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Chapter 62:
Return

 

NING HUAISHAN HAD NEVER suffered such excruciating pain in his life.

It arrived without warning, and for a long time, all he knew was this:

He couldn’t think.

When he finally came to, he’d dropped to his knees. He spat a mouthful of blood on the ground with a retching noise.

Just as he thought the agony would tear him to shreds, it vanished, again without warning.

Well, it had spared his life, at least.

He took a moment to calm his heavy panting, then raised his hand to wipe the blood from the side of his mouth.

At last, he looked up—only to realize that the whole Feng estate was gone. The pagoda, the Feng Patriarch, Feng Huiming, the coffins. Everything had vanished without a trace, as if it had never existed.

Under his knees was what appeared to be a mountain path. He staggered to his feet, conjured a hovering ball of flame to his fingertips, and checked the coloring of the dirt and rocks around him. This could be nowhere else but Blossomfell Terrace. The same Blossomfell Terrace that led into Nightgleam.

He stared at it for a few seconds before mumbling, “Does this mean we’re back?” His voice was weak and thick with blood.

“Archon, looks like we’re back in Nightgleam. Archon?” he called out. Receiving no answer, he snapped his head around, but he saw only a fog too heavy to ever lift.

He assumed he’d been separated from the rest of the group again when a tall silhouette materialized in the fog. Raising the flame at his fingertips for a better view, Ning Huaishan peered at the newcomer.

It was the Tianxiu Immortal. Shrouded in a cold mist, he cradled Wu Xingxue in his arms.

Wu Xingxue’s face was pale, and he looked like he was asleep. He showed no sign of pain or distress, not even a crease between his brows. It seemed as if he might open his eyes at any moment and greet them with his bright and lucid gaze. In the past, Ning Huaishan would have assumed that his archon was merely napping, but it didn’t seem that way. He felt the chill radiating from Wu Xingxue, so cold it made him shiver, before he even drew closer. He also noticed a hint of blue in Wu Xingxue’s fingertips and a line of blood between his lips.

Ning Huaishan nearly jumped out of his skin and stumbled forward. “What’s wrong with him?! Was he hurt too badly leaving the Feng estate?” Then, he looked down at himself in confusion. “B-but that can’t be right. If I can get back on my feet, there’s no way the archon would—”

“He took the full brunt of it,” Xiao Fuxuan interrupted in a deep voice. 

Ning Huaishan’s throat closed up. No wonder his excruciating pain had suddenly vanished. Evidently, it all went to Wu Xingxue. “Let’s hurry into the city! There’s—” 

There’s room where Fang Chu and I are staying. We can at least get some rest there, he was about to say, but as soon as he opened his mouth, a strong gust of wind passed. Xiao Fuxuan, grim-faced and silent, flashed by with Wu Xingxue in his arms. The gust was so strong it threw Ning Huaishan to the ground. He sat stunned in place for a minute, then climbed to his feet and chased after them.

He hadn’t told Xiao Fuxuan where they lived yet, so there was no way he knew where to go. Charging into the city as surely as he was, he could only be heading straight for Fly-On-By! But that had already sealed itself off, and it was surrounded by people. If any of them saw the archon’s face, all hell would break loose in Nightgleam!

Wouldn’t it?!

 

Nightgleam was huge. Though it was a den of fiends, it resembled a city in the mortal realm, and might have even appeared livelier at first glance. It boasted taverns, brothels, gambling houses, and every other kind of establishment where one might find extravagance or debauchery.

Just as Ning Huaishan had suspected, there were people near Fly-On-By.

It had once been typical for every corner of Nightgleam to be occupied aside from the area surrounding Fly-On-By. The estate took up a corner all for itself at the southern tip of the city. Ever since Wu Xingxue had chosen it as his own, no other fiend had dared to settle nearby. There wasn’t a single roof tile or eave around Fly-On-By when he was archon. If anyone walked near the gates, they stood out like a sore thumb. Approaching was like heading straight to your doom.

Not anymore. Once Wu Xingxue was lost to the Northern Domain of Tealspire, everyone believed he was gone for good, never to be seen again. Over time, all the vacant spots around Fly-On-By had filled up. The fiends remained apprehensive of the place itself and did not dare establish their own residences in the area, so they built other things instead: drinking parlors, gambling parlors, brothels. Whatever was lively and fun, they built it.

Everyone also knew that the new archon coveted Fly-On-By. Driven by curiosity, many tried to get closer and find out why. That was how the present-day Fly-On-By had become the most populated area in all of Nightgleam—aside from the residence itself, which had stood vacant for twenty-five years, bleak and forsaken.

One gambling parlor had a unique vantage point. It backed up to a drinking parlor at its north and faced Fly-On-By at its south. The clientele—evil and venomous creatures—soaked in the drinking parlor’s giant pools while their strange noises, along with the cries from their drunken brawls, echoed off the walls. Across the way, even birds did not dare to land in Fly-On-By.

The fiendlings who’d long frequented the gambling parlor were accustomed to the nonstop clamor to the north and perpetual silence to the south. But tonight, they suddenly heard a howl of wind from the south…

The fiends sitting by the second-story window sneezed.

“Why’d it just get cold so suddenly?” one of them muttered.

All of them rubbed the goosebumps on the sides of their necks, then stretched and loosened their joints so they could continue their gambling.

“Look at the window frame!” someone else exclaimed.

The group turned as one. A layer of white hoarfrost had formed on the window frame when the frigid wind swept through.

Everyone froze. No ordinary wind could cover a window frame in frost. The last time they’d witnessed the aftermath of one who “sowed winter with every step” had been twenty-five years earlier.

In an instant, a blanket of lifeless silence fell over the boisterous gambling parlor. They stared at the frost as if they’d turned to stone.

Then, in that quiet as absolute as death, the fiend nearest the window whispered, “Someone is outside those gates.”

There was a pause before someone else spoke. “Whose gates?”

The one at the window gazed out, unblinking, before he swallowed. “Fly-On-By.”

“Where?!”

Everyone rushed to the window as soon as they heard those three syllables. Fly-On-By had been sealed for so long. No matter how high they built their establishments of vice, they still could not see over the walls of the residence; all they could see was a perpetual fog and the indistinct shadow of a tall tree’s crown. Tonight, the fog in front of the gates was a little wispier, and there was a long shadow where there had been none before.

The group’s eyes went wide. They wished they could brush away that thin fog, but it was no use. No matter how hard they stared, they could not identify the visitor at the gates of Fly-On-By. 

Fiends were impulsive by nature. One grabbed the window frame and was about to jump down to check, but someone else stopped her.

“Do you remember that rumor we heard a while back?”

She paused. “Are you talking about what happened at the Northern Domain of Tealspire?”

Tealspire had collapsed, but a certain someone locked away within seemed to have survived. Spread this rumor anywhere in the world and someone was bound to believe it—unless that someone was in Nightgleam. No one understood the power of Tealspire like fiends did, so none of them believed anyone could have escaped that place.

Besides, aside from that one vague rumor, they hadn’t heard anything about Wu Xingxue over the past few days. Someone had said that the Tianxiu Immortal, Xiao Fuxuan, was still alive. Gossip said he’d appeared near the Hua estate, and again in the Valley of Laments.

The fiend who was about to jump down stared at the white frost on the window frame. Her expression shifted several times.

“That’s impossible!” she croaked eventually. “S-stop scaring yourselves. I’d sooner believe Tianxiu is standing at those gates.”

“There’s no way! No celestial could enter Nightgleam without notice.”

“Well, that’s true…” As she spoke, she found her previous anxiety ridiculous. “We’re jumping at the sound of the wind and making this way scarier than it is.” 

The group stared at the frost on the window ledge, then at Fly-On-By in its shroud of thick fog.

“Plenty of people in this city want to get inside that place,” another fiend said consolingly. “Who knows? There’s always a few fools who don’t know any better.”

Even Xueli, the new archon, had lost an arm trying to break down the gates. The ones who’d tried, only to be ground up like meat out in the courtyard, numbered in the dozens. Nightgleam didn’t lack those eager to dig their own graves. There just hadn’t been as many over the past few years. That was all.

“We should be able to grab a body at the gates in a bit,” said a man dressed like a sorcerer. “I need some for the elixir I’m refining.”

The others stared at him for a moment, their moods quickly shifting.

“Oh, is that so? Depends on who gets there first, doesn’t it?”

“I need some bodies too. Who doesn’t? Let’s just see who’s stronger, yeah?”

They each produced a satchel of some kind and stared at the gates like the vultures and night-dwelling jackals that circle the dying. As if they were an audience at a play, they waited for the seal to tear this shadow to pieces, listening for the scream of agony that signaled them to descend and claim their share of the remains…

Instead, all they saw was a broad net of stark white lightning cutting through the perpetual fog that shrouded Fly-On-By.

The bolts began high in the clouds and descended at blinding speed, spreading over every roof tile of the sprawling compound before crashing toward the gates. There were thirty-three strikes of lightning and thirty-three claps of thunder. Then, as though it were the heart of Nightgleam, the long-deserted residence quaked, and its sealed gates swung open.

The tremors dispersed the layers of fog, though they gathered again just as quickly. Only the fiends leaning out the window witnessed the change that occurred in that fleeting moment. As the fog reconstituted, they heard the creak of the gates swinging open. The long shadow stepped past the threshold and vanished, then a second shadow darted after the first, following it through the gates.

Many inhabitants of Nightgleam were familiar with this darting figure; from his shape and movement, they recognized him as Ning Huaishan. Before he passed through the gates, he spoke. Though his utterance was short and vague, it struck through the fog and fell on everyone’s ears as suddenly as the earlier bolts of lightning.

Ning Huaishan had called out the word “Archon.”

The gambling parlor fell silent once more. The rest of Nightgleam stopped at that precise moment as well, because a great tremor shook every building around Fly-On-By.

Those within the city dropped what they were doing and turned in the same direction, uncertainty and disbelief written across their faces. The hush remained until Fly-On-By’s tall gates swung shut with a booming crash, stirring up great clouds of dust.

On the second floor of the gambling parlor, one of the fiends lifted his eyes and broke the hush. 

“Archon?” he said.

The word landed like water in boiling oil, and the gambling parlor erupted just like an exploding pot. That night, nearly all the fiends learned one thing: Wu Xingxue, archon of Nightgleam, had returned.

 

While this news turned Nightgleam upside down, the archon himself was oblivious. He had fallen into a prolonged stupor and was experiencing what Rex Spiritus had once endured, but now as a fiend. He was terribly cold and in a great deal of pain. Then again, he was accustomed to pain and cold, so his features remained placid, as if he had just sat down by the wide window at the Seat of Spring Breeze and nodded off with his head propped in one hand.

He did not know that someone had carried him into Fly-On-By. He did not know that, over a four-mile-long mountain path and through thirty-three lightning strikes from the seal, the one who held him had never faltered, not even for a moment.

He did not know that someone was draining himself of vitality and pouring that blazing force into his limbs and his bones and his veins. All he knew was that, as this presence enveloped him, he dreamed of the past.


Chapter 63:
“Kindred Spirit”

 

ONCE UPON A TIME, Urbs Caelestia had been rife with rumors about Rex Spiritus and the Tianxiu Immortal.

Some said they were close friends and rare kindred spirits to one another. This was largely because Tianxiu was the most frequently hosted guest at the Seat of Spring Breeze, while Rex Spiritus was also the most regular visitor of Southsill Overlook, aside from Tianxiu himself. Others insisted their clashing temperaments often put them at odds. This was most likely an interpretation of their common pretext to visit one another: to “make amends.”

Rex Spiritus wasn’t often in Urbs Caelestia, and Tianxiu wasn’t one for idle chats. Few rumors ever managed to reach them at all, and they often dismissed any that did with a smile. The elusive details of the delicate push and pull of their relationship were theirs and theirs alone to know.

Perhaps because the tribulation was so cold, Wu Xingxue dreamed of one particular winter…

He’d returned from the mortal realm with his pageboys in tow to discover long rows of icicles hanging from the eaves and window ledges of the Seat of Spring Breeze. Urbs Caelestia itself did not have seasons, and the scenery in front of each jade pavilion and within its courtyard varied according to its master’s preference. The Seat of Spring Breeze was unique in Urbs Caelestia because its seasons mirrored those in the mortal realm. It saw storm and sleet, wind and rain, and days of blazing sun. Below, the mortal realm was experiencing the coldest winter it had ever seen, and thus the Seat of Spring Breeze was no longer a jade pavilion but an ice one.

Rex Spiritus’s two pageboys mouthed a quiet Wow! and skittered over at a run. They had to stamp their feet and rub their hands together to stay warm, but neither boy could resist reaching up to grab an icicle. Once the icicles were in their hands, they huffed and hissed as they tossed the cold objects back and forth, yet they refused to drop them.

Rex Spiritus watched them, both amused and exasperated. “What on earth is the matter with you two?”

“My lord, it may be cold to the touch, but it’s so pretty,” one pageboy explained.

It was indeed freezing, but a jade pavilion atop the clouds was a wonderful sight to behold in winter.

“I wonder when Lord Tianxiu is going to come today,” the younger pageboy muttered. “This stuff is going to be gone in no time, and if he comes too late, he won’t get to see it.”

“And who told you he was coming today?” asked Rex Spiritus.

The pageboy seemed confused. “Hasn’t it always been this way?”

Rex Spiritus glanced sidelong at the top of the pageboy’s head but did not say a word. He did not recall when it’d begun, but whenever he returned to Urbs Caelestia, Tianxiu was always the first person he saw. It seemed to have become an unspoken rule—but children, being children, occasionally insisted on speaking such things.

“Besides, last time you said that when our Seat of Spring Breeze is all adorned with icicles, we should set out some good wine so Tianxiu can come see them,” the other pageboy, his hands tucked inside his sleeves for warmth, recounted solemnly.
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Rex Spiritus remembered saying this, but he grabbed the pageboy’s topknot anyway. “Oh? And when was this?”

The pageboy squealed. “I-I said it was last time,” he mumbled.

“For someone who’s always forgetting the important things, you sure remember this sort of stuff easily enough,” drawled Rex Spiritus.

The pageboy pouted and whined over this unfair assessment but was still preoccupied with whether Tianxiu would get a chance to see the icicles.

“Oh, stop whining,” the older pageboy said. “Didn’t the Spirit Terrace’s celestial emissary say something earlier? Lord Tianxiu is in Urbs Caelestia, and now that our lord’s returned, I’m sure he’ll be here soon.”

Rex Spiritus tightened his cape around himself and walked toward the house with a breeze in his step. “I wonder how you two little ones find so many things you’re sure about.”

The pageboys yammered on and never stopped moving. They seemed unusually excited to have visitors, perhaps because they hadn’t been back to Urbs Caelestia for some time. Though their lord hadn’t asked them to do anything yet, they were already hoisting jugs of wine into their arms and setting cups on the table.

In the end, they got everything ready for one particular guest only to be interrupted by visitors they hadn’t expected.

He could no longer remember the purpose of the gathering. All he remembered was that Sang Feng, Meng Gu, and Huo Ge—the numen of Snowmelt Tarn—had come to the Seat of Spring Breeze. They had business to discuss, but somehow the discussion became long and tangential. With a chatterbox like Sang Feng among them, the conversation never waned for a moment. Rex Spiritus rarely turned down visitors, and since the wine was already out, he could hardly avoid inviting them to drink.

Thanks to both the enchanting scenery and abundant wine, the celestial friends were in an exceptionally good mood. The visit dragged on and on, from noon until night.

Flurries fell along with the nightfall. Even the gods, who had witnessed all manner of natural splendors, were moved. Exhilarated by wine, Meng Gu and Huo Ge reached up and broke off several icicles.

“Yunhai was quite right,” Sang Feng said, holding his wine jug in one hand. “Fine wine should be reserved for fair beauties.”

But as Sang Feng said this, Rex Spiritus wasn’t really paying attention. When the snow started earlier, he’d thought he’d heard movement. It’d sounded like someone had landed on the eaves high above and perched there, leaning against the corner of the roof with his sword in his arms to watch them quietly. However, after Sang Feng spoke, the figure had turned and left.

Other than Rex Spiritus, no one else at the Seat of Spring Breeze seemed to have noticed—even he wondered for a fleeting second whether it had been an alcohol-fueled hallucination.

Real or not, his mind was no longer on the party. It was as if something had just swiped him gently but firmly with its paw.

He couldn’t quite recall when Sang Feng and the others left. All he knew was that, after his guests had gone, a calm descended on the Seat of Spring Breeze. The pageboys used spells to clean up, and cups and saucers clinked away in the background. He listened to the din for a while, but just as he began to relax, he stood and glided out through the window.

“My lord, where are you going?” the pageboys called from inside the house. 

“To sober up. No need to come with me,” he replied as he vanished into the night.

Though he’d said that, he soon found himself in Tianxiu’s territory. There were lights glowing inside Southsill Overlook. Pageboys stood or sat cross-legged without a hint of proper etiquette, gathered in groups of two or three to yawn and mutter among themselves; a few occasionally darted between the buildings. There was no sign of their master in the main house.

When Rex Spiritus realized Tianxiu was not inside, he instinctively turned toward the highest eave of the jade pavilion. Sure enough, a silhouette was perched there, one leg bent and one elbow resting on his knee, a sword gripped loosely in one hand.

Urbs Caelestia’s aura of menace was heaviest at Southsill Overlook, and the eave where Tianxiu sat was the focal point of the formation that suppressed it. He sometimes meditated there, using his energy to keep the aura in check. It was best not to disturb him at a time like this, lest his instincts cause him to lash out.

In his restlessness, Rex Spiritus completely forgot such precautions. He leaped onto the steep eaves and landed softly beside Tianxiu, then leaned over to tap his shoulder.

In an instant, his world turned upside down. Tianxiu grabbed his extended hand before swiftly pinning him to the eaves. By the time he realized what had happened, Tianxiu had already drawn his sword from its scabbard and wedged its tip between the jade tiles. The blade just missed Rex Spiritus’s neck.

Sword in one hand and half kneeling, Tianxiu glared down at him. His narrow-slitted eyes blinked once before they regained their lucidity. He parted his thin lips as if he wished to speak, but he hesitated. 

“What are you doing here?” he finally whispered.

His sword remained wedged between the tiles, and he didn’t rise from his crouch. Even his sword aura continued to circulate, though it didn’t push an inch closer to Rex Spiritus.

Nor had Rex Spiritus tried to break free.

“I came over to see what Lord Tianxiu was up to,” he said after a long pause. “I wondered if he’d been anywhere earlier.”

Tianxiu lowered his gaze. “Such as?”

“Well…such as the Seat of Spring Breeze.”

Tianxiu did not answer. A fractured reflection glimmered in his still eyes—a tacit admission. Yes, he’d gone to the Seat of Spring Breeze. Yes, he’d heard Sang Feng say “Fine wine should be reserved for fair beauties.” And yes, he’d left after that.

In the high eaves of Southsill Overlook, the two fell into a prolonged and provocative silence, tense as a standoff.

“I went to the Seat of Spring Breeze,” Tianxiu confessed in a low tone. “I got a little upset, so I came back.”

Rex Spiritus felt a paw softly swipe his heart again. “Xiao Fuxuan, a kindred spirit would not get upset over something like that.”

He could not say why he chose those exact words, but he watched Tianxiu carefully, and Tianxiu scanned his face in turn.

After a time, Tianxiu spoke in the same tone as before. “That is true. A kindred spirit would not.” He looked into his eyes and dropped into a whisper. “So why are you here, Rex Spiritus?”

Rex Spiritus’s hand twitched beneath Tianxiu’s, their soft-skinned fingers sliding against each other like a caress. He blinked.

“I came to make you feel better.”


Chapter 64:
To Dream

 

“I CAME TO MAKE YOU FEEL BETTER” slipped out so quietly it was little more than a movement of Rex Spiritus’s lips. Tianxiu couldn’t make out the words and leaned in closer.

“What?” He tilted his face, his eyelids lowered as though he was just trying to lean his ear to hear better. Somehow, though, the eaves took on an atmosphere of seclusion; even the wind seemed to detour.

Just then, a pageboy called out from below. “My lord, I heard a sword hit something up there! What happened?”

The voice came from far away and was barely audible, yet Rex Spiritus had the thrilling feeling they’d been caught doing something illicit. His heart skipped a beat, then began to pound faster and faster—and yet his senses were wrapped by a layer of light intoxication. He lay still and let his hidden, intangible thoughts burgeon and run wild. 

“It’s nothing,” Tianxiu answered the pageboy. “I’m…entertaining a guest.” That last part was too quiet for the pageboy to have heard, but it traced the shell of Rex Spiritus’s ear. When he got to the last three words, his eyes returned to Rex Spiritus.

“No one would entertain a guest by pinning them to the roof like this,” Rex Spiritus languidly pointed out over the heavy thudding of his heart.

Tianxiu locked eyes with him. “Mm-hmm.”

“And,” Rex Spiritus continued, “if you were ‘entertaining a guest,’ you’d set out some wine. But you haven’t brought any.”

Tianxiu’s lips finally parted. “You already drank wine. With other people.”

“I can drink more. With you.”

“No need.”

He said that, but his tone lacked the slightest tinge of coldness—perhaps because he was too close, so close their breaths intertwined.

Rex Spiritus felt a little cloudy, like he was looking through a veil of mist. “Then, what can I do to make you feel better?”

“Why do you want me to feel better?”

The wine had gone to Rex Spiritus’s head. He licked his lips.

“Because…”

He hadn’t actually thought of what he was going to say next, but there was no need. As he narrowed his eyes, the hand clasping his fingers tightened. Tianxiu turned to him and leaned in. The tips of their noses touched, then Tianxiu held him by the chin and made him open his mouth.

 

Wu Xingxue also dreamed of Fly-On-By.

It seemed as if, one moment, Xiao Fuxuan was just beginning to kiss him on the eaves at Southsill Overlook. The very next moment, he was beside the window at Fly-On-By. Even in his dream, Wu Xingxue was a little confused.

Outside the window, snow had piled up in the courtyard. It reminded him of the icicles hanging from the eaves and awnings at the Seat of Spring Breeze. But there were no pageboys in his house setting out cups and no one ignoring the late hour to come and enjoy the scenery.

The mere sight of thick snow blanketing the courtyard chilled him after a while. He was freezing. It spread through his bones, the kind of deep cold he could not alleviate no matter how closely he wrapped himself around his hand-warming stove, lay next to a hot water bottle, or stretched by a brazier full of coals.

With only a thin, plain garment draped around his shoulders, Wu Xingxue rested against the window, as though he’d just risen from bed. He saw Fang Chu hurry in from the building next door, a fox-fur overcoat bundled in his arms. The overcoat seemed to have been warmed somehow; he could feel heat radiating off it from a distance.

“Archon, maybe you should put this on?” Fang Chu suggested as he unfolded the garment.

Wu Xingxue brushed off the idea with a wave. “I don’t need it. Put it back.”

“But a tribulation period gets so cold,” Fang Chu mumbled quietly.

“Is that so? I don’t think it’s all that bad.”

Fang Chu stared at him wordlessly before trying to persuade him once more. “It’s only been two days, you know? It’s just going to get colder and colder.”

“So? When have I ever needed that?” Wu Xingxue gave the bulky overcoat a look.

Fang Chu’s mouth opened and closed like a fish’s. “It’s true you don’t like wearing it, Archon, but…”

“But what?”

Fang Chu seemed to have more to say; he shot a look at Wu Xingxue’s fingers. Wu Xingxue followed his gaze down and noticed the tinge of blue at his fingertips. When he looked up again, Fang Chu had already averted his eyes; he didn’t dare stare. Wu Xingxue rubbed his fingers together gently, channeling the vital force within his body.

During the tribulation period, trying to circulate one’s vital force felt awful—every inch went glacially slow, and forcing the movement was like dragging prickling needles along one’s meridians and acupoints. The pain was lingering and persistent, but none of it showed on Wu Xingxue’s face. After one cycle of vital force through his meridians, the blue faded from his fingertips. They appeared pale and clean at a passing glance, like there was nothing wrong with them. He spread his hands to show Fang Chu.

“Look again.”

Fang Chu wrapped his arms around the overcoat, speechless.

“They only looked like that earlier because I’d just woken up,” Wu Xingxue added.

“Oh,” Fang Chu uttered reluctantly. He wanted to retort but couldn’t bring himself to.

It was normal for fiends in their tribulation periods to try and hide any signs of weakness. After all, fiends constantly preyed on other fiends in Nightgleam; it had never been a safe place. But they were in Wu Xingxue’s own residence at the moment, and the area around Fly-On-By was usually deserted, so it wasn’t like anyone would see. He’d feel a little warmer in the overcoat, so why not just wear it? Fang Chu didn’t get it.

Still, Wu Xingxue refused. “Is there any more wine?” he asked Fang Chu instead.

Fang Chu nodded. If he won’t put on the coat, at least some warm wine will help. “Sure, Archon! Just wait a moment. I’ll go get you some wine right away!” He raised the overcoat as though to hang it on the wooden rack inside the room, but Wu Xingxue stopped him. 

“Don’t hang it there. Put it back where you found it.”

Fang Chu was perplexed but didn’t dare to ask too many questions. Tribulations were inherently hard to endure, and even mild-tempered individuals could become unpredictable. He would never provoke his archon, so he returned the overcoat to the cabinet in the other room as he was told. To anyone who didn’t know better, it would appear that no one at Fly-On-By ever felt unbearably cold. Certainly not enough to dig out a fox-fur overcoat.

Fang Chu returned with two jugs of wine and two cups. He even conjured a flame and discreetly warmed the wine a little. When Wu Xingxue took the wine jug from him, his hand touched a patch of warmth. He glanced up to find Fang Chu scampering to the corner of the room.

“Archon, I… I heard this wine tastes better if it’s heated up!” he said sheepishly.

This time, Wu Xingxue did not fault him. “And have you heard that this wine gets you drunk more easily if it’s warmed up?”

Fang Chu opened his mouth and shook his head. “I didn’t know. I’m sorry, Archon.” He bowed in apology.

“I don’t need this,” Wu Xingxue said, tossing the wine cup back to him.

The wine in Nightgleam was full-bodied on the palate and lacked sweetness, unlike the delicate ambrosia of Urbs Caelestia. And there was no one to sit by the window and drink with him. Why savor his wine from a little cup?

He’d just looked at the icicles in the courtyard and the high eaves beneath the blue fog and suddenly had the hankering for a drink. That was all.

But it wasn’t the same. He could down ambrosia all afternoon and barely feel tipsy, but after two jugs of Nightgleam’s vintage, he felt quite sluggish.

He closed his eyes for a bit.

When he opened them again, they reflected the bright moon. His gaze was unclouded but veiled in a light mist.

Leaning against the windowsill, he asked Fang Chu, “Do the windows in Fly-On-By face north?”

Fang Chu blinked at him for a beat, not following the abrupt change of topic. “Uh, yeah…? They’re built on the northern side.”

The common people of the mortal realm liked to build their main rooms on the north end of the courtyard, facing south to catch the most sunlight; thus, the doors and windows tended to be on the southern side. But Nightgleam was a den of fiends, so its customs ran contrary. Fiends didn’t care whether their homes got the best sunlight, only whether they were comfortable. The entire layout of Nightgleam defied convention, and most of its living quarters were built on the south end of their courtyards, facing north. Fly-On-By lay at its southernmost tip.

There was no way Wu Xingxue didn’t know this, so to hear him ask about it out of the blue struck Fang Chu as odd. 

“Archon, why did you suddenly bring that up? Is there something off about it?”

Wu Xingxue’s eyes remained on the view outside his window. “Nothing off. I just thought of it, that’s all. It’s not important.”

He never used to bring up such topics with people, and he was only doing so right now because the wine had gotten to his head. He fell quiet, his gaze traveling from the eaves to all that his window overlooked.

“Fang Chu, what does your window overlook?” Wu Xingxue suddenly asked in a soft voice. “Is there anything special beneath it?”

“Not at all,” Fang Chu said with a shake of his head. “I mean, there’s not usually anything beneath a window aside from dirt, flowering shrubs, or pebbles. There’s nothing special under most of them.”

Wu Xingxue sipped from his wine and swallowed. He cast his gaze upon the low shrubs and grasses. “Why would anyone keep thinking about what their window overlooked, then?”

Fang Chu was stumped, not because it was a difficult question, but because it was truly peculiar to hear it come out of his archon’s mouth. He thought about it for a long time before he answered.

“Maybe…maybe they live very high up?”

Wu Xingxue laughed and did not turn around, as if he thought this answer was total nonsense.

Fang Chu braced himself and kept going. “If they live high above the ground, they’ll see a lot of different things any time they randomly look out the window. And for a long way, too. It might be a good view in general, so it’d make sense if they thought about it often.”

As Wu Xingxue listened, a vague thought flashed through his mind so quickly he almost didn’t catch it. His smile faded, and he stood next to the window in a daze, his fingers over the white-jade mouth of his wine jug.

“He lived high up…” His lips parted slightly.

He could almost see a swirling, lingering fog—and the giant burial mounds and a towering pagoda within it. Someone holding a lantern in his hand leaped to the top level of the pagoda and stood by its highest window. He looked in Wu Xingxue’s direction. 

Wu Xingxue could not remember whether the man was gazing at him or at the safe, peaceful town in the distance.

Then, as the lantern light washed out into a diffused glow in the fog, the figure raised his hand to ring the ancient bell.

Dong!

The ringing seemed to resonate inside Wu Xingxue’s head. His eyes closed. The pain and cold inside his body intensified, as if he’d reached the peak of his tribulation period. This year, his tribulation had hit him with such overwhelming intensity that it was less bearable—colder and more painful—than any year before.

For a time, Wu Xingxue’s mind was empty, and he felt nothing at all. He could not recall setting down the wine jug, nor making Fang Chu leave the room, nor closing the windows and doors and setting restrictive wards over the main house. The wards were bidirectional and made it difficult for anyone to enter or leave, thus preventing him from doing irreparable damage while his mind was in turmoil. He only remembered sensing the presence of someone behind him, right as he finished the last of the restrictive wards.

Someone had entered his courtyard without his notice, and they’d even made it inside his room without alerting anyone.

Acting on fiendish instinct, Wu Xingxue raised his hand to draw a weapon, but there were no sabers or swords in his room. All he managed to draw was his Dreambell.

There were far too many aberrant timelines at the Barrows, and when the fragments of the Arbor Divinus had fallen into his hands, he’d planned on destroying them all without a trace. But when it finally came time to do it, he’d hesitated.

Instead, he’d separated the jadehaem from the branches to create this little trinket. The bell was shaped like the bell atop that pagoda. Ever since, whenever he severed another aberrant timeline, he would wait until the last second, then ring the jadehaem bell to give those who must vanish along with the timeline a beautiful dream. Even if they should never have existed; even if they still must die.

He’d given many people dreams, and he’d used those dreams to make them forget or believe certain things. Like the bell atop that pagoda, when the bell rang—at least in dreams—there was no pain, and all was well. Now, as Wu Xingxue clutched the Dreambell tight, its corners dug into his palm. The cool jade and dull pain pulled him away from his tribulation period. His head cleared. 

Squeezing the jadehaem in his hand, he caught the scent of the man behind him.

He knew it better than anyone. Even with his eyes closed and his back turned, he could tell right away who it was.

“Xiao Fuxuan…” He clutched the Dreambell and turned around.

Xiao Fuxuan stood by the door, dark eyes fixed on him.

“This is Nightgleam,” said Wu Xingxue. The fiends’ lair, not the Seat of Spring Breeze with its courtyard gates wide open, where you could come and go as you pleased. Of all the times you could come, why now?

Somehow the words felt embarrassing, and he didn’t like them, so he pursed his lips and kept them to himself.

Xiao Fuxuan stared intently at him. “I know this is Nightgleam, and I know you’ve set down restrictive wards, but I came in anyway.”

Not only had he come in, he was also completely unharmed. It was as if the restrictive wards had simply moved out of his way and let him pass. Wu Xingxue had been disoriented when he set those wards, acting on instinct, automatically. Xiao Fuxuan’s words laid bare Wu Xingxue’s subconscious actions, and since he could not conceal nor deny them, he said nothing more. He looked back at the doorway, the Dreambell still tight in his grip.

The moment dragged on.

Just like then, it was quiet, and neither of them spoke. Just like then, there was something tangled and unspoken between them. It almost reminded him of the eaves on the roofs of Southsill Overlook…but everything had changed. He’d been Rex Spiritus back then. Now, he was an archfiend. Though he must endure the tribulation that all fiends must periodically endure, he did not wish to endure it in front of Xiao Fuxuan. He did not care what he did, but it could not be with Xiao Fuxuan.

He would provoke Xiao Fuxuan into leaving with harsh, intimidating words. He held the jadehaem Dreambell behind his back but kept a smile on his face.

“Have you heard that fiends go through tribulation periods? Have you ever seen what an archfiend is like during his tribulation?”

Xiao Fuxuan dealt with more fiends than anyone, punished more fiends than anyone, and killed more fiends than anyone. Even with his eyes closed, Wu Xingxue could imagine all that the Tianxiu Immortal most detested—the lawlessness and depravity that fiends and fiends alone were capable of.

He continued to speak of these things, waiting for Xiao Fuxuan’s expression to fall, waiting for him to leave. He tilted his head a little.

“Did you know that fiends are driven by carnal desires, Xiao Fuxuan?”

It was easy to upset Tianxiu. As Rex Spiritus, he’d jokingly riled him up many times. But this time, as Wu Xingxue listed off acts and desires even he detested, Xiao Fuxuan did not flinch. His eyes remained fixed on Wu Xingxue.

“I do.”

The candlelight in the room danced in Xiao Fuxuan’s eyes and rose into a raging bonfire each time the flames flickered. 

Wu Xingxue paused for a split second.

“You knew, and yet you still chose to come here today.” He averted his eyes, then turned away and tipped his chin in his bed’s direction. “Am I to understand that you want to be a guest behind this archfiend’s bed curtains?”

There wasn’t a sound in the room until Xiao Fuxuan’s deep voice rang out again. 

“Yes,” he said. I’ve come to be a guest behind your bed curtains.

Wu Xingxue’s heart skipped a beat. What he felt then was indescribable. He stood unmoving, stunned. It was a while before he turned back around. He felt a gentle breeze, and then Xiao Fuxuan was before him. Wu Xingxue’s mouth opened, but nothing came out. He reached out, his infernal energy surging like a boundless ocean, at almost the same moment Xiao Fuxuan approached him. A gale of frosty killing intent swept through the room with astonishing force, yet due to the restrictive wards, it remained confined. Behind closed doors.

This was the corner of the world where the archon of Nightgleam had set down restrictive wards. It was the most dangerous place, but it was also the most private, intimate one. That murderous energy capable of tearing someone’s head off came to a sudden halt the moment it reached Xiao Fuxuan. The way it stopped spelled a single, inevitable conclusion—

Once again, the world turned on its head. Once again, a sword aura almost grazed the most vulnerable part of his neck, and once again, it came within a hair of his flesh but did not harm him in the slightest. It seemed inevitable that it would end up like this. Back then, it was Rex Spiritus who was pinned on top of the roof; now, it was an archfiend who was pinned to the bed.

Tianxiu’s sword aura hovered by Wu Xingxue’s neck, and Tianxiu’s unique scent enveloped him. Xiao Fuxuan’s sharp edges were on display but posed no threat. Just as he’d done all those years ago, he leaned on one knee, gazed downward, and pressed his crooked fingers down on Wu Xingxue’s. Their hands slotted together.

Xiao Fuxuan’s eyes traced the bridge of Wu Xingxue’s nose. “You tried to make me leave.”

The vital force swirling around Wu Xingxue’s fingers remained, and as the glacial energy poured from his fingertips, a thin layer of hoarfrost spread over Xiao Fuxuan’s hand. It looked like a threat yet carried a strange sense of intimacy, entangling them with one another.

“I’m waiting for you to leave,” Wu Xingxue said.

Xiao Fuxuan stared at him. “And once I’m gone, who will you pass this tribulation with?”

Wu Xingxue’s heart leaped as though someone had gently jabbed it with a finger. A soaring feeling engulfed him, and he couldn’t find the words to answer. A long moment passed before he closed, then reopened his eyes.

“No one,” he said quietly. “There’s no one else.”

The frost on his fingers faded, and Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force surged into him through his fingertips. It was as though someone had lit a brazier, its flames blazing, but the heat was warm and gentle. The surge of vital force flowed tenderly through his veins, and where it passed, his skin was no longer so cold and pale. Soon, he was suffused with a healthy flush. 

When he closed his eyes, he was so sensitive.

He heard Xiao Fuxuan say, “You’ve been drinking.”

He did not know why, but these three simple words made him feel a little lost. For a time, he was unsure where or when he was. It was as if he were still in Urbs Caelestia, having upset Tianxiu by drinking the wine he’d prepared for them with someone else.

He’d gone to make amends, and when he’d arrived, Xiao Fuxuan had pinned him to the jade-tiled roof atop Southsill Overlook and kissed him into silence.

Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force flowed into his heart. The flush beneath Wu Xingxue’s skin showed through the thin fabric of his robes, spreading up his neck and all the way to his lips. He recalled the past, licked his lips, and opened his eyes.

“Xiao Fuxuan,” he said.

“Mm-hmm.” Xiao Fuxuan brushed a thumb over Wu Xingxue’s lower lip, and with half-lidded eyes, he leaned in and kissed him.

Their breath collided. Wu Xingxue opened his lips a fraction and felt Xiao Fuxuan’s voice vibrate between them.

“Wu Xingxue, I dreamed of you last night…” he whispered.

The people of Urbs Caelestia did not dream. They said this was because they often entered the dreams of mortals and responded to mortal prayers, so they knew that dreams were illusory. They were warier of illusions than anyone.

Later, they added that what they thought of by day was what they dreamed of by night. As they had found fulfillment in enlightenment, they did not think of anything deeply, frequently, or intently enough to dream of it. 

Later still, they admitted that once they became celestials, they just stopped dreaming. No matter how deeply, how often, or how intensely they thought of anything, it was no use. In this lifetime at least, it was only under the influence of the white jadehaem bell that celestials could ever dream. Wu Xingxue understood that better than anyone.

The gods did not dream, yet Xiao Fuxuan had said, “I dreamed of you.”


Chapter 65:
Awakening

 

NING HUAISHAN HAD ONCE told Fang Chu that if there was one place in the world where the gods would never appear, it was Fly-On-By. To him, seeing a god in Fly-On-By was the most unimaginable thing he could conceive of.

Years later, Ning Huaishan had quietly said that, actually, the most unimaginable thing in the world would be for their archon to leave and for them to end up in the same room as the Tianxiu Immortal.

Somehow, he’d managed to experience both of those things now.

Ning Huaishan stood in the archon’s bedroom and thought to himself, What did I ever do to deserve this? And what did I do to deserve both happening at the same time?!

He must have committed some grave sin. Since he’d rushed here and witnessed the way Xiao Fuxuan had bashed open the self-sealed gates of Fly-On-By, he’d been in a state of table-slapping astonishment. Either he was dreaming, or he’d gone mad.

It had been twenty-five years. Even if his life depended on it, he never could’ve imagined he’d have to rely on the Tianxiu Immortal to get into Fly-On-By. After he’d crossed the threshold, his eyes went wide, and he practically froze there.

Fly-On-By was quite expansive, with connecting, winding corridors and many buildings. The layout was an arcane labyrinth. Any stranger who came to this place might get lost within its many corridors, unable to tell which building was which, let alone find the archon’s main residence.

Ning Huaishan had been so shocked he’d forgotten Xiao Fuxuan would need directions. He’d thought of it with a start once they’d stepped into the first connecting corridor, but just as he was about to say something, he’d noticed Xiao Fuxuan wasn’t slowing down. In fact, he was making a beeline for the archon’s main house. Apparently this was…familiar territory. At the realization, Ning Huaishan lost his footing and stumbled down three stairs.

While he fell, all he could think was: Fang Chu, you need to come see this! Fang Chu?

Alas, there was no sign of Fang Chu.

Ning Huaishan had followed Xiao Fuxuan through the doors to Wu Xingxue’s bedroom. He wanted to help, but there was simply no room to offer. Only when he saw Xiao Fuxuan place his archon on the bed did he find a moment where he could interject. 

He took a deep breath. “Tianxiu…”

He wanted to warn him about something important. No matter the situation, Wu Xingxue would always leave a part of his spirit sense outside of his body to keep watch. Whether he was asleep or unconscious, perhaps even dead—Ning Huaishan and Fang Chu believed that the archon would leave some of his spiritual consciousness behind even if he perished—something remained on guard. This lingering sense actually made the archon even more terrifying unconscious than awake; activating it would trigger a killing move, so touching him without thinking would lead to certain death.

When they’d snuck in as the Northern Domain of Tealspire was beginning to collapse, that had been exactly what they’d witnessed. One instant, their archon wasn’t breathing, and in the next, he was tearing apart the abominations that lunged at him before landing gently in the barren branches. Ning Huaishan could have sworn that Wu Xingxue hadn’t even cracked his eyes open until he landed. The sight was so terrifying that they’d quaked in their boots that whole night, afraid to speak to Wu Xingxue since he might not have been right in the head. 

Ning Huaishan started to explain to Xiao Fuxuan that the archon really, really didn’t like having anyone near him during his tribulation period. That was when his dangerous defenses were most evident. Whenever he reached that critical point, he would seal his doors, and no one could hear anything that happened inside.

Ning Huaishan was only on his second “really” when Xiao Fuxuan bent down and touched Wu Xingxue gently on the forehead. 

Ning Huaishan fell silent. He couldn’t tell whether Xiao Fuxuan was trying to examine Wu Xingxue’s soul or take his temperature. If he was examining his soul, then he needed only a finger. If he was checking his temperature…

Checking his temperature, my ass!

The tribulation made the archon’s body as cold as ice. Anyone could feel the chill radiating off of him if they got close enough, so there was hardly any need to check his temperature!

Xiao Fuxuan looked down, put his knuckle by the side of his archon’s face, and brushed a thumb softly over his cheek. The skin that his thumb touched seemed to take on a hint of color, but it paled again in the blink of an eye. After mulling it over a little, Ning Huaishan decided he didn’t dare move anymore.

That was when Xiao Fuxuan turned toward him. The furrow between his brows hadn’t relaxed. 

“What were you about to say earlier?”

Ning Huaishan took a step back. “I didn’t say a thing!”

Suddenly, he recalled many bits and pieces: what he’d seen at the Feng estate; how the archon’s tealfire lamps let Xiao Fuxuan through when they’d first stepped into Nightgleam; the reactions and behaviors that had left him utterly bewildered before this moment. Something big occurred to him—the Tianxiu Immortal might want to help Wu Xingxue through his tribulation.

As for how, he had no idea. But it was time for him to go.

“Tianxiu, I’m gonna…” Ning Huaishan had started with no idea what he was going to say next, so he pulled a random excuse out of the air. “I haven’t heard from Fang Chu for a while, so I’m going to go look for him.”

He dashed out of the main house. The second he stepped over the threshold, there was a loud bang as the door slammed shut right behind him.

Ning Huaishan was speechless. If I’d been one step slower, that door would’ve killed me!

He’d only taken a few steps when he heard indistinct voices from outside the courtyard draw closer. He could just barely make out words like “archon” and “former archon.” He paused, startled. 

Dammit!

The thirty-three bolts of lightning that’d struck to open the gates of Fly-On-By had made such a commotion that every living soul in Nightgleam had heard it. It wasn’t hard to figure out any new visitors were up to no good. Fly-On-By’s seal had been broken, and with a crowd gathering, the courtyard gates might as well have been wide open. Ning Huaishan’s hair stood on end.

He might have made a name for himself in Nightgleam, but without Fang Chu, Fly-On-By’s two defending generals were down to one. Two fists were no match for four hands, so how was he supposed to hold them all off? While he silently told himself they were done for, he turned his hands into claws, and a poisonous aura began to spread across his body. He readied himself to dash for the gates, a dark look on his face, until he heard a faint metallic clang.

Stopping in his tracks, he turned toward the sound.

A golden light flashed across the sky above Fly-On-By and struck straight down from the firmament. It shimmered like fleeting ripples on the surface of a lake. The light flowed in the four cardinal directions, covering all of Fly-On-By’s pavilions, corridors, and courtyards like a tightly woven shroud. Ning Huaishan had never seen anything like it. He stared, mouth agape. It wasn’t until the scent of frost and iron hit his nose that he realized this was a barrier laid down by Xiao Fuxuan to encompass Fly-On-By in its entirety.

Just before the barrier fell, the cacophony of voices outside the courtyard grew closer. However, once the barrier was complete, all those noises were sealed outside. Like an indestructible wall of solid iron, the barrier shielded Wu Xingxue, still asleep in his room, and Ning Huaishan, standing outside on the grounds.

Ning Huaishan was overcome with…complicated emotions. An immortal was protecting this deserted courtyard home coveted by every fiend in Nightgleam—the former residence of the city’s most powerful archfiend.

It was incredible. Ning Huaishan lifted his face to the sky, and for a second, everything seemed familiar. It was as if he and Fang Chu had felt Tianxiu’s celestial energy inside this place once before. As though, sometime in the distant past, he had lifted his face just like this to see Wu Xingxue standing on the eaves high above, holding a jade wine jug in his hands and smiling as he invited another to join him.

Ning Huaishan suspected he’d been possessed. He desperately needed Fang Chu to come back right now, but the idiot was nowhere to be found.

Ning Huaishan walked to the edge of the courtyard, made an arcane gesture with one hand, and tried to get a feel for who was outside. He detected many people, some strange and some familiar. Among them was a smiling underling of Xueli’s who was often by his master’s side. But there was no Fang Chu.

It was strange. Digging a talisman from his pocket, Ning Huaishan bit his finger to draw blood, scribbled on the paper, and tossed it outside. He was most skilled in poisons and had never really studied talismans, but he had an affinity for them. Oddly enough for a fiendling, his natural talents weren’t those that killed people. All the skills he’d never needed to be taught were inane: tracking people down, passing along messages, little tricks for kids to play around with. The most ridiculous one was his ability to light lanterns and conjure fireworks.

For a time, he’d suspected he had a cushy past life, and the one who’d taught him everything must have just been messing around with him. Either that, or he’d been a simpleton.

Anyway, he was quite good at crafting seeker talismans. He’d erased any traces of himself before sending this one on its way.

To his surprise, the talisman did not fly off toward Blossomfell Terrace or in any other direction. Instead, it spun in the air aimlessly a few times before igniting, then it flared with sparks and fell to the ground. 

Ning Huaishan stared at it, frozen. The method for this particular talisman had been passed down through generations. Whether celestial or fiend, its use was generally the same, and if the method was passed on to future generations, there probably wouldn’t be any significant changes. There was only one situation in which a seeker talisman would fall to the ground like this: The target was gone…or impossible to find in the present world.

“He can’t still be in the past, can he?” Ning Huaishan muttered to himself. He tossed another two seekers out to try to locate Fang Chu, but both ignited and fell like the first one.

Then what about that damn scoundrel, Yi Wusheng? Ning Huaishan changed tack and threw several new talismans into the air. Yi Wusheng’s seekers behaved exactly like Fang Chu’s. Somehow, the two of them hadn’t been driven out; they were still in the past.

Had something gone wrong, or had they run into some trouble? Ning Huaishan was alarmed and unsettled, but he couldn’t exactly leave Fly-On-By at the moment. All he could do was pull up the hem of his robes and sit down on the white stone steps to wait. While he kept watch over Fly-On-By for his archon, like he always did, he continued trying to reach Fang Chu and Yi Wusheng.

 

Many years ago, Fang Chu had sat on the same steps where Ning Huaishan now sat.

Wu Xingxue had just sealed off his main residence with restrictive wards, so nothing that happened in the room could be heard outside, and nothing could escape. Fang Chu knew it had been done partially to protect him—after all, an insensate archfiend was rather terrifying. But because Fang Chu knew that, he couldn’t leave his archon alone.

Fly-On-By’s courtyard was piled high with snow, and it was shockingly cold. Like he’d done many times before, he stuck to his own quarters until the killing intent sweeping beyond the wards had faded. Then, he returned to Wu Xingxue’s main residence to keep watch outside his door. As he circulated his vital force to keep warm, Fang Chu kept a close eye on the courtyard and listened for any noises beyond.

It was then that he sensed the presence of intruders.

“Oh, you’re asking for it,” sneered Fang Chu quietly before he jumped onto the rooftop.

He’d learned this trick from the archon: He’d split his spiritual consciousness and send part of it in one direction while hiding his presence to attack from the other.

With a little bit of effort, he pulled two “little mice” who were trying to spy on Fly-On-By from a shaded corner of the courtyard. The blood pool was nearby, underneath a tree. Fang Chu tied up the two spies, covered their mouths and noses, and left them there.

He walked to the wide bedroom window of the main residence. It was the closest place to Wu Xingxue’s bed, though it was tightly closed. The gaps in the latticed window were pitch black, and he could neither see through to the inside of the bedroom nor hear what was happening there. All lay in complete silence, but Fang Chu knew Wu Xingxue could hear him. He took a deep breath and tapped on the windowsill. 

“Archon, some passersby grew tired of living and barged into Fly-On-By uninvited. I tied them up and dropped them by the blood pool, so they won’t be causing any more trouble. You can deal with them as you see fit once you’re out of seclusion.”

As Fang Chu called out, what he didn’t know was this:

Within the room separated from his gaze by a mere window, a slender, pale hand reached out from behind the bed curtains. The hand grasped a flower carved into the windowsill, then slid down to touch the white bell lying quietly in the corner. The jade turned dewy where his finger drew across its surface. He went to take the bell into his palm when another hand, lithe and strong with prominent knuckles, stretched out. It caught the first, and their fingers slotted together before both hands withdrew back under the curtains.

Amid the confusion, the faint, coppery smell of blood mingled with the cold scent of iron. It seeped out to fill this secret, private corner of the world.

Someone spoke in a gravelly voice once the disorderly noises died down. 

“Xiao Fuxuan… Have I ever killed you?”

Have I ever killed you? At that tall pagoda…I can’t even count how many times.

Wu Xingxue’s senses ached, vivid and intense. Pleasure and sadness ran parallel, then intertwined. A warm haze rose in his eyes, casting a bewildered sheen over them. But tears also threatened to spill from their depths.

Perhaps because his sensations were so acute, it was as though every motion had been carved into his marrow.

It was then that he woke.

 

The moment Wu Xingxue’s consciousness pulled away from the dream, the chill at his core intensified, like a fog that would never dissipate.

Equally vivid was the scent of another person, whose vital force was flowing without pause into Wu Xingxue’s meridians. It mingled with the blood in his veins and rushed toward his heart; his whole body brimmed with the man’s essence. Wherever that vital force passed, the cold that clung like a festering sore to his bones eased a little. It was like dipping an icy hand into a hot spring, but only for an instant.

The turbulent feeling of heat and cold tangling inside him overlapped with what he’d felt in his dream. Fragments rushed back to him like a torrent, too many emotions surging into his heart at once. He found himself momentarily at a loss, unable to determine what he wanted to say or do. He couldn’t open his eyes. He couldn’t speak. He could only recite the name in his heart: Xiao Fuxuan.

He had assumed that his companion couldn’t hear him—that no one could—but he was wrong. Their vital forces were connected, entwined.

Likewise, Xiao Fuxuan’s voice was still tethered to Wu Xingxue’s heart and rang out inside his body. ‹Are you awake?›

‹Xiao Fuxuan,› Wu Xingxue repeated.

‹I’m here,› Xiao Fuxuan replied once more, soft and deep.

The final words from his dream rushed into Wu Xingxue’s heart, alongside an image of that high pagoda with its ever-open southern window.

‹Xiao Fuxuan…why is your residence called the Southsill Overlook?›

Xiao Fuxuan remained silent.

‹Is it because of the pagoda you lived in at the Barrows? Xiao Fuxuan, have I ever killed you? Have I… Have I killed you more than once?›

In that moment, even the blood that flowed through his veins stilled. There was only the answer from the vital force that enveloped his heart.

‹I forget.› Xiao Fuxuan’s voice trembled almost tenderly, and he didn’t say more for a moment. ‹I only care about the present.› As if trying to soothe him, he added, ‹Wu Xingxue, you dreamed of me.›

Rex Spiritus possessed a divine instrument called the Dreambell, and any celestial who tried in vain to dream had to rest their hopes on it. The one celestial who found it most difficult to dream was Rex Spiritus himself. Unless he had the Dreambell in his hand and fell under its influence, no intense feeling of any kind—eternal partings, love, or hate—could inspire him to dream. Even after he became an archfiend, this remained unchanged. Yet he was not holding the Dreambell. It wasn’t even hanging from his belt. The little jadehaem bell sat far off on a table by the bed and could not affect him.

But he’d dreamed.

‹You dreamed of me,› Xiao Fuxuan said again. You have slain me, saved me…and now, you have dreamed of me. You’re thinking about me.

Wu Xingxue’s breathing grew lighter, and the blood flowed in his veins again. Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force stood watch over the crucial acupoints in his body, shielding his heart and bathing every area he passed with his blazing warmth. For a fleeting moment, Wu Xingxue’s cold and pain eased, and he finally opened his eyes.

He looked into Xiao Fuxuan’s eyes, clear as iced jade, the same as when he’d seen him for the first time in Urbs Caelestia centuries ago. Those elongated eyes reflected the candles’ glow as it cascaded down the bridge of his nose.

Xiao Fuxuan cradled Wu Xingxue’s chin between his thumb and forefinger and leaned in.

It had happened this way centuries ago on the eaves in Urbs Caelestia. It had happened this way decades ago on a bed in Fly-On-By. Now, it was happening again…

Only now, when their noses touched, Xiao Fuxuan paused and did not kiss him right away. The light in his half-closed eyes shimmered, and his gaze fell on Wu Xingxue’s lips.

“Open your mouth,” he said quietly.


Chapter 66:
Reciprocation

 

IT WAS A SLEEPLESS NIGHT for all of Nightgleam. When the seal protecting Fly-On-By was undone and thirty-three bolts of lightning struck its gates, anyone who could still walk on their own two legs had made their way there, and those who could not get away sent talismans, puppets, and underlings to investigate on their behalf. Every building around Fly-On-By was packed full of fiends; loners even perched on the rooftops. Looming shadows encircled Fly-On-By from near and far. The estate appeared to be completely surrounded by a fiendish horde.

Amid the clamor, someone said, “You guys were here earlier. Did you see the archon?”

“I didn’t see his face.”

“Former archon,” someone corrected. 

“Former, not former—who’s to say?”

“Exactly. It’s far from decided.”

“So it’s true? The archon’s really back?”

“Listen to what you’re asking! We all know Ning Huaishan and Fang Chu have been with the archon the longest. They must be his most trusted confidants, right? But even they couldn’t open the gates to Fly-On-By, so who else could it have been?”

“Speaking of which, those poor wretches,” someone else remarked sarcastically.

“Which wretches?”

“Ning Huaishan and Fang Chu.”

“Oh. What do you mean?”

“I heard they left the city when Tealspire started collapsing.”

“They did. I happened to be coming back to the city that day and saw them. They didn’t bring all that many people with them, so I figured they were just out on an errand to nab a few mortals. Now that I think about it, they must have been heading to Tealspire.”

The one who’d been sneering earlier continued, “That’s why I’m saying ‘poor wretches.’ They’re dumb and pathetic! We’re cultivating on the infernal path, but they value loyalty. What did loyalty ever do for them? They’ve been with him so many years and never even got the right to go through that door. They’re just a couple of dogs in the archon’s eyes.”

As Ning Huaishan monitored what was happening outside the courtyard walls, he overheard this gossip through a talisman. His fingers paused in the air, but after a moment, he just curled his lip and rolled his eyes.

When they’d first lost their archon, he’d thought the same thing; anyone would feel disheartened and hurt rushing back to their residence in a panic only to find themselves unable to pass through the front door. That was also the first time he realized he hadn’t stayed in Fly-On-By all those years out of fear—not entirely. He’d started to think of Fly-On-By as his home.

That was why he’d been so angry. He’d always had a bad temper, but for a while, he’d been a rabid dog who’d snapped at everyone he saw.

Eventually, he’d lashed out at Fang Chu and bitten off more than he could chew. He’d gotten a good beating out of that one. It’d been a real scuffle; he’d bled and everything. Of course, Fang Chu hadn’t fared well himself.

