay put and direct the bloodking vines to tuck him in.

He couldn’t resist Song Qingshi’s clingy ways…

Yue Wuhuan undid his companion’s ribbon and loosed his long hair. His soft, fine locks pooled with Yue Wuhuan’s own, fanned out on the bed. Telling where his strands ended and Song Qingshi’s began felt impossible.

Mischievously, he took a strand from his hair and one from Song Qingshi’s and braided them together in secret. He finished with a loose knot. He admired it for a while, satisfied, then hid it under the rest of their hair. They could untangle it tomorrow morning, when they got up.

He snuffed out the luminous pearl and drew the bed’s green curtains closed.

Yue Wuhuan cradled the unguarded man in his arms. He breathed in his calming, medicinal fragrance and thought back to those frenzied, sweet kisses. This joy felt a little unreal.

This was what he’d yearned for the most: companionship where they only had eyes for each other, but they never crossed the line.

Song Qingshi’s cultivation of emptiness remained in place. That meant no matter what he did, Song Qingshi still didn’t have any feelings for him.

Yue Wuhuan smiled ruefully.

Lust made him into a monster. He knew very well that his body and his beauty stoked desire in other men. He’d witnessed all manner of obscenities. With a single look, he could discern what people wanted. His kisses were so practiced, he’d inadvertently used a few provocative techniques. He caught himself a moment too late, but fortunately it hadn’t affected Song Qingshi. He hadn’t aroused the slightest unwanted physical reaction.

Song Qingshi kissed him for the sake of kissing. Like a child craving candy. Even he could taste the beautiful sweetness…

But what if his cultivation faltered?

Yue Wuhuan didn’t know enough about the path of emptiness. He needed to collect sources. He had serious research to do.

 

When Song Qingshi woke up the next morning, he realized he’d slept on top of Yue Wuhuan the entire night. How embarrassing.

Regardless, he gave Yue Wuhuan a good morning kiss, washed up in a hurry, and scurried to the lab. He felt energetic and driven, ready to start his new toxicology research.

The Black Butterfly of Death was poisonous to the touch. The Poison King Nie didn’t have a good method for refining its poisonous spiritual crystals in his day, but Song Qingshi had advanced methods and technologies for their purification. He could concentrate the poison’s lethal dose by a factor of five, then tweak the compounds most affected by the crystal’s impurities.

He could create a poison that killed fenshen-level cultivators.

Refining poisonous spiritual crystals was a dangerous process. Song Qingshi didn’t dare let any assistants help, so he did his own lab work over and over again. He raised a dozen strains of the lotus mantis bacteria to better spread the poison. Only when he could perfectly combine the bacteria and the crystals would the Black Butterfly of Death be a success.

Yue Wuhuan sent the bloodking vines to check on Song Qingshi more than once, but gave up eventually—he was totally occupied, and he paid attention to nothing else.

Yue Wuhuan had so much to do, still. Aside from the account books and the internal affairs of the valley, he had to strengthen the poisonous mist and make more poison puppets so that he could turn the Medicine King’s Valley into an impenetrable fortress.

Song Qingshi’s failed attempts filled a dozen petri dishes. Either the lotus mantis bacteria didn’t spread, or the spiritual crystals were not toxic enough…

He took careful note of his failings and spent the next forty-five minutes dejected.

It was already dusk when he left the laboratory. He rubbed his tired eyes and headed for the classroom, where Qingluan was supervising the children as they tested a new elixir formula.

Foul-smelling black smoke billowed from the elixir furnace. Unfortunately, her experiment had failed too.

She stewed silently for a while, then asked Rongye to record her process and resulting failure.

“Qingluan-jiejie, everyone’s hungry,” Rongye said pitifully, glancing at the darkening sky. “Can’t we go eat?”

“Finish the lab report first,” Qingluan ordered. 

“It was a failure either way,” Rongye said, not understanding her demand. “Why do we need to write it down? Look at this notebook. It’s filled with failures, failures, failures. You tried seven, eight, maybe even ten times. What’s the point?”

“Because Zunzhu told us to do it,” Minghong said. “We should record every attempt, no matter if we succeed or fail.”

“Zunzhu is very wise.” Rongye folded after hearing that Song Qingshi had issued the directive. He sighed and wrote dejectedly. “We’re such a bunch of screwups. Qingluan-jiejie says the valley is supposed to accept more disciples. I’ll have to hide my lab reports. I can’t let my future shidi and shimei laugh at us for being useless.”

Qingluan was about to respond when Song Qingshi walked in. She hurriedly bowed. The children stopped fooling around and stood to attention.

Song Qingshi took Rongye’s notebook and flipped through a few pages, smiling.

“Mistakes should not be hidden. Preserve them. In the future, if someone studies this medicine, they can avoid these mistakes… Save all your materials, including previous experiments. You need to figure out why you failed.”

“Including the time I blew up the furnace?” Rongye muttered, red-faced. 

“Yes.” Song Qingshi chuckled. “Now everyone knows not to include danhuang when making the elixir of rejuvenation.”

Rongye suddenly seemed to understand a little, though not quite enough.

Song Qingshi looked over Qingluan’s log. There weren’t any mistakes in her process.

“Don’t be afraid of failure. Failure is common in medical research. Most people fail hundreds, even thousands of times… You’re lucky to succeed.”

“Zunzhu, do you fail too?” Rongye asked timidly.

Song Qingshi had to laugh. “You know the heart-protection elixir?”

The children rushed to answer, their faces full of admiration.

“Yes! That’s an elixir Zunzhu invented early in his career!”

“It has miraculous healing effects for patients with heart damage. The elixir shocked everyone in the immortal realm when it debuted, and changed heart treatment from then on.”

“It made Zunzhu’s name as an elixir master!”

Rongye’s eyes were full of worship. “Zunzhu’s a genius. We’re miles away compared to him.”

“That’s not true,” Song Qingshi said. “Making a successful heart-protection elixir took me three thousand six hundred seventy-two tries.”

Rongye froze.

“There’s six hundred or so books on the top shelf of the twenty-ninth row in the library. Those record all my failures. Like exploding the furnace. I’ve done that plenty of times.” Song Qingshi laughed to himself as he relived those memories. “In the end, I accidentally fell asleep and dropped some potash in the mix. That’s how I succeeded.”

He was smart, but he was the furthest thing from a genius. He could only work hard, and he kept trying.

“Don’t be afraid of failure.” Song Qingshi’s expression gentled when he saw Yue Wuhuan emerge from the peach-tree grove. “Every failure eliminates a possibility. You’ll find the right answer, so long as you never give up.”

Song Qingshi moved to leave, but Rongye caught him with one more question.

“Zunzhu, do you still fail now?”

The Medicine King was a yuanying-level cultivator and the world’s most famous physician. There was no elixir he couldn’t create, and no patient he couldn’t cure.

Song Qingshi turned around at the door. “I’ve been failing this whole time.”

The tenderness he felt for Yue Wuhuan lingered on his face in the golden light of dusk. Everyone who saw it yearned for and envied that beautiful love.

Song Qingshi and Yue Wuhuan strolled away, chatting and laughing together.

Rongye watched Yue Wuhuan retreat. Once again, he thought of the extraordinary mermaid pearl hanging from the jade pendant at Yue Wuhuan’s waist—a pendant made from the finest dragon jade, creamy white with a single golden thread in the middle, like a dragon hidden in the clouds. It held the faintest traces of water-elemental spiritual power, which nourished wood elementals.

So Yue Wuhuan spent the night in Fuling Palace and sported a new jade pendant the next day?

Qingluan insisted that Yue Wuhuan and Song Qingshi didn’t have that kind of relationship and told everyone not to gossip about it. Minghong, He Qingyun, and the others believed her when she swore Yue Wuhuan and their teacher spent all that time in the bedroom discussing academic subjects, solving equations, and studying arrays… “Discussing” late into the night, to the point that they were too tired to go to their own beds and slept together instead.

He had raised the subject before, as subtly as he could, but Minghong didn’t understand at all.

“What could two men even do?”

Rongye nearly fainted in rage. “Did you forget how you nearly got sold?”

“Are there that many men into men? The Medicine King’s Valley doesn’t have that sort of nonsense.” Minghong forgot the simplest lessons. He wore a grim expression just thinking of such scandalous things, and he adamantly defended his savior’s character. “Zunzhu isn’t that kind of person! He wouldn’t do anything gross to Wuhuan-ge!”

Rongye’s lip twitched.

Actually, several homosexual couples lived in the valley already. Somehow, Minghong just didn’t see them. Those were just bros being bros.

Rongye himself was gay. Men flirted with him occasionally, but he didn’t like the way other people looked at his body. He even avoided taking communal baths with the servants. Minghong, however, was oblivious to his friend’s sexuality. Not only was he not averse to communal bathing, he had even asked Rongye to go several times, telling him “The hot springs are so comfortable…”

If Rongye hadn’t already known Minghong was totally clueless about expressing his own feelings—despite his cool exterior—Rongye might have gotten the wrong idea.

He Qingyun once told him that someone had made advances on Minghong in the bath, and of course Minghong had assumed the guy meant to challenge him. Besides, he spoke ill of Qingluan, so Minghong dragged him out of the bath and gave him a beating. The incident left the other man bedridden for two weeks. No one else pressed their luck with Minghong after that, but plenty of the female servants nursed a crush on him in secret.

Why were all his friends so stupid?!

Frustrated, Rongye decided he’d have to rely on himself.

While the Medicine King was in isolation, Yue Wuhuan had commanded the estate’s resources. Rongye, who understood that women didn’t interest Yue Wuhuan, had considered flirting with him; he could at least get some elixirs and pills to help his cultivation. But Yue Wuhuan’s scarred face terrified him, so he could never muster the courage.

On top of that, Qingluan piled Rongye with too much homework to ever finish. He gave up.

Yue Wuhuan was smart, capable, and trustworthy. Rongye didn’t merit the same treatment.

He just wanted to use his beauty to gain a few perks and complete his foundation. If he became a real cultivator, his mother would have no reason to curse him, right?

Rongye couldn’t control his fantasies.


Chapter 65

 

SONG QINGSHI was in a great mood. When they got to the cloister, he grabbed Yue Wuhuan’s hand and led him toward the study.

Yue Wuhuan hesitated. For a moment he wanted to pull his hand back, but Song Qingshi held on so tightly he didn’t know quite how to do it. Song Qingshi dragged him into the study and onto the daybed, then threw him a heap of research.

Yue Wuhuan flipped through a few pages. Most of the notes covered Song Qingshi’s past studies, from in-depth to surface-level research. For the most part, they recorded the results of medical experiments.

“I want to sort these notes by procedure and methodology, and give them to Qingluan,” Song Qingshi chirped. “It’s quite the undertaking. Will you help me?”

“Zunzhu…you seem to think highly of her?” Yue Wuhuan said.

Song Qingshi smiled. “You don’t actually enjoy being a doctor, Wuhuan. And you really don’t enjoy seeing patients or treating them, right?”

Yue Wuhuan fell silent for a moment.

“You’re right. I don’t,” he admitted. He had acquired all his medical knowledge and elixir-making skills for one man’s benefit. Poison, arrays, traps, swordplay—ways to end a life interested him more.

“What do you think of Qingluan?” Song Qingshi asked.

“She’s clever but softhearted, kind to the point of foolhardiness.” Yue Wuhuan was on high alert. “Zunzhu, does she interest you?”

“No, don’t get the wrong idea.” Song Qingshi chuckled, looking over some of his texts about mold broth filtrate. “I’m just interested in her approach to medicine. It’s something I never considered. I’ve always strived for perfect results. I’ve never thought about lowering costs or mass production.”

His world was too simple. He never paid attention to other people’s lives. He rarely treated regular patients. Most of the time, he sealed the Medicine King’s Valley off with poison mist and stayed home doing research. If he ran out of money, he sold some elixirs. If he personally treated a patient, they were extremely lucky, he needed to study their illness, or they were rich enough to ply him with armfuls of herbs and other precious medicinal ingredients.

Yue Wuhuan had set up production lines for a few low-grade medicines, which had all been set aside after Ye Lin persuaded them to make the Jade Complexion Ointment instead. Now they were rich, but he still felt like something was missing.

“I thought the disciples of the Red Dragon Sect had a wonderful relationship with their teacher, after our trip. I feel like the Medicine King’s Valley should have that as well.” Song Qingshi sighed, aggrieved. “Wuhuan, you know how clumsy my mouth is. I can never speak clearly. You’re smart enough to know what I’m saying. Can you teach this to Qingluan and everyone else? She has the makings of a great physician. I’m curious how far her convictions will take her.”

Yue Wuhuan knew he wasn’t worthy of being a disciple of the Medicine King’s Valley. He couldn’t better the world with his medical skills. But he knew that the valley could only survive in this filthy world without bowing to the immortal realm’s various powers because of their unrivaled medical abilities. Normally, they sold some elixirs but kept the door closed. However, if some important person suffered a grave injury or illness that needed the Medicine King’s attention, they’d take their treatment by force and leave without respect for the valley.

Heaven only knew what kind of disgusting people those patients would be; Yue Wuhuan didn’t want Song Qingshi to come into contact with such trash. 

Yue Wuhuan kept his breathing level and thought it through. Song Qingshi had the right idea. Training a few qualified physicians would pay off over the long term.

Qingluan was a mortal, but she was smart. She could establish a foundation with elixirs using the talent she already possessed. Her manner was soft yet firm, with the quiet resilience suited to a physician. As for her failings, she was straightforward and biddable. She wouldn’t influence Song Qingshi for the worse…

He tolerated Qingluan more than the others. She wasn’t so unclean.

“Do you think Qingluan’s the right choice?” Song Qingshi prompted, after watching him consider.

“She’s not bad. Let’s try it.” Yue Wuhuan smiled.

Song Qingshi let out a sigh of relief. “I hope she’ll be a good doctor.”

“Mm,” Yue Wuhuan said, his voice incredibly gentle as he looked at the material in his hands. “She’ll definitely be a good doctor.”

She was sharp. She would listen and work hard.

A message bird flew through the window, bearing news from Yanyuan-xianjun of the Red Dragon Sect. The letter contained Niannian’s math homework: thirty sets of questions she had finished within a week. Strange droplets blurred the ink. Perhaps she had spilled a glass of water on it? She also wrote a letter thanking the Medicine King and Yue Wuhuan for their guidance. It was terribly touching and she said all the right things, but she had carved each word with enough force she nearly tore through the paper. She seemed to have written with a shaky hand too. She must have been very emotional when writing it.

“Elementary algebra and geometry aren’t difficult, are they?” Song Qingshi’s heart wavered. “I didn’t give her any hard questions, considering she’s only eight. Also…I think I only gave her ten sets?”

“I increased the difficulty and the amount.” Yue Wuhuan’s smile became gentler, like a responsible upperclassman looking out for new students. “Zunzhu, don’t worry. I’ve seen what this child is capable of. She’s very smart, learns fast, and has potential. There’s no need to baby her. The immortal realm is cruel. Any given moment could be the difference between life and death. Pampering her now guarantees she’ll be defenseless in the future.”

That made sense to Song Qingshi.

Looking over Niannian’s homework, he discovered that the child really was a genius in the making. It would be a shame to waste this opportunity. He made his decision.

“Make her homework even more difficult.”

Yue Wuhuan seemed amused. “All right.”

Song Qingshi opened Yanyuan-xianjun’s letter. He expressed his gratitude at length and thanked Song Qingshi for Niannian’s education. He ended the letter with a subtle lament: He could not surpass the golden-core level, and his health deteriorated every year. The Red Dragon Sect was small, and it couldn’t boast much of a reputation. He was wasting Niannian’s talent.

“I feel like he wants something, but he’s too embarrassed to ask outright.” Song Qingshi thought his social acumen had improved. He handed the letter to Yue Wuhuan. “Does he want free elixirs?”

Yue Wuhuan read through the letter and laughed. “He’s hoping you’ll help secure Niannian a better future. He wants your recommendation.”

“Yanyuan-xianjun really likes her.” Song Qingshi didn’t understand, at first. Then it dawned on him: Yanyuan-xianjun wanted more for Niannian because he liked her. Even if he couldn’t bear it, he had to send her somewhere better—so she could fly higher.

Song Qingshi struggled silently for a while.

“He knows it’s a shameless request, so he didn’t dare say it outright,” Yue Wuhuan said kindly. “If it upsets you, then ignore it.”

“I can recommend her to Mistress Lingmiao.”

Mistress Lingmiao was famous throughout the immortal realm. She had outstanding talent, but when she was younger and more naive, a rich man pressured her into marriage. She stopped her cultivation and busied herself with the household and children. Unfortunately, her husband was a lout. Ye Lin’s rambling bored Song Qingshi, so he didn’t know much about the wealthy’s love affairs, grudges, struggles, and fights. He just knew that in the end, her beloved daughter was poisoned. She renounced her marriage and returned to cultivation, then killed her husband’s entire family.

Thereafter, she was known as Mistress Lingmiao, a woman who struck fear into the hearts of terrible men.

Her Island of Immortality had an excellent pedigree and abundant resources. Mistress Lingmiao loved cheerful, clever girls, and she pitied girls who had been denied opportunity due to tragic circumstances. Niannian wouldn’t have any trouble winning her over.

Although the Medicine King didn’t have the best reputation, he was not a bad man. He had never toyed with anyone’s feelings, and as a bonus he’d invented the youth elixir and Jade Complexion Ointment, loved by women everywhere. Only female cultivators lived on the Island of Immortality, and every last one held him in high regard (and hoped he would invent more beautifying medicines).

If he wrote a recommendation letter to Mistress Lingmiao, she probably wouldn’t send it back.

Song Qingshi pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and started writing in a neat, proper hand, wringing his brain for every last word. He included Niannian’s homework and the arrays she’d drawn as evidence of her potential for excellence. Yue Wuhuan offered help with improving the letter, noting his struggle.

“Why are you doing all this?”

Song Qingshi grinned. “Chaos theory.” 

“The…thing with butterfly wings?”

“I haven’t thought about it that much,” Song Qingshi said. He let the ink dry before he picked up the finished letter, and peered out the window at the sky’s promise of rain. “I’m trying to plant a seed. I want to see whether a little butterfly can really cause a roaring wind…”

His experiments with the Black Butterfly of Death had failed repeatedly. Song Qingshi thought about it wherever he went. Sometimes his chopsticks paused in midair while he was eating, and he looked as though his consciousness had ascended to the clouds.

It angered and amused Yue Wuhuan. Song Qingshi never gave up on something he was determined about. So Yue Wuhuan could only set aside his other tasks and help him improve the poison as soon as possible.

 

These days, the two of them always slept together.

Song Qingshi seemed addicted to hugging Yue Wuhuan in his sleep. Once, he woke up in the middle of the night and discovered his own clinginess, and fell into deep thought for a long time.

Yue Wuhuan thought he’d return to his own bed, but unexpectedly, Song Qingshi decided to go all in. Rather than letting Yue Wuhuan go, he only held on tighter. From then on, Yue Wuhuan awakened in Song Qingshi’s embrace every morning.

But surely something was wrong with this.

Yue Wuhuan tried asking: “Zunzhu… I thought you cultivated the path of emptiness?”

Song Qingshi froze. “An Long told you?”

Yue Wuhuan thought he was far too relaxed and disaffected.

“Is the heart of your cultivation all right?” he asked directly.

Song Qingshi’s thoughts stuttered. He had struggled against the heavens to preserve his yuanying, but it pained him so much he was having a hard time falling asleep. Holding on to something he liked took the edge off the pain. How could a man like him cry out in pain over something so small in front of someone else? Besides, he’d already figured out how to destroy his yuanying. He didn’t need to involve anyone else.

“It’s fine,” he said decisively.

It was fine. His yuanying still existed. It would only be less fine if he destroyed it.

Yue Wuhuan used his senses to check Song Qingshi’s yuanying and tried to confirm it still sat in his dantian. The flames of the underworld that sealed it kept him from getting a good look, but it wasn’t on the verge of falling apart. As long as the heart of his cultivation remained constant, he hadn’t developed any feelings and thus desired nothing.

Which only confused Yue Wuhuan further. What was Song Qingshi doing?

Maybe he was just…naturally clingy?

He could tell loneliness frightened his teacher, though he didn’t seem to know it. His actions betrayed everything. He lived apart from society; he struggled to communicate; sometimes he displayed childish behavior. Eccentrics like him often had many quirks that were difficult for normal people to understand.

Yue Wuhuan lay on the bed, his face blank. Tangled thoughts crowded his brain.

“Good night kiss,” Song Qingshi announced, then kissed him with practiced familiarity. 

This was something he did every morning and night. He treated Yue Wuhuan like a piece of candy, and occasionally partook of a midnight feast.

Yue Wuhuan had grown used to the kissing. It unsettled him at first, but now he happily awaited each kiss. The whole thing was starting to feel natural.

Wasn’t it nice to sleep innocently, just holding the person he loved? Aside from the fact that he couldn’t stop taking the medicine that curbed his desires.

But something still seemed off…


Chapter 66

 

A LEARNING CRAZE suddenly seized the Medicine King’s Valley.

Song Qingshi ordered three scrolls to hang in the classroom. The leftmost read: Study hard; improve every day. The right: Success comes from perseverance; persistence creates miracles. And the middle: Compassionate mind and compassionate acts; heal wounds and rescue the dying.

Qingluan was smacked with a mountain of study materials. For twenty hours a day, she read and did practice questions. No matter how devoted she was, it was difficult for her to push through it all—until she saw the mere threat of Yue Wuhuan’s menacing smile. That lit a fire under her. Reading was better than laboring in the punishment hall any day.

She was soon so tired she no longer had time for the children, and she asked them to study on their own.

Rongye finally found his chance to shine.

Whenever Song Qingshi visited the classroom to check their homework, Rongye struck up a conversation and tried to make him smile. Rongye was a born stunner, and he dressed well. He seemed naturally familiar with everyone and was adept at making jokes with just the right amount of flirtatious humor. He always livened up the atmosphere and made people clutch their stomachs with laughter.

Song Qingshi didn’t really get the jokes, but he was afraid of standing out. When everyone else was laughing, he smiled to go along.

He didn’t dislike the jovial atmosphere nor his outgoing students; he simply didn’t care for Rongye’s perfume sachet. Its thick deergrass scent nearly overwhelmed him. Deergrass wasn’t bad for anyone’s health, but it pushed emotions to extremes. The classroom was full of young men and women in their prime. If they smelled this scent, some might get involved in an untimely romance. It wasn’t conducive to long-term study.

Speaking of: A strange medicinal odor also seemed to surround Yue Wuhuan as of late…

His injuries from An Long’s bugs had already healed. Nothing remained that might hurt him. Why was he still taking medicine?

Song Qingshi fell into deep thought.

Seeing him in a daze, Rongye tugged on his sleeve.

“Zunzhu, I don’t understand some of these problems. Could you explain them to me?” he whispered, his back turned on the classroom. “The way you’d explain them to Wuhuan-xianzhang in bedroom?”

“No.” Given the difference in intellect between Rongye and Yue Wuhuan, Song Qingshi tried to dissuade him. “You don’t understand the things he does.”

Rongye smiled like spun sugar. “I might be inexperienced, but I can learn just as well as he can.”

He’d heard a lot of dirty talk as a child and knew the tricks that men used when they serviced other men. He just didn’t have hands-on experience. His body was soft and flexible, and he was willing to do whatever it took. Whatever tricks Yue Wuhuan used to please Song Qingshi, he believed he could learn them. It was just sex. How hard could it be?

Song Qingshi thought he should give a chance to the child, if he was eager to learn. So he handed Rongye a set of advanced math problems.

“Do these first. If there’s anything you don’t understand, have Wuhuan explain it to you.”

Rongye held the worksheet in his hands, completely baffled.

“Wuhuan-xianzhang works that hard every night?” Minghong said admiringly, glancing over from the side.

“These are ancient,” Song Qingshi bragged. “The problems he solves now are much harder.”

Minghong nodded. “No wonder he’s stuck at Fuling Palace all night. How else could he finish his homework?”

“Wuhuan studies hard. You guys need to work hard too! You’ll get there one day!” Song Qingshi said, trying to encourage them.

Rongye had started to doubt himself in his confusion. Did he have to answer questions before he could get into his teacher’s bed? Could he only service him after he felt…satisfied with the results? Or did he have to solve the problems while trying to please him? Wouldn’t that be way too difficult? He pictured indescribably strange scenes, then shook his head, discarding them.

Zunzhu seems gentle and has a good temper, but he’s too demanding in bed, Rongye thought. Wuhuan-xianzhang sure has it rough.

He picked up the worksheet. He refused to give up! He’d study hard! He could do anything Yue Wuhuan could do!

Song Qingshi surveyed the classroom’s atmosphere. He was pleased with everyone’s diligent studies.

 

His experiments on the Black Butterfly of Death continued, as did his failures.

Yue Wuhuan looked up from his piles of data and furrowed his brow. He could smell a hint of deergrass on Song Qingshi. Deergrass slowly aroused desire in men, and its only use was as an aphrodisiac. Golden Phoenix Mountain stank of it, though they had paired it with more expensive ingredients, and employed it more skillfully.

Who would use such a thing in the pure environment of the Medicine King’s Valley?

Yue Wuhuan held his breath. He couldn’t stand feeling this way, like the untouched reaches of his heart had been contaminated.

After a moment of consideration, he guessed where the smell had originated. He almost couldn’t contain the rising urge to kill in his heart.

Qingluan had desperately begged him to take mercy on Rongye, for his youth and naivete. He’d restrained himself for the time being, but that brat was even more impudent than he had imagined.

Youth?

In the dark hell of Golden Phoenix Mountain, boys Rongye’s age had already learned to lie beneath other men—to accept endless torture.

Naive?

What innocent knew about such a dirty fragrance, or how to keep it on himself as an imperceptible way to flirt and tease?

The more Yue Wuhuan thought about it, the more his fury grew.

Song Qingshi noticed his breath hitch. “Wuhuan? What’s wrong?”

With a smile, Yue Wuhuan struggled to calm his breath. “Zunzhu, something about you smells strange. It’s making me uncomfortable.”

Yue Wuhuan had a sensitive nose. Song Qingshi sniffed himself, suspecting that he’d touched some foul-smelling ingredient. He tossed off a cleaning spell, then scurried away to bathe.

Reaching out with a few vines, Yue Wuhuan cleaned the lab equipment. The smile on his face grew milder.

If Qingluan couldn’t control Rongye, he would.

 

After finishing his homework, Rongye studied ways to doll himself up. Yue Wuhuan impressed wherever he went, in his formfitting red-and-gold brocade robe with tight sleeves. Rongye, however, could only wear green robes provided by the valley. They were plain, unembellished, loose, and didn’t stand out. A seamstress could raise the waistline, widen and tighten the belt, and give the collar some slack to expose his collarbones. That would emphasize how much prettier his figure was when compared to the others.

He also needed to increase the potency of the deergrass in his sachet. The women in the brothel had taught him that its fragrance would entice men to fall for him. He’d kept it at his own bedside to test, and he’d had wet dreams two nights in a row. Unfortunately, he hadn’t dreamed of Song Qingshi—only that dullard He Qingyun, which startled him awake.

He’d have to make another sachet and give it to Minghong as a tease. That scaredy-cat wouldn’t be so timid in front of Qingluan then, at least.

Rongye held the robe up, turning this way and that. Suddenly, a golden, feathery mask appeared in his mirror. He spun around, shocked. Yue Wuhuan was leaning against the doorframe, watching him with his arms crossed.

Rongye let out a shaky breath and lowered his head in an obedient greeting.

Yue Wuhuan smiled. “Qingluan said you have deft fingers. You like traps and other mechanisms?”

“Yes.” Rongye nodded, though he wasn’t sure where this was going. 

“The Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts has been recruiting disciples recently. They take on disciples with nimble hands, regardless of their birth,” Yue Wuhuan said considerately. “The valley and the pavilion are business partners. I’ve already cleared your study with the pavilion master. We wouldn’t want to waste your talents, would we?”

Rongye’s face paled. He liked tinkering, making small toys and gadgets, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be a craftsman. He’d seen craftsmen at the brothel. They were all rough, poor, and scruffy, with calloused, ugly hands. A multitude of accidental scars marred their dark skin. Everyone at the brothel judged them and preferred not to welcome them.

The immortal realm’s craftsmen were still craftsmen. They did hard labor. If he ended up at the pavilion, it would ruin his beauty in less than two years.

Seeing the smile on Yue Wuhuan’s lips, Rongye understood what was going on. Yue Wuhuan must’ve caught on to his intentions of winning Song Qingshi over and wanted to get rid of him. He’d seen plenty of such plots before.

Rongye hadn’t gotten Song Qingshi’s attention, however he plotted and schemed, and Yue Wuhuan had Song Qingshi’s esteemed favor. There was no way to fight back. He could act cute and play stupid, but how did a cub fool a thousand-year-old fox spirit?

He was at Yue Wuhuan’s mercy.

“Why do you get to decide?” Rongye was so angry he was about to cry. “Why bully me like this?”

Yue Wuhuan turned around and said coldly, “The Medicine King’s Valley has no place for people with impure hearts.”

“I’m impure?” Rongye cursed despairingly. He knew it was too late to turn back. “How clean are you? You’re just a mortal whose good looks got Zunzhu’s attention! You only climbed to where you are now because of that opportunity!”

Yue Wuhuan looked back at him in silence.

Qingluan kept the students as far from Yue Wuhuan as she possibly could, fearing his madness. She didn’t dare reveal his true self to them. He abided by the rules and never doled out punishment in public.

It gave those little brats a false impression. Did they think he was a sweet little lamb?

Rongye didn’t hold back. “What right do you have to deem others dirty? How many men have you served?”

“You want to do the same?” Yue Wuhuan asked hoarsely.

“What’s wrong with serving powerful cultivators?” Rongye snapped, even though he was afraid. “If I satisfy them, they might give me some elixirs, or weapons, or teach me cultivation. It’s better than being a mortal! That’s exactly what I want!”

Yue Wuhuan smiled. He took out his ice-silk gloves and put them on slowly.

A wave of peculiar scent wafted through the air. Rongye felt suddenly dizzy. All of the strength soon drained from his body. He fought to raise his head, but Yue Wuhuan’s face grew blurrier and blurrier.

Then, something seized Rongye’s hair, and he was dragged forward. He gasped, his hair in disarray, as fear filled his beautiful peach-blossom eyes.

Yue Wuhuan tilted Rongye’s chin upward and observed him for a while.

“I’ll teach you how to please men,” he said. His voice sounded infernal.

At last, Rongye realized he’d provoked something he shouldn’t have. He wanted to run, but he couldn’t move.

Something ripped open his robes, then something seared his back, like a brand. 

He lost control of his limbs, and his mind fell into tumult.

When he next woke, he found himself completely naked, chained and dangling in the air. Countless hungry eyes beheld him. Countless disgusting hands reached for him, wreaking havoc on his body. He screamed, hoping they’d withdraw, but he could only utter unbearable moans and gasps.

He didn’t know it could be so painful. They had no pity, no kindness. They toyed with him in unspeakable ways.

He struggled, begged, but it only beckoned more laughter and crueler treatment.

In the dark, his torture seemed endless.

He suffered the most humiliating, disgusting acts the world had yet devised.

At last, he woke up sobbing…

A light fragrance hung in the air. No terrifying men awaited him, no unspeakable acts.

Rongye found himself clean and free of pain. His disgust ebbed away, but his cold, sweat-drenched clothes clung to his body. He looked around fearfully; he was alone in the frigid dungeon. He didn’t see any ominous implements of torture, but the smell of blood lingered on the air.

Yue Wuhuan sat at a table, bathed in candlelight, book in hand. He quietly flipped through the pages. There was a bronze incense burner beside him. It held the source of that strange smell: the remains of a stick of incense that had just finished burning. Two more sticks lay next to it.

Seeing that Rongye had stirred, Yue Wuhuan picked up the second incense stick.

Rongye didn’t recognize the substance, but he knew it had caused his terrifying visions. He surrendered and knelt on the floor to beg for mercy.

“Wuhuan-xianzhang, I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have spoken ill of you!”

Yue Wuhuan glanced at him, then shook his head without pity.

“No! I’m sorry, I mean it!” Rongye howled in despair.

Yue Wuhuan lit the second stick of incense. Once again, its strange fragrance rolled over him—deeper, heavier than before…

Rongye fell into a hell of unimaginable pain. He endured endless suffering, and tortures of all kinds. Every time he thought he’d reached the end, something worse awaited him.

When he next woke, he had nearly reached his breaking point. He sat dazedly on the floor, almost incapable of remembering whether he was human or animal.

After a long time, he realized he was fine. He hadn’t been harmed. The joy of surviving allowed him to reclaim his wits and the ability to speak.

Rongye looked up, despair in his eyes, as Yue Wuhuan picked up the third stick.

“Let me go, let me go…”

Rongye finally comprehended the demon’s murderous intent. He would go through hell again and again until he lost his mind and died.

He crawled back as far as he could get, but an army of bloodking vines trapped him in an inescapable cage. The depths of his own stupidity, and the terrifying nature of the man he’d angered, became clear to him then. But it was too late. He watched Yue Wuhuan light the last incense stick, the one that would seal his fate.
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He had a sudden thought—

“I won’t harbor anything for Zunzhu ever again!” he screamed.

The incense that would cast him into hell paused in midair.

Yue Wuhuan appraised him.

“Do you still want to serve men?” he asked.

“No!” Rongye shrieked fearfully at the thought of that nightmare. He curled up in the darkness and begged. “Please, I was wrong! I never want to serve men!”

Yue Wuhuan rubbed his temple and glanced at the door. He seemed hesitant as he still held the incense. 

This single decision made the difference between life and death.

Rongye wept for an eternity in the darkness. He remembered now: girls beaten and abused by their customers, boys who had to be carried out in torn bamboo mats, his mother’s blackened eye. He had only recalled the luxuries and the liveliness, the delicious food, the jewels and accessories, the beauties saved by rich lovers; he’d forgotten the indignities, the countless tragic endings…

How had he been so foolish?

“I’m sorry, I was wrong,” he wailed repeatedly.

Yue Wuhuan made his decision.

The bloodking vines parted. The dungeon door opened.

Qingluan was already there, racked with sobs.

Rongye saw her soft figure as a haven.

“Qingluan-jiejie…!” he sobbed.

“Thank you.” On her way down the steps, she stopped to give Yue Wuhuan a deep bow. 

Once she discovered what Rongye had done, she knew he’d violated one of Yue Wuhuan’s unquestionable taboos. She had to do something, anything. She’d begged Yue Wuhuan to send Rongye to the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts, saying that Song Qingshi would be upset if he found out. But Rongye’s foolish words echoed in her mind…

She had nearly lost hope, watching the bloodking vines drag an unconscious Rongye to the dungeon. She felt like her heart was about to stop from the terror.

Yue Wuhuan had a fragile mental state. He didn’t understand compassion; he couldn’t feel other people’s pain.

Those who entered the dungeon emerged dead or insane. There had never been an exception.

Qingluan knew what Rongye faced. She couldn’t stand by and watch it unfold in its entirety.

She stopped Yue Wuhuan, crying, fell to her knees, and begged him to spare Rongye with all her might.

“Why go out of your way for him?” he asked, uncomprehending.

“Rongye doesn’t deserve this,” Qingluan said. Tears blurred her vision.

“He did something wrong.”

“Wrongs can be righted,” Qingluan insisted.

Yue Wuhuan gave it some thought, but he didn’t respond. His vines shoved Qingluan out of the dungeon and sealed the door.

Qingluan battered the door hopelessly. She heard muffled wails and cries inside, then desperate, heartrending sobs.

Yue Wuhuan spared Rongye the destruction of his life and mind, and his most horrific punishment. 

Qingluan hadn’t lost Rongye. She held him tightly, overjoyed, comforting him with reassuring words.

“For your loyalty all these years,” Yue Wuhuan said coldly. He rose and walked past them. “There will not be a next time.”


Chapter 67

 

YUE WUHUAN USED the Dream-Weaving Incense in three parts to build up the effect slowly.

When the victim smelled its fragrance, their senses descended into chaos, exposing an opening for anyone to seize and control as they wished. It had limited utility: Using it on someone with higher cultivation resulted in backlash, and sometimes it failed to overcome particularly strong-willed individuals.

Rongye didn’t have much backbone, and his cultivation had only reached the qi-gathering stage. He made easy prey.

Yue Wuhuan had a talent for psychological torture. His victims lost their minds or killed themselves at his bidding.

Once, a traitor to the Medicine King’s Valley went completely mad. After Yue Wuhuan lit the third stick, they ripped off their own skin, rammed their head into a wall, and died.

Qingluan threw up several times after she buried the body in the medicine garden, and she had nightmares for days.

Thankfully, Rongye had admitted to his mistake in time. Yue Wuhuan had given him a chance to show remorse.

After being treated with a heart-calming pill and soothing medicine, Rongye regained his ability to discern what was real and what wasn’t. As Qingluan sat by the bed and gently cared for him, he reflected on his foolish intentions. He felt embarrassed, regretful, afraid, and most of all, too ashamed to see anyone. He hid in his blankets, crying.

Seeing him in that state, Qingluan asked that he receive a few days off and told him to rest well.

“Qingluan-jie, when will I go to the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts?” Rongye whispered from under the blanket.

He hadn’t left the confines of the Yan Mountain Sect or the Medicine King’s Valley since arriving in the immortal realm, and the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts frightened him, as did being an apprentice craftsman. But he knew that he’d made a huge mistake; Qingluan had fought for this one path of survival for him. He had to go.

“Once you’re a little bit better. I’ll tell Zunzhu on your behalf,” Qingluan consoled him. “The Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts is a good place. Elder Liao’s an outstanding female cultivator—she’s accepting students now. It would be wonderful if you studied under her. You aren’t interested in medicine. With her, you can show off your talents.”

Rongye sobbed his agreement.

 

The next day, Qingluan informed Song Qingshi that Rongye would soon travel to the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts.

That cheerful student had left a deep impression on Song Qingshi. Just yesterday he’d wanted to become like Yue Wuhuan and received a large amount of homework, but today he wanted to leave the Medicine King’s Valley? Had the work been so hard it dealt a blow to his self-confidence?

“Rongye has always been interested in engineering,” Qingluan explained with a soft laugh. “When he heard that Elder Liao from the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts wanted mortal students, he rushed to sign up. I guess it’s fate.”

Minghong knew Rongye well enough to doubt that. Very quickly, he arrived at the truth.

He Qingyun didn’t, though, and it upset him. “Why would A-Ye1 go be a craftsman, when—”

Before he finished speaking, Minghong kicked him hard. He Qingyun yelped in pain.

“Qingluan-jiejie would never harm us,” Minghong said. He slung an arm around the idiot’s shoulder and pinched him on the arm, warning in a low voice, “Rongye likes crafts. He chose this path himself.”

He Qingyun finally got it. “Right… He likes tinkering with things,” he said, though his face had fallen.

Song Qingshi looked at their dour expressions and laughed. “Everyone has their talents. It’s not a bad thing.”

Then he rushed through checking their homework, confirmed they were all working hard, and left, claiming he had experiments to do.

Qingluan let out a relieved sigh. Song Qingshi didn’t seem to care where Rongye went, but when she saw He Qingyun and Minghong’s determined, inquisitive faces, she knew she couldn’t hide the truth from Rongye’s good friends.

Still, she had to look after Rongye’s dignity. She gave them the tactful version: Rongye had made a mistake, and he had to leave the Medicine King’s Valley. She told them to bid him a fond farewell, but if he learned plenty of skills at the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts and graduated, they’d have a chance of meeting him again.