Once they’d finished fighting, they’d both had to go into isolated cultivation for months to recuperate.

While they were in seclusion together, Fang Chu had said, “Once we’re out of here, just try testing those wards and you’ll see. The archon didn’t set the seals that locked us out. Fly-On-By sealed the place all by itself.”

Afterward, Ning Huaishan had tried to test them, and he’d almost killed himself doing it. He’d ended up having another fight with Fang Chu, and they’d had to seclude themselves for two months that time. Worst of all, he had to admit that Fang Chu was right. Others in Nightgleam might not have been able to tell the difference (nor would they bother trying), but he and Fang Chu were too familiar with Wu Xingxue’s wards. The seal obviously wasn’t his doing.

Knowing that had made Ning Huaishan feel a little better.

From that day on, Ning Huaishan and Fang Chu understood that Fly-On-By was no ordinary place—it was somehow spirit-touched.

“Who knows? Maybe someone will target Fly-On-By someday. Maybe it’s a good thing it’s sealed away,” Fang Chu had said.

These words proved prophetic: As soon as the new archon, Xueli, arrived, he’d set his sights on Fly-On-By.

Few in Nightgleam knew that Ning Huaishan and Feng Xueli had crossed paths before. It was on the very day Xueli tried to enter Fly-On-By.

Fang Chu often said that Ning Huaishan was a short-fused dog, and Ning Huaishan admitted as much to himself. Because of his cultivation in alchemical poisons, his stature and appearance were arrested in his teenage years, and so was his attitude. Like most adolescents, he could not control his temper. Ever since he’d heard Fang Chu’s warning that someone new might covet Fly-On-By, he’d started patrolling the grounds whenever he could. That was how he’d encountered Xueli.

The first time he’d seen Feng Xueli, he’d noticed the uncanny contradiction of his overall appearance. Xueli came from a cultivation clan, so he had a striking face that screamed of sanctimony. But he also had an enormous tattoo of flowers that stretched from his neck all the way up to the hollow of his left cheek. One stroke of the design curved just by the edge of his mouth and made it look as though that corner was curled ever upward, while the other remained flat.

With a single glance, Ning Huaishan had found Xueli’s entire air thoroughly unnatural and off-putting. His intention to force his way into Fly-On-By just made him even more unlikeable.

Ning Huaishan could have waited and watched the seal strike Feng Xueli down, but because he couldn’t keep a lid on his rage, he’d rushed at him, cursing all the while. Thankfully, there was a limit to his recklessness, and he’d retained the presence of mind to make use of Fly-On-By’s seal in his attack.

Everyone in Nightgleam knew that Feng Xueli had once lost an arm to Fly-On-By’s wards and that it’d taken ages to heal. What no one knew was that the injury was the result of Ning Huaishan’s provocation and manipulation.

Ning Huaishan had fared even worse; he’d nearly died. The reason it was only “nearly” was because, right as he was about to take the full force of Xueli’s blow, a barrier had flared from the center of his body to shield his spiritual core.

At first, Ning Huaishan had no idea where this barrier had come from. As he’d grown unbearably cold over the ensuing days, like he’d been dropped into an ice cellar to shiver himself half to death, he understood what’d happened.

Something similar had occurred many years after he’d first come to Fly-On-By. Once, his energy had deviated during cultivation, and he’d fallen ill for many days in a row. His head pounded for days, and he made so many mistakes that Wu Xingxue addressed him directly.

 

When Wu Xingxue raised his hand, Ning Huaishan squeezed his eyes shut in terror. He was going to die. He just knew it.

Then, he felt a palm landing gently on his head. It was a pat, not hard at all. But as it touched him, it was as though a huge bucket of ice water had been upturned over his head. Even his blood froze.

Ning Huaishan shivered and took ages before he opened his eyes.

“Wh-what was that?” he asked, still pale as a ghost.

Wu Xingxue glanced sidelong at him. “What else could it be? It was punishment.”

 

In hindsight, Ning Huaishan assumed from the archon’s tone that he’d just been trying to scare him. But since he’d been so genuinely terrified of Wu Xingxue at the time, he believed his archon must have cast a spell on him.

It’d been so bad that, for a whole year after the incident, he’d worried this secret spell would go off suddenly and blow him to pieces. But nothing happened in all the time he waited, and eventually he forgot all about it.

He’d only remembered it after he’d taken Feng Xueli’s killing blow. The barrier that saved his life in that critical moment was perhaps the same “spell” the archon had cast on him all those years ago.

The archon was moody and unpredictable, and the spell was probably just an impulsive gesture made because he happened to be in a good mood that day. It might not have meant anything deeper. But…the archon had never thought of them as his dogs. No fiend in Nightgleam operated on sentiment alone, but there were those who deserved a little loyalty.

That was why Ning Huaishan had been perfectly willing to venture into the Northern Domain of Tealspire, and that was why he was perfectly willing to sit on the steps and guard the gates now, rolling his eyes as he listened to the taunts and shouts of the would-be intruders.

He folded up two more talismans: one to continue searching for any sign of Fang Chu and one to keep spying outside the courtyard.

The fiends and sorcerers had the place surrounded, but all they did was yammer on without taking any action. It was a standoff. Everyone wanted to know how much of Wu Xingxue’s power remained and whether it was possible to enter Fly-On-By now that the seal was gone, but no one wanted to be the first to try. They waited.

“Pathetic.” Ning Huaishan leaned back against the wall, rested his arms behind his head, and crossed his legs. He sneered at those gathered outside, regarding them as entertainment.

Eventually, one of the entertainers couldn’t sit still any longer—Xueli’s smiling subordinate. His perpetually curving eyes and lips traced three slender arcs on his face in an expression that seemed fixed in place. This had earned him the nickname “Smiling Fox.”

Smiling Fox raised his arm, and a blade like a new moon flew out with a flash of silver, heading straight for Fly-On-By.

Clang! 

The blade crashed into the barrier. Golden sparks flew at the impact, and an aura of crushing dominance surged outward. In a flash of silver, the blade was knocked back. The aura’s ferocity sent it flying with even greater force and speed, swift as a bolt of lightning. It whistled through the air, and two fiends standing in its path did not dodge in time. When the cutting wind caught them, their figures stiffened, locking their mocking sneers on their faces forever. A moment later, their heads tilted, then rolled off.

Smiling Fox’s whole body tensed. He’d raised his hand to catch his crescent blade, and it was already too late for him to lower it. His palm turned cold. When he grasped for his blade, he could not feel his fingers. He watched half his palm land beside his feet with a wet thud.

Fly-On-By was surrounded by people, but in that moment, it fell dead silent. Then, after a long pause, everyone exploded with excitement. Ning Huaishan stopped shaking his leg and straightened up with a whoosh.

Smiling Fox clutched his hand and gave a long look at Fly-On-By before he disappeared into the night, off to report to Feng Xueli.

Ning Huaishan glanced at the latticed main residence windows and struggled to decide whether he should report what’d just happened. That good-for-nothing Feng Xueli didn’t have the strength of his archon’s pinkie finger, so there was no need to fear him. He just had the feeling that, somehow, Xueli was an unfathomable, unsettling enigma.

Ning Huaishan walked over to the window lattice and raised a hand to knock, but he paused when he recalled something Fang Chu had told him years ago.

 

“Never knock on the archon’s window during his tribulation. Not even just for a quick report.”

“Why? Have you done it before?” Ning Huaishan asked dubiously.

“I have.” Fang Chu held up two fingers. “First off, he’s not going to answer you, because he didn’t answer me. I didn’t hear a thing—not one word. Second, when he dissolved the wards, he didn’t mention it and I thought he hadn’t heard me, so I repeated myself. That’s when his face got really…”

“Really what?”

Fang Chu didn’t know how to describe it. After a long pause, he said, “It’s complicated. Just don’t ever do such a stupid thing. That’s all.”

 

Fang Chu wasn’t with him now, but Ning Huaishan decided to listen to him just this once and refrained from knocking on the window. Instead, he stayed on guard the whole night through, unable to calm down. He worried about how the archon’s tribulation might go wrong, and he worried that Feng Xueli would choose now of all times to come.

Fortunately, even as noon rolled around the next day, Feng Xueli hadn’t appeared to make things worse for them. 

Ning Huaishan caved and finally knocked on the window when, in the late morning, his umpteenth seeker talisman finally yielded some favorable results.

Fang Chu was walking back along a path that would lead him to Fly-On-By. It looked as if the punk had gone through a lot in the other timeline; he seemed exhausted and pale. On the other hand, his arm had grown back, at least as far as Ning Huaishan could tell. A seeker talisman was no match for the naked eye, unfortunately, and could only provide a vague image. He wouldn’t know the specifics until Fang Chu passed through the gates. And yet…

Tianxiu’s barrier enwrapped Fly-On-By like an airtight shroud. Ning Huaishan had no idea how to let Fang Chu through the gates, but he couldn’t just leave him outside.

Ning Huaishan crept cautiously to Wu Xingxue’s bedroom window, loitered for a bit, then raised his hand to knock.

“Archon?” he called out, almost instinctively.

 

At that very moment, the man Ning Huaishan had called for was leaning against Xiao Fuxuan’s shoulder.

His long eyes were narrowed and trembling with every breath. The blue of extreme cold had faded from his fingertips. They rested on Xiao Fuxuan’s forearm, still so white they were almost translucent, but the joints flushed a soft pink. He had clutched too hard, but he had since relaxed, letting blood rush back under his skin. The same faint blush had spread over his back, shoulders, and neck.

As for how he’d come to be in this state, Wu Xingxue could not clearly recall. He searched his hazy memories.

At first, he’d tried to pretend that Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force was enough, but then Xiao Fuxuan had replaced it with something most aggravating. Yet he could still read every thought in Wu Xingxue’s head, and all that he felt…

Everything had spiraled out of control from there.

There’d been a moment when his fiendish instincts had reared their head, and he’d bitten softly at the side of Xiao Fuxuan’s neck hoping to taste a bit of blood.

But he’d forced that desire down as quickly as it announced itself. It was true that imbibing anything but blood during the tribulation period was like drinking poison to quench one’s thirst. Nevertheless, he’d intended to exchange only kisses and vital force with Xiao Fuxuan. The farther they took things, the more agitated he was sure to become. He feared he would lose control.

He’d seen other fiends paint their rooms in blood and gore, piled with the discarded shells they’d sucked dry. The sight filled him with loathing, and he could not imagine finding himself one day in a pool of blood beside Xiao Fuxuan’s empty, lifeless husk. But such perseverance only made things more painful in the long run; in time, a biting, indelible chill overtook him like a tidal wave. Frost covered Wu Xingxue from his toes to his eyelashes.

That was when Xiao Fuxuan had taken him by the chin.

“What’re you doing?” Wu Xingxue had asked huskily. Before the last syllable was done, he felt a prick, an itch at the side of his neck, as if the skin had broken. Blood seeped out, barely a drop, and slid down his skin in a vivid line…

Xiao Fuxuan had lowered his head and put his lips against it. The jut of Wu Xingxue’s throat bobbed, and he closed his eyes. He felt blood rushing toward the kiss, but his mind was otherwise blank. Then, Xiao Fuxuan moved away just enough that Wu Xingxue could feel his breath falling on the skin of his neck and the vibration of Xiao Fuxuan’s voice.

“I’m waiting for you to reciprocate.”

Everything had really started after Xiao Fuxuan spoke those words. Wu Xingxue’s heart pounded, and the night that followed was pure pandemonium—

Until now. When Wu Xingxue was at his coldest, even his eyelashes were encased in frost. Now his breath was scalding hot, and his eyelashes dampened the skin of Xiao Fuxuan’s shoulder. A bead of sweat traced a long line as it ran downward. He arched his back, breath quivering, and closed his eyes.

Then, he faintly heard someone calling for him.

“Archon.”

When he turned to look, the dewy mist in his eyes had not yet faded, but they were more focused and less hazy. Someone’s shadow was cast on the window. Unlike Fang Chu years earlier, when Ning Huaishan called out for his archon, he waited for a response and didn’t just keep talking.

Fiends usually acted with impunity, like the necromancer Sang Yu who had showed neither shame nor restraint in public or private. But this archfiend was different. It was simply impossible for him to respond to Ning Huaishan at the moment; he didn’t want to say a word while his voice was so raspy.
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He looked away from the window and lazily nudged Tianxiu, signaling for him to say something instead.

“Archon,” Ning Huaishan called out once more. 

The restrictive wards in the bedroom were still in place, and from outside the chinks in the window lattice, the room remained pitch-black and silent. Then, a spiral of golden sword aura shone through and blasted a single written word in the air before Ning Huaishan:

Speak.

Ning Huaishan had a lot of questions.


Chapter 67:
Two Paths

 

NING HUAISHAN MIGHT have been utterly baffled, but he did recognize the sword aura as Xiao Fuxuan’s.

“Tianxiu, why not just use your voice? Wouldn’t that be easier?” said Ning Huaishan.

Xiao Fuxuan remained silent.

Wu Xingxue knew his two subordinates could be clueless, but this was the first time he realized exactly how clueless. At first, he chuckled in exasperation, but when he turned and saw the look on Xiao Fuxuan’s face, he burst into genuine laughter.

Wu Xingxue’s dampened irises were dark, and when his eyes brightened with a smile, his thick eyelashes scattered the light into twinkling stars. His dazzling smile then took on a hint of mischief. Such mischievousness had been frequent during his time in Urbs Caelestia but had become vanishingly rare afterward. It wasn’t until he awoke from his twenty-five-year dream of Magpie Haven with no memory of his past that it had revealed itself once more.

Wu Xingxue couldn’t be bothered to move, so he nudged Xiao Fuxuan with his knee and echoed Ning Huaishan. “He’s asking you. Why don’t you just use your voice?”

Xiao Fuxuan blinked before leaning in and kissing him again. Daylight streamed into the room through the chinks in the window lattice in long, oblique shafts, and they kissed quietly under a tapestry woven from shadow and light. Because they were connected by vital force, they could communicate via etheric whisper even if they did not speak aloud.

But Xiao Fuxuan refrained. He liked to wait until Wu Xingxue started to respond, pull away just a smidgen, then speak while their lips almost touched.

“Are you still cold?” His voice was colored with a dark scratchiness.

Wu Xingxue pressed his lips together. It was a little ticklish and exasperating to have Xiao Fuxuan so close. Wu Xingxue opened his eyes from the delicate lines they’d formed.

“Xiao Fuxuan…”

“Mm-hmm?”

“Are you doing this on purpose?”

“Of course not.”

You absolutely are.

Xiao Fuxuan had spoken on purpose and asked him if he was cold on purpose. His vital force was flowing in Wu Xingxue’s veins, so he already knew everything. He knew whether Wu Xingxue was cold or hot, he even knew…

The greater archfiend closed his eyes to collect himself and diverted his attention. He chose a person at random and thought, Ning Huaishan—

But Xiao Fuxuan could apparently hear what he was thinking about now. Between kisses, he said in a low, velvety voice, “You’re holding on to me and thinking about Ning Huaishan?”

Wu Xingxue choked on his thoughts. “I’m not,” he insisted.

Outside the window, Ning Huaishan waited without any idea he’d been dragged into their quarrel.

Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force began to move within Wu Xingxue’s veins, gently prodding him once more. Before long, Wu Xingxue’s breathing grew labored. He tightened his grip on Xiao Fuxuan, and his knees ground against the bed.

“Don’t…” he murmured.

After Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force made a full circuit through Wu Xingxue’s meridians, a furrow deepened between his brows. “Wu Xingxue?”

“Yes…?”

“Why are you getting cold again?”

Wu Xingxue clutched him tighter for a while before he raised his eyes. “What do you mean I’m getting cold?”

He hadn’t yet detected it himself, perhaps because the flush that had suffused him earlier still lingered; there was even a thin film of sweat on his lower back. Or maybe the pain and chill he’d endured were so vivid he could not feel this small amount of cold lurking under the surface. In contrast, Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force was thorough and perceptive.

Wu Xingxue tried to feel the cold for himself only to discover that, in his current situation, it wasn’t wise to focus too much on his physical senses.

“I’m really fine,” he said. He kissed the corner of Xiao Fuxuan’s mouth. “At least, I’m not cold right at this moment. Maybe it’s just residual.” The skin of his neck was still flushed, the breath from his lips was overwarm, and his eyes were foggy—clear signs his desire had not diminished. Still, he said to Xiao Fuxuan, “You should withdraw your vital force.”

It had been one thing when he was lost and disoriented earlier, but it was different now that he knew someone was outside the window and trying to speak to them.

I can’t possibly pull off the kind of thing Sang Yu did, thought Wu Xingxue.

“Who’s Sang Yu?” asked Xiao Fuxuan.

Wu Xingxue bit his tongue and kissed Xiao Fuxuan from the corner of his lips to his chin, one kiss after another. “No one. Just some random person. Take your vital force and… Just take it out.”

While it was true that this archfiend was simply trying to coax him, his wording was evasive and his voice languid. There was a resonant quality to his speech that made it sound honeyed when it reached someone else’s ear. Who could resist Rex Spiritus when he turned on the charm? And who could resist the archon of Nightgleam when he did the same?

Nevertheless, Xiao Fuxuan’s brow stayed creased. He seemed reluctant to accept Wu Xingxue’s claim that the chill was merely residual. But Wu Xingxue continued to gaze at him, and after a moment, Xiao Fuxuan acquiesced and withdrew. In that moment, the mighty Tianxiu seemed almost obedient.

Wu Xingxue leaned over again to softly bite at Xiao Fuxuan’s throat. He then curved his eyes and sat up straight, gesturing at the window with his chin.

Now, you deal with him, he mouthed.

Xiao Fuxuan’s words failed him.

 

Outside the window, Ning Huaishan saw another bolt of sword aura shoot out: What is it?

Ning Huaishan gaped.

Go on, the writing continued.

Ning Huaishan stopped questioning Xiao Fuxuan’s reason for blasting out his words instead of talking. Let him blast! It wasn’t like it was using up his sword aura.

“It’s like this,” began Ning Huaishan. “I just found out that Fang Chu is back, and he’s heading this way. But Tianxiu, your barrier sealed off all of Fly-On-By, so I don’t know how I’m supposed to let him in. We can’t just make him wait outside forever.”

Strangely, he did not receive a response for a long time. Ning Huaishan was full of questions, and given his usual impatience, he was on the verge of grabbing the window lattice and peeking inside. Why were Tianxiu’s responses so disjointed? Was there something wrong with what he’d said? No, he was sure there wasn’t.

Ning Huaishan mulled it over until someone inside the house finally responded. To his surprise, it wasn’t sword aura answering him via the written word this time.

“Fang Chu?” called his archon through the window lattice, sounding a bit muffled. 

Ning Huaishan was delighted. “Archon, you’re awake?! Is your tribulation going smoothly?” Unsatisfied even after asking these two questions, he further fretted, “Archon, why is your voice so hoarse?”

Following Ning Huaishan’s three questions, Wu Xingxue was quiet once more. A talisman fell from the window, and Ning Huaishan caught it reflexively. The word Guide glimmered above the paper with a soft golden sheen. This time, it was neither a sword aura’s blast nor Wu Xingxue that answered. 

“This will guide him in,” Xiao Fuxuan said. His voice drifting through the lattice was as low and cold as always, but there was a new hoarseness—just like the archon’s. 

Fortunately, the clueless Ning Huaishan stopped himself from also asking Tianxiu why his voice sounded like that, thereby keeping his chattering jaw attached to his head. He blinked once then mumbled to himself and began walking toward the gates, Xiao Fuxuan’s talisman in hand. 

Before he’d taken two steps, he turned back to say, “Oh yeah, my lord…”

He paused. That’s weird. Why’d I just call him “my lord”? 

But he couldn’t be bothered to correct himself, so he continued, “There’s a lot going on around us right now. All the gambling parlors, brothels, and taverns filled up last night. Every place is packed, and everyone is watching Fly-On-By. They’ve had their eyes on us all night.”

Shouldn’t we be a little more cautious and maybe prepare ourselves mentally? he wanted to add, but he left it unsaid.

“Oh,” Xiao Fuxuan said. Ning Huaishan waited a bit, but he said nothing further.

All right then, Ning Huaishan thought.

He wasn’t a complete fool; the two men inside the house were unfazed, which meant Wu Xingxue must have been getting through his tribulation well enough. At the very least, he wasn’t affected to the point that he had to worry overmuch about the rabble outside Fly-On-By. Ning Huaishan thus stopped worrying as well and strode toward the gates with the talisman in his hand. 

He had never used a guide talisman before, but basic talismanic techniques were similar, and there weren’t that many of them to begin with. He held on to the paper and leaped onto Fly-On-By’s high walls, where he crouched and waited.

Before Fang Chu arrived, Ning Huaishan continued his muttering. “When you tricked me into testing the seal here all those years ago, you caused me so much damned pain. I spent months in bed, you know? Now I’ll finally get my chance for revenge. Just you wait! I’ll let that barrier beat you half to death before I drag you through the gates.”

This was how the two fiendlings had always been with one another: arguing, fighting, constantly at each other’s throats. They never got along, but they always stuck together. Maybe they were each other’s baggage from a past life or something.

But when Fang Chu actually reached the gates, Ning Huaishan just rolled his eyes, aimed the talisman with one hand, and flicked it toward Fang Chu with the index finger of his other.

Fang Chu was looking down, rubbing his fingers together in an arcane gesture to send a message into the courtyard, when a talisman struck him squarely on the center of his forehead. His face fell, and he reached up to rip it off. He clearly assumed he’d fallen into a trap or been hit with some sort of dark sorcery.

“Don’t rip it off!” Ning Huaishan called out. “Are you stupid or what? I only have this one talisman, and if you tear it, you won’t be able to come in!”

With the guide talisman stuck to his forehead, the barrier had ceased to exist for Fang Chu, and Ning Huaishan’s words reached his ears just fine. He stared around blankly for a moment before he looked up to the top of the wall.

“Ning Huaishan, is that you?”

Ning Huaishan rolled his eyes again. “Oh my gods, who else would it be? Do you think the archon or Tianxiu would squat here waiting to toss you a talisman? In your dreams.”

Fang Chu squinted against the light. “No way I’d ever think that. I’m not crazy. I just never thought you’d sit on the wall and wait to open the gates for me either.”

“Hey, I’m not one to hold a grudge,” Ning Huaishan scoffed. “Did you notice my kindness just now? I’m the only one who’d do this for you. Anyone else would’ve pushed you against that thing and gotten some revenge out of it, you know? This here is the great Tianxiu’s barrier.” Once he’d finished boasting, Ning Huaishan hurried Fang Chu along. “You coming in or what? Don’t just stand there. You’ll end up luring over all those other people over.”

But Fang Chu stared at the gate and continued to hesitate. Maybe it was hearing that the barrier was “the great Tianxiu’s” that made him leery, or perhaps he worried that Ning Huaishan was trying to trick him with a fake talisman.

Ning Huaishan understood his thoughts all too well. “This place is surrounded, you know,” he said, shooting a glare at the surrounding gambling parlors and taverns. “Last night, you-know-who came here too. Smiling Fox. I’m not about to prank you at a time like this, so hurry up and get in here already.”

Only then did Fang Chu start walking. A golden light flashed through the gates, but sure enough, it did not stop him. The talisman on his forehead burned away as soon as he passed over the threshold.

Fang Chu brushed away the ashes while Ning Huaishan jumped down from the wall and landed gracefully in front of him.

“Your arm’s all done growing?” Ning Huaishan reached out to pinch it.

Fang Chu jerked away to avoid Ning Huaishan’s probing paw.

“Fang Chu, how could you?! I’m just showing my concern. How dare you dodge me?!”

“You pinch way too hard.”

Ning Huaishan curled his lips but did not deny it. He did pinch hard; once, he’d pinched Fang Chu’s freshly reattached finger clean off. 

This did not prevent Ning Huaishan from putting on a sour face.

“If you don’t want it touched, then I won’t touch it. I know it’s been tricky to grow this one back.” He closed in on Fang Chu and inspected his arm up and down, then up again. “Looks pretty good, though. Can’t even tell that it was ever chopped off or that the flesh is still tender. It’ll be good enough to scare off the rabble outside later.” He paused before muttering, “So it’s true…” 

“What’s true?”

“You have to get some distance from Tianxiu for it to grow well,” explained Ning Huaishan. “With a celestial around to suppress your infernal energy, it doesn’t work.”

He was going to ask Fang Chu what he’d encountered in the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar and why it had taken him so long to come back out, but then he caught the main residence in his peripheral vision and noticed that the restrictive wards were gone. His mind turned to something else entirely.

“Archon!” Ning Huaishan called as he strode over.

Fang Chu trailed him with equally big strides. “How is the archon?” he whispered.

“Not sure. When I asked him, he didn’t tell me, but it seems like this tribulation’s going relatively smoothly.”

“Oh, okay.”

When they looked up, they saw Wu Xingxue standing by the door with his arms crossed. He wore a light robe and a gossamer outer layer as thin as mist. He still seemed rather listless, but there was color in his cheeks, and he was no longer quite so pale.

Fang Chu did as Ning Huaishan had and addressed him directly. “Archon.”

Wu Xingxue raised a hand to shield his eyes, as if he found the light outside too glaring. He squinted at Fang Chu.

“You came back alone? Did you see Yi Wusheng?”

“Uh, Yi Wusheng?” Fang Chu asked, startled.

Ning Huaishan cleared his throat and rubbed his nose. “He was going to come with us, but I, um…persuaded him about some stuff, and he went off on his own. Just wondering if you ran into him afterward.”

“I didn’t,” Fang Chu said with a shake of his head.

Wu Xingxue turned around to see Xiao Fuxuan walking over, a thick overcoat in his hands.

“My spirit sense is still trailing him. What happened at the Feng estate did not affect him and drive him out of that timeline. And right now…” Xiao Fuxuan paused for a moment, as if to confirm, then he frowned. “He’s just arrived at the Valley of Laments.”


Chapter 68:
Deception

 

“THE VALLEY OF LAMENTS?” Wu Xingxue seemed surprised.

“Mm-hmm,” replied Xiao Fuxuan.

“He actually went,” Wu Xingxue said softly. His expression was neutral, but his tone carried a hint of regret.

Ning Huaishan cast a furtive glance at Wu Xingxue, his face a bit sheepish. “I was wrong, Archon. I shouldn’t have said those things to Yi Wusheng. He originally wasn’t going to go. It’s my fault for egging him on for no reason.”

With folded hands, he earnestly owned up to what he’d done.

Ning Huaishan’s feelings toward Yi Wusheng were ambivalent. Yes, he resented him, but he also felt sorry for how Yi Wusheng had ended up. It was complicated. They’d left the past behind while Yi Wusheng still walked alone in that timeline, facing his trials unaccompanied. When Ning Huaishan thought about it that way, he felt genuine guilt.

Though he was prickly, hotheaded, and error-prone, he usually regretted his mistakes right away. Under such circumstances, he would threaten Fang Chu into silence before quietly cleaning up after himself. He only ever dared to appear before the archon once he’d managed to fix his current problem. And if the situation was truly unsalvageable, he’d timidly admit his wrongdoing.

Every time, the archon would lean against the door and say something like, What did you do wrong exactly? You didn’t do anything wrong. Why don’t I bow and apologize to you instead?

That tone was just so…

Oh dear… Just thinking about it made all of Ning Huaishan’s hair stand on end. He was prepared to feel that sensation in every follicle when his archon opened his mouth. 

“You’re right,” Wu Xingxue said.

Ning Huaishan was flabbergasted. He gaped at his archon.

“Yes, it’s absolutely your fault,” Wu Xingxue added evenly.

Ning Huaishan mouth was still hanging open. “H-huh?”

“‘Huh’? What ‘huh’?! If you hadn’t opened your damned mouth, Yi Wusheng would be on his way to his next life by now!”

Ning Huaishan was utterly discombobulated. Head in a fog, his expression grew increasingly bewildered. Wu Xingxue’s reaction was just so bizarre! Something fishy had to be going on. Ning Huaishan shot a helpless look at Xiao Fuxuan. It struck him how odd it was to look at a celestial for help, but at some point, he’d started to regard Xiao Fuxuan as the one who could restrain Wu Xingxue at critical moments.

This time, it was no use; Xiao Fuxuan wasn’t even looking in his direction. Ning Huaishan turned back to Wu Xingxue with trepidation. 

Wu Xingxue tipped his chin one way and softly said, “Go on.”

Ning Huaishan’s gaze traced where Wu Xingxue’s chin was pointing. There were six buildings, four connecting corridors, one garden pavilion, and one multistory pavilion, all surrounded by a fathomless moat of icy water. Where did the archon want him to go? Using his sleeve as cover, Ning Huaishan reached out and pinched Fang Chu (hard).

Fang Chu wasn’t sure what to make of it, but the pain must have surprised him; he yanked his hand back and turned to Ning Huaishan.

“What’re you doing?”

Ning Huaishan rolled his eyes and etheric whispered through his fingers. ‹Help me! Why else would I grab you? Help me understand where the archon wants me to go!›

It was quite a while before Fang Chu whispered back, ‹You’re asking me, so who am I supposed to ask?›

Ning Huaishan fell into a pit of despair. This world was so ever-changing that even Fang Chu was starting to ignore those in need. It stung a little.

Wu Xingxue’s gaze moved from Ning Huaishan to land lightly on Fang Chu. He’d noticed the way they’d moved and guessed they were trying to communicate without his knowledge. Fang Chu really wouldn’t help him now.

Fortunately, Wu Xingxue chose to spare Ning Huaishan’s dignity. “Go to that room, confine yourself, and reflect on your wrongdoings.”

Ning Huaishan wilted. “Oh,” he said dejectedly, but inside he clawed at himself in frustration. His archon might have lost all his memories, but he still knew how to strike where it hurt. Ning Huaishan’s temperament meant you could hit him, yell at him, or enact all sorts of physical abuse, but the only thing he truly couldn’t stand was being bored. He’d rather take a few stab wounds than shut himself away to “reflect on his wrongdoings.”

Plus, the archon had never put him in time-out before!

Ning Huaishan opened his mouth a few times as if to protest, then he accepted his fate and said nothing. 

Suddenly, he noticed that his archon’s face was paling again in the sunlight, like the faint flush that had colored his cheeks had fled. He glanced down and saw that Wu Xingxue’s fingers were beginning to turn blue as well, though they’d looked fine just a moment ago. He stared.

“Archon, your fingers…!”

Fang Chu was staring too. ‹Didn’t you just say that the archon’s tribulation was going smoothly?›

‹That was my guess. Tianxiu’s helping out, isn’t he? I thought it would be fine. I never thought…›

Fang Chu interrupted. ‹Speaking of that, Tianxiu, he…› He paused midsentence, stunned, as if he didn’t know where to begin.

Ning Huaishan thought to himself, I know exactly how you feel! Before you came back, I had to withstand it on my own! But he feigned calm and replied, ‹Are you asking why Tianxiu is the one helping the archon through his tribulation?›

Fang Chu was quiet for a moment before replying, ‹Yeah.›

Ning Huaishan let him linger in suspense for slightly longer than necessary. ‹Well, that’s a long story. I’ll tell you later.›

Fang Chu frowned.

Instead of explaining things to Fang Chu, Ning Huaishan was worried enough to ask about Wu Xingxue’s condition. “Archon, why are you cooling down so quickly?”

As he asked, he noticed he could feel a chill spreading over the courtyard, so cold he began to shiver. If it was already this bad, didn’t it mean that the temperature inside Wu Xingxue was not merely failing to improve but growing worse?! Ning Huaishan blanched at the thought.

Wu Xingxue looked down at his hand, then hid it in his sleeve. “My fingers are fine. They’re not bad enough to get in the way.”

He spoke with the nonchalance of a Nightgleam archfiend pretending nothing was amiss during his tribulation, but when he lowered his gaze, the profound exhaustion in his expression was impossible to conceal.

Ning Huaishan turned to Xiao Fuxuan again. “Tianxiu…”

The taciturn Tianxiu raised his gaze, and his forehead creased a little. To Ning Huaishan’s surprise, Xiao Fuxuan answered him directly. “It’s probably due to this shell of mine.”

Shell? Ning Huaishan was surprised and didn’t know what to think until Fang Chu whispered to him.

‹Sounds like there’s something wrong with Tianxiu too.›

Only then did Ning Huaishan realize what could be wrong. It must make a difference whether it’s his original body, not to mention that celestial and fiend constitutions are incompatible to begin with…

The more he considered it, the worse it seemed. This tribulation had better not end up putting them both out of commission. In that case, they’d end up handing Fly-On-By to that no-good Feng Xueli without so much as a fight! 

“Archon, I don’t have time to go reflect on my wrongdoings!” Ning Huaishan blurted out as soon as this unbearable thought crossed his mind. “Yes, I did Yi Wusheng wrong, but let’s wait until you’re through with your tribulation. Otherwise, I’ll never relax!”

“You are free to go,” Wu Xingxue said to him instead. “I have Fang Chu.”

Ning Huaishan fell silent. I guess that’s true.

Fang Chu had always been the more grounded of the two, and whenever the archon’s tribulation came around, it was Fang Chu who kept an eye on everything. Frankly, one Fang Chu was just as useful as the two fiendlings together. Ning Huaishan made a face but had no rebuttal. He knew he’d messed up, so there was no way to avoid his punishment. He hung his head and walked toward the outbuilding.

Every few steps, he looked over his shoulder and muttered, “I leave it all to you, Fang Chu. If anything happens to our archon, I’ll never forgive you.”

Fang Chu didn’t say anything, but he had a sour look on his face.

Are you going to miss me that much? Ning Huaishan wondered.

But he did as he was told.

The archon had ordered him to go reflect on his mistakes, so he sealed himself inside the building for real. With a few clangs, he placed the restrictive wards to close off the outbuilding, and the whole room fell into silence and darkness. He could neither see a thing nor hear a sound beyond its walls. 

Now, only three people were left in the vastness of Fly-On-By. Wu Xingxue looked away from the corner and turned his attention to Fang Chu.

Fang Chu had also turned toward Wu Xingxue, and his gaze swept over his archon and Tianxiu before he swiftly glanced away. He did not meet their eyes. As always, he was an obedient and unobtrusive subordinate. 

Wu Xingxue paid him little attention. “What are you still standing there for?”

With a hint of concern, Fang Chu said, “Archon, your condition…”

“Didn’t I just say that it’s not a problem? Just go do what needs to be done.”

“Yes, Archon. Feel free to ask me for anything you need.”

Wu Xingxue waved him off. “I don’t need help.” As the archon, he always did as he pleased and refused to explain much. But just as he moved to go inside, he paused. “Right. Could you go to the book loft and help me find—”

Fang Chu waited for him to continue. When Wu Xingxue hesitated for a bit too long, he quietly prodded, “Archon?”

“Oh, forget it,” Wu Xingxue said, looking drained. “It makes no difference whether I have it or not.”

Judging by Fang Chu’s lips working, he was about to say something, but he ultimately lowered his head and remained silent.

“I need to stay in seclusion for one more day,” Wu Xingxue murmured. “Keep an eye on the situation outside, and if anything important happens, send in a talisman. If you just knock on the window, I won’t hear you.”

With that, he stepped inside. A moment later, the door closed with a loud bang. His wards once again fell upon the building, and their accompanying chill settled over the area.

As everyone in Nightgleam knew, when Wu Xingxue was at his peak, his vital energy sowed winter with every step, and it could form a layer of frost over the whole of Fly-On-By in the blink of an eye. This time, as his wards shrouded the building, only the corners of the windows and doors took on a hint of blue-white. Fang Chu scanned the meager frost on the windows. Concern lingered on his face.

He stood in front of the door for a while. Eventually, instead of going back to his own rooms, he entered the courtyard and sat down on a bench to keep watch over his archon’s gates.

 

Inside his room, Wu Xingxue looked out through the lattice of his window. By the time his fingers reached the back of the door, the blue tint had vanished, and his listlessness was gone. If Ning Huaishan—that professional fool who lived to call out his act—had witnessed this performance, he would have stared at Wu Xingxue before exclaiming Damn, what a show! It was clear where the twelve pageboys of Southsill Overlook had gotten their acting chops.

Without looking away from Fang Chu sitting in the courtyard, Wu Xingxue said softly to the man beside him, “Well, he’s remarkably calm. He certainly didn’t tense up when I suddenly asked him a question…”

Fly-On-By was laid out like a maze with layers of pavilions and winding corridors. Anyone who entered without a guide would find it difficult to navigate, so if they received an instruction to find a specific place, they were sure to panic. But there’d been no alarm in Fang Chu’s expression when Wu Xingxue had asked him to go to the book loft—not a trace of confusion or unease.

“Mm-hmm,” Xiao Fuxuan hummed. He shot Wu Xingxue a look as if he’d read his mind and started his next sentence for him, “But…”

Wu Xingxue arched an eyebrow and smiled, a glint in his eyes. “But he was no match for my ruse.” He flicked the door with his finger and said, “I made that place up on the spot.”

When he’d asked Fang Chu to fetch him something from the book loft, Fang Chu had waited expressionlessly for the rest of his instructions, calm and compliant, with nothing in his demeanor suggesting anything was amiss.

But no disguise could overcome one fact: In all of Fly-On-By, there was no such place as a “book loft.”


Chapter 69:
Relapse

 

WU XINGXUE AND XIAO FUXUAN had been on guard ever since Ning Huaishan had told them Fang Chu had returned. Their vigilance was honed from having dealt with so many fiends—similar to the way their eyes would snap open at a sound during a nap or how they’d attack with their swords whenever they were startled. Anytime someone showed up at just the right moment or something fell into place a bit too conveniently, it raised their suspicions.

Xiao Fuxuan could have tampered with the guide talisman he’d given Ning Huaishan so that it examined the person who used it, preventing anyone who wasn’t truly Fang Chu from passing through the barrier. That might have been simple, but that was all it would have been. If this person had dared to disguise themselves as Fang Chu and infiltrate Fly-On-By, they must have had a specific plan. Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan knew they could glean a lot more information if they let the interloper in and covertly kept watch rather than leaving whoever it was outside the gates, their motives unrevealed.

That was why the talisman Xiao Fuxuan had given Ning Huaishan was actually just a simple one for guiding. It did not gather information or attack. It would not alarm their opponent at all.

Wu Xingxue looked out into the courtyard for a while longer. After “Fang Chu” sat down beside the covered corridor, he tilted his head slightly in Wu Xingxue’s direction before quickly glancing away. The movement wasn’t overtly suspicious; he could explain it away as keeping an eye on the area and being a concerned subordinate. Thereafter, he kept his back to the main house and did not try to look around the place. Not immediately, at least. This meant he did not reveal any further distinctive characteristics, which made it difficult to identify him.

“He’s pretty patient,” said Wu Xingxue.

“He’s waiting for an opportunity,” replied Xiao Fuxuan. 

“Mm-hmm. Anyone with a bit of sense would know they need to wait. The ones that go running all over the place the second they get through the door—well, that would be someone like Ning Huaishan.”

 

Inside the outbuilding, Ning Huaishan let out a thunderous sneeze.

“Who the hell’s got a death wish, talking about me behind my back like that?!” He rubbed his nose from where he was sitting on the daybed, then looked over his shoulder at the courtyard again. “That damned Fang Chu! He’s really just going to sit there and not move a muscle. At least he used to check on me.”

Ning Huaishan, unaware that his fellow underling was an impostor, was still mulling over how to send a secret message to him so he’d have someone to talk to. Even if they just yelled at each other, that would be fine! He couldn’t stand having nothing to do.

He gave it some thought before he made an arcane gesture with his fingers and flicked them through a gap in the window. This was a little trick he always used to provoke Feng Chu: an etheric whisper wrapped inside a wisp of his vital force. All he had to do was poke him with it a few times, and Fang Chu would pull a face and come over to ask what the hell was wrong with him. His force flew to Fang Chu on the wind and bumped his waist. 

‹You’re not Fang Chu,› the whisper said. 

Fang Chu stiffened. The message struck him hard enough to make him sway for a moment, but he quickly moved back to his original position. It looked like he’d tensed for an instant before turning to Ning Huaishan.

I knew it. Ning Huaishan smirked. Fang Chu was ticklish in that one particular spot, and Ning Huaishan interpreted the tensing as a reaction to being tickled. If he poked it just a couple more times, he could make Fang Chu jump.

He pulled together another wisp and sent it away on the wind to give Fang Chu’s waist another healthy nudge. It said: ‹You’ve changed. The archon ordered me to reflect on my actions, and you didn’t laugh at me once. You’re not the Fang Chu I know.›

Fang Chu was quite speechless, but this time, he was prepared. He remained perfectly stationary, even as he felt the nudge. His eyes were fixed in Ning Huaishan’s direction. After hearing Ning Huaishan’s words, he turned his back on him, determined to ignore his tricks.

Ning Huaishan noticed this, but he assumed Fang Chu was just pretending it didn’t tickle. He licked his canines. All of a sudden, he wasn’t so bored anymore; their back-and-forth was plenty amusing. He made several more bundles of whispers, wrapped them in vital force, and sent them Fang Chu’s way.

After a barrage of rapid-fire verbal jabs, Fang Chu finally stood up. Ning Huaishan was ready for a fight, but Fang Chu just took a few steps away and found another place to sit—which happened to be in Ning Huaishan’s blind spot. If Ning Huaishan tried to send a whisper now, his vital force was liable to hit the archon’s bedroom window instead. Bored as he was, even Ning Huaishan lacked the nerve to risk that at a time like this.

Begrudgingly, he settled down and fell once more into a lonely silence.

 

Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan witnessed this one-sided farce in its entirety. At first, Wu Xingxue believed that Ning Huaishan was a complete fool and it was a good thing he’d locked him up. Who knew what ridiculous nonsense Ning Huaishan might get into while hanging around with the faux Fang Chu? But Ning Huaishan’s reckless antics did prod the impostor into giving away some hints to his identity.

Xiao Fuxuan watched Fang Chu find a new bench to sit on.

“His back’s too straight,” he observed. 

That had been exactly what Wu Xingxue was about to say. It wasn’t as obvious earlier. Fang Chu wasn’t like Ning Huaishan, and his posture was reasonably proper whether he was sitting or standing; he never slouched or leaned. But the way the impostor stood and sat upright as a tree even after Ning Huaishan had bothered him so many times highlighted the unnatural rigidity of his posture.

“You don’t often see that kind of posture in Nightgleam,” said Wu Xingxue. He was slender and stood tall, but even his posture was not impeccable. Xiao Fuxuan’s was flawless, while Yi Wusheng was a bit too bookish and frail to achieve such bearing. People with such mannerly posture were usually celestially affiliated—like those brought up in a cultivation clan, for instance.

“Could it be the new archon, Feng Xueli?” Wu Xingxue murmured.

It wasn’t impossible. Feng Xueli grew up in a cultivation clan and defected to Nightgleam only after Wu Xingxue’s imprisonment in Tealspire. It would make sense for him to retain a clan disciple’s mannerisms and habits. Moreover, any disturbances in Nightgleam were bound to draw the new archon’s watchful eyes. It would not be difficult for him to find out that Fly-On-By had been unsealed or whether Ning Huaishan or Fang Chu had entered its gates alongside Wu Xingxue. However…

“Does he have no subordinates?” asked Xiao Fuxuan.

“Of course he does. How could he not?” said Wu Xingxue.

“Then why risk coming here himself?”

That was strange indeed. Fly-On-By was a perilous place for him, and there was no need for him to infiltrate it personally. It just wasn’t worth the risk if anything went wrong. Then again, maybe Feng Xueli was so used to being at the food chain’s apex that he’d stopped considering any situations dangerous.

Or there was some other reason he needed to be the one to come.

Wu Xingxue was now even less inclined to alarm the intruder. He needed to figure out why on earth he was here. Yet this Fang Chu seemed exceptionally sedate. Since choosing a new place to sit, he hadn’t done a thing. Wu Xingxue wondered if he was biding his time until dark.

When it came to patient observation, Wu Xingxue was at a serious advantage. When Rex Spiritus had lost his five senses, he’d meditated for three years straight. Waiting a few hours, or even a day or two, was hardly a challenge.

But just staring at his target the whole time seemed like a waste. The archfiend preferred to make good use of his time, so he asked Xiao Fuxuan, “How is Yi Wusheng doing?”

Xiao Fuxuan calmed his mind to focus on the other timeline.

“How do you use your spirit sense, anyway?” asked Wu Xingxue. “Does it follow him like a shadow, or is it attached to him?”

Xiao Fuxuan’s brows tightened in slight annoyance, and he tilted his face away. Using one’s spirit sense came naturally to cultivators. Spiritual consciousness was the higher awareness of enlightenment, and the soul was the mortal essence. As one advanced in cultivation, using one’s spirit became effortless. Rarely did anyone ask a question like Wu Xingxue’s. Yet here was someone who had been both celestial and fiend, asking a question that even a mortal would never ask. After a brief moment, Xiao Fuxuan turned back and leaned in to kiss Wu Xingxue on the corner of the mouth.

Caught off guard, Wu Xingxue went still. The kiss was warm and tender, entirely different from Tianxiu’s presumptuous sword aura or the overwhelming force of his dominance. It tickled, and as Wu Xingxue regained his voice, his words were light and carried a smile.

“When you use your spirit sense to check on him, is there a way to take me along so I can see too?” He was still a bit worried about Yi Wusheng.

Xiao Fuxuan moved back ever so slightly. “Sure.”

“Really?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Give it a try, then.” A second later, Wu Xingxue added an offhand request: “I want to see and feel what you do.”

Tianxiu hummed his acquiescence, then released his vast vital force—

The archfiend had a sudden change of heart. “Wait a moment!” He pressed his back against the door and grabbed Xiao Fuxuan’s wrist. “Never mind.”

It’d already been a day and a half… He was quite done with that, thank you.

Xiao Fuxuan was momentarily taken aback by Wu Xingxue’s reaction. “It’s just vital force.”

Wu Xingxue stared at him. Xiao Fuxuan’s face was serious when he spoke, and Wu Xingxue didn’t know what to say in response. He was still clutching his wrist, ignoring the sudden heat that rose to the tops of his ears.

“Wait, that’s not right,” Wu Xingxue said after a second, blinking. “Are you trying to put one over on me, Xiao Fuxuan?”

“I am not.”

“Well, then something is off.”

“What is?”

“If you wanted to know what I think and feel, then yes, you’d transfer your vital force over to me. But I’m the one who wants to know what you’re thinking and feeling, so shouldn’t the process be reversed? Why would you still be the one transferring your vital force into me?”

At least Xiao Fuxuan didn’t deny it. He nodded and turned his wrist over, facing his palm up. He looked as though he was completely at Wu Xingxue’s mercy. “Go on—you do it,” he said in a low voice.

Wu Xingxue fell silent. He could not transfer his vital force to Xiao Fuxuan; he did not know how. After all that ado, if he wanted to know what Xiao Fuxuan saw and felt, he would still need to take in Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force…and he wasn’t sure he could take any more at the moment.

He suppressed the heat rising in his face, then patted Xiao Fuxuan on the wrist. “Take back your vital force. I’m not going.”

“Don’t you want to check on Yi Wusheng?”

“Nope. I leave him in your hands. I’ll monitor the one in the courtyard.”

Xiao Fuxuan closed his eyes and stopped moving. His core seemed to have followed the spiritual consciousness he’d left behind in the other timeline to the Valley of Laments.

Wu Xingxue remained at the door with his arms crossed, sometimes checking on Xiao Fuxuan and sometimes watching the courtyard. His fingers rested on his arm; they stood out against his gray gossamer robe, pale as the snow that drifted in the courtyard.

After a while, his fingertips blued again. Wu Xingxue eyed Xiao Fuxuan before inspecting his hands. He rubbed them together until the blue slowly subsided and his fingers returned to a pristine white. This was the real reason he hadn’t wanted Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force to enter his body. Cold really had started radiating through his meridians again, and he didn’t want Xiao Fuxuan to know.

He recalled his dream and the past within that dream. Back then, Xiao Fuxuan had come to Fly-On-By to help him through his tribulation, so by that logic, he shouldn’t have experienced a relapse. Yet when he’d gone to kill Sang Yu and the other fiends, he’d still been exuding a biting cold that froze him to the core.

He could no longer remember what caused it. Was it because celestial and infernal energies were incompatible? Something else? He must have had some way to hide it from Xiao Fuxuan at the time, to convince him that all was well. But he remembered too little.

How was he supposed to hide it from him now?


Chapter 70:
Regrets

 

WHILE WU XINGXUE WAS busy keeping an eye on “Fang Chu” in Fly-On-By, in a diverged timeline centuries in the past, a tall shadow manifested before the Valley of Laments. He was a tall, imposing figure with broad shoulders and a trim waist. In his black robes, black boots, and silver wrist bracers, he looked efficient and commanding. The brim of his conical hat was pushed low to conceal most of his face. From a distance, only his thin lips and angular chin were visible. It was Xiao Fuxuan, come to observe.

Wu Xingxue had asked him earlier whether his spirit sense moved about like a shadow or attached itself to someone. It was usually closer to the former; spiritual consciousness was formless and shapeless, and its movement depended on the wind. But Xiao Fuxuan was special, and his senses could take form. For instance, this man dressed all in black.

He had followed Yi Wusheng’s trail to the entrance to the Valley of Laments. When he looked ahead, he was a little surprised. This was his first visit to the valley in this timeline, and he almost didn’t recognize it. This valley was neither desolate nor dilapidated. Though the wind was thick with grit, the perpetual ash-yellow dust fog that pervaded the place in the present was nowhere to be seen. Here, its entrance was almost cheerful.

With a cursory scan, he noticed an inn, a restaurant, a teahouse, and a set of hitching posts. Horse stalls with long troughs and rest stops for passing caravans were everywhere. The horse stalls were half full, and many people sat in the thatch-roofed huts outside the teahouse and restaurant. Each of them was dressed differently. It was evident just how many people crossed this valley on a daily basis—worlds apart from the one Xiao Fuxuan knew.

He found Yi Wusheng in one of the huts by the teahouse. He had reached the valley’s entrance, and his destination was just across the long plank bridge, but he seemed to be in no hurry. He sat at a square table that he shared with a man and a woman.

The couple were beset with worry. The woman held a child in her arms, who was wrapped in a heavy quilted coat with just a sliver of his face peeking out. His parents seemed terrified he might catch a cold.

The man carefully took something out from under his lapel. It was one of the common protective charms sold at temples, folded up into a little square. He unfolded it to reveal a small pile of what appeared to be ash from burned joss sticks, then poured the powder into a tea bowl in front of him. With that, he nodded toward the child in the woman’s arms.

Xiao Fuxuan had seen this practice before. When commonfolk contracted a puzzling illness and did not know what to do, they did this: found a temple known for answering prayers, begged for some incense ashes, then dissolved the ashes in water. No doubt that was the case with this couple.

The woman hesitated, then gritted her teeth and reached out to pull the bowl closer to herself—when another hand held the bowl fast.

Yi Wusheng had stopped her. He was still wrapped in a thick scarf up to his nose, so at first glance he simply looked like a scholar who was sensitive to the cold.

His sudden intervention startled the woman. The man frowned and yelled, “What’re you doing?!”

Yi Wusheng’s eyes were gentle and warm. “I’m not particularly skilled, but I’ve seen cases of soul displacement like this before. When this illness manifests in infants, it resembles a stillbirth, giving the child a bluish complexion with no detectable pulse or breathing.” His words seemed to come from nowhere and point at no one in particular, but when the couple heard him, their expressions shifted. “As long as the body hasn’t cooled down completely and there’s still heat in the chest, some vitality remains. Feed him an elixir pill to push that vitality back up to the throat and you can save him. But if you miss this chance and the heat in his chest dissipates, even the heavens won’t be able to save him, and no miracle will reverse his fate.”

Another stranger making such claims might have sounded like a swindler, but Yi Wusheng’s words seemed credible, especially since his robes still carried the bitter scent of medicine, giving the impression of an itinerant doctor in the wilderness. The couple exchanged a look before they snapped back to face him. The woman’s eyes watered, and she grabbed Yi Wusheng’s sleeve. 

“Sir, are you skilled in medicine? Please, save my son. His symptoms… They’re exactly as you describe.” She lifted the cloth to reveal the face of the child in her arms.

Xiao Fuxuan watched from the corner of his eye. The child really did resemble a stillborn babe, with a bluish-purple complexion and closed eyes, showing no sign of life. But Xiao Fuxuan could also sense a trace of vitality lingering within him.

The woman clutched Yi Wusheng’s sleeve. “He had night terrors a few days ago, became like this, and hasn’t woken up ever since,” she sobbed. “Everyone tells me there’s no hope, no pulse, he’s already gone, but I know he’s still alive! He’s not cold all the way through, and yesterday, his fingers even moved a little. We were traveling to Reverie to see if any cultivators could help. The Feng Clan is in Reverie. But last night, I heard that something happened at the Feng estate, and they’re in mourning right now. We had no one else to turn to, so at the last minute, we decided to follow an escort convoy here.”

When Xiao Fuxuan heard that something had happened at the Feng estate, his expression shifted slightly. Because this timeline hadn’t been severed and destroyed, time would continue to pass. There was no doubt this “something” was what he and Wu Xingxue had participated in at the Feng estate.

“The Feng Clan?” Yi Wusheng paused in surprise. “Something’s happened to the Feng Clan?”

The woman nodded. “I heard a pagoda there collapsed. Are you familiar with the Feng Clan, doctor?”

Yi Wusheng recovered. “Oh, no, I’ve just heard a bit about them.” He looked down and said no more. Instead, he pulled the bowl of ash-filled water in front of him. “Where did you get these ashes?”

The woman pointed into the Valley of Laments. “I asked for it at the mountain shrine. Everyone says that their prayers are always answered here.”

“The mountain shrine?”

“Yes, the one right at the entrance.”

Xiao Fuxuan faced the way she’d pointed. Indeed, there stood a shrine at the entrance to the Valley of Laments, just like the one that had once enshrined Yunhai and had later had its idol removed. Yi Wusheng also turned toward the shrine. It took him a moment to come back to himself, and when he averted his gaze from the Valley of Laments, he saw Xiao Fuxuan. Because Xiao Fuxuan had changed his appearance when manifesting and worn his conical hat low, Yi Wusheng did not recognize him.

Yi Wusheng lingered on him for a second, then politely nodded as he would when making eye contact with a stranger.

After asking the waiter for a bowl of water, Yi Wusheng opened his medicine bag and poured out two tiny pills, which he dissolved in the bowl. He then broke off a reed from the side of the road to use as a straw. “Feed him this slowly,” he told the couple. “And don’t sit here in this tea stall where it’s so windy. Find someplace secure, put something warm against his chest, then gently pat his back the whole night through. If he lets out a breath of foul air in the morning, he’ll wake up.”

Tears fell from the couples’ eyes right then and there, and they grabbed his sleeve and tried to kowtow to him.

“Don’t dally here any longer,” Yi Wusheng advised, stopping them. “Hurry and go.”

He could not stay in the tea stall after this. He rose from his seat to leave, passing by Xiao Fuxuan. He cupped his hands in a salute and said, “Pardon me.” Assuming that Xiao Fuxuan was waiting for a table at the stall, he gestured to his now empty chair. “I must be going. Feel free to take my seat, sir.”

“No need,” said Xiao Fuxuan in a low voice. 

“Weren’t you planning to rest here and have some tea?”

“No.”

“Are you heading through the valley as well, then?”

Xiao Fuxuan thought for a moment before pointing to the shrine at the valley’s entrance. “That’s where I’m going.”

Yi Wusheng studied him blankly for a long while, until he at last relaxed into a smile. “What a coincidence. We’re heading the same way.”
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Xiao Fuxuan suddenly recalled the way Wu Xingxue had gently lowered his gaze, a flicker of regret in his eyes, when Yi Wusheng left. He paused. “Are you going there because there’s something you wish to pray for?”

“Ah,” said Yi Wusheng. “Something like that.”

“What will you pray for?”

Yi Wusheng smiled and did not answer immediately. It wasn’t until they’d crossed the bridge and the shrine was within reach that he said, “Even I’m not sure what I want…”

At the fork in the road on the mountain trail, it had taken Ning Huaishan just a few words to make Yi Wusheng falter. They’d somehow entered a time period centuries ago, and this was his chance to change the past. Maybe he didn’t have to die. Maybe he still had a long life ahead of him. What a tempting prospect. It hinged on a single notion, and in the end, he chose to travel alone.

After he parted with Wu Xingxue’s party, he hadn’t rushed directly to the Valley of Laments. It had been an excuse when he said he’d left something at the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, but he really had gone back there. He entered the busiest teahouse there at random and sat by the window for a full day, staring into space and feeling adrift. It was a peculiar mindset; even he didn’t know why he felt so lost.

And so he’d dawdled the time away until he finally set off for the Valley of Laments.

This was centuries before the clans and sects had set down restrictive wards along the path. Had he really been in a hurry, he could have traveled quickly, but he hadn’t been in a rush at all. Whenever he saw someone who was ill along the way, he lent a hand and shared some of his treatments. 

His medicine bag had been full when he’d set out from the Hua Clan, but his supplies had dwindled. He’d given his last two pills to the couple he’d just met. Now, his medicine bag was empty.

Before reaching the Valley of Laments, he’d scoffed at himself: Yi Wusheng, oh Yi Wusheng, are you trying to alleviate your guilt by giving away medicine and saving people? Are you performing good deeds in advance because you know you’re about to go against natural law?

Even as he crossed the plank bridge, he continued to wonder.

However, when he reached the shrine and stood just a single step away, his heart calmed. He studied the doors to the shrine.

“Sir,” he suddenly began, “have you known a regret that has haunted you all your life, up to this very day?”

It was beyond presumptuous to ask a stranger such a question, especially one so young—how should a young man interpret the phrase “all your life”? The commonfolk would have deemed such words a bad omen. But Yi Wusheng didn’t sound like his question was for someone else—it sounded as if he’d asked it of himself. He’d spoken softly, almost in a mumble, clearly not expecting anyone to answer him.

Xiao Fuxuan would also never have expected to answer such a blunt question, which was why it was so surprising when he heard his own deep voice reply, “I do.”


Chapter 71:
Peculiarity

 

THE RESPONSE CAUGHT Yi Wusheng off guard. “You do?”

He went to ask what these regrets were, then realized that any regrets spanning an entire lifetime could hardly be explained in a few sentences. Even if the stranger confessed, it was unlikely anyone else would understand. It was like telling him to reopen a wound in exchange for a sigh. Yi Wusheng was not the kind of person who could ask this of a stranger. 

Yi Wusheng waved a hand to dismiss any further questions. “That was rude of me. Today I…” He let out a wry laugh. “Today I find myself quite overwhelmed with emotions, and it’s left me a little distracted. My apologies for any inappropriate remarks I’ve made. Thank you for your understanding, sir.”

The man beside him seemed pensive. His attention only returned to the present moment after Yi Wusheng’s apology. “It is all right,” he replied quietly. 

Someone walked up and bowed to Yi Wusheng. “Are you here to offer incense?”

It was the temple’s incense attendant, dressed in a cultivator’s simple undyed robes, his hair pulled into the topknot clan disciples often wore. Incense attendants distributed joss sticks to shrine visitors who had come to make offerings. They were common in the shrines and temples of major cities, but less so in the mountains and countryside. The Valley of Laments in the present world had been silent and forsaken ever since the roads were sealed; its shrines had no attendants. Seeing such liveliness in this distant timeline was a surprise.

The attendant produced several long joss sticks and handed them over in bunches of three. Yi Wusheng wasn’t there to offer incense and pray to the local numen—all his ties to the Valley of Laments were ill-fated—but faced with the attendant’s enthusiastic smile, he did not refuse them. He stared down at the joss sticks in his hand with an unreadable gaze.

“Kind sir?” he eventually said.

“What is it?” The incense attendant had been dithering in front of Xiao Fuxuan, uncertain if he should hand him joss sticks as well. The black-clad swordsman looked rather aloof and not at all like a pilgrim come to seek divine intervention.

Yi Wusheng fiddled with the incense between his fingers and spoke in a warm voice. “If I may ask, what year is this?”

The attendant was too young to be anything beyond a newly initiated disciple in a cultivation clan. He’d likely encountered few pilgrims like Yi Wusheng or Xiao Fuxuan before, so this question gave him pause. He blinked. “Excuse me?”

Yi Wusheng smiled and tapped his own forehead. “Truth be told, I’ve just recovered from a grave illness, and I often get confused. Sometimes I don’t even remember what day it is. Please excuse my shortcomings.”

People who came to a shrine to offer incense were often troubled in some way, most often by illness. The incense attendant believed him and nodded. “It is the twenty-ninth year of Serenity,” he replied politely.

“Oh, Serenity…” said Yi Wusheng. 

As an era name, Serenity was so ancient it was entirely foreign to him. According to historical records, it had not been used very long, having changed to “Clear River” the year of the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar fire, in hope that the watery name would quell the heavenly flames. Yi Wusheng had been born during the Clear River era, which persisted for two hundred and seventy-five years until Wu Xingxue entered the Northern Domain of Tealspire. Thereafter, the era name in the mortal realm had become “Cataclysm.”

Yi Wusheng clasped his hands. “Many thanks for telling me, kind sir. The twenty-ninth year of Serenity. I will remember.”

“Oh, it’s nothing,” the attendant said, waving one hand. He turned to distribute joss sticks to the other visitors, but once there was some distance between him and Yi Wusheng, he couldn’t help looking back. “What a strange pilgrim…” he mumbled.

The twenty-ninth year of Serenity was just a year like any other, but when the pilgrim vowed to remember it, his expression had been extraordinarily solemn, as if the date was extremely important to him.

By the time the young attendant began to wonder about this, Yi Wusheng had already taken his joss sticks and stepped inside the shrine. Xiao Fuxuan, however, had stopped by the shrine doors.

As a resident of Urbs Caelestia, he seldom paid attention to the passage of years in the mortal realm. He could see the seasons change, and he observed certain special dates such as the third day of the Third Month—opening day of the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar. If anyone suddenly asked him the current year, he might feel put on the spot, but he had a general idea. Unless he was mistaken, by the twenty-ninth year of Serenity…Yunhai was already dead.

The Feng patriarch had created this aberrant timeline for the sake of his children who died before their time, and his actions largely affected people who were associated with him, which had very little to do with Urbs Caelestia. If no one had further intervened, then this timeline’s Yunhai should also be deceased and subdued within his underground tomb in the Valley of Laments. But judging by the shrine’s liveliness, something wasn’t quite right.

After some thought, Xiao Fuxuan patted the incense attendant lightly on the shoulder. “Excuse me.”

The surprised attendant turned to him. “Uh…can I help you?”

Xiao Fuxuan used the hilt of his sword to point at the shrine. “Who is enshrined here?”

The attendant blinked several times; he found this pilgrim even odder than the other. Still, he obediently replied, “The mountain numen of the Valley of Laments.”

“The mountain numen of the Valley of Laments?”

“Correct.”

“Does this numen have a name?”

“Of course he does.”

“What is it?”

The attendant looked at Xiao Fuxuan like he had two heads. You’ve traveled all this way to offer incense, and you don’t know the name of the god enshrined here? What kind of pilgrim would ask such a question?

“The celestial official’s name is Yunhai,” the attendant said as he raised his hand to the sky and bowed to show his respect.

Xiao Fuxuan was caught off guard. “Who?”

The attendant looked at him blankly. “Yunhai,” he repeated. He pronounced each syllable with the utmost clarity; it was impossible to mishear.

So Xiao Fuxuan had not misheard. In this aberrant timeline, Yunhai was still alive. He was no longer the god of rites of passage, his original commission, and served instead as custodian of the Valley of Laments. This indicated that the Spirit Terrace had still punished him for violation of heavenly laws and issued a transfer order via heavenly edict, but he hadn’t fallen back to the mortal realm yet. His fate might not have changed significantly, yet it had changed nonetheless. Xiao Fuxuan mulled this over, finding it strange. Could the Feng Clan’s affairs have affected Urbs Caelestia to the extent that they changed Yunhai’s fate? 

What was even more peculiar was this: There was no idol inside the shrine. The altar before him stood vacant. It held only one long offering table topped with a single censer, identical to the shrine in the real world’s Valley of Laments.

The core timeline’s shrine lacked an idol because Yunhai was dead, and no one remembered him anymore. The idol from his shrine had been moved to the underground tomb, and when people passing through the valley stopped there to offer incense, they didn’t pray to the mountain numen—they prayed to the valley itself. But in this aberrant timeline, the incense attendant knew the local numen was named Yunhai, which meant he was still alive and remembered. So why wasn’t his idol on the altar?

“Where is the idol?” asked Xiao Fuxuan.

The attendant looked confused, as if he’d never heard this question before. “What idol?”

“The idol on the altar.”

The attendant gazed at him for a long moment. “I…have no idea. The idol was gone before I started distributing incense here.”

Xiao Fuxuan frowned.

“I heard there used to be one, but then it just disappeared one night.”

“And no one investigated?”

“They did, but to no avail. It’s like it just vanished into thin air. The people who usually come here are just commonfolk, and they couldn’t steal an idol, let alone destroy one, without anyone noticing. So, when something inexplicable like this happens, people usually blame it on the heavens. If they can’t make sense of it or figure out how it came to pass, then the will of heaven must have made it so. I heard they tried to replace it later, but it didn’t last. They’d put up an idol one day, and it’d be gone again the next—just vanished overnight—and when they looked for it, they couldn’t find it. After that, people started saying it must be meant to be and stopped forcing the issue. The altar’s been vacant ever since, and the pilgrims have gotten used to it.”

The incense attendant scratched his head. “To tell the truth, before you asked me, I thought not having an idol was the norm. I forgot other shrines and temples have idols.”

It felt like this was the way it was meant to be, and it’d always been this way. 

As he spoke, a series of exclamations sounded from the shrine, the pilgrims within loudly speaking over each other:

“Where’d he go? How does someone up and disappear like that?!”

“He was just here!”

“It looked like he fell down when this tile turned over!”

Before the incense attendant could determine what had happened, he felt a strong gale whip past. He blinked, and when his eyes opened again, the young gentleman who had asked him so many strange questions was gone. It seemed he had darted past him and into the shrine. The attendant was a cultivator himself, and he belatedly sensed a hint of celestial energy and a barely restrained domineering aura. It took him a while to shake off his surprise. Finally, he gathered himself and hurried back inside the shrine.

“What happened?” he asked the pilgrims offering incense within. 

One of them pointed at a large white square stone. “Another pilgrim, the polite one with his scarf wrapped all the way up to his eyes, walked over there and then just vanished!”

“I was looking that way, and I think I saw that white stone tile move, but it happened so fast, I can’t tell if it was just my eyes playing tricks on me,” said another.

Several others chimed in.

“I think I saw it, too.”

“Why would a stone slab just move?”

“I-it looked like a trapdoor flipping over.”

“It can’t be empty under there, can it?”

A chill ran through the crowd, and they surrounded the square stone. They banged on it this way and that but were unable to find any evidence that it had ever moved.

 

While the pilgrims above looked at one another in dismay, Xiao Fuxuan followed Yi Wusheng beneath the shrine. As he landed, the sense of uncanniness he’d felt earlier grew stronger. He steadied himself and lifted his head to find a tall idol towering over him. His expression went cold. The idol had a beautiful face and a tall, slender figure. In one hand, it held a white funeral banner, and in the other, a blooming green branch. A flower covered one of the idol’s eyes.

It was Yunhai.

This circular chamber beneath the earth, both its entrance and what lay within, was utterly identical to the tomb in the other Valley of Laments. The sense of déjà vu was so strong that Xiao Fuxuan almost believed he could follow the winding path ahead of him to its end and once more find Yunhai subdued in his sepulcher. But the attendant had already said that Yunhai was still alive in this timeline and serving as numen of the Valley of Laments. Yunhai had not fallen back to the mortal realm, nor been forgotten, nor become a fiend. There was no cause for anyone to build him an underground tomb. So what was all this doing underneath his shrine?


Chapter 72:
Live Arcane Formation

 

XIAO FUXUAN INCREASINGLY FELT that something was amiss. He glanced around the circular chamber, and though he did not see Yi Wusheng, he noticed some tracks on the ground.

After Yi Wusheng fell through the trapdoor, something must have drawn him deeper into the tomb. Xiao Fuxuan would venture deeper too.

Having traveled this way once before, he navigated with ease. He even remembered the location of the acolyte statues, and as he passed each spot where one had been located, he paused and shattered the wall with his sword to check. With every wall shattered, his expression grew stormier.

Everywhere he stopped, he found an acolyte statue—thirty-three total, no more and no less. The only difference was that no innocent commoners had been invoked, and so the acolyte statues did not contain contorted corpses, clawed scratch marks, or dried blood. They were clean and empty inside. Nevertheless, everything felt like a replica of the tomb in the other Valley of Laments, and it gave him a strange sense of discomfort he couldn’t quite understand.

As Xiao Fuxuan followed the path deeper into the tomb, his unease only intensified. He glided to the tomb’s end point and stepped into the large circular vault. As he’d anticipated, this circular vault was also filled with towering idols, like a forbidding stone forest. Ordinary people would have to strain their necks to look up high enough to get a good look at the idols’ faces. Their height forced a crushing sense of weight and a deferent silence on any observers. Just like in the other tomb, an altar at the foot of each towering idol was carved with text, likely the name of the god depicted above. The altars were covered in thick layers of dust. Xiao Fuxuan bent down and reached out to wipe away the dust and reveal the characters carved below:

Meng Gu, Numen of the Barrows.

Huo Ge, Numen of Snowmelt Tarn.

Sang Feng, Numen of Mount Immovable.

The idols that stood in this place were identical, and Xiao Fuxuan could even feel the faint hum of flowing energies from the arcane formation beneath his feet. In the core timeline, the idols beneath the Valley of Laments collectively formed a major arcane formation. Its function was to subdue Yunhai and ensure he would never again see the light of day. But in this aberrant timeline, still centuries in the past, Yunhai was alive; there was no one to subdue. What could possibly be the purpose of the formation?

Xiao Fuxuan pondered this as he walked between the giant stone idols once more. Suddenly, he discovered a problem. He finally understood the strange feeling that permeated this place: This tomb did not replicate the one in the core timeline—it mirrored it!

In the core timeline, the towering stone idols beneath the Valley of Laments were arranged with Sang Feng at the forefront, Meng Gu at the end, and Huo Ge left of center. When he’d walked between them, he first saw Sang Feng, then Huo Ge, and finally Meng Gu—but here, Meng Gu stood at the forefront, Sang Feng at the very end, and Huo Ge was right of center! That was why he’d encountered Meng Gu first, then Huo Ge, and Sang Feng last. The moment he grasped this, Xiao Fuxuan thought back to the Yunhai idol he’d seen at the entrance. It held a white funeral banner in one hand and a flowering branch in the other as it should have, but the objects it held in the left and right hands were reversed. This entire tomb was a mirror image of the other.

Even in something as rudimentary as folk magic, a mirror was the most commonly used item. It represented a projection so real that the forgery could pass for the real thing. It was also a reversal. Xiao Fuxuan’s brows knitted tighter together. A forgery that could pass for the real thing: This place was a forgery, and the one in the core timeline was real. This place was arranged almost exactly as it was in the core timeline and could pass for the real thing. A projection: If this place was set up this way, someone must have been trying to project something that existed here into the real world. And as for reversal: The towering-idols formation in the core timeline worked to subdue so that the one being bound would never again see the light of day. If this effect was reversed, wouldn’t it mean…it would allow the target of this formation to renew endlessly, so that even dead wood might bloom again?!

Xiao Fuxuan’s expression darkened in an instant. He pushed his palm against his sword’s hilt, and the end of the scabbard along with his surging vital force struck the ground heavily. There was a thunderous boom as golden sparks flew, and the formation beneath his feet glowed and clarified. Fluorescent lines like long strands of flowing water intersected to form a massive web that extended all the way to the last of the giant idols—and the light flowed in reverse!

The moment Xiao Fuxuan forcibly triggered the formation, a tempest formed spontaneously in the center of the circular vault. It wove swiftly between the giant statues and formed a draconic whirlwind. The eye of the whirlwind flowed in the same direction as the formation, and it swept violently toward one place.

If this were happening in the core timeline, the twister would be headed into the deep hollow where Yunhai lay. Xiao Fuxuan stepped onto the wind and crossed the distance of a hundred strides in a single step, landing as steadily as a sharp sword driven into the ground. He heard a muffled groan below the howling wind and saw a pale, slight silhouette. 

He thrust his sword into the ground, halting the winds that swirled around him like a serpent. The whirlwind ceased, and the figure’s features became visible. It was Yi Wusheng, who had fallen into the tomb.

 

Once Yi Wusheng entered the shrine in the Valley of Laments, he knew that something was wrong. He was spent and could not hold on much longer. Like a candle burnt down to the stub, his soul remnant grew weaker by the day. Only a pea-sized glimmer of flame was left.

Thanks to Tianxiu, his sense of his demise came to him gently—so gently that he expected no pain at all the moment his soul remnant extinguished. But for some reason, the lingering scrap of his soul grew restless when he stepped into the shrine. There was something odd about the place, which was why he didn’t offer incense at the altar. Instead, he walked around the altar and fell through the stone trapdoor into the underground tomb.

When he landed below, his soul remnant started to quiver violently. Whatever the strangeness he sensed was, it originated underground. The awful sensation of his soul remnant shaking and the dizzying vertigo were so befuddling, he stumbled his way to the tomb’s end point by instinct alone. He stopped where the feeling of strangeness was strongest. The soul remnant within his body trembled so hard he thought it might shatter into pieces. Yet the feeling was contradictory: His soul was agitated enough to make him feel he might collapse at any moment and never rise again, but he also felt an eerie surge of vitality. It was like fanning a sputtering candle flame and granting it a brief, sudden blaze. He didn’t know it, but his ashen complexion had taken on a flush of color.

Suddenly, a wave of sword aura and a sweeping gale interrupted the shaking of his soul remnant. Yi Wusheng raised a sleeve to shield his face, rooting his feet firmly on the ground to stabilize himself. Once the gale ceased, he dropped his arm and looked up in a daze to find a figure dressed in cinched black robes, a conical hat on his head. In his fog, Yi Wusheng allowed a flicker of shock to cross his face. When his bewilderment disappeared, he shook his head and smiled despite himself.

“No wonder…” Yi Wusheng stared at the lowered brim of the man’s conical hat and the unfamiliar features on his altered face. He sighed. “I was wondering who could have done this, and it turns out it’s you.”

When Yi Wusheng first saw the young man standing at the entrance to the Valley of Laments, he recognized at once that he was not of mundane origin. But there were many cultivators in the mortal realm, and he’d been too preoccupied at the time to think much of it. Looking back now, it all made sense. No wonder he’d wanted to visit the shrine even though he was clearly no pilgrim. He must have come following Yi Wusheng’s trail.

Yi Wusheng gently cupped his hands in a gesture of respect. “Tianxiu.”

What he wanted to say was Thank you, Tianxiu, for coming all this way. But Tianxiu was only here at all because of him, so a “thank you” did not seem like nearly enough. The truth was, Yi Wusheng also wanted to say, I am ashamed, but he was here in the Valley of Laments, in the tomb’s depths, right next to the deep hollow where Yunhai was buried. Under these circumstances, he could hardly apologize for himself.

Besides, he didn’t have time for any of that! His soul remnant had calmed for only a brief moment before it had started to tremble again. It was difficult to remain upright, but as a former wielder of the sword, he did not wish to appear frail. He squeezed his fingers together to clear his head a little.

“Tianxiu, there’s something strange about this place. There’s probably an arcane formation right here, right…” He fell to one knee and pressed a finger against the dirt and stones on the ground. “Right here.”

After he spoke, he did not withdraw his hand but left it there to prop himself up. He knew that, once he drew back his hand, he would collapse to the ground. He allowed himself a bitter, inward smile. That would be far too embarrassing—and disgraceful to the Hua Clan, he thought.

Somehow, as he braced his palm against the ground, his soul remnant throbbed like a heart. It felt like threads of vitality were trying to surge into his body through his palm. Yi Wusheng blinked in confusion and bent his fingers to lift his palm from the ground. His brows drew together.

“There is indeed a formation here,” said Xiao Fuxuan.

“What does this arcane formation…do?” What could it be for? 

They both already had a hunch, and the answer in their hearts grew increasingly clear. All they needed was the final piece of supporting evidence.

Darkness had started to overtake Yi Wusheng’s vision. His fingers shivered, but he forced them to still. With the last of his strength, he lifted his palm and struck the dirt and stones.

Xiao Fuxuan had not expected this move. He froze for a moment, then the ground heaved, turning up the stones and dirt to reveal a deep hollow beneath. Yunhai was still alive in this timeline, so as expected, no one was lying inside the grave. But the hollow wasn’t empty. Inside, lush and gnarled vines grew in a thick pile. The vines were covered in wounds, but they teemed with life and flowers, flourishing under the formation’s sustained offering.

Meanwhile, the thick scent of blood bloomed from where the vines were rooted, mingled with another subtle fragrance. When Xiao Fuxuan caught a whiff of it, he knew exactly what it was. Someone had taken some of their own spirit-flesh, their blood and bone, and used their unending lifespan to sustain this arcane formation. It was impossible to identify the formation’s purpose just by looking at it because there was nothing but vines and flowers inside; it simply looked like the formation’s architect had gone to great lengths just to keep a single vine alive. Nevertheless, Xiao Fuxuan and his companions had been to the Valley of Laments in the core timeline. They’d seen Yunhai buried inside its deep hollow and the vines that grew from his chest like they’d sprouted from thin air.

At the time, they’d thought the vines and Yunhai were in a symbiotic relationship—as long as the vines lived, then so did Yunhai. But they didn’t know the source of the vines and thus could not fathom what Yunhai was in symbiosis with. It was only in this moment that Xiao Fuxuan and Yi Wusheng realized the vines did not originate from inside Yunhai’s chest. They’d come from this vine, sustained by this arcane formation.

The purpose of the mirrored underground tomb was clear. They hadn’t understood what Hua Xin had done to allow Yunhai to survive and remain in the world for so long.

Now they knew: He had offered his life to sustain a life.


Chapter 73:
Evanescence

 

ANYONE WHO KNEW Hua Xin would have been utterly astonished to see this life-offering formation. It was not at all the kind of thing he would do.

Hua Xin, Chief of the Twelve Immortals of the Spirit Terrace, was the archetypal celestial of Urbs Caelestia: gentle but never tender, compassionate but never melancholy. Just like the idol on his altar, his expression was calm and his posture impeccably upright, unchanging across days, years, centuries. He’d once exhibited brief glimpses of humanity in the company of his mischievous disciple, but after Yunhai fell, that had vanished along with him. Thereafter, Hua Xin didn’t merely return to his default; he became even more extreme.

Some privately said that after Yunhai’s fall, Hua Xin was like a walking idol without a hint of humanity. No one could have imagined he’d go to such great lengths to resurrect the dead. It was not the kind of thing anyone would expect from the Chief of the Spirit Terrace.

There was something sinister about it.

Hua Xin knew he shouldn’t have done it—and that was precisely why he’d done it quietly, furtively, hiding this massive life-offering formation outside the mortal realm in an aberrant timeline. He’d used his spirit-flesh as the sacrifice to sustain the vines in this tomb, and through symbiosis, he’d offered it up to the Yunhai who had perished beneath his sword.

Superficially, the plan seemed prudent—neither the tomb nor the timeline would be easy to discover or damage—but on closer inspection, it was full of holes. First, how would Hua Xin ensure no one would disturb the underground tomb within the core timeline? What if any mishaps befell Yunhai while he lay inside the tomb? Second, he’d built his plan on the edge of a cloud. This aberrant timeline should never have existed, and once it was severed, the formation would cease to exist. Without the offering, the symbiotic vines would wither, and the core timeline’s Yunhai would wither too. If either of these things happened, the endeavor into which Hua Xin had poured his heart and soul would come to nothing in the end. These problems were not difficult to anticipate. Would Hua Xin tolerate these potential weaknesses without establishing a contingency plan?

There was no way…

Xiao Fuxuan stared at the flowering vines inside the hollow, and his face slowly fell. Both he and Wu Xingxue had believed this timeline originated with the Feng Clan patriarch’s desire to resurrect his children. Guided by a figure in his dream, he had leveraged the power of the Arbor Divinus to force this timeline into existence, so its causality could be traced back to the Feng Clan. 

However, that wasn’t the case at all. Of all the branching timelines to have ever existed, as many as there were hairs on an ox, why would Hua Xin have chosen to hide his formation in the Feng Clan’s? And how was it that this timeline just so happened to be unsevered, the only one overlooked for so many hundreds of years? In this light, it was easy to guess just who had appeared to the Feng Patriarch in his dream.

The Feng Clan was a decoy to draw all the attention, but it was Hua Xin who had wanted to create this timeline. He had guided the Feng Clan into making it, and he’d wished to keep it concealed from anyone who could threaten it—like Tianxiu and Rex Spiritus, who stood apart from the Spirit Terrace. He must have set some kind of trap in case the timeline was breached. For instance, something to force Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan out of the timeline should they try to further investigate clues left behind by the Feng Clan.

Or something to follow them out of the timeline.

Xiao Fuxuan thought of Wu Xingxue back in Fly-On-By. Someone who had followed them out of that timeline lurked in the courtyard of Fly-On-By: the false Fang Chu.

Xiao Fuxuan had done a great amount of speculating, but it took only an instant for all of it to cross his mind. In that brief time, the vines inside the hollow had started to move. Like dormant insects hearing the first thunder of spring, they rapidly extended and sprouted new shoots, their closed flower buds exploding into blossoms. The petals were the pure red of blood, with an eldritch beauty.

A traditional folk axiom said to never allow domesticated animals to taste blood, lest their appetites grow feral ever after. It was certainly true of these vines. They had fed on spirit-flesh, and once they detected the presence and vitality of an outsider in the formation, they could not resist trying to extract more. The vines began to grow offshoots, and the entire arcane formation hummed and trembled. An immense force flowed from the hollow, threatening to drag them under. 

The pull was immense; even in his manifested body, Xiao Fuxuan’s soul trembled. How could Yi Wusheng not feel it in the wisp of soul he had left?

Yi Wusheng’s half-kneeling figure swayed, unable to withstand the pull of the arcane formation. He couldn’t even stay on his knees anymore. There was a very quiet sound of something tearing.

Xiao Fuxuan saw a tear on the black sealing cloth over Yi Wusheng’s mouth. It would come apart at any moment, and his soul remnant would vanish altogether or be swept up in the arcane formation and absorbed by the vines. Either way, there would be no way to save him. Xiao Fuxuan raised a hand, shaped a spell with his fingers, and flicked it toward Yi Wusheng in a bid to stabilize the sealing cloth.

Just as the faint golden light was about to reach its target, Yi Wusheng turned his head.

Xiao Fuxuan prepared to send another, but it was too late. The formation’s gale tore away the cloth, and Yi Wusheng’s face, half hidden for so long, came into view. His expression was peaceful. It was apparent that he’d dodged Xiao Fuxuan’s spell on purpose.

Xiao Fuxuan seemed uncharacteristically stunned. “You’re… Doctor, did you not come to the Valley of Laments seeking something?”

Yi Wusheng’s soul remnant shook incessantly. The buzzing in his ears was endless, but he still managed to catch Xiao Fuxuan’s muffled words.

Yes, I did…

When he came to the Valley of Laments, he truly had been seeking something. But he’d never quite figured out what that was. Was he attached to the mortal realm? Did he have unfinished business? Did he want to visit the root of his troubles and change things so that he might go on living?

Until he’d stepped into the shrine, fallen underground, and wandered to the edge of this deep hollow, that was what Yi Wusheng had assumed he wanted. He had a decent level of cultivation, but he’d never reached apotheosis. He was still mortal, and it was only natural for a mortal to fear death. He’d thought he was driven by this attachment and fear.

However, after he turned over the stones and mud and saw the outlines of the gnarled vines in the hollow—after he caught the scent of blood and dirt buried there—he’d felt a sudden calm. Darkness pulsed through his vision, and the soul remnant in his mouth sputtered like a candle in the wind. He no longer had the wherewithal to ponder much, but he’d been raised in a cultivation clan and had seen many arcane formations. He could guess what was happening. The grand formation under his knees was devised to restore someone to life.

The word “life” was just too beguiling to the hearts of men. He’d imagined he would grow excited or find justification in that moment: See? It wouldn’t be so terrible if I tried something. I wouldn’t be the first to do so, nor would I be the last. Yet all he felt was peace. Enveloped in the aura of death and kneeling among burgeoning vines, he found enlightenment. 

The truth was that he hadn’t come here with a purpose in mind. He’d never intended to change fate and extend his lifetime, even though he could hardly bear to part with this mortal world.

When it came down to it, all he’d wanted was to come here, enter the shrine where Yunhai should have been buried, stand at this precipice where his destiny might have been altered, and provide himself with a clear answer.

This is enough, Yi Wusheng, he said to himself.

His parents, who passed away quite young, used to say that he’d been able to grasp objects just a fortnight after he was born, and that the first thing he’d reached for was a wooden sword. They thought he would grow up to be an awe-inspiring master who cultivated through swordplay.

Later, when he was four years old, they’d traveled through the countryside and encountered a refugee wailing in pain at a mountain shrine. Another traveler wearing plain clothing had heard the cries and come to their aid. He’d tapped the refugee a few times on the neck, then given them a pill to swallow. Thereafter, the mournful cries ceased.

Yi Wusheng had asked his parents who the traveler was. “Probably an itinerant doctor who plies his skills around Reverie,” they’d told him.

From that day forward, Yi Wusheng had been determined to become someone who could stop other people’s cries of pain. At the age of fourteen, he’d joined the Hua Clan and hung a medicine bag from his belt, which he always kept stocked with various elixir pills for any ailments or wounds that might need healing. More than a century passed as Yi Wusheng rose from initiate to elder of the fourth hall, and that medicine bag had never left his side nor been empty a single day. 

As he’d hoped, he’d traveled the world, heard the wails of those in pain, and helped many of them. Today, he’d given away his last two pills before entering the Valley of Laments. His medicine bag was empty. He’d done all he could. He was alone in the world and unburdened.

As a young man, he often discussed the common legends involving resurrection of the dead or manipulating time to start over with his friend, Hua Zhaoting, and his future wife, Hua Zhaotai. He’d always concluded solemnly that such actions violated the natural order and human ethics and were thus unacceptable. Hua Zhaoting laughed at him for sounding like an old man, and Hua Zhaotai teased him, saying, “Little square, that’s easy to say when you’re still young and full of life, but who can say what you’d do if you were faced with that choice?”

After such remarks, she’d find her comments inauspicious and add, “Tch, not that it’ll ever come to pass.”

Now, a hundred years later, he could finally give that young woman an answer. My dear wife, Zhaotai, the chance we spoke of is before me. Fortunately, I can tell you this: My resolve remains unchanged.

The last fragment of his soul was just a few pinpoints of light; under the agitation of the vines, they scattered completely. When the black seal over his mouth tore apart, Yi Wusheng no longer needed to hold his breath. Laughing in relief, he gathered his remaining vital force and shattered that last remnant into nothingness with his own hand. His last glimmer of flame went out with a sigh. He clutched the small sheet of silk paper Xiao Fuxuan had given him to pass on his final words.

“I owe you my thanks, Tianxiu. Please give my regards to your companion. If fate allows us to meet again, it will be in another lifetime…” Even if they did meet again, he would not recognize them. Perhaps he would see them and think Gods. But that wasn’t so bad. 

Long ago, Hua Zhaotai had pretended to tell his fortune. She’d said that their fates were deeply entwined. Just one lifetime together wasn’t enough, so they would share at least three. She’d foretold their next meeting wouldn’t happen for a long time, perhaps even hundreds of years. In that lifetime, he would join the army and become a military man.
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“Military men tend to die young,” he said. He was a rather unromantic youth.

Hua Zhaotai slapped him on the shoulder. “Well, I can’t change that. Let’s hope you meet a spiritual guardian.”

“Fine,” he said after a moment’s thought, “but tell me about the next lifetime first.”

“In the next lifetime we meet…um, thanks to your spiritual guardian, you’ll have a mark on your hand.” 

Thanks to this guardian, they would allegedly know one another from an early age and become childhood sweethearts. They’d share a lifetime, support each other through thick and thin, aid the less fortunate, and use their medical skills to save lives.

“It’s a promise, then,” he said. “You can’t ever renege.”

 

They’d made their promises long ago. It was time to take the next step forward.

Yi Wusheng, who was born in the 177th year of Clear River, died in the 29th year of Serenity, a year centuries before his birth—a rare occurrence. A lifetime was both long and fleeting. He had many regrets and unfulfilled wishes, but such was the life of all mortals. Yi Wusheng knew this, and in his moment of evanescence, there was a smile on his face.

In the courtyard, lush phoenix trees grew by the well; moonlight spilled over the terrace, while flowers shone on your face.1

It was time to keep the appointment he’d made with his dearly departed wife.


Chapter 74:
Xueli

 

ON THE WEST SIDE of Nightgleam stood a residence that clashed with everything around it. For one thing, it wasn’t very big. The other residences in the area belonged to fiends who enjoyed pomp and spectacle, but this place looked makeshift, like it had been built by someone who was in Nightgleam for only a short stay. Many fiends’ estates featured underground caverns or large pools where the occupants raised monstrous creatures far from prying eyes; others had vast gardens in which to bury their leftovers. But this residence had just one small courtyard surrounding several single-story buildings.

It also stood out for its color palette. The fiends of Nightgleam preferred deep colors, and the city was all blacks and browns, rusts and reds. What had started as a way to conceal bloodstains had over time become a preference. However, this residence was mostly jade green and white—not a pure white either, but a soft one that carried a hint of lotus pink.

When this unusual courtyard home first appeared, passing fiends ignorant of its origins had ridiculed it.

“What, did some scholar come out here to build a school in Nightgleam?” one said. “Look, they actually wrote the word Rites on the plaque above the gates!”

“Not necessarily,” said another. “Who’s to say that some young lady from a noble house hasn’t grown tired of empty politeness and decided to find a new, exciting life in Nightgleam instead?”

“Well, if you ask me, I don’t think it’s either of those things. I mean, just look at the pavilions! And the guardian beasts at the gates are carved of jade. They even have cinnabar dots on their foreheads. How gross and pretentious!” The fiend swallowed a curse. “No matter how you look at it, this looks like the work of someone from a cultivation clan.”

“You worry too much. What cultivator would be mad enough to stay in Nightgleam?!”

“Speaking of cultivators…”

“No, it can’t be Xueli, the new archon… Can it?”

It didn’t take them long to find out that the courtyard home’s occupant was indeed their new archon, Feng Xueli. The gossiping fiends were so scared they’d been overheard that they hadn’t dared walk past the residence’s front gates for a long time, lest they be dragged inside to settle the score.

The fiends of Nightgleam all feared their archon, but the degree varied by archon. When Wu Xingxue was still around, fiends had given Fly-On-By such a wide berth that the land around it had been empty for a mile radius. Meanwhile, when Feng Xueli became their archon, they merely tried to steer clear of him. Feng Xueli was less intimidating because the other fiends believed he hadn’t come by the position honestly, and his title wasn’t very secure.

Feng Xueli had arrived in Nightgleam amid utter chaos. Urbs Caelestia had collapsed just a month earlier, and in its destruction, dense celestial energy had poured from the heavens into the mortal realm. Because fiends congregated there, Nightgleam attracted the celestial energy. Fiends could measure up to mortal cultivators—some of the most formidable might even challenge individual minor celestials—but the energy of Urbs Caelestia coalescing all at once was far beyond what they could withstand. The fiends of Nightgleam suffered greatly. It started to look like they would be blasted from this mortal coil and wiped from the face of the earth. 

They’d only managed to survive because the celestial energy had eventually dissipated. At the time, most fiends had been in their underground caverns in seclusion or suffering a depletion of infernal energy that weakened them significantly.

That was when Feng Xueli had appeared—not too early and not too late, but just in the nick of time. Allegedly, he’d arrived in Nightgleam with nothing but a single attendant. At first, he didn’t even want to build a residence, so he picked a random inn and ended up staying there a while. But how safe could any inn in Nightgleam possibly be? Anyone lacking the requisite toughness would vanish without so much as a whimper, never to be seen again.

Word spread throughout Nightgleam that some weirdo with looks comparable to a noble lady’s was staying at the inn. He dressed like he was from a cultivation clan, not to mention how he spoke and carried himself. When he walked through the streets, he looked like a scholar on a spring outing. The only sinister quality about him was the tattoo that stretched from the left side of his neck and up the side of his face.

Establishments in Nightgleam, whether accommodations, restaurants, casinos, or entertainment venues, never accepted the mortal currency silver. Fiends had little use for precious metals and jewels, which were far less valuable than items that could aid their cultivation. Feng Xueli paid for his lodging with spirit stones and enchanted relics, favored items for cultivators of the celestial path. Word got around that his attendant paid his debts with handfuls of stones and that the embroidered pouch he carried seemed to be bottomless. Such resources were beyond what a typical cultivator could muster.

It wasn’t until they discreetly investigated that the fiends of Nightgleam learned the newcomer was a Feng. His older sister was the current head of the Feng Clan, Feng Juyan, and his older brother was its elder, Feng Feishi. Feng Xueli was the youngest child of this generation. He rarely showed his face and had very little presence, so few knew that he existed. The fiends of Nightgleam often dealt with cultivation clans, and the bigger the clan, the deeper the grudge. Large clans like the Hua Clan and Feng Clan were long-standing adversaries. How could they possibly look favorably upon Feng Xueli?

Unsurprisingly, Feng Xueli was attacked almost every night after he first moved into the inn. Nearly every fiend in Nightgleam who could walk went to pay him a visit with plans to put him in his place. To their dismay, none who visited him came out on top. A year into lodging at the inn, Feng Xueli remained unharmed, while the other residents of Nightgleam had earned several new scrapes. Since “might makes right” was the only principle that mattered in a fiends’ lair, the most formidable would be their archon.

Though everyone lost to Feng Xueli to some degree, they remained resentful and unconvinced. They had been weakened by the destruction of Urbs Caelestia, and when they fought Feng Xueli, they were not at their strongest. He’d merely lucked into showing up at the most opportune moment!

To prove that Feng Xueli’s status was just good luck, some fiends occasionally tried to provoke him. But they didn’t try for long. As soon as they realized they didn’t have the upper hand, they turned and fled.

It went on like this for six months, and not one of them managed to scratch Feng Xueli. When he was finally injured, it wasn’t a fiend who hurt him—it was the seal that protected Fly-On-By. That was when everyone in Nightgleam realized Feng Xueli had neglected to build his own residence because he intended to seize Fly-On-By for himself.

Every fiend’s attention turned to Fly-On-By as they racked their brains for why Feng Xueli was so dead set on claiming it. They were so preoccupied with this riddle that they mostly stopped picking fights with Feng Xueli, and he went into seclusion at the inn to grow back the hand the seal had severed.

The next thing everyone heard about him had been the rumors of the “dainty and flawless” temporary dwelling he was building.

The residence really was rather small, with barely enough room for a few people to live comfortably, but it seemed sufficient for an oddball like Feng Xueli. Over the years that followed, he gained many followers, but none could stay long in his courtyard house. The only person who lived with him full-time was the attendant who had arrived with him from the Feng Clan. That attendant, famous for his unflinching expression, was Smiling Fox.

Now, Feng Xueli and Smiling Fox stood in the open hall of the house of “rites.” Anyone who’d been to the house of rites thought that there really was a school here. The hall was arranged like a classroom with no windows, an open doorway fronted with a screen, and neat rows of desks and meditation cushions. However, anyone from a cultivation clan would see right away that it resembled a hall of disciples like those found in cultivation clans.

Whether it was a house of rites or hall of disciples, not one of the desks inside was vacant; a young man sat on the cushion behind every one.

The boys looked to be in their teens. They had the distinctive physique of youth during a growth spurt, all elbows and knees. Their hair was arranged high on their heads, and they held brushes over the long scrolls spread out in front of them. They remained seated, but some sloppily propped up a leg while others were properly cross-legged but swayed side to side. None held their brushes right; they played with them or waved them around like swords. These young men clearly had little patience for books and were obsessed with swordplay.

Standing nearby, Smiling Fox shot a look at the adolescents before averting his gaze. He never dared watch them too long…because none of the young men had faces. Eight young men occupied the desks in this hall, their movements vivid and indistinguishable from the living, yet they certainly were not alive. It was a deeply eerie scene.

The first time Smiling Fox had seen them, he’d been shocked despite himself.

 

“Young Master, what are they?” Smiling Fox asked.

Feng Xueli glanced at the young men. “Decorations for the hall of disciples,” he replied.

His answer sent a chill up Smiling Fox’s spine. He could have understood if Xueli had called the vases, brush racks, or screens “decorations,” but referring to the young men that way was bizarre.

“But why don’t they have faces?” Smiling Fox said.

“Because this will do.” Then Feng Xueli changed the subject.

 

Smiling Fox had not pursued the matter further until one day, when he’d taken a few extra glances at the young men. He’d walked between them and suddenly realized that, even though each of the youths did something different—some pored over their scrolls, some held their brushes and drew, some crumpled talisman paper into balls—they seemed to be…identical. Though they were faceless, he could tell that their hands, hair, and figures were all the same. It only made the hall even eerier.

It got to the point that Smiling Fox could not look at Feng Xueli without a nagging sense that there was something off about him. But how could that be? Smiling Fox couldn’t fathom it.

Smiling Fox had grown up with Feng Xueli, who’d never acted like this before. The Feng Clan took Smiling Fox in when he was a teenager begging on the streets. People said that the Feng Clan often took in abandoned children, and even its matriarch, Feng Shulan, was the former patriarch’s adopted daughter. When Smiling Fox first joined the Feng Clan, Feng Shulan had been the matriarch for many years.

Back then, Smiling Fox had heard some unverified rumors that the Fengs were either physically different from other people or perhaps cursed by evil spirits so that they rarely produced biological offspring. However, Feng Shulan quieted such rumors for good when she had three children of her own. Her eldest was named Feng Feishi. He might have been born with a touch of the rumored curse, for he’d had a weak constitution since birth and an unanchored soul, so there was a ceiling to his advancement no matter what path he chose in cultivation. But he was intelligent, socially perceptive, and very well-read, so the disciples of the Feng Clan were quite fond of him.

Feng Shulan’s second child was a daughter, one year younger than Feng Feishi, named Feng Juyan. She could allegedly wield a spiritual sword from an early age and possessed exceptional constitution and aptitude, making her a very promising cultivator. But she was stubborn and unyielding, making her the polar opposite of her brother.

The baby of the family, Feng Xueli, was much younger than the other two; he was born when Feng Feishi was eighteen.

Gossip said there was something unusual about the newborn Feng Xueli. Other children cried when they were hungry, tired, in pain, or lonely, but Feng Xueli was quiet and spent most hours of the day asleep. When he slept, he closed his eyes, curled up, and stilled until even his breathing was imperceptible. At a glance, it was hard to tell if he was alive, and he gave his caretakers frequent scares.

The Fengs thought he would improve as he got older, but he did not. Even at three, he was as quiet as ever. If anyone spoke to him or asked him a question, he would only nod or shake his head. Sometimes he stared into space and looked like an empty shell. He often squatted under a tree in the courtyard by himself and stared at the dirt beneath his feet for entire afternoons. No one knew if he was watching the ants march or thinking about something else. He disliked fire, the smell of smoke from burning things, and the sound swords made when they clanged against each other. 

Sometimes, when he saw disciples walking by with their swords, he would stand up from his perch in the yard and run inside with a thud of feet. But he couldn’t help turning to peek at the disciples’ backs as they walked past.

Such tics and temperament didn’t seem to fit someone born into a cultivation clan. Fortunately, Feng Shulan did not spurn her youngest child because of his differences. She doted on him, actually. He disliked fire, so she made sure there was never fire around him; he disliked blades, so she didn’t make him practice the sword. A cultivation clan as large as theirs could afford to keep someone who could not master thaumaturgy.

Feng Xueli seemed to love his older siblings, and he often sat on the stairs to the Hall of Disciples, his eyes fixed unwaveringly on Feng Feishi and Feng Juyan as they practiced their physical techniques. But as soon as it was time for sword practice, he would run off without a word. Feng Feishi and Feng Juyan were often spooked by the little boy’s unblinking stare, which set their hair on end, but they’d laugh at the way he’d turn tail and run a moment later.

Because of the age difference and their dedication to their studies, Feng Feishi and Feng Juyan never had time to play with their little brother. As time passed, they inevitably grew apart.

After Feng Xueli turned eight, he stopped going to the Hall of Disciples to watch his older siblings. Instead, he spent all day in his own courtyard home and never went anywhere. Worried that he would become too withdrawn, Feng Shulan found him some companionship. That was around the time when Smiling Fox joined the Feng Clan. His only task after his initiation into the clan was to keep Feng Xueli company.

Smiling Fox had been told since he was a child that he was inflexible and tactless, which made him unlikable. But with Feng Xueli, these were his best qualities. He was inflexible, so once he promised to keep Feng Xueli company, he never left his side. He was with him nearly every hour of the day and night. No matter where Feng Xueli wanted to go or what he wanted to do, Smiling Fox would join him.

As days, months, and years pile up, even the most introverted and reserved person is bound to change. Feng Xueli started talking more in front of Smiling Fox each day. At first, he only nodded and shook his head, but these gestures evolved into yes-or-no answers until he eventually began to respond on occasion. Sometimes, he even initiated a conversation or laughed.
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For a long time, Feng Xueli just seemed like a bookish, delicate young master. Smiling Fox never imagined that he’d one day defect from the Feng Clan and journey to Nightgleam, the den of fiends, where Feng Xueli would become the new archon.

Smiling Fox could no longer recall precisely when Feng Xueli had started to change. All he knew was that Feng Xueli had always loved to daydream and often stared into space for hours without moving, his eyes unblinking and fixed on one spot. Smiling Fox did not disturb him when he did this but stayed near to watch over him—except for one time.

Someone had entered the courtyard, so Smiling Fox had patted Feng Xueli on the shoulder to call him back to himself. Feng Xueli abruptly stiffened and blinked, and when he turned around, the look in his eyes was rather strange. It was a placid, steady assessment, as if a stranger was observing Smiling Fox through those eyes. In that moment, Smiling Fox had the strange thought that this person wasn’t Feng Xueli.

He’d pushed the idea aside when, a moment later, Feng Xueli was once more the same person Smiling Fox had always known. It seemed he’d sensed nothing more than a fleeting illusion.

Then, it’d started to happen more often. Eventually, Smiling Fox couldn’t hold in the question any longer.

“Young Master, are you…are you still my young master?”

“What an odd question!” Feng Xueli seemed taken aback.

“Why were you just looking at me like that, then?”

Feng Xueli thought it over. “My mind was just wandering a bit, so when you caught my attention, it took me a while to remember where I was. How did I look at you earlier? Did it make you uncomfortable?”

“No. Go ahead and look.”

After that, Smiling Fox had not asked again. He was stubborn, and he’d promised to stay by Feng Xueli’s side when he joined the Feng Clan, so he would stay by Feng Xueli’s side always. Nothing else mattered.

But Feng Xueli only grew stranger. Sometimes he was cultured and demure, easily moved to laughter by little things, while at other times he was inscrutable, imbued with an enigmatic calm. His moods appeared disjointed and even a little unsettling. He never interacted closely with other people, but they noticed the uncanniness about him regardless. He’d always been odd, so at first, no one thought much of it; everyone assumed he was merely becoming more eccentric as he got older. In time, however, people started to feel uneasy. They avoided him.

Feng Xueli hadn’t wanted to go near swords or sabers as a child, but that changed suddenly one day. It turned out he hadn’t fallen behind in the sword and thaumaturgy after all. Occasionally, his swordplay would shine with what seemed like a grandmaster’s spark of brilliance.

After Feng Juyan became matriarch, she’d intended for her little brother to manage the Hall of Disciples. But once she and Feng Feishi noticed Feng Xueli’s shift, she changed her mind—whether out of caution or distaste, it was impossible to say.

It’d grown increasingly clear to all in the Feng Clan that Feng Juyan and Feng Feishi stood together while Feng Xueli stood apart. Smiling Fox thought that Feng Xueli would end up estranged from his siblings, but he’d never expected such a thorough parting of ways, in completely opposite directions. He couldn’t even identify the tipping point.

Twenty-five years earlier, when Urbs Caelestia had collapsed, chaos had also beset the mortal realm’s cultivation clans. The Feng Clan had not been exempt, but the chaos never reached Feng Xueli’s courtyard house. He went to sleep that evening just as he always had. In the middle of the night, his eyes had snapped open, intense and unreadable. Smiling Fox watched Feng Xueli rise and walk to the window. He stood there listening to the footsteps of Feng disciples going about their business outside the courtyard.

“I’m going somewhere. You don’t have to come,” he told Smiling Fox.

These words had made Smiling Fox a little sad. He grabbed the crescent blade he often used and walked over to Feng Xueli.

“I go where you go, Young Master.”

It wasn’t until they’d tossed aside several Feng disciples, breached the estate’s barrier, and rode on the wind to crash through an endless series of restrictive wards, alarming several cultivation clans, that Smiling Fox realized something wasn’t right. But he’d said that he would follow Feng Xueli no matter where he went and no matter what he became. He would never go back on his word.

And so, one day later, the Feng Clan lost their youngest son, and Nightgleam gained a fiend. Smiling Fox never saw his bookish young master again after that day. Morning or night, the only one he saw was the calm, unflappable, unfathomable Feng Xueli.

Since arriving in Nightgleam, Feng Xueli had been less and less like his original self. A subtle, serene lunacy lay beneath his unfamiliar face, as mad as the hall before them. From what Smiling Fox remembered, Feng Xueli had trained his swordplay and thaumaturgy in his own courtyard and had barely spent any time in the Feng Clan’s Hall of Disciples. So why would he make one like it in his house here in Nightgleam? And the identical youths “studying”…

It was almost as if he was reminiscing about something. For a brief moment, that forgotten impression crossed Smiling Fox’s mind again—that the Feng Xueli in front of him wasn’t the same Feng Xueli he’d accompanied for decades prior. This Feng Xueli seemed like a complete stranger occupying his body, gazing tranquilly at him through Feng Xueli’s eyes.

“Why are you staring at me?” Feng Xueli asked suddenly, his voice calm. He raised his eyes toward Smiling Fox.

Smiling Fox’s attention snapped back to the present, and he waved away his peculiar thought. “Young Master, you told me before to keep a close eye on what’s going on at Fly-On-By, but you haven’t done anything now that Wu Xingxue is back. Why? Do you want me to continue keeping an eye on it?”

Feng Xueli walked over to one of the faceless youths and tapped him on the wrist. “When you thrust with the sword, don’t let the tip tilt down. Raise it up instead.”

He spoke as if the youth was a real, living person, his madness almost palpable. Smiling Fox was aghast, but he forced a neutral expression and looked down to await Feng Xueli’s answer. 

Once Feng Xueli finished correcting the young man’s movement, he straightened. “No, you don’t need to go.”

Smiling Fox seemed surprised. “How come? Won’t we always be one step behind whatever’s going on in Fly-On-By?”

“No,” said Feng Xueli, “we won’t.” He fell quiet for a beat. When he saw the youth make another mistake, he patted him once more and patiently corrected him before answering Smiling Fox. “Someone else is keeping an eye on it.”

Smiling Fox’s face showed his confusion. Who else could be spying for Feng Xueli?
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At the same time, night fell on Fly-On-By. The “Fang Chu” keeping watch outside the bedroom shifted and cast a look toward the main house. His expression was hard to read, perhaps because he was backlit. He might have furrowed his brows before relaxing them, a shift of expression so quick it was almost impossible to identify.

Wu Xingxue took it all in. He rubbed his bluish fingers and slowly drew the chill into himself. His attention was so focused on Fang Chu’s face that he did not notice when Xiao Fuxuan, in quiet meditation behind him, twitched as though his senses had returned to his body. The frost covering Wu Xingxue’s fingertips was just about to melt when he felt someone take his hand. 

He heard Xiao Fuxuan’s resonant voice: “So, you really are still cold.”


Chapter 75:
Speculation

 

WU XINGXUE stopped moving.

Oh no, I miscalculated.

Xiao Fuxuan had returned without warning and caught him in the act before he could try to hide it. It was all the fake Fang Chu’s fault! Couldn’t he have moved just a little earlier? Wu Xingxue had been watching him all day, but he just had to choose the moment of Xiao Fuxuan’s return to finally do something to distract him.

You really know how to make problems for me. Wu Xingxue glowered at Fang Chu in the courtyard, then tucked away his grudge for the time being and turned to Xiao Fuxuan.

How could a greater archfiend so easily admit to something he’d intended to hide? He looked Xiao Fuxuan in the eye and flatly denied it. “Cold? I’m not cold.”

He pulled his hand back—but stopped because Xiao Fuxuan had hold of his fingertip. It was a small gesture but oddly intimate. Wu Xingxue gave up trying to pull away. Even after becoming a fiend, he could not stop himself from reacting this way. He enjoyed these moments of intimacy that slipped out without them meaning for it.

Xiao Fuxuan squeezed Wu Xingxue’s finger a few times before he met his eyes and softly called his bluff. “Your fingertips are wet.”

“That’s just sweat.” It was actually the melted frost, but Wu Xingxue wasn’t about to admit it.

Even Xiao Fuxuan hadn’t expected him to lie to his face so blatantly. After a moment’s silence, he called Wu Xingxue’s bluff again. “Why would you be sweating?”

It took the archfiend a minute to come up with an answer. “Who’s to say? Wasn’t I covered in sweat earlier?”

Xiao Fuxuan was speechless. From experience, he knew that when Wu Xingxue was out of the bed, he was capable of all manner of garbage—feigned frailty, sweet talk, shameless behavior—to cover up certain things and fool certain people. Xiao Fuxuan narrowed his eyes and said nothing for a time. It was unclear whether he was angry or impressed.

After a prolonged staring match, he nodded. “Fine.”

Wu Xingxue took one look at Xiao Fuxuan’s face and thought, Not fine.

Sure enough, a second later Xiao Fuxuan pushed his vital force in through the fingertip he held with the force of a tidal wave. Even if Wu Xingxue had convinced Xiao Fuxuan that the chill in his fingers was merely residual, the cold Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force discovered throughout Wu Xingxue’s body was much harder to explain.

Wu Xingxue had wanted to block him. During the hours Xiao Fuxuan had been tracking down Yi Wusheng in the Valley of Laments, Wu Xingxue had moved his vital force around his body while observing Fang Chu in the courtyard. He’d figured out several new tricks, and had he wanted to block Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force from rushing into his body, he could have done so. But obstruction only made him look more guilty, and when he saw Xiao Fuxuan’s downcast eyes and worried brow, his heart squeezed. He faltered for a second, then dropped every barrier he’d erected to stop Xiao Fuxuan.

He let him in.

Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force was just as piercingly cold and sharp as his sword intent, and Wu Xingxue could feel his displeasure and worry within it. But as it flowed through Wu Xingxue’s vital acupoints, Xiao Fuxuan’s force gentled. He checked Wu Xingxue’s meridians with the utmost care, just a fraction of an inch at a time. When Xiao Fuxuan reached certain spots, his voice rang out through his vital force inside Wu Xingxue, as low and deep as when he spoke aloud.

“This spot is cold. Here, too.”

His displeasure was clear at first, carved between his brows, but as he found ever more cold spots, the tension in his face intensified. 

Eventually, his frustration faded in favor of concern.

“Wu Xingxue, why are there so many cold spots inside of you?” he asked.

There were dozens of acupoints inside Wu Xingxue breeding a chill that spread through his body. The only consolation was that, though they felt almost unbearable cumulatively, the individual chill at each acupoint wasn’t particularly intense.

“Fang Chu told me that there’s often some relapse at the very end of a tribulation period,” Wu Xingxue admitted after considering his reply.

It was said that the true purpose of a fiend’s tribulation was to appease or subdue the souls who’d perished by their hands. Because the most powerful archfiends had so much blood on their hands, the vengeful spirits who inflicted their tribulations were harder to subdue, so relapses were to be expected.

“It’s just going to drag on a bit, but it’s not that big a deal. It’s not so difficult to bear,” Wu Xingxue said.