She was like everyone’s big sister, and they trusted her absolutely. They knew every decision she made was with their futures in mind.

But they were all a little sad that Rongye was leaving, her included. She wanted to comfort them somehow and, as usual, decided to use learning to improve their moods.

After Song Qingshi took interest in Qingluan’s research, Yue Wuhuan had kindly piled a mountain of resources on her, encouraging her to work hard. She understood what he wanted from her and made work her sole focus. She had enough to do that she wished the day had forty-eight hours, but she managed to meet her goals regardless.

Today was a day for elixir experiments. Students packed the classroom, but the library was silent and empty. Qingluan found the books she needed and sat at the table, noting important details the way Song Qingshi did. Her work absorbed her to the point she forgot the passage of time. The light and shadows in the library shifted.

Suddenly, the birds outside fell quiet. The wind stopped. Silence filled the library as though it had been sealed off from the rest of the world. Slowly, she realized she could smell burning.

She had experienced this same terror somewhere before. But where?

Yan Mountain Sect? When Xie Que died?

A fearful shadow had attacked.

Something was wrong. Qingluan threw down her materials in a panic and tried to flee the library, but it was too late. A wall of flame surrounded the library, cutting off her path to escape. 

Qingluan heard the soft whisper of flipping pages behind her.

She slowly turned around…and saw hellish flames singeing the air. The red and black lotuses stank of death. Once again, she remembered Xie Que’s unfortunate end.

She finally realized that the true master of the Medicine King’s Valley stood at the table, paging intently through her notes.

Never mind his youthful appearance and gentle temperament, that he never spoke harshly…

She knew the tiger had claws, but still. She let him mislead her again and again. Until now, she hadn’t known what she was up against.

In this world, no yuanying-level cultivator was easy to fool.

Qingluan’s face went white, but she remained calm and bowed in greeting.

“Zunzhu, what can I do for you?”

“Nothing.” Song Qingshi closed the notebook and chuckled. “I should’ve asked you some things a long time ago, but I never had the time. The Night Rain Pavilion came to talk money today. Wuhuan’s busy taking care of them, so I have some time to chat with you.”

Qingluan looked at the lotuses in Song Qingshi’s hand and gulped. He had come prepared to ask for Yue Wuhuan’s secrets. Revealing them didn’t bode well for her future, but keeping quiet opened her to danger now. Her thoughts raced as she searched for a way out of her predicament.

“I don’t like getting information this way,” Song Qingshi said uncomfortably. “But this is too important. I need to understand. Tell me, what happened between Yue Wuhuan and Rongye? Why is Rongye going to the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts?”

“Last night…” Qingluan forced a smile. “Wuhuan-ge told Rongye the pavilion was looking for apprentices and encouraged him to go.”

Song Qingshi thought it over. “And Rongye was so overjoyed he’s sick in bed?”

“He’s sad…about leaving,” Qingluan said carefully.

Song Qingshi looked her over. The lotuses in his hands spun lazily.

“Don’t you remember? I can search your soul,” he reminded her.

Qingluan froze. With her own eyes, she had seen Song Qingshi search Xie Que’s memories for the life seal’s secret spell.

“Don’t hide from me. The search won’t feel good, and it might leave you with damage to your consciousness. There’s no use in killing yourself either. I can read your most recent memories after you die.” Song Qingshi finally exerted the pressure yuanying cultivators could generate and issued a cold command. “Don’t make a stupid decision. Tell me everything.”

The tiger opened its eyes, extended its claws, and tore out the truth. 

Qingluan dropped to the floor helplessly. She couldn’t hide any longer. She had to come clean about everything: Rongye’s intentions toward him, what he’d done, and Yue Wuhuan’s punishment. She glossed over as much of the story as she could. She emphasized that Rongye was a kid who’d made a mistake, and Yue Wuhuan had taught him a lesson. He had learned the error of his ways. It was a happy ending.

Song Qingshi harbored other suspicions. “The dungeon? In the corner of the western garden, where I used to grow poisonous mushrooms?”

The dungeon had been there when he first came into power. He hadn’t researched poison mushrooms in so long, he’d forgotten the place.

Qingyuan wanted to slap herself. Enabling private punishments, ignoring Song Qingshi’s authority, plotting power grabs, eliminating dissidents… Nothing Yue Wuhuan had done would hold up in any other sect. He had done it to aid Song Qingshi, but if she revealed Yue Wuhuan’s extreme feelings, or the extent to which he needed control… Tales of meritorious servants cast aside after they no longer proved useful came to mind.

Tears swam in her eyes; she was so terrified she didn’t know what to do.

“What did you guys do to my mushrooms?” Song Qingshi asked, conflicted.

“Wuhuan-ge built them a greenhouse,” she sobbed.

“Oh? That’s fine, then.” He sounded relieved.

Baffled, Qingluan stopped crying. Had she missed something?

Song Qingshi had really frightened her. He called back his lotuses.

“Don’t cry,” he said, embarrassed. “Sorry. I just meant to scare you. I wouldn’t really search your soul.”

Searching souls was a risky move, and he could only sort through fragments. There was no way to get years’ worth of memories.

He hadn’t planned to harm Qingluan. He came in full regalia to intimidate her, worried she wouldn’t tell the truth. But if that failed to scare her into answering…he would have given up.

Fortunately, people who never lied had the easiest time fooling others.

Song Qingshi hadn’t told a single lie, now that Qingluan thought of it. She fell for his trap, but she didn’t know whether she should celebrate her survival or regret confessing. She felt such complicated emotions without any way to convey them that she just started crying.

“I won’t scare you anymore,” Song Qingshi said, scrambling for his handkerchief. He had never treated a girl so forcefully before, and he felt a little guilty.

Qingluan accepted the handkerchief but cried even harder at the contrast between his kindness and her stupidity.

“I-I visited Rongye secretly and guessed what had happened,” he stammered. “I’m happy with that. I wanted you to confirm it.”

“You’re…happy?”

“Did you think Wuhuan would let Rongye go in the end?” Song Qingshi smiled.

Qingluan pondered this at length, then shook her head.

“Even I had a hard time accepting the stupid things Rongye did. He ripped open Wuhuan-ge’s most painful wound. He challenged Yue Wuhuan by disrespecting you. I think Wuhuan-ge wanted to light the third incense and torture Rongye to death. For whatever reason, he changed his mind. Maybe because Rongye’s so young and naive…”

“Naive? You guys have spent too long living peacefully,” Song Qingshi said. “In the immortal realm, danger lurks around every corner. There’s killing over treasure, killing over the resources in secret realms… Did Xie Que let you go because you were young and naive? In my travels, I’ve killed many people for bothering me. Should I try to reason with them first?”

He considered it, then felt sorry for himself. “Well, if I did, I wouldn’t win the argument anyway…”

He was a lone cultivator. If he showed the tiniest weakness, those beasts would rip him apart. The immortal realm didn’t have laws, and no one demanded justice for a death.

Song Qingshi didn’t ask in detail what Yue Wuhuan had done all those years; it wasn’t necessary. With foundation-level cultivation alone, he’d collected a wealth of precious medicines, created a name for himself as a madman, and terrified everyone. He hadn’t achieved it with just wit and persuasion. His innate cruelty and the blood on his hands spoke for him.

Kill after kill twisted his heart, driving him to the brink of madness. He had started to disregard life. How could he have let Rongye go just because he was naive?

Qingluan remembered the bodies in the garden. Her complexion turned green.

“What Rongye did triggered Wuhuan’s illness. Theoretically, he should not have been able to tolerate Rongye’s actions,” Song Qingshi said earnestly. “Now I’m sure he let him go because you begged him to.”

“Wuhuan-ge has never shown anyone mercy for my sake,” Qingluan muttered.

She had a tender heart, and the immortal realm’s cruelty didn’t suit her. Yue Wuhuan had punished her for foolish deeds and taught her a lesson more than once, until she learned to turn a blind eye. She cleaned up his messes. She did terrible things.

“If Rongye died, it would hurt you. Right?”

Qingluan nodded tentatively. She and Rongye relied on each other. They were like siblings. She couldn’t just watch him die, when they shared such beautiful memories. If she had the smallest sliver of hope she could save him, she had to try—even if it merited serious punishment. Failure would result in a lifetime of self-recrimination and pain.

“He knew it would hurt you, and he backed off. That’s a good thing.” Song Qingshi smiled.

Qingluan didn’t understand.

“That means Wuhuan’s heart is still there. He can still relate to other people’s feelings.” Song Qingshi’s smile grew wider. “His compassion isn’t completely gone. It’s hiding somewhere he can’t see, under a layer of shadow. Your pain made him step back and reconsider. He made a different choice for once.”

Qingluan had a kind, selfless, sincere heart. She’d spent ten years doing whatever she could to help Yue Wuhuan, never asking for anything in return. Everything she’d done for him accumulated like droplets of water…

Eventually, it pierced through stone.

She had planted a tiny seed of kindness in his dark heart.

Perhaps that seed might grow into a towering tree one day.

“His illness isn’t as severe as I imagined,” Song Qingshi said, relieved. “Otherwise, I’d have to send you all to the village for your safety before his condition worsened and he lost control. Then I’d seal off the Medicine King’s Valley, stay with him, and await the consequences of my failure.”

Qingluan stared blankly at Song Qingshi. Something about this felt strange.

This wasn’t ordinary love.

She’d assumed Song Qingshi didn’t know the extent of Yue Wuhuan’s madness, but he saw it even more clearly than she did. Would anyone else accept an aberration like this? Would anyone else do so much for a madman? Was Song Qingshi crazy too?

Qingluan shook her head and shoved those unwelcome thoughts to the back of her mind.

“What can I do for Wuhuan-ge?” she asked.

“Wuhuan’s illness… We can’t cure it now, and it might worsen in the future. Don’t worry about that, and don’t be afraid.” Song Qingshi scooped up the study materials on the table and deposited them in Qingluan’s arms. “Believe in your own principles, and you’ll create the medicines you want. Your duty is to carry out Xianshi’s beliefs and become a good doctor.”

“I’ll work hard,” Qingluan said, embarrassed. She was speaking to an expert. The Medicine King was the world’s greatest physician, and his treatment plan for Yue Wuhuan had to be the best.

“I scared you. That’s my fault.” Song Qingshi decided to make it up to her. “I’ve created a new batch of qi-gathering elixirs. Using that and meridian powder together will improve your physique and help you establish a foundation. I’ll give you some later. Distribute them to the younger students according to their spiritual roots. Most of them can’t cultivate much, and they need help from elixirs and pills. They’ll have longer lifespans after establishing their foundations, and they won’t suffer ordinary illnesses. You’ll all have a long, long time for study and research.”

He had made close observations of the students over several days. For most of them, establishing a foundation would be the most they could achieve. Only Minghong had a bit more talent to pursue cultivation. He could go even further with the sword’s help.

Qingluan was moved to the point of tears. 

She knew that the Medicine King made the finest elixirs, and every one was precious. Regular sects wouldn’t have given them to new disciples, but it sounded as though Song Qingshi had made a custom qi-gathering elixir for every single student. Those would have more potent effects, and when they added meridian powder to improve their physiques…

No matter how lacking in talent they were, they could hope to establish a foundation, as long as they had a spiritual root and put in the work.

Qingluan forgot all her worries in an instant and showered him with thanks. She swore she would not waste time after establishing her foundation: She would spend all three hundred years studying and ensure the children did the same. She wouldn’t disappoint Song Qingshi; she would create her medicines and become a caring, benevolent doctor, share her teachers’ principles, and spread the valley’s good reputation across the world.

What was life for, if not study and research?!

Song Qingshi felt satisfied. He had already dropped the fiery barrier. The library door swung open, and a fresh breeze flowed through the window.

Qingluan didn’t want to leave. She rubbed her hands together, ready to dive into her studies.

“I’m so glad I met you,” Song Qingshi said, suddenly.

Qingluan went still.

“Thank you!” Song Qingshi leaped onto the windowsill and grinned at her confused expression. Then he jumped out of the window and disappeared. 

 

It was almost dark out. The students left the classroom in a noisy, chattering flood.

Yue Wuhuan was frantically searching everywhere. He had lost contact with the vines that followed Song Qingshi. His senses couldn’t cover the Medicine King’s Valley in its entirety, Ye Lin had sent some chatty cultivators, and a few of the mice had pregnancy issues. After he took care of everything, he couldn’t find Song Qingshi in his lab, the classroom, the study, or in Fuling Palace…

So he panicked.

Then Song Qingshi grabbed his hand and hopped in front of him. He held it tightly, refusing to let go.

Yue Wuhuan could finally breathe again. 

“Zunzhu, you seem happy?” he ventured.

“I am!” Song Qingshi answered joyfully.

“Did something good happen?”

Song Qingshi stopped mid-stride and searched the darkening sky. He smiled. His words were nearly inaudible.

“Wuhuan, I saw hope.”


Chapter 68

 

RONGYE HID IN HIS ROOM for a day and night. His eyes were red and swollen, though he had exhausted his tears. His mind was blank. He resigned himself to bed. It felt like his life had already ended, and his future had gone dark.

That’s what stupidity deserves…

Both Minghong and He Qingyun had knocked on the door, but he hadn’t answered. He felt too ashamed to face his friends. With no other choice, they set out a plate of the snacks he normally enjoyed and waited by the door, afraid that he’d do something foolish if they left.

Rongye snuck to the window near the door and saw their silhouettes. His sorrow grew. A lowlife like him didn’t deserve such good friends.

He was a sparrow who had donned chicken feathers and tried to play phoenix. He didn’t dare admit his past to the others. No—his mother was a gentle, virtuous young lady, and his father a distinguished scholar. He was a pampered, honey-fed child everyone loved. He’d repeated the lie so often he nearly believed it.

But fake was fake. That story was just the wonderful life he had dreamed of every day in that dirty brothel.

He couldn’t keep lying to himself.

Rongye opened the door for his friends. His head drooped as he sobbed through the truth: his origins, his mother’s identity, how he envied Minghong and mocked He Qingyun, what he’d done around Song Qingshi and the punishment he’d earned… 

“I deserve it,” he cried at the end. “Don’t pity me, you guys. My mother was right. I was born a lowlife.”

The youth who had once relished laughter and conversation now stood in shadow, trembling in fear.

“At least you had a mom,” Minghong scolded, cuffing him on the shoulder. “I was a street kid. What’s a mother? I’ve never met one. I was hungry and cold and fought wild dogs for food. If I found a steamed bun, I’d celebrate for most of the day. If you—with your food, heat, and mom who cared for you—are a lowlife, then what am I? You looking down on me?”

“Yeah!” He Qingyun smiled. “A-Ye only teases people with words. In reality, you’re very kind. When someone’s unhappy, you’re the first to notice, and you cheer them up. We don’t care where you came from. We like you because you always lift the mood…”

“The Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts is getting the better end of the bargain,” Minghong lamented.

He Qingyun handed his handkerchief to Rongye. “Don’t cry. A-Ye’s eyes are so beautiful. They’re even more beautiful when you smile.”

Rongye accepted the handkerchief, but for some reason he cried even harder.

They heard footsteps behind them. Minghong immediately recognized whom they belonged to.

“Qingluan-jiejie,” he called over his shoulder.

She smiled as she approached, holding a small wooden box.

“You’re not a lowlife,” she said.

Rongye stilled.

“Women don’t always say what they mean. Don’t listen to your mother’s words. Look at what she did.” Qingluan ruffled Rongye’s hair. “Think of it this way: Why did she call you that? Why would she send you to the immortal realm even if it meant saying goodbye forever? Did she say you had to succeed at being a cultivator? Did she ask you to return and bring honor to your family?”

“I don’t know my father,” Rongye said in a small voice. “I don’t have a family…”

“So she’d rather die alone than have you go back to that dirty place. Why?”

“B-because my existence is cursed. She didn’t want me,” he murmured.

His conviction faltered. Things that had always confused him seemed clearer now. He recalled foggy memories of his sickbed: His mother sat beside him, crying as she cared for him. She swore she regretted having this child, that she couldn’t bear…

Couldn’t bear what?

Yue Wuhuan’s illusions made him realize just how horrifying serving men could be. His mother knew that already, but she hadn’t been able to help her son escape that terrible fate. She watched him grow closer to hell day by day. She despaired. They had nowhere to run, but they had to accept their fates.

Even though Xie Que was suspicious, he also presented an opportunity.

What was the difference between one hell and another? How bad could it get? Like a crazed gambler, his mother had ventured everything for the smallest chance of survival.

She won.

“Your fate changed long ago.” Qingluan handed him the wooden box.

In the immortal realm, Minghong wasn’t a beggar, He Qingyun wasn’t a farmer, and Rongye wasn’t a prostitute. They were slaves no longer. 

Once they left Yan Mountain Sect, they could live for themselves.

Rongye opened the box. Inside were two small, sleek bottles of medicine. He inspected the contents and recognized meridian powder and a qi-gathering elixir of the highest quality. The elixir, water- and earth-based, had been made especially for him—to purge his meridians of impurities and help him establish his foundation.

Qingluan smiled. “Zunzhu asked me to give you this farewell gift. He said you should work hard in your studies and your cultivation.”

Rongye couldn’t hold back his tears again. What exactly had he done to deserve this?

He Qingyun and Minghong rushed to comfort him, offering what kindness they could, but they saddened at parting with their friend.

“Don’t cry. Work hard on your cultivation,” Qingluan said. “Elder Liao’s in Yue City. You guys can still write to each other, and the valley often sends people there to purchase goods. Once you establish your foundations, I’ll send you guys to Yue City for errands. It’ll be easy for you to see each other.”

Minghong perked up. “A-Ye, I’ll be able to establish my foundation in two years! Wait for me!”

“Are you bragging about your talent?” Rongye smiled through his tears.

He Qingyun was the least talented of the bunch. He yanked his own hair in frustration and swore he’d work just as hard on his cultivation.

The three of them dissolved into laughter, chasing away the sadness of parting.

All banquets came to an end eventually.

 

Rongye arrived at the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts with his luggage in tow. The sounds of shouting and hammering that came from inside frightened him. He stood timidly outside the gate, gathering his courage before he stepped inside to face his new life.

Beyond the gate, there was a spacious field.

A crowd surrounded two enormous robots, cheering and hollering. Metal monkeys cartwheeled to one side of him, and porcelain rabbits hopped on the other. A pair of girls were fixing a disk. When they were done, two immortal women appeared, dancing in the air.

One tall, handsome woman stood above the crowd. She looked unkempt in her dusty gray robe, covered in oil stains and wood shavings. She held an intricate wooden eagle, and as the crowd cheered, she sent it skyward.

The eagle shot upward and climbed higher until it sliced through the clouds.

Had such interesting machines always existed? These were the immortal realm’s craftsmen? Could he build something similar? Rongye couldn’t look away from the soaring eagle. His heart hammered.

The woman noticed him and waved energetically.

“Hey, brat!” she called, grinning. “Do you like it?!”

He did. He really did.

Rongye couldn’t speak for his excitement. He ran toward the woman and toward his future.

Mother, I have the best life now.

 

Song Qingshi had to use several furnaces at once to make a batch of elixirs and medicine suitable for low-level cultivators. Some would go to the students, and some to him and Yue Wuhuan. He planned to compound some everyday medicine, too, like the calming elixir, the soothing pill, and the purifying pill, in case cultivation kept him occupied in the future and he couldn’t find the time. Being prepared was a good habit.

He finished a batch of several dozen and felt content, if a little tired.

He relaxed with his favorite little indulgence, prowling the storage room the way dragons guarded their hoards of treasure and gold. Whenever he finished a batch of medicine, counted it, readied it for storage, and made certain he had more stockpiled, he felt satisfied and safe.

“Seventy-two pounds of tianmingzi, three hundred twenty-four of sunshine flower, three buckets of skyfish, only twenty-two pounds of moon gems left… Used a lot of those recently. I’ll ask Wuhuan to order more.” Song Qingshi painstakingly counted every ingredient. Some of his counts differed from the last audit, but most of it looked the same.

He froze when he opened the heavenly bamboo drawer.

There was a lot less than before.

Song Qingshi felt lost. Heavenly bamboo soothed turbulent emotions and chased away inner demons, but its side effects stripped the heart of longing and lust. Once, he’d kidnapped a few random scoundrels who played with women’s feelings for his experiments (he hadn’t understood mortals or ethical conduct at the time). After consuming large amounts of heavenly bamboo, the men transformed into Liu Xiahui.2 They turned over a new leaf, received blessings from monks, and eventually became monks themselves, doing good for the rest of their lives.

The immortal realm was open-minded when it came to these things. Victims didn’t despair. Female cultivators didn’t make a fuss if someone took advantage of them in love or romance. Most of them showed up with swords instead and quickly settled the matter.

But those scoundrels had been skilled sweet-talkers. They’d charm women until they got what they wanted, and somehow they ended up being forgiven.

Song Qingshi lost himself in the past. On reflection, he was a good, loyal man, strictly monogamous. But scumbags always had dozens of beauties at their beck and call, when he couldn’t make the one person he liked happy…

That meant he couldn’t even measure up to a scumbag! 

Overachiever Song spent a moment feeling sorry for himself. 

But he quickly cheered up, chucked his emotional garbage, and started investigating where the heavenly bamboo had gone.

The bamboo didn’t have many uses. Other ingredients had the same calming properties, and while it was very effective at chasing away inner strife, it had alarming side effects. Few cultivators dared to use it. Now and then someone would use it to teach a playboy a lesson, but it was almost never used in medicine.

Song Qingshi didn’t have much heavenly bamboo; he had explored its potential other uses, and whether he could eliminate its side effects. He hadn’t gotten lucky yet.

Half of the bamboo was missing from the drawer.

The students wouldn’t use heavenly bamboo. That left one suspect…

Song Qingshi suddenly remembered the faint medicinal smell on Yue Wuhuan.

He hadn’t touched heavenly bamboo in hundreds of years; he had forgotten how it smelled. Now that he thought of it, the scents seemed similar. Yue Wuhuan had also added mica and crow flower, hadn’t he?

Combined, those ingredients suppressed men’s urges. Yue Wuhuan wasn’t a playboy. Why would he secretly medicate himself?

Even if he limited his use, it would harm his body and cause unpredictable effects in the long term.

Song Qingshi was confused. He wanted to rush to Yue Wuhuan and demand answers now, but Yue Wuhuan would never give a straight answer about anything he was hiding. Their arguments were always Song Qingshi’s to lose. Yue Wuhuan led him in circles until he gave up questioning him, every time.

Song Qingshi decided to act first and ask for forgiveness later. He removed the heavenly bamboo from the drawer.

Heavenly bamboo grew overseas. There was so little demand for it that it rarely appeared in markets. Procuring more wouldn’t be easy once he depleted his stock.

He wanted to see what Yue Wuhuan was up to.


Chapter 69

 

DEEP INTO THE NIGHT, Yue Wuhuan sat in Zixuan Hall, flipping through the information from Night Rain Pavilion. The more he read, the more it interested him. He smirked.

The Medicine King’s Valley had purchased significant intelligence from Night Rain Pavilion through their business partnership in recent years. Yue Wuhuan enjoyed sifting uninteresting information for hidden clues and reaping the benefits. They had collaborated more than once, after the pavilion took note of his keen judgment. Both parties made abundant profits, so Yue Wuhuan became their top-priority client. 

Whether they collected information or fished for secrets, they finished Yue Wuhuan’s jobs first. As a bonus, they shared the immortal realm’s most interesting goings-on without his asking.

If there was too much to go through, Qingluan made a preliminary pass, sorted, and organized the information before she handed it to Yue Wuhuan. This time, Night Rain Pavilion’s reports contained reams of information about the cultivation of emptiness. Qingluan found that strange and gave it some serious consideration. Yue Wuhuan wouldn’t have to consider his path for some time, and he wasn’t the type to worry about over someone else’s…

If he wanted to kill a yuanying cultivator who cultivated emptiness, he’d have collected a body of information regarding them beforehand. These reports were dense, but none of them targeted someone specific. It didn’t feel like he meant to kill someone, but rather that he was concerned.

Song Qingshi was the only yuanying-level cultivator Yue Wuhuan cared about…

Did he cultivate the path of emptiness?

Qingluan startled herself with her own guess. Given Song Qingshi’s personality, she was probably overthinking things. She needed confirmation.

“Wuhuan-ge, this isn’t Zunzhu’s path of cultivation, is it? That doesn’t seem right. Zunzhu’s so pleasant, and he treats us well.”

Yue Wuhuan glanced at her and smiled. “It is.”

Qingluan was dumbstruck. Based on what little cultivation she understood, those who cultivated emptiness could not have desires. Song Qingshi obviously liked Yue Wuhuan, and their love was strong. If he cultivated the path of emptiness, then…what would they do? Could this situation still be remedied?

She observed Yue Wuhuan’s relaxed state and tried to remain calm. “Wuhuan-ge, have you found a way to solve this?”

“No. This is a report on confirmed emptiness cultivators in the immortal realm and their attitudes to love.” Yue Wuhuan picked it up and read. “Three thousand two hundred years ago, He Nian-zhenren killed his wife to recommit himself to his path. The two were famously close, so the news caused an uproar. One thousand eight hundred years ago, Madame Yue killed her husband and son to cultivate the path of emptiness and attained fenshen level. Very controversial. One thousand four hundred years ago, swordsman Xue Feng attempted to kill his wife for his cultivation path. She escaped with her life, then fought him to the death. They both died at Guiling Pond…”

Yue Wuhuan listed the rest of the cultivators and their fates.

Cultivation seemed to necessitate heartless murder. Love was immaterial—something that could be given up at any moment.

It was commonly believed throughout the immortal realm that one had to renounce worldly ties in order to ascend, therefore those who cultivated emptiness found it easier. Even though they had to suffer the pain of cutting off their loved ones, plenty of self-proclaimed genius cultivators were willing to try.

A quarter of the cultivators in Night Rain Pavilion’s dossier had never fallen in love. About 60 percent had a partner before they started to cultivate, or they met one afterward. They had all chosen to kill their partner for their cultivation. Of those, one-fifth didn’t succeed. Either their partner killed them, or their partner’s sect took revenge.

None of their stories had a happy ending.

Qingluan had witnessed the birth of Yue Wuhuan’s obsession, and how Song Qingshi treated him differently. Originally, she thought some unseen obstacle required them to take it slow, but they’d get there in time. But now that she knew Song Qingshi cultivated the path of emptiness, and considered the fates of those cultivators and their partners, she couldn’t imagine an ending for them.

Song Qingshi taught Yue Wuhuan everything he knew about poison and cultivation.

Song Qingshi had a natural immunity to poison, and he knew the poison puppets’ weaknesses. The bloodking vines had an inborn weakness to the flames of the underworld…

Song Qingshi wouldn’t have any trouble killing Yue Wuhuan.

The more Qingluan thought about it, the more she worried. 

“Wuhuan-ge, if Zunzhu wanted to kill you, what would you do?” she asked.

“Ha! If he wanted to kill me, that would mean he fell for me. I wonder if he’d slice me open and cut out my heart? Melt me with poison? Immolate me with his underworld flames?” Yue Wuhuan grew excited just thinking of those exhilarating scenes. He spoke with yearning. “Whatever he did, it would be the liberation I’ve longed for. It would be bliss…”

Given love and death both, he could free himself from the weight of desire. He would never suffer again. His life would help his beloved reach enlightenment, and strengthen the heart of his cultivation. What could be better?

Qingluan stared incredulously at his blissful expression. She backed up a few steps, before she stumbled out of Zixuan Hall.

“Mad! They’re all mad!”

 

Anything Yue Wuhuan read, he never forgot. After he finished reading the reports on cultivators of emptiness, he burned them. He had trained Qingluan well—she wouldn’t say anything she wasn’t supposed to. Song Qingshi never paid attention to small matters. He stayed focused on his research. Recently, he had obsessed himself with producing a large quantity of simple elixirs. He was so busy, he probably couldn’t spare time to bother with anything else.

Yue Wuhuan had slept with Song Qingshi every night of late. After Song Qingshi learned that he randomly hugged people in his sleep and Yue Wuhuan didn’t object, he became even clingier. He even said Yue Wuhuan was better than a heater.

Every night, Yue Wuhuan took the medicine that suppressed his desires in case he transgressed. He thought he should say no, that things couldn’t continue like this, but every morning the person in his arms gave him a groggy good morning kiss as though they were newlyweds. His mind went blank, and he couldn’t speak.

His medicine metabolized faster, now. He had grown slowly accustomed to its effects, and he needed to increase the dose. 

The consequences of using heavenly bamboo would accumulate over time, resulting in serious harm. Yue Wuhuan had no other choice. He didn’t care about the repercussions.

He walked into storage to retrieve more. He’d adjust the dose and create some stronger medicine. But when he opened the drawer, he found it empty. It was extremely difficult to purchase this ingredient. He panicked immediately, and rushed back to Fuling Palace.

Song Qingshi had finished washing up some time ago. He lay in bed reading, waiting for Yue Wuhuan to come back to sleep.

“Zunzhu,” Yue Wuhuan said pleasantly. “Some rarely used ingredients have gone missing from storage.”

Song Qingshi looked up. “I made all those qi-gathering elixirs and meridian powders, plus the soul-gathering and stabilizing elixirs for you… I also made Elder Cui from Mo Mountain Sect his Elixir of Abnegation. I put that off for a while. Can you mail that to him tomorrow?”

Heavenly bamboo was one of the main ingredients in the Elixir of Abnegation.

Elder Cui had an explosive temper, and he partook of needless slaughter. He worried that when he tried to ascend to the fenshen level, he’d succumb to his vices, and sought the Elixir of Abnegation as a preventative. It suppressed inner turmoil like nothing else. If Elder Cui didn’t overcome his tribulation, it would destroy his body; if he did, a fenshen-level cultivator could easily ameliorate the bamboo’s side effects.

Song Qingshi rarely took custom orders, though he enjoyed experimenting with elixirs and often sold the results. Once in a while, someone willing to pay a heavy price or provide rare ingredients went through Night Rain Pavilion to request an elixir from him. Depending on his mood, Song Qingshi might accept the request.

Yue Wuhuan had taken all of Night Rain Pavilion’s orders since then, and he didn’t remember any orders for the Elixir of Abnegation.

Upon being questioned, Song Qingshi said indignantly, “I agreed two hundred years ago! He never followed up, so I forgot.”

Someone in Elder Cui’s own sect had sabotaged him. As a result, his wife and children left him. His cultivation faltered, and he was tormented by his demons. He knew he could no longer give Song Qingshi what he had promised in such reduced circumstances, so he hadn’t pressed the matter since. Song Qingshi still remembered, though. He had intended to make the elixir when Elder Cui returned to yuanying level, but he needed to use up the heavenly bamboo—so he did it a little earlier than originally planned. He felt bad using Elder Cui as an excuse, so he’d added two bottles of soul-gathering elixir.

Either way, he’d used all the heavenly bamboo! It was all gone!

“Did you need it for something?”

“Not really,” Yue Wuhuan answered vaguely. He couldn’t explain why he needed the heavenly bamboo. “I was just confused when I saw that the drawer of heavenly bamboo was empty. If Zunzhu used it…I’ll ask Night Rain Pavilion for more later.”

Over the many years Song Qingshi had been unconscious, the storage room changed significantly. He shouldn’t concern himself with these small matters.

The next few days would prove difficult for Yue Wuhuan…

When Yue Wuhuan hesitated, Song Qingshi dragged him into bed and gave him a practiced good night kiss. Then he slid downward, hunting for traces of that faint medicinal smell. He had spent the last thousand years rolling in medicine, and he was familiar with every ingredient. No one in the immortal realm had knowledge surpassing his.

He estimated how much heavenly bamboo Yue Wuhuan used to create his medicine from the missing quantity, then calculated its yield.

If Yue Wuhuan took one dose every day, he didn’t have much left.

Some strange inner demon plagued Yue Wuhuan, and he didn’t want anyone to know. He didn’t know how to rein it in, so he chose to take an elixir with an endless number of terrible consequences. Things wouldn’t start off bad, but his anguish would only grow with time. Song Qingshi wanted to observe, then treat him accordingly.

He gladly tumbled into Yue Wuhuan’s arms. He had to hold on to the things he loved so he wouldn’t lose them.

Yue Wuhuan’s entire body felt like he was burning. The lock bug kept his love and ambitions in check, but it couldn’t control his physical reaction. The effects from his dose of heavenly bamboo had diminished, and he needed to increase it. He felt so euphoric reading those accounts of emptiness cultivators that he nearly loosed the chains he kept around his heart. Whenever he contemplated the beautiful fact of his impending death, he breathlessly anticipated that madness and joy.

But he couldn’t…

Zunzhu will get hurt.

Yue Wuhuan gently lifted a lock of Song Qingshi’s hair to his lips and kissed it. Controlling the tremors his giddiness brought him, he tried to convince himself to abandon that terrifying prospect. His breathing grew heavy, but Song Qingshi still crawled into his arms completely unguarded, as always.

Song Qingshi’s skin felt supple as an unblemished piece of smooth, beautiful jade. His water-elemental body made him tender and sensitive; apparently, it could bring men great pleasure. 

Qingshi… He once said that he cried easily when he got excited. Maybe…

Yue Wuhuan sank his teeth into the back of his hand, leaving a row of deep, bloody marks. He hoped the pain would stop the thoughts that accompanied his lust.

They were too disgusting, too vulgar, too disrespectful!

How could he harbor such disgusting thoughts for the man he loved?!

“What’s wrong?” Song Qingshi woke the second he smelled blood. Something was wrong. He groggily turned and climbed on top of Yue Wuhuan, searching for the wound, but the sight of Yue Wuhuan’s panicked expression filled in the blanks.

They were both men, after all. 


Chapter 70

 

MEN USUALLY had desires.

Song Qingshi had them too.

He simply didn’t spend time around people that often, only his cauldrons and medicines, and occupied himself with reading and research. After a while, his desire quieted… He couldn’t exactly lust after a pill furnace or cadavers, right?

Yue Wuhuan was an ever-present, beautiful temptation.

They lived together, and in close quarters. Sometimes Song Qingshi longed for him, though it always took him a while to notice. His body’s physical reactions took an hour at least, and by the time those arrived things had already moved on. He refused to act rashly, considering Yue Wuhuan’s trauma, so each time he pretended that nothing had happened.

Now he had fallen for Yue Wuhuan and tasted desire. He quite liked it. But Yue Wuhuan had made his stance clear. Song Qingshi wished to respect his beloved, so he kept his instincts under control. With his cultivation and the discipline he had gained from restraining the underworld fires within him, he could suppress any inappropriate thought with ease. Not that he had many to begin with.

He was well-behaved. He wouldn’t touch anything without permission.

But what was Yue Wuhuan up to now?

Song Qingshi shifted uneasily. The more he tossed and turned, the more he felt convinced there was something physically wrong with Yue Wuhuan. He got out of bed, pulled Yue Wuhuan’s hand toward himself, and examined the bite marks on the back of Yue Wuhuan’s hand. He pieced together the truth from what he already knew.

The first clue: Yue Wuhuan had taken medicine made from heavenly bamboo. Heavenly bamboo’s side effects suppressed desire.

The second: Yue Wuhuan’s desire grew after he used up the heavenly bamboo.

The third: Yue Wuhuan bit himself, and his breathing was harsh. That meant he was still awake and wasn’t having a wet dream.

The fourth: Yue Wuhuan only spent time with him.

And fifth: Yue Wuhuan had gone stiff, was avoiding his gaze, and his ears were red. That meant he felt guilty.

Song Qingshi dressed his wound and drew a reasonable conclusion from the available evidence: “Wuhuan, are you having a sexual reaction because of me?”

He didn’t think it was anything to be ashamed of, so he didn’t beat around the bush.

Just like that, Yue Wuhuan’s secret was exposed. A series of emotions played over his face. He’d have given anything for a hole to dive into.

Song Qingshi didn’t notice his discomfort and continued his analysis. Yue Wuhuan had described how terrifying sexual encounters could be. Once Song Qingshi gave Yue Wuhuan’s explanations some additional thought, he realized the one suffering was always the bottom, while the top just disgusted Yue Wuhuan. It seemed likely that he feared being the bottom and hated being the top.

Fear meant bottoming wasn’t an option. But depending on the people or situation, hatred could change.

After all, Yue Wuhuan’s body had reacted to his touch.

For all his bold theorizing, Song Qingshi hadn’t experienced anything like this before. He fumbled for words suitable to the occasion. Finally, he remembered a line from the novel Niannian had lent him:

“Do you want to…with me…?” he asked directly.

“Enough! No! Stop saying such shameless things!” Yue Wuhuan snapped. He’d had enough of this. He feared he would lose control and trap Song Qingshi with his vines, just watching him speak such enticing things. He clapped a hand over Song Qingshi’s mouth.

His head ached. His skin crawled. He needed cold water to lower his temperature.

“Are you all right?” Song Qingshi asked, noting his discomfort.

“I’ll be all right once you stop saying random nonsense!” Yue Wuhuan ground his teeth, got off the bed, and draped his outer robe around himself. He rushed toward the bathroom, but he turned back after a couple of steps.

“You’re not allowed to follow me!” he ordered, still on edge. “I’m fine!”

Song Qingshi immediately retracted his foot from the shoe he was about to slip on and froze.

Yue Wuhuan shot him a look of warning. Once he’d confirmed that Song Qingshi was going to behave, he left in a hurry.

Song Qingshi moped a little after that.

Yue Wuhuan rarely yelled at him, and he didn’t even know what he’d done wrong. Men experienced physical reactions. It was in his medical textbooks. If he didn’t mind, and Yue Wuhuan wanted it, was there a problem with discussing how to go about it? He didn’t think he had misunderstood Yue Wuhuan. How was that shameless?

Maybe he’d misused the line from the novel. It was too straightforward. He should’ve let his body do the talking. Or perhaps medical language would have made the topic easier to digest? 

He’d better write a draft for the next time he spoke, and pay attention to Yue Wuhuan’s expression. He couldn’t just improvise.

In light of Yue Wuhuan’s illness and his own accounts, sex between men was always painful for the bottom. Only the top experienced pleasure. Consequently, Yue Wuhuan used medicine to control himself despite developing an attraction to Song Qingshi. He’d rather he suffered than cause Song Qingshi pain. That meant Yue Wuhuan really liked him, right?

That thought gladdened Song Qingshi. Pain didn’t matter. He was a yuanying-level cultivator. What couldn’t he endure?

He decided to have a proper talk with Yue Wuhuan in a few days, after he calmed down. 

Whatever Yue Wuhuan did, heavenly bamboo had dangerous side effects. He couldn’t keep using it.

 

Unfortunately, their confrontation seemed to have really bothered Yue Wuhuan. For days, he refused to see Song Qingshi. Not only did he skip their daily good morning and good night kisses, he stopped sleeping with Song Qingshi.

Song Qingshi gave up on their medical discussion in the face of his stubbornness. He took painkillers to alleviate some of the discomfort from his yuanying’s tearing. Every day he busied himself researching the Black Butterfly of Death, making various elixirs, and collecting medical texts for Qingluan.

Avoiding Yue Wuhuan and the Night Rain Pavilion, Song Qingshi sent a private letter directly to Ye Lin and offered a hefty sum for a way to transfer spiritual power to another person. Ye Lin delayed for a long time before he responded.

When he did, his reply spent easily a thousand words flaunting his newborn daughter. In the immortal realm, a female cultivator’s period stopped and she became infertile upon cultivating a golden core.

Women’s commitment to cultivation was often stronger than men’s. There weren’t many female cultivators who passed the golden core stage. You couldn’t underestimate the ones that did.