He thought this sounded reasonable enough to ease Xiao Fuxuan’s frown, but to his surprise, Xiao Fuxuan answered, “That’s not what you told me back then.”

It’s all over. I’d forgotten all about that. He fell silent for a moment as he tried to think of a response. 

“But I don’t remember that anymore.” When Wu Xingxue eyelids were lowered, the long, arc-shaped shadows beneath them concealed his eyes’ light. The downward tilt of his eyes haunted his features with loneliness and near-contagious sorrow. It made even the most pressing questions difficult to ask. He glanced up at Xiao Fuxuan before looking down again. He spoke with regret. “I just can’t remember.”

Xiao Fuxuan remained silent. When Wu Xingxue saw that Xiao Fuxuan wasn’t going to say more, he breathed a sigh of relief. He was about to change the subject when Xiao Fuxuan’s voice rang out again.

“You told me that it didn’t matter how other fiends’ tribulation periods dragged on. You said it had nothing to do with you because you never experienced it.”

Wu Xingxue stared at him questioningly.

“You said you never suffer relapses during your tribulation,” said Xiao Fuxuan.

Wu Xingxue said nothing.

“Whether they were vengeful spirits or fated tribulations, they would never dare to stir up trouble again once they were subdued,” Xiao Fuxuan added. As he spoke, the worried expression on his face eased back into blankness.

Wu Xingxue really couldn’t answer that.

“Back then, you asked me to check you with my vital force, and I couldn’t find a hint of chill.” He regarded the man before him broodingly. If Wu Xingxue hadn’t lost his memories and thus all of his tricks, Xiao Fuxuan would never have found him out. “So, Wu Xingxue. You deceived me again.”

Wu Xingxue had never imagined that Xiao Fuxuan would dredge up such old grudges—but as he was in the wrong, he couldn’t argue. When he saw that Xiao Fuxuan was about to say something more, Wu Xingxue leaned toward him and kissed the jut of his throat.

Xiao Fuxuan was reduced once more to silence. A mischievous smile flashed in Wu Xingxue’s half-closed eyes.

He’d only meant to play a bit dirty, but he regretted it when Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force turned the tables on him. It wasn’t long before Wu Xingxue gasped, his breath warming the jut of Tianxiu’s throat. He narrowed his eyes and caught sight of the shallow wound on the side of Xiao Fuxuan’s neck. During his tribulation, he’d buried his face there, pressed his teeth to that patch of skin, and swallowed the blood in his mouth while he swallowed all the noises he wouldn’t let himself make.

He’d always found the way fiends endured their tribulations wild and obscene, and he struggled with the idea of letting blood pass between his lips. He particularly struggled with the primal surge of agony and satisfaction that arose when the blood slid down his throat. The sensation reminded him of many things…

But Xiao Fuxuan confused his senses. They were most entwined when they were at their most agitated; they kissed when their lips were bloodstained. It made Wu Xingxue believe that he wasn’t reacting because he was a fiend but because of the man in front of him, because of the feeling mortals spoke of called “love.” Wu Xingxue’s eyes clouded over, then he pressed his lips to Xiao Fuxuan’s wound.

Xiao Fuxuan felt the blood in his veins rush to that spot, and his heavy eyes darkened. After some time, Wu Xingxue raised his head and licked the crimson from his lips. As he swallowed the blood, his skin warmed and a faint flush crept in, like translucent jade reflecting veiled lantern light. 

“See? I’ve warmed up,” Wu Xingxue said, his voice gentle and cool, if a little raspy.

Only then did Xiao Fuxuan’s heart descend from his throat. He hadn’t been worried about how long the tribulation might last nor whether Wu Xingxue might suffer a relapse. Xiao Fuxuan was just afraid that what they’d done had not improved Wu Xingxue’s condition. But judging by his appearance, drinking blood seemed to have helped somewhat.

“It’s just a flare-up, that’s all,” said Wu Xingxue. A hint of amusement returned to his voice. “It’s not a big problem—though it caused some damage to your neck.” 

Wu Xingxue seemed to dislike the feeling of blood on his skin, and as soon as he finished talking, he pressed his lips together and frowned a little. It was a quick, subtle gesture, so small that even he might not have noticed it, but Xiao Fuxuan took it all in.

“Take your vital force back and recuperate your vitality. I’m worried that your neck can’t take it,” Wu Xingxue said.

Xiao Fuxuan watched him for a while, then tilted his head for a kiss. The lingering taste of blood faded as they kissed until all that was left was their lips brushing together. Wu Xingxue quietly returned the kiss, his back still against the door. He had an intimate understanding of fiends being driven by carnal desires, but still… 

He broke away and muttered, “There’s still someone in the courtyard.”

Xiao Fuxuan straightened, a crease briefly crossing his brow.

Wu Xingxue glanced outside. Fang Chu seemed to have realized that getting up suddenly might draw attention, so he had not approached the main house after he rose. Instead, he stood where he was, stretching and loosening his muscles. While this was something that either Ning Huaishan or Fang Chu might do, the movement did not come naturally to this version of Fang Chu at all. A person with such impeccable posture rarely needed to stretch like this, and he moved as if he’d once seen someone else stretching and was trying to imitate them from memory.

The fake Fang Chu looked again at the main house before going elsewhere. Judging by his direction, he had finally remembered that the real Fang Chu would go check on Ning Huaishan, who was still in isolation reflecting on his wrongdoings.

Just in case that dummy Ning Huaishan was fooled, Wu Xingxue kept a bit of his attention fixed on them. Still, he had a question for Xiao Fuxuan. “By the way, did you see Yi Wusheng?”

He thought Xiao Fuxuan would give a simple answer—I saw him or I did not—but Xiao Fuxuan didn’t respond right away. In the ensuing silence, Wu Xingxue realized something was wrong.

“Did something happen to him?”

“Mm-hmm,” acknowledged Xiao Fuxuan. “His soul demate­rialized.”

Wu Xingxue was dumbfounded. It was a while before he spoke again. “How could that be? Didn’t he go to the Valley of Laments? Did he not go inside?”

When Ning Huaishan had told him that Yi Wusheng was traveling to the Valley of Laments, he’d felt a regret he could not quite explain—and now that he’d learned Yi Wusheng’s soul was gone, he felt regret of a different kind. He’d never felt any regret while sitting in the canopy of the Arbor Divinus to watch over the mortal realm. When he was a celestial, he’d only felt the first type; since he’d become a fiend, it’d always been the second.

People are so strange, thought Wu Xingxue. It wasn’t until this moment that he experienced firsthand what they called the complexity of human nature.

“He did,” Xiao Fuxuan said. He thought about Yi Wusheng’s last words. “He said all he sought was to enter the Valley of Laments.”

Wu Xingxue nodded. The answer was unexpected yet unsurprising, though he too had feared that Yi Wusheng might try to change his fate. Yi Wusheng would have only been making changes in an aberrant timeline, an offshoot of the real world and not the true past. Wu Xingxue had worried regardless. Despite that, he’d always believed Yi Wusheng would choose not to proceed. This seemed to be another strange quality of human nature—and Yi Wusheng had proven him right. He’d done nothing but walk peacefully to his end.

“Did he say anything before he was gone?” Wu Xingxue asked.

“Yes,” said Xiao Fuxuan. “He asked me to send you his regards.”

“Oh,” said Wu Xingxue softly.

It was said that gods knew only compassion, never sorrow. It was said that fiends didn’t care at all who lived or died. But when Wu Xingxue heard that Yi Wusheng was gone and that he’d sent a message before his soul departed like they were old friends, a tinge of melancholy stirred within him. He was silent a long time.

“I wish the Arbor Divinus was still here,” he said eventually.

Xiao Fuxuan blinked, surprised. “Why do you say that?”

“If the Arbor Divinus were here, we could have buried Yi Wusheng by its roots. I don’t know about the other stuff, but that would have ensured he lives to a hundred in his next life.”

It’s too bad.

“Is that so?”

Wu Xingxue chuckled. “Well, I don’t truly know. It’s just what people say. The legend’s been passed down for generations. But the Arbor Divinus was an aspect of the cycle of rebirth to begin with, so those buried beneath its roots were blessed.”

“Then, wouldn’t there be people buried all over the roots of the Arbor Divinus?”

Wu Xingxue shook his head. The only people who could see the Arbor Divinus were newborns or those near death. Newborn infants were too young to form memories, so it left no impression on them. Those near death were often confused and rarely had the presence of mind to concern themselves with anything else. Through the Arbor Divinus’s entire existence, the only time anyone had actually been buried among its roots was when General Bai had carried a child he’d found on the battlefield there and buried that child at the foot of the tree. When General Bai’s body was found beneath the tree, exposed to the elements, it was collected and sent to the Barrows.

To this day, that nameless, ill-fated child was the only one buried beneath the tree in just the right spot. Wu Xingxue supposed that could be considered a unique blessing. He wondered whether that child was doing well after his reincarnation and who he’d become in these troubled times.

Wu Xingxue’s mind returned from its wandering, and he asked, “Is there any way to bring his body back?” 

When they’d first visited the Valley of Laments, it was the clan disciples who’d brought back the dismembered commoners in their bottomless pouches. Wu Xingxue’s eyes fell on the embroidered pouch at Xiao Fuxuan’s waist. Could Xiao Fuxuan’s spirit sense use that bag when it was traveling apart from his physical body?

“There is a way, but we can’t right now,” Xiao Fuxuan said.

“What? How come?”

“Something unusual is happening beneath the Valley of Laments.” He told Wu Xingxue about the giant life-offering formation he’d found there.

Hearing that, Wu Xingxue did not look happy. “Are you saying that Hua Xin was using a formation in that timeline to prolong Yunhai’s life in this one? He’s been sustaining him all this time?”

“Judging by the arcane formation, yes.”

“So, we were driven out when the Feng estate shook because what happened there alarmed Hua Xin?”

Wu Xingxue’s guess was quite close to Xiao Fuxuan’s. It seemed that either Hua Xin himself or a trap he’d set must have been waiting there to expel them should it detect an intrusion. As Wu Xingxue followed this line of thought, he turned his head back toward the courtyard. He stared unblinkingly at the room where Ning Huaishan was reflecting on his mistakes.

“Does that mean that the Fang Chu who followed us out of Blossomfell Terrace is actually—” Wu Xingxue turned back to Xiao Fuxuan and mouthed, Hua Xin or someone in Hua Xin’s employ in disguise?

Xiao Fuxuan pondered this for a moment. “We can’t rule out the possibility that the real Fang Chu has been possessed.”

Wu Xingxue’s face fell; Xiao Fuxuan’s theory seemed the most likely. Of all the fragments of memory he’d managed to recall, not one involved Hua Xin. He could not remember what kind of person Hua Xin was, and aside from what Xiao Fuxuan had told him, everything he knew about Hua Xin came from Yunhai’s reckoning. From his extremely limited knowledge, Hua Xin seemed to be the archetypal celestial, and his actions were no doubt the same: impeccable, calm, rigorous. If he could hide an arcane formation to extend Yunhai’s life in a secret timeline, it was unlikely he’d just throw on a glamour to disguise himself as someone else. He’d account for scenarios such as the removal of his glamour or the inspection of his body. The most reliable method would be to simply possess the real Fang Chu.

“If he really is possessing Fang Chu, wouldn’t that mean Fang Chu’s soul is still wandering around that other timeline?” Wu Xingxue asked somberly.

“It would. That’s why my spiritual consciousness is still there.”

He hadn’t used his embroidered pouch to carry Yi Wusheng’s body from the Valley of Laments after his death precisely because he’d considered this possibility. He also had not destroyed the grand formation beneath the valley nor the burgeoning vines. For one thing, he worried that destroying the formation might render certain clues incomprehensible or erase them altogether. For another, this fake Fang Chu was in Fly-On-By, right outside Wu Xingxue’s door. If it turned out to be Hua Xin himself and not someone sent in his place, he would be extremely troublesome to deal with. Xiao Fuxuan didn’t want to alarm him and leave Wu Xingxue to face the danger alone. He’d retreated from the underground tomb without touching anything except to leave a rune near the shrine at the valley’s entrance. Should there be any disturbances there, he would be the first to know. After placing the rune, he’d left the Valley of Laments to search the timeline for Fang Chu’s soul.

Wu Xingxue felt better knowing that Xiao Fuxuan’s spirit sense was still searching for Fang Chu, but his face remained stern. He’d just thought of something else. “After Yunhai fell, did Hua Xin come down to the mortal realm often?”

Xiao Fuxuan shook his head. “Hua Xin almost never visited the mortal realm in his true form once Yunhai was gone.”

“Then he probably never came to Fly-On-By either?”

“Why would he come to Fly-On-By?” Xiao Fuxuan sounded a little sour.

Wu Xingxue was ready to respond until he looked up and saw Xiao Fuxuan’s expressionless face. He gave a long, puzzled look in return. Then he languidly lifted his boot—tall, silver-patterned, and cinched at the calf—and tapped the side of Xiao Fuxuan’s. “How about this?”

Xiao Fuxuan eyed his leg, then looked up and waited to hear what he meant.

“In a little while, I’ll ask Fang Chu to stick a slip outside the door,” Wu Xingxue said.

Xiao Fuxuan was silent for a moment. “A talisman slip?”

“No, a paper slip.”

“What for?”

“To leave a note. It’ll say: From now on, if anyone aside from Tianxiu comes to Fly-On-By, they’ll be driven out by force.”

It took Xiao Fuxuan a moment. He squinted until a hint of amusement surfaced in his eyes. He waited a little longer, then prompted Wu Xingxue to continue from where he’d left off. “Okay, he never came to Fly-On-By. And then?”

Wu Xingxue squared his expression. “He seldom came down to the mortal world after Yunhai, so he likely never visited Nightgleam or entered Fly-On-By. He oversaw blessings and supervised the many celestials of the Spirit Terrace, so he had little contact with Ning Huaishan and Fang Chu.” Very little was a conservative guess—surely they’d never met face-to-face.

“Mm-hmm.”

“Well, that’s strange, isn’t it? If the Fang Chu in the courtyard is Hua Xin, how did he find out I had such a subordinate in the first place? There must be plenty of fiends that won’t let their underlings into their residences. Not everyone can be trusted. So how did he know that by disguising himself as Fang Chu he would be able to enter Fly-On-By? And besides, if he’s never been to Nightgleam and never seen this place, how did he manage to find it so easily?”

The oddest part was that, though he behaved differently than Fang Chu, he wasn’t that different. Whoever was inside Fang Chu was imitating him successfully, to an extent.

“Add it all up, and it doesn’t seem like he’s completely unfamiliar with Nightgleam or Fly-On-By,” said Wu Xingxue. “On the contrary, he has some knowledge of the place, and not just from hearsay. It’s like he’s been here and seen it.”

This was true for Nightgleam, Fly-On-By, and Fang Chu as well. It didn’t seem like the impostor had randomly found Fang Chu and possessed him. He knew Fang Chu, or at least knew some things about him.

“Indeed,” said Xiao Fuxuan.

Xiao Fuxuan’s knowledge of Nightgleam was also quite limited, but when it came to the location of Fly-On-By, he remembered it exactly. He didn’t know Fang Chu well, but he’d had enough interactions with Wu Xingxue’s subordinates to have a general idea of how he talked and behaved. If Xiao Fuxuan had to make a body and imitate him, he could make a passing forgery, but it would be far from perfect. Which was about how close the current Fang Chu was to the real thing.

“If it really is Hua Xin in disguise, how did he learn this much?” Wu Xingxue wondered aloud. “Hua Xin must have examined Fang Chu or asked him when he took over his body…”

Xiao Fuxuan shook his head. “You miss a lot by relying on a soul examination alone.” And there were many things one would never think to ask, let alone the finer details.

“It’s either that or Hua Xin has found a way to watch and learn what happens in Nightgleam and among the people inside of it,” said Wu Xingxue.

This was clearly close to the truth. But how was he doing it?


Chapter 76:
As It Used to Be

 

WHAT WOULD ALLOW ONE PERSON to see what was happening in the aberrant timeline and core timeline simultaneously? The first thing Wu Xingxue thought of was a puppet.

“It would be extremely difficult to achieve with a puppet,” Xiao Fuxuan said, shaking his head before Wu Xingxue could say anything.

“How come?” asked Wu Xingxue.

“It’s hard to see and feel through a puppet, especially if you’re in a different timeline.”

After thinking about it, Wu Xingxue agreed. How well a puppet functioned depended on one’s skill with the art of control, which required sustained concentration. The puppet master’s focus had to be on themselves or the puppet. Over time, one would inevitably be prioritized over the other, and information would slip by unnoticed.

After Yunhai had fallen back to the mortal realm and become a fiend, hadn’t he also made a puppet of an ordinary commoner to take his place? As time went by, he’d neglected his puppet and eventually forgotten to check on it at all. This illustrated just how challenging splitting your attention was. It certainly didn’t seem like a reliable enough method for Hua Xin.

In that case…

Wu Xingxue again tapped Xiao Fuxuan with his silver boot. “Did the residents of Urbs Caelestia often leave physical forms around to use for wandering the mortal realm?”

Ning Huaishan and the others had mentioned this when they’d found Xiao Fuxuan’s sarcophagus in the Northern Domain of Tealspire. They’d claimed that gods loved to create multiple bodies for themselves and that it wasn’t hard for them to do. Just like the Xiao Fuxuan standing in front of him, for instance.

Yet Xiao Fuxuan shook his head and rejected the idea. “It can’t be that either.”

Wu Xingxue blinked in surprise. “Once again, why is that?”

“They’re even worse than puppets.”

Wu Xingxue cocked his head.

“No matter how many bodies you make, they’re still empty,” Xiao Fuxuan said. “You only have one soul, so all you can do is move that soul from one body to another. It’s even harder to manage two bodies.”

Supposedly, those who reached apotheosis didn’t place much importance on their physical forms and regarded whichever vessel their soul inhabited as their primary body. This was universal among those living in Urbs Caelestia, so Xiao Fuxuan’s explanation made sense.

When Wu Xingxue heard him mention that you could only have one soul, he followed up with another question instinctively. “Can the soul be divided?”

Once he asked, he felt foolish. As the part of a person that went through the cycle of rebirth, the soul was truly important. It was no exaggeration to consider it the foundation of any living being. Something so essential couldn’t possibly be divided at will.

Xiao Fuxuan hesitated. He had not expected Wu Xingxue to ask such a question, and surprise and bewilderment flashed across his face. He did not explain that a soul was the core of a mortal or celestial, instead answering only Wu Xingxue’s question: “Very few people would do such a thing, but as far as I know, it is not impossible.”

“You mean a person can divide their soul at will?” Wu Xingxue responded quietly. He looked down at his own body.

Xiao Fuxuan let the silence hang between them for a moment, but he finally couldn’t resist asking, “Why are you looking at yourself?”

Wu Xingxue had looked down without thinking, but Xiao Fuxuan saw meaning in that glance. After all, Wu Xingxue was the kind of person who would hear that spiritual consciousness could be divided and say, Divide mine too.

Xiao Fuxuan didn’t want to hear Wu Xingxue ask, Could you divide my soul and see how it goes? so he wasted no time clarifying. “The pain of it would be far beyond what any ordinary person could endure.”

Wu Xingxue lifted his head and was about to say something when Xiao Fuxuan continued. “Even if that person had the body of a celestial—or a fiend.”

Wu Xingxue closed his mouth again and raised an eyebrow. Hearing the reserved Tianxiu say one thing after another, he could read between the lines.

“It’s not like I insist on trying everything once,” Wu Xingxue said drily.

“Debatable,” Xiao Fuxuan uttered calmly.

Wu Xingxue choked a little. He wasn’t sure whether Xiao Fuxuan’s response came from having seen many such incidents before. He searched his conscience and reflected on his actions but found nothing that might have led to such an assessment. Regardless, he sheepishly retreated from the subject.

“So, Hua Xin isn’t likely to use that method…or is he?”

Xiao Fuxuan did not answer right away. With a deep furrow between his brows, he pondered this. To his surprise, he realized it was the most plausible conjecture. The aberrant timeline that branched into the past and the present core timeline were discrete mortal realms with a broad chasm between them that no mere puppets nor simple spells could bridge. If Hua Xin wanted to attend to both timelines, the only way to do so long-term was to divide his soul in two and leave one half in the past and the other in the present.

At first, Xiao Fuxuan had not thought Hua Xin would go that far, but considering the giant life-offering formation, it was possible. Xiao Fuxuan said so aloud.

Wu Xingxue was struck dumb for a time. Hua Xin’s behavior was downright peculiar. He could craft a life-offering formation. He could exploit the Feng Clan to create an aberrant timeline. He could even withstand the pain ordinary people could not bear to divide his soul in two just so he could watch over the past and present simultaneously. He could do incredible things, both permissible and impermissible, yet he would not go near the Valley of Laments.

“Does he know that Yunhai is already dead?” Wu Xingxue asked softly.

Xiao Fuxuan also seemed to find this question difficult to answer.

“Either he knows and can’t accept it, so he feigns ignorance and stubbornly continues his plan—” Wu Xingxue paused. “Or he’s already thought of a way to resurrect Yunhai, even if he really is dead.”

If it’s the former, he’s completely insane. If it’s the latter… Worry slowly creased Wu Xingxue’s brow. If it’s the latter, we’re in deep trouble.

And he had the nagging feeling that the latter was far more probable—which meant that there was more to Hua Xin’s plan than just the life-offering formation. And there was no way he wouldn’t have devised that plan well in advance. Wu Xingxue combed over everything they knew and worked through each step in his head: Hua Xin had built the life-offering formation in the aberrant timeline and left half of his soul there to keep an eye on it. When he’d detected a disturbance there, that half of his soul had possessed Fang Chu’s body and followed them into the present, where he’d eventually entered Fly-On-By. Meanwhile, the other half of his soul had remained in the core timeline, where it had kept close watch on Nightgleam.

Something struck Wu Xingxue. “If he’s familiar with Nightgleam’s layout, he probably lives here. It’s hard for outsiders to just wander into Nightgleam, even celestials. But not everyone in Nightgleam is a fiend. There’s one exception.” His memories were still incomplete, so the very little he knew of the fiends of Nightgleam he’d heard out of Ning Huaishan’s mouth. Even so, there was one who stood out among Nightgleam’s residents as someone quite special.

“Feng Xueli…” Xiao Fuxuan said.

“Correct.”

Feng Xueli. He’d just happened to arrive in Nightgleam over twenty years ago, right after Urbs Caelestia had been destroyed and the Chief of the Spirit Terrace Hua Xin had ceased to exist. The fiends would not have found it strange or jarring if someone defecting from a cultivation clan had retained their mannerisms and habits. Most important of all, Feng Xueli was from the Feng Clan—the very same clan with which Hua Xin was involved in the aberrant timeline. Once he’d connected the first two dots, the rest came easily.

Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan were all but certain.

But if half of Hua Xin’s soul was in Feng Xueli, that didn’t explain why the fake Fang Chu had chosen to enter Fly-On-By.

They’d assumed Hua Xin had pursued them because the disturbance they’d caused had alarmed his other half enough for him to drive them back to the core timeline. But according to Ning Huaishan, Feng Xueli had coveted Fly-On-By for quite a while. If that was the case, coming in as the fake Fang Chu had fulfilled half of his wish.

As for the other half, they didn’t know why he wanted Fly-On-By so badly. Wu Xingxue took a quick look around his courtyard residence. Was this location special, situated over Nightgleam’s most powerful source of malevolence? Or was there something in the residence itself that had caught Hua Xin’s eye?

 

Meanwhile, in the aberrant timeline, Xiao Fuxuan’s seeker talisman continued to search for any sign of Fang Chu’s soul. The talisman was extremely thorough; it marked every place where he’d left even a trace of himself.

According to the markers, Fang Chu had been separated from the rest of the group when they’d arrived in Mount Blossomfell Bazaar. Thereafter, he’d been just one step behind Wu Xingxue and the rest of the group.

But there was a problem: When Ning Huaishan left the bazaar for the Feng estate, he’d left a mark for Fang Chu. The aberrant timeline’s Hua Xin might have noticed it before Fang Chu had a chance.

After Fang Chu had departed the bazaar and descended the mountain, he had headed somewhere other than the Feng estate. During the era in which the aberrant timeline took place, his destination was sparsely populated, full of wilderness, mass graves, and a scattering of small towns. The area had no name then, nor were there any signs that it would one day become the den of fiends, Nightgleam.

Oddly, when Xiao Fuxuan tracked Fang Chu to that area, the talisman settled in the region’s southernmost tip. If a map of the area’s layout back then was aligned with a map of the same land in the present, it would show he was right on the grounds of Fly-On-By.

The place was a barren wasteland, dotted with scattered ruins from ages past, but on closer inspection, one could find a shadow of the residence within the scenery. The cold pool surrounded by scattered stones was the same one encircled by covered corridors in the present Fly-On-By. Behind the cold pool was a low slope covered in jagged rocks. That slope was still there in the present timeline, but a small building with high flying eaves had been constructed atop the rocks—the building where Ning Huaishan had been sent to reflect on his poor choices.

On the barren field stood an abandoned well, deep with a wide mouth. The stones that made up its enclosure were long gone, and at first glance it simply resembled a hole in the earth. The hole had become a deep pool with scattered snow piled up around its edges. This was the blood pool that would one day swallow so many fiendlings.

Fly-On-By had hardly been altered at all; everything that was there before remained, which showed just how little Wu Xingxue had wanted to spend his energy renovating his residence. Everything was built according to what was already in place.

There was just one exception: Centuries ago, the courtyard tree with its massive canopy hadn’t been there.


Chapter 77:
Visitors

 

THERE WERE MILLIONS OF TREES in the world, far too many to count. One might not see a towering tree just anywhere, but they were not uncommon in the wilderness or places like Nightgleam. Three hundred years ago, no one thought there was anything particularly special about the great tree in the courtyard of Fly-On-By. Even those who had lived there for decades never realized there was anything odd about the tree.

Take Ning Huaishan, for instance. He was currently stuck in the small building where he was meant to be having a time-out. He squinted sideways at the man outside the door, his hands tucked into his sleeves. He’d been sending etheric whispers on and off again for most of the day, but it wasn’t until night fell that Fang Chu finally decided to budge and strolled over, in no particular rush to come see him. Ning Huaishan was relieved to have someone to chat with other than himself. He even (begrudgingly) forgave Fang Chu for his lack of enthusiasm.

His relief was short-lived. Even though Fang Chu had come to see him, he wouldn’t talk. Ning Huaishan went on and on, but Fang Chu only responded with monosyllables, his heart clearly not in it. It was obvious he was just going through the motions.

“Hey, aren’t you here to see me?” Ning Huaishan said, pulling a long face. “Why do you keep showing me the back of your head? What are you looking at over there? What’s so interesting?”

Fang Chu was unflustered. “The archon is over there. Of course I can’t relax while you’re locked up in there. It’s only right I keep an eye on things.”

“Bullshit!” Ning Huaishan snapped back. “Who are you trying to fool? Do you think I’m stupid? Do you think I’m blind?!”

With a start, Fang Chu redirected his gaze to the door that stood between them. Even though it was closed, his eyes held on where Ning Huaishan was, as if he could see through it.

Ning Huaishan raised a hand and pointed into the courtyard. “You really think I missed that you aren’t paying attention? You’re obviously spacing out and staring over that way. You weren’t watching the archon’s door either. You ‘can’t relax for even a moment,’ as if…”

Fang Chu stared at Ning Huaishan through the door for a good while before turning around. “It’s all the same. If anything happens, I can see it from here.”

“You’re talking so weird today,” Ning Huaishan said, furrowing his brow.

“What’s so weird about it?”

“Everything…” Through the crack in the door, Ning Huaishan’s pitch-black eyes narrowed. He glared at Fang Chu, assessing him. “Just give it to me straight—”

Fang Chu looked at him.

“Did something happen to you at Mount Blossomfell Bazaar?” asked Ning Huaishan. “You only act half dead like this when you’re brooding over something.”

When Fang Chu heard that, his eyes wavered. Still, he turned away without answering.

Ning Huaishan followed his gaze to the enormous tree in the courtyard. “What’s so special about that tree?” he groused under his breath. “Is it especially good for spacing out at or something?”

“I never had the chance to…look at it carefully before.”

“Gross,” Ning Huaishan sneered. “What’s with you? That’s so sentimental. Don’t tell me you find everything in this courtyard precious just because you haven’t been back for twenty-five years.”

Fang Chu shot him another look. “More or less,” he actually admitted.

Ning Huaishan rolled his eyes but refrained from further mockery. Fang Chu tended to be more thoughtful than him. After so many years of exile, it wasn’t all that strange that he’d get emotional staring at the trees and flowers. Ning Huaishan forced himself to tolerate Fang Chu’s sentimentality. He was so magnanimous, he’d even second it.

“I guess it really is kind of special. Just look at all these people who’ve got Fly-On-By surrounded. They’re staring at this place all hopeful, but they can’t even see a tree.”

As though reminded of something, Fang Chu couldn’t help but smile. “That sounds so…”

“What? What I said? Something wrong with it?”

“Nope.” He paused. “You’re not wrong at all. So many people want to see this tree, but they’ll go their whole lives without ever getting to.”

“Damn straight!” replied Ning Huaishan.

It was impossible to see into the courtyard of Fly-On-By from outside; even this towering tree was perpetually shrouded in fog and never clearly visible. For a moment, Ning Huaishan caught a bit of Fang Chu’s sentimentality. Somehow, he too felt as though all the grasses and trees in this courtyard were worthy of discussion. He stared at the giant tree and lost himself in his thoughts for a while, murmuring, “Come to think of it, I don’t think this tree has ever changed…”

Fang Chu did not turn around. After a brief silence, he replied, “Probably not.”

“Has it ever bloomed or borne fruit?” It struck Ning Huaishan that he’d lived here, and he could have looked up at this tree every day, yet he’d never paid it much mind. He wasn’t even sure if the tree had ever shed its leaves. He assumed his ignorance was purely due to his own carelessness and lack of attention.

Fang Chu’s only reply was silence.

“You used to zone out and stare into this courtyard all the time just like you are now,” Ning Huaishan said in his usual plainspoken way. “C’mon, don’t tell me you can’t answer the question!”

Fang Chu still said nothing.

“Ha, all this time you’ve been staring at it like you cared, but it turns out you’re just like me, huh? And yet the archon’s always saying that I’m the heedless one. So damn unfair!” Ning Huaishan searched his memories, but he really couldn’t remember the tree ever changing. “It probably never bloomed. If a tree that big blossomed, it’d be really conspicuous.”

He looked up with a start.

Had this conversation happened earlier, he wouldn’t have thought much of it. It was just a tree, after all. A towering tree might draw double takes anywhere else, but it wasn’t rare in Nightgleam. The city was full of fiends, and they were all in competition with one another about the shape of the city and how their residences or grottoes should be designed. A courtyard with a gigantic tree was nothing. There were fiends whose entire homes were just huge trees. They couldn’t stand the chill seeping out of the earth, so they’d planted trees where a house might have stood, then built large nests in the branches. They’d stay up there all day long so their feet never had to touch the ground. Strange happenings and oddballs were commonplace in Nightgleam, so no one would spend much time mulling over a tree.

But Ning Huaishan felt differently now. In the towering pagoda at the Feng estate, he’d seen the phantom of the Arbor Divinus in front of his archon. He could no longer look at this tree in their courtyard the same way. He kept wondering: Does this tree have anything to do with the Arbor Divinus?

He nudged his elbow in Fang Chu’s direction, intending to continue their small talk, but his elbow slammed into the door instead. “Ow!”

Fang Chu turned back to him.

“It’s nothing, it’s nothing,” Ning Huaishan said quickly. “I got sidetracked. I was just thinking, do you think this tree might…”

Fang Chu listened intently. He seemed to have infinite patience when it came to the tree.

But before Ning Huaishan finished his sentence, he shook his head. “Probably not. I’m thinking too much.”

Even the mere phantom of the Arbor Divinus that had appeared in the Feng pagoda was resplendent, gleaming so brilliantly he couldn’t look away. Its aura was intrinsic and indescribably divine. The tree in the courtyard, however… He was certain it had never bloomed, borne fruit, or shed its leaves. It seemed as though, no matter when, he would look up to find it lush and green, just like the wild evergreens that remained unchanged for decades, even centuries. At most, some snow might accumulate on its branches in the winter.

It was precisely because it was the same every time he looked that it had never sparked any sense of wonder in him. The only impression he’d had of the tree was of the dull, lifeless aura that seemed to hang around it despite its lush canopy. No birds ever perched in its branches—which was why this place was called “Fly-On-By.”

It looked nothing like the Arbor Divinus’s phantom.

While Ning Huaishan was making wild guesses in his head before overturning the same guesses, Fang Chu cut in. “You’re not making any sense. Whatever it is you’re not sure about, can’t you just ask the archon later?”

“What’s the use of asking him?” Ning Huaishan said reflexively. “He went into Tealspire, then came out and forgot everything. He doesn’t even know Fly-On-By as well as we do. Ask him? He’d probably just turn right around and ask—”

Before the “us” left his mouth, he stopped talking, and his hands tightened into fists in his sleeves. Something’s not right!

Ning Huaishan’s mind exploded in a thunderclap. He and Fang Chu alike knew that Wu Xingxue didn’t remember anything anymore, so why would Fang Chu tell him to “ask the archon”?! His head snapped up, and his eyes fell on the man outside through the crack in the door. 

 

Fang Chu was outside Ning Huaishan’s door, deep in thought. When Ning Huaishan said the archon had forgotten everything, his eyes narrowed slightly.

As Fang Chu seemed deep in thought, the master of Nightgleam’s “house of rites” stirred. Feng Xueli lit the thirty elegant closed lanterns one by one. As he lit the last, his hand paused in the air. A moment later, he straightened and glanced one way, picked up the final lantern, and walked toward the door.

Surprised, Smiling Fox moved to follow. “Young Master, what are you doing?”

“I’m going out,” said Feng Xueli.

“Where to?”

“Fly-On-By.”

Smiling Fox was startled. “Didn’t you say earlier that there was no need to go to Fly-On-By and that someone’s keeping an eye on it?”

“Yeah.”

“So…right now we’re—”

The doors opened soundlessly as Feng Xueli drew near. He stepped over the threshold, lantern in hand, and was swallowed by the fog of Nightgleam. His steps carried him in Fly-On-By’s direction.

“Someone was keeping an eye on it,” he called back to Smiling Fox. “That’s how I know it’s time to make a visit.”

Xiao Fuxuan’s body was damaged. Wu Xingxue, the master of Fly-On-By, was still in his tribulation and had forgotten all about the past. Feng Xueli had been waiting for an opportune moment, and he couldn’t have asked for a moment more opportune than this.

Within seconds, two figures appeared at the gates to Fly-On-By: Feng Xueli and Smiling Fox, who had just caught up with him.

Feng Xueli lifted a finger, and something crashed into the barrier that the Tianxiu Immortal had cast over Fly-On-By. In a surge of golden light, it tolled like a bell three times, as though politely knocking on the gates. Those who knew better would have recognized that, had Tianxiu not been the one to set this barrier, the third “polite knock” would have turned the barrier to dust and critically injured the one who’d set it. 

Before anyone inside Fly-On-By could react, those in the surrounding gambling dens and taverns were first to suffer. The three knocks hit them like thunderous blows to the soul. Almost every last one coughed out a mouthful of blood. The establishments cleared as most of their occupants fled the area. 

Feng Xueli stood before the gates to Fly-On-By with a calm look on his face, unaffected by the sound. He gracefully withdrew a talisman from his sleeve and sent it toward the barrier with a breeze, the way a scholar might when visiting another’s residence. One must present a calling card, though he omitted his surname.

Having heard that the archon has returned, Xueli is here to pay his respects.


Chapter 78:
Purpose

 

“WHO WOULD COME AT A TIME like this?” asked Wu Xingxue. 

Xiao Fuxuan unfolded the talisman paper for him to see. “Feng Xueli.”

Wu Xingxue was visibly surprised. “And here we were just talking about him. To think he’d show up on his own.” He thought about the “genteel” tapping at his gates. “Though I really don’t remember anything anymore, I suppose there aren’t many archfiends in Nightgleam who knock when they come for a visit. Is this a habit of Hua Xin’s?”

“Knocking isn’t,” said Xiao Fuxuan. He shook the calling card written on talisman paper and added calmly, “But this is.”

Wu Xingxue’s surprise deepened. “You seem to know this very well. Did he visit Southsill Overlook often?”

Xiao Fuxuan looked puzzled. The confusion was a rare sight on his face, and it almost made Wu Xingxue laugh. But this was no time for jests, so he tried to placate him. “I was just asking.”

It might have come out a bit too easily. Xiao Fuxuan left him hanging for a beat. “In all of Urbs Caelestia, only one person treated Southsill Overlook as if it had an open-door policy. Only one person came and went as he pleased.”

Others didn’t dare to visit Southsill Overlook even once a century, but Rex Spiritus could come and go freely.

As Chief Immortal, Hua Xin had few interactions with Tianxiu and Rex Spiritus, the two celestials independent of the Spirit Terrace. He only met with them when something major happened. While it was true that he never called on Southsill Overlook, he did interact with others in Urbs Caelestia, though most of these meetings were marked by the sense of formality and detachment that came with conducting official business; rarely were his visits personal. Xiao Fuxuan only learned about Hua Xin’s visiting habits from Yunhai. Yunhai, who had complained quite a bit about them.

 

“Chief Immortal Mingwu is formal even down to his personal visits. Every time he comes to my residence, I leave the gates wide open. No one’s stopping him, but he never comes in. He just stands outside my gates with his hands behind his back and tells those little-old-men pageboys of his to deliver his calling card to me.” The discussion was casual, so Yunhai was gesticulating as he spoke in a lighthearted tone. “My lords, I’m not sure if you two have ever seen the calling cards used in the mortal world, but they’re usually slips of silk or sheets of paper pressed against a flower stem and folded twice. They have one’s name and title written on them. Sometimes he even states the purpose of his visit! It’s so…so…”

He couldn’t come up with the right word, and he eventually just shook his head and started to laugh. Once he was done, he stopped smiling and sighed. “When all’s said and done, at the very least I’m his disciple, you know? But he’s always so formal.”

“I’ve heard about it a few times, though I’ve never seen it with my own two eyes,” Rex Spiritus said. “Chief Immortal Mingwu doesn’t seem to call on others very often.”

This seemed to delight Yunhai, who raised his wine cup to Rex Spiritus before knocking back the whole thing at once. “Well then! Looks like I have a disciple’s halo after all.”

 

After that conversation, Xiao Fuxuan had heard Yunhai spent a long time convincing the proper, pedantic Mingwu Hua Xin to change some of his habits. At the very least, he’d stopped sending calling cards when he visited Yunhai’s residence, though he continued to do so when he called on anyone else. All these years later, it seemed that Hua Xin’s formality when he called on others hadn’t changed at all.

“Plenty of people in the world use calling cards, but it’s unlikely for so many of their personal habits to align,” Wu Xingxue said, his eyes on the calling card in Xiao Fuxuan’s hand. “Looks like we’re right. Hua Xin has taken over Feng Xueli’s body.” He gave a thoughtful hum. “He sure isn’t trying to hide it.”

Someone who wanted to hide the identity of the soul occupying a possessed body would presumably change at least some of their mannerisms. Yet Hua Xin, the architect of all those cautiously concealed and intricate arcane formations, seemed unconcerned about hiding himself. Was it because he believed Xiao Fuxuan and Wu Xingxue knew too little about him to recognize him—or did he no longer care?

“If all our guesses are right,” Wu Xingxue said after he’d mulled it over, “then half of his soul is in Fang Chu’s body, and the other half is in Feng Xueli’s. Once we let him in, his entire soul will be here. If it comes to battle, what are our chances of victory?”

“There’s only one of him,” replied Xiao Fuxuan.

“Yes. By all logic, this is two against one. That’s why it’s so strange.”

There were rumors that Wu Xingxue had killed the Twelve Immortals of the Spirit Terrace. Whether or not that was true, it suggested that he could hold his own against Hua Xin. But his tribulation was unstable, the bone-deep chill within him was mysteriously persistent, and there was no way to know whether it might worsen. Meanwhile, Xiao Fuxuan wasn’t in his own body, and part of his spiritual consciousness was in the aberrant timeline searching for the real Fang Chu’s soul. They were both diminished in some way and quite far from their peak.

Then again, Hua Xin wasn’t in much better shape than they were. Even if he hadn’t perished when Urbs Caelestia fell, he must have been badly wounded. Plus, he’d split himself in half and used part of himself in the life-offering formation to sustain Yunhai. All these things had to have taken a toll on him. No matter how they spun it, any fight would be two against one, with Hua Xin at a disadvantage. Why would someone at such a clear disadvantage confront them so boldly?

But this was not the time to think things through carefully. Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan exchanged a look, then decided to open the door and welcome their guest.

Just as Xiao Fuxuan started to drop the barrier, Wu Xingxue grabbed him and deliberately stalled a bit longer. It only lasted a moment, but to a keen observer, that moment took on a different meaning altogether.

 

“Young Master, do you think they’ll pretend they didn’t see it and refuse to open the barrier?” Smiling Fox whispered after Feng Xueli hadn’t received a response to his calling card for some time.

“No, I don’t.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“He is the archon of Nightgleam,” Feng Xueli calmly replied. “Under what circumstances would he seal himself behind a barrier and refuse to meet with someone?”

Smiling Fox understood at once. “Only when he cannot meet with anyone.”

Wu Xingxue would only refuse an audience if he was in such poor health that he could not risk opening the barrier. The fiends of Nightgleam were not stupid. If Wu Xingxue kept the barrier up and refused to step outside, they would know why—and they would hardly allow him to remain safely behind the barrier for much longer. 

“Could they be setting traps for us now, just waiting for us to enter so they can hunt us like fish in a barrel?” Smiling Fox wondered.

“That wouldn’t be such a bad thing.”

“How so?”

“Someone who needs to make impromptu preparations at a time like this is not in top form.”

Smiling Fox nodded. This was the way his young master had been since their arrival in Nightgleam. A subtle shroud of madness swirled around him, yet no matter what he faced, he seemed forever unfazed. It was as though he’d witnessed all the world, from the celestial to the infernal, and there was nothing left in it that could surprise him. But his young master was merely the age of a typical clan disciple, so Smiling Fox questioned the source of this temperament. And as he considered Feng Xueli’s words, he noticed a hole in his logic. 

“Young Master… Even if the people inside are not at their best, once his defenses are set up, they’re still going to make things hard for us.”

“Think about it,” said Feng Xueli. “If it were your body and soul that were impaired, would you set up defenses to shield the residence, or would you put them up around yourself?”

“Around myself, of course.”

“That’s enough for me.”

Smiling Fox looked puzzled. 

“I’m not here to kill anyone,” said Feng Xueli.

He’d merely come to borrow the power of the tree in the courtyard.

Many years ago, after Rex Spiritus discovered what’d happened in the forbidden domain where the Arbor Divinus was sealed, the tree had vanished without a trace. He’d assumed Rex Spiritus had destroyed it to prevent any future problems. However, by exhausting every avenue available, Feng Xueli finally had a stroke of luck. He learned that Rex Spiritus had come from the Arbor Divinus, and thus their bond made it impossible for him to destroy the tree entirely. The Arbor Divinus still existed, but it was hidden.

Feng Xueli next thought that the Arbor Divinus was still inside the forbidden domain, somehow concealed so that no one else could find it. It was only much, much later that he followed all the clues to the great tree in the courtyard of Fly-On-By.

The tree itself seemed ordinary enough. Aside from where it grew, almost nothing about it stood out. No one would think it was the Arbor Divinus, but it was.

Fang Xueli had no idea how Rex Spiritus had plunged the Arbor Divinus into three hundred years of silence, making it sprout branches and leaves like an ordinary tree in the fog behind Fly-On-By’s barrier. The Arbor Divinus, once visible only to newborns or the dying, could now be seen by anyone who passed through Fly-On-By’s gates. But the tree no longer revealed even a hint of divinity or celestial energy. All that was left was a suffocating, deathly stillness where birds dared not perch.

Feng Xueli wanted to wake up this great tree. He’d spent so many years scheming, plotting, and using every means at his disposal to put his plan in place. The last few steps were all that remained. As long as he could wake this towering tree, as long as the Arbor Divinus was once again part of the world, the rest was easy. He hadn’t come to kill anyone; he just needed to touch the tree. Nothing more.

The greatest obstacle between him and the tree was Rex Spiritus. Alas, Wu Xingxue had lost all his memories and forgotten everything that’d happened in the past. According to Ning Huaishan, he wouldn’t even remember where the tree in his courtyard had come from. It certainly seemed as though heaven itself was lending Feng Xueli a hand.

As this thought crossed his mind, golden light flowed through Fly-On-By’s perimeter. A resounding clang rang out, and the gates to the courtyard creaked and swung wide open. Feng Xueli raised the lamp in his hand, shining its light on the path ahead, then stepped over the high threshold.

The people inside Fly-On-By really had lowered the barrier and let them in without the slightest resistance. Smiling Fox grew nervous as he followed Feng Xueli through.

If not opening the gates right away was a sign the archon isn’t in top form, what does it mean now that he’s opened the gates to welcome us with open arms? he wondered.

“Young Master,” he called in a low voice. But his young master did not respond.

Feng Xueli heard Smiling Fox, but he just narrowed his eyes, having no further time for his attendant.

The perennial fog scattered to reveal a glimpse of the courtyard. He walked ahead to discover that the rumored labyrinth of connecting corridors had been removed. As he rounded the stone spirit screen behind the gates, he could see right into the compound’s center, all the way to the courtyard where the colossal tree stood.

The two people who should have been inside the main residence were also in the courtyard. Wu Xingxue stood beside the tree holding a hand-warming stove. Xiao Fuxuan leaned his back against the tree trunk, Absolution in his arms, with a blank look on his face.

With Wu Xingxue to one side and Xiao Fuxuan to the other, the tree on which birds dared not land was locked down tight.

Feng Xueli watched them in silence.


Chapter 79:
Death and Life

 

FOR A MOMENT, Feng Xueli thought he’d been played. Anyone else would have pointed at this courtyard tableau and asked Ning Huaishan, Is this what you call all memories wiped clean, the past forgotten? 

But not Feng Xueli.

Anyone in Nightgleam who’d ever dealt with Ning Huaishan knew he couldn’t keep a secret—counting on him to deceive someone without tipping his hand was a lot to ask. Wu Xingxue’s memory loss must have been real, but it was hard to say how much he’d forgotten and how much he’d managed to recall since leaving Tealspire. It remained to be seen whether they were guarding the tree because Wu Xingxue did remember or because he’d somehow deduced Feng Xueli’s motives.

He quickly recovered and stayed the picture of politeness, adhering to manners he’d supposedly retained from the Feng Clan. He saluted Wu Xingxue from where he stood.

“I had not expected the archon to meet guests in the courtyard in the middle of winter.”

Elegantly clad in a plain white robe, Wu Xingxue almost blended in to the snowy scenery. “It’s beautiful here in the courtyard, no? Many would love a viewing. All of Nightgleam’s been running circles around my Fly-On-By for the past two days. It’s been so noisy!” He glanced up into the tree’s high canopy before turning his gaze on Feng Xueli and looking him up and down. “Aren’t you here to admire the view?”

The bluntness of his words struck Smiling Fox dumb. His heart gave an uneasy thump. They’d only just walked through the door, and the conversation was already going this badly. How could they continue? It seemed like they might start fighting right then and there. Smiling Fox’s hand gripped the hilt of his crescent blade tighter.

But when Wu Xingxue reached the end of his sentence, his eyes curved with mirth, as if he had no intention to fight. Smiling Fox didn’t know what to think. Out of the corner of his eye, he glanced at his young master and found that the light in his lantern hadn’t so much as swayed.

“Indeed,” Feng Xueli replied, as if engaged in the calmest of conversations.

Smiling Fox turned his head to Feng Xueli and stared, speechless.

“A residence that can seal itself for over twenty years without its master and remain as impregnable as a fortress would pique anyone’s curiosity,” Feng Xueli continued. “It makes one wish to explore whatever may lie within. It’s only natural that I’ve come to see the sights.”

He spoke with the unaffected ease of any other fiendling or archfiend in Nightgleam who knew nothing of the Arbor Divinus nor any other secrets Fly-On-By might hold. He was merely curious; he’d wanted to seize the residence while the archon was away, nothing more. In Nightgleam, this was hardly out of the ordinary. There was a soothing assurance to the way he spoke, and no matter how illogical his words were, they were persuasive when they came out of his mouth.

Hearing his explanation, even Smiling Fox thought, Yes, of course we would come.

“When a property’s master is away, it would be trespassing to enter. But its master is home, so this is just a visit. I’m here for the archon. Getting to see the sights is just a bonus,” Feng Xueli said.

Wu Xingxue nodded. A smile still lingered in his eyes. “Paying a visit necessitates a preexisting acquaintance. Though I seem to have…never met you before? But you recognized me readily enough. You called me ‘archon’ as soon as you walked through the door.”

Smiling Fox’s heart tensed once more. He knew his young master had a spy in Fly-On-By, so when he heard this, he assumed the spy had been discovered. Either that, or he was trying to trap Xueli into revealing the spy. He glanced at his young master again.

Feng Xueli looked across the covered corridor. The shadow of the great tree fell on the two people inside the courtyard, who both went silent.

The moment gave Smiling Fox a strange feeling. It was as if the three people on either side of the courtyard had met before. Perhaps they had known each other, shared a history and unresolved ties, but had somehow become strangers again, making introductions.

The feeling passed in a flash, and when Feng Xueli spoke again, his reply remained placid. “I’m afraid even people from outside of Nightgleam have heard that the archon never carries a sword. Even though we’ve never met, you’re easy enough to recognize.”

As he spoke, his eyes scanned Xiao Fuxuan, who held his sword in his arms.

While there was nothing wrong with someone from the Feng Clan recognizing Wu Xingxue by whether or not he carried a sword, Feng Xueli probably wouldn’t immediately recognize Xiao Fuxuan. Feng Xueli was just the reclusive youngest son of the Feng Clan; at most, he might have flipped through the Book of Gods. The Xiao Fuxuan depicted in those pages was a far cry from the real thing. Feigning ignorance would make him seem a bit more like Feng Xueli.

“And this is…?” he asked.

Celestials and fiends had stood opposed since time immemorial, and no celestial would confess to mingling with fiends in Nightgleam. Feng Xueli assumed Xiao Fuxuan would give a fake name, and the pleasantries would come to an end. To his surprise, the sword-bearing man replied directly. 

“Xiao Fuxuan,” he said coldly.

Feng Xueli was stunned into a brief silence. Great. There will be no moving on, he supposed.

Smiling Fox’s jaw dropped. His face, which hadn’t stopped smiling for decades, nearly cracked on the spot. “The Tianxiu Immortal, Xiao Fuxuan?” He couldn’t help but mutter under his breath, “D-didn’t they say you died? Didn’t y-you perish?”

Xiao Fuxuan looked in his direction and darkly tossed out a response. “According to rumors, plenty of people have died. Who’s to say which of those rumors is true.”

Wh-what is that supposed to mean? Smiling Fox wanted to ask, but out of the corner of his eye, he saw the light cast by the lantern in his master’s hand waver.

He turned to find Feng Xueli looking down at the light from his lantern, his gaze hidden in the shadows, impossible to parse. Smiling Fox felt his heart tighten again. He had a feeling that Xiao Fuxuan’s words had touched a nerve with his young master. One of Smiling Fox’s eyelids begin to twitch. It didn’t seem like a good omen.

Even though Smiling Fox had thought his young master’s decision to go to Fly-On-By was a bit sudden, he’d carefully gone over the facts in his mind before they’d left. To him, the only one they really had to worry about in Fly-On-By was Wu Xingxue. Smiling Fox had dealt with Ning Huaishan and Fang Chu before and knew what they were capable of. Adding in the young master’s informant in Fly-On-By, their side might even be able to strike first. 

Now there was also Xiao Fuxuan to contend with. How were they supposed to fight him? If it weren’t for the fact that Smiling Fox was used to obeying orders and committed to preserving their honor, he would have grabbed Feng Xueli and dragged him out of the gates right then.

But as things stood now, there was no turning back.

Smiling Fox’s young master stirred as though he’d heaved a light sigh. Then, instead of retreating, Feng Xueli advanced. He held his lantern high and moved toward the center of the courtyard.

“Young Master?” Smiling Fox said softly.

“Go back without me.” Feng Xueli tossed out the order like it was nothing.

Smiling Fox nearly panicked—of course he wasn’t going to go back on his own—and followed Feng Xueli. He wanted to ask what exactly he intended to do, but their current situation left little time for questions. All he could do was tighten his grip on his crescent blade and prepare to act if needed.

Fiends tended to disregard convention, and anyone else would have treated the covered corridors as if they did not exist and cut across the many painted vermilion pillars to reach the center of the courtyard in a single step. But Feng Xueli did not. He strolled as if he truly were here to visit an old friend. He held his lantern aloft, ascended the steps, and followed the winding corridor through each turn.

“There is something I’m wondering,” he said as he stepped into the courtyard, “but I’m not sure if it’s appropriate to ask.”

Wu Xingxue raised an eyebrow.

“Everyone in Nightgleam is curious about this residence, and everyone wants to know what secrets this place holds. They’ve been circling it for decades, unable to figure out what’s so special about it. Now…” His gaze wandered over Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan. “With the archon and the Tianxiu Immortal standing here in the courtyard like this, aren’t you worried I’ll discover the one thing in Fly-On-By that mustn’t be disturbed?”

This time, Wu Xingxue really did laugh.

“Isn’t that exactly what you came for?” Wu Xingxue said when he was done. “I’m not wrong, am I, Chief Immortal Mingwu?”

When he said that title, the whole of Fly-On-By fell silent, enough to have heard a pin drop. Smiling Fox snapped his head around so fast he nearly broke his neck. His eyes widened as he stared at the man he’d attended for almost a century.

When he finally shook off his shock, he heard himself asking, as if from a great distance, “Who?”

 

It wasn’t just him. Inside a pavilion in one corner of Fly-On-By, Ning Huaishan had noticed there was something off about Fang Chu. He was trying to figure out a way to stall the fake without alarming him, in case the impostor had ill intentions toward Wu Xingxue or Xiao Fuxuan.

Just as he was about to take action, he heard knocking on the barrier to Fly-On-By—and who should it be but that motherfucker Feng Xueli! Ning Huaishan couldn’t sit idly by now that Feng Xueli was inside. Forgetting about his penance, he removed the restrictive wards on the building and charged for the courtyard.

He arrived just in time to hear Wu Xingxue say, “Chief Immortal Mingwu.”

Ning Huaishan’s left foot caught on his right foot, throwing him into the courtyard. He was charging forward with such urgency that he careened straight toward Feng Xueli.

As he fell, Ning Huaishan braced himself and made a split-second decision. Rather than embarrass himself, he’d pretend he was trying to launch a surprise attack! A blue-black aura gathered hastily between his fingers, ready to deliver a killing blow in return for the one Feng Xueli had sent his way years ago.

But he was still one step too late.

A sheet of white glided before his eyes—Feng Xueli’s palm reaching for his head. Time seemed to stretch infinitely in that moment. Ning Huaishan felt it distinctly when Feng Xueli’s palm touched his forehead. He stiffened and gathered his strength to withstand a direct blow.

Then, all the hand did was stop him from falling.

Ning Huaishan blinked, absolutely stupefied.

If those working in the imperial capital’s Divination Commission had still been alive to see it, this scene would’ve given them déjà vu. It was just like the first time Yunhai had ever seen Mingwu Hua Xin. He’d chased a pine marten through the winding corridor and nearly collided with their visitor, only to have Hua Xin stop his fall by pressing a palm to his forehead. The same vermilion colonnades, the same turns in the corridors, the same stone steps leading into the courtyard—but centuries had passed in the blink of an eye, old friends were friends no longer, and all had changed beyond recognition.

The instant Feng Xueli stopped Ning Huaishan from falling, he, too, stopped moving. Was it because the situation reminded him of the distant past or because he was surprised at how he’d reacted? 

“I heard that Urbs Caelestia has been destroyed, and the celestials are no more,” he said, his eyes lowered. “So where in the world would you find a Chief Immortal Mingwu? Isn’t he…dead?”

Feng Xueli turned his wrist over, then force pulsed from the palm on Ning Huaishan’s forehead.

Ning Huaishan’s pupils contracted in alarm. In the next instant, a gale swallowed him, dragging him away from Feng Xueli. When he could focus again, he was next to his archon and the Tianxiu Immortal.

“You’re something else,” Wu Xingxue said softly without even looking at his underling. “I tell you to lock yourself inside to reflect on your wrongs, but you can’t stop yourself from coming up with reasons to open the door. Did I say you could come out?” 

Ning Huaishan was too busy being confused to answer. “Archon, what on earth is going on?! Why would Feng Xueli be the Chief Immortal Mingwu?!”

And if the other man really was Mingwu Hua Xin, why would Wu Xingxue call him out on it so suddenly? When Ning Huaishan realized something was off about Fang Chu, he knew he shouldn’t alert him; it was always best to wait and catch the opponent unawares. It didn’t make sense that his archon and Tianxiu hadn’t thought of that.

Of course, Wu Xingxue had thought of that. But he’d decided to do the opposite. Every word he said was meant to provoke Feng Xueli. He wanted Feng Xueli to make a move. If Feng Xueli was Hua Xin, he must have spent many years plotting—investigating and making preparations before borrowing Feng Xueli’s body to bide his time in Nightgleam.

His sights had clearly been set on the tree in Fly-On-By, but moving against the estate was no easy feat. Logically, it would be the plan’s final stage, and that was why Wu Xingxue had to provoke him. Openly calling him “Chief Immortal Mingwu” told “Feng Xueli” that there was no point in hiding anymore. Once they knew that he was Hua Xin, all of Fly-On-By would be on high alert, and he would not receive a second chance. If he wanted to act, there was no better time. So Hua Xin had to act at once, whether he wanted to or not. 

The moment Hua Xin made his move, he would inevitably reveal things that had been concealed from him or that he had not yet recalled. It was risky, but Wu Xingxue had gone from being Rex Spiritus of Urbs Caelestia to the archon of Nightgleam. He was confident he’d taken many such risks in his past.

As he drew Ning Huaishan his way, Wu Xingxue shifted sideways, leaving his back momentarily exposed. It was a mere second, but for someone awaiting just such an opening, it was enough.

“Oh yeah, Archon!” Ning Huaishan cried out in alarm. “Fang Chu, he—”

Before he could finish, Fang Chu had drawn his sword and charged straight for the clear opening at Wu Xingxue’s back. Because he wasn’t actually Fang Chu, he possessed a speed and might that far surpassed his normal abilities. He struck as swiftly as lightning, and anyone unprepared would have been caught flat-footed.

His back to the sword, Wu Xingxue winked at Xiao Fuxuan, tilted his head slightly, and mouthed Lord Tianxiu, save me!

His lips had barely moved before Xiao Fuxuan arrived in the blink of an eye. By the time the scent of ice and dust unique to Tianxiu brushed past, he had landed behind Wu Xingxue.

Clang!

The metallic song of two swords colliding reverberated between heaven and earth.

It pierced the skies, and a massive tornado assaulted Fly-On-By. Even the heavy snow piled atop the towering tree vanished, swept up into the blue sky. It fell down, seconds later, in a blinding flurry to blanket all of Fly-On-By.

Xiao Fuxuan blocked Fang Chu’s attack on Wu Xingxue, leaving the towering tree unattended. That was when Feng Xueli arrived with his lantern.

Like a mountain haze hidden in the wild winds, he reached a hand out from the falling snow and rested his palm on the soil at the foot of the tree. The lantern in his other hand shuddered violently, and the candle flame inside flared into a raging bonfire. It rose dozens of feet into the air and formed a barrier of fire around him to keep all the others away. The flames shot so high, a crimson glow painted half the sky.

During the twenty-five years Feng Xueli had stayed in Nightgleam, he had carefully set an arcane formation around the entirety of Fly-On-By. He did not understand what Wu Xingxue had done to the Arbor Divinus to jettison its celestial energy and divinity, but he did not need to know.

He simply needed to restore it.

There was essentially no difference between imbuing a tree or a person with celestial energy; in fact, it was the same principle as invocation. Although Feng Xueli was not the Heavenly Principles and could not perform a true invocation, he could achieve something similar. Since the tree was still the same tree, there was divinity in its bones, so he did not truly need to invoke anything. His version would be good enough, even if it lasted less than a day. As long as the Arbor Divinus regained its divinity for even a moment, he could use its power to see his plan through to the end.

Everything needed for an invocation formation had been seen to long ago. Deep in the earth, below the gambling parlors, taverns, and brothels surrounding Fly-On-By, lay the keystones he’d buried. All he had to do now was write the last rune on this patch of soil, mix it with blood, and it would be done.

His fingers touched the ground, and blood trickled down to seep into the earth. As he inscribed the characters, the arcane formation encircling Fly-On-By sprang to life. Slowly, the energies began to circulate…

Xiao Fuxuan and Wu Xingxue were using this opportunity to gauge exactly what Hua Xin had prepared, but they had no intention of allowing him to finish what he’d started. After letting him make one move, they whipped around. In a rush of golden light, Xiao Fuxuan’s attack came whistling through the air to cleave that wall of heavenly fire in two—

But something went awry. They’d wondered earlier why Feng Xueli would risk an in-person visit, knowing full well it would be two against one. His reasoning finally revealed itself: When he’d knocked on the gates of Fly-On-By earlier, everyone in Nightgleam heard the three chimes—and undercurrents had begun to surge within the city.

The fiends of Nightgleam had no interest in getting involved in the confrontation between the current and former archons, and they’d retreated as far as they could. But none had gone far; they’d lingered to keep an eye on everything that happened beyond the gates. No matter which archon came out on top, the fiends knew that both sides were bound to suffer to some degree after the battle. Did it matter which of them gained the upper hand? Not in the slightest. What the fiends wanted most was mutual destruction. If that happened, they could literally get a piece of the spoils.

Whenever an unusually tough fiend died, the other fiends took its spirit-flesh, skin, and bones and divided them. The flesh made for a potent supplement, and it was far simpler to consume it than engage in time-consuming cultivation. Who wouldn’t want a bite?

Besides, the current standoff was between two archfiends. Getting a share of archfiend spirit-flesh would be nothing short of a heaven-sent windfall. The fiends of Nightgleam stood to benefit handsomely from the fight, so how could they possibly sit it out? 

Thus, even though the gambling dens and taverns had emptied, a thick fiendish aura gathered like dark clouds on a wintry night and concentrated within the city. Even those on the prowl beyond Nightgleam’s borders turned back for the city after they got word. The mood was different than when they’d gathered earlier, hoping to catch a little excitement. Now, many fiends of varying cultivation levels were plotting to be the oriole who swooped in after the mantis and cicada fought. 

Nightgleam had been plunged into a state of tension, and though the fiends had not yet realized it, they echoed Feng Xueli as he moved, becoming his unseen assistants.

Any fiend’s individual spell wouldn’t significantly affect Wu Xingxue or Xiao Fuxuan; some might prove bothersome while others would merely add volume. But these individual spells layered together could reach a critical mass, and if the disparate clouds of fiendish aura gathered into one massive cloud above Fly-On-By, that would have an entirely different effect.

It was said that celestials and fiends were in opposition, and that the infernal energy of a million fiends would weaken even Tianxiu’s celestial energy. The cloud of fiendish energy gathering in Nightgleam was silent and invisible, but Xiao Fuxuan felt it acutely. When his sword struck Feng Xueli’s wall of flames, the flow of his sword aura seemed to coalesce. His expression turned grave.

Feng Xueli hastily drew one last stroke in the dirt. The grand formation to invoke the towering tree was finally complete. Golden light emanated from Feng Xueli’s palm and flowed like water through the dirt into the roots, winding into the tree’s trunk. The light seemed to form a word on the trunk, but before the strokes could connect, they dispersed as if the invocation had failed.

“How could this be?” Feng Xueli murmured to himself. This shouldn’t have happened. If this was the Arbor Divinus, the formation should’ve been completed. So why hadn’t it worked?

He added another stroke. The colossal tree trembled, but the brush strokes still did not connect. They faded away as if wiped clean, leaving the invocation incomplete.

Beyond the wall of fire, where he could not see, Wu Xingxue’s hand suddenly curled into itself.

Wu Xingxue looked down to find runes faintly flowing on both of his wrists. One flowed anterograde with his vital force while the other flowed in retrograde. The same reaction that had appeared on the tree trunk appeared repeatedly on the wrist with the anterograde runes.

Xiao Fuxuan noticed it too. He always seemed to catch such things. When he saw the runes running over Wu Xingxue’s arms, his gaze darkened, and his lips paled as he pressed them together. 

“Is this…soul division?” Xiao Fuxuan’s low voice sounded raw.

That phrase struck Wu Xingxue’s ears and quieted his mind. It was as if everything around him ceased to exist, and he returned to the day he’d inscribed these runes on himself.

No matter how hard Feng Xueli tried, he could not figure out how Wu Xingxue had deprived the Arbor Divinus of divinity and celestial energy, how he’d silenced it for three hundred years. Was it another kind of seal? Had he added some sort of protective shield over the tree?

The truth was neither. Xiao Fuxuan had been correct; it was soul division. Wu Xingxue had divided the Arbor Divinus’s soul by cutting its core in two.

According to legend, the Arbor Divinus always decayed and thrived in equal measure, caught between life and death. Wu Xingxue had divided it. The thriving half became the lush, empty tree in the Fly-On-By courtyard, and the decaying half pierced the thirty-three levels of the Northern Domain of Tealspire.

It was the very same ash-white dead tree he’d been standing on when he first woke from his dream of Magpie Haven. The day he’d opened his eyes there had been just like the day he’d gained his human aspect within the canopy of the Arbor Divinus, nestled within its highest branches. But this time, there’d been no perpetual rain of flowers above his head and no bustling bazaar beneath his feet.

Just the fathomless, frigid pool of Tealspire.


Chapter 80:
Entanglement

 

AS THE RUNES CIRCULATED on Wu Xingxue’s arms, the dense fog of the past finally began to lift.

He recalled what he felt the moment his soul was divided. Xiao Fuxuan had described it well—it was pain no ordinary person could bear, a pain worse than death. The pain was even more pronounced for Wu Xingxue because he was a manifestation of the Arbor Divinus. The soul inside his body was an illusion, and his true soul rested within the tree.

When its soul was divided, the great tree that had never stopped losing its blossoms grew still for the first time. Wu Xingxue bore the full brunt of that pain. The ache was like a shadow, untouchable and unreachable. Though he could not assuage it, it was very real.

The experience was entirely unique, and very strange. His body was unharmed, and anyone examining the soul inside his body would have found it intact. But his real soul had been divided in two along with the Arbor Divinus, and he’d never been whole since then.

The runes flowing in anterograde and retrograde were hidden deep inside his body. They represented the two halves of the Arbor Divinus: one hand its death; the other hand its life. That was why he’d subconsciously switched hands when the Hua disciple had tried to stick a soul-integrity talisman on him to see if he was a fiend. The talisman would have yielded a different result from each of his hands: one emitted an unnatural aura of death, while the other revealed the vital energy of the living. 

Even though he’d lost his memories, he had never offered the wrong hand—every time he’d held out his wrist, every time he’d taken hold of Xiao Fuxuan, every time he’d let Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force pour into his fingertips, he had used the hand flowing with vitality. And when he’d allowed Xiao Fuxuan’s vital force to roam his body, even when it had passed through all of his meridians and key acupoints, Xiao Fuxuan had not been able to detect the slightest trace of anything unusual.

There was a false soul inside of Wu Xingxue’s body, and no matter how intimately Xiao Fuxuan had examined it, it had told him that Wu Xingxue was doing fine.

 

Xiao Fuxuan stared at the soul-division runes on Wu Xingxue’s arms, grimmer than ever. “No wonder…” 

No wonder Wu Xingxue’s so-called tribulation would not resolve no matter what he did; no wonder that chill lingered like an intractable illness that resurfaced almost as soon as he’d pushed it under; no wonder he could never quite trace the chill to its source. Wu Xingxue’s real soul had been catastrophically cleaved in two. The one inside his body was just an illusion, crafted to deceive. They had been treating a mirage, unable to address the root cause. No amount of recuperation would do Wu Xingxue any good.

Xiao Fuxuan raised his eyes to Wu Xingxue and worked his pale, thin lips. “You—” 

A loud explosion echoed behind him.

Xiao Fuxuan turned, and Wu Xingxue looked up sharply at the sound. Something had happened to the invocation formation set by Feng Xueli after repeated failed activations. The vital energies pouring into the courtyard from Nightgleam’s every corner flooded the formation and erupted like water coming to a sudden boil. The golden characters flickering through the great tree’s trunk retreated to its gnarled roots, and the soil at the foot of the tree dried and cracked beneath Hua Xin’s palm. Otherworldly winds howled under every fissure like mighty dragons soaring up from the depths of the earth. The wind enshrouded Feng Xueli’s hand and, with strength enough to uproot mountains, yanked him down.

The immense force would have crushed any ordinary clan disciple or fiend and drawn them underground at once. At the very least, one would lose an arm trying to escape it—but Feng Xueli held fast. With a spin of the wrist, he drew the tip of his lantern’s flame into a dazzling circle. The light radiated the crushing aura of a blade that could cut through iron. It sliced cleanly through the otherworldly wind. Feng Xueli then withdrew his palm before vanishing into the wind in a curl of blue smoke. 

His figure reappeared in another corner of the courtyard.

When arcane formations failed to activate, they eventually collapsed into themselves. The disturbance happening now was the recoil of the arcane formation beginning to disintegrate. Feng Xueli had dodged just in time.

The surging spiritual power gathered at the tree’s roots had nowhere to go. Like an unseen tide, it burst and roared outward in all directions, deafening in its force.

That had been the explosion they’d heard. Wu Xingxue felt a rush of overwhelming power coming right for him. He automatically raised a hand to counter it, only to find himself shielded in a warm embrace. Xiao Fuxuan’s back was to the tree and the disintegrating arcane formation. With one arm wrapped around Wu Xingxue, he twirled the long sword in his hand and slanted it behind him for a perfectly timed block—

Shing!

The sharp, high-pitched ring of metal against metal rang out. Sparks flew from Absolution as Xiao Fuxuan’s sword aura kept the roaring spiritual power at bay.

Wu Xingxue squinted against the shower of searing hot sparks. Xiao Fuxuan held him tight, his voice raw as it reached Wu Xingxue’s ears.

“Wu Xingxue, how could you do that to yourself?” The pain of soul division was far beyond what an ordinary person could endure. Even for a celestial, it would have felt like being ripped in half—the agony of being torn asunder.

How could you do that to yourself?!

“I…” Wu Xingxue opened his mouth but realized there was nothing he could say to Xiao Fuxuan. He couldn’t explain why he’d done it, nor how he’d arrived at the point where he’d believed he must.

Perhaps it was the lingering effects of the invocation formation, but a vague sense flashed through Wu Xingxue’s mind, there and gone again too fast for him to capture. It felt as if the Dreambell hid his memories behind an enormous black curtain. When Feng Xueli’s invocation formation had acted on the Arbor Divinus, the provocation had fallen on Wu Xingxue instead. Briefly, a corner of that black curtain had lifted.

Wu Xingxue froze. He stared straight ahead in a daze, then he caught the heavy scent of blood on the air.

What’s going on?

“Whose blood is that? Yours?” he asked, worry etched on his face.

“It is not,” replied Xiao Fuxuan.

They both whirled around to discover the source of the blood: Feng Xueli. He had retreated to the courtyard’s wall, yet he still gazed up at the great tree with its lush canopy.

Without batting an eye, he made two quick cuts on his palm, raised his bloodstained hand, and squeezed it into a fist. Red streamed from his fist and pooled on the ground below. His face showed no discontent just because he’d been unable to activate the arcane formation on his first attempt. His expression remained calm—if slightly pale after a little bloodletting—but under the surface, his actions were laced with quiet obstinance.

 

Smiling Fox had been in such a state of astonishment and panic after hearing the archon call his young master “Chief Immortal Mingwu” that he’d failed to shield himself when the spiritual power struck. It had sent Smiling Fox crashing into the courtyard wall so hard that he’d coughed blood. Only after suffering this heavy blow did he return to himself. That nagging thought resurfaced as it had countless times before—the young master he’d grown up with seemed trapped in some corner of his body where he could no longer make a sound. Meanwhile, this Feng Xueli, with his steady demeanor and overwhelming aura, seemed like someone else entirely.

Smiling Fox had always dodged the thought. It wasn’t just that he was loath to accept it; it was that he knew it was ridiculous. The Feng Clan was as prestigious as a cultivation clan could be in the mortal world. Feng Xueli was the clan’s youngest son, and his elder siblings were heads of the household. Whether or not they were close, no one would be so audacious as to borrow the youngest child’s body right under the clan’s nose. He’d never been able to think of anyone capable of such a feat, but hearing the title Chief Immortal Mingwu had opened up new possibilities. What if the possessor wasn’t from the mortal realm at all? What if his existence was more elevated than that of the most prestigious cultivators? Chief Immortal Mingwu wouldn’t find it difficult to accomplish such a thing under the Feng Clan’s watchful eyes.

But if the Chief Immortal wanted to borrow a body to come back to life, why of all the bodies under heaven would he choose the Feng Clan’s youngest, a boy so reclusive he rarely left the house? What was so special about the Feng Clan or Feng Xueli that even Mingwu Hua Xin would see him as exceptional?

And besides, this was Hua Xin! To mortal cultivation clans, he was the most revered celestial of all—Chief Immortal of the Spirit Terrace, the celestial most worshipped across the world. His portrait hung in innumerable places, and his idol watched over many mansions. There was a time when commonfolk and clan disciples alike prayed often to Hua Xin. In portraits or idols, he was always depicted with his eyes half open, gaze lowered, carrying his celestial relic Guiding Light and leading a white deer from the celestial mountain as he calmly surveyed those before him. He looked as though the mundane had nothing to do with him, yet everything that happened in the world occurred within his sight. How could someone like that have ever ended up like this?

Smiling Fox stared at Feng Xueli, watching the tattoo that reached from Feng Xueli’s neck to his face grow more pronounced as his face paled. Complex emotions filled Smiling Fox’s heart. He didn’t know whether it was shock, disbelief, or something else…but when he saw the blood covering Feng Xueli’s hand, all those things flew to the back of his mind.

Smiling Fox didn’t care whether the man before him was Chief Immortal Mingwu or his former young master. He darted to Feng Xueli’s side. 

“Young Master!” he called out. He clutched at his aching chest and held up his crescent blade to cover Feng Xueli’s back. “Young master, what are you doing? Why have you let out so much blood?!”

“Move aside,” Feng Xueli said indifferently instead of answering him.

“Young Master!”

“Move aside,” Feng Xueli repeated. An invisible force sent Smiling Fox skidding dozens of feet away.

Feng Xueli planted his foot and stepped into the puddle of his own blood.

Suddenly, flowers bloomed beneath him. Long vines sprouted from the blood puddle. They were identical to the flowering vines that entangled Yunhai below the Valley of Laments and the tattoo on the side of Feng Xueli’s neck. The tendrils stretched out in a wave before him like infinite slender spirit snakes. 

They began to encroach on the towering tree, a wicked spiritual power neither celestial nor infernal swirling around them. The ground quaked in the power’s wake and echoed across all of Fly-On-By. Covering the cracks in the earth, the vines pulled the gaps back together while the spiritual power around them repaired the fractured invocation formation. 

Wu Xingxue understood what Feng Xueli was doing right away. He really is stubborn—he’s actually going to try again!

Feng Xueli had not seen the runes that surfaced on Wu Xingxue’s arms, and he’d never been to Tealspire, which was used exclusively to confine archfiends—that was Xiao Fuxuan’s territory. He had never seen the dead tree that penetrated all thirty-three layers of Tealspire, nor could he possibly know how that tree and the one in Fly-On-By were related. He had no way of knowing that the Arbor Divinus’s soul was divided. Feng Xueli believed wholeheartedly that the great tree in front of him was the Arbor Divinus. It didn’t occur to him that, despite his years of research, he might have made a mistake. 

This was the Arbor Divinus, and that meant his plan ought to work. If one formation had failed, he’d simply have to create another. After so much time planning and waiting patiently, he didn’t intend to give up. Otherwise, what was the point? He could not retreat. There was nothing for him to retreat to.

 

“Being relentless isn’t a bad thing. Well, I don’t think it’s bad, anyway. It’s just that it’s a bit foolish now and then. But so what? I do my thing, and he can say his piece. It doesn’t affect me.”

The man who said this was indignant, and he went on for quite a while before he suddenly changed the subject.

“Is there anything in this world that would make you relentless? I’m sure you don’t have anything like that right now, but I wonder if you will someday. I…” The speaker paused, then shook his head and chuckled. “Wonder if I’ll be lucky enough to see it. I’m really curious.”

 

At the time, Hua Xin hadn’t responded because that person’s words had made too much sense. He’d had no way to refute them, nor could he foresee the future. Today, he would have answered him: There is now.

Unfortunately, the one who’d asked the question was long gone. But it made no difference. Wasn’t that the meaning of relentless? Even if no one was waiting or watching, he would try again. If the formation didn’t have enough spiritual power, then he’d drag some more people into it; and if the formation wasn’t strong enough, he’d add more blood. 

Once the vines repaired the grand formation, the clouds gathered in the slate sky of Nightgleam rumbled. A breeze brushed past the faces of every fiend surrounding Fly-On-By, carrying the elusive scent of distant flora. The fragrance momentarily bewildered the fiends, who felt spiritual power pulse beneath their feet, as though the enormous suction of a bamboo water pump had immobilized them. They could feel their infernal energy and life-sustaining vital force rapidly draining out through the bottoms of their feet. Someone was drawing it away.

The fiends panicked.

“What’s going on?”

“I-I can’t move!”

“Is this a setup?!”

“Must be!”

“Who’s doing this? Who has the audacity—”

“Do you really have to ask? Who else could it be?”

No one in Nightgleam could think of an alternate answer. Sure enough, they discovered that their energy was rushing straight into Fly-On-By. It was being unjustifiably appropriated by none other than Feng Xueli.

The many formations he’d set up in Nightgleam over the years took effect one by one to aid him. He had sustained injuries to body and soul and was far from his peak, but with this borrowed infernal energy, he could push himself to try once more.

He was not a reckless person; of course he had a backup plan. If the grand invocation formation could not be completed, he could leverage the infernal energy to twist the formation and use it to set up a restrictive ward around the Arbor Divinus. That would allow him access to the tree at a later date, should the opportunity present itself again.

These thoughts raced through Feng Xueli’s mind as he raced like the wind toward the great tree. Just as his boots were about to touch the ground, he felt frost sweep across the space inches ahead of him. It was an unavoidable chill. The instant it collided with him, he froze from the inside out. Hoarfrost formed on his brows and eyelashes, and within his body, a pale, thin frost covered even his internal organs. The extreme cold of this vital force could only belong to one person: Wu Xingxue. 

Feng Xueli stopped in his tracks. Wu Xingxue’s slender fingers stretched in front of his face, frost pouring from fingertips. Wu Xingxue crooked one slender finger, and Feng Xueli once again transformed into a wisp of smoke and vanished.

“You’re outnumbered, Chief Immortal Mingwu. Why persist?” Even Wu Xingxue’s voice seemed rimmed in ice. In the snowy mist that fell from the great tree, he sounded light and indistinct.

That curl of smoke regathered behind Wu Xingxue in less time than it took to blink. Feng Xueli flicked his fingers, and the lantern he held swept in a circle, enveloping Wu Xingxue within its glow. Only then did he reply, “Not necessarily.”

“What?” Wu Xingxue seemed taken aback.

“I’m not necessarily outnumbered,” Feng Xueli clarified.

Wu Xingxue instinctively knew something was off. The world in front of him seemed to blur, countless candles filling his vision. An army of lamps swayed in the wind, their flickering flames forming a mysterious, blurry wall of light. It was exceedingly uncomfortable, like being blinded by too-bright lamplight. He couldn’t see, let alone determine which way was which. 

Wu Xingxue sensed that the light wasn’t an attack but an attempt to corral him in one area. As the glow surrounded him, he thought he saw Feng Xueli turn his next attack on Xiao Fuxuan. Wu Xingxue’s chest tightened. This too seemed quite strange—why would Feng Xueli trap him but attack Xiao Fuxuan? Feng Xueli knew Wu Xingxue was limited by his tribulation, and fiends in his state could not use much of their vital force. He was indisputably weakened, so why would anyone choose to fight Xiao Fuxuan over him? Why would Feng Xueli fight the stronger of the two? 

Unless…

Unless Feng Xueli believed Xiao Fuxuan was more limited—or rather, Feng Xueli had done something to further limit Xiao Fuxuan. 

Feng Xueli had said he wasn’t “necessarily” outnumbered earlier, Wu Xingxue remembered. He grew somber. He was eager to escape his predicament, but he didn’t remember any methods by which to undo an arcane formation.

The downturn that appeared at the corners of Wu Xingxue’s eyes, which had been stripped of any spark of the smile that often shimmered there, made him look extraordinarily stern. If he couldn’t remember how to undo an arcane formation, he’d have to force his way through.

Feng Xueli was no ordinary man, and his trap was probably as strong as the barrier Xiao Fuxuan had cast over Fly-On-By. It would take more than a few strikes for Wu Xingxue to breach it. And, as always, Wu Xingxue carried no weapon. His hands were at his sides, empty.

He rubbed his fingertips together. Hoarfrost grew from them, then spread upward. The extreme cold of his vital force circulated until every breath he exhaled seemed to turn to ice. His hands tensed, and an infernal aura heavy as the sea surged out, accompanied by an even stronger murderous intent. 

Feng Xueli had divided Fly-On-By in two and separated Wu Xingxue from Xiao Fuxuan. Confident that the infernal energy of innumerable Nightgleam fiends would weaken Tianxiu, he prepared for battle. 

He faced Xiao Fuxuan and Ning Huaishan with Smiling Fox and Fang Chu at his side. It seemed that Xiao Fuxuan truly was outnumbered. All Feng Xueli needed was to buy himself enough time to initiate the arcane formation. His maneuvers would give him just enough of an edge to keep him a single step ahead of his opponent.

He realized he was wrong when he heard a loud crash, and the barrier he’d raised around Wu Xingxue collapsed. Feng Xueli turned around in astonishment. 

Yes, Wu Xingxue had lost all of his memories; yes, he was still in the midst of his tribulation, and fiends in tribulation could not use their vital force without causing significant internal damage; and yes, Feng Xueli’s trap should have been enough to keep Wu Xingxue confined for quite a long time. 

Nevertheless, Feng Xueli’s assumptions were now nothing but phantoms. The sound of the barrier collapsing should have told him he would gain nothing for all his efforts.

Then again, he hadn’t been entirely wrong. 

Wu Xingxue’s vital force felt sluggish as it moved throughout his body. He grew colder with each circuit and every decisive move he threw at the trap. By the end, he was so cold his whole body ached. But then, something shifted. Just as he turned so cold he could barely strike the trap anymore, he felt his frosty vital force begin to move again, like spring water slowly thawing under a warm breeze. It was like a bedridden person suddenly jumping out of bed on their own. 

Wu Xingxue had no time to wonder what had happened. He seized the warmth that bloomed from thin air and integrated it into his vital force. Soon, his color had returned.

As soon as he began to recover, his four killing moves struck the four runes in the four corners of the trap. Each landed with the momentum of otherworldly lightning from the ninth heaven. Amid flying stones, an invisible sword seemed to strike the ground and carve a chasm dozens of feet deep.

The sealed prison rumbled. When Wu Xingxue’s last strike landed, a giant fissure rent the sky, and the prison shattered.

Wu Xingxue spotted Xiao Fuxuan at once. He unleashed his Sword of Absolution, and massive golden phantom blades cleaved through the air toward Feng Xueli. Xiao Fuxuan’s expression was icy, but he did not appear to be injured.

Good… 

Wu Xingxue let out a light sigh of relief, but he soon tensed again. Right after he’d broken through the prison, he’d grasped the mysterious warmth inside his body to circulate his vital force one more time before helping Xiao Fuxuan. That was when he saw Xiao Fuxuan’s sword aura falter. All the color seemed to drain from beneath the cold mask of his face, and blood seeped between his forefingers where he gripped his sword’s hilt.

It struck Wu Xingxue then that his “self-healing” moments earlier had come from Xiao Fuxuan. In a flash of alarm and confusion, he tried to use the warmth to circulate his vital force again. This time, he stopped almost as soon as he’d started. Like he’d suspected, Xiao Fuxuan’s condition worsened as his improved.

As Wu Xingxue strengthened, Xiao Fuxuan paled.

What’s going on?!


Chapter 81:
Connection

 

WU XINGXUE HADN’T THOUGHT of Magpie Haven for a long time. Ever since he’d realized it was a dream spun of thin air, he hadn’t recalled many details. But he suddenly thought of a short story he’d once read there.

It was quite a coincidence that this particular story had been in the very last book he’d read before opening his eyes in the Northern Domain of Tealspire. It was a simple tale, one he’d read while leaning against the edge of his bed, his head propped up in one hand while he riffled through the pages. He’d spent a lot of time on the story for some reason.

It was so long that his steward asked, “What’s this story you’re reading that’s got you so sad?”

Wu Xingxue was startled, and even when he shook it off, he was baffled. “Sad?”

“You looked down, and…” The steward nodded and pointed at his own forehead. “There’s still a furrow here.”

Wu Xingxue laughed in spite of himself. “Oh, it’s nothing like that,” he said, relaxing his brow. “It’s just a short story, that’s all. Why would it make me sad?”

The steward still seemed curious, so Wu Xingxue decided to explain the story.

“It’s about an old man who always loved flowers, so he fills his whole courtyard with them. One early spring, he comes upon an extraordinary sight—in the middle of a warm, sunny day, lightning strikes right in the middle of his courtyard, leaving everything in complete disarray. The old man is heartbroken, thinking that every plant he’d painstakingly cared for must be a blackened ruin. To his surprise, of all the flowering trees in his courtyard, one manages to survive. The flowering tree sprouts new shoots in spring just as he expects, but maybe due to the inexplicable lightning or something else entirely, the flowers that bloom on the tree from then on are rather peculiar.”

“What sort of peculiar?” the steward asked.

“Mm…” He hummed, then almost whispered, “Have you ever seen a conjoined lotus? According to the story in this book, the flowers were probably like a conjoined lotus. A single stem with dual blossoms…”

“What a rare sight!” the steward exclaimed. “A fortuitous connection bestowed by heaven. Isn’t that a good thing?”

“That’s debatable,” Wu Xingxue said after a short pause.

“Why do you say that, Young Master?”

“Because…” He fiddled with the pages and found himself inexplicably losing himself in thought before he continued. “It says here that the twin flowers do not bloom equally well. When one side is full of life, the other withers. When one does well, the other suffers.”

“That really is a pity,” the steward said with a hint of regret.

Wu Xingxue hummed softly in response. With a finger against the page, he added, “There’s more. One of the flowers is a bit aggressive, so it’s always doing a little better than the other one.”

“Perhaps it absorbs more nutrients.”

Wu Xingxue blinked, then raised his gaze to the steward. “Which is why I must ask, how could this be a fortuitous connection bestowed by heaven? The only one who’d think that would be the flower getting more than its share. To the other one, it’s probably more like a cursed entanglement.”

The steward didn’t know how to respond. It was just a story about two flowers, that was all, nothing to be emotional about. He eyed the book a few times, perplexed. “By the way, that text…”

“What about it?”

“Where did it come from? I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before.”

Wu Xingxue was surprised. “I just grabbed one at random.”

“From the wooden shelf? I don’t recall seeing it yesterday when I instructed the servants to clean the room.”

“It might have been set aside. Go ahead and do what you have to do. I’ll read some more.”

 

It had been a mere short story that hardly took up any pages in the book; it didn’t stand out. But now, Wu Xingxue remembered it. If Magpie Haven really had been just some made-up dream, all that was inside it couldn’t have come from nothing. Perhaps the book and the story it told were some kind of subconscious reaction. A reminder. His connection with Xiao Fuxuan recalled that stem with the twin flowers, and Wu Xingxue was the flower who hoarded most of the nutrients.

How had this connection come to be? Was the jadehaem enwrapping the Arbor Divinus a form of nourishment that gave rise to it? Or had Xiao Fuxuan left something in him to cause it? Wu Xingxue longed to know more, but it wasn’t the right time for questions.

He gave Xiao Fuxuan a searching look, then joined the battle.

Neither Wu Xingxue nor Xiao Fuxuan were whole in body and soul, and with a zero-sum connection binding them, they didn’t have a two-against-one advantage versus Feng Xueli. Plus, he had the force of nearly every fiend in Nightgleam behind him. The numbers were on his side.

Yet the battle did not become a stalemate—or at least, it remained a stalemate only for a short while.

To gods and fiends, a moment could seem very long. In such brief, passing moments, many things could happen. For instance, when Wu Xingxue’s menacing fingers were about to squeeze Feng Xueli’s throat, Feng Xueli, his life hanging in the balance, looked toward the Arbor Divinus. This gave Wu Xingxue the impression that Feng Xueli could endure a direct blow if it meant having a chance to disturb the Arbor Divinus.

He hesitated. In that same sliver of time, Feng Xueli heard him speak.

I’ve seen so many people hurt themselves and others because of their obsession with the Arbor Divinus, but I never expected that you would be one of them.

Wu Xingxue did not actually voice these words, but Feng Xueli heard them nonetheless. They were the echo of something someone else had said many years ago.

In bygone Urbs Caelestia, the Chief Immortal Mingwu hadn’t been close with Rex Spiritus and Tianxiu. In all those years, they’d barely spoken. The few interactions between them stemmed from Yunhai; aside from that, they couldn’t even call each other by the polite term “celestial friend.”

That was why Feng Xueli could say to him now: “Since we’re not even friends, how could you expect what I will or won’t do?”

Wu Xingxue was caught off guard by Feng Xueli’s unperturbed voice. He had answered the question in Wu Xingxue’s heart, though he hadn’t asked it aloud.

“You’re—” Wu Xingxue began.

“Rex Spiritus already—” He stopped himself as if to say Archon instead, but he’d already said this much, so he kept going. “You asked me that question over twenty years ago. I’m just answering it once more.”

Wu Xingxue frowned.

“Rex Spiritus told me that usurping the Arbor Divinus’s powers defies the natural order of the world, that each action would lead to innumerable consequences, and that it was impossible to estimate how many innocent people might end up being involved.”

Wu Xingxue did not remember this at all, but Feng Xueli was correct. It was odd to hear these words coming out of his mouth, even as he was in the middle of committing the very action that “defies the natural order of the world” with frightening persistence.

“If you wish to bring it up again now, I will give the same answer,” said Feng Xueli. “I know.”

He knew it defied the natural order of the world. He knew it involved innocent lives. How could he not? He’d explained these principles countless times to many different people.

The Chief Immortal Mingwu of the Spirit Terrace was the most Worshipped deity in the world. When he consumed offerings of incense, he needed no tally to know how many had bowed beneath his altars. There were thirty thousand of his idols scattered across the world and too many portraits to count. His idols were enshrined in countless household altars, and he’d heard lifetimes of mundane stories and idle chatter. He understood one thing better than anyone: It was one thing to know the principles and another to know that no one could stop someone determined to defy them.

Feng Xueli would never look back. He’d seen it too many times, so many that he could remain calm when faced with just about anything.

He’d adhered to all manner of rules and regulations and never thought of them as any kind of constraint, because he’d agreed with them. He did not meddle much in mortal affairs. He bestowed blessings whenever it was appropriate. He did not repeat himself nor try to persuade the same person over and over to change their ways; he’d say just enough and give up after the third try. All these little things added up to form the boundary between Urbs Caelestia and the mortal realm. 

He’d once believed that line was set in stone, which seemed very reasonable to him. He had conveyed the principles to many, always in his steady, calm tone. If the other party listened, that was good. If they didn’t, they would learn the hard way. He did not intervene overmuch until the day he suddenly learned that there were always exceptions to every rule.

This was in itself another principle. It was such a simple concept, yet one he’d taken forever to comprehend. Later, he’d made many “exceptions.” He could no longer recall how many times he’d repeated himself to explain the same rule, and to the same person at that. His ever-calm tone had grown terse. He’d been so angry once, he’d been at a loss for words.

He remembered the many reprimands he’d delivered, each word falling like a stone:

“The heavenly edict you received that day told you exactly which actions were permitted and which were forbidden! Did you think it was a joke?!”

“The things that aren’t fair in the world could fill oceans. If you meddle in one, you must meddle in another…”

“The separation between gods and mortals must be maintained. Once you enter Urbs Caelestia, you can no longer meddle in mortal affairs.”

“If you keep conducting yourself like this, someday…”

In the mundane world, foreboding words like “someday” were reserved for one’s most hated enemies. The one he’d been scolding had never been his enemy, but he’d used such words because he’d wanted that person to listen and keep the principles in mind.

The principles he’d once repeated so emphatically were crumbling bit by bit in his hands. So much of what he’d done over the years defied what he’d taught before.

He’d heard many people justify their worst actions by saying, “I wasn’t thinking clearly.” But he couldn’t make that claim; he’d always been perfectly aware. He was aware of the heavenly laws he was violating as he placed each keystone for his arcane formations. Every drop of blood spilled for his formations, every life entangled within—he watched the whole time.

That was why, after more than a hundred years, no one could change his mind, and no one could stop him.

But now, as he faced Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan, a trace of confusion arose from his centuries of calm. He looked into Wu Xingxue’s eyes, feeling the piercing cold rushing toward him.

“You must have seen more than I have, Rex Spiritus. Haven’t you ever found it unfair?”

As Wu Xingxue’s frown deepened, Xiao Fuxuan’s sword cut in with ruthless force.

Feng Xueli sailed backward with such speed that he drew the snow blanketing Fly-On-By with him. He lifted his lantern up to shield himself, then crouched into a low stance. His figure transformed into a dragon-like curl of smoke and merged into the snowy mist. His voice, scattered and indistinct, came from every direction, making it impossible to pinpoint its exact locus.

Nevertheless, Wu Xingxue thought he caught his words.

“Forgive my oversight, Rex Spiritus. No matter how many things you’ve seen, you’ve forgotten most of it anyhow.”

Wu Xingxue went very still. With his back against Xiao Fuxuan, his eyes scanned the entire courtyard in an instant.

“But that’s not such a bad thing,” Feng Xueli continued. “Otherwise, you too might ask ‘Why?’”

By the time his solemn words landed, the wisp of smoke was gathering near the great tree. Absolution’s phantoms slashed through the air, unerringly cutting through the smoke.

“Young Master!” Smiling Fox lunged over just in time to see Feng Xueli return to his human form. His immaculate attire had become a little disheveled, and beads of blood slid a long, narrow line down his chin. Smiling Fox stood beside Feng Xueli, trapped by Tianxiu’s sword aura, unable to advance or retreat.

Feng Xueli raised his hand and wiped the blood away, his expression as immovable as a mountain. In the glow of the sword phantoms, he calmly said, “Someone once asked me such a question. Since I have the chance to do so now, I would like to ask the two of you this question on his behalf.”

Xiao Fuxuan wedged the point of his sword into the ground with a clang. He stood upright before Wu Xingxue, shielding him.

“Speak,” he ordered.

“He said that everyone in the world who cultivated must want something. They want eternal life or physical strength, and maybe a few with great compassion wish for peace on earth. They spend a hundred years dedicating their lives to ascend into Urbs Caelestia, and when they do, they’re suddenly not allowed to want anything anymore. Everyone emphasizes the separation between gods and mortals. Once you’re in Urbs Caelestia, you can no longer interfere in their lives. Then, why work so hard to reach apotheosis? Just to sit on an altar, savor their worship, and observe for a hundred or even a thousand years without any action? In that case, what’s the difference between immortality in Urbs Caelestia and death?

“If the principle is flawed, then shouldn’t those struck down by heaven for their defiance of that principle have the right to ask—on what grounds? Every celestial who was reassigned for violating the heavenly laws ended up numen of some forlorn wasteland: the Valley of Laments, where carriages hurried through and no one lingered; the Barrows, where burial mounds stretched on endlessly without a living soul in sight; Mount Immovable, a place of desolation and shadows that the living avoid like the plague; Snowmelt Tarn, beset by stormy weather year-round and so remote that even celestials rarely tread there. Where would one find offerings in places like these? Once you’re reassigned to such a place, it’s a matter of time before you’re struck back down to the mortal realm.

“Rex Spiritus, the Altar of Deposed Gods is right next to the Seat of Spring Breeze, so you must have seen more than I have with your own two eyes. Haven’t you ever found it—even for just a moment—unfair?”

There was also the Arbor Divinus. Though Feng Xueli was skilled in finding answers, he did not know everything about the tree. Nonetheless, he could make some educated guesses: Rex Spiritus and the Arbor Divinus were tied together by causality, and all the calamities and troubles mortals imposed upon the Arbor Divinus must have inflicted hardship on Rex Spiritus.

“You bore the weight of their deadly grudges and all their tangled desires, and for what? Don’t you think it’s unfair? Wouldn’t you also like to ask ‘On what grounds?’”

He wasn’t really waiting for a reply. After all, someone who had forgotten everything wouldn’t remember his grievances either. Of course Wu Xingxue wouldn’t answer.

But as Feng Xueli threw out his questions one after the other, he arrived at an answer himself. He believed Rex Spiritus must have been indignant about at least one thing he could remember, must have also found at least one thing unfair. Even Rex Spiritus might wish to ask on what grounds things were done the way they were. 

“I’m sure you must have asked,” Feng Xueli said. He’d gone very still. “Otherwise, why would the great Rex Spiritus have fallen from Urbs Caelestia three hundred years ago, stripped of all celestial aura, transformed into a fiend?”

Wu Xingxue’s eyes flickered.

By the time Feng Xueli spoke the last of these words, Xiao Fuxuan was already in front of him. His sword’s radiance loomed, and his cold voice reached out through the wind.

“Does what you’re asking have the slightest thing to do with what you have done?”

“Not at all,” Feng Xueli said, making no attempt to hide it. “I was merely asking on behalf of someone.”

When that person had asked him those questions, he’d answered with many words, a seemingly endless stream of reasoning that spanned earth and sky. He no longer found those words convincing. All he could do was pass on the question. The answer no longer mattered to him, and neither did right or wrong. There would always be injustice, so there was no longer any need to speak of principles.

“To bring disaster upon one is wrong; to bring disaster upon a million is wrong as well. Both are wrong, regardless of magnitude.” Once he’d taken the first step down this path, he’d had no choice but to keep moving forward. There was no turning back. “Saving a million lives is salvation; saving one is also salvation. This is true regardless of magnitude.”

If this path led him where he desired to be, and he managed to save the one person he wanted to save, he would have fulfilled his wish. If he failed, he would accept the causality and the divine retribution that came with it. It was no more than he deserved. He’d thought it through. He understood the stakes.

“Saving one life will bring me peace.” Feng Xueli held his lantern out and looked up. “What would I get for saving a million? No one would remember it after one cycle in the wheel of reincarnation. I’d only suffer needlessly.” 

An intense infernal aura erupted from him.

As Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan launched their attacks, Feng Xueli changed tactics. He spread his arms wide, ready to meet their attacks head-on with his mortal body. They had not expected this, and their faces grew bleak. They restrained their attacks just as they were set to collide. 

The body before them belonged to the Feng Clan’s youngest, Feng Xueli. He was an innocent bystander dragged into this fight. If they didn’t restrain their force, and Feng Xueli didn’t dodge, that mortal body would be smashed into pieces. 

Though they held back, it was already too late—Wu Xingxue’s fingers grazed the top of Feng Xueli’s forehead. Normally, this alone would have shattered his skull, caused blood to gush from each of his body’s key acupoints, and ripped away a fragment of his soul.

However, before any such violence could happen, a force pushed back against Wu Xingxue. It was as if an invisible hand had appeared before Feng Xueli’s head to meet his, palm against palm. Oddly, the opposing force pushed back with the same strength and at the exact same angle, as though another Wu Xingxue had met his hand.

And there was more. The same shapeless force also stopped Xiao Fuxuan’s sword, shielding Feng Xueli so well that the body wasn’t harmed in the slightest.

Wu Xingxue was shocked. What’s going on?! 

Then, he caught the scent of the protective aura wrapped around Feng Xueli.

He knew that smell better than anyone because it was his own—or rather, it was the smell of the Arbor Divinus. There was only one reason why the tree would shield Feng Xueli: His body was blessed and sheltered by the Arbor Divinus to ensure that he’d live in good health to old age in this lifetime.

This was the child Xiao Fuxuan had once buried beneath the Arbor Divinus.

Everything changed in the blink of an eye. Wu Xingxue had no time to reflect. By choosing not to block Wu Xingxue’s move, Feng Xueli had created an opportunity. As long as he survived, he would seize the counterattack while Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan were restraining themselves.

And Feng Xueli did seize it.

This was the reason he’d chosen this body. He knew that Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan would not be able to kill him, which would give him his best chance for a lethal attack. Feng Xueli needed the Arbor Divinus, so he did not want to kill Wu Xingxue. Still, he needed a way to keep their attention off him, so he targeted Xiao Fuxuan instead. Using soul resonance, Feng Xueli and Fang Chu attacked simultaneously from two directions.

An aura of crushing dominance rolled toward Xiao Fuxuan like a landslide overwhelming everything in its path. Feng Xueli’s lantern burned brighter than a bonfire, visible for a hundred miles around.

The aura overtook Smiling Fox, who had rushed over earlier to protect his master, and flung him to the ground. Had the killing move been directed at him, he would have been crushed into paste. He struggled to raise his head, only to find Fly-On-By nearly engulfed in spectral fire. He heard Ning Huaishan cry out in pain, but he couldn’t see anything or anyone at all. Everything was ablaze.

Had Smiling Fox been able to move forward just a little, he might have caught a glimpse of the young master he’d long yearned for—the real Feng Xueli, the one who’d hated fire from the day he was born, the young master Smiling Fox had watched over and grown up next to.

For a fleeting moment, when the impostor directed his killing move toward Xiao Fuxuan, the real Feng Xueli showed himself. His feeble soul, suppressed for so long it had nearly lost its voice, clawed to the surface and ever so briefly took hold. Perhaps the flames and smell of smoke evoked what he’d experienced several centuries ago on a forgotten battlefield, giving him a sense of familiarity.

He looked at Xiao Fuxuan and Wu Xingxue, and before he knew what was happening, he drew back the hand Hua Xin had raised to strike Xiao Fuxuan.

Once a soul entered the wheel of reincarnation, it no longer recalled what happened in the life that came before. The only exception was if the soul departing its new body encountered the same things it had seen before its last death.

Memories came to Feng Xueli that he should not have remembered. His soul was weakened and fading from the years of Hua Xin occupying his body; perhaps it was like being on the brink of death. Whatever the reason, he remembered, if only a little, why he hated firelight and the smell of acrid smoke.

In a past life, he’d curled up in the corner of a battlefield next to a pile of corpses so tall it might have been a mountain, drowning in the stink of charred bodies and blood. Many orphaned children in that age cried as they searched the battlefields for their families, wandering the fields of corpses until they died there.

It was on such a battlefield that he’d died. He should have been buried there or gathered with the other bodies and buried in some unfamiliar place full of lonely souls, but he’d been spared that.

On the cusp of death, he’d dreamed of his family coming to find him, and he’d subconsciously reached out and grabbed the hem of a passerby. That person took the child he’d never met, carried him across the wilderness through a long winter night, and buried him in the best place in the world.

There had been a great towering tree, and flowers never ceased to fall from its canopy. His mom and dad always told him that one must return debts of gratitude, and he’d never forgotten that he must do so someday. Now, his wish could finally be fulfilled.

Xiao Fuxuan’s eyes glinted in the firelight. He saw Feng Xueli’s eyes defocus and refocus again. 

Feng Xueli seemed to sniff at the air. There was a hint of a young child’s wonder in his eyes, as though he had not seen the world for a long time. He stilled for a moment. Then, that unfamiliar Feng Xueli looked at Xiao Fuxuan through the flames and spoke two words he could just barely make out.

“Thank you,” he said.

Once he’d offered his thanks, his form scattered, retreating in haste.

The flames inside Fly-On-By sputtered until they vanished. As the final touch of crimson disappeared, Xiao Fuxuan spotted a dash of white in his peripheral vision. He turned to see a new fissure at the root of the great tree. It was unclear whether it’d been caused by Feng Xueli’s formation or his killing move.

The touch of white was right beside that fissure. It was a drop of jadehaem winding up the tree’s trunk as if to cover the crack. As the whiteness began to stretch across the fissure with a will of its own, he heard a very faint sound. It was hollow and dull, but he recognized it at once—it was the chime of a bell.

The Dreambell was ringing.


Chapter 82:
The Beginning

 

WU XINGXUE LOOKED DOWN to see the little bell on his belt shake as if in resonance with the jadehaem entwining the tree’s roots. Wu Xingxue had not touched it, and it had not been repaired; fissures still covered its surface. Yet it rang. It was just one quiet chime, dull and hollow, but it rang. Wu Xingxue didn’t know why it was happening, nor could he spare the attention to figure it out—because when the Dreambell let out its soft chime, his long-buried memories began to stir once more. 

Countless scenes and images rushed back to him. These deeply etched recollections poured over him like the sea, though the images now seemed like someone else’s life. As they engulfed him completely, he stood and watched like someone leaning idly against the windowsill and flipping through the pages of a story. A long time passed before he realized with a rush of emotion that he was the tale’s protagonist.

How did everything that followed come to be? Where did it all begin?

Ah, yes. Mount Blossomfell Bazaar.

 

Several hundred years ago, Wu Xingxue—still Rex Spiritus at the time—had stumbled into the Feng Clan’s aberrant timeline. He found thousands of the Bound in Mount Blossomfell Bazaar’s forbidden domain. When he realized the Bound were gathered there because of Xiao Fuxuan, he altered Xiao Fuxuan’s memory, then headed to the Feng estate. There was clearly something wrong with the timeline, but he never got the chance to sever it. He was driven out right after he questioned Feng Huiming and before he could take action.

Most of his memories from within that timeline had somehow been eliminated. He forgot he’d ever entered it, as well as what he’d encountered in the forbidden domain and the Feng estate. Even the details of his return to Urbs Caelestia were a bit blurry. By the time he came back to himself, he was in the Seat of Spring Breeze. There was much Rex Spiritus couldn’t quite remember, but his bewilderment when he came back to his senses that day had made an impression.

Outside the Seat of Spring Breeze, the sky was just starting to brighten with the first touch of dawn. Time there passed as it did in the mortal realm—same seasons, same hours. An azure as clear as water faded into darkness on the horizon. It was late spring, but the breeze through Rex Spiritus’s wide windows still carried a chill. He stared at that hint of azure for a long time, then studied the hand on which he’d been resting his cheek. Finally, he turned and looked around the room.

The elder of his two pageboys, acting the part with a dust whisk resting on one arm, crossed the threshold. The dust whisk’s clean white tail was half as tall as he was and made the boy appear especially tiny. 

“My lord! My lord, you’re moving!” the pageboy said right away. “We thought something had happened to you. You’ve been sitting by the window without a word since you got back.” He noticed something off in Rex Spiritus’s expression and continued uncertainly, “My lord, what’re you looking at? Is something wrong with this room?”

The pageboy shuffled a few steps over, stood in front of some pine nut shells, maneuvered the dust whisk behind his back, and gave it a shake to stealthily clear the shells away. He and the other pageboy had just forgotten to clean those up after a snack. He inspected the rest of the room the way Rex Spiritus had but found nothing else out of the ordinary. 

Of course, Rex Spiritus’s watchful eyes captured every one of the pageboy’s sneaky little moves. Were it any other day, he would have chuckled and teased the boy a bit. But he was in no mood for jest. 

“How long have I been sitting here?” he asked, a slight crease between his brows.

“Um…about four hours. Just about all night.”

“All night?” he repeated softly.

The pageboy nodded, though he didn’t understand why Rex Spiritus was asking. “Yeah.”

“So I’ve been back since last night?”

The pageboy blinked. “Yeah?”

Rex Spiritus fell quiet. The crease in his brow did not ease.

The pageboy had rarely seen such an expression on Rex Spiritus’s face. “My lord, what is the matter?”

Rex Spiritus did not answer right away. He couldn’t quite say what was wrong, but he felt he’d lost something important. As a result, everything that followed seemed disorienting and unreal. The Dreambell hung from his belt. He’d used it to craft many dreams for other people, so he was uniquely sensitive to such abrupt feelings of disorientation. Still, it couldn’t have been a dream. Who else could make Rex Spiritus dream, aside from himself?

There was a small pile of light coral petals gathered on the windowsill. Wu Xingxue reached out to flick the petals, then pinched some between his fingers. The petals were cool to the touch but undeniably real. He stared at them and gently asked the pageboy, “Do you remember which day I left, which day I returned, and what happened afterward?”

“Sure, I remember.”

“Tell me.”

The pageboy was stunned. The two brothers had been with Rex Spiritus for quite some time, so they no longer feared him and tended to speak their minds. “My lord, do you think it’s too quiet and want me to entertain you? Or are you testing my memory because you’re worried I might have gotten dumber?”

Rex Spiritus chuckled in spite of himself. His slight frown eased a little. “Yes, I’m testing you. Now tell me quick. If you remember wrong, you’ll be punished!” he said, half joking.

“Oh,” the pageboy mumbled begrudgingly. He stood up straight and began to recall what had happened. “You left the day before yesterday, after receiving a heavenly edict—”

“What time the day before yesterday?”

The pageboy was momentarily stumped. Like a student who couldn’t recite a passage from memory, he shifted his eyes around and thought hard for a moment. “Um, it was probably…late afternoon.”

Rex Spiritus nodded. “That’s about right. Continue.”

“Late afternoon the day before yesterday, you received a heavenly edict and said you had to go. You said the matter was a bit troublesome, and you refused to take us with you…” The little one started to get emotional and emphasized, “Even when we flailed around on the floor, you refused!”

He wasn’t wrong. Rex Spiritus recalled the two pageboys clinging to the pillars and throwing a tantrum. They had indeed insisted on coming along, and he had indeed refused. The heavenly edict he’d received had been complicated and involved a great number of people. Whenever his list included so many names and locations, it wasn’t as simple as severing a timeline or two—especially when some of the mortals listed were children.

Whenever children were involved, he left his two pageboys at home. For one thing, traveling between aberrant timelines was taxing. Even he needed to rest and recuperate afterward, never mind the two pageboys. For another, he worried that seeing what other children had to experience would remind the pageboys of their years wandering in the wilderness. Urbs Caelestia was full of pageboys and emissaries, and none were real people—but a long, long time ago, these two were, and they possessed human emotions. If he had to purge people who should not have existed from those timelines, he did not wish to do so in front of them. Mortal children should eat sticky-rice candy, carry lanterns at the Lantern Festival, pout when they were sad, and tease one another. They should not witness bloodshed.

The pageboy, of course, was completely unaware of Rex Spiritus’s good intentions. “You just walked away without looking back after that, leaving the two of us to watch the house,” he continued once he was done feeling sorry for himself.

“And then what happened?”

“Next, my lord, you still weren’t satisfied and decided to taunt us some more.”

Rex Spiritus cocked an eyebrow. “Did I?”

“You did!” said the pageboy. Rex Spiritus was all ears as the pageboy counted off crimes on his fingers. “Not long after you left, just before sunset, we received a letter.”

No matter how long Rex Spiritus spent in an aberrant timeline, it was no more than a blink of an eye in the mortal realm. It would have been a few hours at most. At the sunset hour in Urbs Caelestia, he had just completed the demands of the heavenly edict and arrived in Mount Blossomfell Bazaar.

The bustling bazaar was alive with an array of rare and strange curiosities. Every time he visited it or other interesting places in the mortal realm, Wu Xingxue sent back a letter to summon his pageboys. He would claim he was too lazy to carry his own sword and needed them to help him hold on to it or run errands. In truth, he just wanted to take them for a stroll and maybe enjoy a little sightseeing. The pageboys looked forward to the letter’s arrival every time Wu Xingxue left, so they had been delighted to receive it. But this time, it hadn’t contained the usual message.