Ye Lin’s partner was one such woman. After meeting in a secret realm, they had been together for centuries. Ye Lin adored his wife, and they hadn’t planned on having kids. However, an unexpected attack on his wife left her golden core severely injured. She was brought to the Medicine King’s Valley for treatment. After her examination, Song Qingshi recommended that she seal her core and recuperate over the next few years with the help of spiritual potions.

Sealing her golden core would have affected her cultivation. She wouldn’t have been able to train, and it seemed likely her period would return. Was that when they had a child?

Ye Lin’s letter furiously praised his daughter, Ye Pengpeng, for her intelligence and beauty. She had metal element spiritual roots. He even sent a moving photo. Every world had parents who showed off their children, Song Qingshi concluded, and he considerately gifted Ye Lin two bottles of qi-gathering elixir for metal elementals.

Finally, at the end of the letter, Ye Lin answered his question.

Where methods for taking someone’s cultivation existed, they were rarified secrets not easily shared; learning them wasn’t a matter of money. He joked that if Song Qingshi wanted to take a weaker cultivator’s powers, he had a simple solution: the Furnace Spell. However unorthodox the method, it wouldn’t prove difficult. He only needed to dual cultivate with them.

Now that Song Qingshi knew what a furnace was, he put in an order with Ye Lin for books involving furnaces, dual cultivation, and any techniques or spells that dealt with sex. Yue Wuhuan’s warnings had frightened him, but the other choice seemed just as bad. The immortal realm had so many loving same-sex couples—clearly, they could bear the pain. He could take medicine if he got injured.

Now he knew that Yue Wuhuan loved him. He wanted him. That was enough.

His cultivation would dissipate over the course of his yuanying’s gradual collapse. He couldn’t predict the future.

Every day that passed felt urgent. He didn’t want them to waste time dancing around each other anymore. He wanted to face the fearsome beast that was Yue Wuhuan’s trauma head-on.

No matter the price, it would be worth it.

 

When Ye Lin read through Song Qingshi’s order, he fell into deep thought.

The entire immortal realm knew Yue Wuhuan was the Medicine King’s personal toy. Yue Wuhuan had denied it more than once, but who believed him? However peculiar Song Qingshi was, would he have bought spirit essence and killed Xie Que if he didn’t like Yue Wuhuan—if he didn’t get anything out if it?

Yue Wuhuan left Golden Phoenix Mountain with nothing more than his beauty. How had he gained the Medicine King’s favor?

They were all men, so Ye Lin could guess: Their relationship was born from desire. Song Qingshi might have even blighted Yue Wuhuan’s face because he coveted his beauty all for himself.

Novels about their sad, romantic story lined the streets. Even his wife had purchased a few. She thoroughly enjoyed them.

Whatever the truth, there was no way Yue Wuhuan and Song Qingshi had an innocent relationship! He had the proof in his hand! Obviously, Song Qingshi had grown tired of the same old games and wanted something new! But did an act that Yue Wuhuan hadn’t performed even exist?

Ye Lin deliberated. Song Qingshi had gifted his daughter a wealth of qi-gathering elixirs. He had to return an equally precious gift.

He enjoyed a fruitful partnership with Yue Wuhuan, who helped him make a fortune. Ye Lin had to take care of him as well.

Ye Lin would send his wife to pick some techniques that looked novel and fun, but not too harmful—things Yue Wuhuan could handle. They had to make sure he could walk the next morning. Also, he needed to caution Song Qingshi against treating Yue Wuhuan as a furnace. Although it was exciting in bed, and wood elementals possessed strong healing powers, it would prove detrimental to Yue Wuhuan’s health long-term.

If a yuanying-level cultivator tried to help a foundation-level cultivator through dual cultivation, the weaker party wouldn’t gain much; if they weren’t careful, it might even destroy the foundation-level cultivator’s dantian.

Back then, Yue Wuhuan stood on the Stage of Death, created the Jade Complexion Ointment, and raked in the cash, all for Song Qingshi…

That kind of loyalty moved Ye Lin, even if he was a salesman first.

The more he thought about it, the more emotional Ye Lin felt. Since Song Qingshi had made this request on the sly, he’d have to persuade him to be gentler in bed. He’d write and caution Song Qingshi to follow the instruction manuals to the letter, and to mind Yue Wuhuan’s health. If he was gentle and used the right medicines, he wouldn’t break the other man’s heart.


Chapter 71

 

SONG QINGSHI FELL silent as he read Ye Lin-xianjun’s recommendations.

He’d taken sex ed classes. Doing the deed seemed straightforward for a man and a woman. He hadn’t expected that it got so much more complicated between men—did they need that many strange tricks to satisfy the bottom?

As an overachiever, he had to get 100 percent on everything. However difficult the material, he had to learn.

He read and annotated important parts of the material while he waited for a new batch of Black Butterflies of Death to finish growing. His spiritual roots made it easier to pass on his cultivation, if he acted as a furnace. If his yuanying didn’t completely shatter, or the thing that worried him never came to pass, he would try persuading Yue Wuhuan to accept some of his cultivation as a protective measure.

Yue Wuhuan had harmed himself to keep his desire in check. 

That was a dangerous sign. Song Qingshi couldn’t let things develop any further.

It was better to deal with mental illness slowly than to try to stop the effects altogether. Letting Yue Wuhuan continue to evade the issue out of fear only harmed him more. Song Qingshi might as well try exposure therapy and urge him to examine his worries at the source.

Yue Wuhuan needed to understand that lusting after the person he liked wasn’t a crime. The things he wanted wouldn’t hurt Song Qingshi. Even if they did, he was willing anyway, and wasn’t that also a kind of joy?

Still…did the bottom really have it that hard? The illustrations for those positions and techniques looked difficult, painful, or both.

The further Song Qingshi read, the more conflicted he felt. He didn’t know what Yue Wuhuan liked, but it seemed appropriate for a beginner to start with something easy. He picked a few he could manage on his first try.

He also studied some novels and took notes on what the gong enjoyed hearing in bed. Most of the gongs in his books liked asking questions during the act. The shous scored points if they answered correctly.

He had to come prepared. What if Yue Wuhuan asked him questions he couldn’t answer? He had to memorize everything the quiz might cover.

He also had to prepare a variety of ointments and other treatments in case things got too rowdy. He wouldn’t cry out in pain—no matter what—or allow himself to suffer a debilitating injury. That would imperil his reputation as a yuanying cultivator and worsen Yue Wuhuan’s trauma, so it was strictly off-limits.

 

Song Qingshi declared himself ready after a few days of preparation.

Late that night, he expanded his senses and searched for Yue Wuhuan. He returned to his rooms for just a moment, then ran off to find him.

But Yue Wuhuan hadn’t found a substitute for heavenly bamboo. His restraint threatened to crumble if he kissed Song Qingshi, so he contrived an excuse to get away as soon as Song Qingshi found him.

Frustrated, Song Qingshi summoned a barrier of flame and blocked his path. “Let’s talk,” he said through gritted teeth.

Yue Wuhuan couldn’t advance or retreat. “About?”

“The heavenly bamboo!”

“As you can see, my body is easily overwhelmed by desire,” Yue Wuhuan said. He knew his secret had been exposed—there was no hiding it. He could only confess his woes. “I can’t control myself. I’m shameless. I need the heavenly bamboo, or I’ll do filthy things to you.”

“Filthy?” Song Qingshi asked hesitantly.

He’d assumed he was the inexperienced one, while Yue Wuhuan knew everything due to his past. Filthy was subjective. To Yue Wuhuan, it represented the physical and the mental anguish he’d suffered from rape. It represented humanity’s dark and sickening side.

Now, he finally realized Yue Wuhuan had never received decent sex ed. His captors humiliated him constantly, even as they forced him to admit that he enjoyed it. As a result, he saw normal bodily reactions as a dreadful monster within him and rejected them, fearful that he would once again be shamed.

But sex was a normal human need. It just needed to be legal and consensual.

Song Qingshi decided to teach him a proper lesson in anatomy and sex ed. He started with evolution, then drew a diagram of the body; he expounded on sociology and ethics; he spoke for over two hours and nearly forgot why he was even there.

“It’s not the same.” Yue Wuhuan comprehended everything, but he continued to protest. “My body… I long for you so strongly, but you don’t feel anything toward me. Your body is so pure. You don’t understand.”

The contrast was too stark…

He couldn’t face it, so he only loathed himself more.

Song Qingshi saw Yue Wuhuan was trying to hide, so he planted a decisive kiss on his lips.

It was enough to make Yue Wuhuan dizzy.

Song Qingshi learned fast, and he had kissed Yue Wuhuan morning and night all these days. Under his guidance, Song Qingshi gradually improved his technique. He handed in his exam, anticipating a perfect grade.

Yue Wuhuan felt himself heating up. He hated to look foolish, so he wanted to push Song Qingshi away, even as he pressed against him. Then he noticed Song Qingshi had reacted in kind.

“Wuhuan, can you feel that?” Song Qingshi murmured. “I want you too. It’s just—I was too slow, and I didn’t know how to show it. I worried you wouldn’t like it.”

“I do,” Yue Wuhuan breathed out.

Song Qingshi kissed him again, then steadied himself. “Don’t use the bamboo anymore. You can do whatever you want to me. I’m not afraid of pain.”

“Do you know what you’re saying?” Yue Wuhuan scrabbled for his last shred of restraint and urged Song Qingshi to relent. “You’re a man. Wouldn’t you feel shame taking it?”

“No.” Song Qingshi considered before continuing, “I only want to do it with someone I love. That’s not shameful.”

“Love?” Yue Wuhuan couldn’t believe his ears. 

Song Qingshi gazed back at him. “Wuhuan, I love you.”

Yue Wuhuan had dreamed countless times of hearing those words. It brought him back to that beautiful illusion. He stared at the only shadow in the youth’s clear eyes and swore he could hear his own heartbeat.

Reality and the illusion bug blurred together…

The shackles around his heart crumbled one by one. The lustful beast within him roared. He loosened the rein on his feelings, and the lock bug seemed to waver…

Song Qingshi knew Yue Wuhuan had reached his limit. He pulled out a few medical supplies and pushed them into Yue Wuhuan’s palm. “Don’t be afraid. I won’t get hurt.”

“Qingshi, we can’t,” Yue Wuhuan rasped with the last of his reason. 

Song Qingshi undid his robes. He peeled off layer after layer, as though unwrapping a present, until he revealed his pure innermost self. He offered the whole of himself to the person he loved, hoping he would leave the deepest of marks in his heart.

Yue Wuhuan could not look away.

“How do you want me, Wuhuan?” Song Qingshi remembered his notes and glanced at his cheat sheet. He lacked the confidence to choose and let the more experienced party decide. “Should I lie on my back? My front? Should I kneel? Or do you want to tie me up?”

Something snapped inside Yue Wuhuan.

Bloodking vines swarmed around them, ensnaring Song Qingshi’s hands and feet. They held him securely; Yue Wuhuan had him in the palm of his hand. He inhaled. He had longed to savor the medicinal fragrance at the base of Song Qingshi’s neck.

“It’s too late to turn back,” he said, in a hoarse, trembling voice. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Yes.” Song Qingshi remembered that question from the novel. “I deserve to get fucked.”

Yue Wuhuan’s eyes glimmered with terrible madness. Under the influence of his lust, his beauty mark seemed bright as blood. The starving wolf, after lurking for many years, had finally escaped its cage.

He felt so hungry he couldn’t bear it. Now he had to lap and claw at the prey he craved day in and day out, before he devoured it down to the last morsel. There was no way they could go back.

Something finally stained that flawless sheet of paper…

His scent covered everything.

 

The next morning, Song Qingshi woke up tangled in bloodking vines. He tried to move, but they kept him strapped to Yue Wuhuan’s chest.

Yue Wuhuan no longer dreamed of those terrifying scenes, now that he had done the deed and released his pent-up desires. Once he relaxed, years of exhaustion caught up to him. He slept deeply.

Song Qingshi didn’t want to disturb his overdue rest. He stayed still, pressed against Yue Wuhuan’s heart, and counted the beats. He wondered whether the previous night’s performance earned a pass or fail.

He had pretended to be calm, but he had been very nervous.

It wasn’t nearly as painful as he imagined. It felt interesting, and good in ways he couldn’t describe. It was just that Yue Wuhuan was very demanding, making Song Qingshi lose control. The sensations overwhelmed him; he couldn’t help but cry, which was a little embarrassing.

He felt dizzy halfway through, as though he couldn’t take any more. He vaguely remembered Yue Wuhuan asking him whether he should stop, if he was okay. Fortunately, Song Qingshi remembered an appropriate answer from the book. He responded with “more,” “fuck me to death,” and “it feels good!”

Yue Wuhuan grew even more crazed…

Song Qingshi blanked out after that. He didn’t remember much else.
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He didn’t think he’d made any serious mistakes. Originally, he’d wanted to clean himself up and apply some medicine, but Yue Wuhuan scowled and snatched it away, wanting to apply it himself.

With the deed completed, he wasn’t single any longer, right? Song Qingshi enjoyed that thought.

 

Yue Wuhuan woke later than usual. For a moment, with his eyes closed, he convinced himself that last night had been a pleasant dream. He lost control at the end, yes, but Song Qingshi was kind enough to allow it. No matter how frightening his true face was, Song Qingshi didn’t flee, didn’t plead, and even urged him to do as he liked. That encouragement pushed him past his limits.

He felt good. The dream hadn’t come burdened with guilt. 

Hopefully, it would happen again.

Yue Wuhuan opened his eyes and found Song Qingshi sprawled over him. Kisses and bites covered his skin. Faint vine marks banded Song Qingshi’s limbs from when he’d lost control.

As soon as he stirred, Song Qingshi kissed him. “Good morning.”

Yue Wuhuan went still. His thoughts raced.

Last night hadn’t been a fevered dream. What terrible thing had he done? He remembered everything—how rough he had been, how he hadn’t stopped even when Song Qingshi started crying. If anything, he’d grown wilder. He’d even spat shameless, filthy things.

If Song Qingshi blasted him with the flames of the underworld right now, he would have deserved it.

Yue Wuhuan yanked back the vines and waited uneasily for Song Qingshi’s final verdict.

Song Qingshi rose and stretched. The novels warned that going too wild resulted in soreness everywhere, but he felt like that was an exaggeration. Cultivators healed quickly. It wasn’t nearly that bad. Anyway, Yue Wuhuan had been gentle during preparation. He only had a few small tears. They’d mend soon.

Ye Lin had lectured him to treat Yue Wuhuan gently, not to hurt him, but when things heated up his instincts urged him to scratch and bite. He fought it, but barely. In the end, he couldn’t hold back and left a mark on Yue Wuhuan’s shoulder.

He leaned in to inspect the scratch. Not deep. That would deduct two points, at most.

Yue Wuhuan pulse spiked when he saw that Song Qingshi wasn’t angry. He’d lost control of himself, and left many tiny wounds that looked especially shocking on Song Qingshi’s snowy white skin.

Song Qingshi felt his gaze land on them and chuckled. “It’s fine. My capillary veins are delicate, so I mark up easily. It doesn’t hurt. They’ll disappear with a little medicine.”

“Aren’t you mad that I overdid it?” Yue Wuhuan asked cautiously.

“No,” Song Qingshi said easily as he dressed himself. “I expected something scarier, but Wuhuan was very gentle. It didn’t hurt.”

Yue Wuhuan blinked at his satisfied expression. Then a slip of paper fluttered out of Song Qingshi’s sleeve: his cheat sheet.

Picking it up, Yue Wuhuan found it contained detailed descriptions of several positions, each…much more hardcore than anything he’d expected. There were two he hadn’t even heard of.

He understood all at once.

The illusion bug truly had shown him something fake.

His beloved youth hadn’t preferred the soft, tender way he treated him in the fantasy. He craved something strange and new.

So…going wild in bed was fine?


Chapter 72

 

SONG QINGSHI PILED ON HIS LAYERS until he regained his usual cold, untouchable appearance. When he turned, he found Yue Wuhuan still in bed, staring blankly. He picked up Yue Wuhuan’s clothes from the floor and handed them over.

“Shall we have a bath together?” he asked excitedly.

Bathing was boring by himself. He’d always wanted to ask, but Yue Wuhuan disliked being seen naked, so he could never bring himself to do it. Yue Wuhuan probably wouldn’t reject him now that they were lovers. They had done everything, so he dared to extend an invitation.

Yue Wuhuan gazed at him without expression for a while yet before he finally put on his clothes and followed him out.

Song Qingshi adored baths; his private bath was practically a swimming pool.

Yue Wuhuan enjoyed bathing too. He’d been given special permission to use Song Qingshi’s bath whenever he liked but made certain their time never overlapped. Last night felt unreal. It still seemed like he was in a dream or just a puppet on strings. He let Song Qingshi lead him into the bathroom, undress him, and push him into the water. He only snapped back to himself when Song Qingshi splashed him.

Song Qingshi dove under like a fish, blew some bubbles, and resurfaced. When he saw Yue Wuhuan had fallen back into a daze, he splashed him with water once more.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked with a grin, lounging next to him.

Yue Wuhuan hesitated to ask. “You seem very happy?”

“Yes,” Song Qingshi responded. “I am very happy. Wuhuan is my boyfriend.”

That unsettled Yue Wuhuan. “You think…I’m your boyfriend?”

Didn’t that just mean a friend who was a boy? His thoughts landed on a certain “bug” that claimed to be a “friend,” and his stomach lurched.

“Aren’t you?” Song Qingshi’s confidence faltered at Yue Wuhuan’s curdled expression. Social cues eluded him, and he made frequent errors in judgment. Had he done it again? He tried to salvage the situation. “Aren’t we automatically lovers after that? Unless there’s other kinds of relationship…” His face turned grave. He recalled his upperclassmen from the other world joking about this topic, that strange and nebulous relationship, “friends with benefits.”

An Long had mentioned similar arrangements. Sometimes two cultivators took a liking to each other but didn’t bother with marriage—they only concerned themselves with matters between the sheets.

Did Yue Wuhuan think he was boring in bed? He wouldn’t dump him right away, right?

Song Qingshi’s confidence shrank the more he thought about it.

“I-I’ll do my best. Let me try again,” he stammered. He’d beg Ye Lin for hundreds of books. He’d study until he found an answer that earned him a perfect score.

Yue Wuhuan processed what Song Qingshi was trying to say, though he felt as if he were still dreaming.

“Qingshi… Zunzhu, you want to be my lover?”

Song Qingshi nodded with fierce certainty. “Yes. The real kind! I don’t want friends with benefits, I want marriage!”

“Zunzhu, do you know how that ends?” Yue Wuhuan worried for the heart of Song Qingshi’s cultivation. He rose from the bath. Water streamed from his long, wet hair and pooled along the edge of the bath. His thin waist made him look like a delicate aquatic yao. He bared every inch of skin to Song Qingshi.

“Am I beautiful?” he asked, his voice rough. “Everyone from Golden Phoenix Mountain has seen this. Those illustrations have spread far and wide. I met so many people when I traveled alone. They undressed me with their eyes and imagined tasting true debauchery. If you become my lover, you’ll endure the same leering. People will whisper behind your back. A fling is one thing, like you’re a rich young master visiting a prostitute. But true love? They’ll say you’ve lost your mind. Ha! My reputation is lower than a prostitute’s.”

He smiled, even as his body shook. He couldn’t say whether he trembled in hope or from fear.

Song Qingshi rushed to hug him. “I don’t care what anyone says. That’s not your fault.”

“There’s no meaning to right or wrong.” Yue Wuhuan rested his head on Song Qingshi’s shoulder, then pressed Song Qingshi’s hand over his heart. The layers of protective spiritual energy surrounding him fell away, and he sobbed. “I don’t want a lover. I don’t want love. Zunzhu, if you want me, I’ll be your toy. Let me serve you, okay?”

Idle pleasures—those were fine. But those pursuing emptiness could never truly fall in love. 

If you do fall for me, please. Dig my heart out after we share our bliss.

He wanted Song Qingshi’s cultivation to prosper.

I want it with all my heart. I want nothing more…

Song Qingshi thought they’d hit a critical question on the exam and panicked. His mind raced as he scrambled for every instance of his upperclassmen proclaiming their devotion to their girlfriends. Did he need to swear an oath? Or beg for forgiveness on his knees? The more frantic he became, the harder it was to think. As Yue Wuhuan’s mood sank, Song Qingshi threw himself at him and hugged his legs.

“Let’s get married. No, let’s become cultivation partners!”

Nothing declared a man’s feelings more clearly than a marriage certificate! Cultivation partners branded each other with a unique mark. He could put Yue Wuhuan’s mark on the back of his hand. Or right on his forehead! That way, everyone could see his loyalty toward his partner!

Yue Wuhuan realized that this conversation wasn’t heading in the direction he wanted. His expression hardened.

Song Qingshi couldn’t think of another way to persuade him. “Wuhuan,” he pleaded.

“Zunzhu, have you really fallen for me?” Yue Wuhuan asked, affecting a relaxed smile.

“Yes! I like you!” Song Qingshi could finally breathe, now that he understood. He nodded with enthusiasm.

Yue Wuhuan’s warmth vanished. He dragged Song Qingshi into his arms and pressed a hand over his dantian.

“Remove the fire from around your yuanying,” he ordered coldly. His spiritual senses expanded. “Let me see!”

A cultivator’s dantian was forbidden territory—untouchable. Yue Wuhuan had already crossed the line and peeked once, knowing Song Qingshi wouldn’t fuss. At the time, it seemed nothing troubled Song Qingshi’s yuanying or his cultivation. He assumed Song Qingshi didn’t comprehend love, that he hadn’t fallen for him. But Song Qingshi’s declaration proved him disastrously wrong.

If something disturbed the heart of Song Qingshi’s cultivation, his yuanying was in danger.

If something happened to his yuanying, his cultivation would fade into nothing…

Yue Wuhuan knew what that felt like. Having his cultivation stripped from him was unbearable, like losing a part of his life.

Horror, fury, and grief roiled inside him. He barked demand after demand to see Song Qingshi’s yuanying.

Song Qingshi knew he shouldn’t have let it slip, but there was no taking it back. He could only remove the fire surrounding his dantian and reveal his yuanying, riddled with countless cracks.

“I’ve taken painkillers,” he tried explaining. “I’m fine, don’t worry.”

“It’s not too late.” Yue Wuhuan examined his yuanying to confirm it hadn’t shattered yet. He exhaled, stared intently at Song Qingshi, then gripped his shoulders. “Kill me,” he ordered.

Song Qingshi froze. Now he’d really messed up.

Yue Wuhuan eyes reddened as he descended into madness. “Kill me. Now!”

“Calm down!” Song Qingshi floundered momentarily, then remembered one of Ye Lin’s books recommending ways to soothe an angry boyfriend. He stood up in the water and pressed a kiss to Yue Wuhuan’s lips.

“If… If you’re angry, you can punish me,” he suggested, straddling his lap. “Just like last night. Do whatever you want with me…”

Yue Wuhuan’s fury only increased at his failure to take the situation seriously. He felt like a pill furnace seconds from exploding. He took a few deep breaths, tempered himself, and lifted the misbehaving man off his lap even as he tried to entice him.

“You’ve cultivated emptiness for years. Do you know what you’re supposed to do if you fall in love?”

“Yes,” Song Qingshi answered. “I give up my cultivation and start over, from the very beginning.”

“Do you know what you’re supposed to do to avoid that?”

Song Qingshi thought for a moment. “I think…I kill my lover to secure my cultivation?”

How could he not know such a basic fact? The idea had never even crossed his mind. He could regain his cultivation, but finding someone else he loved? Impossible. He was stubborn. It had taken living in two different worlds to find one person he loved. How could he kill him?

He’d waited a thousand years to get a boyfriend. Rebuilding his cultivation would only take two hundred. The math wasn’t difficult.

Yue Wuhuan had a beautiful face and figure, and the brains to match. Song Qingshi cherished him. What idiot would return to singledom for the sake of his yuanying?

“Hurry up and kill me!” Yue Wuhuan snapped. “Once your yuanying shatters, it’ll be too late!”

Song Qingshi shook his head furiously. “No! I want to be cultivation partners with you!”

Yue Wuhuan raged. If cultivators of emptiness weren’t required to kill their beloved themselves, he would have slit his own throat already! If he could overpower Song Qingshi, he would have shoved a sword into his hand and forced him to slit his throat.

He tried to reason with him. “If you care for me, then give me drunken-heart poison. It doesn’t hurt. I’ll look exactly the same when I die.” If that failed, he could arrange for an “accident” the next time Song Qingshi used his flames, step in, and refuse treatment.

Song Qingshi was at his wit’s end. “Why do I have to kill you?!”

Neither of them could sway the other. They came to a stalemate.

Song Qingshi, certain Yue Wuhuan was truly angry now, soothed him with his spiritual power. He climbed out of the pool, handed over two heart-calming pills, and waited for him to settle. He explained everything that had happened to his yuanying from start to finish, and outlined his two-hundred-year training plan.

“So you fell for me long ago,” Yue Wuhuan murmured. He didn’t know whether to grieve or rejoice.

“You’re overthinking it,” Song Qingshi said, leaning against him. “I simply chose the wrong cultivation path and decided to start over. The Chronicles of Lingbo record something similar. Madame Lingbo cultivated the sword until yuanying stage, then realized it didn’t suit her. She destroyed her cultivation, switched to the knife, and finally ascended.”

Yue Wuhuan gave him an appraising look. “There has never been a cultivator of emptiness who started over.”

“Mistakes need correcting.” Song Qingshi thumped his own chest. “I’m happy to be the first.”

“My name was given to me by Imperial Advisor Fu Lin,” Yue Wuhuan said. He stared into the distance. “He predicted misfortune. I was a bad omen. He said I would never be happy. My father, the empress, my mother, my brother the crown prince… Nobody believed him. They wanted to prove the prophecy wrong. They treated me well. Then…they all died. I’ve met nothing but misfortune in the immortal realm until I met you, Zunzhu. You liked me, and you treated me well too, but your yuanying will shatter in the end. I’m scared…”

Song Qingshi fell silent for a long time, then chuckled. “You have been lucky.”

Yue Wuhuan looked at him in surprise.

“Your bloodking vines.”

Dark clouds churned in the distance, as though the heavens would strike them down for speaking forbidden truths.

Song Qingshi’s stomach lurched. They had to stop there.

He changed the subject: “My Black Butterfly of Death experiment is almost finished. I failed dozens of times, but I didn’t give up. Now I’ve worked out how to merge it with the lotus mantis bacteria. In a few days, I’ll create a new and improved butterfly. I’ll give it to you then…as a betrothal gift.”

Yue Wuhuan’s expression faltered.

“We already had sex! We can’t be casual!” Song Qingshi blurted, panicked at the thought of rejection. “I’ll never fall for anyone else. I want to take responsibility for you! Please give me the chance!”

What kind of proposal had the highest success rate? Did he have to buy a ring and get down on one knee?


Chapter 73

 

“WUHUAN, I like you.”

“Wuhuan, I like you.”

“Wuhuan, I like you.”

Song Qingshi cursed himself for not enjoying poetry and songs, and not preparing a romantic proposal. Even in a critical moment like this, one where he was supposed to lay his feelings bare, he kept parroting painfully plain lines. In a world where they’d experienced the Information Age, at least a hundred hotties would have dumped a useless suitor like him.

As Yue Wuhuan heard the words he never dared dream of, those memories of the illusion bug’s halcyon fantasy once again appeared before his eyes.

The youth once spoke the same words watching him practice the sword under a shower of petals.

The youth once spoke the same words while they cooked together.

The youth once spoke the same words as they ventured further into a demon cave they discovered in a secret realm.

The youth once spoke the same words as he lay beneath him, chanting them over and over again.

The youth’s clear, untainted eyes reflected him, and only him.

Who was this youth before him? The solitary young apothecary who lived high in the mountains? Or the Medicine King in his valley?

They were both Song Qingshi, his beloved.

Yue Wuhuan couldn’t tell illusion from reality. They turned over and over in his mind. The lock bug loosened, and sweetness flooded him. He wanted to savor this wonderful feeling and drown in this moment forever.

But Song Qingshi held him fast. He couldn’t drown. He couldn’t die…

Yue Wuhuan’s breath hitched. He covered his face with both hands as those soft words dissected him and scraped out the feral, possessive feelings hidden in his heart. He couldn’t hide the truth any longer.

Song Qingshi persisted. “Wuhuan, I like you.”

Strangled, eerie laughter spilled out between Yue Wuhuan’s fingers.

He lifted his head and stared at Song Qingshi, inching forward until their lips nearly brushed. 

“Qingshi… I never imagined you’d be this good. Everyone says I’m a madman,” he breathed.

“I know,” Song Qingshi responded.

“You don’t.” Yue Wuhuan’s voice frayed. “I don’t understand why my feelings differ from others’. I want to keep you all to myself, imprison you in the Medicine King’s Valley, isolate you from the world. I want everyone and everything to obey me. I want to destroy whatever I dislike, everything in this whole world, so I can shape it for my purpose… Qingluan says that’s wrong. Everyone says I’m wrong. But I don’t know why. Perhaps I’ve really gone mad. Qingshi, you can’t become cultivation partners with a lunatic. I might hurt you and not even realize it…”

“You’re not crazy. Just ill,” Song Qingshi assured him.

“Ill?” Yue Wuhuan stiffened. He considered it briefly, then denied it in a panic. “No, I’m not sick. I don’t feel any discomfort. I handle business and cultivation perfectly well.”

“Wuhuan, your heart is sick.” Song Qingshi set his palm on Yue Wuhuan’s chest and applied gentle pressure.

Yue Wuhuan covered Song Qingshi’s hand with his own, head bowed. “My heart?”

His pulse raced. Heat spread through his body, as though it was calling out for something.

“Does it hurt every day?” Song Qingshi raised his eyes.

Yue Wuhuan stared at him for a long time before nodding. “Yes.”

“Don’t be afraid. I’m with you,” Song Qingshi murmured. He drew Yue Wuhuan close, patting his back.

In that tender embrace, Yue Wuhuan let his defenses fall, exposing his weakness and his pain.

“Qingshi, I’ll follow your treatment. Acupuncture, medicine, anything,” he sobbed. “I’ll behave… Please don’t give up on me.”

Only the slimmest thread of spider silk held his reason together. At any moment, it would fray, and everything would collapse. He had to rely on a new pillar of strength to keep living.

Song Qingshi didn’t hesitate. “I’ll never give up on you.”

“What do I need to do?” Yue Wuhuan asked.

“It will take many attempts. It might fail. It might hurt, and you might despair.” Song Qingshi cupped his face, looking straight into his eyes, and pleaded. “But don’t give up, no matter what. As long as you persevere, even in the darkest times, luck will find you.”

“Luck?” Yue Wuhuan echoed.

His mind drifted to the bloodking vines and that miracle on Undying Peak.

Song Qingshi sensed the danger in going further. He left it at that. Yue Wuhuan was smart—he would understand when the time came.

 

Song Qingshi felt elated. The person he liked most had accepted his proposal.

Yue Wuhuan, however, battled mixed feelings afterward. With his forceful nature, he believed he should have proposed. Song Qingshi seemed mild, but once he set his mind on something, he pushed through with stubborn determination. He would never back down… 

On top of that, Yue Wuhuan suspected he harbored some misunderstandings about gay relationships.

In bed, he tangled Song Qingshi in vines and tried to address them. Song Qingshi caught his breath and came back to his senses.

It took too long to explain the context. 

He understood danmei. The domineering one was the gong; the beautiful one, the shou. The top took responsibility for the bottom. Novels from the immortal realm followed the same rule: The strong protected the weak.

He was a mighty yuanying cultivator, powerful and skilled! Yue Wuhuan possessed devastating beauty without rival! Song Qingshi lived a simple life and disliked excess ornamentation. He was reliable, and he naturally looked after others. Clearly, he was the gong. Radiant, exuberant Yue Wuhuan had good taste and the aura to match. He deserved to be pampered, so he was the shou.

A few details of their relationship differed from the books—such as bottoming for the sake of Yue Wuhuan’s trauma—but he worked tirelessly to spoil Yue Wuhuan and keep him happy.

Song Qingshi thought he made an excellent gong. 

Yue Wuhuan understood Song Qingshi’s misgivings and wanted to issue a correction, but looking at Song Qingshi’s bruises and his adorable expression, he swallowed the words. Yue Wuhuan didn’t care about his reputation in such matters; he’d taken enough advantage of Song Qingshi in bed. He might as well protect his pride.

Thus the two of them harmoniously agreed on the dynamic of their relationship.

Yue Wuhuan stopped resisting medication and treatment. He reverted to the docile, obedient patient he had been when he first arrived at the valley.

Song Qingshi’s treatment progressed far more smoothly. Every day, he tested sleep aids and calming tonics. He discovered that once Yue Wuhuan let off some steam, his nightmares came less frequently, and his sleep improved. He found no such cases recorded in medical texts, so he considered it a kind of psychological behavioral therapy.

He would do anything that helped Yue Wuhuan’s condition, like slipping into his bed every night. He lacked prejudices about such things. To him, they were normal physical needs.

Under his influence, Yue Wuhuan let the burden fall from his shoulders. He let go more often and grew wilder in bed.

Song Qingshi counted that as progress.

Meanwhile, Yue Wuhuan helped prepare cultivation elixirs and potent painkillers. He couldn’t bear seeing the pain Song Qingshi suffered daily from his yuanying. He urged Song Qingshi to destroy his cultivation quickly and let him handle the rest. He’d once protected the Medicine King’s Valley while Song Qingshi lay unconscious. He knew what to do. He could create elixirs, set traps throughout the valley and seal it with poison mist, and help Song Qingshi focus on his cultivation to regain his golden core. They would get through this difficult time together.

“You can go into seclusion,” Yue Wuhuan said. “I’ll manage everything.”

Song Qingshi smiled. “There’s no rush. I still have lots to take care of.”

“I can handle it.”

“Calm down, please.” Song Qingshi paused in thought. “Wuhuan, can you make some more poison puppets for me? Load them with every poison and trap you can think of, the deadlier the better. I also need defensive, offensive, and sealing arrays…and a batch of standard Black Butterflies of Death, the more the better. I also want a custom set of cultivation robes from the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts. Don’t worry about cost. I need the best to compensate for the power I lack.”

Yue Wuhuan hesitated.

“I don’t want to be bullied,” Song Qingshi explained.

His cultivation had regressed to the early yuanying stage, but nothing so simple divided the immortal realm’s weak from the strong. No one would need to fight when they could just compare cultivation. The higher level would always win. Wasn’t that easier? He’d set out to roam the world at the foundation level and survived countless threats. If he relied on cultivation alone, he would’ve died a hundred times over.

He had been a rogue cultivator with lethal poison, strange techniques, and no rules. He learned everything, and he used everything. He’d memorized the entirety of Nie’s Book of Poison. He knew every array and trap.

Who invented the poison puppet?

Who devised the poisonous mist?

And if he armed himself fully, who dared provoke him?

Yue Wuhuan understood.

“Green Ocean Pavilion released a set of hidden moon robes. They’re a rare treasure. I will ignore the cost and send it to the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts for modification. I’ll keep an eye out for weapons or artifacts that suit you. I’ll request the pavilion send some intact corpses and turn them into poison puppets, and I can rush order a batch of talismans from the Red Dragon Sect. Yanyuan-xianjun still owes us a favor. He’d better repay us with everything he’s got. And I have plenty of Black Butterflies of Death in storage. I’ll bring them to you later.”

Song Qingshi beamed and patted his chest. “Once I’ve created the new Black Butterflies of Death, I’ll give them to you as an engagement gift!”

Yue Wuhuan hesitated, then pulled out the phoenix blood necklace. He had completed the soul array long ago. Once, he had planned to surreptitiously slip it around Song Qingshi’s neck, binding them to each other through their future lifetimes. Since confronting his instability, he suspected this was boundary-crossing behavior, so he hadn’t gone through with it.

He wanted Song Qingshi’s opinion. “Phoenix blood aids cultivation. I wanted to give this to you. I added a soul mark to the gem, but…if that’s a problem, I’ll erase it and turn it into…”

He trailed off. He didn’t want to change it.

A trembling, anxious bloodking vine wrapped around Song Qingshi’s foot.

He feared that without anchoring Song Qingshi to his side, his happiness would evaporate.

He didn’t want just this lifetime. He wanted Song Qingshi’s next, and the one after that. He wanted every life. Then they could live together, untainted and untroubled. He would never again suffer madness or pain. They would love and dote on each other, just as in the illusion, with no chaos to disturb them.

As long as the phoenix blood remained intact, he could find Song Qingshi through the soul seal.

“It’s a complex design. You must’ve used the best materials. This is the work of a genius.” Song Qingshi admired the array, then slipped it on and tucked it under his clothes. “Thank you. I like it very much.”

Yue Wuhuan sighed in relief. This wasn’t another symptom of his illness.

But it was regrettable—Song Qingshi had given him the phoenix blood to begin with, so it made a poor engagement gift. Yue Wuhuan silently cursed himself for spending the last decade chasing after medicine instead of collecting rarities. Compared to the phoenix blood, every gem he owned felt worthless. He couldn’t offer those.

The valley’s profits belonged to Song Qingshi. He was only safeguarding the money. Spending it on gifts felt wrong…

The more Yue Wuhuan thought, the more conflicted he felt.

“Aren’t you almost done breeding those special little mice?” Song Qingshi said, knowing where Yue Wuhuan’s thoughts had strayed. “I’d like to have them.”

“You want mice as your engagement gift?” Yue Wuhuan asked hesitantly.

Song Qingshi’s eyes lit up. “Yes!”

Yue Wuhuan’s ears reddened, and he lowered his head. “I’ll give them the best care. Once they’ve bred successfully…let’s become cultivation partners, okay?”

“Okay!” Song Qingshi grinned.


Chapter 74

 

SONG QINGSHI THREW HIMSELF into the Black Butterfly of Death experiments. Each day, he worked until deep into the night, and when he returned to his rooms, he only slept two to four hours. Yue Wuhuan set aside every other concern to devote himself to Song Qingshi’s requests, worried about the pain ravaging his yuanying. He labored nonstop to finish the poison puppets and the toxins they bore, preparing for Song Qingshi’s impending isolation.

They burned through several days of relentless work.

At last, the modified hidden moon robes arrived from the Pavilion of Heavenly Crafts. Yue Wuhuan presented them to Song Qingshi.

He’d spent a total of 1.8 million high-quality spiritual crystals on the advanced robes. Woven from gold filament and moon spider silk, they resisted water and fire, repelled blades, and concealed the wearer’s presence. The pavilion embedded the cloth with precious artifacts and defensive arrays throughout. The robes themselves were beautiful: Golden threads swam beneath translucent, ice-colored silk. Aside from their astronomical price, the robes had no drawbacks.

Song Qingshi, in obvious delight, donned them immediately to familiarize himself with each function.

He stored the poison puppets and Black Butterflies of Death Yue Wuhuan had crafted into his interspatial bag. 

“Any updates from Xilin?” he asked, after a moment’s hesitation.

For days, he had avoided news of the outside world to keep from agitating Yue Wuhuan’s fragile mental state. But there were some things they both knew they had to face. Yue Wuhuan had injured An Long and revealed his demonic side. Those lunatics in the Thousand Poison Sect would surely react.

“An Long hasn’t returned to Xilin since his demonic blood came to light,” Yue Wuhuan answered. “The Thousand Poison Sect ousted him as their leader and descended into chaos. Their elders split into factions, and now they’re slaughtering each other.”

When An Long left, he lost control of his demonic blood and inadvertently exposed his true identity. The immortal realm reacted with fury and issued a kill order, but no one could find him.

It worried Yue Wuhuan. He kept the news from Song Qingshi and secretly posted an anonymous bounty of a million spiritual crystals in the Night Rain Pavilion and several assassins’ guilds, inviting the great masters to end him.

An Long had fallen from a mighty yuanying master to a hunted cur everyone wanted to take a swing at. He presented less of a threat to the Medicine King’s Valley, deprived of Xilin’s resources. Even if he still lived, Yue Wuhuan intended to reset the poisonous mist and traps. Combined with Song Qingshi’s flames of the underworld, they would keep An Long out. If that failed, they still had a safe escape route.

“Things have gotten chaotic in Xilin,” Yue Wuhuan added, after a moment’s thought. “Our intelligence reports stopped.”

“When?” Song Qingshi asked.

“Eight days ago.”

He paused, then indulged Yue Wuhuan with a smile. “Keep an eye out for any more reports. I’m heading back to the lab.”

As Yue Wuhuan watched him leave, unease settled over his heart.

 

Lightning flashed as the sky roared in fury. A downpour would fall any moment.

Song Qingshi finished with his last petri dish and moved to the window, staring into the dark, gray sky. He raised his hand, and faint golden dots of light appeared in his palm. The merits he had gained from ripping the scroll were few, but they had fused with his soul. They felt like a part of him. Not only did they allow him to see the phoenix, they permitted a glimpse of the heavens’ secrets.

A scientist needed logic and evidence.

He had spent days thinking about it, but there were things he still questioned, like the identity of his teacher, the system’s mysterious quest, the heavens’ intentions, and whatever ending lay ahead…

He felt certain Yue Wuhuan was the phoenix in his dream. None of his so-called coincidences were coincidences. For whatever reason, the heavens despised Yue Wuhuan, but they could not kill him. Instead, they made his tribulation impossible and manipulated his fate, destroying his happiness. He was like the phoenix kite: He could not spread his stained wings and plummeted into despair. He lost his hope, his sanity, and eventually he would destroy himself.

He didn’t have enough time. Every day he sensed unseen danger drawing nearer.

He couldn’t speak of it. If he did, the heavens would know. They would strike him down, and twist Yue Wuhuan’s fate so he met an untimely end.

The Black Butterfly of Death experiments, the hint hidden in the bloodking vines—he planted innumerable tiny seeds in preparation…

He would secure every possible hope for the future, no matter what.

Now that the reports from Xilin had gone silent, the blade of fate had already descended.

 

Rotting corpses and puddles of blood littered the Thousand Poison Sect. Venomous creatures loosed from their masters crawled mindlessly everywhere.

A hideous half-demon armored in black scales crawled through this carnage. Blood dripped from the barbs on his back, and his long scorpion tail tore savagely at scattered chunks of flesh on the ground. Reason and emotion had deserted him. Only killing quenched his thirst and dulled the pain in his heart. He gasped for breath, crying out as he rampaged.

After he’d destroyed everything, the bloodred in one of his eyes slowly faded. He regained some semblance of clarity and recoiled from the devastation he had wrought. He fought to resist, but the voice in his head never fell silent, bidding him deeper into the spiral of slaughter.

His cultivation of emptiness is already gone.

He’s about to take a cultivation partner.

You can’t have his heart or his body. All of him belongs to someone else.

No status, no dignity, no love… You have nothing left.

Ruin. Ruin everything that pains you.

“Shut up! Cultivation of emptiness can’t be destroyed.” An Long clutched his head as though he could tear out the voice’s source. “You’re not even my hallucination. I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t want to!”

That nightmarish voice lurked inside him like a rot in the bones. Every day it narrated the happenings in the Medicine King’s Valley, whispering of a love he didn’t want to hear about despite his protests. It stoked his bloodlust and tormented him, until his mind splintered further into chaos.

The desire to kill and destroy only grew stronger. At last, it overwhelmed the lock bug and crushed it entirely.

The moment the bug died, he suffered its backlash.

Everything the bug had absorbed flooded back at once, rushing through the only hole in his heart and tearing a chasm. His demonic blood surged uncontrollably, consuming his mind and his body. Anyone who witnessed his form flinched from him in terror and disgust, calling him “monster.” Their fear enraged him. In his madness, he succumbed to his demonic nature; when he regained consciousness, his hands were soaked in blood. There were no survivors.

“I’m not a monster.”

He grew more fearsome and less capable of thought by the day. His moments of lucidity dwindled. The strange voice that claimed to be his fate stripped away the last of his humanity. It moved him like a chess piece, and dragged him down into a dark world. 

He had nowhere left to run…

You don’t need pity or emotion. You were born a weapon, meant to kill. You love battle and fresh blood.

You know the only way to end this pain.

Go on. Kill them. Destroy your demons.

Go. That is your fate.

 

Yue Wuhuan assembled poison puppets in his lab late into the evening. He equipped them with increasingly deadly traps, determined to build the most fearsome puppets in all the realm. Their presence would turn the Medicine King’s Valley into a forbidden sanctum where no one dared trespass. The more he tinkered, the more the task engrossed him. The work inspired him without end…

Suddenly, the door of his lab flew open, and Song Qingshi barreled through. “Wuhuan, I did it!”

“The Black Butterflies of Death?” Yue Wuhuan asked, smiling.

Song Qingshi placed a crystal petri dish in his hands. A red cocoon nestled inside the dish, glowing like a tiny ember. It felt a little warm to the touch.

Normal Black Butterflies of Death formed black cocoons.

Yue Wuhuan cradled the little flame in the crystal dish and sighed. “It’s so beautiful.”

“It’ll hatch into a fiery red butterfly,” Song Qingshi explained. “They can spread a powder that fatally paralyzes anyone in range, or they can attack a designated target. If they’re attacked, they’ll inject every drop of venom they have into their attacker’s bloodstream. It’ll spread through the entire body and overwhelm their nervous system. I’ve confirmed the venom is eight times stronger than before. By the numbers, they should prove effective against most fenshen-level cultivators. It’s a pity we don’t have any test subjects.” He sounded genuinely regretful. “I can’t exactly go capture a fenshen cultivator.”

“We’ll get one eventually,” Yue Wuhuan said with a warm smile. “I feel like it can no longer be called the Black Butterfly of Death. Why don’t you give it a new name? Set it apart from the earlier iteration?”

“Rebirth,” Song Qingshi answered without hesitation. “It’s a butterfly born from flames and pain. You can use it to kill whatever harmed you, no matter what it is.”

“Rebirth,” Yue Wuhuan repeated. He savored the word on his tongue. He liked it. He hoped to use this butterfly of revenge to burn those wretched monsters. “Everything must be destroyed before it can be reborn.”

Recently, he’d given voice to every intrusive thought so he could judge which ones were unhealthy. Thankfully, Song Qingshi either accepted or tolerated almost everything, even his fiercely possessive nature. If he got a little crazed in bed, Song Qingshi told him it was normal, validating him. It had nothing to do with his illness.

The weight in his heart had lightened quite a bit.

“Not everyone deserves to die,” Song Qingshi reminded him. “I hope you can draw a line in your heart. You can choose where it goes—but once you draw it, don’t move it easily.”

Yue Wuhuan didn’t fully grasp the idea.

Song Qingshi tried again. “Should Qingluan die? What about Minghong? Niannian? Yanyuan-xianjun? The Lan girl who read those novels? Ye Lin-xianjun knew about the illustrations. Should they all die?”

Yue Wuhuan felt torn. Plenty of people deserved to die. He just didn’t know whether he should kill them. But Song Qingshi didn’t approve, so maybe he shouldn’t?

Song Qingshi appealed to reason. “The Medicine King’s Valley studies all sorts of elixirs and medicine. If you killed everyone, how would our research continue?”

“Qingshi, you’re getting funnier by the day.” Yue Wuhuan burst into laughter. “I’m only imagining it. How could I kill everyone?”

“Promise me that even if you did kill everyone, you’d show some mercy. Spare the ones who don’t deserve it. Change the…”

For some reason, he didn’t finish his thought.

“All right. Whatever you want,” Yue Wuhuan agreed.

Song Qingshi seemed happy with that. He certainly enjoyed the rest of the night with Yue Wuhuan.

Now, as Yue Wuhuan stared at the Rebirth cocoon in his palm, he realized how sincere Song Qingshi had been. He acknowledged Yue Wuhuan’s hatred; he encouraged him to destroy evil and kill the wicked. 

Yue Wuhuan’s heart fluttered.

Unfortunately, these things could not be rushed. They needed Song Qingshi to reform his yuanying. He needed to break his meridians’ confines to create a new golden core. Then they could plan. Slowly, carefully, they would find opportunities to rid themselves of their revolting enemies.

Song Qingshi smiled. “This is only the first Rebirth butterfly. I hope it can shield you from all danger.”

“What about you?”

Song Qingshi patted the beautiful robes wrapped around him. “I have this.”

A message bird arrived with a letter from Ye Lin. Song Qingshi opened it, skimmed it, and his expression turned flinty. He handed it to Yue Wuhuan.

“The queen of the underworld is about to bloom. I need this ingredient.”

The Medicine King regularly purchased intelligence regarding rare medicinal ingredients. His reputation was so strong that the Night Rain Pavilion forwarded news to him directly.

The queen of the underworld was a flower that bloomed once every fifty years in a secret realm of the underworld. It wilted within four hours. He would have to refine the medicine on site. Only cultivators with a golden core could cross the barrier to the realm. Few apothecaries ever reached that level of cultivation. It seemed reasonably safe.

Yue Wuhuan knew the medicines made from this flower could repair Song Qingshi’s damaged yuanying. He should urge him to go, but he couldn’t enter the realm himself… The moment he imagined Song Qingshi leaving, his skin crawled. He feared the loss of his hard-won happiness.

“Wuhuan, I’ll return,” Song Qingshi said. His unwavering voice soothed Yue Wuhuan.

“I want to lock you away,” he whispered. “Is that because I’m sick?”

Song Qingshi didn’t respond.

Yue Wuhuan shut his eyes and forced himself to breathe steadily. “Go.”

“Believe in me.” Song Qingshi stood on tiptoe and kissed Yue Wuhuan. “I’ll come back no matter what. You must wait for me. Wait for me to return and become cultivation partners with you.”

“All right.” Yue Wuhuan nodded. 

“Wuhuan, after I leave, you must continue your research. No matter how hard things get, find the right answer.”

“The right answer?” He could tell Song Qingshi was emphasizing something, but he didn’t know what.

Song Qingshi only smiled and toyed with the bloodking vines. Thanks to medicine, his yuanying was stable for now. He still had some power left.

He had to hurry and ascertain their fate.

 

Darkness covered the underworld realm, except for a faint light in the forest cast by fireflies.

An Long stared at the youth in white perched on a branch. 

“Why did you come?” he rasped, wrestling with the frenzied, murderous voice in his head.

He had lurched for some time between awareness and bloodlust. Eventually, he’d succumbed to his demonic side and captured Ye Lin’s wife and child, then forced the man to lure Song Qingshi out with a letter.

But once he regained his senses, he realized Ye Lin had embedded a clue in his letter. The queen of the underworld last bloomed forty-eight years ago. Song Qingshi would never forget that detail—he must have recognized a trap.

An Long shoved that thought aside.

The voice in his head shrieked relentlessly as it tried to reclaim his body. It wanted the tragedy of the past to repeat itself anew, and An Long didn’t know how long he could hold it back.

“Idiot! Do you want to die?!” Scales rippled over his skin. He extended, then retracted his claws. He longed to tear apart the source of all his anguish. “Fuck off! Don’t ever come near me again!”

Song Qingshi watched him, his face void of emotion.

“We’re not friends anymore. I won’t hold back.

“This time, I came to kill you.”


Chapter 75

 

SONG QINGSHI HAD GLIMPSED the phoenix in the golden glow of the merit shards. That vision hinted at what the heavens had planned: He saw Yue Wuhuan, but he also saw his own death.

Again and again, he died. In an avalanche, under a hail of arrows, beneath the wheel of a cart, on the execution stand…

It had confused him at first, but as Yue Wuhuan bared his heart, revealing his feelings and the vulnerability that came with them, Song Qingshi recognized what those deaths represented. Each inflicted excruciating tortures on Yue Wuhuan, driving him to despair and to madness. They drove him into a hell where his only escape was killing himself.

It hadn’t hurt Song Qingshi. He didn’t fear pain.

But he refused to let that ending repeat.

He dissected every death he’d witnessed. Most bore the mark of the heavens twisting his fate with a sudden illness, a freak accident, a disaster… Even in the one life where he’d detected the danger and hidden indoors, a falling meteorite still struck him down.

Each “accident” was a coincidence—but every coincidence happened only to him, and every one proved fatal.

He was a yuanying cultivator in this life. His vast cultivation safeguarded him from trivial poisons and exploding furnaces. He learned from Yue Wuhuan’s tribulation that the heavens could bend the rules to manufacture a coincidence, but they could not kill directly.

So how would he die this time?

Then he remembered: He had already died once.

He hadn’t known Yue Wuhuan at the time; fate had no reason to target him. He didn’t know why the system wanted to help him. Still, it had revived him.

But if An Long could lose control of his demonic side once, it could happen again. He was the strongest living yuanying cultivator. He had demonic heritage, he thirsted for blood, and he longed for battle. The heavens couldn’t have picked a better pawn.

Song Qingshi had suspected him for a long time.

They’d known each other for eight hundred years and been friends for five hundred, fighting side by side…

Song Qingshi knew An Long better than anyone. He hated deceit and liked to face his problems head-on. In the face of danger and death, he only fought more valiantly until he vanquished his foes. If the Thousand Poison Sect betrayed him, he would march back to Xilin and slaughter every traitor. 

Any word from Xilin about An Long, however bloody, would have assured him.

But silence was the worst news of all. An Long might have fallen to his inner demons and killed everyone. The dead couldn’t spread news.

Song Qingshi finally understood when Ye Lin’s warning arrived. This was An Long’s declaration of war. Fate would deliver the death it had planned for him, as well as hell for Yue Wuhuan.

He refused to surrender.

He would defy destiny.

He would do everything in his power to change Yue Wuhuan’s fate.

 

Song Qingshi reached out. Black and red flaming lotuses bloomed in midair, illuminating the battlefield.

Unaccustomed to such brilliance, An Long had to shield his bloodred eyes. His addled mind vacillated between lunacy and lucidity until he finally roared with laughter.

He had never witnessed Song Qingshi’s true power. Fighting at full strength felt like a worthy end to their centuries of friendship.

Song Qingshi seized the opportunity while An Long still had some semblance of thought. “Did your demonic side overtake you at Golden Phoenix Mountain too?”

“Yes.” An Long’s body shifted before his eyes, but he smiled bitterly through the agony. “I gave in to it. I wasn’t in my right mind… I hurt. I begged you to lie, to just say you liked me so that I could dream of it, at least. It would’ve calmed me. I could’ve let my bloodlust go. But you refused. Do you hate me so much you’d rather choose death than give me one mercy and lie?”

Song Qingshi considered his answer. “No. If I like you, I like you. If I don’t, I don’t. I won’t lie to you.”

An Long’s breath quickened. His demonic side was dominating his thoughts, piece by piece. 

“Qingshi, I hate you…”

Yue Wuhuan used the lock bug to temper his ardor. An Long’s lock bug only harbored hatred and the desire to kill.

By nature, a half-demon couldn’t understand human emotions. He only knew hunger, slaughter, and desire.

He forced himself to learn humanity, to understand it, to respect it. More than anything, he’d really wanted to become human.

But he’d failed.

When Song Qingshi sent him to Cibei-xianzun, he saw no humanity in those other children. They couldn’t tell kindness from cruelty but acted as obedient puppets, according to the rules. During the Battle Against Demons, An Long witnessed Cibei-xianzun’s demonic side break free after a grave wound. He transformed into a terrifying beast. Then he was taken for an enemy and slain. Afterward, everyone assumed a monster had killed him. Now they lauded him as a hero. What a farce.

After Cibei-xianzun died, his disciples followed. One by one, they succumbed to their demon blood and perished in battle.

A demon was a demon. What “humanity” was there to learn?

He only needed to kill.

An Long’s pupils contracted into terrifying slits. He shed his humanity, and his demonic transformation was complete. He whistled at an inaudible frequency, and the forest responded with an insectile chorus. The ever-increasing swarm approached.

Song Qingshi glanced at his surroundings. A second later, his red lotus blaze detonated with a snap and engulfed the forest. Searing heat stopped the advancing vermin, and a foul burnt stench permeated the air.

From atop his red lotus, he looked down on the demon below him and formed a hand seal.

Countless hands burst through the soil beneath An Long. The concealed poison puppets rose like nightmarish dolls stitched together in the depths of hell. They chased their target relentlessly, clawing him with their tainted fingers. But An Long was armored by thick scales and blocked any poison. With a lash of his long scorpion tail, he shredded their ghastly, pale limbs. Then his tail shot toward Song Qingshi.

An Long didn’t need to count Song Qingshi’s trump cards. He only needed to know he struggled with close range combat.

A defensive barrier flared to life, followed by an array, and the two were forced apart.

An Long slashed through the barrier with a cold laugh and lunged at his target. But Song Qingshi vanished, replaced by a dense cloud of poisonous black butterflies. They swarmed An Long in such numbers they blotted out the sky. 

He squeezed his eyes shut, but the butterflies’ powdery, corrosive chitin ate into his face.

With a brutal swipe of his claws, An Long tore off the damaged scales before the poison took hold. Fresh scales replaced them instantly, sealing his wounds. He whipped his tail at a seemingly empty patch of air and destroyed Song Qingshi’s concealment array, forcing him back into view.

“Found you!” An Long shrieked.

Song Qingshi wiped the blood from his mouth. With a smile, he tossed a tiny black lotus of flame into the air.

The ground erupted. The poison puppets buried below self-detonated, triggering a chain of explosions that unleashed a cloud of toxins. The forest gave way, snuffing out every living creature in an instant. The trees collapsed into corrosive black sludge. The earth caved in, leaving a crater like the mouth of a mass grave, hundreds of feet deep. Poison filled the air, seeping into breath and skin—every inch of their bodies.

The dust settled, revealing An Long’s silhouette. He had curled into his hardened scales to shield his vital points, sparing himself the bulk of the damage. But the poison had begun to affect his movement. He could feel his reactions slowing down. 

His breathing grew heavy…but that only increased his excitement.

This was a joyous battle. This was an opponent worth killing.

He stood up once more and charged. He vanished in the blink of an eye, then reappeared directly in front of Song Qingshi. His heavy fist drove into Song Qingshi’s stomach, sending him flying. Even with the protection of his cultivation robes, Song Qingshi’s ribs cracked. His yuanying trembled on the brink of destruction.

Song Qingshi staggered upright. He had always known the real danger in facing An Long: not his bugs, but his inborn thirst for battle, his bodily strength, and instinctive reactions. An Long effortlessly cut through trickery and struck at underlying weaknesses.

Song Qingshi dropped his defenses long enough to plant the mark of the Black Butterfly of Death on An Long.

The butterflies encircled their target.

An Long glanced at them and whistled again. A hurricane of ghost moths fearlessly hurled themselves through the fiery barrier. They slammed into the black butterflies, dying in heaps. Their corpses piled high, but the moths stripped the scales from the wings of the Black Butterflies of Death. With their poison exhausted, the butterflies lost their offensive capabilities.

Sensing danger, Song Qingshi unleashed his underworld flames to burn the advancing enemy.

But it was futile.

The scorpion tail speared through his stomach, nailing him firmly to the rocky cliffside.

“Got you.” An Long emerged from the cloud of moths. 

Song Qingshi panted, clutching at the barbed tail that skewered him. If he pulled it free now, he’d hemorrhage to death. Thankfully, the substantial painkillers he’d taken before their fight dulled the pain enough that he remained clearheaded.

An Long approached slowly. He reached out and stroked Song Qingshi’s cheek as if to wipe the blood away.

Agony shot up his fingers like he had touched a scalding pillar furnace. It blackened his scales and blistered his skin. A revolting smell filled the air. The shock bought An Long a moment of clarity. Bloody tears streamed from his crimson eyes.

“Why?” he rasped. He couldn’t continue speaking. Love was the sweetest of all feelings, but also the cruelest. It acted without rhyme or reason.

“Qingshi, I don’t want to kill you,” An Long pleaded desperately. “Please. Say you like me. Just once. Lie, if you have to. Free me from my demons. Free yourself.”

The voice in his skull shrieked for blood. It gnawed at his sanity. Getting what he wanted or killing the man before him seemed like the only thing that could free him from his monstrous form, his torment.

He didn’t know how long he could hold on for.

Song Qingshi met his eyes. “It’s no use.”

The same scene. The same request. At last, he remembered what had happened on Golden Phoenix Mountain.

“What’s fake will always be fake. You can’t force it to be true.” Song Qingshi struggled to breathe as he told An Long the truth. “I can’t lie to you. I appreciate your talent with bugs, and you were once my closest friend. You’re brilliant. You’ve helped me so much. I refuse to insult your feelings and deceive your heart…”

An Long stared at him blankly, as though they were strangers.

A tear slid down Song Qingshi’s cheek. 

“I caught you too,” he said, smiling.

He had waited the entire time for an opportunity like this. The scorpion tail tied them together; neither could retreat.

An Long understood, then, that death was the only place for him.

He laughed and leaned in, wrapping his arms around the blood-soaked youth. He let the flames sear every inch of his skin just to maintain some semblance of clarity. It was almost impossible to see his original appearance under the char. His lips burned as he pressed a soft kiss to Song Qingshi’s forehead.

All this was just for a final goodbye.

He submitted to the world’s most painful embrace, the most painful kiss, yet he did it willingly.

The black and red lotuses fused overhead, blazing brilliant gold and radiating an aura of death.

An Long lowered his head and let Song Qingshi push the deathly bloom into his chest.

The lotus blasted through his hard scales—through his chest. It shredded his organs. Nothing could halt the fountain of blood. It dyed the ground scarlet before it sank slowly into the earth.

So the blood of a half-demon also ran red.

The voice in his mind screeched in frenzied alarm, assaulting his senses. He could feel his wounds healed against his will, as if his right to death had been torn away. This was unnatural, against the very heavens. He was being twisted past recognition. What was happening?

An Long panicked and wrenched his scorpion tail free.

Song Qingshi urgently sealed the wound in his stomach with needles and medicine. He dragged himself toward An Long and examined the strange reaction gripping his body.

His inspection confirmed his guess: Fate had chosen An Long as the pawn that would destroy Yue Wuhuan. It wouldn’t allow him to die by Song Qingshi’s hand.

Luck didn’t exist. He had to ensure An Long’s death.
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“Don’t be afraid,” Song Qingshi whispered in consolation. “Death isn’t the end. It’s a new beginning.”

The golden glow from the scroll’s merits had been gentle. It had not wished for him to experience the pain of dying in an endless cycle but to see the opportunity for renewal. If he could not escape the death the heavens planned for him, then he would prepare himself. Using what little time he had before death, he would leave what hints he could for Yue Wuhuan, and await the beginning of a new cycle.

A phoenix rising from the ashes, reborn from death… That was the truth the scroll had shown him.

Seeing Song Qingshi so calm, An Long felt his heart settle.

With trembling hands, Song Qingshi removed his broken yuan-ying. A cultivator detonating his yuanying could annihilate every living being within miles. It would obliterate him, An Long, the secret realm—everything.

Every crack in his yuanying reflected his feelings.

An Long stared at it for a long time before asking the question that had haunted him for centuries.

“Qingshi, do you regret it? You saved a thankless wretch from that disgusting swamp, and he repaid your kindness with vengeance. I was ugly and selfish. I hurt you over and over…”

Song Qingshi considered it, then shook his head. “I’ve never regretted it.”

“Why?” An Long asked in disbelief.

“If I hadn’t saved you, where in the world would I have met such an astonishingly talented Poison King? An unrepentant war god? And those days we spent adventuring really were fun…”

He faltered, suddenly remembering the vision the scroll had shown him of a majestic black dragon that sometimes trailed the phoenix.

The dragon delighted in provoking the phoenix. They fought among the clouds until there was no light left in the sky, then reconciled and flew off together like good friends.

Song Qingshi envied them.

His memory of the dragon’s dark scales and slit pupils overlapped with An Long’s face. Stripped of his armor, his dragon tendons cut—that proud, resplendent creature had been reduced to a monster. Yet he struggled and fought. He’d rather die than serve as fate’s pawn.

Song Qingshi studied him carefully, intently.

“Don’t look. I’m a monster,” An Long said fearfully, covering his face.

“Don’t be afraid. This isn’t the real you.”

“Then what do I really look like?”

Song Qingshi pictured the black dragon and the phoenix soaring above the clouds’ peaks. “Probably very handsome.”

“Bullshit.” An Long cackled. The movement tugged at the wound in his chest, but it was a joyful pain. He raised his voice. “Kill me. Otherwise, as long as I draw breath, I’ll kill you, and Yue Wuhuan too…”

The voice in his head shrieked like something mechanical on the verge of breaking. A harsh, ominous buzz filled his skull.

An Long met Song Qingshi’s eyes and whispered his farewell.

“If we meet again, there won’t be a third time.”

Song Qingshi smiled and nodded. “I believe you.”

His yuanying splintered, about to rip fate itself open—

Suddenly, an alarm blared.

An eerie black hole materialized and swallowed Song Qingshi whole, shielding him from the blast of his detonating yuanying.

The system’s jarring voice came from nowhere, glitching and looping like an overworked, virus-infested machine right before it burned out.

“Song Qingshi. Number of failed attempts: 1.

“Song Qingshi. Number of failed attempts: 1,350.

“Song Qingshi. Number of failed attempts: 1.

“Song Qingshi. Number of failed attempts: 1,350.

“Song Qingshi. Number of failed attempts: 1.

“Song Qingshi. Number of failed attempts: 1,350.

“Repairing the plot. Send out the assignee.

“Repairing the plot. Send out the assignee.”

The black hole pulled Song Qingshi into its depths. He only had time to leave An Long with one line:

“Don’t kill Yue Wuhuan, or you’ll regret it!”

An Long tried to grab him, but his wounds prevented him from moving properly. He was just too slow. He could only watch as Song Qingshi, already barely standing, disappeared into the mysterious hole in the world.

An Long couldn’t comprehend what had just happened. None of it made sense.

He pawed at the air, but he felt nothing. No flicker of spiritual power. No trace of forbidden techniques. Song Qingshi’s presence simply vanished, deleted, like he had never even existed.

An Long’s demonic form receded. His body returned to its human state.

This had happened once before, when Song Qingshi died.

An Long numbly sank to his knees. He didn’t move, even as his gravest wounds knit themselves closed.

The voice in his mind quieted to a whisper, but it persisted:

H-he’s lying…

D-don’t believe him. You won’t regret it…

I saved you.

G-g-go to the Medicine King’s Valley at once. Kill Yue Wuhuan.

An Long sat motionless for a long time before he rose.

Step by heavy step, he made his way to the Medicine King’s Valley.


Chapter 76

 

YUE WUHUAN CLEANED THE CAGES, refreshed the feed, and checked the health of each little mouse in the breeding lab. Over the years, he had abandoned conventional methods in order to breed the special mice Song Qingshi wanted, and supplemented the breeding process with elixirs and arrays. He’d endured countless failures to find a method that delivered satisfactory results. Now, one of the special mice was pregnant. It was very likely she’d give birth to a steady supply of pups.

Those little babies would be his proposal gift to Song Qingshi. If he had to camp in the breeding lab twenty-four hours a day to ensure their health, he’d do it.

Abruptly, the door opened.

Yue Wuhuan froze. The Medicine King’s Valley had several labs. The others housed regular mice, and students saw to their care. This lab alone was forbidden. He kept it sterile and sealed, accessible only to himself, Song Qingshi, and Qingluan.

Song Qingshi was away.

Qingluan would never barge in like this.

The poison mist and barriers remained untouched. His blood-king vines lurked in the shadows, inert. It was silent. He could not detect the intruder’s aura. In the immortal realm, such things meant imminent danger.

A predatory gaze studied him without fear, like he was a beautiful prey animal on the verge of death.

The stranger let out a casual whistle.

Yue Wuhuan had disinfected everything when he entered the lab. He wore white robes, and his golden mask rested on the shelf outside. Danger had slipped in so quietly, it found him completely unprepared. He didn’t have time to release the ghost snake poison. All he could do was lift his beautiful, unblemished face, and ask softly:

“Can we do this outside?”

An unfamiliar cultivator stood before him. He was tall and handsome, clad in a robe of gold feathers. He carried an armory’s worth of artifacts, and the sword at his waist gleamed with spiritual power. It was no ordinary weapon. His amused eyes swept over Yue Wuhuan.

Without warning, he unleashed a violent surge of energy. It crashed toward Yue Wuhuan, heavy with murderous intent, determined to force the unbowed foundation-level cultivator to his knees.

This was a fenshen-level cultivator.

Yue Wuhuan nearly buckled. The little white mice around him also felt the blow and let out shrill, pained squeals.

These were Song Qingshi’s treasured mice. They couldn’t come to harm.

He hastily shielded their cages with a barrier.

“Please don’t kill me here,” he begged. “It will taint this place. Kill me outside.”

The cultivator seemed surprised that Yue Wuhuan could stay standing. His attention shifted to the mice behind the barrier, and his brow furrowed in disgust. With a snap of his fingers, countless blades of wind sheared the roof away and shattered the walls. A cloud of dust engulfed the room. Debris rained down on the cages and equipment. Mice died or fled by the hundreds. Years of painstaking work vanished in an instant.
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Yue Wuhuan curled around the pregnant mouse’s cage, shielding it with his body.

His hair ornament fell, loosing his long hair. The strain of resisting the cultivator’s power tore at his organs; blood dripped from the corner of his lips…

Yue Wuhuan sank to the ground, staring at the devastation in disbelief.

“Let me introduce myself. I’m Zhao Ye. Or you can call me Yuanyang-xianzun, I suppose.” The man strolled forward and snatched the cage from Yue Wuhuan’s arms. He held it gingerly, with the tips of his fingers.

“What’s this shit? Gross,” he spat.

He flung the cage into the air, where blades of wind cut it to shreds. Then, savoring Yue Wuhuan’s anguished expression, he made a sign with one hand. An inferno burst forth, reducing the blood and corpses to ash.

“Can you look at me now?” Zhao Ye chuckled.

Yue Wuhuan forced himself to look away from the destruction with difficulty.

“Yuanyang-xianzun entered fatal isolation eight hundred years ago,” he said cautiously. “So who are you? What grudge do you have against the Medicine King’s Valley?”

When cultivators lost hope of advancing to the next level, they tried fatal isolation. They succeeded or died; they did not emerge otherwise. The valley’s records described Yuanyang-xianzun as a resolute fenshen cultivator who shut himself away for centuries. Many believed he was dead. Why would he leave isolation before reaching the next level of cultivation to seek out someone he’d never met?

“Ha, eight hundred years? No wonder this body smelled weird. There were even mushrooms growing on it. I almost mistook it for a zongzi.” Zhao Ye laughed. “Let me reintroduce myself: I’m Time-Space Manager Number 081. I just returned from the wild world when I got a last-minute assignment to clean up the newbie’s mess.”

Yue Wuhuan stared blankly, not understanding a single word.

Zhao Ye scratched his head. He had a bad personality. After his death, his soul entered the system and was chosen as a time-space manager—one with a very high success rate. This time, the system had dumped half a novel into his brain and ordered him to eliminate the cannon fodder, whose fate had been altered, and rescue the real protagonist shou.

There was also one strange condition: The system wanted to see Yue Wuhuan despair.

Occasionally, Zhao Ye received tasks with extra conditions. The rewards were always generous, and this one was a walk in the park.

“The guy sent to save you was ‘Song Qingshi,’ right? I’ve never seen such a clueless newbie,” Zhao Ye groaned, though he was grinning as he squatted down. “The newbies get easy tasks. Beyond simple. He just had to save the main shou. How did he end up saving a side character like you?”

Yue Wuhuan soldiered through the pain of losing the breeding lab. He showed just the right amount of fear but calmly took note of that phrase. 

“What is a ‘main shou’?” he asked carefully.

“Bai Zihao,” Zhao Ye replied. “He’s this world’s chosen one.”

Yue Wuhuan thought for a moment. “What am I?”

“You’re someone who should’ve died a long time ago.” Zhao Ye was seriously disappointed in the newbie. “That dumbass must not have a functioning brain. Even if the main character isn’t a saint, he should at least be a virgin. How could he pick you, someone so debauched?”

Yue Wuhuan started to tremble.

Zhao Ye struck the moment he sensed fear. He humiliated Yue Wuhuan with a lively recitation of interesting parts of the novel: how Bai Zihao watched him be taken, the degrading positions, the obscenities uttered, his shameful expression.

“You really are a slut,” Zhao Ye sighed happily. But he sure was beautiful in his wantonness!

He had handled similar tasks before. Those protagonists were just his type: dewy, fresh-faced innocents, shy and easy to please. As long as he battled evildoers, rescued the shou, pampered him, rolled around with him in bed, and kept him content, he aced the task with a high score.

Yue Wuhuan was too sultry for his preference, but the beautiful mole beneath those phoenix eyes, his gorgeous features, that slender waist… They stirred his heart. He would love to bully him, drive him to the brink of despair, and off him even without the bonus condition.

Zhao Ye hadn’t bothered to hide the details of his task because he cared little for anyone else’s pride. He just wanted to take Yue Wuhuan, destroy everything he cared about, and then kill him.

He probed for Yue Wuhuan’s weakness with practiced ease.

“I don’t believe it” was Yue Wuhuan’s only response.

How could he believe something so preposterous?

But Zhao Ye had come prepared. He’d pulled up the newbie’s file when he accepted the task—might as well roll the tape. He projected it via water-screen technique.

It showed Song Qingshi accepting the system’s task. It wasn’t pretty; being sick for so long had reduced him to skin and bones. Never mind the short hair and odd clothing; Yue Wuhuan recognized those clear eyes. His beloved youth…

Song Qingshi swore earnestly to the strange sphere floating in the void: “I’ve read thousands of novels and remember every word. My knowledge of medicine and nursing is vast and I’ve even taken an elective in psychology. I can treat all of the main character’s physical and mental problems. And I-I have tons of romantic experience! I love talking to people. I-I’ll definitely complete the task!”

Yue Wuhuan’s eyes grew wide. He stood frozen in place long after the water screen disappeared before he finally came back to himself.

“I don’t believe it. I want to see Qingshi,” he pleaded. “I need to ask him myself!”

“You can’t.” Zhao Ye spoke the cruelest words with a smile. “He messed up. Failed a task. He’s been taken away for punishment.”

Yue Wuhuan’s heart dropped. “What punishment?”

“I failed once and had my memory wiped. I don’t remember what punishment it was. I bet it was terrifying.” Zhao Ye tilted his head but couldn’t remember, no matter how hard he tried. “Forget about it. He won’t be back to save you. Beg me instead. I might find just enough mercy to spare you.”

Yue Wuhuan was a promiscuous, brainless beauty in the book. Mortals weren’t suited to cultivation, so his foundation would’ve been established with the help of elixirs. Now that Song Qingshi was gone, Zhao Ye needn’t concern himself with an ant he could crush with a single finger. The “bedroom fun” described in the novel interested him more. Maybe this canon fodder’s service would prove as entrancing as described. Zhao Ye could afford to keep him alive for a few days longer and kill him once he got bored.

“Xianzun, please…spare me.” Yue Wuhuan bowed his head, quivering.

The fires dwindled to embers. All that remained of the lab was charcoal and drifting sparks.

Zhao Ye approached and lifted Yue Wuhuan’s chin.

“Let’s see how you perform,” he said coyly. 

Yue Wuhuan hesitated, then reached for the belt of Zhao Ye’s golden, feathered robe with a trembling hand.

He had just touched it when Zhao Ye caught him by the wrist. He turned over Yue Wuhuan’s hand, examining it.

“What beautiful hands,” he murmured. “It’s like they were made to serve men. Shame they’re covered in callouses. You should take better care of them.”

He loved toying with a pretty pair of hands, and Yue Wuhuan had the most beautiful he’d ever seen. He could spend a month with these.

Yue Wuhuan shook harder. He slipped free of Zhao Ye’s grasp. It took real effort, but he untied the man’s belt at last and opened the robes woven with protective arrays. Then, with a pitiful expression, he lifted his eyes to Zhao Ye. Though he spoke softly, it stoked Zhao Ye’s hunger.

“Wuhuan knows plenty of tricks. I’m sure I’ll serve you well…”

What a beautiful voice. In bed, it would sound even more mesmerizing.

Zhao Ye reached out, eager to taste this devastating beauty.

Yue Wuhuan backed away, smiling. “There’s no rush.”

Fiery red vines burst out of the ground and coiled rapidly around Zhao Ye.

So the little mouse still wanted to resist—but what would using some of his wiles to shed a layer of protective robes matter in the face of overwhelming power? Scoffing, Zhao Ye tore through the vines. They fell into the fire, showering them both with sparks. More vines surged forward, desperate to block Zhao Ye’s murderous advance, but they failed too. Zhao Ye strode toward the struggling cannon fodder and grinned.

“I wanted to be gentle, but you refused my kindness.”

Yue Wuhuan backed up slowly. He made a pitiful sight. He clutched at his collar, and however his beautiful phoenix eyes pleaded with Zhao Ye, he couldn’t bring himself to speak. It only whetted Zhao Ye’s sadistic appetite.

In his excitement, Zhao Ye neglected to watch his back. He missed the beautiful red-and-gold butterfly that rose from the bloodking vines’ pyre. It fluttered, blending with the sparks, until it settled on Zhao Ye’s neck. In a heartbeat, the butterfly’s venom numbed its victim. However powerful he had been, Zhao Ye’s body immediately started to disintegrate, sloughing chunks that thudded to the ground…

Yue Wuhuan straightened to his full height. The pitiful mask vanished, replaced by a bloodthirsty, deranged smile.

At last, Zhao Ye realized this wasn’t the brainless beauty from the book. All that fear and cowardice had been an act to get him to drop his guard. It was too late for him to avoid the killing blow.

The Rebirth butterfly had found its first test subject.

“Xianzun, do you like this?

“Xianzun, do you feel good?

“Xianzun…”

Yue Wuhuan was still trembling. He stared at the flesh littering the ground, oozing a foul, dark ichor. His gaze held no pity—only revulsion. He picked his way around the gore and placed Zhao Ye’s sinful soul into a special soul lantern.

“Heh. I had this lantern custom-made for Qingshi. But now that you’ve dirtied it, I can’t use it anymore.”

Zhao Ye’s soul slammed against the lantern’s walls, frantically searching for an escape, for any way to strike back at this lunatic.

“Most of what Qingshi said and did seemed at odds with this world. He never intended to hide it from me.” Yue Wuhuan held the lantern closer. “I always knew he came from somewhere else. I just didn’t dare ask… I was afraid he would disappear if I did, so I had this lantern made. If he left this world, I’d capture him and keep him by my side… I’d treat his soul gently. I’d never hurt him.”

He felt a quiver of doubt.

“Is that my illness speaking?” he asked Zhao Ye hesitantly.

Zhao Ye raged on, wanting to curse Yue Wuhuan’s entire bloodline.

Yue Wuhuan couldn’t sense Song Qingshi’s phoenix blood gem through the secret realm’s barrier, but he should have left it by now.

Yue Wuhuan bit his nails until he drew blood. He tried to calm down, but the pain did nothing to alleviate his worries. He grew even more violent. In a fury, he tore apart Zhao Ye’s hateful soul, then forced the pieces back together.

“Give Qingshi back! He’s mine!”