“You said in the letter that you’d arrived in Mount Blossomfell Bazaar and wanted the two of us to come,” the pageboy firmly declared. “But then! We were all ready to go when we received another letter saying there was chaos at the bazaar because some makeup shop had overturned one of its carts and made the whole place smell like powder. You said we would sneeze too much and told us not to come. That you’d take us next time.”

The pageboy pouted when he finished. Rex Spirit found his puffed-up cheeks rather amusing.

The boy wasn’t wrong; the retraction he’d described was indeed by Rex Spiritus’s hand. The contents of the letter had been true enough: A cosmetics shop in Mount Blossomfell Bazaar had overturned a cart, and Rex Spiritus could still smell the overwhelming scent of face powder swirling in the wind, so thick it was almost suffocating. But he hadn’t changed his mind because of the cart—he’d changed it because he’d seen Tianxiu the moment he arrived at the bazaar.

It was strange. He was with Tianxiu often in Urbs Caelestia. He never had to knock when he visited Tianxiu’s residence, and he could come and go as he pleased. They kissed with their noses touching whenever passion struck them, and there was no one with whom he was more intimate or familiar. Yet when Rex Spiritus had unexpectedly seen Tianxiu in the mortal world, his heart had fluttered with a quiet thrill.

 

That evening, the bazaar had lit the lanterns strung along the mountain path. The lantern shades painted with bright flowers turned in the wind and formed a swath of sparkling splendor. Tianxiu, lit by the lanterns, stood across the crowded bazaar. All of Rex Spiritus’s gloom and fatigue from traversing, clearing, and reaping within the aberrant timelines vanished. He grasped his sword and smiled.

A strange thought rose in his heart. He suddenly felt that this was how their first meeting had been meant to go: a chance encounter under the lantern lights amid a jostling crowd at the foot of Blossomfell Terrace, rather than in the sprawling, sterile Urbs Caelestia.

Rex Spiritus was about to move against the crowd when he saw that Tianxiu was already headed his way. The lantern glow danced in Wu Xingxue’s upraised eyes.

“Lord Tianxiu, didn’t you receive a heavenly edict ordering you to Gui Province? What are you doing sneaking around out here?”

“I was waiting for someone,” Tianxiu said, looking at him.

Rex Spiritus’s eyes curved with amusement, but he feigned innocence and looked around as if to search the crowd. “Oh? And which fair beauty are you waiting for? Should I stay out of sight for a bit?”

Tianxiu looked at him with exasperation. After a short pause, he said, “Wu Xingxue.”

Tianxiu usually called him “Lord Rex Spiritus,” always a little deliberately. When he called him “Wu Xingxue,” it was always in private, when their lips were touching.

When Rex Spiritus heard this name come from Tianxiu’s lips, he was pulled back to those moments, and even the night breeze that brushed him by grew clinging and feverish. Licking his own lips, he decided to speak candidly.

“So, you were waiting for me. Even when I’m just calling for my pageboys, I at least send a letter. You didn’t even send a message. Were you just going to wait?”

“Weren’t you also on a mission? If I’d sent a letter, you might not have received it.”

Years later, when Wu Xingxue thought back, he realized Xiao Fuxuan must have known what he’d done after receiving his heavenly edicts; otherwise, he would have answered differently. But at the time, Rex Spiritus was dazzled by the lights of the bazaar and did not think too much about Tianxiu’s words.

“It’s not like I live here,” Rex Spiritus teased. “Once I finished my work, I might have gone elsewhere or even returned to Urbs Caelestia and left you waiting in vain.”

“Then I would have sent a message to grab you and bring you here.”

Rex Spiritus eyed him curiously, then he poked Tianxiu’s abs with the hilt of his sword. “You would ‘grab’ the great Rex Spiritus?”

Xiao Fuxuan dropped his eyes for a second before changing his wording. “Catch.”

Rex Spiritus lifted a foot as if to step on Tianxiu’s, but before his silver boot could land, Tianxiu shifted just out of reach, a smile in his half-narrowed eyes.

That was the moment Rex Spiritus changed his mind. He rubbed two fingers together and sent a message to Urbs Caelestia telling the two pageboys to stay put.

Rex Spiritus had always found his relationship with Tianxiu a little odd. They were unlike cultivation partners or ordinary couples in the mortal realm. Cultivation partners tended to treat one another with utmost respect, maintaining a degree of formal distance even in their closeness. But they had never treated each other like that. Human couples were inseparable once they married; they ate, slept, dressed, and planned their lives together, intertwined as one. Rex Spiritus and Tianxiu weren’t like that either. They were together often but not always. When Rex Spiritus received a heavenly edict, he’d descend to the mortal realm alone. The Tianxiu Immortal vanquished fiends on his own. Their heavenly edicts were not shared, and each attended to his duties individually. Someone unfamiliar with them would likely mistake them for mere “celestial friends.”

But when it was just the two of them, their intimacy was undeniable.

Rex Spiritus—Wu Xingxue—had manifested from the Arbor Divinus. All he knew, all he witnessed, and all he felt originated in what he’d heard as the Arbor Divinus. He understood much about the cycles of meeting and parting, life and death, joy and grief, yet he struggled to parse the world’s myriad and ever-changing ideas of love. Love was simply too difficult. He had no frame of reference when it came to love, and he acted on instinct alone. 

That night at the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, when the two of them unexpectedly met under the glow of lanterns, surrounded by people and voices and light, he understood why they were unlike respectful cultivation partners or married couples moving as one. It was because each time they saw one another, their hearts swelled with fresh delight, like a couple of kids just falling in love. The great Rex Spiritus and the Tianxiu Immortal—who would’ve thought?

Rex Spiritus scoffed at himself as he sent the second message off to his two pageboys. When he looked up, Tianxiu was just one step away. He looked back, waiting.

Rex Spiritus decided right then and there that if they defied expectations, so be it.

Xiao Fuxuan’s voice reached him, deep and low. “What are you smiling about?”

“It’s nothing. I just thought…the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar is really a wonderful place.”

“You’ve said so many times.”

Rex Spiritus’s lantern-lit smile widened. “Then there’s no harm in me saying it once more.”

They strolled together through the crowded street below the painted lanterns.

“I wonder how many years a bazaar like this can last in the mortal realm,” Rex Spiritus mused. “A mortal life is only decades, and they’ve been hosting this bazaar for over a hundred years. It’s truly surprising.”

“There will always be new faces.”

“Well, that’s true. A lifetime may be short, but the bazaar is famous, so new people will always come. Who knows, maybe it will go on for several hundred years more.”

“Mm-hmm,” Tianxiu replied. “Do you like it here so much because you were born here?”

“Not entirely,” drawled Rex Spiritus. “Lord Tianxiu can also take some credit for that.”

Tianxiu’s footsteps halted. “Me?” Unable to think of a reason, he asked, “How so?”

Rex Spiritus looked up at the winding lights that stretched into the distance. His feet never stopped, and after getting one step ahead, he turned around. With the crowd and the lanterns’ glow behind him, he twirled his silver-filigreed sword and snapped the scabbard to a clip on his belt. His figure was tall and dashing as he cocked his head to one side with a grin.

“By coming here with me.” Before Tianxiu could question that, Rex Spiritus continued, “Dare I ask, if another hundred years or three hundred years or even more go by, and I want to come take a stroll in the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, will you come with me?”

Tianxiu stared at him. After a moment, he stepped close, his gaze brushing by the space beneath Rex Spiritus’s nose. “I’ll remember.”

“I asked if you would come with me,” Rex Spiritus murmured as Tianxiu filled his space. “What do you mean ‘I’ll remember’? What will you remember exactly?”

Tianxiu grasped the silver-filigreed mask Rex Spiritus was twiddling in his other hand.

“I’ll remember to make sure you honor it,” he answered. “A gentleman must not go back on his word, not for a hundred years or three hundred years or even more.” He raised the silver-filigreed mask to shield them from the lanterns, then turned his head and kissed Rex Spiritus.

That was the second his two clueless pageboys decided to return his message. He had cast a barrier around the two of them as soon as Tianxiu came near, and the pageboys’ letter crashed into the barrier with a bang. Even the unflappable Tianxiu looked up.

“Whose message is that?” 

Rex Spiritus couldn’t help but laugh at Tianxiu’s perplexed expression. He yanked the letter behind the barrier with one hand. “Who else? My two silly pageboys, of course.”
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“Is it urgent?”

Of course it wasn’t. It was just the two pageboys throwing a tantrum; they’d been ready to go out only to have their lord tell them to stay put, so they’d sent a letter to share their indignance. But if he answered truthfully, Lord Tianxiu was liable to hold a grudge against the two little ones. Rex Spiritus opted to cover for them.

“Um, sort of.”

He regretted it as soon as he said it. When Tianxiu heard that it was indeed urgent, he undid the barrier around them with a touch of his finger. Rex Spiritus fell silent. He wasn’t sure whether Tianxiu would hold a grudge, but he was sure to put a line in his ledger.

The pageboy certainly had some nerve mentioning it now that Wu Xingxue was back in the Seat of Spring Breeze. 

“We wrote a letter to you, my lord, but you ignored us!” the pageboy said angrily.

Rex Spiritus let out a dry laugh. When would I have had time to answer your letter? You two are lucky you didn’t get a beating.

“I have no idea what you did at Mount Blossomfell Bazaar after that, my lord. You were probably with Lord Tianxiu and spent the whole night there.”

Rex Spiritus paused for a beat. He blinked. “Wait a minute. How did you know Tianxiu was with me?”

“Oh, at midnight, Lord Tianxiu sent a message to us,” the pageboy earnestly replied.

“What did it say?”

The pageboy looked worried. “Tianxiu said you were cold all over and asked us if we’d ever seen it happen before.”

Halfway through his explanation, the pageboy hung the dust whisk on his neck and reached into his sleeve pocket. He dug around a while, then produced a letter written like a talisman. Rex Spiritus accepted it and read through. It was indeed from Tianxiu, and its contents were as the pageboy had described.

Among his memories of their night at the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, Rex Spiritus was least sure of what had happened later. From what he could recall, the chill had worsened after nightfall, which had caused Tianxiu a good deal of concern.

The truth was, it wasn’t the first time he’d experienced that chill that tore painfully through his muscles and bones. Every time he returned to the core timeline after traversing an aberrant timeline to cut away what shouldn’t have existed, he experienced the same chill. Presumably, it was the pain he must bear for being Rex Spiritus. He’d experienced it so many times that he’d grown accustomed to it long ago.

The sensation often struck late at night. Sometimes it wasn’t so bad, and he could go on as if nothing was wrong without drawing any attention to his slight discomfort. Other times, the pain was more intense and not something he could easily endure. Still, he’d always managed to keep it hidden until he could return to the Seat of Spring Breeze to recuperate.

This time, the heavenly edict had tasked him with too many aberrant timelines, and resolving them had consumed most of his energy. When the chills and pain hit, it was sudden and nothing short of ferocious, enough so that Tianxiu noticed and worried needlessly.

With a tight frown, Tianxiu had asked him what was going on. Rex Spiritus could not honestly explain it, so he’d bluffed.

“Maybe I wore myself down too much with my tasks. It’ll pass if I rest and recuperate for a while.”

Given that Rex Spiritus was often deceitful, Tianxiu hadn’t taken him at his word, and so he’d sent a message to ask the two gullible pageboys.

Fortunately, Rex Spiritus hadn’t lied this time, and the pageboys had not sold their master out on a whim. Their reply wasn’t so different from what Wu Xingxue told Xiao Fuxuan: He’s often like that when he comes back from work. It always gets better in a couple of days.

Xiao Fuxuan had sent another message to ask, How does he get better? Does he take an elixir or something like that?

No, he always just meditates for a couple of days, and it gets better on its own, the pageboys had replied.

Tianxiu had not been able to find any fault with that answer either, so he’d had no choice but to keep watch over Rex Spiritus while he meditated to recuperate.

Rex Spiritus’s five senses had been almost completely closed when he started to meditate, and he couldn’t feel anything happening around him. That stretch of memory was now blurry and indistinct, as if he’d been adrift in primordial chaos. This sense of turmoil had continued until the next day. He’d then left Mount Blossomfell Bazaar and returned to his Seat of Spring Breeze in Urbs Caelestia. Perhaps that was why he kept thinking he had missed something.

Or he had lost a segment of memory.

“You returned last night at nightfall,” the pageboy said. “By yourself,” he emphasized.

Rex Spiritus found his tone amusing. “What’s wrong with coming back by myself?”

“We assumed Lord Tianxiu would bring you back safely to the Seat of Spring Breeze, considering the toll on your body.”

Rex Spiritus wasn’t quite sure what had happened himself, but he had a vague memory. “He was summoned away halfway here. Besides, after a night of recuperation, I was already all better.”

“I know. That’s what you said last night when you came back, my lord,” said the pageboy.

Celestials were frequently called away by heavenly edicts; it happened often to Rex Spiritus as well. Fiends in the mortal realm were running rampant in recent years, too, so it made sense for Tianxiu to have many things to attend to. He was simply fretting for no reason.

“But even though Tianxiu wasn’t here yesterday, you had a protective rune on you, so that was probably Lord Tianxiu’s handiwork,” the pageboy added. “The protective rune remained until you stepped into the Seat of Spring Breeze, my lord.” With the protective rune, it was as if Lord Tianxiu had been there. “In light of this rune, I will not deduct the wine that Lord Tianxiu is keeping here,” the pageboy grumbled quietly.

“So, now you defend your master,” huffed Rex Spiritus. “I never see you this indignant when it’s you two selling me out.”

The pageboy scratched his head sheepishly.

“What happened after that?” pressed Rex Spiritus.

“After that? Um…after you returned, you sat down to meditate a while longer, and then you put your head in your hand and had a short nap,” said the pageboy. “You just opened your eyes earlier.”

Now that the pageboy had recounted the whole night, his account did not differ much from what Rex Spiritus could remember. With the messages they’d sent tying it all together, it did seem as though this version of events was what he’d experienced at the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, and that there was nothing strange about it.

Rex Spiritus sat for a while longer before he sighed softly. “Fine. Maybe I was just groggy from sleep.”

The pageboy was confounded. “And what did you think it was, my lord?”

“I thought…” Rex Spiritus pondered that a little more. “I thought someone tampered with my head.”

“But how could that be? My lord, you’re Rex Spiritus.”

The little fool sounded quite proud, which made Rex Spiritus chuckle again. He nodded approvingly. “There’s some truth to that.”

In all the world, he could count on one hand those capable of tampering with his mind. Those who could do so without leaving a trace were even rarer. Xiao Fuxuan might have had such an opportunity, but Lord Tianxiu would never stoop to such tricks.

Aside from that…

Surely the Heavenly Principles would never.

 

But it would.

That was why, after Wu Xingxue left the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar that day, he could not remember going to the inn’s rear courtyard or entering the forbidden domain. That was why he could not remember the rage that had consumed his heart upon seeing the Bound hanging upside down from the shrine’s rafters. And that was why he could not remember questioning Feng Huiming at the Feng estate about who’d gathered the Bound with their causal links to Xiao Fuxuan.

All he remembered was what had happened before and after. Everything between became a blur, like what one might experience during a period of silent meditation.

Somehow, he’d returned to Urbs Caelestia and continued to live there just as before.

To think he’d actually remained peacefully in Urbs Caelestia for another twenty-odd years. When he thought back on those decades now, it felt bewildering and absurd—like a thorn in his back or a fish bone stuck in his throat.


Chapter 83:
An Absurd Affair

 

FOR ORDINARY PEOPLE, twenty-odd years was much of a lifetime, enough time for a toddler to grow into an adult or a person in the prime of their life to reach old age. But in Urbs Caelestia, it was barely the blink of an eye. During those two decades, the celestials performed their respective duties as usual.

Rex Spiritus still frequently accepted heavenly edicts to sever aberrant timelines, but for a long time after, he did not visit Mount Blossomfell Bazaar after finishing his work. It was as though destiny guided him. He could no longer remember what had happened that night nor the rage that had consumed him, but he seemed to subconsciously avoid that place.

Whenever he did head toward Blossomfell Terrace, something or other would interrupt him en route. He always wound up changing his mind and heading back to Urbs Caelestia or choosing another destination.

His two pageboys traveled widely with him, and he and Tianxiu often used glamours to roam the world incognito when they had nothing else to do. They journeyed everywhere, including to many places their former celestial friends had once overseen: the Valley of Laments, Mount Immovable, Snowmelt Tarn, the Barrows, and so on. These were undesirable destinations, desolate or thick with dark malevolence, where moments of unrest bred troublesome fiends who brought calamities. As luck would have it, these places were generally peaceful when they passed through, perhaps thanks to the sheltering spirits of their former friends. A few scattered abominations were present here and there, but the mortal realm’s cultivation clans took care of them before the celestials could intervene.

Tianxiu told him those years were some of the rare times of peace in the mortal realm. And such times truly were rare. The harmoniousness of the world at the time of the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar’s founding was a thing of the past, superseded by outbreaks of fiends that worsened every year.

Every decade or two, there was a major catastrophe that plunged the mortal world into chaos. There were plenty of cultivation clans of varying sizes and devotions, however, and as the number of idols the people Worshipped grew, the offerings for most gods in Urbs Caelestia also grew more abundant by the day. With so many cultivation clans and people studying thaumaturgical arts, the mortal realm should have thrived and entered a period of prosperity. Somehow, the opposite was true. The lives of the common people were exceedingly unstable.

This was true despite Tianxiu’s frequent heavenly edicts to slaughter the most troublesome archfiends or imprison them in the Northern Domain of Tealspire. Mortal cultivators handled the weaker fiends; it just took some effort and time. If the trend continued, the world would eventually be cleansed of all fiends. The people would no longer need to fear fiends ravaging the land and could live in peace at last.

Once, as they walked the remains of a bridle path through the ruins of the former imperial capital, Rex Spiritus asked Tianxiu, “Did you ever dream before you were invoked?”

“No.”

“Not even once?” Rex Spiritus said, sounding skeptical.

“Mm-hmm.”

“But ordinary people must dream sometimes, right? Do you think maybe you dreamed and then forgot?”

“Perhaps.” He glanced at Rex Spiritus. “Why are you suddenly asking about this?”

“Oh, this morning when I entered the city gates and you went to investigate the mountains, I overheard someone talking in a nearby teahouse,” recounted Rex Spiritus. “He said he had a beautiful dream. He dreamed that all the fiends in the world had been cleansed. Not one was left behind, and they no longer appeared out of thin air either.”

Tianxiu considered this. “Then Urbs Caelestia wouldn’t need to exist either.”

“But see, that’s how he really dreamed of it. He said all the archfiends in the world were gone, and Urbs Caelestia was gone along with them. All of those spires swirling with mist weren’t hanging over their heads anymore. Don’t the people always worry that Urbs Caelestia will become unstable and come crashing down on their heads? The man said it was a good thing that Urbs Caelestia was gone because there would be no need to worry about that anymore.”

That was Rex Spiritus’s whole story. Tianxiu raised an eyebrow.

“What do you think?” Rex Spiritus asked, turning back to him.

Tianxiu gave it some thought. “Actually, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

Rex Spiritus seemed surprised by his answer, and then he smiled, the curve of it melding perfectly into his eyes. He tapped the silver-filigreed mask he was holding behind his back with one finger. The mask swayed back and forth like a carefree kite.

“I agree—it doesn’t sound so bad. Compared to what we have now, it would be much better. The world would have no city of gods and no fiend lairs. The main city would host bazaars on the east and west ends, livelier even than the one at Mount Blossomfell now. Flowering trees would fill the city, and the bridle paths and avenues would be free and clear. No restrictive wards every three steps and a barrier every five. Everyone could sleep soundly through the night.”

Tianxiu’s reply was offhand, as if they were just making small talk. “If the city is full of flowering trees, there will probably be a lot of birds.”

“That’s great!” Rex Spiritus said with a chuckle, imagining what it would look like. “It would be noisy. Aren’t people in the mortal realm always changing city names and era names? If there are lots of birds, maybe the city’s name can change as well.”

“What will they change it to?”

Rex Spiritus knew they were kidding around, so he was half joking when he offered his suggestion. “The commonfolk always court good fortune, so I’m sure they’d be thrilled if the city was full of auspicious magpies. They could call it Magpie Haven. What do you think?”

“I’m not sure what the people will think, but I like it.”

“Tsk,” said Rex Spiritus, darting in front of him. He still had his mask behind his back, and he kept tapping it with a finger so that it tipped left and right, catching the late spring sunlight in its silver.

Unfortunately, the Magpie Haven of their spirited discussion showed no sign of becoming reality. The mortal realm remained plagued by constant turmoil, and though it enjoyed occasional years of peace, some fiend-sown chaos would always erupt just when it seemed they were close to attaining that wonderful dream.

Tianxiu had purged Gui Province, eradicated the fiends in Twilight Fen, cleared Red Valley, and traversed the Boundless Sea. Yet these locations never stayed cleansed for long before new fiends arose. Mysteriously, it seemed they could never be fully eradicated, like their root source was never fully destroyed. No one even knew what the root was. It was as if fiends were a part of nature itself. The Magpie Haven where peace might reign, free from celestials or fiends, seemed doomed to remain a topic of casual chatter.

Sometimes, in liminal moments, Rex Spiritus’s thoughts would return to Mount Blossomfell Bazaar. He’d again have the nagging feeling he’d overlooked something, but then something else would distract him…and so on and so forth, day in and day out.

During those twenty-odd years in Urbs Caelestia, their relationships with the many other celestials remained unchanged. Their former celestial friends fell one after the other, and they had few dealings with the rest. They continued to exist apart from the Spirit Terrace and observe the rule of mutual non-interference.

Rex Spiritus heard that the Spirit Terrace remained unchanged as well, as it had for hundreds of years. Those who worked there listened to mortal prayers, seldom intervened, and every once in a while bestowed blessings or calamities in accordance with heavenly edicts. With those fallen celestials as precedent, few violated the heavenly laws. It had been a long time since anything had happened at the Altar of Deposed Gods, so long that the current residents of Urbs Caelestia nearly forgot that celestials had ever been cast back to the mortal realm. It felt as if Urbs Caelestia had always been this way—eternal, immutable.

But Urbs Caelestia was not always calm and uneventful. At the end of those twenty-odd years, there was an incident that frightened all the celestials.

For some reason, the eddy that swirled with menace and was subdued by Southsill Overlook suddenly grew agitated. There were rumors that Tianxiu had been injured and that his spirit was too depleted to fully subjugate the menacing aura. All Urbs Caelestia quaked for quite some time, as if it sat at the edge of an overhanging cliff beset by tremors. Anyone would have been alarmed.

Yet Rex Spiritus remained entirely unaware of the tremors shaking Urbs Caelestia that day. He’d just returned from carrying out a heavenly edict and was in meditation, his five senses muted. This heavenly edict had been unusually troublesome again, with many aberrant timelines crisscrossing each other, and it had taken much of his strength.

Worse, the number of innocents involved in that aberrant timeline had been staggering. It hadn’t been as bad as the rogue cultivator who had lived whole lifetimes that Rex Spiritus had to travel through. Still, with so many people involved, the exhaustion he felt after tying up all the loose ends put him into an extended period of silence.

Once he was back in the Seat of Spring Breeze, he sat on his bed and simply closed his eyes there to meditate. He hadn’t spoken since he returned to Urbs Caelestia.

His two startled pageboys hurried over at once. They carefully touched his wrist to find it as cold as ice. It wasn’t the first time they’d encountered such a situation, so they knew it was the aftermath of fulfilling a heavenly edict. The depletion to his spiritual core this time must have been significant to leave him like this.

Rex Spiritus had told them in the past not to panic at times like these. They should go about their business, and he would be all better after a period of meditation. But hearing about it was one thing; when they saw their lord’s face as still and white as paper, they were shaken.

The older of the two pageboys dared not disturb Rex Spiritus and dragged his little brother to the door. They stood guard outside where they could keep an eye on their master without bothering him. The younger was the more impulsive of the two, and whenever anything happened, he was more flustered. 

He shot several looks over his shoulder at Rex Spiritus. “Our lord seems to be suffering more this time than ever before,” he whispered to his older brother.

“Maybe it’s because the heavenly edicts have been coming so often.”

“Oh!” The younger brother nodded. “But why would he be getting more heavenly edicts in the past few years? I remember him telling us that his job involves dealing with the leftovers of old problems. If they’re leftovers, shouldn’t that mean the more he works, the less work he’ll have left to do?”

“Yeah, but if you’re asking me, who am I supposed to ask? My lord isn’t speaking to anyone right now!”

“Then…let’s ask him when he wakes up.” The younger brother was insistent.

The older brother couldn’t exactly keep his little brother’s mouth shut for him, so he just said, “Suit yourself, but don’t make him angry.”

When Rex Spiritus meditated, his five senses were always shut away because the quickest way to recover was to minimize spiritual depletion. It was better to avoid needless worry. He didn’t hear what the two pageboys said, but in the preceding years, he’d often wondered the same thing.

The timelines he severed were created when people succumbed to their greed and appropriated the Arbor Divinus’s power. In theory, there shouldn’t have been any new timelines after he sealed away the Arbor Divinus. Since his job was to cut down old troubles left over from another time, how come the requests hadn’t diminished in the slightest after all these years? The heavenly edicts had actually increased in recent years. 

Such questions occasionally surfaced, but they were difficult to grasp, let alone answer, so Rex Spiritus continued to carry out his tasks according to the edicts. But his doubts accumulated over days, then years, growing ever stronger until that day, when they finally reached their peak. This most recent heavenly edict had involved far too many aberrant timelines and far too many people. He simply could not convince himself that, after hundreds of years carrying out his duties as Rex Spiritus, there would still be so many complicated causalities left unresolved.

But if they weren’t leftovers, what were they?

What else could they be?

With his senses suppressed, Rex Spiritus sat meditating on his bed. He could not hear the pageboys’ chatter, could not hear what was happening in Urbs Caelestia, and could not hear the whispering evening wind at the Seat of Spring Breeze as it synchronized itself to the winds of the mortal realm. In the all-encompassing darkness and silence, he asked these questions over and over—

If they weren’t leftovers, what were they?

What else could they be?

Who could it be…?

These questions haunted him like inner demons. Each reiteration deepened the uneasiness and melancholy that plagued him. It was a bottomless abyss that trapped him, and he watched himself sink further and further until he was completely submerged. The chill in his bones penetrated deeper the lower he sank, and the pain sharpened, so intense he could feel it even in his meditative state. It was as though he sensed the pain in neither his body nor bones but in his heart and soul, inescapable.

 

The pageboys were worried about him again.

“This is Rex Spiritus’s burden, and it must be borne,” he explained to them. Ordinary people could not traverse the past and present, but he could come and go with ease. He was bound to suffer some attrition; that was inevitable. It was similar to the injuries Tianxiu sustained when slaying fiends, or the erosion of his spirit by infernal forces. Each celestial had their own duty and their own burden to bear.

“Don’t frown like that,” he consoled the two little ones, so prone to alarm. “There are benefits, too. See? I can regenerate.”

 

He might have had to endure the pain of severe cold, but unlike other celestials who had to set arcane formations or take elixir pills and herbal medicine decoctions, he could always heal. So, even though he suffered carrying out the heavenly edicts, all he had to do was meditate for a few days, and the pain in his body would neutralize. He always recovered completely. He’d often joked that this was a blessing unique to Rex Spiritus. 

His words had been meant to placate the pageboys, but they’d provided him a kind of solace as well. When he returned from severing aberrant timelines, he often found himself in a state of confusion, unable to distinguish whether he was a celestial or a fiend. If he was a celestial, shouldn’t he bring blessings and cut down fiends? Why had he killed so many of the living? And if he was a fiend, then why was he living in Urbs Caelestia? Why had he been conferred such a luminous name as “Zhao”?

He often found himself sinking into such solitary thoughts during his meditation until that unique regenerative power enveloped his entire body, like a warm current flowing into icy water. Each time, that warmth also passed over his sense of loneliness and slowly diluted it until it was gone. 

See? You do have some blessings after all, he’d think with a silent, self-deprecating chuckle.

But not that day. Perhaps it was because of his unrelenting self-questioning, or perhaps because the pain he felt was more intense than it had ever been before, so intense that even his regenerative power could not keep it at bay. The chill pierced through his sealed senses and ravaged every part of his body, into his bones, his heart, his soul. He was frozen stiff down to the tips of his toes. 

Suddenly, he thought of something he’d heard during a casual conversation: Supposedly, fiends who wreaked havoc in the mortal realm were not completely carefree and had to pay for their offenses.

Fiends referred to these agonizing periods of penance as “tribulations,” and the pain was beyond anything ordinary people could imagine. They would feel a chill, but not the cold of midwinter frost—it was a plague of malevolent grudges for all the lives they’d taken. That was why they froze. The sensation was like an ulcer in the bones, impossible to warm or dispel, and it would fester and spread through the fiend’s body. It also hurt beyond the physical, a bitter agony from the spirits unwilling to accept their tragic fates retaliating against their killers. These spirits would gnaw at the fiend’s soul day and night. If a fiend survived their tribulation, the spirits would lie low for a time until their grudges once more accumulated enough power. If the fiend did not survive, their death would be extremely painful. The frost would freeze them to the bone and tear their soul asunder.

As Rex Spiritus recalled this, an absurd thought struck him.

Isn’t that what I’m going through?

How did his burden differ from a fiend’s tribulation? It also involved a bone-chilling cold and a tearing pain in the depths of his soul…and he had also killed countless people.

Compared with fiends in the mortal realm, have I taken fewer lives or far more? A fiend’s hands are likely covered in less blood than mine.

Once the idea surfaced, suppressing it again was as difficult as apotheosis itself. What most disturbed him was that he could not find any satisfying counterarguments: Was it different because he was Rex Spiritus? Because he was a celestial? Because he had no choice, and he’d killed because he had to?

He recalled something he’d once said but could not remember to whom he’d said it: Fiends killed, and some vigilante cultivators killed, too. The difference was that fiends cultivated by killing, and they did so as long as they lived, without end. Vigilante cultivators only killed when it was absolutely necessary, and they did that rarely. But what about him? Was there an end for him?

He had once been certain that he was just cleaning up the remnants of aberrant timelines and that he would someday sever the last of them. Then, everything would be over. All at once, he was no longer so sure. If there was no end to it—if, for the rest of his life, as long as he was Rex Spiritus, he must continue to kill, the number of people who died by his hand accumulating day after day, year after year—then what was the difference between him and a fiend?

He couldn’t make sense of it, and he needed something that could.

The two pageboys in the doorway shivered, noticing just how cold it had gotten inside. The chill emanating from Rex Spiritus could not be concealed at all.

How cold must he be? They exchanged a look, then hurried into the room.

When they got up close to him, they saw that his fingers were entirely coated in white. A layer of frost had formed on his fingers.

Now they were genuinely alarmed. They grabbed his fingers and shook them. “My lord!”

Rex Spiritus’s eyes snapped open.

The pageboys rejoiced. “My lord, you’re finally awake! You gave us quite a—” Before they could finish, a white silhouette flashed past them. The bed was already vacant but for a patch of lingering cold mist. The pageboys rushed to the window.

“My lord! Where are you going?”

Rex Spiritus’s voice came to them on the wind, muffled and slightly hoarse. “Mount Blossomfell Bazaar.”

 

He needed indisputable proof that the Arbor Divinus had been truly sealed away and could no longer be used to wreak havoc. He needed to know for certain that all the killing he’d done out of helpless resignation would eventually come to an end. He needed to convince himself that everything he’d done would someday amount to something.

He wanted to go to Mount Blossomfell Bazaar. There lay a constant haven of stability and liveliness in a chaotic world, and there lay the Arbor Divinus in its forbidden domain. He wanted to see it again. But when he reached Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, the four-mile stretch of lanterns did not give him a sense of warmth or stability. As he moved through the crowd, he encountered something else…

Standing before an inn, he watched the gathered crowd in the near distance. He listened to the cacophony of voices and smelled the overwhelming scent of face powder on the night breeze, thick enough to choke on, and his heart felt as though it had fallen into an ice cellar.

A shop attendant climbed like a skinny monkey onto an upturned cart and faced the noisy crowd to explain.

“Customers, please be patient, there’s no need to panic! Please calm down and stop shouting. That smell is the blush from the Li’s shop next door. Their cart struck a falling rock and overturned, scattering a full shipment of cosmetics. They’re busy cleaning it up right now.”

Just before the wind scattered the rouge powder through the air, Rex Spiritus closed his eyes. He could have recited what the skinny shop attendant had said after hearing just the first few words. He’d already heard it all at this exact same spot more than twenty years ago. When he’d run into Tianxiu and messaged his pageboys not to come, he’d even used this same overturned blush cart as an excuse. It was the exact same scene and the exact same people, saying the exact same words.

There was no such wheel of reincarnation in the world. Only one thing existed that could preserve time like this: the Bound.

When the souls of the living were forcibly extracted and bound to a place, their shells became the Bound, and they were forever trapped there, going through a single cycle of life every twenty-odd years—enough time for a toddler to grow into an adult or a person in the prime of their life to reach old age. They would repeat that process over and over again, reliving each day within the cycle.

Rex Spiritus had once visited the bazaar more often. A few months might have passed in between visits, or a year or two at most. He’d spent most of his time watching travelers come and go from the mountains, or perhaps he hadn’t really watched anyone in particular. He’d taken in the bustle of human life and little else.

This time, however, it happened to have been just over twenty years since his last visit, and he’d just so happened to catch the end of Mount Blossomfell Bazaar’s cycle.

Perhaps this, too, was meant to be. Fate dictated that the Rex Spiritus who wielded a sword must witness this moment—and when he did, he would wake from his dream. He would realize that all the hustle and bustle along the paths of these terraces was fake. The Mount Blossomfell Bazaar he’d once boasted about had long since ceased to host the living. Every one of these people laughing, chatting, and weaving through the crowd had long been soulless. They were no different from the actors he’d folded out of joss paper and brought to life for his amusement.

He stood in the liveliest place in the world, keenly aware it was full of the dead.

 

Rex Spiritus could no longer recall why he’d approached the inn, nor how he’d found the entry to the forbidden domain in the rear courtyard. All he could remember was the overwhelming sense of absurdity and sorrow that draped over him like a shroud as he stood in the forbidden domain. He gazed at the miles of charred wasteland stretching out before him, and then up at the countless souls hanging from the shrine’s rafters.

Every person he’d ever seen at the bazaar was trapped there in a dense tangle. Their bodies had been abandoned to wander Mount Blossomfell Bazaar with a smile, while their souls wailed for release.

The seal here was not the one he’d set but a second seal cast behind his back. Who in the world could cast a second seal in this place without anyone else knowing? It was impossible. No matter who or what they were, at the very least, the Heavenly Principles of the Spirit Terrace would know. And why cast a second seal at all? It could only be because Rex Spiritus’s seal on the Arbor Divinus had been circumvented, and someone was appropriating its power for ill intent.

No matter who had done this, no matter how many illusions they’d cast or how many convoluted barriers they’d designed and set in place, they might evade the eyes and ears of the mortal realm, might even evade him, but there was no way they could fool the Heavenly Principles.

Beset with a mix of cynicism and despair, Rex Spiritus recalled some of what he’d forgotten—for instance, the Feng Clan’s aberrant timeline. He’d forgotten it the moment the aberrant timeline had driven him out and had returned him to the Seat of Spring Breeze, full of questions but unable to find any answers.

Now that he thought about it, it wasn’t that he couldn’t find the answer. No. He’d subconsciously avoided it.

The answer was far beyond what an ordinary person could bear—it was too much even for him. But he had walked to this place step by step, and there was nowhere left to turn, no other possible destination. What could have made the great Rex Spiritus lose his memories and forget all about these aberrant timelines?

It could only have been the Heavenly Principles.

The Heavenly Principles shared a special connection with him. It sprung from the same roots, the same origins; both were manifestations of the Arbor Divinus. When the Arbor Divinus was sealed away, the cycle of rebirth was absorbed into the heavens to become what was afterward known as the Heavenly Principles of the Spirit Terrace. And he, the manifestation of the thoughts and feelings of mortals, was invoked as Rex Spiritus of Urbs Caelestia and bestowed the name Zhao.

Though they sprung from the same roots, they were not the same. The Heavenly Principles was formless but also heartless and indifferent. It reigned supreme over Urbs Caelestia. It did not concern itself with life and death, only the coexistence of good and evil—that blessing should always be in balance with calamity.

If celestials existed in this world, then so must fiends exist. If people must be born, then people must also die. The more celestials there were, the more fiends there would be; the more people died, the more grudges. Because greed, anger, ignorance, and delusion existed in the world, and because the Arbor Divinus still existed as well, there would always be someone seeking a way to exploit this loophole. After all, no matter how much trouble was caused or how many aberrant timelines sprang into existence, there was a Rex Spiritus to clean them up.

That was why he continued to receive so many heavenly edicts even after severing countless timelines. That was why his path would have no end as long as the Arbor Divinus existed. There would be no end to the number of people he needed to kill.

Rex Spiritus nearly laughed aloud.

He looked up.

The boundless azure sky over Urbs Caelestia was not visible from the forbidden domain; there was only an impenetrable darkness like a thick, perpetual fog. His long eyes narrowed, and redness shimmered within. He recalled every expression he’d witnessed in the aberrant timelines. Unfamiliar, frightened, helpless, grief-stricken—no matter which expression they’d worn, a blankness had overtaken their faces in the moment of death. He had no idea how many times he’d seen that blankness descend over the centuries.

Rex Spiritus gazed into the heavens he could not see. He wanted to ask: 

Did you know they all looked just like living, breathing people?

Do you know how many of them I’ve killed over all these years?

He chuckled as soft as a whisper. Rex Spiritus, bestowed the name Zhao: luminous, radiant, full of light. What made him worthy of being called that? What made him truly worthy of being Rex Spiritus of Urbs Caelestia? The number of souls who had died beneath his blade were enough to make him the most damned archfiend in the world.


Chapter 84:
Wildfire

 

THE SOULS WHO HUNG by their feet from the shrine’s rafters writhed and howled. Their necks and arms stretched out like vines as they attempted to wrap them around Rex Spiritus.

He did not try to dodge or block them; he simply allowed their attacks to overwhelm him. 

For a moment, the souls seemed to hesitate. Their bloodshot eyes widened vacantly at this man who stood alone in the desolate forbidden domain. They sensed in him a strange flood of unrestrained rage…and a compassion as vast as the sea. Perhaps his overwhelming fury and his crushing aura frightened them, or perhaps his boundless compassion gave them a moment of peace.

It made for a uncanny tableau—thousands of ghastly souls with outstretched arms, fingers tensed into claws, frozen solid just short of touching Rex Spiritus.

One of the souls said uncertainly, “It’s odd, but I think I’ve seen you before…”

Rex Spiritus searched the soul’s distorted face for a long moment. “Mhm, you have seen me before,” he replied gently.

There was a teahouse near the entrance to Mount Blossomfell Bazaar. A storyteller performed there every day, hitting a wooden gavel for emphasis as he spun strange tales of dubious veracity. The waiter at the teahouse, who was quite talkative, often engaged shop guests in nonstop small talk. People always teased him for being overly enthusiastic.

Once, after severing too many aberrant timelines, Rex Spiritus had not wished to return to Urbs Caelestia and had instead visited Mount Blossomfell Bazaar. He’d sat by the window in that teahouse. The talkative waiter, a towel slung over one shoulder, had come to fill his cup with water. He’d looked curiously at Rex Spiritus until he forgot his manners and couldn’t hold his tongue. 

 

“You’re looking rather gloomy, sir. Is something bothering you?” 

Rex Spiritus looked up at the waiter, startled, but didn’t reprimanded him for being presumptuous. “I’m smiling. Why would you think that something is bothering me?” Rex Spiritus asked instead.

“Sir, if you ever run into something that bothers you, you should come back here,” the waiter advised, not answering his question directly. “We don’t have much, but it’s cheerful enough. I can entertain you.”

The waiter poured him a cup of tea by pulling the water into a long arc. As he proudly showcased his skills, he grinned and said, “A pot of tea in your belly and a few tales from our storyteller, and all your troubles will disappear. The boss just told me your tea is on the house. Heaven’s great and earth’s great, but our customers are the greatest. Leave only once you’re happy, all right?”

 

Rex Spiritus remembered the waiter’s smiling face. Now, that face had been stretched so long it was nearly unrecognizable, and the one who’d amused him wept and screamed until his eyes were bloodshot and swollen, his face deformed and grotesque. 

“It hurts!”

“Do you have any idea how much it hurts?”

“Can you understand?”

“It’s a fate worse than death.”

“Death would’ve been kinder.”

Rex Spiritus stood among them and listened. He let each word sink in.

The Heavenly Principles was formless and unfeeling. It did not care about the suffering or death of any individual. But he was not the Heavenly Principles. If anything was to blame, it was that he had manifested into a person. He had ears that heard every last curse and wail, and a heart that understood each utterance of “It hurts!” and “Death would’ve been kinder.”

After he reached his limit for absurdity and sorrow, all he felt was rage. And once he reached his limit for fury, he could only smile. Ultimately, he wasn’t human—he’d never cried, couldn’t cry. Throughout his long, weary existence, he’d only ever been able to smile.

The black fog was too thick, the gloom suffocating. He didn’t want to look at the sky anymore, so he lowered his gaze.

He heard the souls ask, “Why are you smiling?”

The corner of his mouth tugged further up. “Because it’s ridiculous.”

“Why are you looking at your hands?”

He stared at the frost that had formed on his fingers—the blankness of ice. “I’m trying to see exactly how much blood is on my hands.”

“What blood? They’re so clean.”

He laughed then, his pupils lost in the dark shadows of his eyelashes. There wasn’t a hint of glimmer left there. “You just can’t see it, that’s all.”

“But you can see it?”

“That’s right.”

“How much blood is there?”

Rex Spiritus took a moment to answer. “Too much.”

Too much. An incalculable amount. Even so, he remembered each and every last life he had taken. He did not have a strong memory—many things escaped his attention, and there was little he committed to memory—but he remembered every person who had died by his sword. He remembered every face, every closing of the eyes, every time a pulsing heartbeat once bursting with life weakened and slowed until it returned at last to silence.

The stillness of death was unlike any other kind of quiet. It muted all commotion around it and trapped one in an endless fog, as if nothing else existed aside from oneself. That was why he never slept well when it was quiet and he was alone; it reminded him too much of those countless moments of death. Now, even with a thousand souls lamenting overhead, he fell into a state of deathlike silence. Its all-consuming loneliness enveloped him as he stood there with a smile.

The souls talked among themselves, then one spoke to him again. “It’s like there’s a black mist around you.”

Rex Spiritus looked down at himself and said, “I see it.”

Something black and smokey swirled around his fingers and arms, then spread to the rest of his body. The souls cowered from the black mist, half in fear and half in disgust, and became agitated once more. The entire forbidden domain began to shake from their unease.

“What is that stuff?!” they asked.

“What on earth is it?”

Rex Spiritus watched the blackness swallow him. “It’s…an infernal aura.”

It was a singularly contradictory sight—a pristine celestial aura intertwined with a serpentine infernal one, both from the same being: Rex Spiritus. It was the ultimate irony, yet it couldn’t have been more fitting.

It really couldn’t be more fitting, he thought.

No fiend in this world had killed more than he had. His hands were endlessly drenched in blood, so why should a single fiend be eradicated while he sat safely on high among the clouds of the ninth heaven to survey the mortal realm? What gave him the right? Just because the Heavenly Principles had ordained there must be both good and evil, both blessing and calamity? It wasn’t fair.

Rex Spiritus sneered and closed his reddening eyes. When he opened them again, he looked up at the thousands of souls above him.

“Do you want deliverance?”

At first, the souls seemed not to have heard him. A long moment passed before they understood what he’d said.

The wailing, writhing, pleading, and roaring stopped in an instant. The whole forbidden domain fell silent as they widened their eyes and stared unblinkingly at him. Then, as though a fire had been lit within them, the souls grew frenzied with excitement. Did they want deliverance? Of course they did! They wanted it so much they were going mad!

He studied them. He took in all those faces drawn out to distortion, their expressions of disbelief and ecstatic joy, the way they moved as if trying to bow to him in gratitude. He listened to them telling him “thank you,” calling him a “god incarnate,” saying they “could not thank him enough.”

“Good,” Rex Spiritus said softly. “Let me see you off.”

It was widely reported that, in the beginning of the Third Month that year, not long after the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar opened, a wildfire had broken out. It’d been so sudden that no one could respond quickly enough to stop it. 

According to legend, the wildfire had raged with a blazing fury, glowing in every corner of the bazaar. It’d spread for four whole miles.

According to legend, the inferno had turned the sky red, and even the moon had looked stained with blood.

According to legend, people had heard wails emanating from the flames, cries of the dead filled with anger, resentment, and spite at having no place left to return to.

That was why people later speculated the fire had been a judgment imposed by the Heavenly Principles—a heavenly fire.

The legends were wrong. It was Rex Spiritus who had set the fire. The place where he came into the world, a place he loved. In the end, he burned it down with his own two hands.

For a long time after, Wu Xingxue remembered watching the heaven-scorching inferno spread from the forbidden domain and wind along the four miles of hanging lanterns as it traveled down the mountain.

He’d once thought that four miles was a long distance, even longer to mortals. If one was seeing the sights, it always took much longer than expected. Sometimes an entire evening wasn’t long enough to see the whole bazaar. But it had only taken an instant for it to catch fire. One fleeting instant was enough for the flames to swallow everything that had once been so vibrant, all that he had never wished to leave behind.

He looked on as the flames engulfed the merry crowd moving through the bazaar and watched their flesh shrivel all at once. They did not cry or call out; their smiles remained fixed on their faces, even as they crumbled in the flames. Those unflinching smiles reminded him again and again: They’re all empty shells. All long gone. Everything you once praised was a lie.

The wailing and rancor the legends spoke of were the bound souls. They were right next to Wu Xingxue, so he saw their expressions turn from delight to confusion to, finally, resentment. They writhed and cursed and roared incessantly in the blaze. Their eyes gaped at Wu Xingxue through the flames.

“You said you would give us deliverance! Aren’t you going to give us back our freedom? Aren’t you going to give us our lives back?!”

The dismayed souls had been bound so long that they no longer had any idea what was happening. They’d thought deliverance meant they would return to their bodies and live freely again, but they’d been away from their bodies far too long to rejoin the living. The dead could not rise again. This was a truth known to all. Deliverance for them meant release from their binding. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. They were now free to move on to the next turn of the wheel of reincarnation. 

But no one enjoyed the moment of departure, and so they were indignant, furious, resentful, and pained. Among the soaring flames, they rolled and screamed, venting their overwhelming emotions at the man who had said he would give them “deliverance.”

Wu Xingxue never moved an inch from start to finish, never blinked; he just stood there in the fire he’d set and watched in silence.

“You lied to us!” they cried out.

Wu Xingxue did not explain. He had killed too many people. He could not justify every death, nor could justification ease the hatred of the dead. Everyone who had died at his hand must have hated him, without exception. It made no difference if there was one more or one less, a few thousand more or a few thousand less. It was all the same.

“May you meet a wretched end!” they shouted.

Wu Xingxue laughed. When he stopped laughing, he closed his eyes and said, “Okay.”

He heard the souls scream before they returned to the wheel. 

They cried out, “It hurts!” 

They cried out, “I will remember you, I’ll remember…!” 

They cried out, “You archfiend!”

The fire that delivered these souls was not just a fire. It actually contained a fragment of Rex Spiritus’s soul. However long the souls burned, he burned along with them; however much the souls suffered, he suffered the same. Still he stood, ramrod straight, like a solitary tree in the wilderness. He endured the chill and the pain, and he looked up into the fire that blazed from earth to sky as though he could see through the dark clouds, right into the incorporeal Heavenly Principles.

His lips parted. “See this?” he croaked. “This is how mortals die.”


Chapter 85:
Asunder

 

REX SPIRITUS and the Heavenly Principles grew from the same roots. He wondered if the Heavenly Principles reigning over Urbs Caelestia could feel even the slightest hint of what he felt in his body as the fire raged around him.

It probably couldn’t. It probably never would.

That was the most absurd and sorrowful part of all. His opposition wasn’t any one person or thing. It was the Heavenly Principles of the Spirit Terrace, intangible and unreachable. The Bound vented their endless bitterness but heard back not so much an echo. It was like putting all one’s strength into a sword thrust only to strike nothing but air.

The Heavenly Principles continued to maintain the so-called balance: Blessings must be followed by calamities, good must coexist with evil, and the separation between gods and mortals must remain. That separation meant the same fire that burned a man to ashes left Wu Xingxue’s flesh unscathed, even as the pain seared him to the bone. He had the body of a celestial and was still considered divine, though he was wreathed in an infernal aura and had just killed thousands of souls.

How ridiculous.

There wasn’t another celestial being in all the world like him. Rex Spiritus—hands bloodied by slaughter, neither human nor abomination, neither one thing nor another. As long as he and the Arbor Divinus continued to exist, it would never end. There would always be more entangled timelines, more disasters born of the greed for life or fear of death. The thought circled ceaselessly in Wu Xingxue’s mind.

Once the Bound scattered in the flames, a tremor shook through the forbidden domain. An invisible pressure spread like ripples through water, and there was a faint rustling amid the crackling flames.

A phantom image appeared in the scorched wilderness. The Arbor Divinus, a tree with the most beautiful canopy in the world, ethereal and aglow like clouds at dusk. He’d broken the obfuscation spell and revealed the colossal tree once hidden in the forbidden domain’s wilderness. It stood behind Wu Xingxue like his shadow cast on the ground. He did not turn around. 

Still and solitary, he remained within the flames. Pain lanced through him, and cold froze his blood. Just staying upright required all of his strength.

After what felt like an eternity, he finally looked up. The Arbor Divinus’s enormous canopy spread out overhead, and its petals fell without end. He rubbed the frost from his fingertips and reached out to catch a falling petal, but nothing landed on his fingers.

The cycle of rebirth had been peeled away from the Arbor Divinus, and what remained were these phantom petals. Much like the mountain bazaar holding the forbidden domain, it had all come to nothing. It was just a facade. His eyelids fluttered as he looked down at his empty palm. 

“I’m a bit tired…” he said.

Since he’d taken on a human form and become an immortal, he’d cleaned up too many messes to count. He’d endured bouts of unbearable physical pain that felt never-ending, yet he’d managed to wave it off with a smile. The ache had passed.
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This time…it felt like it might never pass.

After boundless sorrow came rage. After boundless rage came emptiness. After boundless emptiness, there was exhaustion. He had never been so tired.

Who am I…and should I continue to exist?

By the time he asked the question, he already knew the answer. When he’d dissolved the obfuscation spell over the Arbor Divinus, he’d already decided what he would do.

But he did not enact his plan right away; for a long time, he waited.

He smiled wryly at his own hesitation. See? Even a celestial can grasp how mortals might feel when they’re about to die. There are so many regrets and so many things one cannot bear to leave behind.

He had a momentary impulse to see Urbs Caelestia one last time…and Southsill Overlook within it.

He wanted to see Xiao Fuxuan.

The closeness born of love, the thrill and delight that one particular person could spark—he treasured these things. They were unlike the partings and reunions of life and death he’d witnessed from the Arbor Divinus’s upper branches. Their feelings belonged to the two of them and no one else.

It was the first time he’d ever experienced such a connection. He had no point of reference and could not describe it, but he knew that when mortals reached the end of their journeys, they often thought of home. He was no mortal, and although he had manifested in Blossomfell Terrace, it was not his home. At the end of his journey, he had no home to think of but Xiao Fuxuan.

He thought of their first meeting in Urbs Caelestia, Xiao Fuxuan looking up at him from an endless set of stairs. He thought of the rooftop of Southsill Overlook, Xiao Fuxuan crouching as he gazed down at him. He thought of the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, Xiao Fuxuan turning to him in the warm glow of lantern light.

He remembered a time he’d returned to Urbs Caelestia after completing a heavenly edict, so lethargic he hadn’t wanted to move. He’d put his chin in his hand, leaned on the arm of the daybed, and scattered a bunch of paper actors. They’d performed an opera for him on a stage he conjured out of thin air, and he’d dozed to their drawn-out voices until he heard someone raise the door curtain.

 

Wu Xingxue groggily opened one eye to see Xiao Fuxuan bracing one hand on the edge of the table, leaning in to kiss him. He responded in kind until Xiao Fuxuan’s low, dark voice vibrated on his lips.

“Wu Xingxue, why do you sleep with an opera troupe banging gongs and cymbals by your ear?”

“You can bang the cymbals if you want,” Wu Xingxue quipped, still half asleep. “If you do a better job, you can have my two pageboys as a gift.”

The two pageboys stood by the door like a couple of wooden dummies, but they couldn’t see what was going on inside the room through the door curtain. “Are we going to be with you from now on, Lord Tianxiu?” they whispered.

“That won’t be necessary,” Xiao Fuxuan replied to them. He searched Wu Xingxue’s face, then studied the paper actors before asking quietly, “Do you hate being alone?”

 

Wu Xingxue had been startled at the time. Many knew he was fond of making actors from joss paper, and many had wondered his reasons. Some had even asked him directly when curiosity got the better of them. He’d given many playful excuses that no one believed, but they did not take it too seriously either. He merely enjoyed a little noise, that was all. Only Xiao Fuxuan saw through Wu Xingxue enough to ask if he did not like too much quiet, if he hated to be by himself.

He’d felt a tender ache in his heart then, but he’d denied it and given some excuse to gloss over it. He hadn’t wanted Xiao Fuxuan to know why he was so uncomfortable with extreme quiet. 

He didn’t want Xiao Fuxuan to know he’d killed so many people…

That feeling hadn’t changed. He longed to see Xiao Fuxuan, but when he looked down at himself, his infernal energy had grown even stronger now that the Bound had dispersed with the fire. Wisps of black smoke encircled him, emanating the scent of a fiend—the resentment of the dead. How could he appear before Tianxiu, slayer of fiends, in this state?

It would only make him sad. He could not go.

At the end of the road, fortunate mortals had homes to go back to, but Wu Xingxue would never see the person who was his home again. 

He dug a piece of talisman paper from his sleeve, folded it twice, and sent it off. In the fog, the paper turned into a wisp of spring breeze and crossed the blue sky to Urbs Caelestia to visit Southsill Overlook in his stead.

But even though the lamps inside Southsill Overlook were lit, Xiao Fuxuan was nowhere to be found. The twelve pageboys Wu Xingxue had playfully forced on Xiao Fuxuan were gathered by the residence’s gates and talking to some visitors outside.

Southsill Overlook held back a vortex with the most intense aura of menace in all of Urbs Caelestia, so it rarely had visitors. However, its grounds were now uncharacteristically crowded, with quite a few celestials at its gates. They had come to visit with emissaries in tow.

“How is Lord Tianxiu?” the crowd questioned. “A great quake rolled through Urbs Caelestia earlier. It was rather frightening, so we’ve come to pay a visit.”

“Our lord is not at home,” one pageboy said.

The celestials seemed taken aback. “He’s not here?”

“My lord has already subdued that malignant vortex,” the pageboy said, pointing to a corner of the estate. “There won’t be any issues, at least for now.”

The celestials breathed a deep sigh of relief but still looked concerned. “Then, is Lord Tianxiu—”

“Our lord said he had something urgent to attend to, and then he was gone. Perhaps he depleted his spiritual core and has gone to recuperate.” The pageboy clasped his hands and bowed.

Whenever the celestials of Urbs Caelestia exhausted their spiritual cores, they usually shut themselves in their own homes to recuperate. Tianxiu was the exception to this rule; Southsill Overlook sat over a vortex of menace, so it wasn’t an ideal place to heal. When he needed rest, he always went to a far-off sanctuary beyond mortal reach.

“Is the aura of menace in Urbs Caelestia strong enough to wear even Tianxiu down to that extent?” The celestials frowned.

“It wasn’t just the menace,” the pageboy said. “There’s no need to worry so much, my lords.”

“Oh? Are there other disasters at hand?”

The pageboy shook his head. “Not exactly a disaster. Before my lord returned to Urbs Caelestia, he was pacifying a scourge of fiends beyond Yunnan and sustained an injury in the process. After that…” The pageboy considered his words before saying, “I’m not sure what happened after that, but his injuries suddenly worsened. It was like…something was siphoning away the energy produced by his celestial core. That was when the aura became uncontrollable, and the quake happened.”