He knew exactly how to torment a soul. He shredded it again and again, rebuilt it again and again. The agony drove Zhao Ye to the brink of collapse. His soul strained under the assault and began to fray.

Yue Wuhuan entered through the tear and rifled through his memories.

So, he hadn’t lied…

That fantastical tale was real. The system had tasked Song Qingshi with saving the protagonist shou, Bai Zihao. But for some inexplicable reason, he accidentally saved Yue Wuhuan instead. A failure. Failed hosts were meant to return to the system, endure punishment, and have their memories wiped…then start over.

He had no way to locate the system, or Song Qingshi…

It terrified Yue Wuhuan. He clawed bloody marks into his wrist, trying to convince himself that he was not afraid.

Qingshi loves me.

Qingshi promised we’ll become cultivation partners when the mice are born.

How had he forgotten the mice?

Yue Wuhuan looked back hesitantly, staring at the fire’s smoldering remnants. He rushed into the wreckage, overturning broken beams and collapsed walls like his life depended on it. Heedless of danger, he hunted for surviving mice or any of Song Qingshi’s research.

Blisters ballooned all over his hands. Burns covered every inch of his skin. Still, he didn’t stop looking.

All he found was disappointment.

He suddenly felt the end of the world was upon him.

Happiness had always been an illusion, an impossible delusion. His little white mice were gone…

Was his partner gone, too?

A thought struck him. He tore open his interspatial bag and retrieved Song Qingshi’s life plaque. The plaque was laced with cracks to the point it might shatter with a single touch. He scrambled for the materials to save it, anything that would stabilize it, but the fractures kept coming. They grew wider and deeper…

The lock bug’s hold on his bone-deep despair broke.

All the love he had suppressed overtook him, severing the silk threads that kept his sanity intact. The more he loved, the greater he despaired.

Clutching the near-shattered life plaque, Yue Wuhuan stumbled and fell to his knees. Something wet spilled from his eyes, strange droplets that pattered on the scorched earth. Was it raining? He reached up, caught a drop, and brought it to his lips.

It tasted unbearably bitter… Were these his tears?

He could cry?

How laughable.

Yue Wuhuan’s breathing turned ragged and erratic. He couldn’t draw enough air. His heart convulsed in his chest. The pain increased and jumbled his thoughts. He knew he was spiraling, and he teetered on the verge of a breakdown. He couldn’t let those thoughts distract him; he needed to believe in Song Qingshi and wait for him, but the truth he saw in Zhao Ye’s soul continued to rise like smoke in his mind. He couldn’t ignore it.

Song Qingshi had given the wrong answer. He’d mistakenly saved the wrong person, and shown him kindness.

Bai Zihao was the right answer. Yue Wuhuan was just the mistake.

And how did Song Qingshi feel about mistakes?

He earnestly corrected his teacher’s mistakes.

He abandoned mistaken friendships.

He let go of a mistaken cultivation path…

Now Yue Wuhuan was a mistake as well…

He clutched his head. His teeth ground together so violently the sound was startling. He didn’t want to think anymore.

He curled up in the darkness, trembling. He picked at his hands until they bled, until he’d flayed them raw. He didn’t want beautiful hands made to serve men. He didn’t want his body, his face, his hair, his eyes. He would rather ruin them all…

Yue Wuhuan was a vicious lunatic, filthy in body, cruel in heart. He could never be the cute, pure protagonist shou everyone pitied. 

He was a mistake. He didn’t deserve to be saved.

“Qingshi, don’t give up on me…”

 

Dawn had already broken by the time An Long reached the Medicine King’s Valley. The barrier had failed, and the poison mist forcibly dispersed. A sleeping spell had knocked out everyone in the valley; disciples and servants lay where they fell, fast asleep.

The Medicine King’s Valley was ripe for plunder, like a wide-open vault.

Fortunately, the news hadn’t traveled far. Only a handful of people had come sniffing around.

An Long released a horde of insects that swallowed two demonic cultivators whole. The rest ran for the hills. Extending his senses, he swept the valley and pinpointed Yue Wuhuan’s location.

His brow furrowed. Something was wrong.

He concealed his presence and moved in. All he found was burned rubble. Yue Wuhuan was curled up in the ruin’s shadow. A petty foundation-level thief crept toward him, curved blade in hand. He meant to kill Yue Wuhuan, loot the place, and make a clean getaway…

He lifted the blade high and sliced at Yue Wuhuan’s neck.

Yue Wuhuan didn’t react.

An Long picked up a rock and hurled it. It cleanly pierced the thief’s skull.

He strode over, intending to demand an explanation from that madman. But when he got a good look at Yue Wuhuan, he froze.

In the span of one night, Yue Wuhuan’s hair had turned white. He was covered in wounds; every nail was broken and caked with blood. His beauty had vanished, and he seemed oblivious to pain. He clawed at his arms, stripping the skin away as if to ruin himself entirely. He cradled the nearly shattered life plaque in his arms.

Something in An Long snapped. He grabbed Yue Wuhuan by the wrists to keep him from hurting himself, but the voice slithered into his mind once again. It was weak, but it goaded him to murder.

Kill him, kill him…

Kill, kill, kill…

He stole your beloved…

He pushed you into the abyss…

An Long seized Yue Wuhuan’s collar and hauled him out of the shadows and into the sun. 

“Get up! I’m not going to the effort of killing you while you’re like this!”

Yue Wuhuan shielded the life plaque and fell back to the ground, unresponsive. Nothing reached him. Even if a braying mob surrounded him, or an army of hateful foes, he could not hear or see them.

He was useless now.

An Long might have hated Yue Wuhuan, but he couldn’t deny his beauty and talent. He was a worthy opponent. For some reason, seeing him self-destruct like this made An Long’s well of hatred run dry. Loneliness filled the void. He was at a complete loss.

He tried calling out. “Did you know Qingshi disappeared?”

Yue Wuhuan’s eyes flickered at the sound.

An Long pressed on, seizing on his reaction.

“He was taken away, to a strange place. Do you know why that happened?”

He asked again, and again, and again.

Eventually, a thin whisper escaped Yue Wuhuan’s throat: “Because. I’m not. The protagonist.”

“Protago-what now?” An Long demanded, baffled. He repeated his question several times, but Yue Wuhuan lapsed back into silence. He tried a different tactic and recounted everything that had happened in the secret realm: Song Qingshi’s attempt to kill him, how he’d gravely injured him in turn, and how Song Qingshi had prepared to detonate his own yuanying. He twisted his words, hoping to provoke Yue Wuhuan to anger, sarcasm, one of his beautiful poisonous smiles—anything, even an attack.

But Yue Wuhuan gave him nothing.

He was practically a corpse. Only the rise and fall of his breath proved he was still alive. 

“Enough!” An Long had run out of patience. He yanked Yue Wuhuan upright, hoping a few punches might motivate him, but faced with Yue Wuhuan’s injuries, he didn’t know where to strike. He deflated.

“Qingshi sure was unlucky,” he jeered. “He made friends with a freak, and he fell in love with a freak. He did so much for you. He died for nothing.”

Yue Wuhuan only clutched the life plaque more tightly.

When a life plaque reached this state, it meant the person it was connected to was dead.

“Qingshi’s cultivation of emptiness was about to give out,” An Long went on. For all he didn’t want to explain the voice in his head, he couldn’t avoid his mistakes, or the malice in his heart. “I couldn’t hold back my demonic side. If he didn’t kill me, I would’ve killed him.”

He had known Song Qingshi long enough to understood how he thought.

“He wasn’t confident he could, so he didn’t want to tell you. That’s why he took the fight outside the valley… He didn’t want to die in front of you. He was afraid that it would trigger your illness. Ha. Even dying, he didn’t want to hurt you…

“The last thing he said before he disappeared was to not kill you.

“Yue Wuhuan! Fucking…get up!

“I killed Qingshi! Come get your revenge!

“Where’s your poison? Your sword? Your bloodking vines? Come on!”

At the mention of bloodking vines, Yue Wuhuan finally reacted.

“Luck,” he rasped.

An Long was caught off guard. “What luck?” 

Yue Wuhuan didn’t elaborate. After a long while, he staggered upright. He pushed aside An Long and dragged his broken, blood-soaked body out of the Medicine King’s Valley.

Song Qingshi had once said luck arrived in the darkest moments.

He got lucky once. He wanted to go back there.

 

An Long had checked Yue Wuhuan well enough to know his time was short, so he let him go. He slumped beside a broken wall and looked up at the dark sky. He pulled a jar of wine from his interspatial bag and took a gulp.

“What’s with this shit?” he asked himself, half mocking.

The voice in his head grew fainter, but it rambled on.

Don’t let him go!

Hurry up and kill him! Kill him, kill him!

He’ll become a threat!

“Qingshi said that if I killed him, I’d regret it,” An Long growled.

He’s lying, the voice argued. You’re mortal enemies! Only one of you can live! Hurry up and kill him! Kill him! Kill him!

“Twice. I killed Qingshi twice!” An Long smashed the wine jar. His lips spread into a terrifying smile, full of teeth. “He doesn’t love me, but he never lied to me. He’d rather die than lie to me!

“You’re the liar,” he snarled at the voice. “Shut up!”

It went silent.

 

Atop the Undying Peak, flames fierce enough to incinerate even divine souls made each step difficult.

Yet the only time he had gotten lucky was in that desolate place.

Lightning flashed across the sky, thunder roaring. Rain poured while fierce winds whipped past. A tree fell from the force, as though trying to cut off his path.

There were so many coincidences in this world.

Yue Wuhuan couldn’t suppress his smile. Without hesitation, he leaped into the volcano—and certain death.

The same strange wind swept by again, buffeting him toward the crack that previously saved him. This time, he refused the coincidence.

He plunged into an ocean of fire.

His skin, hair, flesh, blood, bone… Every filthy, broken piece of him burned away. His mortal body disintegrated. He welcomed the agony. It was bliss—pure, cleansing bliss. The phoenix birthmark on his back responded to his joy and spread its wings at last, releasing his soul from its confines. It merged with the flames.

The phoenix rose from ashes, reborn in its death.

The purest fire in the world forged a perfect body. He walked out of the ashes, radiant and magnificent, noble and powerful, untouchable. However, his bright red mole remained in place, staining his purity with the taint of desire. He was like a fallen god claimed by the darkness.

The fires of Undying Peak guttered out. The barrier opened, and the earth heaved. Entire cliffs sheared away as a resplendent palace surged up from the depths. A garden planted with wutong trees and decorated with dazzling gemstones surrounded it. Luminous pearls glowed everywhere, illuminating the white-jade stairs. At the palace’s heart stood a tower of yellow gold, tall enough to pierce the clouds.

He donned a set of luxurious robes and seated himself on his throne, casting a cold, imperious look at the sky.

Dark clouds hurried to disperse. Thunder withdrew with a sullen grumble. Not even the heavens could challenge an ancient god’s power. For now, they could only retreat.

Immortal and spiritual birds sensed their king’s return and flew toward Undying Peak from every direction.

The biyiniao descended first, turning into a pair of graceful young women as they touched down. They prostrated themselves at either side of the throne in greeting. Bifang, xuanniao, peng, and peacocks…3 Countless birds lowered their proud heads in instinctive worship and respect, a loyalty they were born to. For this king, they would do anything.

“Is there anything you need, Shenjun?”4

The god on the throne pinched his nose as though the very air offended him.

All this vile, disgusting trash had to be dealt with. The world needed cleansing. He would utterly erase his filthy name, that detestable past, the wrong answer.

“I want the skies to rain blood. I want the corpses to pile into mountains…

“I want to be the one thing everyone fears…

“From this moment on… Yue Wuhuan does not exist.”


Chapter 77

 

SONG QINGSHI RETURNED to that strange, liminal space.

He wasn’t clueless this time. He had so many questions, and he needed to find the answers here.

His yuanying had already imploded. After its removal, his cultivation dropped down to the foundation level. Excess movement would damage his already-serious abdominal wound. Fortunately, Song Qingshi was a great doctor. He had prepared for any injuries he might sustain. With steady hands, he unpacked his instruments, cleaned his wounds efficiently, and stitched together the worst injuries. He bound his skin tight with bandages, then swallowed the last of the medicine on his person.

Once he had tended to himself, he approached the hovering sphere that called itself the system.

He found it on the brink of collapse. It emitted energy in violent pulses of red and gold light, accompanied by clouds of black smoke. Occasionally it sputtered like a hard drive getting stuck.

Was the system broken?

Song Qingshi rapped on its surface, testing whether a bit of percussive maintenance would return it to normal.

After several knocks, the distorted noises abated slightly. The system struggled to spit its words out one by one.

“Song Qingshi. Task failed. Minus one hundred points. Points total: –135,100.”

Song Qingshi had expected failure, but the verdict still stung. Couldn’t he just get a zero?

He bore with the discomfort. “Where did I go wrong?”

“Saved the wrong character,” the system said, lagging as it spoke. “Mistake. Mistake. Huge mistake…”

“Scientists must confront errors head-on and uncover the correct answer.” Song Qingshi paused, then obliged it with a smile. “If you think my solution was wrong, let’s figure out why. Starting with the results, let’s work backward to find where it went wrong.”

The system had been corrupted to the point it couldn’t respond, so Song Qingshi answered himself.

“There were only two beauties who made an impression on me at Golden Phoenix Mountain. If Yue Wuhuan wasn’t the correct one, then it must be Bai Zihao. To be honest, Bai Zihao’s not really my type. But he caught my attention, and I reacted strongly to him. Like how sometimes, in an exam, you just know the answer by intuition?

“In this case, my intuition comes from details that I overlooked, like how they praised Bai Zihao for being a pure yin water elemental. The tags said ‘deep masochistic love,’ and ‘tricks and steals’… Jin Feiren treasured Bai Zihao, but he treated Yue Wuhuan like trash. If there was nothing between them, where would the ‘deep masochistic love’ come from? Yue Wuhuan had no one and nothing to rely on. Where would ‘tricks and steals’ come into play? 

“I had a sense of everything Yue Wuhuan kept hidden, but I ignored the contradictions and convinced myself he was a sweet little angel. The novel’s protagonist shou. I chose to stay blind rather than face the truth.

“But once I heard that Jin Feiren and Bai Zihao had become cultivation partners, I couldn’t lie to myself any longer.

“So I failed. I flunked the course. But I don’t regret a single thing.

“From the beginning, I gave Yue Wuhuan anything he wanted. It didn’t matter if it was precious medicine, priceless cultivation artifacts, the desserts on the table, or beautiful gems. Even my body, my love, my life, my freedom…

“You think I would abandon my principles as a doctor—that I would abandon everything—just because I thought he was the target? My patient?

“Do you really think I’m that stupid?!”

Yue Wuhuan wasn’t only his patient. Hadn’t Song Qingshi treated An Long plenty of times? How many years had An Long fought him for the purple flower dew? He’d gotten a beating every time he tried that nonsense because Song Qingshi only made exceptions for Yue Wuhuan.

What medical researcher hadn’t been tested by fighting through error after error? What was there to fear in flunking a course? He only dreaded it because he refused to associate the word death with Yue Wuhuan. He just called it something else to steady his nerves.

“Given all that, I reached a conclusion—though I was too stupid and slow to realize at first,” Song Qingshi said. “I loved him. I don’t even know when it started. The first time we met at the river, that phoenix had already flown into my heart. He made me blind to everything else. I only wanted to save him…

“The 1,351 failures and –135,100 points are the proof. No matter how many times you assign me this task, I’ll always choose the wrong answer and save the wrong person,” Song Qingshi said, wiping his tears. “Because he’s the mistake I made willingly!”

 

The system’s condition worsened by the second. It belched black smoke and made strange creaking noises.

When Song Qingshi first discovered Yue Wuhuan wasn’t the protagonist, he resigned himself to the system’s punishment. But after uncovering the secret behind the scroll and catching a glimpse of the heavens’ will, he started to doubt the task itself.

The system said this was a ‘danmei novel’?

Judging by what happened on Golden Phoenix Mountain, it was trashy porn at best.

But the structure of this world was real. In the Medicine King’s Valley, each experiment and every detail of the research he conducted followed scientific logic.

He didn’t think spicy romance novels had such meticulous worldbuilding. Nor did he think two people who spent every day entangled in bed could affect the trajectory of the world.

In truth, after Jin Feiren and Bai Zihao became partners, nothing happened. Was the readers’ fury truly that worthless?

The more Song Qingshi examined everything from a scientific distance, the more he sensed something off. Yue Wuhuan was clearly a beautiful, powerful phoenix. Why would the heavens target him? From the memories of his many deaths, he saw that in every world, the heavens cared more about Yue Wuhuan than any supposed protagonist or task. In fact, he could even give up on the task—but he had to drag Yue Wuhuan into hell to do it.

He was clearly an important character. Why reduce him to tormented cannon fodder destined for a tragic death?

“I have questions.” Song Qingshi began examining the suspicious sphere called “the system.” He searched its exterior for a seam, a lid, anything he could open to peer inside and pinpoint the source of the error. “I suspect you’re lying. This world is real. You’re not really a transmigration system. You just caught a glimpse of the heavens’ will and gained limited knowledge of the future. Then you fabricated your ‘story’ and chose a few suitable souls to complete your ‘tasks’ for some mysterious goal.”

But so many puzzles remained…

Why had the system repaired his body after An Long killed him? Why had it returned the piece of his soul stranded in another world? Why had his soul even shattered in the first place, attempting the task as different people? Why would the system withhold critical information like the protagonist shou’s name? Why glitch so violently now?

Determined to uncover the truth, Song Qingshi tried burning the system with both his flames of the underworld and his red lotus blaze. He caused a few small explosions, but it wasn’t enough to crack the outer shell. After several failed attempts, he had a new idea. He extended his spiritual senses to the system’s interior, as if examining a patient. Maybe something lived inside…

What he saw defied belief.

Its glossy exterior didn’t conceal a mechanical structure, like Song Qingshi expected—only a writhing mass of dark red flesh, like something that would grow in a shadowed pit. It shuddered obscenely with each breath.

Billions of glimmering golden merits surrounded it. They formed a chain of pure, benevolent energy that held the grotesque thing tight, sealing it away. The chain struggled to stop writhing flesh, blocking all information from reaching it.

Gold and red clashed in endless battle.

This…

This was why the system had malfunctioned?

Song Qingshi stared at the chain of golden merits. A familiar feeling rose in his heart. He reached for it with his senses. That chain seemed to sense its master’s presence and leaned in affectionately. 

Their bodies merged. A megaton of information detonated in his brain.

Painful tears rolled down his cheeks.

But he laughed, too. He was so stupid.

This had been his doing all along.

 

Every time he failed the task, the system wiped his memory.

One thousand three hundred forty-nine attempts. Failure after failure, erasure after erasure.

He’d forgotten who he was, why he carried out the mission, and his relationship with the phoenix.

But each time he saw the phoenix, he couldn’t stop himself. He had to save him.

The system was a tool the heavens used to control the world. When they discovered his goal, they made his task harder. With his memories lost, they could use the system to mislead and manipulate him. Sometimes, they killed him outright and made saving the phoenix an unsolvable problem.

The phoenix deteriorated. Brilliant, sensitive, fragile…

He wouldn’t trust anyone who approached him with ulterior motives.

Finally, Song Qingshi took an unorthodox approach out of desperation. He abandoned reason and took a chance on the butterfly effect, behaving unpredictably to disrupt the unbending system. He tore a hole in the system’s carefully spun web that it couldn’t patch over. Things slipped; fate tilted in an uncertain direction. 

He possessed such a plethora of merits that the system couldn’t destroy his soul. Merits were the result of cause and effect, pure good, and they were one of the only things the heavens had no control over.

Song Qingshi had chosen the immortal realm, where the phoenix was strongest, and planted hints. He sent part of his heart and soul to a small, simple world to temper it, and the rest resided in the immortal realm, where he could focus on cultivating his body into the perfect container.

Once he completed his preparations, he directed a trove of golden merits to infiltrate the system, introduce errors, and ensure that his own soul’s wayward shard accepted its task. Then he cut off his access to information, turning himself into a clueless newbie.

The system couldn’t hint or guide him, and it couldn’t interfere. Nothing would distract him.

He wanted only one thing: to win the phoenix’s absolute trust by sincerity alone.

The system sensed something was wrong and tried to stop him. It even weaponized An Long to kill him. Fortunately, An Long hadn’t destroyed his body. The golden merits repaired his wounds and returned his ignorant soul to its rightful place.

No matter who the protagonist shou was supposed to be, once Song Qingshi saw Yue Wuhuan on Langgan Stage, he would choose him and give everything to save him. Every time.

The butterfly effect could cause anything to happen. Nothing might change—or everything might.

Fate shouldn’t be twisted. The heavens shouldn’t change it unjustly.
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Through the hard work of a butterfly, Yue Wuhuan’s fate finally began to shift. He trespassed somewhere he shouldn’t have and gained the bloodking vines as his prize. He recovered a portion of his power…

All of these things had never happened before.

Song Qingshi couldn’t tell if he had succeeded, but this was the closest he had ever come.

 

An Long was a born fighter and a prized pawn of the heavens. To help the heavens, the system consumed too much of its own strength to protect him. It shattered its golden chains, defied the natural order to save him, and in doing so grew weak and prone to error.

Song Qingshi had to return to that world, find Yue Wuhuan, and cross the finish line.

He tried to marshal his golden merits to infiltrate the system in the hopes of selecting a new task, but the evil lurking inside the system sensed his presence. It launched countless thin, black threads between the links of the golden chains. They shot toward Song Qingshi with a terrifying, tensile whir, untouchable and unbreakable.

“Commencing punishment for failure. Erase all memories belonging to Song Qingshi.”

The threads lashed his consciousness, flaying his memories. The outline of Yue Wuhuan faded. His face blurred into nothing…

Song Qingshi fought to control his merits, but the threads were relentless. At last, gritting his teeth, he gave up resisting and tried to cut them off at the source.

They were locked in a standoff. His memories splintered into smaller and smaller pieces. Just as their stalemate tipped toward his irreversible defeat, the system suffered another catastrophic error.

“Space-Time Manager Number 081 has failed. Zhao Ye has disappeared. Zhao Ye has disappeared.

“Space-Time Manager Number 081 has failed. Zhao Ye has disappeared. Zhao Ye has disappeared.

“Space-Time Manager Number 081…”

Song Qingshi didn’t know who Zhao Ye was, only that the system became much weaker in his absence. With what remained of his clarity, before his memories were destroyed, he thrust his golden merits into the pulsating mass of flesh. A force brighter than the sun tore through the darkness.

They perished together.

The system collapsed.

The space erupted.

Song Qingshi hurtled into the darkness.

Cherished memories of his beloved vanished.

An infinite list of tasks appeared before him, each a portal to another world.

Instinctively, he reached out and closed his fingers around the one that would lead him to hope.


Chapter 78

 

LUO MOUNTAIN, LABYRINTH FOREST.

 

EERIE, TOWERING TREES and jagged, alien rocks dotted the landscape. A foul fog hung over everything, thick enough that even wild animals avoided the place, except for small, skittering creatures and bugs that wriggled up from the earth. Now and then, the night demon crows let out hideous croaks as they feasted on decay.

Lingbao-xianzun crouched in a damp, cramped cave, a far cry from his former glory. He wore tattered clothes, and stubble covered his face. He jolted at the cry of a night demon crow and ducked his head even lower, terrified that the Undying Peak might discover him.

Three thousand years ago, a god rose from the Undying Peak, and the immortal realm had drowned in a sea of blood ever since.

The god permitted no one to see his face or speak his name. People called him the Master of the Undying Peak, or simply the god.

He knew no pity or emotion. The same flames that consumed countless lives licked his feet. Red pythons slithered between the flames, and swarms of crimson Rebirth butterflies circled him in such numbers they seemed to cover everything. Wherever he went, rivers ran red with blood, bones piled into mountain peaks, and all living things fell silent. 

The immortal realm had never faced a darker era. He had toppled most of the sects: Blood Demon, Hidden Moon, Dragon Tiger, Ling Mountain, Golden Phoenix Mountain… Righteous or wicked, wealthy or powerful, the Undying Peak would uproot and annihilate their designated enemies.

Everyone feared them. No one understood why they were targeted. They only knew that the arrival of a beautiful red dusk and dancing Rebirth butterflies meant the god of the Undying Peak would descend. Whether they resisted or surrendered, begged or fled, he ruthlessly hunted his quarry even into death; he cast some souls into pits of hellish despair from which they could never escape. Occasionally, he spared a few lives, but they emerged from the experience scared out of their wits, incapable of comprehending their survival.

Lingbao-xianzun’s Mirage Mountain had also been massacred. He survived only because he happened to be away that day. He cultivated the Hidden Turtle Technique, so he was adept at masking his presence and aura, and he had multiple avenues of escape.

He’d kept hidden over the years, like a gutter rat that never emerged into daylight. Even so, he made mistakes and incurred heavy injuries, setting back his fenshen cultivation by a few levels.

Undying Peak couldn’t find him in a worse state.

He was suffering, but they never seemed like they were in a hurry. They let him run, hide, and struggle to survive. Just when he thought he was safe, they appeared again, like a cat toying with a mouse. They kept him on a thin tightrope between despair and luck. He longed for death but couldn’t embrace it. He wanted to live but didn’t know how.

Lingbao-xianzun couldn’t help but swear. Some luck he had, having offended that monster. Undying Peak never gave up, and they had hunted him for millennia.

The night demon crow let out another fearsome shriek, as though laughing at him.

Any bird in the world might be a spy for the Undying Peak. Wherever birds flew, danger was imminent.

Lingbao-xianzun tensed and reinforced the defensive arrays in the Labyrinth Forest again, thickening the fog. He’d scattered wooden puppets throughout the forest so he could swap places with them instantaneously in the hope that the killer would get lost among the trees long enough for him to escape.

A beautiful dusk spread over the sky, and nine glorious xuanming birds descended, their gorgeous red tail feathers trailing behind them. They drew a gleaming gold airborne boat laden with a flock of innumerable spiritual birds: preening chongming birds, birds of paradise singing in bright tones, cranes and peacocks dancing in competitive displays of their plumage. With worshipful, loving gazes they tried to please the beautiful god seated behind layers of beaded curtains. Even if they never received acknowledgment, they didn’t mind.

The boat halted over the Labyrinth Forest.

The biyiniao transformed into two charming servant girls. Gingerly, they pulled open the layers of beaded curtains, then stepped aside. Neither dared make a peep, much less look directly at him.

The entire realm knew the god of the Undying Peak was obsessed with cleanliness.

He found the gazes of earthly beings too dirty, so no one was allowed to behold him. If they did, he gouged out their eyes.

Earthly words were dirty, too, so no one was allowed to mention his name or title. If they did, he ripped out their tongue.

Accordingly, he always wore a snow-white cape made of snow-grouse feathers and ice silk. It swaddled him from head to toe; not a strand of hair escaped. He wore immaculate white leather gloves, made from the hide of spirit beasts, to avoid touching anything directly. A mask of mermaid pearls and silk covered his face, leaving visible only his cold, dark gold phoenix eyes. Layer after layer concealed his devastating beauty, like a burning flame sealed behind walls of ice as extraordinary restraint.

The birds stopped their preening and singing, their heads bowing.

The god emerged from behind the beaded curtain, regarding his surroundings with disgust. Even after centuries of cleansing, scraping away the worst of the filth, he still found it unbearable. A foul stench permeated the air. Every breath pained him.

Never mind. It was time to end this little game.

His prey had gasped its last breath. There was no pleasure in drawing out his torment.

He cast an icy glare at Lingbao-xianzun, still cringing in the darkness. A bright flame ignited in his palm. Countless Rebirth butterflies emerged from the fire. They spread their burning wings and swept toward the quivering rat crouched in his rancid gutter.

The crimson butterflies closed in with the dusk. When Lingbao-xianzun saw them, he realized that the forest’s fog was not enough to save him. He scrambled to activate his wooden puppets, to teleport away, to run just a bit further…

But where could he go? What refuge hadn’t he exhausted?

Lingbao-xianzun stood in a daze. He finally understood. He had nowhere left to run.

Was this what despair tasted like?

While he hesitated, fierce flames engulfed the forest, consuming every array. Vines thick as pythons writhed within the fire and drove themselves into the ground, blocking his escape. A lethal net of Rebirth butterflies danced above him.

His life was at its end. There was no point in running anymore.

Somehow, Lingbao-xianzun relaxed. He was like a puppet whose strings had been cut. He sagged to his knees, waiting to be torn apart and cast into a hell even more agonizing.

The fearsome god, accompanied by his red butterflies, landed before him.

Lingbao-xianzun lifted his head. He wanted to plead with the god to end this with death. But as he stared into those remote, dark-gold phoenix eyes behind the veil, they seemed familiar. As though he’d seen them many years ago…

He numbly searched his memories, then remembered the first sects to have been destroyed, the tragic massacres of Golden Phoenix Mountain, Dragon Tiger, Qinghong, Blood Demon…

Those sects’ territories were far apart, and they didn’t share any practices. Yet they had all met the same fate. What common thread bound them together?

Slowly, an image surfaced in Lingbao-xianzun’s memories: a youth with the same phoenix eyes. Though he was beautiful, gifted, and obstinate, they had broken his bones and clipped his wings. They had dragged him into their hell of lust and passed him around freely, for anyone to taste. Lingbao-xianzun didn’t object to such conduct. Of course a slave purchased for his master’s amusement had to serve with his body. He had to please…

He recalled that when the youth’s first master tired of him, he was given away. The youth’s new master disfigured his face, and he went mad.

What was his name?

Lingbao-xianzun whispered, horrified, “Yue Wu—”

Before he finished speaking, the god’s gloved hand shot out and clapped over his mouth, sealing that forbidden name. No sound escaped.

Lingbao-xianzun understood everything. A regretful tear rolled down his cheek. He knew what awaited him, and he didn’t dare hope for anything else. Back then, if—

But there were no “ifs” permitted in this world.

Scorching flames from the god’s hand filled his mouth, and a stream of fire poured down his throat. His organs charred. His skin split and cracked. At last, he collapsed into dust, nourishing the vines that emerged from the earth.

However painful, death did not release him. The god extracted his sinful soul and trapped it in a special soul lantern. He glanced down and noticed a fleck of black ash on his glove. He furrowed his brow in displeasure and extended his hand toward the biyiniao standing beside him.

The Kun Jade Tree in the Spiritual Ocean had borne the pair of yao called Xiaozuo and Xiaoyou—little left and little right. They were chaste and innocent, and they knew little of the outside world. After the birth of their god, they became his personal servants and tended to his every need.

Xiaozuo carefully removed the soiled glove and burned it, leaving no trace. Xiaoyou presented a golden box filled with pristine gloves and held it up for him to choose.

The god took his time selecting a new pair. Only after slipping them on did he rise into the sky.

Below him, the bloodking vines burst from the ground and curled around the soul lantern.

Dusk dimmed into night. The Rebirth butterflies disappeared. The airborne boat departed the ruined forest.

 

Outside the palace atop the Undying Peak, the god placed his newly acquired soul lantern on the cliff face, ensuring that molten heat would lick it endlessly. It would suffer without pause, day and night. Then he silenced its screams of pain with an array so it wouldn’t disturb his peace.
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He enjoyed collecting soul lanterns of the most heinous criminals.

Since three thousand years ago, the number of soul lanterns had risen from two to hundreds of thousands. They lined the cliff wall, and at night they covered the Undying Peak in dazzling light, a sea of stars. It was a breathtaking sight.

That year, on the Nine-Tier Pagoda, he once said the lights were very beautiful. That memory remained sweet.

If he ever returned, the lights would certainly please him. They could sit together in the golden tower, drink, chat, and admire the lanterns every night. They could taste that sweetness again.

Just imagining it filled him with joy.

 

The golden tower was called Wutong Tower. It held the world’s most exquisite gemstones, and he allowed no one to trespass. He had prepared it as a bower for his beloved. Anyone else who entered faced certain death.

He hung twelve layers of beaded curtains and established barriers to block prying eyes and keep out the filth. Herbal incense burned in every corner. Its scent resembled that person’s. It helped him breathe easier.

The god passed through the barriers and removed his mask. He savored a few deep breaths of that clean medicinal fragrance, then shed his feathered cape. Stepping into the bath, he washed himself meticulously. Though his reborn body never got dirty, he remembered what that person once taught him: the air crawled with invisible germs. He had to work to stay clean.

He was very thorough.

No matter how he tortured that wretch Zhao Ye, it hadn’t yielded the location of that strange “system.” So he analyzed the task’s conditions, then wiped all signs of the past and forced that mistaken name to vanish from the earth.

He would become the right answer. When that person returned to finish his task, he would ask for his love again, and they would become cultivation partners.

His body now was immaculate, untouched by filth.

He would never be the mistake again.

The god stepped out of the bath. The gentle waves of his damp black hair tickled his ankles. The image of a huge red phoenix spread its wings across his back. Its long tail feathers brushed past his narrow waist, exuding an imposing beauty. He dressed in a long, red robe of ice silk and stood before the mirror. With disdain, he touched the mesmerizing red mole beneath his left eye. He couldn’t remove it, no matter how he tried. It was like part of his soul, a constant reminder of his powerful, terrible desire.

He’d tasted the sweetest nectar. There was no way to ignore what his body desired.

He wanted those sweet, gentle kisses, those clear eyes. He wanted to touch that pale skin, and tangle in a frenzy of limbs. He wanted that person so fiercely he couldn’t bear it…

Every night, desire and agony tormented him. Every morning, he woke to loneliness and despair. Every day, he wanted to die.

But he didn’t dare.

If he returned and he wasn’t there, he feared he would no longer be wanted. That was more terrifying than death.

He curled up in the darkness, clutching a white pebble. He kissed it again and again, begging between sobs.

“Qingshi, I miss you…”


Chapter 79

 

WHEN THE SYSTEM EXPLODED, Song Qingshi transmigrated again.

He had accepted a strange new task from the system: Destroy the immortal realm’s greatest villain, Undying Peak’s ■■■■.

What on earth was that blacked-out text? He was a STEM student. He didn’t get it… He wasn’t good at reading between the lines. 

Song Qingshi lay stunned for a long time, covered in blood.

He had the feeling he blew up the system by accident, but he couldn’t recall how. Were all extra-dimensional objects that fragile? Did systems always explode so easily?

Well, good thing he was alive again. If he couldn’t solve his problem now, he’d just save it for later.

Song Qingshi tried moving a finger with great difficulty and discovered that everything hurt. In addition to his injuries from the explosion, his ribs seemed to be broken and he had an abdominal wound. His head throbbed, overstuffed with bits and pieces of memory. One moment he thought he was a medical student with ALS, the next an apothecary of the immortal realm. Somewhere in there he thought he might have been a powerful cultivator who had started his own sect.

A vague red shape haunted every corner of his memories. Thinking of it made his heart warm, but it also made him want to cry. What was that?

Maybe red-dusk buddha fruit?

Each bite of the fruit tasted different, sometimes cloyingly sweet, sometimes bitter enough to draw tears.

Song Qingshi pondered. The blob didn’t feel like an object—more like a person or an event. He set aside that important but temporarily unsolvable problem to assess his situation. He had to figure out a different problem first: how to survive.

He flipped through his memories, organizing any useful clues. His injuries were too severe, and he could barely move. He didn’t have any medicines in his interspatial bag, and the damage to his dantian meant he could not summon his spiritual power. Most treatments were not available to him.

Then a cold and miserable rain started.

Song Qingshi wanted to cry, but he held it in. He tried to crawl but his broken bones made it difficult. He struggled for a long time but didn’t get very far. He’d lost so much blood, and his vision started to blur…

He didn’t know how much time had passed when a green umbrella appeared above him. A branch prodded his cheek.

“Hello? Hello? Are you dead?”

Song Qingshi wanted to ask for help, but he couldn’t speak. All he could manage was a weak sob.

The stranger sighed, put down his umbrella, and stuffed an unidentified pill into his mouth.

The world spun around Song Qingshi. He didn’t know what happened after that.

 

When Song Qingshi next woke, he found himself tucked into a comfortable bed, wrapped in a soft blanket. His wounds had been dressed. A medicinal fragrance wafted out of a simple pot on the red clay stove. He smelled deer-bone flower, moon vine, chiming powder, and lingxiao grass, all ingredients that replenished qi and blood, and aided in recovery.

He fell into deep thought.

The door opened and a green-robed youth stepped in, carrying a long-spouted kettle. He seemed surprised to see Song Qingshi awake.

“You’re alive? It’s a miracle!”

“Your suture technique is wrong, and the knot’s tied incorrectly. The stitches on my leg… They’re crooked. Also, that’s a joint. You’d better have used sturdy thread, or it’ll snap.” Song Qingshi recited his litany of the youth’s medical mistakes, then looked at the kettle in his hands. 

“Moon vines regulate the endocrine system in postnatal care. They replenish blood and qi, but they aren’t suitable for men,” Song Qingshi hurried to say. “And chiming powder is too dry to give to someone who’s severely injured. They’ll hemorrhage.”

He realized he was only alive because the youth hadn’t gotten the chance to force-feed him the concoction yet.

The youth blushed at Song Qingshi’s criticisms and set the kettle down. “You’re my first patient. I don’t know what I’m doing. You lost too much blood, and you’re about as weak as a new mother, so I gave it a go.” He straightened his sleeves, pretending nothing had happened. “What are you so afraid of? Even if something goes wrong during the process, I still saved you with my medical expertise!”

Song Qingshi thought about that. “And what did you feed me just now?”

“An Eightfold-Treasure Heart Protector pill.”

Song Qingshi pinned him with a long, speechless look.
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The youth surrendered. “All right, all right. I admit I’m not any good at medicine. I failed all my exams. The pill is what saved you.”

The heart protector had stabilized his heart meridian and repaired several others. After resting, he felt enough of his energy return to request some painkillers and anesthetic. He forced himself upright and re-stitched his wounds. Then he insisted the youth swap the moon vine and chiming powder for moon grass and simmer the new brew over low heat.

The youth introduced himself as Song Jincheng. He had sharp brows, sparkling eyes, and a cheerful, sunny disposition. He looked around sixteen or seventeen, and he had just established a foundation. He seemed naive and chatty. Before Song Qingshi could ask, he’d launched into his story.

“You seem to know a little medicine. Have you heard of the Medicine King’s Valley? It’s the biggest medical school in the immortal realm. It produces the most amazing physicians, like Pu-yixian, Luo-yixian…”5

“Isn’t the Medicine King’s Valley very, very small?” Song Qingshi asked dazedly.

The half-remembered valley in his memories looked tiny, shabby, and dilapidated. It was nothing like what Song Jincheng described. He didn’t know Pu-yixian, or Luo-yixian either… Perhaps they were even more skilled than he was? He’d have to pay proper respects if he got the chance to meet them.

“Are you from the middle of nowhere?” Song Jincheng asked, scandalized. “The Medicine King’s Valley is huge! Tons of mortal and half-mortal cultivators apply because they admit you on intellect, never mind your aptitude for cultivation, age, or sex. Hundreds of thousands compete for a few hundred spots. Only geniuses get in.”

Song Qingshi was shocked. The valley had become the immortal realm’s premier medical school? A paradise for overachievers? Forget doing tasks, he wanted to study!

But suspicion tempered his excitement. “And you’re a physician from the Medicine King’s Valley?”

If the valley’s graduates were all like Song Jincheng, that reputation didn’t quite reflect reality.

“I was born there. My parents were both valley physicians, so I grew up on the grounds.” Song Jincheng’s face went red again. He tried to change the subject. “My great-grandma was amazing. You know Madam Qingluan? The legendary apothecary? She spread medicine throughout the world, improved mortals’ lives, accepted tons of disciples, and made the Valley what it is today. Her reputation will last lifetimes.”

So he was a third-generation legacy student who got in through the back door, no exam required.

“She does sound amazing,” Song Qingshi replied. Though he had a sense that Qingluan was a soft-looking girl with deep inner strength, not some old granny.

“My great-grandfather was Song Minghong,” Song Jincheng continued, chattering away. “He was a mortal who cultivated a golden core through swordplay… He had this powerful teacher named Song, so he took his last name. Song-shizu’s supposed to be in fatal isolation. But it’s been thousands of years. He’s probably gone… Either way, we’re not allowed to discuss it in the valley.”

The more Song Qingshi heard, the more it jumbled his memory. His head felt like it was about to burst.

“What’s up?” Song Jincheng asked, noting his discomfort.

“I think I lost my memory,” Song Qingshi admitted.

Song Jincheng gawked at him for a long while.

“You’re not trying to get out of paying the treatment fee, right?” he asked cautiously.

Song Qingshi stared back. “Treatment fee?”

“You need to pay for medical help!” Song Jincheng jumped three feet in the air. The only reason he fed a heart protector pill to an unconscious man was because he was clad in expensive spiritual robes and seemed like a rich young master. That pill was a birthday gift from his mother! Apparently, it was made from one of Song-shizu’s precious ancient recipes, and the ingredients were expensive too. There weren’t many of those pills in the Medicine King’s Valley. Song Jincheng calculated the cost.

“That thing was so expensive. You owe me eight hundred top-quality spiritual crystals.”

Song Qingshi rummaged through his interspatial bag. After a long search, he produced around twenty crystals.

Song Jincheng glared at him.

Now it was Song Qingshi’s turn to blush. “I seem to be very poor. Someone else has always taken care of me.”

“Who would be that kind?”

“I can’t remember,” he said, bearing with his headache. That blurry red silhouette resurfaced. “I feel like it’s someone important to me. They often gave me money, and plenty of gifts.”

“I know who that is,” Song Jincheng declared. “Your dad!”

“Is that how it works?” Song Qingshi boggled.

“Of course,” Song Jincheng said, confident in his analysis. “Even if you’ve lost your memories, you should use your brain, right? Who would treat you that well for no reason? Who spends money on you for free? Only your parents!”

Song Qingshi recalled his life before transmigration. That made a lot of sense!

“You’ve got a valuable phoenix blood pendant, with a soul array,” Song Jincheng continued. “Your dad probably put that on you because you’re pretty clueless, and he was afraid you’d get lost. It’s fine if you stay with me a few days. Once your dad comes looking for you, we can settle the bill.”

Song Qingshi nodded furiously.

Song Jincheng fussed over the finishing touch on the medicine, then brought it over. Song Qingshi took a sip and detected several other minor ingredients chosen in error, but thankfully nothing that affected the medicine overmuch. The kid clearly hadn’t finished his studies, so he probably wasn’t qualified to graduate. Song Qingshi dropped the question casually.

Embarrassed, Song Jincheng admitted to failing five of seven classes. He’d dodged a beating by sneaking out of the valley to take on the world by himself. He wanted to find his friend at the Heavenly Martial Sect.

Song Qingshi almost choked on his medicine. Poor Madam Qingluan. How did she end up with a slacker for a great-grandson?

With a frosty expression, he looked the truant up and down. He was proud of what he’d done? Song Qingshi rubbed his temples, feeling a great deal of discomfort. He desperately wanted to drag this kid back to the Medicine King’s Valley, increase his coursework, and force a few thousand mock exams on him until he learned what “pulling your weight” and “the early bird gets the worm” meant! Maybe that way he’d become a competent physician…

Was that taking it too far?

Song Qingshi took a deep breath, suppressing the urge to sentence him to eternal study hall. After making sure his wounds were taken care of and healing steadily, he remembered the system’s bizarre task. Perhaps Song Jincheng knew something—he seemed to know a lot of trivia.

Song Jincheng panicked when he heard the words “Undying Peak.” He slapped a hand over Song Qingshi’s mouth and scanned their surroundings for anything out of the ordinary.

“You can’t just say whatever you want, dumbass, even if you lost your memories,” he hissed. “Keep those words out of your mouth. Say his name and he’ll kill us!”

Song Qingshi struggled in his grip. “What name?”

“That name! The one from the top of the mountain you also can’t mention.” Song Jincheng checked that they weren’t in danger a second time before he released Song Qingshi. “When I was little, my mom told me about the immortal realm’s darkest era. He slaughtered entire sects! The blood ran like rivers. It was so scary. It’s been calm the last few hundred years, but people still shake when they talk about it… Don’t even think about getting interested. You’d die hundreds of times over!”

Song Qingshi really wanted to know the name, but he didn’t dare ask.

Song Jincheng watched him struggle, smirking. “No one knows his name now, anyway.”

“So… He’s very powerful?” Song Qingshi ventured.

“Apparently,” Song Jincheng whispered, “he just needs a chance to ascend.”

Song Qingshi balked. The gap between a foundation-level cultivator and a master on the brink of ascension made it feel like the system sent a kindergartener with a toy knife to fight an armored, trained soldier! He tried calculating how long it would take him to reach yuanying stage, chuqiao, fenshen, and his chances of success…

Never mind. The task was too hard. He could deal with it in ten thousand years. Maybe when he reached the chuqiao level, he’d think about it then.

For now, he wanted to study. Studying sounded much more appealing!

 

The god atop Undying Peak opened his eyes. At last, he felt the presence of the soul with the phoenix blood.


Chapter 80

 

ALTHOUGH SONG JINCHENG wasn’t a very good student, he had a kind heart. He insisted on waiting for Song Qingshi’s father to pay his debt, but even with a paltry sum of twenty spiritual crystals, he covered Song Qingshi’s lodging, bought high-quality medicine, and even purchased him new clothes. Thanks to him, Song Qingshi recovered steadily.

While he healed, he sorted through his memories and the contents of his interspatial bag. He tried to reconcile what he knew with the information Song Jincheng provided. After careful analysis, he concluded a few things about himself post-transmigration.

First, he wasn’t a powerful grandmaster.

No matter how he looked at it, he had nothing in common with master cultivators. He was a foundation-level novice. He barely recalled anything about being a grandmaster, anyway. He couldn’t even picture his own face. Maybe the system encountered an error when it exploded, like accidentally leaving a few mung beans in a large tub of soybeans. He didn’t need to worry about that.

Next, he really was Song Qingshi, modern medical student.

Those memories were crystal clear. Apart from the time he ate enough wine chocolates to black out when he was eight, he remembered everything: his family, professors, textbooks, all kinds of experiments with modern medical knowledge. That identity had probably actually existed.

Finally, he didn’t know whether he’d ever been Song Qingshi, physician of the immortal realm.

He remembered walking out of the deep mountains alone, wandering the world, and personally receiving the Medicine King’s teachings. But some details didn’t line up. At his current level, he could already use the Frozen Jade Technique to manipulate his flames of the underworld and the red lotus blaze. He couldn’t do that in his memories. He recalled methods of making elixirs and techniques the Medicine King hadn’t taught him. He remembered reading tons of books… However strong he’d been before, it was as if his professional knowledge remained intact but he’d forgotten the people and events surrounding it.

After considering everything, Song Qingshi concluded that Song Qingshi the medical student transmigrated into Song Qingshi the immortal realm physician. After a serious injury, his cultivation suffered, which resulted in his memory loss. There was no way to confirm whether the amnesia was temporary or permanent.

But since Song Qingshi the medical student and Song Qingshi the immortal realm physician had similar personalities, habits, and ways of thinking, their souls fit together seamlessly. Like they were one to begin with. He accepted that without issue, so he didn’t worry that much about his identity. It was only…

“I don’t think I have a dad,” he said mournfully.

Song Jincheng was so startled he nearly dropped the melon he was holding. “I spent all of my money on you and you tell me this now?!”

“I’m an orphan. I don’t have family.” Song Qingshi finished sorting through the memories of two different bodies. “I prefer solitude, and I don’t think I have friends either.” Seeing Song Jincheng’s eyes fill with tears, he rushed to reassure him. “Don’t worry! Even if I don’t know how to earn money, someone definitely gave me spending money! Maybe a godfather? Let me think about it some more. Maybe it’ll come back to me.”

He emptied his interspatial bag and shook it out, dislodging strange odds and ends: a dead illusion bug in a wooden box, a book called The Three Tiger-Fighting Brothers, a handful of colorful bird figurines, several talismans he’d made himself, some common medicines, and a stack of little notebooks he used to record his observations. He had scrawled some ideas for experiments inside; he seemed to take notes whenever he needed to remember something.

He had written a little note on the box, reading Don’t peek.

After glancing at the note, he obediently tucked the box back into his bag and offered the talismans and medicines to Song Jincheng.

“I remember you can exchange these for money.”

Song Jincheng only grew more miserable. “We grow those herbs everywhere, and talismans are mass-produced now. That’s worth…maybe two crystals.”

“Talismans are that cheap?” Song Qingshi said, stupefied.

“You really are from the boondocks. Even I’ve read more books than you.” Song Jincheng sighed. “A thousand years ago, Madam Nian invented a method for mass-producing talismans. The ordinary ones became daily necessities. Yours look hand-drawn. Did you draw it yourself?”

Song Qingshi nodded. His idea of drawing some talismans to earn money shriveled up and died. He proposed something new. “Once I recover, I can sell elixirs. I’m so good at making medicine everyone fights over them. I’ll earn the money back in no time.”

“What confidence for a foundation-level cultivator,” Song Jincheng said with exaggerated gravity, looking at his baby face. “Do you know how to make the Worldly Black-Gold Pill? The Profound Elixir? The Xue Peaceful Elixir? Madam Li’s Lingzhi Ointment?”

Those were the most popular elixirs and medicines on the market. They were easy to make, and they had basic ingredients. Song Jincheng’s upperclassmen made them whenever they needed a little cash.

Hearing about these miraculous medicines he’d never encountered before dealt a crushing blow to Song Qingshi.

“Don’t push yourself.” Song Jincheng’s heart softened, when he saw that he’d almost reduced Song Qingshi to tears. “The Medicine King’s Valley decreed that we must practice medicine and do good, and you’re my first patient, so… It’s fine. You’ve already taken the medicine. Just owe me, and pay me back whenever you can. My family isn’t poor, and my parents will give me money. I haven’t asked them yet, because I bombed the last exam and I felt too ashamed…”

“You’re such a good person,” Song Qingshi said, moved. “I’ll study with you someday.”

He had to repay this poor student’s kindness. He’d assign twenty exams a day until he became the head of the class. 

Song Jincheng found him naive and adorable. He agreed readily. “All right, all right, all right. Just get accepted into the valley first.”

The two continued sorting through Song Qingshi’s knickknacks. Song Jincheng picked up a strange book, flipped through a few pages, and saw neat handwriting documenting someone’s daily habits—their favorite foods, colors, hobbies, even their birthday… 

He handed it back, snickering. “Is this your crush?”

Song Qingshi took the book, glanced at a single page, and froze.

That red silhouette haunted him again. The affection he felt overwhelmed him to the point he couldn’t breathe. It was like someone had carved out a piece of his heart, and he could never seem to fill it. Worse than when his elixirs exploded or his little white mice died.

Tears flooded in his eyes and poured down his cheeks without his permission.

“Are you okay?” Song Jincheng asked, alarmed. How had he provoked such sadness?

Song Qingshi felt like he’d lost too much of his composure. He bore with the pain, wiped his tears, and answered with certainty.

“It’s someone I liked, but I don’t remember them anymore.”

“Is there a name on the book?” Song Jincheng asked.

He shook his head. “No. I only wrote about their habits and appearance, but…”

“You were in so deep you couldn’t see clearly. Let me analyze this, as a neutral third party.” Warm as ever, Song Jincheng took the book back and began flipping through it. “Look—you wrote that they’re good at cooking. Everything they make is delicious, but their sweets are the best, especially the ice cream… Do you like sweets?”

“Yes! I love sweets, especially ice cream.” Song Qingshi’s eyes sparkled.

“Then if this person isn’t a chef, they must really like you,” Song Jincheng said admiringly. “That’s why they always made your favorite things.”

That eased some of the ache in Song Qingshi’s heart.

“This isn’t your mom, right?” Song Jincheng made certain to ask.

Song Qingshi shook his head. “I don’t have family in this world.”

“Poor thing.” Song Jincheng patted his head and continued reading. “You wrote that they’re smart, beautiful, kind, cute, and caring… They like red and white, their health is fragile, and they have a weak stomach. They enjoy sword practice, making medicine, reading, and studying… Let me think…”

Song Jincheng fell silent. The knot between his brows grew by the second.

Song Qingshi looked at him expectantly, waiting for the answer.

“How are you this lucky?!” Song Jincheng roared, shaking Song Qingshi. He imagined the person he’d sketched out and felt beyond envious. “She has to be a kind, beautiful girl! Someone gentle and virtuous. Delicate and attractive. And she knows how to cook! My god, that’s the goddess of my dreams! Tell me! How did you get someone like her?! Teach me!”

His shaking left Song Qingshi feeling dizzy. “A girl?”

He wasn’t sure about his sexual orientation. He felt like as long as he liked someone, that was enough…

“Look,” Song Jincheng continued, “you emphasized that she’s sensitive and you have to handle her emotions carefully. No matter how you look at it, that doesn’t sound like a careless, rough man.”

“So I like a sentimental, melancholy girl?” Song Qingshi wondered.

“Not a girl. A goddess,” Song Jincheng said confidently. “Look at the feelings you scribbled everywhere: virtuous, beautiful, enchanting. You wouldn’t use those for a man, right? And you wrote ‘beautiful’ so many times… How beautiful was she?”

Song Qingshi struggled to picture that red silhouette. “Enough…to bring cities to ruin?”

“Bullshit. If she were really that beautiful, what would she want with you?” Song Jincheng grumbled, insulted but still jealous. He gave Song Qingshi a once-over. “You have very good looks, but you’re scrawny… You don’t seem like the type girls like. How did you get a girlfriend, while I’m still single, even though I’m tall and handsome?”

Song Qingshi gave it serious thought. “I’m pretty forward.”

Song Jincheng blinked. “Forward?”

“Well…when you meet someone you like, you confess first, hand over all your assets, and shower them with gifts,” he explained. “Be especially obedient. If they say jump, you ask how high. If they make you kneel on a washboard, get on your knees… Your wife is always right. If she isn’t, refer to the previous line.”

That was what his modern-day father had drilled into him, and both his mother and sister agreed.

He knew he was a clumsy communicator with a low EQ, so he swore that once he met the person he liked, he’d follow those teachings to a T. This book was proof that his method worked.

“What about your dignity?” Song Jincheng asked, conflicted.

“Dignity or girlfriend. Which one do you want?” Song Qingshi said gravely.

“Man. I had no idea you were so wise.” Song Jincheng patted his shoulder and sighed.

“I don’t remember who this girl is,” Song Qingshi said earnestly, “but I want to find her.”

“Hold on.” A thought struck Song Jincheng. “You said you have no family, and you’re always broke, but someone gave you loads of it…”

Song Qingshi nodded.

Song Jincheng’s envy grew. “Are you some woman’s sugar baby?”

Song Qingshi’s expression darkened. He wanted to argue, but he didn’t know how; instead he inflated like a pufferfish. After a long silence, he suspected Song Jincheng had a point. He really couldn’t make money. Maybe he was the kind of useless man who needed a woman to take care of him. Crushed, he resolved to improve himself and work hard. He couldn’t let his beloved suffer this way…

Song Jincheng pushed open the window and stared outside. A sigh escaped him, far too melancholy for his age. “Life really isn’t fair.”

A cacophony of birds shrieked outside.

They seemed almost deranged these days, circling wildly and cawing nonstop, as if searching for something.

“So obnoxious.” He grumbled and shut the window. “It’s not mating season. Why are they acting like that?”

“It is a bit noisy,” Song Qingshi agreed.


Chapter 81

 

SONG QINGSHI’S INJURIES made moving difficult, but he couldn’t stand going without books. He asked Song Jincheng for some medical texts—not the sort of thing a failing student kept on hand, but he unearthed several hundred novels from his interspatial bag. Most were about foolish boys stumbling into miraculous adventures, winning beauties’ hearts, and picking up a powerful yao sidekick. Then the hero slew monsters and leveled up, growing more powerful along the way.

Song Jincheng took The Three Tiger-Fighting Brothers and skimmed a few pages. He’d never read this author before, and the style felt a little old-fashioned. The protagonist suffered endless torments; it wasn’t very satisfying. But once he started reading through it carefully, he found it rather interesting. Too bad he didn’t know where to find the sequel.

“I don’t think it’s out yet,” Song Qingshi replied. “I also want to know how it ends.”

Song Jincheng said he could ask a bookseller he knew to keep an eye out for a copy.

Song Qingshi thought about it and decided taking a break would only speed, not hinder their process. He wasn’t well enough to do anything that required real effort, so he might as well read some novels to relax and get in the right mindset. After he recovered, he could worry about other things. He picked up one of Song Jincheng’s recommendations and started reading.

Song Qingshi thought of himself as calm and collected, but his heart pounded in excitement—what an amazing story! He wanted to find a secret realm that moment, and search for the lingzhi that could revive the dead. There were other fascinating medicines, too, like the one that made people aroused with a single sniff. Its effects persisted until they engaged in sexual activity. He took out a notebook and analyzed the formula, listing ingredients that stimulated nerves or sensitized skin. The medicines in the book were all so fantastical. Any aphrodisiac could be countered by a pacifying elixir, or even a cold bath…so how did one achieve the effects of “fuck or die”?

He nibbled the blunt end of his brush, wrestling with a potential formula for a novel poison. After a while, he wondered why he started in the first place. Why make such an inconvenient drug? He supposed he did it out of professional habit.

Song Jincheng liked to eat real food. He had gone out to buy some. They had kept the windows closed for long enough that the room felt stuffy. It was not ideal for Song Qingshi’s recovery, so he limped out of bed and cracked the window. Then he stretched out on the daybed to read, bask in the sun, and enjoy some snacks and fruit. The weather was lovely.

The sun was warm, though the inn’s cushions smelled faintly of mildew. After several cleaning spells, the odor finally dispersed. The grapes tasted delicious, but peeling them and removing the seeds was too much work. He ate two, then gave up.

He read for a long time, then rubbed his aching neck. He tried stretching and gasped when it tugged painfully at his injured ribs. He had the strangest feeling that someone was watching him. He spun around, alarmed, and found the windowsill packed with sparrows, cuckoos, and all varieties of bird lined up in rows. They stared at him inquisitively, heads tilted.

That didn’t seem natural.

Maybe birds gathered here because the innkeeper liked to feed them? He glanced around. He didn’t see any bird food.

Suddenly, a divine red bird swooped down, and the others scattered. It circled Song Qingshi a few times before alighting on his shoulder, cooing softly. It was medium-sized, with red and gold plumage, a long tail, and dark gold eyes. It nuzzled his cheek for a while, then affectionately pecked his ear. Song Qingshi brightened. The karma he’d accrued from experimenting on animals didn’t endear him to them. Cats, dogs, rabbits, mice, and parrots all disliked him. He got along better with cold-blooded creepy-crawlies, like lizards.

But he liked this gorgeous divine bird. Carefully, he scratched its cheek and offered it a grape.

The bird seemed to smile with its eyes, somehow. It pecked him gently on the lips before it spread its wings and took off.

Song Qingshi touched his lips, lost in thought. He didn’t remember whether he’d ever kissed someone.

Had a bird stolen his first kiss?

 

Perched on his golden throne, festooned with red vines, the god atop Undying Peak finally allowed himself a genuine smile.

“Found him.”

All those years, he grew increasingly contemptuous of the world. He rarely left Wutong Tower in his real body.

He preferred to infuse the bloodking vines with his consciousness to create his many avatars, vessels that he sent out to spy on dissenters, go to unclean places in his stead, or handle miscellany he didn’t want associated with his true identity.
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He shared his senses with these bodies, like an extension of himself. Aside from their being slightly weaker than him, there was no difference.

The god had detected the phoenix blood. Unfortunately, he had lacked power at the time he created the array, so it was rather primitive. He’d barely managed to construct the soul mark. He didn’t have a way to pinpoint the mark’s exact location. For this, he sent flocks of birds as his eyes, scouring the entire world. He had to be within a few miles to catch an accurate scent.

Once one of his birds located a possible target, he would confirm it personally with one of his avatars.

After an interminable search, he had finally found his gem.

He thought that after three thousand years of waiting, he’d developed enough restraint to suppress the madness that came with his desires. But the moment he transferred his senses to the divine bird, he realized all that kept his desire sealed was a layer of thin ice. One feather landing atop it was enough to crack his veneer of rationality. A furious torrent of lava poured out, obliterating everything.

He needed to steady himself. To breathe…

Zhao Ye’s soul’s memories had already proved the punishment for failure. Song Qingshi’s memories had been erased, and he had accepted a new mission. That was good. Song Qingshi would forget their painful past, all the unsuitable, terrifying parts of him, his lunacy and cruelty. They could start over.

He could get his way with gentle, unobtrusive methods. He could pretend to be normal.

He wouldn’t use force. He wouldn’t just snatch what he wanted. And he didn’t need to fear anymore…

He’d thought of countless strategies and had gained control of the entire world. Just like before, he’d lure the other man into an inviting trap, he’d fall in love, and he’d surrender willingly. He’d offer his heart and body of his own accord. Then they would live happily ever after.

Only one thing concerned him: Who was Song Qingshi’s target this time?

Every time he imagined Song Qingshi being kind to them, he felt violently jealous. But he needed that person alive to prevent Song Qingshi from failing his mission. He’d have to keep them at hand and under control. At first, he’d provide them with luxuries. Then he’d take their place.

He had to tread carefully. He couldn’t fail.

Because Song Qingshi was still injured, the god reined in his madness and guided the divine bird somewhere secluded. Its life essence dissolved in a shower of golden pinpricks. It reassembled as a black-robed man wearing a silver mask—the identity he used in the Medicine King’s Valley. Now he had the perfect means and motive to approach Song Qingshi and Song Jincheng. He would get a read on their situation.

 

Song Jincheng returned to the inn in high spirits, laden with snacks and novels. The moment he saw the tall, black-robed man barring his door, and his icy phoenix eyes under that simple silver mask, he dropped everything in shock. 

“Shi—” he cried, then slapped a hand over his mouth partway through the word and whirled around. He had to run.

Why is my shishuzu6 here? He never leaves the Medicine King’s Valley!

Mister Yue’s most terrible deeds flashed through Song Jincheng’s mind.

The valley’s protector was a fenshen-level master who had lived for thousands of years. He was serious and rarely spoke or smiled. Normally, he stayed inside and occupied himself with caring for the mice. Thanks to him, the valley housed the most rarified breeds of mice, as well as experimental rats, goats, and monkeys—an entire menagerie. Testing on humans only proceeded after animal trials yielded safe results.

Song Jincheng had seen Mister Yue twice before. The first time had been a huge scandal, when a shameless male disciple tried to force his affections on a girl in his class. Mister Yue, enraged, gave him fifty lashes and disposed of his cultivation in front of everyone. The boy’s back split open from the whipping. In the end, he was exiled from the valley.

The second time, a group of Song Jincheng’s upperclassmen tried and failed to make an elixir from a recipe Song-shizu left behind. They complained that the recipe didn’t make any sense, and they didn’t get anything from it. They were very disrespectful. Mister Yue, who never made elixirs, found out somehow. He reproduced the recipe in a single attempt in front of everyone, proving it correct. The students received three lashes each for disrespecting Song-shizu’s memory and for their limited knowledge. Then Mister Yue confined them to the back mountain for three years of remedial work. When they finally emerged, they were in a daze. Several had lost their good looks and gone bald.

He needed to calm down.

There were thousands of students and servants in the Medicine King’s Valley. Mister Yue had only seen him fleetingly from afar. Song Jincheng reassured himself—surely, he wouldn’t be recognized. He turned around calmly and tiptoed away.

“Stop right there, Song Jincheng,” Mister Yue ordered.

“Sh-Shishuzu.” Song Jincheng lowered his foot and affected an inconsolable expression. He missed his hair already. Under Mister Yue’s emotionless gaze, he dropped to his knees and confessed.

“I’m sorry,” he yelped. “I shouldn’t have skipped class. Please spare me!”

Mister Yue shot him a disdainful glance. He estimated the time, extended his senses into the room to assess the situation, then pushed the door open and walked inside.

Song Jincheng crawled after him.

Song Qingshi had just finished reading his novel and reached for a drink of water when the unfamiliar man entered, Song Jincheng scrabbling after him like his subservient lackey. Clearly the two knew each other, but what caught Song Qingshi’s attention was how intently the man stared at him. Those dark golden eyes were beautiful, but they seemed to hold a painful hunger, as if the man wanted to swallow him whole.

What pained him so much? And why did he want to eat Song Qingshi?

Song Qingshi suddenly remembered his enormous debt. He bolted upright. Could it be—

“I will repay my debts!” he declared honestly.


Chapter 82

 

IT WAS ONLY NATURAL to repay debts.

Song Qingshi hated owing anyone money, especially money spent to save his life. He tried his hardest to convince the man (who seemed like Song Jincheng’s relative) that he was worth trusting. He definitely wasn’t the type of person who ran off to avoid paying medical fees! Whether he had to make elixirs or venture into a secret realm, do hard labor or open a street stall, he’d work to repay every last crystal!

He wasn’t good with words, so he stumbled through an explanation, but Mister Yue’s displeasure seemed to grow by the second. He was obviously upset, even with the mask hiding his face.

Song Qingshi panicked. Top-quality spiritual crystals were the highest denomination of currency. Unless they were blessed with luck or special abilities, an ordinary foundation-level cultivator might scrape together a few dozen a year. Song Jincheng only fed him medicine worth eight hundred crystals because he was rich and naive. Now that his family was here, what if they took Song Qingshi for a scammer?

The immortal realm was lawless. There’d be nowhere to get justice, if someone killed a swindler.

“Don’t panic.” Song Jincheng’s fear of Mister Yue made his knees wobble, but seeing Song Qingshi’s distress lent him the courage to speak for his patient. “The Medicine King’s Valley wouldn’t kill someone just because they can’t pay medical fees. Also, that was my medicine. No one will chase you down for payment. Shishuzu’s not here for you. He’s here to catch me…”

Mister Yue finally spared his disappointing student a glance. “Explain.”

“I found this little guy on Mount Min. It was raining, and he was badly injured.” Song Jincheng knew he couldn’t talk his way out of a punishment, so he tried to highlight his compassion and medical care. He hoped he’d keep his hair, at least. “I assessed his injuries accurately and used the Eightfold-Treasure Heart Protector pill to save him. He was too hurt to travel, so I couldn’t return to the valley… I’ve been here taking care of him since then. Shishuzu, I just went for a walk because I got upset over flunking my test, and I ended up meeting a patient who can’t travel very far. I wasn’t skipping class!”

After failing his test, he took a “walk” with his luggage and savings, and he didn’t tell anyone where he went. Did he take his elders for fools?

Honesty earned lenience. Evading punishment guaranteed an even more severe one. Lying only made it worse.

When Mister Yue heard the words “little guy,” his aura blackened. He would explode at any moment.

“Shishuzu, I’m sorry,” Song Jincheng continued, oblivious.

Song Qingshi watched him beg pitifully and worried for his caretaker’s future. He tried to change the subject. “Jincheng, this is…?”

Song Jincheng hurried through a belated introduction, omitting his unsettling hobby of raising little white mice. He tried to emphasize his wisdom and virtue, his kind and loving nature, and the respect he commanded as an elder of the Medicine King’s Valley. Song Jincheng hoped that flattery would inspire him to have mercy.

Modern medical professors and master physicians of the immortal realm were equally revered. The more Song Qingshi heard, the more he respected Mister Yue. He played the humble junior’s role.

“Quiet!” Mister Yue snapped. He wouldn’t tolerate another word from Song Jincheng.

If he listened to any more exaggerations, he feared he wouldn’t be able to contain his rage. He’d promised to take care of Qingluan’s descendants, but he wanted nothing more than to dismember this particular one and hang him from the Undying Peak’s cliffs.

Song Jincheng had no idea what he’d said wrong but he shut up with a pout.

Mister Yue couldn’t spare more time to bother with this fool—he noticed Song Qingshi trying to get off the bed to bow to him. He stepped forward, and steadied Song Qingshi before he could move further. He took a deep breath.

“There’s no need for formalities,” he said gently. “Let me examine your injuries.”

Song Qingshi luxuriated in his voice. It sounded warm but contained a hint of flirtation in a way that made his heart race. He felt like he’d heard it somewhere before, but he couldn’t recall where. 

While Song Qingshi spaced out, Mister Yue smiled and began inspecting him with his spiritual senses.

Though he had braced himself, his heart still ached terribly at the sight of Song Qingshi’s empty dantian, broken bones, and myriad smaller injuries. He’d make mincemeat out of the heavens and the system both.

Fortunately, Song Qingshi’s body hadn’t changed. He possessed the same talents, his fires. 

There were many ways he could help Song Qingshi improve his cultivation, in time.

Song Qingshi’s treatment was perfect, but he lacked medicine. Recovery would take time, and he would suffer for so many days…

Mister Yue produced a small ceramic bottle from his interspatial bag, poured out a pill, and pressed it to Song Qingshi’s lips. Caught off guard, Song Qingshi accidentally swiped his tongue over the other man’s finger. That took him aback, but he didn’t have time to react. The pill dissolved on his tongue and slid down his throat.

It was a golden-marrow pill, the best medicine for external injuries. It sped up healing, and as long as the patient still drew breath, it would save them.

Although he knew the recipe, making it required the innermost core of a black-gold beast. These spirit beasts were rare, and their violent, explosive tempers made hunting them difficult. The complicated process of making the pill took days.

At auction, a black-gold beast’s inner core commanded something like ten thousand spiritual crystals. The supplementary ingredients cost several thousand more. Once he factored in the labor involved… Song Qingshi had swallowed another fortune in spiritual crystals just to fix injuries that would have healed on their own if he stayed in bed a few more days.

His wounds knit together, proving that the golden-marrow pill was worth every penny.

Realizing his debt had ballooned by twenty thousand overwhelmed Song Qingshi. He tugged on Mister Yue’s robes, unsure where to begin. Saddled with such an astronomical sum, he might never repay it even if he sold himself.

“I-I really am very poor right now,” he stammered. “I need time to earn money…”

The nine-rotation blood-lotus pill, spirit essence, and all those other medicines—every single one cost more than this little pill.

Had Song Qingshi ever hesitated to save Yue Wuhuan, all those years ago?

“Don’t worry. It’s all yours.” Watching Song Qingshi panic made Mister Yue want to laugh, but he couldn’t. His heart soured. Once, Song Qingshi had possessed everything, and he had given it all to him. When he left, he kept nothing for himself.

He hid the pain in his eyes.

“I’ll give you anything you want,” he said gently.

A hundred times over. A thousand. Ten thousand.

“You’re being so good to me. Do we know each other?” Song Qingshi thought he felt familiar, yet again. Maybe this was the person who gave him money to spend? Then he thought of his discussions these past few days with Song Jincheng. He didn’t think this person was his father or any other relative. He ventured a guess.

“Are you my godfather?”

Silence settled over the group for a moment.

Song Jincheng gasped. “Shishuzu, he’s your godson?”

He’d sensed something strange as he hid, earlier. Mister Yue rarely spoke, he didn’t laugh, and he never treated anyone gently. But now he hovered over this youth, giving him money and medicine. Clearly, they didn’t have an ordinary relationship. Maybe he wasn’t here to catch him. Maybe he was here because his godson was in trouble.

Saving Mister Yue’s godson had to earn him a reduced punishment—and would let him keep his hair, right? There was still hope for Song Jincheng!

Mister Yue turned around and pinned him with another icy glare. He longed to kill this fool. But with Song Qingshi only at foundation level, he couldn’t control the Medicine King’s Valley at its current size. Announcing the Medicine King’s return would only endanger Song Qingshi. It was better to wait until his cultivation had reached yuanying level before returning the valley to him.

He hoped Song Qingshi wouldn’t remember anything involving Yue Wuhuan. He needed an alternate justification for giving him gifts like spiritual crystals, medicine, artifacts…in addition to the Undying Peak, and himself.

He only wanted to hear Song Qingshi call him exciting things like “godfather” when they were playing fun games, in the act. He didn’t want anything as messy as becoming his elder in actuality.

Good thing he could abandon this identity at any moment. Once it served its purpose, he’d discard it.

Mister Yue didn’t like his current situation, but he couldn’t scold the fool in front of Song Qingshi. He donned a pair of black gloves, seized Song Jincheng by the collar, threw open the windows, and hurled him out.

“Go to the East City Apothecary and buy two pounds each of tiger’s bone, dan grass, and green-spider elixir, then West City Talisman Shop to buy three fire talismans, Mount Min after that for five and a half pints of heart-spring water, then the Nameless Pond for four ounces of lotus stamens! Go!”

Song Jincheng lay in a dusty, confounded heap. Everything hurt. He frowned at the darkening sky as he reviewed Mister Yue’s long list of orders. If he came back too late, the punishment would only worsen, so he sprinted off at top speed to gather everything.

The blabbermouth departed. The world finally fell quiet again.

Song Qingshi’s eyes sparkled with admiration. Mister Yue’s chest seized, an ache he hadn’t felt for several thousand years. He considered what to say.

“Don’t stand on airs. We’re old friends. I’m not your elder,” he explained eventually.

Song Qingshi looked baffled. “We’re friends…despite the age gap?”

“We’re closer than that.” Mister Yue sighed. Still, it was better than “godfather,” so he didn’t refute it. “Qingshi, has something happened to your memory?”

Song Qingshi followed his lead. “I seem to have forgotten most things, including meeting you. Can you fill me in?”

“I’m sorry. I’ve been in isolation in the Medicine King’s Valley for many years. I’m not sure what happened to you. You just took a golden-marrow pill. While it works, you’ll feel a bit groggy. It’s best if you sleep it off.” Mister Yue smiled apologetically. He lit a sweet-dream incense and asked casually, “By the way, can you tell me what you’ve forgotten?”

The incense was harmless and good for calming nerves, but Song Qingshi suspected Mister Yue had added something extra. Everything felt foggy, like he was about to fall asleep. He recounted everything he’d pieced together in the last few days, but he omitted the system and transmigration.

He spoke for a long time. By the end, even he didn’t know what he was saying.

In his daze, he felt Mister Yue whisper in his ear so softly it blurred into the dream.

“Do you have a new task?”

Song Qingshi answered truthfully, as if hypnotized. “Yes.”

Perhaps he asked what the task was too, but Song Qingshi himself didn’t know what the task required. He mulled it over for an eternity…

In the end, he fell into a deep sleep before he could answer.

 

Once Song Qingshi drifted off, Mister Yue removed his silver mask, revealing the beauty beneath. He leaned in and caressed the face that haunted him day and night. He longed to gather him in his arms but feared hurting him. He couldn’t bear to act or give any medicine that might cause Song Qingshi harm, so he tried only simple hypnosis before sleep to glean some of the truth.

Song Qingshi didn’t want to divulge anything, but he had revealed enough.

It was the answer he expected.

He pulled Song Qingshi’s collar open to check his injuries, only to find a hickey on his chest that had yet to fade. Song Qingshi marked easily in bed. He could never resist leaving a trace of himself. It took days to fade.

This faint imprint was identical to the one he’d left the night they parted.

He hadn’t completed a task to save someone. He hadn’t fallen for anyone else.

He hadn’t suffered for three thousand years. He disappeared briefly, and then he came back…

A teardrop fell onto the bruise. Was this joy or pain?

He had waited far too long. He didn’t have the words to express this wrenching emotion.

“I hate you.” He bent down and kissed the lips he’d thought of for so long, savoring their sweetness. Again and again, he whispered, “I hate you. I hate you…”

When he finally drew back, his face was wet with tears.

“But you came back. I can forgive everything.”


Chapter 83

 

SONG QINGSHI SLEPT SO DEEPLY that when he woke, it was already midnight. He was lying on Mister Yue, this man who claimed that they had a past connection. Lying across his lap, to be specific. The position was awkward already, and for some reason, his lips were a little red. He hurried to wipe his face, in case he’d drooled. Thankfully, he hadn’t.

His injuries were half healed from the golden-marrow pill’s powerful effects. When he rose, he noticed his bandages had been changed and dressed with more refined spiritual medicines. Their anesthetic qualities banished all his pain, leaving only a faint itch.

Sensing him stir, Mister Yue opened his eyes.

Song Qingshi smiled gratefully, then spotted Song Jincheng kneeling, facing the corner, reflecting. It wasn’t his place to interfere with someone else’s disciple, but he had connected with this child. He had to say something.

He had only begun to think of what to say when Mister Yue opened Song Qingshi’s interspatial bag and poured in piles of spiritual crystals. Song Qingshi tried to stop him, shocked.

“I’ve already used your precious medicines. I can’t take these.”

After all, Mister Yue wasn’t his father, nor his godfather. He couldn’t accept that many crystals.

“These were yours to begin with.” Mister Yue, worried he’d misunderstand, handed him a plaque engraved with an exquisite phoenix. “You once left some crystals with me. I kept them safe for you, and this is the accumulated interest. You can withdraw money from the valley or any shop with this mark if you show them this plaque. There’s no upper limit.”

“How much money do I have?” Song Qingshi asked delightedly, accepting the plaque.

Yue Wuhuan thought of Undying Peak’s absolute authority. After destroying those disgusting sects, he had confiscated their businesses and assets. Left untended, the world would descend into chaos and darkness would spread unchecked, so he invested some effort in establishing new rules and restarted those businesses.

Auctions were forbidden from selling humans or other illicit goods. He raised the social status of craftsmen and other professionals, especially physicians. Slave trading was banned, and he standardized contracts for servants. The punishment for using human furnaces and killing for financial gain were more severe now, and he enforced strict rules on trash not being allowed in public spaces.

In protest, the cultivators resisted his rules for centuries. But as more and more heads of protestors and transgressors lined the Undying Peak, where he used their hard skulls as lanterns, the voices of dissent died off. New generations grew up accepting his law as normal.

Although he’d never banish the darkness, at least it didn’t thrive in broad daylight anymore. No one risked provoking the terrifying Undying Peak.

The peak’s enterprises spanned the entire world. Sects and villagers everywhere offered the god all varieties of treasure and local goods. It had become an expectation.

He hadn’t bothered to count his treasures in a long time. But as long as Song Qingshi was willing to accept it, he would give him everything. Song Qingshi valued his pride and hated to inconvenience others, though. Yue Wuhuan needed reasonable pretext to offer him the world.

“You invested over two million spiritual crystals into the Medicine King’s Valley when we were at our lowest,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “It’s worth tens of millions now. I reinvested it for you, and the returns grow every year. I’ll give you the account books later.”

He’d order his subordinate to forge them later, padding them in ways that ensured Song Qingshi could spend without limit.

Song Qingshi might have been naive and sweet, but he was a rich young master before he transmigrated. He knew a little bit about the market. He’d couldn’t fathom someone going through the trouble of faking an account just to give him money. What was the point?

So it was all true? The gaps in his memory included him making a wildly successful investment?

He never had to worry about research funding again?

Song Qingshi was so overjoyed he could have spun in circles and barked like a dog. He mentally listed the medicines he’d wanted for ages but were too expensive to buy. He could have kissed the God of Wealth.

“What else did I do?” he asked, pulling at Mister Yue’s arm.