As soon as he concluded, a wisp of spring breeze outside the courtyard walls of Southsill Overlook paused in the night air. But no one inside the courtyard noticed a thing.

“How is that possible? What could deplete someone’s energy from a distance?!” the celestials asked, shocked.

“We don’t know ourselves,” said the pageboy. “But it’s not the first time. It happens to our lord every now and then. It’s just never been this bad before. In any case, thank you for your concern. Since my lord won’t be back for a while, please kindly come back later.”

The celestials expressed further words of concern, then took their leave one by one.

The pageboys at Southsill Overlook abruptly felt that the night breeze was a little too cold. The chill seemed to have come from nowhere. They shivered and felt a stifling sensation inside.

One of the pageboys rubbed his face for warmth. That was when he heard a hoarse voice softly ask, “He… When was the last time he experienced this phenomenon?”

“A fortnight ago,” the pageboy replied automatically. He noticed then that all the visiting celestials had already vanished into the night, so they couldn’t have been the ones asking the question. So who was it?

Startled, the pageboy swiveled to search the surrounding area, but all he saw was the boundless night and the pale fog. He thought he saw a willowy shadow in the fog, but when he hurried over, no one was there—just the wind blowing in his face. It carried an ineffable cold, and he felt chilled from his chest to the soles of his feet as he breathed it in.

“Okay…” he heard the vague voice reply.

The pageboy thought the voice sounded a bit like Rex Spiritus but a lot rougher. Perhaps because the night breeze was so desolate, when he heard that single word, his chest tightened. He felt a prickle in his nose like he was going to cry.

Rex Spiritus had once modified the pageboys, and his heart resonated with the pageboy’s in that moment. The boy, his eyes watering with tears, dashed into the house and pulled out a piece of joss paper. He would write a letter to Tianxiu in the Extranorthern Reaches.

Several of the other pageboys began to feel anxious as well, and after pacing in circles inside the house, they decided to check on the Seat of Spring Breeze.

At the same time, the two pageboys at the Seat of Spring Breeze were feeling terrible as well. They grew more restless by the hour until they couldn’t help but run toward Southsill Overlook. On his way there, the younger brother tripped over his own white-jade threshold in his haste. He got up again without a word, as if oblivious to the pain, and continued racing toward the other end of Urbs Caelestia alongside his older brother. A sudden coolness dripped down his cheek, which he wiped away with the back of his hand. His hand was wet for some reason. 

He tugged his brother’s sleeve as they ran. “Hey, why am I crying?”

 

Wu Xingxue knew none of this. The wisp he’d sent to Southsill Overlook had dispersed into the night after he spoke to the pageboy. He still stood in the burning fire within the forbidden domain. He had no idea how long the flames had raged, but he could no longer feel even a hint of their scorching pain. All he felt was the cold; his entire body was like ice.

The Arbor Divinus covered him with its colossal shadow as his empty gaze fell somewhere on the ground. He tightened his hand into a fist, clenching tighter and tighter until it hurt. His lips moved slightly, repeating softly, “A fortnight ago…”

A fortnight ago…

A fortnight ago, he’d accepted another heavenly edict. Once he’d taken care of the aberrant timeline and returned, he’d felt cold and pain all over; it just hadn’t been as bad as this time.

 

“Are you in pain, my lord?” the pageboys asked him.

He waved a hand and smiled as if unconcerned. “I’ll heal up before you know it.”

 

Sure enough, after less than two hours of meditation, he’d been back to normal thanks to his special regenerative power. He’d called it “Rex Spiritus’s blessing” when consoling the pageboys, and sometimes to console himself. On those days and nights when he’d felt so lost, he’d sense that gentle warmth in his body and think, See? Being Rex Spiritus comes with some blessings. It’s not only burdens that I bear.

But in the end, that blessing had never belonged to Rex Spiritus.

It had come from Xiao Fuxuan.

Wu Xingxue had been able to “self-heal” since the very beginning, before he and Xiao Fuxuan knew one another. The healing came from an innate connection between them, not anything Xiao Fuxuan had done intentionally.

Wu Xingxue looked down at his hands, closed his eyes, shut off his five senses, and tried to activate his regenerative power again. When he felt warmth flow from the depths of his veins, he opened his eyes. Just as he’d expected, white jadehaem wound up the Arbor Divinus from its roots, enveloping the entire root system like an offering.

This must have been the origin of the tether between the two of them.

A legend he’d once heard flashed through his mind: Mortals said there existed a twinned flower with two blossoms growing from one stem. When one bloomed, the other withered. They said that such a connection came once in a million lifetimes. It was considered a bond destiny itself had forged.

Long ago, when his human form first manifested from the Arbor Divinus, when he first carved a statue of white jade, and when he first saw Xiao Fuxuan in Urbs Caelestia, he thought the same thing: a miraculous stroke of fate, one in a million. It had to be written in the stars that they would meet and be deeply intertwined in this life.

He no longer felt that way. Their one-in-a-million connection might have been a miraculous stroke of fate for Wu Xingxue, but for Xiao Fuxuan, their entanglement was a curse. Why should he have to suffer this? In one lifetime, he’d sacrificed himself to block a heavenly bolt and died beneath the tree, and in another life, he’d become a celestial—yet he still had to offer himself to sustain Rex Spiritus.

Why should he?

Why should he?!

Wu Xingxue’s vision blurred with tears. He bent down and touched his fingers to the jadehaem wrapped around the trunk. It was as warm as Xiao Fuxuan’s body. 

“I gave those souls deliverance,” he murmured. “I should give the same to you.”

And not just you, Xiao Fuxuan, he thought to himself. I should give everybody in this world deliverance.

As long as Rex Spiritus existed, the aberrant timelines would remain entangled. As long as the Arbor Divinus existed, the greedy would seek to manipulate it.

Wu Xingxue raised his hand in the flames. A long sword etched with silver filigree soared down from the heavens and crossed the forbidden domain to land gently in his hand.

His fingers stroked the blade formed of white jadehaem; it carried the sweet subtle scent of Xiao Fuxuan’s soul. He breathed it in and whispered, “This is the last time.”

Xiao Fuxuan, let me borrow your strength one last time…because this might hurt a bit.

Rex Spiritus’s sword took flight again. As its biting cold aura descended toward the Arbor Divinus’s vast canopy, he fully comprehended the heart-wrenching agony of soul division. 

Anyone would struggle while suffering excruciating pain; it was simply instinct taking over. But when the Arbor Divinus began to shake, Wu Xingxue had no choice but to swallow the taste of blood in his mouth and press harder on his sword’s hilt, increasing the force behind it. With his eyes closed, he felt his soul tearing in two—one half its withering form, the other its blossoming form.

With a final rip, his soul was torn asunder. The brilliant silver light shimmering through the colossal tree dimmed with the blade’s downward motion, fading until it reached the roots and disappeared.

Wu Xingxue’s celestial aura weakened along with the silver light, and then his celestial core shattered completely. His stirring infernal energy overtook him, as dark and deep as the Boundless Sea, pulling him under all at once.

He could no longer see the sky, but he could still speak to it from his heart.

You wanted the Arbor Divinus to exist in the world always, so I have cut it down.

You wanted Rex Spiritus to clean up all the aberrant timelines, so I have destroyed Rex Spiritus.

Didn’t you want good and evil to coexist?

A new archfiend now walks the mortal realm. How do you intend to stop him?

When the pain reached its zenith, he could no longer stand upright. He fell to his knees in front of the Arbor Divinus’s phantom and landed within the patch of white jadehaem, the hem of his robes splayed on the ground around him. Blood seeped from his major acupoints and stained his robes a deep crimson. He tasted blood in his mouth again.

Amid the buzzing in his head, he imagined he heard Xiao Fuxuan’s voice—or perhaps the ghostly voice of the young general beneath this tree so many years ago. 

He called, Wu Xingxue.

They always joked around, “Lord Tianxiu” this, “Lord Rex Spiritus” that. Only when they were at their most intimate did they use each other’s names. Wu Xingxue blinked away the blood in his eyelashes and let a smile tug at the corner of his lips.

He wanted to say, Xiao Fuxuan, I might not see you for a long time.

I wonder if I’ll ever hear you call me “Wu Xingxue” again.


Chapter 86:
Annihilation

 

XIAO FUXUAN DETECTED the strangeness of his own condition much earlier than Wu Xingxue, long before they met on the white-jade steps into Urbs Caelestia.

He sometimes found himself shrouded in an aura of menace, as if something was siphoning his celestial core and vital force from a distance. It was deeply unsettling, and he had no idea where the other end of the siphon was or when it might stop.

At first, he thought some fiend must have hexed him during a fight, but the number capable of doing so without his knowledge was virtually nonexistent. Next he tried to investigate the root cause and track down its source. Unfortunately, the connection was elusive, always vanishing as soon as he began searching for it. And there were no signs of sigils or the residual traces of a hex on his body.

He guarded Southsill Overlook, where the menace in Urbs Caelestia was heaviest. His watch was one of the first heavenly edicts he’d accepted. If the aura wasn’t subdued, it would trigger a quake in Urbs Caelestia, and if the city collapsed, mortals would be the ones to suffer. Naturally, he could not afford to relax, so he visited the Spirit Terrace several times for help with his problem. Yet he never received an answer.

Thereafter, whenever anyone in Urbs Caelestia or the mortal realm praised the “omniscient Heavenly Principles of the Spirit Terrace,” he would give them a cold glance and walk away.

If the Heavenly Principles was truly omniscient, why did it refuse to reveal the source of the entanglement that was draining his vital energy and celestial core? Either the Heavenly Principles wasn’t omniscient, or it knew the cause and had no intention of telling him or letting him sever the connection on his own.

If it was the latter, that warranted closer examination.

That was why Xiao Fuxuan had long been unmoved by the Heavenly Principles. Then again, he was distant by nature and felt similarly about most things in the world, so his lack of reverence did not affect much. It did not interfere with his watch over Southsill Overlook or stop him from imposing judgment on the fiends running rampant in the mortal realm. He merely exercised a certain caution toward the Heavenly Principles. Because of this, not to mention the fact that Southsill Overlook was unsuitable for recuperation, he chose to convalesce away from Urbs Caelestia whenever he needed to.

Very few places in the world were suitable for his recovery, given the unusual circumstances of his origins that shaped his life chart. He had no idea who he’d been or what he’d done in his past lives, but whatever it was, he’d entered this life with an innate aura of menace. His soul had once been torn into so many pieces that he’d lost his form entirely, and those fragments had experienced so many deaths that he emanated a lingering malice unique to the dead. Judge him by his life chart alone, and it would be no exaggeration to call him an “ancient revenant.” Nevertheless, he had been invoked to become an Immortal and thus possessed the sharpest and most intense celestial energy of all.

He’d entered Urbs Caelestia and subdued the vortex at Southsill Overlook because of his contradictory nature, but that same nature made finding a suitable place to recuperate a challenge. If the celestial energy was too abundant, it would suppress the menace in his body; if the menace was too strong, it would drain his celestial core. Xiao Fuxuan had had to travel through countless locations before he finally found a suitable place.

Though he had received countless heavenly edicts, none had pointed him to it. The area was vast and undefined. Mortals never went there, nor were there any traces of celestials or fiends. If any place in the word could be considered perfectly neutral—no good, no evil, no life, no death—it was this one.

The area lay beyond even the extreme north and was thus known as the “Extranorthern Reaches.” There were rumors of the Extranorthern Reaches, but though the legends circulated widely, no one else could reach them—so no one could disturb him. Whenever Xiao Fuxuan needed to heal, he would go there, draw a barrier around himself, and meditate.

He spent a long time wanting to cut off that anonymous connection, but when he at last found a way, he stopped in his tracks.

Because the other end of the connection was Wu Xingxue.

Upon discovering this, the great Tianxiu was momentarily speechless.

Then, he scoffed at himself. After going round and round to hunt down the answer, the other end of the entanglement had been right beside him all along. How could it have taken him so long to see it?

Perhaps it was because he’d traveled to the Extranorthern Reaches every time he felt that attrition in his spiritual core. For several days before and after, he refrained from returning to Urbs Caelestia under the pretext of carrying out a heavenly edict. He wished to avoid causing needless worry. Thus, he and Wu Xingxue always just missed each other—until the night in Mount Blossomfell Bazaar when he’d waited under a garland of lanterns for Rex Spiritus, who swept in like the wind itself.

Later that night, he’d found Wu Xingxue as cold as frost. His vital force was moving glacially through his meridians, and he was clearly in pain despite pretending nothing was wrong. It took much persuasion for Xiao Fuxuan to convince him to stay put and meditate in bed. He’d intended to provide support nearby, but not long after Wu Xingxue began to meditate, Xiao Fuxuan felt a disturbance in his celestial core.

Only by being in the same place at the same time did he find the other end of the connection he’d been seeking right before his eyes. Suddenly, the entanglement was no longer so undesirable. Xiao Fuxuan never considered severing it again.

His thoughts instead turned to two things. First, he wanted to change the way the entanglement functioned so that his side of it would be harder to detect. Given that he’d discovered it, Wu Xingxue would one day detect it as well. And Xiao Fuxuan could guess how he’d react. He couldn’t bear the thought of seeing sadness or guilt on the face of the dashing, free-spirited Rex Spiritus. It would be best if he never found out.

Second, if he could foresee Wu Xingxue’s pain, then what about the omniscient Heavenly Principles? It clearly knew of the entanglement, yet it did nothing, allowing this potentially problematic bond to persist. Why? Was it to keep Wu Xingxue and Xiao Fuxuan in check, to keep them from overpowering the Spirit Terrace?

No matter the reason, it clearly involved the intent to limit them. And if they were bound by these checks and balances, could they one day come to blows under the influence of the Heavenly Principles?

It was not entirely impossible. After all, it was amid an armed standoff that he’d first seen Wu Xingxue.

For a long time afterward, Xiao Fuxuan contemplated this possibility. He needed to do something. That, or leave something behind, some sliver of hope that could turn the situation around if the day ever came when he and Wu Xingxue had to battle one another.

Every time he left for the Extranorthern Reaches, he took advantage of the tranquil environment to clear his mind and focus on this problem. He made many overt and covert attempts at a contingency plan before finally arriving at a viable solution. He planned and prepared everything meticulously in advance.

The day he vanquished a scourge of fiends south of Yunnan, he prepared to set his plans in motion. Unfortunately, that was the day everything fell apart.

As he returned to Urbs Caelestia, infernal energy disrupted his core. It was not particularly troublesome, other than causing the pageboys Wu Xingxue had forced on him to make a fuss over nothing. All he needed was a little rest.

But not long after he sat down, his celestial core and vital force suddenly jolted in his meridians, surging toward the other end of the connection. The inconsequential disruption was now a real problem.

The malignant vortex at Southsill Overlook grew restless. Its menacing aura swelled, then burst out to nearly envelop the entire region. In that instant, as Xiao Fuxuan stood amid the vortex and fought to pacify the aura, he felt as though he no longer stood in Southsill Overlook in Urbs Caelestia, but in the Barrows among its endless burial mounds.

The most intense aura of menace in all the mortal realm resided in the Barrows. The fragments of his soul had once been subdued there. Day and night, he’d listened to a million ghosts wail while malevolence gnawed at his heart and spirit. It was a dreadful sensation that few could withstand, even celestials, which was why he was the only one in Urbs Caelestia who could subdue it. 

As he stood there, encased within the aura of menace, he thought, It seems particularly severe today. How are things at the Seat of Spring Breeze? He worried about what effect the agitation in Southsill Overlook might have on Wu Xingxue’s recovery.

Xiao Fuxuan chose not to tarry. Brow furrowed, he repeatedly drew blood from his heart, channeling it into his domineering aura to shove the menace back into the vortex, inch by inch. The color faded from his cheeks with every push, but his forbidding presence never diminished.

That day, everyone in Urbs Caelestia witnessed the menace erupt from Southsill Overlook and billow outward, forceful enough to engulf Urbs Caelestia. Perched above the ninth heaven, their celestial sanctuary shook incessantly. Fissures appeared on the jade bridges and steps, and even Mount Taiyin and the pagoda at the entrance to Urbs Caelestia trembled from the disturbance. The mortals below got very little sleep that night.

But the Tianxiu Immortal was there. Everything resolved so quickly, they barely had time to see him gather the menace back into his residence and lock it beneath the jade stone.

Once the quake subsided, they flew over one after another to express their thanks or to clarify the situation only for a pageboy to tell them: “My lord is not at home.”

After forcing down the aura of menace, Xiao Fuxuan had performed an ethereal shift across a thousand miles, to the Extranorthern Reaches.

The anomaly had left him uneasy. He’d subdued the aura of menace while his reserves were already diminished, which had eroded his celestial core and vital force. At least Wu Xingxue’s recuperation had halted, so he’d probably recovered to some extent. Xiao Fuxuan wanted to take advantage of this liminal period to secure the peace of mind he’d been pursuing for a long time.

The Extranorthern Reaches were covered in snow as far as the eye could see, without a visible boundary. Xiao Fuxuan was encircled within a barrier, leaving no traces on the snow. Amid the blizzard, he cast his eyes down and placed his long sword by his side. Powdery snow swirled around him, spinning with the flow of his vital force and cloaking him in a fine white mist.

By the time the snow stopped swirling and revealed the person within the barrier, there was a hint of red between Xiao Fuxuan’s lips, and the three mourning studs from his ear were lying in his hand.

No one had ever learned the purpose of his mourning studs. There were rumors in the mortal realm that the term “mourning studs” was a dark omen that evoked death. The three black square studs with their sharp corners radiated menace, which made it all the more paradoxical that they were pinned to a celestial’s ear.

Xiao Fuxuan alone knew he could not remove them unless absolutely necessary.

His soul had once shattered and fallen into the tangled, aberrant timelines of the Barrows. And each time Wu Xingxue severed one of the timelines, some shards had broken free. Once all of the aberrant timelines had been cut away, his soul shards finally gathered into one—that was how Xiao Fuxuan had come to be. But a soul once shattered could not spontaneously repair itself; it was not possible for the shards to simply fuse back together. His three mourning studs resembled the coffin studs used in the mortal realm, and their purpose was similar: They bound his soul shards together and nailed them shut inside a physical body.

It had been hundreds of years since the studs were nailed into the shell of his ear. That day, as he removed them for the first time, his soul shattered into fragments within its shell.

It was so strange. His soul had been fragmented from the start and held together all this time, yet when he removed the mourning studs, he felt the pain of his soul being torn asunder once more. It wasn’t a single cut but a branching fracture into countless fissures, like a body’s worth of half-healed wounds ripping open again. Even though he’d been accustomed to such injury since his inception, the Tianxiu Immortal felt blood between his lips.

Tasting it in his teeth, Xiao Fuxuan pursed his lips and untied the silken pouch from his belt. Inside was the jadehaem he’d been collecting. Whenever he’d visited the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar, he’d searched for remnants. He didn’t know its source, but he knew someone who had a fondness for it.

With his head bowed, he tugged free a piece of his soul and infused the jadehaem with it, then carefully sculpted the white stone into a figure.

Xiao Fuxuan’s plan was to carve an idol of Rex Spiritus, engrave an offering rune on the back of it, and link the offering rune to the soul fragment stored inside. Whenever Wu Xingxue needed to recuperate in the future, his connection would be with the jadehaem idol, and the energy he consumed would come from the soul fragment Xiao Fuxuan had hidden away. 

From then on, the effects of the siphoning would not be directly reflected in Xiao Fuxuan’s condition. He would no longer need to avoid the Seat of Spring Breeze or hide in the Extranorthern Reaches. Instead, he could lift the door curtain as he always had and watch over Wu Xingxue until he recovered his healthy complexion and bright smile.

He’d never forgotten the night he’d stepped into the Seat of Spring Breeze to find Wu Xingxue leaning on the edge of the bed, dozing with his cheek in his hand. His sleep was restless, and the actors he’d folded from joss paper were loudly clashing gongs and cymbals nearby. Xiao Fuxuan frowned as he watched Wu Xingxue sleeping to the high-pitched tones of the opera, and he ached for him without knowing why.

Despite all the excuses Wu Xingxue had given, Xiao Fuxuan knew that Wu Xingxue did not like too much quiet or being on his own. He wanted to tell him, It won’t happen again.

Xiao Fuxuan used his sword aura to turn the jadehaem idol between his fingers. Though his expression was as detached as ever, his movements brimmed with tenderness.

The idol in his hand began to take shape. It depicted a tall, slender figure, gallant and dashing, with a long sword in his hand, luminous and radiant as the sun. He nearly closed his eyes and brushed the statuette with his knuckle.

“Wu Xingxue…”

He wanted to ask, Are you planning to wear your mask? but as soon as he said the name, he froze. In that fraction of a second, the still-unbound soul shards within him shuddered, and he felt as if he’d stepped into thin air from the edge of a high cliff. His heart pounded before it seized, as though an invisible hand had clutched it with harsh fingers.

It was a long time before it finally let go. As his blood flowed back into his heart, he felt an inexplicable sense of panic spread through his veins.

The mortals referred to this as a heart-to-heart resonance. That was why, far off in the Extranorthern Reaches, Xiao Fuxuan experienced a suffocating sorrow as Wu Xingxue cut the Arbor Divinus in two, shattered his celestial core, and fell to his knees.

It was a brief moment, but for Xiao Fuxuan, it seemed to last an eternity.

 

The moment was gone before anyone knew what had happened, nor could they respond; it was so quick that the pageboys from Southsill Overlook had only just crossed the arched bridge, and the little ones running from the Seat of Spring Breeze hadn’t yet wiped the tears streaming down their cheeks.

It was not the first time a celestial had fallen back to the mortal realm from Urbs Caelestia. When Wu Xingxue was still Rex Spiritus, he bade farewell to many old friends at the Altar of Deposed Gods and rang the Dreambell to give them pleasant dreams. They would wake from the dream having forgotten everything, and they would feel no sorrow. Once they ceased to be celestials, everyone gradually forgot them.

He’d seen many people off this way, but now that it was his turn, everything was different.

As a manifestation of the Arbor Divinus sprung from the same roots as the Heavenly Principles, perhaps he existed independently from the other celestials of the Spirit Terrace and was a unique entity. Or perhaps his act of cleaving the Arbor Divinus in two and shattering his own celestial core had so provoked the Heavenly Principles that it chose to impose a harsher punishment.

The punishment for Yunhai and the other fallen celestials was oblivion. Rex Spiritus’s punishment was expungement.

The second his celestial core shattered and an infernal aura enveloped his body, every recollection of his existence vanished without a trace.

A pageboy at Southsill Overlook had just rushed inside to send his lord a letter. He’d already dipped his brush in cinnabar ink, but when he raised it to write, he’d forgotten what he wanted to say. He leaned against the table, staring in confusion at the brush in his hand.

After a while, another pageboy ran into the room and shook him from his reverie. “Why did you lay out a piece of talisman paper?”

The pageboy thought about it before he said blankly, “I…I forgot. It feels like there’s something I urgently need to tell our lord, but…I don’t know what it was.”

Meanwhile, the pageboy who’d just run across the arch bridge was calling back to his companion and urging him to hurry. “Come on, there’s still…” 

The anxiety on his face faded into confusion, and his footsteps slowed.

The pageboys stumbled off the bridge, then stopped one at a time. They looked at each other for a while and scratched their heads.

“Wait a minute. Where’re we…where’re we going again?”

“Um…”

“That’s weird. Why did we run out of the estate?”

“No idea.”

“It’s really weird. I feel kind of awful.”

“Me too…I feel terrible inside.”

The pageboys loitered there, uncertain of what to do. For some reason, they felt utterly exhausted; they’d never felt so bad before.

Elsewhere, the two little pageboys from the Seat of Spring Breeze wiped their tears as they hurried through the evening breeze of Urbs Caelestia. They dashed into a cold fog and never came out again. Just like that wisp of spring breeze Rex Spiritus had sent to Southsill Overlook, they faded into the night without a trace.

In a corner of Urbs Caelestia, a long string of lanterns hung above the gates of the Seat of Spring Breeze. Suddenly, the bright lights died out all at once. They never lit again.

And in a vast snowstorm in the Extranorthern Reaches, Xiao Fuxuan felt his soul being shredded within his body over and over again, a pain that seemed as if it would never end.

Eventually, he got the feeling that it wasn’t just his soul that was suffering. But aside from himself, who could it have been? Who else was there?

When the prolonged agony finally tapered off, Xiao Fuxuan opened his eyes. They were red. His brows were knitted together. He silently looked down at the object in his hands.

It was a white-jade idol, tall and slender, gallant and dashing, holding a long sword. But it had neither a name nor a face. It was likely his handiwork, but whom did it depict, and why was he sitting in the middle of a snowstorm with his mourning studs removed? He stared at the idol’s blank face, but he could not remember. He must have forgotten something. A piece had gone missing from his world.

For nearly three hundred years, it would not be whole again.


Chapter 87:
One Hundred Years

 

NO ONE KNEW HOW MANY DAYS the great fire at Blossomfell Terrace persisted; even Wu Xingxue could not remember. Engulfed in raging flames, his soul torn asunder, his celestial core shattered—no one could have borne such torment and remained conscious.

Wu Xingxue sat alone in the silence of the forbidden domain, his mind adrift, for as long as the fire burned.

He no longer had an incorruptible body shrouded in divinity, so the fire left its mark on him. The burns were most obvious at his weakest points, where he was most likely to feel the pain. Along the side of his neck, on his back behind his heart, and around his wrists and ankles. By the time the fire died out, his robes were soaked in blood.

Later legends told of clear rivulets flowing through Mount Blossomfell only to emerge a bloody crimson as they wound through Twilight Fen. It was said even the winds carried the rusty, frost-edged smell of charred blood. Supposedly, this was because so many people had burned to death and so much blood had seeped into the soil when the fire devastated Blossomfell Terrace. No one knew that the scent of blood on the wind in Twilight Fen came from Rex Spiritus.

 

If the haze of semiconsciousness could be considered a kind of sleep, then Wu Xingxue took a long nap at Blossomfell Terrace. By the time he opened his eyes, the great fire had been extinguished. Four miles of Blossomfell Terrace had burned until there was nothing left, and he was the only one who remained. The cultivators who had come and cast spells to try and douse the flames were gone. All that was left of the renowned bazaar was a wistful tale ending with a sigh.

Wu Xingxue cast concealment over the bloodstains on his robe. When he emerged from the deserted mountain path, he could just make out the city walls in the distance. There were some tea stands and taverns outside the city, with lanterns and banners hung at the ends of long bamboo poles. The words above them had changed from Serenity to Clear River. He’d fallen asleep and woken up in a new world.

At a fork in the road just beyond the mountains, he encountered a group of commonfolk, men and women of all ages walking behind an oxcart laden with heavy goods. They traveled warily at the foot of the mountain, glancing around fearfully as if some monster might attack from the side of the road. A young woman with sharp eyes sitting on the edge of the oxcart spotted Wu Xingxue through the mountain fog. 

“There’s actually people who dare to travel alone at the foot of Blossomfell Terrace?!” she exclaimed, startled.

The creaking oxcart came to an abrupt halt, and the crowd stopped to cast bewildered and uncertain glances at him. Huddled together, they spoke in the ceaseless hum of hushed voices.

The driver, a solidly built man, put his hand on the saber strapped to his waist.

“Where did you come from, sir?” he asked as he stared down Wu Xingxue. “What are you doing on this mountain path alone? Haven’t you heard about the heavenly fire that rained on Blossomfell Terrace?”

“Are you not from these parts, sir?” the sharp-eyed woman added. “There was an incident in the mountains a while back. There were fiends in this area stirring up trouble!”

The others nodded in agreement. One of them pointed to the overcast sky. “I don’t know where those fiends came from, but they must’ve been guilty of many heinous crimes. It got so bad that even the celestials couldn’t bear to watch it go on anymore, so they sent down a heavenly fire to punish them. The place burned for who knows how long.”

“That fire got so high when it lit up!” added another. “It was all red ten miles out. So many people heard the crying. It was a malice that reached the heavens. Such an intense grudge won’t fade away quickly, so disasters are liable to strike this place.”

“Yeah, it’s true! People say they see ghost fire here and other really scary stuff!”

“It’s dangerous for you to be here alone. Around here, we always travel in groups and move with cargo wagons, or we bring along someone who knows some magic. Sir, you… Sir?”

The commoners had been chattering for quite a while, but when they received no response, they wondered to one another, “Could it be that he can’t hear?”

Indeed, Wu Xingxue could not hear them. The pain in his body lingered, and his five senses were numb. The commoners’ voices sounded like they came from across the ocean, phrases and fragments blurring by the time they reached him. The words he heard most clearly were those they repeated—a fiend guilty of heinous crimes in Blossomfell Terrace, a grudge-filled malice reaching the heavens. He listened to the rumors without a word.

Finally, the sharp-eyed woman refuted the others. “Probably not. He doesn’t seem to be…”

“What?”

“Doesn’t seem to be deaf.”

Wu Xingxue wasn’t dressed like the commonfolk and stood out sharply on the gray and dreary mountain path. He was in snow white, and against the backdrop of red stones and sharp cliffs, he was as ephemeral as the winter fog, like he might dissipate the second the sun shone on him.

The young lady mustered up her courage, jumped off the cart, and walked a few steps toward him.

“Where are you headed, sir?” she asked tentatively. “If you’re going our way, maybe you can join us… Sir?” She raised her voice and called out a few more times before she saw him come back to himself. 

“To the north,” he said then. “The Boundless Sea.” His voice was slightly hoarse, as if he hadn’t spoken in a long time, but it still sounded quite pleasant.

When the others heard him speak, their suspicions eased, and they lowered their guard. The driver patted the ox’s back and followed the young lady over, though he kept his hand on his saber’s hilt.

“Boundless Sea? The pier is over in that direction, so I suppose it’s kind of on the way. Since you dare to travel alone, I assume you know how to defend yourself. If you travel with us, you can walk on the outside. Do you have a sword or saber with you?”

The driver had to look up when he spoke to the tall lone traveler, and he only looked down at the man’s belt after asking this question. The one thing hanging from it was a white-jade pendant that looked like a bell. The man was unarmed. The driver paused in surprise. 

“I don’t carry a sword.”

The former Rex Spiritus had been indolent and often disinclined to hold anything in his hands. His two pageboys frequently followed him around, whining for tasks, as if they thought they’d be kicked out of Urbs Caelestia if they weren’t sufficiently useful. To appease them, he asked them to hold his sword whenever he took them to the mortal realm. He even referred to the two little ones as his “sword-bearing pages.”

When they weren’t with him, he’d worn his sword at his waist right beside the Dreambell. They would clink together when he walked. Once, he’d gone to Southsill Overlook, and before he’d even landed on the eaves, Xiao Fuxuan had lifted his eyes in the courtyard below and looked at him.

 

“I heard the clinking of the jade long ago,” Tianxiu said.

“You heard me just from that? How long ago?” Rex Spiritus asked. 

“As soon as you left the Seat of Spring Breeze.”

 

Now, he no longer had little pageboys chattering as they trailed him. No one awaited him in his courtyard, looking up as soon as he heard the clinking sound of the jade. Once Wu Xingxue rent the Arbor Divinus’s soul in two, his bloody sword had fallen to the ground beside his scattered celestial core and returned to its original form: a broken branch wrapped in jadehaem.

He held nothing in his hands, and nothing hung from his belt. He would never have a sword again.

The cart driver and the young woman walked closer. Through the thick fog, they finally saw a large burn on the side of his neck.

The softhearted woman inhaled sharply. “You’re bleeding!” She searched her pockets and found a clean cloth along with some powdered medicine to sprinkle on the burn. “If you just leave a wound uncovered like that, it’ll hurt a lot. I got this medicine from the cultivators in the city; just put it on—”

She paused mid-sentence as the driver grabbed her and pulled her back. She followed his gaze to Wu Xingxue’s neck wound, and her eyes widened. The wound was closing so quickly they could see it happening. Wisps of black smoke swirled around the injury—and all around Wu Xingxue.

The group had suffered at the hands of fiends before, so they recognized the infernal aura right away. They cried out in alarm, “F-fiend! Y-you’re a fiend!”

“It’s a fiend!”

“Run! Fiends!”

Chaos descended on the tranquil mountain path. The animals yelped, and the crowd surged like water from behind a broken dam as they screamed and fled in panic.

Wu Xingxue listened to their shrieks and watched them disappear at the end of the mountain path. Silence returned. 

He stood there for a long time, recalling their faces full of terror, disbelief, and repulsion as they’d turned back for one last look at him.

Bending down, he picked up the cloth the young woman had sprinkled with medicinal powder. He draped it over a dead branch protruding from a nearby cliff wall, glanced back again at the once-bustling Blossomfell Terrace, and set off for the north alone.

When the young woman had asked if there was anywhere he wanted to go, it had taken him a long time to answer, but there was somewhere: the Northern Domain of Tealspire, which stood at the end of the Boundless Sea. He needed a place for the Arbor Divinus’s divided soul, and after thinking through every other possibility, he’d decided that was the best place in the world for it.

It was also the last place he wanted to be. He hadn’t yet adapted to the infernal energy emanating from his body, and he was adept at neither circulating nor concealing it. He imagined anyone who encountered him in this state would react just like the people he’d met on the mountain path—screaming, fleeing, or drawing their weapons against him, faces full of fear or panic… He also imagined what might happen if he encountered any former acquaintances or anyone from Urbs Caelestia.

But he could not imagine what it would be like to run into Xiao Fuxuan.

 

That year marked the first year of Clear River.

Wu Xingxue reached the shore of the Boundless Sea, but he did not cross. In a frozen valley at the far rim of the sea, he meditated for ten months.

He did not emerge from that desolate place until he could conceal every last wisp of his infernal aura—and until he’d formed an illusion of a whole soul within his body that could pass for the real thing. He cast a glamour on his face and took on an appearance no one could tell was a disguise. He even reversed the flow of his vital force and altered the way he usually fought.

He anticipated every scenario and prepared for every one he could think of. But just as he was about to cross the Boundless Sea, he overheard some news.

It was midwinter again in the mortal realm, and a heavy snow fell by the seashore. Windproof lanterns swaying by the boat canopies at the pier cast a bright glow on the water’s edge. Wu Xingxue squinted in the light and blinked away the snowflakes at the corners of his eyes. In the moment between looking down and looking up again, he overheard some cultivators nearby talking among themselves. 

“I heard the Tianxiu Immortal Xiao Fuxuan has been away from Urbs Caelestia for a long time…”

Wu Xingxue froze, then looked back. He listened from within the blizzard. The cultivators said Xiao Fuxuan was no longer in Urbs Caelestia. They said he’d been given a proscription ordained by heavenly edict and would remain in the Extranorthern Reaches for a hundred years.

For a hundred years, there would not be a single trace of Xiao Fuxuan in the mortal realm. For a hundred years, they would have no meeting by fate or by chance, whether in the Northern Domain of Tealspire or anywhere else.

Wu Xingxue also caught wind of one more thing: From the moment he’d split the Arbor Divinus in two, shattered his celestial core, and become a fiend, it seemed that everyone in the world had forgotten he ever existed. To the world, no one had ever leaped from the upper branches of the Arbor Divinus, and there had never been a Rex Spiritus in Urbs Caelestia.

There was no longer any need for Wu Xingxue to wonder what might happen if he encountered Xiao Fuxuan. Even after one hundred years, if they walked past one another on the broadest avenue and their eyes should meet, nothing would come of it. They would be no different than any two strangers in the world passing each other by.

It made his ten long months of wavering and second-guessing look utterly ridiculous.


Chapter 88:
Distant Thunder

 

TO A MORTAL, ten months could feel both brief and interminable. A person could go from dressing in thin robes to thick coats in the blink of an eye, as though the months had flown by. But ten months could also feel endless when fiends appeared night after night.

The day Wu Xingxue finished hiding half of the Arbor Divinus and left the Boundless Sea behind, another place in the mortal realm erupted in fiendish chaos.

Wu Xingxue was not aware of it at first. He had followed a desolate mountain path specifically to avoid towns inhabited by the living. The path took him through Mount Immovable, where Sang Feng of the Rites Bureau had once served as numen. There was nothing at the foot of the mountain but traces of abandoned villages—dilapidated, uninhabited homes, unvisited burial mounds, and weeds and wild grasses taller than the buildings. He’d assumed he would not encounter any living creatures, but at the end of a brush-filled path, he’d unexpectedly stumbled across an old acquaintance.

To say she was an old acquaintance wasn’t quite accurate; she was someone he and Xiao Fuxuan had once saved together, and they’d only ever seen her twice.

The first time they’d met her, she’d been a little girl with her hair in round buns. Her eyes were vacant as she stood beside her parents’ bodies, her hand pressed over a wound on her neck. Some abominations wandering the wilderness had nearly torn her throat out.

He and Xiao Fuxuan had just happened to be passing by, so they’d killed the abominations that were threatening her and helped her bury her parents. When they returned her to her empty house in town, she clung to the hems of Wu Xingxue’s robes and cried for a long time. Before they bade her farewell, Xiao Fuxuan left her a spirit-warding lamp to drive off fiends and other monstrosities.

By the time they ran into her again, more than ten years had passed, and the little girl had long since grown into an adult. She called out to them on the thoroughfare in front of the city gates, but she’d changed so much that they only recognized her by the birthmark beneath her eye. The young woman thanked them for saving her life, then noticed their faces hadn’t changed in more than ten years.

“I knew it!” she’d said happily. “I knew you must be gods! I hope I get to see you again someday.”

Now, decades had passed, and Wu Xingxue had run into her once more.

The little girl had become an old woman in her twilight years. What felt like a fleeting moment to Wu Xingxue had been a whole life for her. The young woman who’d once jumped for joy knowing she’d met immortals could no longer squat, kneel, or rise with ease; she had to brace herself against a nearby tree trunk just to straighten after bending over. She was white-haired and stooped, but Wu Xingxue still recognized her by the birthmark under her eye.

She shook out a basket full of paper ingots folded from cheap yellow paper and set them alight. The wind swept the ashes over Wu Xingxue, who recalled then that the people buried under the grassy mounds were her parents. He and Xiao Fuxuan had helped her bury them. It surprised him to realize that this was the same mountain path they’d traversed side by side decades earlier. 

Today, he walked it alone.

As the old woman flicked the paper ingots with a stick, she sensed someone nearby. She grabbed the lamp hanging from the tree branch above her, lit it, and raised it in Wu Xingxue’s direction. Though the light was yellow, dim, and soft, Wu Xingxue squinted and turned his head away when it shone in his direction. It made the false soul inside his body tremble with a deep discomfort.

He sensed something unusual about the fire, as if the lamp was some sort of trap. His fingers twitched, but when he raised his hand to strike out, he spied on the lampshade a rune and words written in a familiar hand. The strokes were slender but forceful, each bend sharp as the tip of a blade. The handwriting was Xiao Fuxuan’s.

Frozen in the lamplight, Wu Xingxue finally understood there was nothing wrong with the lamp itself. It was just the spirit-warding lamp they’d left the little girl. The wick inside was infused with thaumaturgical arts and elixir powder, and there were runes inscribed on the shade. This kind of lamp was common among mortal cultivators and could be lit to dispel some fiends and revenants. Wu Xingxue had seen many such lamps, and he’d even made a few himself.

Once, as he’d drawn runes on a lampshade, he’d said to Xiao Fuxuan, “This lamp looks so soothing, and it’s not very bright. I wonder what it feels like for a fiend when it shines onto them.”

He’d never imagined that he would find out how it felt for himself. The lamp might have looked soothing, but when it shone on a fiend, it induced a stabbing pain in the eyes and burns on the skin. He instinctively wanted to shield his eyes and hurry out of its range, but he did neither of those things. Instead, he squinted at the words on the lampshade through the pain.

The woman who had once enthused, “I knew you must be gods!” called out to him in the gentle voice of the aged: “Are you a man or a ghost? What are you doing wandering these barren hills?”

Wu Xingxue had long since undone the glamour he’d cast to disguise himself from anyone he knew. He looked no different than he had decades ago, but the old woman showed no recognition. The girl who had once easily picked him and Xiao Fuxuan out of a crowd at a passing glance looked at him like a stranger now. She had forgotten. 

So, it was true. No one in the world remembered him anymore. He studied the wary expression on the old woman’s face, then the lamp they’d once given her. 

“I just got lost in the mountains, that’s all,” he said. He did not answer her question about whether he was man or ghost. It was nearly impossible to say, anyway. “I must be on my way. I’ll trouble you no further.”

He averted his eyes from the spirit-warding lamp and turned to continue south.

The infernal energy inside him always grew heavier as night fell. When a cold wind hit him, he would even begin to feel a hunger—such was the nature of a fiend.

He did not wish to reveal his fiendish nature in a place like this. It held memories for him, and there was a spirit-warding lamp crafted by Xiao Fuxuan right behind him.

But as he knew well, the heavens rarely granted one’s wishes. As he began to walk away from the old woman, a clap of winter thunder rang out from the roiling clouds on the horizon.

On stormy days, especially at night, a compulsion known as “pilgrimage” would seize weaker fiends and drive them into motion. In their fog of confusion, they instinctively scurried like swarming insects toward the strongest infernal aura in their proximity.

Wu Xingxue did not yet know about this instinct, but it was about to stop him from departing the mountain path in peace. 

The horizon suddenly darkened like it was the dead of night, and a rustling broke out in the barren hills at the foot of the mountain. It was the sound of countless creatures crawling toward him.

Wu Xingxue later learned there’d been a moderate scourge of fiends afflicting a town in the area. The fiends there had caught a whiff of his infernal energy amid the rumble of thunder. Unable to resist their base urges, they changed course and headed for the mountains, toward a single powerful center: Wu Xingxue.

He heard the old woman cry out in alarm, and the spirit-warding lamp she held swayed from side to side. The light in his peripheral vision still stung, but its power was limited against hundreds or thousands of fiends. The mass of fiends barely hesitated before they lunged at Wu Xingxue, as quick as the wind, but elusive as shadow. None tried to conceal their fiendish scent, so as thousands rushed in, the oppressive odor became a quagmire that swallowed Wu Xingxue.

He reached up and snapped a branch off a tree.

When he launched a familiar sword move against them, the fiends failed to dodge in time. His clear, cold sword intent slashed through the throng as if shredding a black curtain. The inferior fiends screamed and wailed, their voices echoing in the hollows of the mountain. They could mimic human voices and cries, which gave the false impression that innocent civilians were among them.

As his attack lopped the fiends’ heads from their bodies, the corpses thumped to the ground in pieces. One head rolled beside Wu Xingxue’s boot, and a thick, dark aura poured from the decapitation wound. 

Wu Xingxue’s brows twitched. He gazed at its face—so eerily human that he subconsciously glanced back at the old woman and the lamp she held. By the time he looked back, the severed head had returned to its true form, revealing the strange features of an inferior fiend. He stared at it for a moment, then tossed aside the stick in his hand.

He would not use any more sword techniques. A breath later, biting ice surged from between his palms and barreled outward. Wherever the wind passed, it coated the fiends in a layer of unnatural white frost. They shuddered from the cold and howled before lunging at him. This time, there was no sword aura to slice them apart. They managed to get quite close.

One incoming fiend opened its mouth to reveal rows of bloodstained teeth, only to find Wu Xingxue’s ice-cold hand already pressed to its forehead. His pale fingers clenched and tore a gut-churning scream from the fiend’s throat. Wu Xingxue watched a tremor run through the fiend’s entire body, and death slowly glazed its protruding eyeballs. Frost spread from its head until it covered the whole thing.

Wu Xingxue tossed the dead fiend aside and grabbed the next.

It went on like this for some time before Wu Xingxue realized that the fiends had stopped throwing themselves at him. His fingers still clutched the throat of one fiend. It was already dead, but its eyes gaped at him.

Wu Xingxue furrowed his brow and was about to let go when something began to pour into his veins through the tips of his fingers. The fiend in his hand shriveled with such speed he could see it shrink; soon, it was nothing but an empty husk. At the same time, the vague hunger he’d felt earlier eased a little. 

His eye twitched, and he remembered something he’d once heard: When fiends could not feed on the living, they’d attack their own kind. When they did, they’d leave neither spirit-flesh nor skin and bone behind. This was a fiendish instinct that could not be controlled. 

His fiendish body was actually several steps ahead of him, he realized. More of the fallen dead things scattered around him began to release waves of infernal energy.

It was a chilling tableau—thousands of fiends slain in an instant across the wilderness. Their broken bodies lay shrouded in a white frost, like a blizzard had blanketed the whole area. Then, the infernal energy inside each corpse gushed out in rivulets that raced toward Wu Xingxue.

Wu Xingxue looked down at his colorless fingers. He watched the fiendish remains rush into him in a frenzy and return his fingers to a healthy pink. He saw the shadows of his outstretched hands cast on the ground in front of his boots and knew that there was a spirit-warding lamp behind him. That the lamp had been made by Xiao Fuxuan, and its light was shining onto his body…and he could not turn back. 

It struck him that being consigned to oblivion might not be so bad. If no one remembered him, no one would see him and call out to him to ask, with sadness or confusion in their eyes, How did you end up like this?
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Chapter 89:
Reunion

 

WU XINGXUE EXPERIENCED many pilgrimages over the next century. It happened so often he no longer felt any shock. As soon as he saw a horde of inferior fiends rushing at him, he’d call forth enough frost to drown a vast plain and grab them by their throats.

Fiends often died with their eyes wide open, and emotions gradually surfaced on their faces in their final moments. These were the residual emotions of innocents that fiend had devoured left behind in its body. Whenever this happened, Wu Xingxue would quietly bear witness to the traces left behind as they slowly faded away. Had anyone looked up at him from below in those moments, they would have been surprised at the deep compassion in the infamous archfiend’s eyes. Unfortunately, the only ones below him in those moments were dead fiends. They never looked up at him that way, and by the time he tossed away a corpse, his expression had returned to his habitual calm.

He was used to this.

He chose a spot among some ruins in the southern wastelands and planted the other half of the Arbor Divinus’s soul there. It rapidly sprouted branches and leaves, growing into a towering tree that somewhat resembled the original Arbor Divinus. However, its leafy and lush canopy never bloomed, and though it appeared to be the very vision of prosperous growth, its heavy aura of death could be felt for miles. No chattering birds ever dared to linger among its branches. Wu Xingxue built a large courtyard around the great tree, then filled it with winding corridors and ornate pavilions. It was quite unlike his former residence in Urbs Caelestia, where everything had been made of jade. He no longer cared for surroundings of lustrous white jade. His courtyard was built from teal, ash, or bloodred stone. 

He rarely made paper actors to enliven his sleep anymore, and the sprawling residence was always quiet; even if others were present, they didn’t dare raise their voices. Many feared him—the commoners who’d heard about him were afraid of him, and the fiends who flocked to the area were afraid of him too. Any living creatures would lower their voices as soon as they passed through the gates of Fly-On-By. It was so quiet at the residence that it felt almost lifeless at times, and Wu Xingxue stewed in that lifelessness.

Someone eventually summoned the courage to ask him whether he particularly disliked noise and clamor. Wu Xingxue was absorbed in his thoughts at the time, the downturned corners of his eyes making him look a bit lethargic. When the one who’d asked the question didn’t get a quick response, they thought they’d offended him. Just as they were about to offer a hasty apology, Wu Xingxue cut them off.

“Not exactly,” he said to the asker’s astonishment. “But quiet is preferable,” he added.

Quiet suited him best. He’d once gone to great lengths to forget the screams of those who’d perished beneath his sword, but now he needed to remember every detail without relief. If he didn’t hold on to those memories, he’d become accustomed to his life as a fiend and begin to kill without remorse. He’d grown accustomed to too many fiendish things already. That wasn’t what he’d become a fiend for. 

Ever since Wu Xingxue had left Urbs Caelestia, the turmoil stirred up by fiends across the land had started to shift. It had once been that fiends could appear anywhere without warning or remedy; even when Tianxiu purged an area, it never took more than a few years before they’d spawn in the same place again. No one could figure out why there were so many fiends or why they could never be completely eradicated. It was as if they were born of heaven and raised by the earth, the same as the moss and wild grasses that regrew no matter how often they were cut away. Any cracks in the stones, any fissures in the earth, any hollows by a burial mound, or any hidden places an ordinary person might overlook could become breeding grounds for fiends. 

For a long time, people had lived with the gnawing fear that anyone—family members, neighbors, even strangers brushing past on the street—might one day be hollowed out and assimilated by a fiend, who would one day make them its target. It was terrible knowing that danger lurked everywhere, yet never knowing when or from where it might strike. Then, one day, a residence called Fly-On-By sprang up in the desolate wasteland to the south. Ever since, whenever a sudden clap of thunder set them into motion, fiends found themselves unwittingly drawn to Fly-On-By. 

It was fiendish instinct to get close to the strongest among them, then either submit to or kill them, but fiends did not enjoy their subjugation. Most of them tried to kill Wu Xingxue at first. Wave after wave came, and wave after wave died at Wu Xingxue’s hands.

As time passed, fewer were in a hurry to dig their own graves. Some started to behave themselves. Others grew curious: Why had such an archfiend suddenly appeared in the world? How many souls must have died by his hand for him to possess such an intense infernal aura? Unable to wrap their heads around it, they assumed he must have found another way to cultivate…perhaps using the place where he’d built his residence. Compelled partly by instinct and partly by the lure of power, more and more fiends chose to cultivate in the south, near Fly-On-By. In time, it became the place where fiends congregated.

Once the fiends started gathering, their combined auras far exceeded the draw of any one individual. Soon enough, on nights full of startling thunder, fiends from further and further away surged toward Fly-On-By.

After many years, nearly all of the world’s fiends were drawn there. Finally, the archfiend who built Fly-On-By erected a barrier around the area and called it “Nightgleam.” The entrance was Blossomfell Terrace, and beyond Blossomfell Terrace was Twilight Fen. The four-mile stretch of mountains and desolate wilderness formed a natural barrier. Behind the barrier was a den of fiends, and the mortal realm lay outside.

In the long period that followed, people were horrified at the emergence of Nightgleam. They believed that the city must be an abyss of torment. Whenever they spoke of it, they called it a “den of fiends,” and whenever they spoke of the city’s archon, they called him an “archfiend.” Blinded by fear, they failed to realize that since Nightgleam’s founding nearly a century ago, they no longer lived in a state of constant anxiety.

Fiends still caused turmoil in the mortal realm, but they no longer appeared without warning. Now, everyone knew the fiends had a lair, and the cultivation clans had direction when reacting to crises. Fiends had to pass through certain places to exit their city and enter the mortal realm, so most of the conflicts between cultivation clans and fiends erupted in Twilight Fen.

The untamed expanse of wildland was remarkable: Back when the Arbor Divinus still stood, most battles between small nation-states took place there. The wilderness was always shrouded in smoke and littered with corpses. It was a place of death, yet it allowed for peace in the homes and countries of many who still lived.

Once the Arbor Divinus was gone for good, the Mount Blossomfell Bazaar fire spilled blood across the wasteland once more. It remained a place of death, yet it allowed for the end of the greed-driven calamities caused by the Arbor Divinus.

Finally, that same stretch of wilderness became the site of clashes between cultivators and fiends. The place remained both a land of death and a blessing in disguise.

Legend had it that the archon of Nightgleam, Wu Xingxue, often stood on the charred and barren Blossomfell Terrace to gaze into distant Twilight Fen. Some guessed he must have had a deep connection to the place, and yet whenever he left the city, he never passed through it. Many were curious and speculated on the subject, but none dared to ask him directly.

Had anyone dared to ask, Wu Xingxue wouldn’t have answered them. He would not have told them about the half-hidden altar on the north end of Twilight Fen, nor the seldom-worshipped idol upon it, nor the name carved into the altar: Xiao Fuxuan. 

There was a rune on the back of the idol, which Xiao Fuxuan had carved there himself one day when they’d been joking around. He’d said it could “catch” Wu Xingxue when he wandered the mortal realm. The rune differed from a regular offering rune, and its connection to the real thing was even deeper—it allowed Xiao Fuxuan to see exactly what the idol saw.

Wu Xingxue did not want to walk in front of those eyes. He did not want to look up into the half-lowered gaze of the idol. Xiao Fuxuan’s eyes used to fall on Wu Xingxue during moments of intimacy; they were not meant to see him standing in a wasteland wrapped with an infernal aura, his hands drenched in slaughter.

At the same time, Wu Xingxue was certain that, sooner or later, Xiao Fuxuan would see. 

The Tianxiu Immortal was meant to slay fiends. He would someday receive a heavenly edict to descend to the mortal realm, and then they would meet in battle. Sometimes, Wu Xingxue found himself abruptly preoccupied with imagining that inevitable meeting. When would it happen? And where? Would it be in Nightgleam or that inescapable Twilight Fen?

He imagined many places, but the images were always blurred—like a perpetual cold mist and endless silent nights.

What would Xiao Fuxuan’s sword sound like as it cut through the air toward him?

When their reunion came, it was unlike anything he’d envisioned. It was in the Third Month—spring—at an apricot-blossom lantern festival on the south side of Reverie.

Wu Xingxue bypassed Twilight Fen as usual and made his way through the city. He did not intend to linger but happened to run into a lantern procession of clan disciples. Unwilling to disrupt the festive occasion, Wu Xingxue took one step backward and leaped into a tall building.

On such a cherished festival day, the city’s cultivation clans lifted the curfew, and the bazaar remained open through the night. Both sides of the street were lined with open shops and stalls, and strings of apricot-colored lanterns hung brightly outside. But not every shop was bustling with activity; the pavilion in which Wu Xingxue chose to hide was an exception. The lights on the second floor had long been extinguished, and only the first-floor storefront was illuminated. Wu Xingxue hid on the second floor’s extended veranda and leaned against a vermilion-lacquered pillar in the dark, surreptitiously looking down at the street below.

The street wasn’t particularly long. It was half a mile from one corner to the other, so the strings of lanterns couldn’t possibly reach all the way to the horizon. Nevertheless, the lights and clamor of the bustling crowd turned his mind elsewhere. He lost track of where or when he was, as though the familiar lantern glow had pulled him into a dream.

But there was always someone who couldn’t read the room and would insist on causing him trouble at times like these. When Wu Xingxue heard the rustle of paper talismans, he cast his gaze at the street. His expression grew grim.

He was all too used to that sound. Even though few fiends ran to him for a quick death these days—so few he could count them on one hand—there were always some who believed they could exploit his “moments of weakness.” Wu Xingxue was away from Fly-On-By, without his attendants, and rumored to have sustained injuries following a recent pursuit by mortal cultivators. Most importantly, the fiends who had followed him and infiltrated the city had heard several clan disciples mention a name unheard in ages.

Apparently, a certain resident of Urbs Caelestia was in town: the Tianxiu Immortal. He would not descend to the mortal realm without cause, so if he was really there, some archfiend was surely about to suffer his wrath.

Who could be a greater archfiend than the archon of Nightgleam? The greedy fiends intended to follow him at a safe distance and await his demise to pick up any leftovers.

Under ordinary circumstances, Wu Xingxue would have ignored them as long as they didn’t make the first move. Unfortunately for them, he was feeling out of character. Perhaps it was because he did not wish for any disruption to this lovely little lantern festival that had stirred up so many old memories. Perhaps it was just fate. Either way, he was on edge. With a surge of irritation, he decided to dig those jackals out of the shadows.

Afterward, Wu Xingxue could never remember how many fiends had slipped into the lantern festival that day. Was it five? Seven? There were a lot of trivial details that escaped him. All he could recall was that, within a heartbeat, he’d slain the group of fiends and covered the unlit floor of the pavilion’s second story with shriveled, frozen corpses. He watched the last traces of life fade from their eyes, then straightened. Blood dripped in a steady trickle from his fingers.

He stood in the dark for a while.

A sudden crash of gongs and cymbals rang out below. According to folk customs, those sounds signified the arrival of the auspicious hour. It was then that the people carrying the sky lanterns would let them go, and the long streams of lanterns would rise over the bazaar and ascend into the heavens like stars. Wu Xingxue returned to his senses and walked to the edge of the veranda. 

Out of the chattering swarm emerged a magnificently tall figure, sword in hand, cloaked in a gale. His face was stone-cold, not even a trace of emotion in his eyes. He walked intently through the bazaar, but when he heard the crash of cymbals, he paused.