Mister Yue smiled. “You taught me how to raise little white mice. They’re thriving. I’ve bred many special strains. I’ll give them all to you—as a gift.”

He hesitated for a moment.

Song Qingshi didn’t quite believe that. “It takes forever to breed mice with helpful mutations. You have to get lucky enough to create useful ones… How long have we known each other?”

He seemed like he was missing more memories than he assumed at first.

“We were together only a few dozen years, but we’ve been apart for thousands,” Mister Yue replied genially. “I stayed behind in my own little world. I can’t say what you experienced.”

Song Qingshi froze. That was far more time than he expected. Had he isolated himself somewhere in this world and died? Was that why his soul transmigrated to a different world?

He struggled to understand how he was able to integrate memories of two different lives into a single new self… Was it just because they looked the same?

He couldn’t ask the system. It’d exploded.

“Shishuzu, you must be joking,” Song Jincheng blurted. “How could anyone stay at foundation level for that long?”

Useless as he was, he’d still established his foundation at eighteen. Also, foundation-level cultivators only lived to three hundred. Madam Qingluan, who’d been buried in the valley, had reached five hundred because she’d used rare artifacts. Sword Cultivator Minghong achieved a golden core and lived in seclusion by his wife’s grave, protecting the valley for a thousand years. Now it was a popular landmark for boys to confess their love.

Mister Yue decided his earlier punishment wasn’t strict enough.

“Qingshi’s cultivation is like this because of an injury,” he said sweetly. “The medical books you’ve read list many such examples. Clearly, you remember none of it. When we return tomorrow, you’re going to the back mountain. You may not leave until you’ve memorized all one hundred eighty volumes of Qingluan’s introductory medical texts.”

Song Jincheng went pale. He didn’t want to be related to his great-grandmother anymore. And besides…he really wanted to travel to the Heavenly Martial Sect to find his friend. He crawled before Mister Yue and tearfully begged. “Shishuzu, please let me take a look at the Heavenly Martial Sect. I’ll go to the back mountain right after…”

Mister Yue’s smile looked increasingly beatific.

Song Qingshi watched Mister Yue warily. For some reason, he sensed this child was in danger. He gritted his teeth and tried to intervene. “Do you have something urgent to do at the Heavenly Martial Sect?”

“I think something happened to A-Yu,” Song Jincheng sobbed. “I just want to check…”

“A-Yu” was Yuwen Yu, the son of Heavenly Martial Sect’s master. Frail since birth, he spent several years of his childhood recovering in the Medicine King’s Valley. Song Jincheng dragged him up mountains to steal bird eggs and into streams to catch turtles. He taught him how to climb over walls to skip class, and they became inseparable companions.

After Yuwen Yu’s health improved, he left the Medicine King’s Valley. He wrote constantly, but Song Jincheng hadn’t received a letter in the last three months. After he bombed his exams, Song Jincheng planned on sidling over to Heavenly Martial Sect to check on Yuwen Yu. Meeting Song Qingshi along the way had delayed him.

“Maybe he’s training in isolation.” Song Qingshi rubbed his temples. He wanted to say it was normal to lose contact with friends for years or even decades when they got busy, but he suspected that he’d screwed up a friendship more than once. He wasn’t confident in his own judgment. “Why not ask his elders?”

Song Jincheng grimaced. “His dad hates me. He won’t let me anywhere near A-Yu. We always talked in secret.”

Mister Yue spoke first. “Heavenly Martial Sect held their exams recently. Odds are he went to the Yuanming Secret Realm—”

He cut himself off, remembering that Heavenly Martial Sect had reported unusual demonic activity. Perhaps he should send someone to investigate.

“Maybe he got hurt and didn’t want you to worry.” Song Qingshi hit on an idea. “I know! I’ll go take a look for you.”

A metal-filled grass with leaves sharp as knives grew in the Yuanming Secret Realm. They didn’t have much practical use, but he’d always wanted to examine a specimen.

“Wow, you’re a real one, brother,” Song Jincheng said, near tears. “I knew I didn’t save you for nothing, li’l guy.”

Mister Yue crushed a corner of the table.

“Sorry! I forgot about our ages.” Song Jincheng put on his best behavior. “Qingshi, you’re…older?”

“Qingshi is several generations older,” Mister Yue reminded him.

Song Jincheng’s face scrunched as he considered different forms of address. Song Qingshi had a bad feeling about that. 

“You’re not allowed to call me grandpa,” he said.

Half his soul still belonged to a young university student. He really couldn’t stand someone around his age calling him that.

“I’m not from the Medicine King’s Valley. Even if I passed the entrance exams, I’d be a student. I can’t be generations older.” Song Qingshi thought about his future carefully. “I think we should determine our positions based on cultivation, not age.”

Song Jincheng pouted at Mister Yue. “Shishuzu…”

That title made Yue Wuhuan’s chest tighten. He had to send this body into isolation once he returned and prepare a new one closer to Song Qingshi’s age. Making a move would be difficult if people thought he was some ancient ancestor.

Song Qingshi gleefully finalized his plans to visit the Heavenly Martial Sect, and discussed how to find Yuwen Yu and then update Song Jincheng.

The valley’s entrance exams wouldn’t start for another three years. They allowed special acceptances, but that required a few months to prepare. Song Qingshi refused to sneak in through the back door.

Mister Yue knew that once Song Qingshi set his mind on something, he wouldn’t give up. This wasn’t the right time to take him back. But preparing a new body would take time, and he worried that Song Qingshi would run into trouble. Taking advantage of him would be easy if he barely knew the current immortal realm. After careful consideration, he relented and allowed Song Jincheng to accompany him on his journey. Song Jincheng was responsible for taking good care of Song Qingshi and ensuring no harm came to his elder.

Song Jincheng wasn’t the best student, but he was very attentive when caring for Song Qingshi. He suspected the man wasn’t Mister Yue’s godson at all, but his secret illegitimate child. He swore to treat Song Qingshi like a revered ancestor.

“Qingshi-ge, you’re the best,” he said cheerfully. “I’m not even jealous of you for dating a goddess.”

Song Qingshi smiled. “I hope I run into her on the way.”

“Goddess?” Mister Yue asked suspiciously.

“Qingshi’s looking for a girl, but since he lost his memories, he can’t remember her name or what she looks like.” Now that he’d been granted permission to go, Song Jincheng had come alive again. Seeing that Mister Yue seemed curious about his future daughter-in-law, he hurried to laud Song Qingshi’s beloved in case she ran into trouble on that front. “She’s gentle, virtuous, beautiful, cute, lively, cheerful, kind, innocent, caring, and filial. She can even cook.”

“She’s soft and delicate,” Song Qingshi added, embarrassed. “Someone has to take care of her.”

Mister Yue tried to extinguish the fire raging inside him. “Your tas—no, that’s the kind of girl you like?” He knew many cultivators didn’t differentiate between men and women, but he hadn’t expected this.

“Yes. I’ll find her,” Song Qingshi swore, thinking of the feeling he had when he first opened that book.

“What if she doesn’t like you? Would you still treat her well?”

“It’s fine.” Song Qingshi’s eyes filled with determination. “As long as I can find her, I’ll give her everything. If I do my best for her, maybe she’ll like me back.”

He would do whatever it took to pursue the one he loved.

“You’ll find her,” Yue Wuhuan said. He knew how Song Qingshi felt. Even if this particular quest really wasn’t what he’d expected.

But it wouldn’t be too hard…

He imagined doing shameless things in a new form, like teasing moans out of Song Qingshi in bed. That had potential…

Mister Yue feasted on the delicate innocence before him. He felt deliriously thirsty, but he had to bear with it. It wasn’t yet time to reveal himself.

He needed to plan.

He would regain everything he had lost.


Chapter 84

 

THE GOD OF THE UNDYING PEAK faced a problem he’d never encountered before: How would he play the role of a cute girl?

After a long period of deliberation, he summoned Kong Muhua.

Kong Muhua was a curious character… A male peacock yao and a battle-worn general who swung two massive axes. He killed without blinking, but preferred to dress like a girl. Human men didn’t wear clothing and accessories beautiful or magnificent enough for his taste. He had a bright-eyed, alluring look, and when he walked, his graceful figure swayed like a willow branch in the wind. He paused to admire his reflection in every body of water. He loved comparing his looks with everyone else’s, and he skillfully exploited his beauty to great advantage. In fact, he acted so cute and innocent few realized he was a man.

Men across the immortal realm voted him the partner of their dreams. Women named him their number one most murderable seductress.

Kong Muhua felt uneasy at being summoned so abruptly. Had he done something wrong?

The god dismissed everyone else and approached Kong Muhua. He examined everything from his hair ornaments and clothing to his physique, his voice, his hands and feet. He studied Kong Muhua’s hairstyle and the way he drew his brows, and even ordered him to walk a few steps and laugh. Then he asked what girls liked.

Kong Muhua reeled. Would Undying Peak gain a “Madam” soon?

The god had high standards and impeccable taste. A beauty would have to be perfect to catch his eye.

Kong Muhua wanted to cry. He already couldn’t compete with the god’s beauty, which was why he dressed as a woman—he could take a different approach and still win. Now he was going to lose to the empress. Again. His future as a peacock felt bleak; he didn’t even want to spread his tail anymore. What he really needed was a beautiful man’s gentle embrace, someone to roll around with in bed before he could force a marriage.

Someone like Bai-xianzun…

Everyone could put their delusions of winning the god’s heart to rest.

Maybe Bai-xianzun will agree to marry me now?

With that happy thought, Kong Muhua set aside his dejection and skipped off to deliver the news.

 

The god removed his snow-grouse feather cape, bathed, and stepped in front of the mirror behind Wutong Stage’s layers of heavy, beaded curtains. He scrutinized his reflection. Fenshen-level cultivators could change their appearance at will. It wasn’t difficult to disguise himself. The challenge was finding what satisfied that person.

After some thought, he altered himself to appear as he did at fourteen. His height was just right, and he had an androgynous look. His waist had been narrow enough to circle with a single arm back then. He shaved some width off his shoulders, shrank the bones in his hands and feet, and suppressed his cultivation to foundation level to embody the image of a fragile beauty.

He considered the traits the targets in Zhao Ye’s memory had in common, then Kong Muhua’s flawless feminine wiles. He tweaked a few details, concealed his Adam’s apple, and adjusted the sharpness of his brow. He made his aura smooth and gentle like water, rather than bright and showy fire. There was only thing he could not hide or disguise, the single immutable detail of his debauched past: the mole at the corner of his eye.

He gave up on the mole, after a while.

He knew Song Qingshi liked bright and colorful beauties, even if the system’s tasks usually revolved around the pure type. He couldn’t erase every trace of Yue Wuhuan. He smiled at himself in the mirror, letting a hint of desire slip into his dignified phoenix eyes. He would only bloom for one person.

Occasionally, without his leave, something corrupted his otherwise pure aura. Even his purest, most divine behavior seemed somehow debauched. That was what dragged men into the abyss—the same top-notch temptation Song Qingshi displayed in bed.

Even if Song Qingshi had lost his memory and they had to start over, Yue Wuhuan intended to honor their agreement. Song Qingshi proposed to him, and he had accepted. That meant they were engaged cultivation partners. There was no turning back.

He wouldn’t force Song Qingshi to do anything, but he didn’t plan on being a selfless gentleman. He would use whatever means necessary.

He refused to dwell on whether his methods were the result of his illness. His feelings had long since slipped the leash.

During his treatment, Song Qingshi told him desire wasn’t shameful. He didn’t need to suppress his body’s reactions. He could let them out. It would aid his recovery.

Hopefully, Song Qingshi would stand by those words and do everything in his power to treat him.

 

Mister Yue tended to Song Qingshi without rest. He never left his side, feeding him constant pills and elixirs.

Song Qingshi recovered quickly, but his sleeping self had terrible manners. Every morning, he woke sprawled across Mister Yue’s legs, his lips swollen and sometimes even split. Not even cooling medicines helped. Maybe the air was too dry, and he had a weak constitution.

Mister Yue told him to drink honey, since the medicines tasted unbearably bitter.

Song Qingshi was deeply moved. Every day, he struggled to find sufficient words to praise Mister Yue.

The more Song Jincheng saw, the more it convinced him they weren’t just friends. His own father had never cared for him this attentively when he was sick, nor given him all the spending money he wanted! Song Qingshi was clearly Mister Yue’s illegitimate son! He just hid it for some reason.

The last time Mister Yue sent him to the shops, he ran around until midnight and still failed to find everything. He returned crying, and Mister Yue ordered him to face the wall and reflect.

This time he’d do better. If he took good care of Song Qingshi, he could get into Mister Yue’s good graces and avoid his fellow disciples’ tragic fate—although they had regrown their hair with medicine, they were the laughingstock of the valley, and they remained single to this day.

Song Jincheng ran the errands with determination, buying Song Qingshi everything he needed for the trip.

At last, they were ready.

Mister Yue said he had matters to attend to. Before he left, he presented a white cultivation robe with spacious sleeves, a parting gift he claimed to have rush-ordered from the tailor.

Song Qingshi’s original robes had been ruined. The new set delighted him, and it was so perfectly to his taste he put it on at once, thanking Mister Yue repeatedly.

Mister Yue smiled, helped him fix his tousled hair, and took his leave.

Once Song Qingshi finished packing and prepared to depart, he realized he’d neglected to find a means of transportation. Song Jincheng had snuck out of school, so he hadn’t dared to commandeer the valley’s airborne boat or its beasts. The town they’d been staying in was remote. Cultivators rarely passed through. Not only did the Immortal Beast Sect not serve their location, but they also couldn’t find high-level spiritual boats.

He and Song Jincheng stood in the street, staring at each other. After a long search, they turned up a pair of reasonably fast spirit horses. Given their location, they estimated a three-day ride. Once they reached Ruinan City, they could rent a boat from the Immortal Beast Sect there.

They mounted their horses and set off.

Even in this small town, Song Qingshi felt someone’s eyes on them. He scanned their surroundings and spotted the beautiful red divine bird he had met a few days earlier. It had returned, and it was following him.

He waved.

The bird perched on his shoulder and affectionately nibbled his ear, like it was trying to play cute.

“That’s such a pretty bird.” Song Jincheng, enchanted, took out a sunflower seed. “Come here, let me touch your tail.”

The red bird slowly turned and gave him a cold stare. Then it spat out a ball of flame that nearly set Song Jincheng’s hair and clothes ablaze. He flailed wildly, panicked, scattering sparks everywhere. One ember landed on his mount’s tail. The startled beast bucked and bolted, tearing down the road with a screaming Song Jincheng still on its back.

Song Qingshi stared in shock, then stiffly turned to face the strange bird. He shouldn’t provoke this creature, without question…

The bird nuzzled his cheek again and bowed its head, politely preening its feathers as though nothing had happened.

Song Jincheng’s screams grew louder. “Qingshi, come quick!”

His voice pitched higher with every word, cracking on the last.

That didn’t sound great. Song Qingshi urged his horse over to investigate, only to find an unconscious, injured girl in red at the foot of a cliff. Something had probably happened farther up the mountain, and she rolled down. The cuts on her head oozed blood. She’d suffered more injuries to her hands and legs, and seemingly twisted her ankle.

She had a delicate appearance, with skin the color of pale honey. Her brows were so beautiful they looked like they came from a painting—actually, all of her features were enchanting. Her long eyelashes trembled like butterfly wings. The tiny red mole under her left eye lent her indescribable allure. Branches caught and tore her skirt of red ice-silk chiffon on the way down, and her collar was torn in several places to reveal her elegant neck and part of her collarbone. Her hair ornaments were in disarray. Waves of her silken black hair fanned over the grass, their tips curling gently…

Song Qingshi’s face warmed. “I feel like I’ve met her somewhere before.”

“I think that every time I see a beautiful girl.” Song Jincheng nodded.
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Song Qingshi choked on the words in his throat. It dawned on him that he’d said something inappropriate, like some kind of pervert. He banished those thoughts and bent down to examine her injuries.

“Her head wounds are the most serious. She might have a concussion. We need to treat it quickly to prevent it from getting worse.” He poked a few choice locations with his golden needles and sent spiritual power through the points to disperse the congealed blood. Then he dissolved a clarity pill in water and fed it to her.

“Can you handle this?” Song Jincheng was incredibly nervous. He’d never seen such strange acupuncture methods before. He worried that Song Qingshi was just pretending at competence and he’d turn the girl stupid. But his movements were so decisive and quick, Song Jincheng didn’t have the chance to intervene.

“Let’s get her to a clinic. Let a physician take care of it,” he urged.

After finishing the acupuncture, Song Qingshi dressed her wounds.

“Why do we need to find a physician? I am a physician,” he said, confused.

“You don’t look like you know what you’re doing,” Song Jincheng said in a serious voice.

Yet again, Song Qingshi’s professional capabilities were in question. His confidence wavered. “I have tons of medical expertise.”

“Do you know the lemonfowl-suture technique?” Song Jincheng asked. “Do you know Madam Dong’s Eighteen Needles? Do you understand the Huang method for setting bones? These techniques have been passed down for thousands of years. Every physician knows them.”

Song Qingshi stared blankly.

Song Jincheng sighed, shaking his head.

Realizing he was about to be labeled a quack, Song Qingshi protested. “I know the Eighty-Eight Needles of the Demons and Gods.”

“Eighty-Eight Needles of the Demons and Gods? The world’s most discredited acupuncture technique?” Song Jincheng almost burst into laughter. “Ge, that’s a legend. Not even the valley has records of it. Where’d you learn it?”

“I can’t remember.” Song Qingshi pressed a hand to his forehead. He felt like it came preinstalled. He did it quickly and without effort, like he used it often. “But I do really know it.”

He just forgot how he learned it.

After some consideration, Song Qingshi was certain he was not a quack. Clearly Song Jincheng didn’t have better methods, so he crouched back down and resumed manipulating the girl’s meridians with his golden needles.

Once the clotted blood dispersed, the red-robed girl slowly stirred. She opened her phoenix eyes, dazed. She adjusted her loose collar and discreetly covered her torn dress, then looked between the two of them. Her gaze settled on Song Qingshi and lingered, like she couldn’t look away. 

“Did you save me?” she whispered.

“We just happened to pass by.” Afraid she might mistake him for a scoundrel, Song Qingshi introduced them as physicians. “Miss, what’s your name? Where’s your sect? We’ll take you back.”

The girl thought for a long while, then shook her head. 

“I don’t know,” she said mournfully.

Song Jincheng’s jaw dropped. “You lost your memories too?”

He turned an accusatory glare on Song Qingshi. The needles had affected her brain!

“It’s normal to have memory loss after a concussion, but her condition is worse than I thought. It’s best if we keep her under observation.” Song Qingshi felt awkward under her gaze. He decided to take the girl in, determined to prove his medical skills were without fault. He opened his notebook to record her condition, only to realize he couldn’t start a medical record without a name. He decided to give her one. “Let’s call you Xiao—”

She cut in preemptively. “I think my name is Fengjun.”7

Song Qingshi crossed out the half-written name. He’d wanted to call her Xiaohong.8


Chapter 85

 

“FENGJUN SEEMS LIKE A NICKNAME?” Song Qingshi said, confused.

“Yes.” The red-robed girl—Fengjun—tugged his sleeve. “I remember my mom used to call me that, but my head hurts. I can’t remember anything else…”

Song Qingshi hesitated. Her injury shouldn’t have caused such severe memory loss. Then again, he hadn’t resolved his own inexplicable amnesia. Maybe it happened all the time in the immortal realm.

Fengjun’s origins were a mystery, but everything about her appearance and temperament was oddly appealing to him. She smelled sweet, and he even felt the urge to take her back to the inn and give her a good snuggle.

Song Qingshi thought hard. He only remembered caring about medicine and research. He’d never entertained inappropriate thoughts about girls, no matter how beautiful… Had he been a different person before losing his memories? Had he done vulgar, despicable things?

Suddenly, a blurry scene flashed through his mind.

In the dead of night, he pinned a beauty beneath him and forced kisses on them over and over again. The beauty’s eyes shimmered with tears…

Wasn’t that a surefire sign of a pervert?

Song Qingshi felt faintly panicked.

Meanwhile, Fengjun kept her head lowered. Every so often she’d sneak a glance at his expression, like she was wondering something. Song Jincheng spouted nonsense, already defenseless before her beauty. He patted his chest and promised they were both good people.

Song “Ulterior Motives” Qingshi felt guiltier by the second. He stood up straight, doing his best to act like a gentleman.

At some point, the red bird on his shoulder had vanished.

The sound of snapping branches came from the forest, followed by a low hiss.

Fengjun’s face went white. She grabbed Song Qingshi. “Run!”

“What is that?” He heard the eerie sound too.

“Sn-snake yao,” Fengjun said, trembling. “I remember now. It was chasing me when I fell off the cliff. Let’s go!”

The Medicine King’s Valley had plenty of venomous snakes. They made medicine from the venom, and every student had to know how to handle a snake.

Song Jincheng whipped out a sword from his interspatial bag and planted himself in front of Fengjun. “Don’t be afraid. It’s just a little snake yao. Watch how I defeat it!”

A huge white snake burst out of the trees. Moss covered its silver scales, and its eyes burned like red lanterns. Its eager tongue—over ten feet long—tasted the air as it glared down the cliff.

“Jincheng, are you sure you can take care of it?” Song Qingshi wasn’t afraid of snakes, but he’d never seen such a big one. His heart raced as he stared into its gaping, bloody mouth; it seemed large enough to swallow an elephant! 

The sword quivered in Song Jincheng’s grip. His legs shook too as he shed abashed tears.

Fengjun looked from one man to the other. “Let’s run?”

Song Qingshi made a quick decision. “Run.”

Without worrying about acting inappropriately, he lifted Fengjun and settled her on one of the horses, then vaulted up behind her. He kept one arm snug around her to prevent her falling off and raised his riding crop in the opposite hand. In a heartbeat, they were sprinting away from the snake yao’s hunting grounds.

Fengjun clung to his waist, buried in Song Qingshi’s embrace. Surrounded by his clean, medicinal scent, her body trembled with excitement. She loved that he had acted on instinct to save her, as though she were his most precious treasure.

Song Qingshi felt Fengjun shake and soothed her. “Don’t be afraid. I’ll protect you.”

“Mm,” Fengjun murmured. She took a deep breath to steady herself.

Song Jincheng had launched himself onto his horse and was fleeing for his life, desperately wishing it could sprout eight legs.

 

Three thousand years before, when An Long succumbed to his demonic side, he abandoned Haolong in a remote mountain forest. Yue Wuhuan had refrained from killing the snake after the Undying Peak’s rebirth and his return as a god because Song Qingshi had once cared for it. On the battlefield, he forced the snake into confrontations with a variety of spirit beasts and monsters until it grew stronger. Over time, Haolong had become the immortal realm’s most notorious yao.

Haolong lacked the intellect to understand what Yue Wuhuan was doing. It had put up with enough torture, and it wanted to hibernate already.

Yue Wuhuan was always lying. “Do what I say, and when Qingshi comes back, he’ll adopt you.”

Haolong believed him. It endured the hellish training and worked hard. After all, it was a snake with a dream: to become the world’s greatest pet.

The day before, Yue Wuhuan had visited and asked Haolong to injure him a little. It listened obediently, but when it thought about it, it was a strange request. It was difficult to injure a god, yes, but he could do it himself. Why did he need Haolong’s help? Was it because he’d be discovered if he injured himself? Who in the world could distinguish between self-inflicted injuries and injuries dealt by someone else?

Someone like…!

Haolong thought it had never been this smart before. It sniffed the air, concealed its presence, and followed Yue Wuhuan to Black Goose Mountain.

Song Qingshi really had come back!

Haolong thrilled at his familiar scent. It wanted to rush over and fawn, but then Song Qingshi ran away under Yue Wuhuan’s encouragement. It hadn’t even gotten a reunion hug.

Haolong didn’t understand the concept of human gender, and after seeing Yue Wuhuan’s many identities over the millennia, it didn’t find the cross-dressing odd. So at first it failed to realize… Dressed like that, Yue Wuhuan obviously intended to play the part of a yao concubine whose beauty could lead countries to ruin! He was doing it to get between Haolong and its master!

Devastated, Haolong chased after them.

Song Jincheng was nearly sobbing, convinced he was about to be served as snake dinner. “I’m unfilial!” he sobbed. “My parents are going to bury their son!”

“They can have another one,” Fengjun replied blandly.

When Yue Wuhuan bade farewell to Qingluan for the last time, he promised to look after her descendants. He hadn’t expected so few. Now, the idiot Song Jincheng was the only one left. His mother had been born in a cultivation sect and had already formed her golden core. If Song Jincheng died, Qingluan’s line would end. He couldn’t even get a replacement.

Yue Wuhuan was quite conflicted.

And now the idiot had saved Song Qingshi, making it even more difficult to kill him. Maybe when they returned to the Medicine King’s Valley, Yue Wuhuan would exile him to the back side of the mountain until he unlearned his stupidity.

Disgusted by his shrieks, Fengjun leaned into Song Qingshi and started to scheme…

Song Qingshi noticed that the girl’s chest was about as flat as his, but when he lifted her, it felt like she weighed at least a hundred fifty pounds. He didn’t know where she was hiding all of that! It didn’t really make sense…

He was a bit curious, but he didn’t dare question her. His sister had told him the topic was absolutely forbidden. If he asked, that would be harassment, and he’d get beaten to death.

The more he considered it, the less confident he felt in his conduct.

The two spirit horses fled like the wind with the massive snake tearing after them. They passed three whole mountains before the red bird swooped down, clawed the stupid snake, and delivered a thorough beating. Finally, their chase came to an end.

The horses were so exhausted foam dripped from their mouths. They were moments from collapsing.

A small town appeared ahead. As the sky darkened, Song Qingshi led the group to an inn to rest. The town sat on an important trade route, so it was prosperous despite its size. Song Qingshi handed the horses to the stable boy and, while he still had money, ordered him to buy some recovery herbs to feed to the horses.

The innkeeper greeted them with a smile. “We have two rooms left.”

Song Qingshi took the chance to prove he was a gentleman. “We’re two men and one woman. Two rooms will be fine. I’ll squeeze in with Jincheng.”

Song Jincheng thumped his chest and promised he would never take advantage of a girl.

Fengjun paused at the arrangement. She smiled sweetly and said she’d go to the kitchen to find something for them to eat. She drifted away, pinning up her long hair and slipping on a pair of sheer gloves.

About forty-five minutes later, a few cultivators rushed down the stairs. Pale-faced, they stumbled over their words as they announced their intent to train under an open sky to unlock the mysteries of the heavens. In any case, they couldn’t stay a minute longer. They checked out of their top-tier rooms. No, they didn’t want their money back.

The innkeeper stared at their expressions and wondered if his establishment was haunted.

Song Jincheng declared that they didn’t lack money, and he didn’t want to share a bed with another man. Song Qingshi took the opportunity and booked them three premium rooms that were linked together. Fengjun returned just then, holding her skirts.

“There aren’t many ingredients in the kitchen. I could only make something simple,” she said, holding out a bowl of sweet soup to Song Qingshi. “I haven’t cooked in a long time, so I might be a bit rusty. Please, don’t judge me.”

To Song Qingshi, it looked as though her dark gold eyes were cups of stars, far more enchanting than the food. While he hesitated, Fengjun had already lifted the spoon, blown on it, and brought it straight to his lips. She moved in a smooth, familiar way, like she’d done this a thousand times.

The soup’s faint, honeyed sweetness hit his tongue. He knew that flavor intimately. His thoughts scattered, and his ears turned red as he stared at the smiling girl in front of him. He flustered and wanted to say no, but something hooked around his ankle under the table.

“Don’t reject me,” Fengjun said with a smile. She had a warm, luxurious voice that left no room for argument.

Song Qingshi folded and obediently dropped his hands, unable to deny her anything.

“Sit,” Fengjun ordered, raising the spoon to his lips again.

He sat down and opened his mouth.

“Where’s mine?” Song Jincheng asked, confused.

Fengjun glanced at him dismissively. “Ask the kitchen to make it for you.”

She went back to feeding Song Qingshi with a smile, like the rest of the world had ceased to exist.

Song Jincheng stared at this goddess with her bright, affectionate eyes, then at Song Qingshi, red-eared as he focused on the soup.

How could he miss what she was implying? He felt jealous to the point of tears. Was he not handsome enough? Was it his personality? How come goddesses never liked handsome, sunny youths? Why’d they all like wide-eyed, soft boys? Was it too late for him to change into one?

When he saw Yuwen Yu again, he’d drag him off to drink and complain. They had to hold each other’s hands while they walked the long, difficult road of singledom, together…

His indignation turned into hunger. He asked the innkeeper to bring eight dishes. He’d drown his grievances in food.

 

Haolong grieved.

Although An Long and Yue Wuhuan both said it was all brawn, no brains, it had gotten a little smarter over the centuries. It understood that following its useless former master wouldn’t earn it anything, at least. It wouldn’t get Song Qingshi’s attention that way. It needed to learn from Yue Wuhuan’s example.

It chose a human form somewhere between Yue Wuhuan and Song Qingshi both: a pale three-year-old boy with long black hair and golden phoenix eyes. He was super cute and super beautiful! Humans definitely couldn’t resist cooing over this child!

In his study of human relationships, he’d found a way to force Song Qingshi to adopt him, no matter what.

Once the bird flew off, Haolong slithered out of his hiding place and shifted into human form. He concealed his yao aura before he entered the inn. Following the scent, he found Song Qingshi and the others at dinner. Ignoring Yue Wuhuan’s terrifying presence as best he could, he bounded up to Song Qingshi and latched onto his thigh.

“Daddy!” he sobbed.

Song Qingshi almost dropped his chopsticks.

Fengjun’s bowl thudded onto the table. Her expression turned dark as she seized Haolong by the ear.

“What did you just call him?” she hissed.

Haolong cried tears of pain. As he thought of the complex network of human relationships, he pursed his lips and compromised:

“Mommy…?”


Chapter 86

 

THE ENTIRE INN was staring at them.

Naturally, Song Qingshi wanted to deny having a child, but the boy looked too much like him… His complexion, the shape of his face, his hair, and his nose looked exactly like Song Qingshi’s. His eyes and mouth resembled Fengjun’s. From a purely genetic standpoint, no one would believe him if he insisted the child wasn’t his…

Fengjun sighed.

Together with the rest of the Undying Peak, Yue Wuhuan had made enemies of the entire cultivation realm to cleanse it of filth. He killed to appease the resentment and hatred in his heart. He wasn’t sure he could ever purify the world, but the odds favored Song Qingshi’s return, even if he occupied a different body. Haolong was a spirit beast. It recognized people by their scent and soul. He raised Haolong into a great yao accordingly, intending to give it to Song Qingshi as a pet.

Haolong was loyal to Song Qingshi and pure—almost childlike. The plan should have gone off without a hitch…

He’d kept the snake at Undying Peak, yes, but the stupid thing refused to submit. Just like Song Jincheng, it often had peculiar thoughts and made baffling decisions.

And now the stupid snake dared call Fengjun “Mommy”? 

It did offer her a chance to claim Song Qingshi as her cultivation partner. She could press the cultivation partner mark to his skin and carry him back to her bower. But after she revealed her true gender, how was she meant to explain the origin of her supposed son?

Suddenly, she craved snake soup.

Fengjun slipped her thin, gauzy gloves back on for a heart-to-heart with the stupid serpent.

Haolong detected danger and clung to Song Qingshi’s thigh, shrieking incessantly. The spell cast on him prevented him from speaking the name Yue Wuhuan, and he didn’t know what to call Yue Wuhuan’s current body. No matter how often he opened his mouth, nothing came out.

All he could do was cry out, “Daddy, help!”

The onlookers traded whispers, decrying them as irresponsible parents.

Song Qingshi fell silent, trying to think…

“Maybe you’ve been looking for Fengjun,” Song Jincheng ventured. “You guys already have a kid?”

Fengjun inspected Song Qingshi.

Song Qingshi calmed down and studied Fengjun’s features and physique in detail. He reached out and caressed her gorgeous face, and the mole under her left eye. Her dark gold eyes reflected him alone, and they hinted at painful feelings. His headache returned. Something kept him from finishing that thought…

This partial amnesia intrigued him. If he was prevented from remembering something, then the memory of that thing existed. Didn’t that achieve the opposite of the intended effect?

Song Qingshi mulled it over for a while, then smiled. He dropped Haolong in his lap and played with the boy. “I don’t remember the past. Perhaps he really is my son. If no one comes to claim him, let’s keep him. Maybe he’ll help me recover my memories. Child, what’s your name?”

“Xiaobai!” Haolong said, delighted to have finally found his owner. 

Fengjun froze.

“So Fengjun’s really your mother?” Song Qingshi asked.

“Yes!” Haolong said with unshakable resolve.

He didn’t care if Yue Wuhuan’s current form was male or female. He was Mother no matter what! Now that Daddy had arrived, Yue Wuhuan couldn’t beat him to death no matter how much he acted up!

Fengjun stared at Haolong, took a deep breath, and tried to restrain her temper. She had tolerated this stupid snake for years not just for its lovable face, but because it had a pure, innocent demeanor. With some distance, it resembled a younger Song Qingshi. It was comforting, in a way.

Back then, Song Qingshi had left without saying goodbye. Yue Wuhuan had little to remember him by. In his lair in Wutong Tower, he drew countless portraits in secret and animated them with illusion talismans. But something always felt off with those lifeless imitations, like they tainted Song Qingshi’s memory. He destroyed them one by one. He wouldn’t remember him by using counterfeits.

He forced himself to preserve everything Song Qingshi treasured: the Medicine King’s Valley, the peach blossom grove, the lab and the library; Qingluan, Minghong, and Haolong.

But these things changed over time…

Buildings weathered and decayed, and every renovation erased traces of the past. The peach blossom grove burned when that filth attacked the valley. One after another, the people they had known either left the world or cultivated beyond the fenshen level. There weren’t many left.

Song Qingshi had once said living meant hope, and he’d asked him to spare this world.

He’d agreed, but Song Qingshi still returned with a task to save someone else.

He could only force himself to accept it.

How hateful. He hated the heavens, the system, and everything else.

At the sight of Song Qingshi he sank his teeth into his knuckle, suppressing his desire. He wanted to lose control, but he couldn’t.

Song Qingshi pulled his finger out from his mouth. “Don’t bite. You’ll hurt yourself.”

“Sorry.” Fengjun smiled and played with Haolong for a moment. “Even if I can’t remember anything, this kid’s sure cute.”

The only reason something so stupid could throw a wrench in his plans was because he’d encountered too many variables—Song Jincheng first, and now Haolong. He would let them do as they pleased for a while and see how Song Qingshi felt.

If Yue Wuhuan was always the wrong answer, always a mistake, he’d go with Plan B: Destroy this hateful world, annihilate everything that drew breath, and obliterate the answers, right or wrong. He’d cage Song Qingshi’s soul so he had no option but to choose him. So he couldn’t fail.

Haolong sensed the danger in Fengjun’s gentle smile and stiffened from toe to tip.

She leaned close and whispered in his ear. “Would you rather eat rat or rotten meat?”

“Rat!” Haolong blurted. Then he corrected his mistake in a sweet voice. “No, Xiaobai wants meat.”

“Children shouldn’t be picky eaters.” Fengjun took some of the leafy greens on the table and, with a most benevolent smile, crammed them into Haolong’s mouth.

Song Qingshi nodded. “That’s right.”

Haolong didn’t dare resist, but his eyes welled with tears.

 

The sky grew dark. Song Jincheng announced that he felt exhausted after being chased by the snake and went to bed early.

Fengjun claimed that every kid slept with their “mother.” Ignoring Haolong’s protests, she dragged him back to her room. He begged for help the whole way.

“There’s not a father in the world who would disobey the child’s mother,” Song Qingshi said, occupied with his book. “Go on.”

Two loud thuds came from Fengjun’s room before a soundproof barrier cut off the commotion. Silence followed.

Song Qingshi lounged on the daybed, a novel in hand but his notebook on his mind. He didn’t flip the page for a long time.

Fengjun entered with a dish of ice cream and set it on the low table. Song Qingshi was immersed in his book, and he was oblivious to his surroundings. She sat down and stared shamelessly at him.

After all these years, she still missed him so much. She missed his eyes, nose, mouth, body, skin, personality—even each strand of hair…

She smirked and slipped off her wooden sandals. Her bare foot emerged from beneath her red skirt and hooked around Song Qingshi’s calf. Her nimble toes crept up Song Qingshi’s leg, each touch landing gently as a butterfly’s. When she reached Song Qingshi’s thigh and he still hadn’t noticed, she grew angry and pinched him with a bit of force, withdrew her leg, and composed herself.

Feeling the pain, Song Qingshi snapped out of his reverie. Fengjun sat before him, casually draping her damp, freshly washed hair over one shoulder. It was so long it nearly reached her ankles. A roomy, ill-fitting robe in red brocade swallowed her delicate frame. It had huge sleeves and draped over her loosely except for where a casual tie cinched it at the midriff, outlining her thin waist and long legs. She wore a dignified expression, and her eyes had a noble, unassailable look, as though she hadn’t pulled a prank just then.

It was getting chilly. She would feel uncomfortable if she wore too little.

Song Qingshi threw a white outer robe over her shoulders and wrapped it tight, concealing everything. Then he tasted the ice cream and paused to consider it. So familiar…

“How delicious,” he praised.

Fengjun leaned against the table, half smiling. “A father must obey the mother of his children. You’ll listen to me?”

The billowing autumn breeze plucked a discordant melody on his heartstrings.

“Yes,” Song Qingshi said, involuntarily. Her gaze flustered him.

Fengjun drew closer. “How?”

Her scent was filled with a nostalgic sweetness, enough to make his head spin. “How would you like me to?”

A tongue brushed the edge of his earlobe.

Song Qingshi let out a low sound before he could stop it. He hadn’t known his ears were that sensitive. His body felt…strange.

He flinched back from the unfamiliar reaction, but she caught his wrists at once.

Fengjun was strong. She drew him into her arms, leaving no room for retreat. Warm lips closed over his earlobe. She toyed with it until the tingling grew unbearable…

Song Qingshi’s eyes stung. He longed to beg for mercy, but he held back.

When she finally released him, she brought his hand that had been holding the ice cream close. She admired it, inhaled the pleasant medicinal scent, then traced each finger as though cataloguing them.

“Why don’t you burn me with your red lotus blaze?” she murmured.

Freed at last, Song Qingshi exhaled. “You’d be injured. I don’t want to hurt you.”

“There’s ice cream on your fingertips,” Fengjun said with a smile, her voice low. “Let me handle it.”

He assumed she meant to wipe them clean and lifted his hand obediently. Instead, she brought his fingers to her lips. Her breath skimmed his skin; she savored the lingering sweetness with a focus that made his thoughts race. Unspeakable desire flared in her phoenix eyes, as though the taste was something deeply compelling.

Song Qingshi was dumbstruck. He tried to pull away, but as a foundation-level cultivator who’d never trained his body, and unwilling to use his flames, he had no strength to resist. His weak attempts only served as flirtation, arousing interest in the beast holding him.

Their fingers intertwined as she pressed his hand to the back of the chair. He didn’t resist.

Fengjun leaned in and breathed against his lips. There was less than an inch of space between them. “You taste delicious,” she concluded.

Song Qingshi hesitated, then asked, “Fengjun, when’s your birthday?”

“The fourteenth of February,” she said, puzzled.

Her answer had barely left her mouth before she kissed him—deep, greedy, prying past his teeth in search of more sweetness.

Song Qingshi stopped struggling. The familiar sensation washed over him and tension in his shoulders eased. Yielding to her, he began to enjoy the delicious kiss.


Chapter 87

 

THE FORCE OF THE KISS surged through them, rising and falling like a tide, the sound of water echoing in its wake, unending.

Song Qingshi couldn’t take it anymore. “St-stop…” he sobbed.

Fengjun released his lips only to lower her mouth to his throat, teeth closing on his Adam’s apple in a sharp, warning bite. Her tongue circled the mark once, twice, leaving heat behind. Her grip on his hand loosened.

“Ah!” His back arched helplessly. He tugged his hand free and pushed at her shoulder to stop her from tasting more. “I’m not ready.”

“Why?” Her eyes darkened, the red in them turning dangerous. Reason was slipping; one wrong answer and she would descend into uncontrollable madness.

Song Qingshi straightened her outer robe, then his own. He smoothed his hair. “This isn’t something to treat lightly,” he said, a little annoyed. “If we do it, we must become cultivation partners. I like you, but my memories are a mess. There are things I still don’t understand. I need to settle them before I can touch you.”

What if he entered a partnership with Fengjun while amnesic and it turned out he was some kind of playboy? What if he was a criminal or owed debts? He’d have no right to become her cultivation partner if that were the case. He’d just be taking advantage of her.

And something this important… He should notify Mister Yue. Mister Yue treated him with such care, like family. Song Qingshi trusted him.

Fengjun’s anger dissolved. Shock took its place. “You still like me even without your memories?”

“I don’t know. But I feel something.” Song Qingshi pressed a light kiss to her cheek, recalling the emotions captured in his notebook. He smiled. “Perhaps…no matter how many times I lose my memories, no matter what you look like, I’ll fall for you the moment I see you.”

Like he could never escape the palm of her hand. One glance, and he fell back in.

Fengjun was silent for a long time. Then she touched the mark on his throat.

“I was too rough,” she murmured apologetically. “I…”

She didn’t know why she’d done it. She had intended to go slowly, yet the moment he didn’t resist, she’d pushed too far, as though she meant to devour him whole.

“It’s all right. I liked it.”

Desire surged in her again, but she forced it down. He sometimes flirted without meaning to, she told herself. She wanted to explain they had crossed this line before. It didn’t matter if he’d forgotten, as long as he was willing to accept what lay between them now. They could begin again. They could become cultivation partners first. Once their bond was confirmed, they could deal with everything else.

But how was he supposed to accept everything?

She hesitated.

Song Qingshi was direct: “Fengjun, who are you really? I feel like you must have another name. What was our past like? How did we meet? And how did we part?”

Fengjun gazed into his clear eyes and felt a familiar suffocating sensation she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

How could she reply?

I’m the terrible Yue Wuhuan, casually ruined and abused by the world. We met in a den of monsters at Golden Phoenix Mountain. I was a slave who serviced all comers, and you saved me after I tried to kill myself. I’m your devoted, crazed admirer, I have serious mental health struggles, and I long to do terrible things. I ruined the heart of your cultivation and destroyed your yuanying. You lost everything. We parted because you chose the wrong answer, me, and the system punished you for it by erasing your memories. Now I’m trying to make myself the objective of your new task.

She didn’t want to be Yue Wuhuan, she didn’t want to face the past, and she didn’t want to be a mistake. She wanted to begin again.

“I don’t know.” Fengjun lowered her head and clenched her sleeve. “Stop asking, all right? I like you. I really do. You said I could do whatever I wanted.”

When had she gotten so greedy? She wanted more and more; it had spiraled out of control. She wanted everything. A new version of herself, and of that clean youth—a pure love. It would suffice, even if she lied to get it.

She smiled almost cruelly. “I’ve already forgotten everything about the past. There’s nothing left.”

Anyone could tell she was lying, but she wanted to force Song Qingshi to accept it.

“Don’t be sad. Do as you please.” Song Qingshi knew what she wanted. He stopped pressing and soothed her. “If the memory of me brings you pain, then…forget about it.”

“We can start over?” Fengjun asked quietly.

“Yes.” He answered without hesitation. “Let’s start over.”

If it was what Fengjun wanted, he’d pursue her, date her, treat her with care until he’d healed every wound to her heart. When the time was right, he’d buy a ring, propose, and try to be the cultivation partner she deserved.

Fengjun savored sweet delight once more. She sniffed the lingering scent on Song Qingshi’s neck and kept her breath measured. “I’ll endure it.”

She felt happy enough to set aside her final plan. For now. She could handle that pair of troublesome dumbasses with kid gloves.

Song Qingshi took out a brush and paper and started to write a letter. Fengjun glanced over.

“Why are you writing to Mister Yue?” she asked, surprised.

“Well, I like him. He’s a reliable elder and someone who’s been very kind to me,” Song Qingshi replied, nibbling the handle of his brush. He wrote carefully. “Now that I’ve met someone I want to be in a serious relationship with, someone important should know, right?”

Fengjun tumbled off her cloud of happiness. Everything was over for her if the truth came out.

Could she “kill” Mister Yue as a cover-up? But how?

What if it made Song Qingshi sad?

 

Song Jincheng lay on the bed, trembling in fear as he clutched his blankets.

He may have lacked in some respects, but his sharp eyes and observational skills surpassed most people’s. He was also lacking in luck… That was why, when he got up to use the bathroom, he noticed the strange silhouettes on the paper-paneled window opposite his.

Clear as day, Fengjun had dragged that kid called Xiaobai into her room. The window rattled. In the blink of an eye, a massive snake filled nearly the entire space. Song Jincheng assumed Fengjun had been eaten and nearly screamed, but then her shadow appeared beside the snake’s. It grew taller and taller until it resembled that of a man. From that silhouette, countless terrifying vines unfurled, coiling around where the snake’s heart should be…

Then they both vanished.

The window was cracked open a little. Song Jincheng peered through it, then rubbed his eyes, half convinced they’d played a trick on him.

After a while, the door opened. Fengjun strolled out. Song Jincheng was just about to sigh in relief when she closed the door, and he saw something resembling an enormous snake’s tail flickering inside. It looked exactly like the one he’d seen earlier.

But there was no shadow in the window now. Was there…a barrier?

Who exactly was Fengjun?

Song Jincheng quivered like a quail. He watched Fengjun approach Song Qingshi’s room with ice cream in hand. He didn’t know how he’d save his friend from this monster.

He steeled his nerves and pretended to saunter past Song Qingshi’s window. Then he peered through the crack in the window, only to witness Fengjun wrapped tightly around Song Qingshi, kissing him frantically. Song Qingshi was completely lost in it, oblivious to the beautiful viper at his throat.

Wake up, man! That’s a yao pretending to be a beauty! A yao half a head taller than you who can defeat a huge snake! And he’s a guy! He’s gonna eat you! This is a tragedy in the making!

Song Jincheng nearly passed out.

You couldn’t blame him for lacking the courage to rush in and save Song Qingshi. If he did, he would’ve thrown his life away for nothing: buy one, get one free.

All he could do was pray silently that this yao was after Song Qingshi’s beauty, not his life.

If Qingshi’s still breathing in the morning, I’ll try to get him out of there and run.

Why did Song Qingshi’s life have to be so hard? He’d lost his memories, his cultivation, and even the name of the girl he loved, plus he’d drawn that terrifying thing’s attention. 

His luck is worse than mine!

Song Jincheng paced back and forth, staring at Song Qingshi’s door. He waited until morning, but Fengjun still hadn’t emerged. He started lamenting for Song Qingshi already.

An entire night of action… He isn’t going to make it.

He agonized over it and decided to write a letter to Mister Yue describing everything he had seen and heard. He added that he wasn’t certain he’d survive either. If this turned out to be his last letter, he asked Mister Yue to kill the yao to avenge them both, and to tell his parents not to grieve.

Song Jincheng snuck the letter out on a message bird, then burrowed into his blankets, awaiting his tragic fate.

Later that morning, a satisfied Fengjun emerged from Song Qingshi’s room. She headed to the kitchen to prepare breakfast.

Song Jincheng jumped at the opportunity to sneak inside and check on Song Qingshi. The man lay prone on the bed, swaddled in a robe, his hair a mess, dark marks on his Adam’s apple, eyes hollow and red; he looked like he hadn’t slept all night. If Song Jincheng were in Song Qingshi’s place, he’d have longed for death after such an ordeal. He hurried to reassure him.

“Qingshi, pull yourself together. There’s nothing you can’t endure.”

Song Qingshi turned to look at him and smiled bitterly. “It’s not a big deal. It’s just…a little difficult.”

Song Jincheng almost wept at his forced smile. “You suffered.”

“It’s fine,” Song Qingshi assured him. “I’ll get used to it. In time.”

“Don’t,” Song Jincheng said urgently and grabbed his hand. “I’ve already packed and prepared our horses. Before that guy comes back, let’s run!”

Song Qingshi was baffled as Song Jincheng dragged him along.

After Fengjun opened up to him the night before, she had shared many of the newest advancements in medicine, along with fascinating talismans and arrays. The two of them hid under the blankets and happily studied the entire night. Medicine was easy enough. Song Qingshi could grasp the theory behind something as soon as he saw its list of ingredients, but the talismans and arrays were more complex than he remembered. He’d fallen so far behind. He needed to expend serious effort to bring himself up to speed.

Song Jincheng rushed him. “Quick! Or it’ll be too late.”

Song Qingshi assumed they were in dire peril, seeing him panic. “All right. I’ll get Fengjun and Xiaobai.”

Song Jincheng’s stomach lurched. He had to explain—

The window flew open.

Fengjun pinned him with a bloodcurdling glare.


Chapter 88

 

SONG JINCHENG WANTED TO SCREAM for help, but a spell from Fengjun blocked the noise in his throat.

With sudden clarity, he realized Fengjun hadn’t done anything to Song Qingshi…yet. He gestured wildly, hoping to expose the man-eating monster before he died.

Song Qingshi watched him, then finally understood. “You’re hungry? You want me to eat with you?”

Song Jincheng’s eyes welled with frustrated tears. He was going to beat this dumbass to death.

“Qingshi, you didn’t rest enough last night,” Fengjun said as she entered the room. She pulled on her thin, gauzy gloves and stepped between them. “Sleep a little longer. Good thing Xiaobai’s hungry too. I’ll take them both out for a bite to eat.”

Haolong, who stood next to her, lunged forward and grabbed Song Jincheng’s arm. He stuck his tongue out. “I’m really hungry,” he whined, looking adorable.

What did giant snakes eat?

Song Jincheng stared into the dewy, golden slits of Haolong’s pupils, then at his forked tongue, and nearly fainted on the spot. 

He couldn’t fight against the terrifying power clamped around his arm and was dragged out the door—escorted by Song Qingshi’s earnest “Eat well!”—and tossed into the woodshed. Fengjun raised a barrier around the shed and sealed him off from the rest of the world.

He vowed to face his death like a hero, according to the teachings of the Medicine King’s Valley.

Fengjun lit some strange incense. Song Jincheng inhaled its peculiar scent, and everything went black.

 

Song Jincheng woke to find himself locked in the dungeon, empty of everything but a mountain of homework and books. Mister Yue appeared before Song Jincheng and said he’d made too many mistakes and been brought back to the valley. His duty was to reflect while he was locked in here. He would have to memorize hundreds of medical texts before he was allowed to leave.

He spent ten years doing just that, a decade of endless exams. All his hair fell out, but he just couldn’t remember it all…

Song Jincheng clutched his head as he finally broke down, sobbing. He wept until the illusion shattered.

When he came to, Fengjun was standing before him. A massive snake lay coiled beside her. Its huge body filled the entire woodshed, and its lantern-like eyes stared down at him intently. Its cavernous maw concealed a pair of sharp fangs, and its long tongue nearly brushed Song Jincheng’s face.

First Song Jincheng patted his head, making sure his hair was still there.

Fengjun prepared to light the second Dream-Weaving Incense.

Without hesitation, Song Jincheng dropped to his knees. “I’m sorry! As long as I don’t have to study, I’ll do anything!”

He didn’t want to return to the dungeon or memorize books ever again, even it meant being eaten by the snake.

Fengjun had used the incense countless times before, but she had never encountered someone this useless. She had designed a dream lasting three years, originally. Song Jincheng dragged it out to ten, and it still hadn’t ended. In the end, she had to stop using the incense to wake him up. She appraised this rare opportunity for research with interest and briefly considered if she could get away with another ten years, or even a century.

The snake, finding the woodshed too cramped, transformed back into a child and squatted obediently at Fengjun’s feet. Suddenly, Song Jincheng remembered the books he’d secretly read behind his parents’ backs.

The god of the Undying Peak had a snake yao.

It was enormous, had cultivated for thousands of years, and possessed a cruel, violent temperament. It had swallowed a shanhai elephant whole and slain a biyun tiger. Cultivators who had witnessed it said it was white, massive, and it could transform into a human child to deceive its enemies. 

Just like the one in front of him now.

This huge, terrifying snake only listened to Fengjun and obeyed her completely.

Then Fengjun’s real identity was— 

The god of Undying Peak had countless guises, apparently.

Against his will, Song Jincheng realized something terrible. His legs wobbled. Over millennia, every sect that offended Undying Peak had been annihilated. A careless word or heedless action could spell the valley’s doom. He thought of his parents, his teachers, and friends, and felt such terror he couldn’t even cry.

What did he care if Song Qingshi caught a male yao’s attention? It was just fooling around! Song Qingshi was a man. It would be over in the blink of an eye. What was there to fear?

He had to convince Song Qingshi to submit.

“I noticed Qingshi really likes you,” Song Jincheng said, hoping to appease Fengjun. “You must be the person he’s been seeking.”

Fengjun arched a brow.

“When I found him, he’d lost some of his memories, but he still remembered he really liked someone. He even wrote about how much he treasures her, and he wants to find her.”

Song Jincheng decided to sacrifice his friend to save the Medicine King’s Valley. Every word in the notebook spilled out of him like beans from a basket. He steered Fengjun toward pretending to be Song Qingshi’s goddess. At least he’d die happy.

“She likes red and white, and swordplay, and making medicine, and reading. She collects pretty rocks and gems, and her birthday is February…something.”

“The fourteenth of February?” Fengjun asked.

“Yeah!” 

Fengjun fell silent, then signaled for Haolong to teach the fool to behave from now on.

She raised the barrier and turned to leave.

 

Song Qingshi had stayed up most of the night before, so he still felt groggy. Someone warm and fragrant climbed under the blanket with him, and he wrapped his arms around them, nuzzling into their embrace. He clutched them as though he feared losing them.

So, he wasn’t looking for his objective. He was looking for me…

Fengjun stared at the person in her arms.

It was painful every time she looked through Zhao Ye’s memories. Whenever Zhao Ye rescued those so-called tragic heroes, he used the same bag of tricks to get on the protagonist shou’s good side. He acted attentive, gentle, strong, and caring. He spoke sweet words and did everything he could for them. He risked harm on their behalf, sometimes even death, and every one fell deeply in love. They surrendered their hearts, their bodies, and everything else. Then, in the next world, Zhao Ye shrugged off those feelings, accepted a new task, repeated the same love story, and liberated a new shou. 

Was that salvation or cruelty?

Fengjun couldn’t smother her fury and fear.

She reached out silently and lay a hand over Song Qingshi’s chest, feeling the beat beneath. At the height of her rage, she had imagined Song Qingshi doing for someone else what he’d done for her. She would have dug out his heart, turned him into a puppet, and hidden his soul so he could never leave. She’d never have to listen to Song Qingshi murmur sweet nothings or treat anyone else with that same tenderness.

It felt…seriously unhealthy. It would hurt the one she loved.

She struggled to suppress the urge. Some lines she couldn’t cross, even at the cost of her own life.

Luckily, Song Qingshi had never disappointed her.

All the hatred and resentment she’d amassed vanished, dispersing like the morning mist when a breeze cleared the sky.

Fengjun laughed. Countless bloodking vines burst forth from every direction, snaring Song Qingshi and holding him in her embrace. She kissed him.

Song Qingshi opened his eyes to Fengjun’s brilliant smile.

I finally understand King You of Zhou and Emperor Xuanzong of Tang,9 he thought, dazed.

Though the strange red vines bound him so tightly he couldn’t move, some had slipped under his clothing and wound around his waist. He felt unbearably ticklish.

But as long as Fengjun was happy, it didn’t matter!

“Can you show me your interspatial bag?” Fengjun murmured as her tongue brushed his earlobe.

Song Qingshi handed it over without hesitation. “It’s all yours.”

His finances should be handed over to the person he loved. He could survive on a little pocket money.

Fengjun rummaged through the bag until she found the notebook where he’d buried it under a pile of spiritual crystals. She flipped through a few pages and smiled.

“Jincheng said you wrote about the person you love. Tell me, who is it?”

Song Qingshi jolted fully awake. He tried to snatch the book back, but the vines held him in place.

This question could make or break his grade! If he answered wrong, he’d earn a beating. Or worse—she might dump him!

“You!” Song Qingshi answered decisively.

Fengjun waved the notebook. “If you’re so sure, do you know whether I’m male or female?”

“Male.”

Fengjun raised her chin, feigning anger. “How did you know?”

“Your pelvis.” Song Qingshi hurried to explain. “I’ve dissected enough cadavers and studied skeletons of all ages and sexes… Men’s pelvises are narrow and tall, and women’s are wider and shorter. Anatomy affects your gait. Men don’t sway their hips when they walk. Women do.”

He hadn’t given it much thought at first. He’d been led astray by his beauty, then they’d run into the terrifying snake. When they arrived at the inn, something about Fengjun’s physique seemed odd. He figured it out, after some reflection. Plenty of people cross-dressed in modern society. It was hardly strange or exceptional.

Fengjun considered this in silence. Medical students focused on the most peculiar things. He would never have noticed those details.

“Why didn’t you say something?” he asked after a while.

“It’s your hobby. Outing you would be rude.”

It was a little unusual, sure, but everyone had their quirks. Just like studying corpses and their organs seemed weird to other people. Fengjun liked cross-dressing and did it beautifully, and Song Qingshi wasn’t some decrepit relic who resisted everything new. Why expose her?

Song Qingshi thumped his chest, punctuating his loyalty. “I can accept cross-dressing. You’re beautiful! I like it! Wear whatever you want!”

Fengjun blinked at him, a bit conflicted.

“I was a little shocked to discover that my beloved is a man,” Song Qingshi continued, “but Fengjun’s small and delicate. It doesn’t make me uncomfortable. It’s easy to accept.”

“You don’t like tall people?” Fengjun felt even more conflicted. 

His original form was perfect, but his new body was taller and stronger than Yue Wuhuan had ever been…

Song Qingshi, who had always despised his thin frame, wondered if Fengjun minded his own dainty physique. He barreled on. “Don’t worry. I don’t like big, buff men. You’re perfect just like this—gentle and cute.”

“Is it because you’re afraid you won’t be able to take it?” Fengjun asked, after some hesitation.

“Yes,” Song Qingshi answered firmly. “I couldn’t.”

With his baby face, other people might take him for a kid if he stood beside a tall, mature man. It would be a blow to his self-esteem.

Now Fengjun couldn’t have been more conflicted.

He temporarily abandoned the idea of returning to his original form. He could wait for Song Qingshi to grow used to his current youthful state. Whatever Song Qingshi chose, Fengjun felt confident in his looks. It didn’t matter if he wore men’s or women’s clothing. If Song Qingshi liked it, he could wear a mix of both.

Besides, he still had to let Song Qingshi follow through on his promise to visit the Heavenly Martial Sect.

“I’m right in front of you. You don’t need this anymore.” Fengjun took the notebook containing Yue Wuhuan’s past. He wanted to rip it up, but when he saw Song Qingshi’s expression, he tucked it into his own interspatial bag instead. He handed over a blank book, chuckling. “Since everything’s different now, why not write a new one?”

However moved, Fengjun wouldn’t feel at ease until he erased every trace of Yue Wuhuan…

Song Qingshi considered it, then nodded.

Likes to cross-dress, he inscribed.


Chapter 89

 

FENGJUN RETURNED TO HIS ROOM and changed into a lightweight, youthful man’s outfit.

Song Qingshi thought it unwise to linger at the inn for too long, so he began packing. He went to find Song Jincheng to discuss taking a route that avoided giant snakes. Song Jincheng shot a cautious sideways glance at Haolong, then peeled an egg for him, hoping to curry favor.

“Let’s just take the original path,” he said gloomily. “I heard the snake…went away.”

Because it turned into your son.

Song Jincheng had received Haolong’s warning. He didn’t dare flee or run his mouth. He didn’t want to visit the same nightmare on the Heavenly Martial Sect, but…didn’t Undying Peak control the place anyway? It wouldn’t make a difference where he took them.

Suddenly, several small underworld flames ignited and orbited around Song Qingshi. The defensive formation warned him that someone nearby harbored killing intent.

Song Qingshi shoved the confused Song Jincheng behind him. At that instant, a blob of corrosive liquid splashed the table and burned tiny holes through the wood.

He looked up. A mass of black, wriggling flesh like a huge sea cucumber crawled over the ceiling. In the shadows, it lifted its head, revealing a grotesque face with blank eyes. Its long tongue flickered like a lizard’s over multiple rows of razor-sharp, densely packed teeth. The stench of blood clung to it.

The inn erupted in screams. People scattered, and the cultivators present unsheathed their weapons as though they faced a terrible enemy.

Song Qingshi searched his memories but found nothing like this vile creature. He turned to Song Jincheng, who was frantically rummaging through his interspatial bag for his sword.

“What’s that?”

Song Jincheng stared at him in disbelief. “That’s a Demon of Filth. You’ve never seen one?”

Song Qingshi shook his head, bewildered.

In his memories, the cultivation world was dangerous, but internal conflicts posed the most threat. Beasts and yao roamed the secret realms. He rarely encountered demons.

He’d thought Song Jincheng naive. He was a mere foundation-level cultivator with dashing looks but no combat ability—yet he’d saved a stranger on the side of the road and moved freely through towns. He displayed his wealth, spoke candidly, made no effort to conceal himself, and he didn’t comprehend people’s cruelty. Any one of those traits could lead to his demise.

Song Jincheng only learned the hard way, after he’d suffered a loss.

Song Qingshi, with all his experience, had accompanied Song Jincheng on his trips around town in the hope that witnessing the immortal realm’s dangers firsthand would teach him some survival strategies. But after days of waiting, not a single person had tried to rob and murder him. Song Qingshi hadn’t even encountered petty thieves. All the cultivators they saw—even demonic ones—followed the rules. So much for that lesson.

What exactly was a Demon of Filth?

Song Qingshi suspected this world was not quite the same as the one in his memories.

“You don’t even know what a Demon of Filth is?” Song Jincheng looked at Song Qingshi’s dumbfounded expression in shock. How had Song Qingshi survived for so long? Did amnesia knock out basic understanding too? “They’re caused by corruption. They’re not intelligent, and they take all kinds of twisted forms. Be careful. Demons of Filth never appear alone.”

The flames of the underworld flashed a brighter warning. All around them, grotesque demons of every size tore flesh and guzzled blood.

The cultivators formed an array with practiced familiarity. Others brandished their weapons and intercepted the creatures.

“Qingshi, don’t be afraid,” Song Jincheng reassured him, forcing himself to sound calm as he stared at the demon above. “This one isn’t very strong. I can take care of it, no problem. I’ve dealt with ones like this before with my shixiong and shijie. I’ve got plenty of experience.” The cultivators of the Medicine King’s Valley were not strong fighters. Most of the time, they did the mopping up and cared for the injured afterward. On the few occasions he’d run into a demon before, his seniors took care of it, but surely, he could do it too…

The demon on the ceiling opened its mouth wide, stretched out like a billowing curtain, and threw itself at the three of them.

Haolong’s eyes flashed red. The demon didn’t look appetizing. He didn’t want that in his mouth.

Song Jincheng forced himself to stand tall and project an imposing aura. He glanced around, only to find the other cultivators occupied with their own enemies. They couldn’t spare the time or attention to help him. He hoped Song Qingshi would run so he could follow, but he stood there instead, searching for something in his bag. He didn’t plan on fleeing. The two of them watched as the demon loomed closer and closer.

Song Jincheng swung his sword wildly at its rows of teeth and screamed in despair. “Why did I study medicine?!”

Damn the Medicine King’s Valley. Medicine let you save others, but not yourself.

“Move.” Song Qingshi pushed him aside. Then, with a flick of his fingers, he sent two pills into the demon’s mouth.

Its jaws snapped shut, and it froze. Then it started to thrash on the floor, wailing and hissing in agony.

“A filth-eliminating pill and a forgetfulness pill,” Song Qingshi said. “Both eradicate demonic energy and obsessions. I think these creatures are made from accumulated filth. I was testing a theory, but it worked better than I expected.” He watched the abomination roll on the ground with scholarly interest and rolled up his sleeves. Finding himself without gloves, he asked for help. “Can someone hold it down for me? I haven’t seen this thing before. I want to gather some samples.”

Song Jincheng felt like an idiot.

Haolong didn’t mind getting dirty. He pinned the demon with his true form’s strength, then presented it to Song Qingshi. “Here, Daddy!”

“Good boy.” Song Qingshi smiled at Haolong and took out several small ceramic bottles. He collected some of the corrosive fluid from the demon’s mouth, and pieces of the flesh and skin. Then he lectured Song Jincheng. “The most important thing in practicing medicine is keeping your cool. Why panic at the smallest things? First, observe your enemy’s weak spots. Then solve the problem with poison or an antidote.”

Clearly, Song Jincheng wasn’t a sword cultivator. He didn’t know any techniques. Did he carry one for emotional support?

Song Jincheng flushed. “I just formed my foundation—”

“I’m also at foundation level,” Song Qingshi said, exasperated. “Fighting requires brains, not cultivation.”

He incinerated the remainder of the demon with his flames of the underworld and turned his attention to the others. Each demon differed—corrosive, swift, strong—but they all pursued humans. The innkeeper’s wife collapsed in a pool of her own blood, one leg torn away. She begged her husband and children to run away. The innkeeper, a mortal, ordered his eldest daughter to hide in the cellar with her younger siblings. He went back for his wife, brandishing a cleaver.

Song Qingshi affixed a lightning talisman and fire talisman to a golden needle and threw it into a demon’s mouth. It exploded. He yanked the severed leg from its jaws and tossed it to Song Jincheng.

“Stop the bleeding,” he ordered, “then use the Five Immortals Spiritual Potion to preserve the limb. I’ll try to reattach it later.”

He wanted to slaughter this man-eating demon first.

Suddenly, the injured demon ignited, collapsing into ash.

A beautiful red-robed youth descended the stairs. Whenever one of the vile creatures entered the field of his senses, it combusted immediately. He stopped before Song Qingshi and examined him.

“They haven’t soiled you, have they?”

The cultivators believed a master had granted their inexplicable deliverance from a distance, and they bowed to the air in thanks. Then they rushed to tend the wounded and clean up.

Song Qingshi joined in the rescue efforts. He successfully attached the innkeeper’s wife’s leg, but the damage was severe. Her meridians were in ruins. Without more advanced spiritual treatment, she’d walk with a limp for the rest of her life.

Her survival seemed miraculous to the couple. They showered Song Qingshi with thanks and pressed spiritual crystals into his hands.

After a moment’s thought, he accepted payment only for the Five Immortals Spiritual Potion and handed the sum to Song Jincheng.

“Do these demons appear often?” he asked the innkeeper.

“Our town is usually peaceful. They appear once every twenty or thirty years, maybe. A few scattered ones here or there.” The innkeeper seemed eager to share everything he knew. “Thanks to cultivators like you, they’re dealt with quickly. But invading the village and killing so many… That last happened two hundred years ago. Back then, corpses filled the streets. I can still picture it today. Taiyi Academy cultivators arrived just in time to save us.”

“How are these demons born?”

The innkeeper hesitated.

“How else? The one on Undying Peak did it,” a drunken man slurred. He had finished off a few jars of strong wine after battle, and the alcohol loosed his inhibitions and his resentment. He continued, without mincing his words. “Before them, the cultivation world was fine. Three thousand years ago, after that god was born on Undying Peak, the demons started multiplying… Everyone says it’s because he has the blood of thousands on his hands. The world resents him, and this is his retribution.”

“Shut your mouth. That’s where trouble starts,” another cultivator hissed. “You don’t know who’s listening.”

“If he wants to kill me, he can go ahead!” the drunken man roared. “I’m not afraid! That thing on Undying Peak isn’t a god, it’s a monster! He’ll destroy us all!”

Song Qingshi thought of the system’s task.

“What’s that god look like?” he asked curiously.

“He hides himself, so he must be ugly beyond belief.” The drunken man tried to continue, but his throat seized and his tongue stiffened. No matter how hard he struggled, he couldn’t say anything else. He wheeled around in shock. In the culprit’s absence, everyone seemed suspicious… He had heard the god possessed countless faces. He existed everywhere. The man sobered. Realizing what blasphemy he’d just spoken, he dashed away in a panic.

Fengjun didn’t spare him a glance. He took his place next to Song Qingshi and smiled. “Do you need any more samples?”

Song Qingshi nodded.

“I don’t know where these demons come from, either. They have nothing to do with Undying Peak.” Fengjun slipped his gloves back on and gestured for Haolong to bring over the charred fragments. He lowered his voice and spoke as he collected the samples with practiced ease. “I’ve been trying to get rid of them for ages. I’ve used every trick in the book, but I can’t seem to get them all…”

The monsters had appeared after he began his crusade, and their numbers only grew. At first, he believed they began as corrupt, twisted souls. He turned heinous criminals into soul lanterns and hung them on the Undying Peak, condemning them to torment. Yet the Demons of Filth did not diminish.

As they multiplied, An Long’s demon blood started to change, and he frequently lost control. They studied the demons for years without finding a solution. In the end, while he was still lucid, An Long asked the god to seal his body in the endless abyss, layering it with shackles and seals in case he returned to devastate the world.

And the Demons of Filth remained as a stain on that world.

Fengjun burned horde after horde. For every demon he destroyed, new ones emerged elsewhere.

They endured, just like malice and lust.

Because he tried to change the world’s rules, to purge it of filth and evildoers, an even filthier monster had come into being.

Was that his sin?

 

On the Aqua Ripple Moon atop the Heavenly Peak, the barrier sealing away the demons broke. Hundreds of imprisoned demons broke free and wrought destruction throughout the realm.

The cold wind stung. Pillars of ice erupted out of the ground, pierced through the demons’ bodies, and nailed them to the cliffs, where they froze and shattered into pieces. Bai Zihao stood atop his icy blue longsword, his bearing clear as the moon or the wind. A smile played on his lips as his robes swirled around him. He seemed as gentle as water, but a blizzard followed in his wake. He slaughtered all demons without mercy.

The Frost Sword opened the cave concealed behind the sealing array.

A wounded yuanying-level cultivator cowered inside. “Thank you for saving my life!” he cried.

“You’re Master Huang of the Aqua Ripple Sect, right? Someone asked me to find you.” Bai Zihao peeked at the list inside his sleeve. “Where are your wives?” he asked with a smile.

“Let’s not talk about them,” Master Huang snarled. He then spat on the ground. “That seventh wife of mine is a bitch! She opened the barrier on our wedding night and used her flesh and blood to lure the demons to my sect. I was overwhelmed. They killed countless members of my sect… My other wives panicked, and I don’t know where they went. Fickle creatures. Wait till I find them…”

He’d just finished speaking when a short blade of ice punched through his mouth, then out the back of his neck.

“I didn’t ask you for that many details,” Bai Zihao said coldly. “You murdered the rogue cultivator Daoist Luo of Turtle Island and abducted his daughter to make her your wife. By order of the god, I’m taking you to Undying Peak for punishment.”

He extracted Master Huang’s soul with practiced ease and placed it in a soul lantern. A message bird carried it toward the Undying Peak.

Bai Zihao withdrew a long list from his sleeve and crossed out an item. He counted the remaining names and sighed.

“There’s still so much left to do. I’ll never finish at this rate…”
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CHARACTERS

 

MAIN CHARACTERS

SONG QINGSHI 宋清时 (Qingshi: “Peaceful times”): A medical student who died from ALS, only to be transmigrated to a novel where he was tasked by the mysterious System to save the main character from a tragic fate.

YUE WUHUAN 越无欢 (Wuhuan: “Absence of joy”): A royal prince who was taken from the mortal realm under false pretenses and enslaved. Song Qingshi mistakes him for the main character in need of rescue.

 

SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

AN LONG 安龙: Song Qingshi’s closest friend, now revealed to be a half-demon.

BAI ZIHAO 白子皓: A young man favored by Jin Feiren.

HAOLONG/XIAOBAI 皓龙/小白: An Long’s pet snake. Learns to take a human form.

FENGJUN 凤君: One of Yue Wuhuan’s alternate identities. Means phoenix god.

JIN FEIREN 金斐轫: The sadistic, wealthy master of Golden Phoenix Mountain. Yue Wuhuan’s former owner.

KONG MUHUA 孔慕华: A peacock yao and a general of the Undying Peak.

MINGHONG 明鸿: A quiet young man who was raised by Xie Que. Now one of the Medicine King Valley’s students.

MISTER YUE: One of Yue Wuhuan’s alternate identities.

MO YUAN 墨渊: A legendary mortal referred to as the “sword master” who cultivated to the yuanying level and created a new style of swordplay.

QINGLUAN 青鸾: A serious young woman raised by Xie Que, the cultivator who enslaved Yue Wuhuan. Now serves Yue Wuhuan loyally and helps run the Medicine King’s Valley.

RONGYE 荣烨: A lazy young man raised by Xie Que, the cultivator who enslaved Yue Wuhuan. Now one of the Medicine King Valley’s students.

SONG JINCHENG 宋锦城: A helpful descendant of Qingluan and a subpar student of the Medicine King’s Valley.

XIE QUE 谢缺: A cultivator who seeks out beautiful mortal children to train as cultivators until he sells them as slaves. Eliminated by Song Qingshi.

YE LIN 叶霖: The master of the Night Rain Pavilion, an establishment that posts bounties and sells secrets and information.

YUWEN YU 宇文钰: Song Jincheng’s friend and the son of the master of the Heavenly Martial Sect.

 

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 two-syllable name.

-ER: Affectionate diminutive. A suffix meaning “son” or “child.” Usually for monosyllabic names, or one syllable out of a disyllabic name.

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.

DA-: A prefix meaning “big” or “elder,” which can be added before titles for elders, like “dage,” or before a name.

 

Family

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.

DI/DIDI: A word meaning “younger brother.” It can also be used to address an unrelated younger male, and optionally used as a suffix.

 

Cultivation and Tutelage

XIANZUN/XIANJUN: A respectful way to refer to another cultivator.

XIANZHANG: A respectful way to refer to another cultivator.

SHIDI/SHIMEI: One’s younger peer. Shidi is one’s younger brother, while Shimei is one’s younger sister.

SHIXIONG/SHIJIE: One’s older peer. Shixiong is one’s older brother, while Shijie is one’s older sister.

YIXIAN: A respectful term of address meaning “immortal doctor.”

ZHENREN: A title for Daoist masters.

ZUNZHU: A respectful term of address for the master of a sect, estate, etc.

 

Other

GONGZI: Title for young men, especially those of high status.


GLOSSARY

 

ACUPOINTS: Specific spots on the meridians of the body that are said to stimulate the central nervous system in various ways.

 

CULTIVATION/CULTIVATORS: Cultivation is the means by which mortals with spiritual aptitude develop and harness supernatural abilities. The practitioners of these methods are called cultivators. The path of one’s cultivation is a concept that draws heavily from Daoist traditions. 

There are different stages of cultivation, often differing between books. The ones for Mistakenly Saving the Villain are:

Qi Gathering: The beginner stage when the cultivator collects spiritual energy from the environment around them.

Foundation Establishment: The next stage of cultivation. The cultivator cycles spiritual energy and develops their strength.

Core Formation: The stage when the cultivator forms a golden core and stops aging.

Yuanying: A powerful stage beyond core formation. This is Song Qingshi’s level.

Chuqiao: A level where the yuanying starts separating from the mortal body.

Fenshen: A greater level of cultivation that is rarely reached.

Heti: An even greater level of cultivation.

Dacheng: An extremely rare, transcendent level of cultivation, approaching true immortality.

 

CULTIVATION OF EMPTINESS: Also known as the heartless path. Cultivation based on an absence of love. Theoretically allows one to focus on cultivation free of any emotional attachments.

 

DANTIAN: Concentrations of spiritual power within the body.

 

DEMONIC CULTIVATOR: Evil cultivators who do not follow the same moral codes and practices that orthodox cultivators do.

 

DUAL CULTIVATION: A cultivation technique involving sex between participants meant to improve cultivation ability. Can also be used as a simple euphemism for sex.

 

HEART OF CULTIVATION: The focus of a cultivator’s practice. Examples include cultivation of the sword or cultivation of emptiness. Also known as the path of cultivation.

 

MERIDIANS: The means by which qi travels through the body, like a magical bloodstream.

 

MERITS: Accumulated karma “points” earned through good deeds. The more good one does in the world, the more merits gained. Often depicted as glowing and golden.

 

PILLS AND ELIXIRS: Medicines created by cultivators either using their spiritual powers, plants that have magical properties, or both.

 

SPIRIT BEAST: Animals with spiritual powers who often have higher intelligence but are not human or humanlike.

 

THE FIVE ELEMENTS: The five elements—metal, wood, water, fire, and earth—make up everything in the universe. A person’s cultivation can also have a specific elemental attribute, and each element has different qualities (e.g. wood elementals have superior healing).

 

THE FIVE POISONS: Five deadly creatures treated as symbols of evil: snakes, scorpions, centipedes, toads, and spiders.

 

TRADITIONAL CHINESE MEDICINE (TCM): A holistic system of medicine used throughout most of Chinese history. Herbal and animal byproducts were boiled into decoctions or ground and applied as a poultice to treat injuries.

 

XIANXIA: A genre related to wuxia that places more emphasis on the supernatural. Some xianxia works focus on immortal beings such as gods or demons, whereas others are concerned with the conflicts of mortals who practice cultivation. In the latter case, characters strive to become stronger by harnessing their spiritual powers, and some aim to extend their lifespan or achieve immortality.

 

YAO: Animals and other creatures that have cultivated a human form.

 

YIN ENERGY AND YANG ENERGY: Yin and yang is a concept in Chinese philosophy that describes the complementary interdependence of opposite/contrary forces. 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 themselves of whichever energy they lack.


About the Author

 

Feng Yu Nie is a signed Jinjiang author whose most famous works include Mistakenly Saving the Villain and Shizun. She’s a human being who loves life and spends a lowkey time on earth, appreciating cats, dogs, hamsters, little birds, traveling, good food, and sleeping in.


Footnotes

 

Chapter 67

[1] “A-” is a friendly diminutive used as a prefix with monosyllabic names, or one syllable out of a two-syllable name—in this case, “A-Ye” from Rongye.

 

Chapter 68

[2] An ancient Chinese politician who didn’t react to the temptation of a woman sitting in his lap.

 

Chapter 76

[3] Biyiniao, Bifang, Xuanniao, and Peng are birds from Chinese mythology.

 

[4] Shenjun is a term of address for a god. Can be attached to someone’s family name or used alone as a title.

 

Chapter 79

[5] A respectful term of address meaning “immortal doctor.”

 

Chapter 81

[6] Shishuzu is a term of address for the shishu of one’s own master—one’s martial granduncle, as it were.

 

Chapter 84

[7] An ostentatious moniker meaning “phoenix god.”

 

[8] A very common girl’s name meaning “little red.”

 

Chapter 88

[9] Famous Chinese rulers who neglected their duties or manipulated nobles to please their lovers. They have become a way to describe a man who is bewitched by his lover’s beauty.
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