The sky lanterns from the street rose into the air, and as Wu Xingxue looked down from the pavilion above, the man at the edge of the bazaar looked up. A hundred years in the mortal realm slipped past beneath the shimmering lights of those swaying lanterns.

The crowd, abuzz with excitement, continued to follow the lanterns through the bazaar. Their voices ought to have been deafening but sounded muffled to Wu Xingxue, as though they reached him through layers of thick silk. He heard almost nothing at all. The lantern light wove into a tapestry so radiant it dazzled the eye.

It was a radiance that showed him Xiao Fuxuan.

Wu Xingxue had once thought the seasons slipped by too quickly; winter became spring, and spring became winter again. The tealfire lamps at the gates of Nightgleam completed a circuit every ten years, and by now they’d completed ten, yet it had passed like a horse galloping by. But as his gaze collided with Xiao Fuxuan’s through the night’s mist, it struck him that a hundred years truly was a long time—which in turn made their eyes’ contact all too brief.

A sky lantern blocked Wu Xingxue’s view, and by the time it flew into the clouds, the street corner on which Xiao Fuxuan had stood was unoccupied.

It was as though Xiao Fuxuan’s eyes had just happened to fall on him and just happened to linger too long. Once the lanterns were released and the crowd began to shift again, he’d vanished into the throng. It was no different than passing a stranger. Wu Xingxue had spent the past hundred years preparing for this exact scenario, believing it was for the best. But no matter how many times he’d imagined it, now that it had happened, his heart ached as if a rusted blade were sawing it in two.

Beneath the pavilion, one of the many clan disciples let out a long, gentle whistle. Hundreds of spirit-warding lamps meant to deter fiends started shining on either side of the bazaar to keep the festival night peaceful and secure. Commoners could walk freely among the lanterns, but Wu Xingxue had to raise a hand to block the light. He smelled the blood still clinging to his fingers and stepped back into the dim pavilion, where the light from the spirit-warding lamps couldn’t reach him. He could no longer see the light that repelled fiends, but he still kept his hand up and his eyes closed—they felt searingly hot. 

Wu Xingxue was not sure how long he stood in that dark, deserted place, but it couldn’t have been that long. Before the burning in his eyes subsided, he heard a soft sound coming from behind him. He tensed where he stood.

It was the sound of a long sword scabbard brushing against shifting fabric. It stopped less than a half-step behind him. The pavilion sank into stillness.

The man behind him spoke, his voice sonorous. “Are you…Wu Xingxue?”

Still concealing his face with one hand, Wu Xingxue opened his bloodshot eyes.


Chapter 90:
I’ve Heard of You

 

IT WAS THE ONE HUNDREDTH year of Clear River.

Xiao Fuxuan’s proscription had just been lifted less than a fortnight earlier. Beneath one of his sleeves, the remnants of the binding curse cast on him remained. It shimmered with a faint golden hue, similar to the Mian on his neck bestowed by the Heavenly Principles. But while the word on his neck was bestowed, the second mark on his body was inflicted.

For a full century, rumors had circulated through Urbs Caelestia and the mortal realm that the Tianxiu Immortal had been banished to the Extranorthern Reaches for a century. What on earth had he done? Why was he under a proscription? And why was he sent on it for so long? There had never been any clear answers.

Even the celestials in Urbs Caelestia under the Spirit Terrace’s jurisdiction, including Chief Immortal Mingwu himself, could only shake their heads.

“I know very little,” they admitted when it came up in conversation now and then.

All anyone knew was that, on the day he’d been given his proscription, the Tianxiu Immortal had stormed into the Spirit Terrace alone.

 

Blossomfell Terrace burned the same day Xiao Fuxuan’s spiritual consciousness invaded the Spirit Terrace.

Urbs Caelestia’s Spirit Terrace comprised twelve tall mountain spires suspended in the clouds. One of the Twelve Immortals oversaw and secured each spire, and countless celestial emissaries accompanied each Immortal in turn. On that day, when Xiao Fuxuan’s senses swept through the Spirit Terrace like razor-sharp blades of ice from the Extranorthern Reaches, none of the Twelve nor their emissaries could hide their shock.

Since its inception, no one had ever dared to enter the Spirit Terrace in such a manner. No matter who it was, whether they were summoned by the Heavenly Principles or there to accept heavenly punishment, everyone ascended to each spire step by step. No one had ever rushed in with such brazen sword intent, let alone tinged with menace. The celestial emissaries raised their hands to shield their faces but could still feel the gale of Xiao Fuxuan’s spiritual consciousness as it whipped by them. Fragments of snow scattered in the gale, carrying the bleak, foreboding chill found only in the extreme north. The scent filled them with dread.

Those in Urbs Caelestia might mistake the presence of one celestial for another, but they would never mistake Xiao Fuxuan for anyone else. His celestial energy bore an intense aura of menace, which made it utterly unique—and because they identified him immediately, fear struck them to their cores.

What in the world could have happened to send Xiao Fuxuan into such a fervor? The myriad celestials were alarmed and bewildered. They’d recovered from the brief blankness caused by the expungement of Rex Spiritus and forgotten his existence without resistance. To them, this day was just as peaceful and uneventful as any other day in the past several hundred years, so they could neither fathom Xiao Fuxuan’s reasons nor move to stop him in time.

“Tianxiu! Such an act defies the heavenly laws!” was all the celestials could cry out.

Everyone knew that trespassing on the Spirit Terrace violated the heavenly laws. Xiao Fuxuan surely did as well, yet his spiritual consciousness did not hesitate. All they could make out was Tianxiu’s vague phantom amid a blizzard, his face as grim as winter and his eyes red-rimmed. Their shouts and warnings quickly faded behind him.

“What happened? Why is Tianxiu acting like this?” they murmured among themselves.

Even Xiao Fuxuan could not articulate what had happened. His body still sat stiffly in the Extranorthern Reaches, and his hand still held the unfinished white-jade statuette. 

What he did know was that a wave of sorrow had descended upon him. The vast north had stretched on forever before him. He’d inhaled the smell of snow on the wind, and he’d felt so cold it was as though ten thousand swords had pierced his heart. His thin lips had set in a straight line as he’d lowered his gaze to the statuette. Before he could think, his spiritual consciousness had left his body, headed straight for Urbs Caelestia. He could not say what had happened, but he simply had to do something, he ought to do something, otherwise—

Otherwise…

He didn’t even know what should come after “otherwise,” but his senses had already driven him to the very top of the highest spire of Spirit Terrace, as sure as a heavy sword stabbing itself into the ground. 

The tall spire on the clouds trembled with a low quake. Cracks formed where Xiao Fuxuan’s phantom landed, and shards of stone flew into the air. 

He grasped his sword firmly in his hand, looked up, and shouted, “What did you do? Tell me, what did you do?”

The Heavenly Principles’ expungement was absolute and left no evidence. This should have held true for every single being in the world. They would snap out of a brief moment of emptiness, then come back to themselves to continue whatever they’d been doing. Then, they’d put the day behind them. Reasonable explanations would fill all the gaps in their memory, and when they thought back, they’d feel no confusion.

Things had been this way from the very beginning, and nothing had changed in the slightest. It should have applied to everyone, no exceptions.

But here was Xiao Fuxuan. 

The celestials of Urbs Caelestia had forgotten what happened that day before the altar at the highest spire of the Spirit Terrace. But they’d actually witnessed the quake that overtook the towering spires suspended above the clouds while the malignant vortex beneath Southsill Overlook unleashed chaos. They’d even received a heavenly edict and rushed to the top of the highest spire with their weapons at the ready. 

Yet they no longer remembered any of it, because everything that’d happened that day had been expunged. In the end, all they could hold on to was the moment Tianxiu’s spiritual consciousness arrived with the wind in its wake. That, and the widely known outcome.

Afterward, it was often said: “When celestials of Urbs Caelestia violate the heavenly laws, they must accept punishment on the twelve spires of the Spirit Terrace. Tianxiu is the exception. He’s the only Immortal who ever reached apotheosis by invocation, so he stands apart from all others. If he violated the heavenly laws, his punishment would likely be different as well. Perhaps that’s what his proscription is all about.”

When Xiao Fuxuan’s spiritual consciousness returned to his body, the pale gold proscription surfaced over the meridians on his wrists, then quickly spread across his body, gathering at his chest. It was a silent confinement: He was sealed away, and the Extranorthern Reaches’ relentless tundra was his prison. The memories that stirred when pain shot through his heart were obliterated, then erased again and again as the proscription circulated through his body.

He often stared down at that white jade statuette. It was inanimate, its face completely blank, and yet it ought to have been full of life—graceful, spirited, with just a hint of mischief. It ought to have had a smile on its face, haughty yet languid, and spoken to him in murmurs as if playing a trick on him.

But it never spoke.

Everyone in Urbs Caelestia thought the Tianxiu Immortal, who could subdue rampant menace and endure deathly silences, must enjoy the quiet. He himself believed this was the case.

Sometimes, while he sat on the endless tundra, his eyes would snap open. He’d raise his head and look up at a certain spot above him for no reason at all. It was as though he could hear jade stones clacking together or someone calling out Xiao Fuxuan. Yet no one called.

The sky above the Extranorthern Reaches was a grayish teal flecked with the white of falling snow, shrouded in fog that stretched far into the unknown. Sometimes the urge to finish carving the idol would seize him—but when he gathered the subdued version of his sword aura in his fingertips, he couldn’t imagine the features the idol should have, no matter how hard he tried.

Eventually, he would retract his sword aura and rest his knuckle softly on the idol’s cheek before placing it back inside his embroidered pouch.

He’d conjured the pouch on a whim. Oddly, it was white and laced with silver embroidery that did not match his black robes and boots at all. He stared at the pouch in a daze for quite a while, then attached it to his belt.

The pale gold proscription made 3,300 revolutions through his body every day. It never paused for a moment, and his heart and instincts engaged in a constant tug-of-war with it. Every day, he felt the inexplicable sensation of ten thousand swords piercing his heart, and every day, it faded back into calm. The entire world experienced the expungement of Rex Spiritus only once, but in that place so far removed from the rest of the world, he was deleted over and over again.

As long as the erasure was incomplete, the process would begin again.

And so a full century passed.

 

The day Xiao Fuxuan returned to Urbs Caelestia from the north was the first day of the Third Month in the mortal realm. He did not notice right away. As always, magnificent Urbs Caelestia was veiled in clouds and draped in glimmering jade, leaving it impossible to tell the seasons below.

He walked through the entrance of Urbs Caelestia and stepped onto the lofty white-jade stairs. The twelve spires of the Spirit Terrace hung half-hidden above the clouds, gray against blue. Several celestial emissaries glided past. When they saw him, they bowed as one would to an Immortal.

“Lord Tianxiu,” each called politely.

They were still a little afraid of him and did not dare to get too close or say too much, just as in the past. After bowing to him, they spun around rigidly and continued toward the Spirit Terrace.

When Xiao Fuxuan returned to Southsill Overlook, his twelve pageboys awaited him by the courtyard gate. Upon seeing him, they cried out their greetings in unison. 

“My lord, you’re back!”

The pageboys appeared quite happy. They were smiling, and there didn’t seem to be anything wrong with them. Xiao Fuxuan ever so slightly furrowed his brow; it was a tiny shift in expression, so subtle even he didn’t register it. For a moment, he just felt that the pageboys seemed a bit…quiet. Then again, the Rites Bureau dispatched all the pageboys in Urbs Caelestia, and they’d always been particular about proper etiquette. The pageboys and emissaries they dispatched were impeccably well-mannered. Compared to the Spirit Terrace emissaries, the pageboys in his residence were an improvement. Nevertheless, he’d grown accustomed to solitude and had no need for them. When the Rites Bureau had first sent them over, he should’ve sent them back at once; he must have taken leave of his senses to agree to keep them.

The pageboys had started bustling about as soon as he’d walked through the front gates, and now they followed him like ducklings to make sure everything was properly attended to. But they weren’t chattering much, so there was very little noise. Even though Southsill Overlook appeared crowded, it remained tranquil.

“I can’t believe it’s already been a hundred years,” one of the pageboys said with a soft sigh. “How fast time flies.”

Xiao Fuxuan was in the middle of changing his clothes. He shot a look at the pageboy.

“Time flies?” he asked in his deep voice.

The pageboy hadn’t expected Xiao Fuxuan to respond and started. The dust whisk resting on his arm trembled a bit, and he shook his head automatically. It took him a moment to realize he should answer. “Don’t you think so, my lord?”

Xiao Fuxuan averted his eyes and set his sword aside. 

“Mm-hmm,” he said after a long pause.

A hundred years wasn’t all that long for a celestial, no more than a snap of the fingers. The only reason it had felt endless to him was because of the constant heavy snow in the Extranorthern Reaches.

Xiao Fuxuan untied the silver-threaded embroidered pouch from his belt, intending to put it aside as well. His fingers were already on the edge of the table when his hand stopped. One pageboy had picked up his sword and waited for him to put down the pouch so that he could stash them away together. When he saw Xiao Fuxuan pause, he blinked in confusion and hesitated. 

Only after quite a while did he call out cautiously, “My lord?”

Xiao Fuxuan snapped out of his reverie and saw the pageboy holding his hand out.

“You don’t have to put this away,” he said in a mild tone. 

The pageboy nodded. He’d meant to behave and not ask further questions, but then he caught a glimpse of the pouch’s contents through the opening and let out a soft “Huh?”

Xiao Fuxuan waited for the pageboy to continue. The pageboy covered his mouth, a little embarrassed. In the Rites Bureau, peeking and asking inappropriate questions were improper. Pageboys were supposed to be tactful and perfectly obedient. But since his lord was looking at him and waiting for an answer, he didn’t dare remain silent.

“M-my lord,” he stammered, “I accidentally saw the idol inside your pouch. Why doesn’t he have a face?”

“Because it’s not finished yet.”

By now, Xiao Fuxuan had changed into a clean, fitted robe. He returned the embroidered pouch to his belt. 

The pageboy looked on curiously. He wanted to ask Xiao Fuxuan why he carried an unfinished idol around, but he didn’t have the guts.

The pageboys neatly performed their custodial duties, and those who had no specific tasks stood guard outside the door. They spoke only when spoken to. Xiao Fuxuan knew it was supposed to be this way—this was just how things were in Urbs Caelestia—but as he looked around, he suddenly found it all utterly dull. He had borne the dead silence of the tundra and never thought the same thing, so when the thought popped into his head, it surprised him.

He took one look out the window and headed for the door.

“My lord, where are you going?” the pageboys called after him. 

It was the custom in Urbs Caelestia for pageboys to follow their lord, so one by one they stopped nodding at their posts and pumped their little legs to catch up with Lord Tianxiu. Fortunately, even though their lord looked stern and unapproachable, he never made things difficult for them. He had not asked them to follow, but he stopped to wait for them when he saw that they were trying to catch up.

“My lord, is there something you need to attend to?” one pageboy asked, turning his face up.

“Of course he must have something to attend to,” another said. “When have you ever seen our lord simply take a stroll?”

A third pageboy nodded in agreement. “Our lord never takes a stroll nor makes social calls.”

Indeed, the Tianxiu Immortal never visited anyone’s residence as a guest, nor had he invited anyone through the gates of Southsill Overlook for a visit. He had always been solitary. This was well known throughout Urbs Caelestia. Yet it did not take long for the pageboys to realize something was off. Their lord didn’t seem ready for work, because he was not heading to the Spirit Terrace or leaving for the mortal realm. On the contrary, he seemed to be walking deeper into Urbs Caelestia. After following him quite a while longer, they realized that their lord really was just taking a stroll.

Perhaps that wasn’t quite accurate; he was not roaming leisurely through the city, but he didn’t seem to have a destination in mind. His actions were restless and unfocused, which left the pageboys both turned around and confounded.

They passed through the whole of Urbs Caelestia in this rather strange manner until they reached a most out-of-the-way corner, far from where they’d begun. Lord Tianxiu came to a stop.

Every other place in Urbs Caelestia was crowded with jade pavilions, but not this one. The area was cloaked in clouds as far as the eye could see, and though it was expansive, there was nothing there but an empty courtyard residence connected to the nearby Altar of Deposed Gods. It did not appear that anyone had ever lived there. The residents of Urbs Caelestia considered the Altar of Deposed Gods taboo, so the grounds were deserted and unvisited, the stillness broken only briefly by Xiao Fuxuan’s passing.

Suddenly, a breeze from the mortal realm gently blew their way. Petals from some far-off place were caught in the breeze. They drifted on the wind and spiraled through the air before landing softly on an empty window frame facing out of the house inside the courtyard.

Xiao Fuxuan raised his head. He watched the petals brush past the window lattice, then land on the white-jade windowsill to form a shallow heap. He squinted slightly against the wind and cast a lingering gaze at the edge of the window, lost in his thoughts.

He recalled the vast tundra of the Extranorthern Reaches, the endless stretch of pale gray as far as the eye could see. His heart felt hollow and silent, as though someone had somehow gouged out a piece of it, leaving only the faint golden proscription that never stopped cycling.

Xiao Fuxuan’s gaze held on the window lattice.

“What month is it now in the mortal realm?” he asked his pageboys.

The pageboys paused in surprise.

“Um, it’s the Third Month. It’s spring,” one of them piped up.

“My lord, why do you ask?” another asked. “Are you planning to visit the mortal realm?”

The pageboy predicted correctly; it wasn’t long before Xiao Fuxuan received a heavenly edict. All the heavenly edicts he’d received in the past had dispatched him to some place in the mortal realm to quell fiendish chaos severe enough to challenge ordinary cultivation clans. The new edict differed. It did not direct him to slay any particular fiend, nor to pacify any specific area, but rather to travel to the Northern Domain of Tealspire.

Xiao Fuxuan was custodian of the Northern Domain of Tealspire, which imprisoned all fiends on whom judgment had been imposed. The imprisonment caused suffering so severe that the fiends’ souls were annihilated in time. The Northern Domain of Tealspire, which struck fear in the hearts of fiends, did not operate entirely on its own. Every century or so, Xiao Fuxuan made a trip there to renew it with his celestial spirit and ensure it remained the one place in the world capable of deterring fiends—impregnable, tranquil, and undisturbed.

He should have gone north as soon as he descended, but just as he arrived in the mortal realm, he learned that a new city had risen in the south. During the century he’d spent in the Extranorthern Reaches, an archfiend had established his residence in a stretch of southern wasteland. Over the past decade or so, fiends from across the world had begun to congregate there. The place was known as Nightgleam, the mortal realm’s den of fiends, and the archfiend who’d settled there was now its archon.

Xiao Fuxuan shouldn’t have changed course. After all, even he could not interfere in mortal affairs without a heavenly edict. But under some mysterious compulsion, he turned around and headed south.

He merely intended to check out this Nightgleam—get a sense of its scale, location, what it looked like. If it really was a fiend haven, he would likely receive a heavenly edict to stamp it out sooner or later. There were two separate routes from his current location to Nightgleam. One passed through Twilight Fen and the other through a city. He chose the latter. He’d once left his rune on an idol in Twilight Fen to watch over the immense wilderness on his behalf. Meanwhile, the city at night was unprotected, and fiends often stirred under cover of darkness.

As Xiao Fuxuan walked through the city gates, a crowd of people holding lanterns formed a stream of light flowing into its main street. Lantern glow spilled from the bazaar in glittering waves and cast a warm golden gleam on the tall pavilions on either side of the street. Voices drifted through the cracks in the walls and around the corners of small streets and alleys, then melded into the cool evening breeze.

He stopped in his tracks. Before he realized what he was doing, he found himself stepping lightly along the eaves of the city buildings.

He landed at a corner of the main street like a hawk. The procession wound through the streets like a dragon, and dozens of people dressed as cultivation clan members escorted the flow of lanterns as they passed.

Something felt quite strange. The scene reminded him of another place in the mortal realm. It was called Blossomfell Terrace and had once hosted a lively bazaar with garlands of lanterns covering the path like a winding, undulating dragon. They’d stretched a full four miles down the mountain path.

He’d been there several times but only to quickly pass through. He never thought the place had left much of an impression, but quite a lot of what he’d seen there lingered in his heart.

The teahouse near the entrance had always been crowded, and the banging of the storyteller’s gavel was audible from the street. Some of the inns were full every day, while others were so empty one could catch birds at their doors. Once the lanterns were lit, they stayed lit until the bazaar closed, shining day and night. The later it got, the noisier the streets became. Vendors carrying bamboo tubes and racks wove through the crowd hawking their wares, their racks filled with treats or a myriad of toys: birds woven from bamboo, bells, masks. Some customers would look through the items with great enthusiasm and hold the masks in front of their faces for comparison. Sometimes, they would lift a corner of the mask to reveal a hidden smile beneath—

The banging of gongs and cymbals rang out on the street. Xiao Fuxuan snapped back to the present just in time to see the procession let go of their sky lanterns and send them into the heavens. 

He followed their progress with his eyes, but his gaze inadvertently pierced the lantern-interwoven light and shadow to spot someone standing by the railing of a veranda across from him. There wasn’t a trace of light inside the pavilion the veranda was attached to, so the figure was indistinct, as if it might flicker with the night breeze and dissolve into a veil of mist.

The lantern light gently drifted over the pavilion, illuminating the veranda’s dim corner.

Xiao Fuxuan caught a hint of fiendish aura in the breeze, and he saw the man’s eyes. As the lanterns flew above the buildings, those eyes caught a gleam of light. When he lowered them again, it evaporated.

Xiao Fuxuan was once more reminded of the tundra in the Extranorthern Reaches. He could just barely feel the sensation from when the proscription had first begun circulating through his meridians. The endless swords that had pierced his heart over and over.

By the time he knew he was moving, he’d reached the other side of the pavilion and leaped through a half-opened window to land on its unlit second floor.

The floor was covered with the shriveled bodies of fiends. Xiao Fuxuan had dealt with enough fiends to recognize with one glance that these had been sucked completely dry by a far more formidable fiend. He froze, then whipped his head up. 

The man he’d seen by the railing earlier had just darted ten feet back and now stood with his hand over his eyes. The lamplight beyond the window that fell just short of the man’s boots gave off the distinctive scent of a spirit-warding lamp. The man avoided the light and cloaked himself in a thick shroud of night.

He stood only a step away, his back to Xiao Fuxuan. Blood dripped from the hand hanging at his side, and his infernal aura was irrepressible, heavier than the aura of any fiend Xiao Fuxuan had ever slain.

As was said in the mortal realm: “He’s a once-in-a-century archfiend. Someone should run him through the heart with a sword.”

Xiao Fuxuan’s hand twitched at his side, but it wasn’t his sword hand. For a moment, it felt like he wanted to raise his hand to touch the man, or perhaps something else… But his hand remained where it was.

He heard himself asking, “Are you…Wu Xingxue?”

The man did not move, and though none of the light from the spirit-warding lamps could reach him, he kept his eyes covered and his back turned. Xiao Fuxuan could not see what he looked like—could not see his eyes.

At long last, the man dropped his hand.

“Why do you think I’m Wu Xingxue?” There was a faint hoarseness in his voice. “Do you know him?” 

The room fell silent for a moment before Xiao Fuxuan’s low voice broke the stillness. “I’ve heard of him,” he said.


Chapter 91:
Avoidance

 

XIAO FUXUAN DID NOT KNOW HIM. He did not remember him. He’d heard of him. He’d only heard of him.

Wu Xingxue didn’t say a word, nor did he turn around. The burn in his eyes hadn’t yet faded. Instead, he picked a point to focus on in front of himself.

“What is he like, this Wu Xingxue you’ve heard about?”

He waited for quite a while before he heard an answer.

“He’s…the archon of Nightgleam.”

Another moment passed. 

“Ah,” Wu Xingxue said. He was struck by how strange people were. He’d anticipated this moment for so long, imagined it so many times over the past hundred years, but actually hearing the answer hurt him—somehow, it still hurt so much. It was like having the tip of a sword pressed to his heart and watching the blade slowly push in, inch by inch. Nevertheless, he kept speaking, almost automatically. “If that’s the case, then you must have heard what kind of place Nightgleam is.”

“I’ve heard,” said Xiao Fuxuan behind him. “It’s where most of the fiends in the mortal realm have gathered and settled.”

“Where most of the fiends in the mortal realm have gathered…” Wu Xingxue repeated. He let his gaze remain on that arbitrary point before him until he had blinked away the mist in his eyes. “The one who passed along these rumors must have been quite a long-winded chatterbox. They’ve made it sound so complicated. Why don’t I tell you myself? When most people talk of Nightgleam, they only use three words: ‘den of fiends.’ And when they speak of the archon of Nightgleam, they use only one.” He took a breath. “Archfiend.”

The sword tip piercing his heart was taking too long. It was unbearable, and he might not be able to stay upright until the end. He decided it was better to take that final step forward himself and drive it in all at once. The blood on his fingers had dripped onto the floor and formed a small puddle. He turned his head toward it and let his voice melt into the night like a wispy fog.

“The one who shared these rumors probably heard them from someone else and never actually faced that archfiend. Otherwise, he would have warned you never to speak to him like this. Remember to draw your sword as quickly as possible. Otherwise…” 

“Otherwise what?” the man behind him prompted.

“Otherwise, you’ll never be able to kill him.”

As the words left his mouth, a wintry gale roared through the pavilion and left the second floor covered in hoarfrost. It was the bitter cold atop a mountain range, capable of freezing a living person in an instant, never to breathe again. It did not matter whether the victim was a god or a fiend. Once hit, their vital force would slow to a glacier’s crawl, becoming impossible to circulate.

Everyone who’d ever fought the archon of Nightgleam knew just how terrifying he was. If they were just one move—or even one blink—slower, Wu Xingxue would seize them by the throat. His fingers might have been long and slender, as if untainted by filth and undistorted by effort, but they were strong like iron shackles. Prey caught in their grip would never break free again. This was how many met their ends at Wu Xingxue’s hands. 

That night turned out to be an exception. With a piercing, wind-splitting whistle, a golden sword phantom appeared at the same time as the pale frost. Ice sealed off everything around Xiao Fuxuan, but the sword phantom met it with its blade. There was a sharp crack, then the ice erupted, sending shards and snow flecks flying. Their vital forces met, and the two equally powerful auras clashed. On one side, celestial energy tinged with unrestrained menace, and on the other, a fiendish aura viscous as black ink.

Under the impact of the collision, Xiao Fuxuan saw the archfiend’s indistinct outline shrouded in snow and black fog. He wasn’t sure why, but when he saw that Wu Xingxue wielded no weapons of any kind, Xiao Fuxuan thought he looked almost fragile, even lonely. He had the strange feeling that a weapon or talisman of some sort ought to be in the man’s hands. A saber, perhaps, or a sword.

Perhaps it was because Wu Xingxue lacked a weapon that Xiao Fuxuan managed to pin him to the floor, separating them by the length of a single blade.

This was the closest they’d been in a hundred years—so close they could see their own silhouettes in each other’s eyes. Crouching on the floor, Xiao Fuxuan pressed one hand down on the archfiend’s shoulder and gripped his sword with the other. Snow whipped by the bridge of his nose, and when he shifted his face to blink it away, it spiraled back in his direction. He scanned the archfiend’s face.

Oddly, though they’d never met before and though he could find no obvious sign that any alterations had been made, he was certain the man had a glamour on his face. His eyes did not match the bridge of his nose nor his lips, but Xiao Fuxuan had no idea to which face those eyes should belong.

The archfiend’s eyes reflected the color of ice in the air. The frost-coated floor behind him was marked with crisscrossing bloodstains. Perhaps the bloodstains had refracted through the ice into his eyes somehow, because there was a faint film of red in them, so faint Xiao Fuxuan could barely tell it was there.

Xiao Fuxuan stared into that trace of red as Wu Xingxue opened his mouth.

“Why haven’t you drawn your sword from your scabbard?”

Absolution was suspended above the archfiend’s neck, aimed directly at a weak point, but it hadn’t left its scabbard. Since it remained in its scabbard, this could not be a killing blow.

Xiao Fuxuan’s brows drew together minutely, but he did not answer. He could not say why. It wasn’t until Wu Xingxue spoke that he realized he hadn’t been ready to kill. 

Xiao Fuxuan squeezed his sword’s hilt. The heavy infernal aura in the air wrapped around him as he watched the man beneath him.

“It is not yet time.”

That had to be it. He hadn’t yet received a heavenly edict ordering him to eliminate this archfiend, and so he had subconsciously showed restraint. It wasn’t anything else.

Wu Xingxue considered his answer. After a while, he said, “I see…”

Rumor had it that the great archfiend of Nightgleam did not appear fiendish in the slightest and could beguile anyone’s heart. There was some truth to that. When his eyes were lowered and his gaze half-veiled, the corners of his eyes turned down a little, which lent him a false melancholy.

An ineffable feeling welled up in Xiao Fuxuan’s heart, but before he could examine what it was, he found his fingers holding nothing but air. Then, they hit the floor. The man he’d pinned had transformed into a cloud of snow and dispersed.

Xiao Fuxuan frowned. He must have pinned down one of the archfiend’s projections. As for the real thing…
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“Xiao Fuxuan.” The archfiend’s voice sounded two steps away.

Xiao Fuxuan’s head snapped up, but Wu Xingxue said no more. Perhaps he’d only called his name to confirm that he really was the fiend-slaying Tianxiu Immortal.

With his back to the light, Wu Xingxue’s eyes were deep as the void. They faced each other for a long time in silence. 

“Next time…” The archfiend trailed off before he concluded: “Don’t call me Wu Xingxue.” 

Like a drift of snow, his lean figure disappeared again.

When Xiao Fuxuan realized that the snow had truly dispersed into the wind, he stood up with his sword in hand. The room around him suddenly seemed far too empty and quiet.

 

After that day, Nightgleam spent a long time under a dark cloud. Everyone who saw Wu Xingxue return to the city noticed a degree of listlessness and weariness in the archon’s expression. Under the early morning light, he appeared even paler than the fog. It made his downcast eyes look especially dark and even harder to read than before.

Some especially ignorant fiends assumed that his spiritual core had been damaged, or he’d been injured in some other way, and they decided to take advantage of his “moment of weakness.” Many tried to enter Fly-On-By over the next few days. They had little difficulty getting in; one might even say their intrusions went rather smoothly. But before long, the other fiends in Nightgleam realized that the intruders had never come back.

Everyone in Nightgleam grew on edge. They despised being subjugated by an overwhelming force and the silent threats that accompanied it, but they were unable to break free of their instincts. 

Certain old theories began to circulate again. “Perhaps the archon had some ulterior motive for designating this area as Nightgleam and drawing all the fiends here,” some fiends said. Others chimed in, “I’ve said that all along, but nobody believed me.”

It was true that more than one fiend believed in the possibility. When they first started settling in Nightgleam, quite a few harbored suspicions. But they’d kept an eye on Wu Xingxue for a long time, and they couldn’t figure out what motive he could have. Fiends were self-indulgent creatures, focused on instant gratification. If they couldn’t find something they sought after decades, let alone centuries, they’d simply give up. Wu Xingxue was a fiend just like they were, with the same base instincts. What kind of a fiend would go to such lengths to trick them for a plan a hundred years in the making?

Thus, the flurry of conspiracy theories died out once more in a matter of days, and no one raised them again. The fiends settled down in Nightgleam with ease, as if it were the place they had always belonged.

 

 Following the apricot-blossom lantern festival, Wu Xingxue did not leave Nightgleam again for a long time.

Nonetheless, he and Xiao Fuxuan crossed paths several times afterward. Perhaps the heavens wished to toy with them, or fate dictated that celestials and fiends must meet. Each time they saw one another, Wu Xingxue was in the most compromising condition, at the most inappropriate moment, when he least wished to be seen…and each meeting ended in shambles.

Wu Xingxue began to sidestep all the places in the mortal realm where Xiao Fuxuan was most likely to appear. He’d heard countless people call him “archon of Nightgleam” or say he was “utterly grotesque” and “beyond redemption,” and he’d paid them no heed. But he could never remain so calm when Xiao Fuxuan was there. It felt worse than tearing his own soul asunder.

Wu Xingxue avoided him for a long time.

He heard that the Tianxiu Immortal had received plenty of heavenly edicts throughout that time, but they only sent him to the northern end of the world. He also heard that Tianxiu occasionally appeared in the south, even though all of his duties were in the north. It was as if they both treated the mortal realm as the boundary between them and danced around one another in circles. When they were far apart, mountains and seas stood between them, yet they always heard bits and pieces of conversation about each other from those around them. When they were close, they were only separated by a single city.

Once, Wu Xingxue caught a distant glimpse of Xiao Fuxuan, turned around, and fled.

He leaped a great distance in a single step, landing in another abandoned city a thousand miles away. He looked around at the ruined towers and crumbling bridle path—this was the abandoned imperial capital.

He’d once walked this path with Xiao Fuxuan. He’d tapped the mask in his hand against the knuckles of his other and asked Xiao Fuxuan, “What if there were no more celestials or fiends someday?”

They’d smiled as they’d walked together and bantered about the future. Now, they were only accustomed to walking away from each other.

Wu Xingxue stood on the deserted bridle path for a long while, unable to take a single step. 

This endless circling continued for quite a while.

Until the day Wu Xingxue spotted Xiao Fuxuan in the Valley of Laments.


Chapter 92:
Glamour

 

NIGHT HAD JUST FALLEN OVER the Valley of Laments. The wind never ceased, and the area was shrouded in a dusty haze. Wu Xingxue saw a tall figure standing in the gloom and looking across the long suspension bridge into the mournful valley beyond.

He recognized that silhouette at once. He didn’t need to see Xiao Fuxuan’s face to know it was him.

Like countless times before, Wu Xingxue turned on his heel to leave before Xiao Fuxuan noticed him, but he’d barely taken two steps before he caught a subtle whiff of blood in the air. The scent imbued Xiao Fuxuan’s figure with a sense of loneliness. It was rare to see him in that condition. Wu Xingxue paused mid-step. After a long, conflicted pause, he let out the lightest of sighs and turned back around. He cast the most inscrutable kind of glamour, covered his pupils with a layer of pale haze, and added a scar at the corner of one. Finally, he reined in all of his fiendish vital force. Only then did he allow his long boots to scrape the gravel of the Valley of Laments with a soft rustle. The noise stood out in the quiet night and drew Xiao Fuxuan’s gaze toward him.

Wu Xingxue stopped in his tracks. He stood before Xiao Fuxuan wearing a stranger’s face, and in a stranger’s voice he pretended to be a passerby planning to cross the valley. “I… I smelled blood, so I thought I’d come check.”

Xiao Fuxuan lingered on his face for a long while before he dropped his eyes to his sword hand. Wu Xingxue followed his gaze.

Xiao Fuxuan’s sword hand dripped blood in a slow, steady stream, but it wasn’t clear where the injury was. From what he could recall, Xiao Fuxuan only bled like this when his spiritual core suffered serious damage. Wu Xingxue stared at the flowing blood and felt as if his own heart had been stabbed.

His face tensed imperceptibly, but he kept his tone subdued. He spoke like a true stranger, and even his goodwill was as light as a dragonfly’s wings. 

“Your hand’s been bleeding this whole time. You must be hurt. I have some medicine with me, if you think it might help—”

Before he could finish, Xiao Fuxuan’s wrist shifted as if he was casting an illusion on it. The blood flowing over his hand vanished without a trace.

“No need,” Xiao Fuxuan said dispassionately.

So it’s true, Wu Xingxue thought to himself. Everyone in Urbs Caelestia had said that the Tianxiu Immortal was completely insensitive. His most common replies were Forget it and No need, which left no room for anyone to get close to him or show him goodwill. Wu Xingxue had always believed such comments were hyperbolic. The Xiao Fuxuan he knew only seemed cold but always responded in kind to what others said or did. Now, Wu Xingxue realized the other celestials had been on to something—there wasn’t much he could say in response to Xiao Fuxuan’s reply.

Wu Xingxue blinked, regretting his decision to come over. He silently laughed at himself, but his face showed no signs of dismay. He even managed a smile. “You really don’t need any help?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“I won’t trouble you further, then.”

Xiao Fuxuan’s eyes remained fixed on his face, and when Wu Xingxue smiled, he frowned a little for some reason. As Wu Xingxue turned to walk away, the reticent Tianxiu suddenly asked him, “Aren’t you heading through the valley?”

Wu Xingxue blinked in confusion and turned back to him. “What?”

“Did you come all the way over here just to ask me if I needed medicine, or are you heading through the valley?” Xiao Fuxuan watched him with deep dark eyes, his breath a pale white fog in the air.

In the wilderness at night, malicious creatures often disguised themselves as humans, so it wasn’t unusual for anyone to question why he was there. That must have been the problem.

“I will be passing through the valley, but I must wait until dawn,” Wu Xingxue said calmly. He gestured into the near distance. “See? Everyone who wants to go through the valley is waiting over there.”

A tea stall with lanterns hung up inside had been erected in that direction. When passing caravans did not wish to travel the valley late at night, they rested there until dawn. Travelers both old and young rested by the spirit-warding lamps, and their horses stood nearby, swishing their tails. Those with knowledge of thaumaturgy patrolled to keep the area safe. This was an everyday sight in the Valley of Laments. There were carriages and horses by the tea stall, and Wu Xingxue was dressed just like the people on patrol. His disguise was perfect, so he assumed Xiao Fuxuan would accept it and let him go. They had run out of things to say to each other.

But Xiao Fuxuan spoke again, much to Wu Xingxue’s surprise. His low, deep voice drifted on the night breeze. “What’s wrong with your eye?”

Wu Xingxue’s mind went blank for a second, and he lifted a hand to touch his face. He felt the uneven scar at the corner of his eye, and only then did he remember he’d made some alternations there.

“I was injured a little while back. It left a scar, and sometimes I get some cloudiness in the pupil.”

“Don’t you have medicine with you?”

Wu Xingxue paused. There were many folk remedies that could treat cloudy pupils, often with immediate results. Since he’d told Xiao Fuxuan he carried medicine with him, it made no sense for him to walk around with his eyes entirely clouded. He let out a soft grunt to mask his belated response and shook his head.

“Ordinary methods don’t seem to work.” Once he’d begun, the rest followed effortlessly. He pointed at the valley’s narrow entrance. “I’m passing through the valley to seek out a larger cultivation clan for medical treatment. Maybe they’ll have something.”

Xiao Fuxuan glanced in the direction he was pointing before averting his eyes again. Wu Xingxue assumed that Xiao Fuxuan would end the conversation there with nothing more than an Oh. To Wu Xingxue’s surprise, however, he spoke again.

“The Feng Clan of Reverie?”

Ever since the appearance of Nightgleam and a greater archfiend, the world had also gained many new cultivation clans. Nevertheless, the most renowned among them remained the same. Anyone heading in that direction and seeking a “larger cultivation clan” was probably talking about the Feng Clan. But due to the aberrant timeline, Wu Xingxue’s impression of the Feng Clan was far from positive. He frowned.

“No, not them,” he said. Aside from the Feng Clan, the only other clan from which people frequently sought medical treatment was the Hua Clan, so he continued, “I’m heading to Spring Pennant.”

“Oh,” said Xiao Fuxuan.

Wu Xingxue raised an eyebrow—now this was the reserved and taciturn Tianxiu of rumor. Then, he recalled Xiao Fuxuan’s profile as he’d stared into the valley. He’d been doing nothing more than standing by the cliffside with a sword in his hand, yet the sight of him had evoked a sense of sorrow.

“What about you?” Wu Xingxue couldn’t help but ask.

Xiao Fuxuan looked at him.

“Why are you here?” 

Xiao Fuxuan rarely answered questions like that. Most of his activities were related to heavenly edicts, and he couldn’t say much about them. As time passed, he’d grown accustomed to dodging questions. His typical replies were either I have matters to attend to or No comment. But he fell silent after hearing Wu Xingxue’s question as if lost in thought.

“I just happened to be passing by,” he finally said.

That didn’t sound like something Xiao Fuxuan would say. He’d always been no-nonsense, and he wasn’t the type to stop somewhere he just happened to be for a prolonged gaze. Wu Xingxue desperately wanted to ask more, but as a mere stranger in a chance meeting, he had no justification for pressing further. 

He didn’t learn for a long time why Xiao Fuxuan was standing in front of the Valley of Laments that day. Xiao Fuxuan alone knew…

 

Xiao Fuxuan had stopped before the Valley of Laments that day because he’d once overheard that Yunhai perished at the hands of a fiend in the area. Mingwu Hua Xin had descended to the mortal realm and slain the fiend with his sword, then erected a statue of Yunhai in the Valley of Laments in remembrance. Thereafter, it was said that every celestial who was ever cast down to the mortal realm received a statue there. The entire Valley of Laments was like a secret, tranquil mausoleum where forgotten celestials slumbered.

Xiao Fuxuan wasn’t a melancholic person, nor did he intend to enter the valley and disturb them. But whenever he passed by this desolate gorge or heard tales of celestials cast down to the mortal realm and forgotten, he would stop and turn to the deep valley that stretched beyond his sight. Somehow, whenever he stood there and stared into the valley’s misty haze, he felt that he too missed someone.

It was an odd, contradictory feeling. He merely had to stand before the Valley of Laments to feel this powerful sense of longing, yet he knew that who he longed for wasn’t anyone carved into a statue below. He did not know who it was he missed, but whenever the yearning surfaced, he felt as if he would never be happy again.

The last time the feeling had struck him, he’d been in the south and had just caught sight of the notorious archfiend Wu Xingxue from afar. After that, he’d spent sixty years entangled in the affairs of the Northern Domain of Tealspire and hadn’t found time to visit the mortal realm.

This time, as he passed by the Valley of Laments, the mortal realm was approaching the two hundredth year of Clear River.

 

Wu Xingxue was only going to disguise himself for a little while. Once Xiao Fuxuan—who “just happened to be passing by”—finally left, Wu Xingxue would remove the glamour, walk through the valley, and head in the other direction.

Things never went the way he expected. 

There was a disturbance in the region that day, ghouls stirring up trouble or something, and the area became quite dangerous. As a result, the Tianxiu Immortal changed his mind and decided to stay in the Valley of Laments for the night.

Since he was staying, Wu Xingxue had no choice but to maintain the charade and spend the night in the tea stall. Thankfully, there were quite a few carriages around, and one of them blocked the spirit-warding lamps around which the others were gathered. He sat at the side of a square table in the dusty wilderness with his chin propped in one hand and halfheartedly listened to the travelers’ idle chatter.

The great archon of Nightgleam didn’t even have a bed, yet he felt more at ease here than in Fly-On-By.

His elongated eyes were heavy as he languidly studied the people around him. Atop the thatch-roofed hut, Wu Xingxue sensed someone sitting alone and meditating as he guarded this domain. It was the person who had once promised that he would stay by Wu Xingxue’s side for a hundred years, or three hundred, or longer. Once upon a time, beneath a sky brimming with stars, they had kissed just like mortal lovers.

In the blink of an eye, two hundred years had passed them by.

The commoners who had stayed overnight set out the next morning with their carriages and goods to cross the valley. They formed a long line and proceeded along the narrow mountain pass. Wu Xingxue sighed to himself.

How I’ve spent the last night and day of my life is ridiculous. But he followed the caravan at a moderate pace and stopped to rest at intervals as they traversed the Valley of Laments. When birds flew by, he’d shield his eyes from the light and look up. He could see neither hide nor hair of Xiao Fuxuan, but he knew he was up there, atop the cliffs.

The caravan included the elderly and children, and they moved slowly on foot. It took them almost all day to cross the long valley. Most were headed toward Reverie’s main city, while a smaller number turned down a side road toward Spring Pennant. Wu Xingxue continued to move along unhurriedly. As he passed through the gates of Spring Pennant, those who’d traveled with him vanished into the city’s maze of alleys and disappeared from sight.

His own steps faltered. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied a tall figure leaning against the blue-stone brick wall of a narrow alleyway, sword in his arms. Wu Xingxue wanted to pretend he didn’t see him, but he’d already stopped walking, so such pretense would give him away. He decided to play dumb and turned toward the narrow alleyway.

“Did you come here with the caravan too?” he asked Xiao Fuxuan with a hint of confusion. “How come I never saw you along the way?”

Instead of answering him, Xiao Fuxuan asked, “Are you lodging at the Hua estate?”

Wu Xingxue thought about it. “Not quite. I spent too many hours on the road today. I’m covered in dirt and far from presentable. I’ll rest and clean up before calling on them tomorrow.”

Xiao Fuxuan looked beyond the alley. There was an inn not far away.

“Why did you come to Spring Pennant?” Wu Xingxue asked.

Xiao Fuxuan’s brows furrowed, then relaxed again. “Let’s say…to thank you for the medicine you offered me.”

Wu Xingxue stilled.

There were a few moments, especially while Xiao Fuxuan was answering his questions no matter what he asked, when he’d fooled himself into forgetting that he was now the infamous archon of Nightgleam. But why else would Xiao Fuxuan have followed him all the way here? Xiao Fuxuan could hardly come out and say he was suspicious of Wu Xingxue’s identity. Gratitude was a much better excuse and in keeping with how Xiao Fuxuan preferred to conduct himself.

“Oh,” sighed Wu Xingxue with a smile.

Xiao Fuxuan didn’t reply, just stared at him for a while. When he did speak, his voice was low. “There are things I must attend to. You—” For some reason, he cut himself off mid-sentence. “Never mind. I’m leaving.” 

He vanished into the alleyway.

Wu Xingxue stayed where he was for a long time. Only when he was certain Xiao Fuxuan had really left did his tense shoulders finally drop. He could sense Xiao Fuxuan’s presence heading north, and he waited until it disappeared completely before turning in that direction.

It was close to sunset. Dusk painted the sky scarlet and cast a faint red hue on the highways of Spring Pennant. Wu Xingxue stood on one road and removed his glamour layer by layer. It had been a long time since he’d spoken so much with anyone and just as long since he’d lifted an eyebrow or smiled without thinking. For a few seconds, he was in a rather good mood, but as he shed his glamour, his expression grew dispirited once more.

Yes, he’d talked to someone with whom he shared a once-unbreakable connection, but he had done so with the face of a stranger. 

As soon as he stepped out of Spring Pennant, he received a letter from Nightgleam. His handful of subordinates had gone to Fly-On-By, only to find his residence entirely vacant. They’d sent a message to ask, Archon, where have you gone?

Who knows, he thought. He couldn’t be bothered to reply just then. With a rub of his fingertips, the letter turned to ash.

He’d left Nightgleam because he had something he must do. He was looking for someone.

Years ago, he had left harmless runes on his two pageboys so he could sense them if they one day reincarnated as humans. They’d been with him for so long, after all. He’d recently felt some resonance from the runes. If they were working as they should, then the two little ones must have returned to the world.

He’d sensed the presence of the runes in two separate locations: one in a village near the Boundless Sea and the other on the southern outskirts of Mian Province. Both locations were several thousand miles from Spring Pennant. Wu Xingxue had no plans to do anything when he reached them; he just wanted to check, to know where they were.

Nevertheless, when he arrived at those places, each of the rune traces had already disappeared.

It was a common folk saying that children born in midwinter tended to die young because it was hard to keep them alive. Both of the little ones had just happened to be reborn in the north to impoverished families, and both had passed away soon after birth. By the time Wu Xingxue found them, they lay in tiny graves amid the snowy landscape. Their two families never knew that, on the nights they spent wiping away tears, an archfiend crept behind their houses to set the sticky-rice candy his pageboys had once loved beside their fresh graves.

After that, Wu Xingxue often released common seeker talismans. He would fold two at a time into figurines or birds and send them out to track the pageboys’ runes. He would also send one out to keep tabs on the Tianxiu Immortal.

He wanted to know where Xiao Fuxuan was to avoid him more easily. Yet the seeker talismans for Xiao Fuxuan always failed, and he frequently ran into him in the mortal realm despite his best efforts. Sometimes he did not get away quickly enough, and other times his failures to escape were so inexplicable it seemed he was simply fated to encounter him. 

Eventually, though he couldn’t pinpoint exactly when, Wu Xingxue started casting a nigh-impenetrable glamour on himself when he encountered Xiao Fuxuan. Just like Wu Xingxue had during their encounter in the Valley of Laments, he took on different faces and shells. Over the years, he wore many disguises, becoming a series of passing strangers in Xiao Fuxuan’s life.

Sometimes, Wu Xingxue approached Xiao Fuxuan because his solitary figure filled his heart with sorrow. Other times, Xiao Fuxuan was wounded, and Wu Xingxue couldn’t help but worry. Each time, he assumed a stranger’s form. The Tianxiu Immortal was kinder among common people than among the celestials of Urbs Caelestia. When he mistook Wu Xingxue for a commoner, they ended up having longer conversations that could even be described as pleasant.

No matter how joyful such moments were, Wu Xingxue grew withdrawn afterward. Xiao Fuxuan was burdened with heavy work during those years and had few opportunities to visit the mortal realm.

Five years passed in the blink of an eye, then ten years more, and so they spent decades in this state. So long that Wu Xingxue was once more able to track down the runes from the two pageboys’ reincarnations. This time, he brought them back to Fly-On-By to escape from lives of misery. The two little pageboys thus became the other two long-term residents of Fly-On-By, just as they’d been back at the Seat of Spring Breeze. One was called Ning Huaishan and the other Fang Chu.

Fang Chu had been the elder brother, once upon a time. He was a bit more grounded and kept Fly-On-By well organized. Ning Huaishan was the energetic one and often accompanied Wu Xingxue on outings.

Every now and then, they would run into Xiao Fuxuan. Ning Huaishan never understood why the archon looked so listless after he ran into the Tianxiu Immortal. Sometimes, Wu Xingxue was silent for days after. If seeing Tianxiu was so awful, why not avoid him altogether?

Of course, he never had the guts to ask Wu Xingxue this question, and even if he had, he wouldn’t have received an answer.

Wu Xingxue had no way to explain to Ning Huaishan or anyone else that his meetings with Xiao Fuxuan were not awful at all. And the less awful they were, the more sorrowful he felt after, because he could wear any face in the world with Xiao Fuxuan except for his own.

He had been many strangers with many faces and wild, fabricated aliases. They would exchange a few words with Xiao Fuxuan one day, only to be swallowed up by the crowd the next. Their paths would never cross again. He could be anyone at all, except for the archon of Nightgleam Wu Xingxue. He knew this but couldn’t help feeling sad.

Nevertheless, he’d accepted that this path would be as endless as those heavenly edicts commanding him to cut aberrant timelines.

Until they met again…

 

That day, Wu Xingxue left because he sensed a slight disturbance in the other half of the Arbor Divinus’s soul. It was subtle, but he wanted to check on it, so he traveled to the shores of the Boundless Sea.

It was unsafe that day by the Boundless Sea. For some reason, a huge group of clan disciples had gathered there, and all of them were wounded. Some supported one another, some sat cross-legged on the ground, and others moved through the crowd carrying silken pouches from which they distributed elixir pills. They covered the whole ferry crossing and seaside stronghold in disarray.

Wu Xingxue eavesdropped and caught words like “rampaging fiend” from their disorderly chatter. He wasn’t surprised, really. Something that could injure almost a hundred clan disciples couldn’t have been merely an internal scuffle.

But who, he wondered, could the rampaging fiend possibly be? Everyone knew of the hovering tealfire lamps that guarded the gates of Nightgleam, each crafted by Wu Xingxue himself. They knew the purpose of the tealfire lamps was to prevent outsiders from barging into Nightgleam, but few knew the lamps also helped Wu Xingxue monitor the fiends within the city. He knew exactly who left the city, who entered it, and when. From what he could gather, only a handful of fiends had left the city in the past two days, and none had gone toward the Boundless Sea. Moreover, there weren’t any troublesome figures among those who were away—none who could reduce almost a hundred disciples to this state, anyway.

He quickly lost interest in the fiend’s identity when the ferry crossing suddenly fell into further chaos. The disciples who’d taken the healing elixir pills cried out in pain, one after another, and dropped to the ground, where they writhed and grimaced in agony. The remaining disciples were too alarmed to take the elixir, and the disciples distributing the pills froze and gripped their baskets full of medicine, unsure what to do next. The mouth of one of the medicine jars was wide open, and the smell of the contents drifted to Wu Xingxue on the wind.

He had encountered similar situations many times over the years and realized from one sniff what the problem was.

He could have just ignored it, but the chaos around him was giving him a headache, and he still had to travel via this ferry crossing. He shook his head, assumed a glamour, and stepped onto the high eaves of the seaside stronghold. There, he untied the embroidered pouch from his belt and began to sift through it with his long fingers.

Just then, another sound came from the eaves. When Wu Xingxue heard the soft clack of a scabbard, his fingers stiffened. He didn’t need to turn around to know who was behind him. The wind carried Tianxiu’s all-too-familiar scent and the faint smell of blood.

Blood again. Why is he always injured? Wu Xingxue closed his eyes for a moment. 

The sound of the scabbard’s scraping stopped next to him, and Xiao Fuxuan’s voice rang out calmly. “There are so many people down there. Why are you standing on the roof?”

Wu Xingxue opened his eyes. His heart felt pricked by a mass of fine needles, but his expression maintained its implacable calm. He wore a glamour so convincing that even a celestial would find it impossible to identify him.

Just as always, he was a complete stranger.

“I’m up here to do them a small favor,” he said with a stranger’s voice. “What about you? Who are you, and why are you on this roof?”

He finally turned to look at the person beside him.

It’d been a long while since they’d last met. Xiao Fuxuan looked like he’d lost weight. The lines of his brow bone and the bridge of his nose seemed sharper than ever, his eyes more deep-set. Perhaps it was the smell of blood, but there was a rare hint of weariness about him as well. The fatigue was barely noticeable, almost concealed by his overall sharp impression.

Eyes lowered, Xiao Fuxuan glanced over to the ferry crossing, then turned his attention toward Wu Xingxue. He lingered on Wu Xingxue’s face for quite a while. He did not answer Wu Xingxue’s question; instead, he glanced at the elixir pill between Wu Xingxue’s fingers.

“What kind of help? Feeding them elixir?” he asked.

Wu Xingxue quickly inspected Xiao Fuxuan. He did not see any visible wounds, and the odor of blood had faded in the wind. Only then did he answer.

“Sort of. To be precise, I want to swap out their elixir without their notice. They’ve been wounded by fiends, and the pills they took have gotten some seawater in them. It’s making them sick—they’ve been crying out for a while now.”

“And how do you plan to do it without them noticing?” Xiao Fuxuan asked calmly.

Wu Xingxue choked for a moment. He could have slipped through the crowd without anyone knowing, lighter than a passing breeze. Switching out some pills was hardly a challenge for a world-famous archfiend like him. Now that Xiao Fuxuan was here, he could no longer take that approach. Neither an ordinary clan disciple nor an ordinary fiend could achieve anything like that. 

He pretended to think it over. “Seems I underestimated the difficulty. I don’t think I can manage it. What about you? Which clan are you from? Got a way to restrain them?”

“Which ones?” asked Xiao Fuxuan.

“All of them,” answered Wu Xignxue. 

“Oh,” Xiao Fuxuan said quietly. As soon as the word left his lips, everyone at the ferry crossing froze in time, motionless.

Wu Xingxue raised his eyebrows, then continued to rummage through his embroidered pouch. After he’d sorted it out, he lifted his head to find that Xiao Fuxuan had been watching his face the whole time. 

Xiao Fuxuan saw that his expression suggested things were not as he’d hoped. “What’s wrong?”

“I don’t have enough.”

“How many do you have?”

Wu Xingxue hesitated. “Ten.”

Xiao Fuxuan was stunned. There were almost a hundred people below crying out for a remedy, yet the man had only ten pills—a significant shortage indeed. But what was more surprising to Wu Xingxue was the look on Xiao Fuxuan’s face. Before he realized what was happening, Wu Xingxue began to laugh, still clutching his pouch tight.

When his laughter faded, he saw Xiao Fuxuan was still watching him. Wu Xingxue paused. For a moment, the corner of the eaves was a very quiet place.

“Hmm? Something wrong?”

Xiao Fuxuan averted his gaze. “It’s nothing. There isn’t enough medicine. What will you do?”

Wu Xingxue rummaged idly through the embroidered pouch again. “I’ll just have to resort to a more underhanded method.”

“Hm?” Xiao Fuxuan hummed curiously. 

Wu Xingxue pointed at the motionless clan disciples. “Can you make them open their mouths?” He knew Xiao Fuxuan could do it, of course.

Sure enough, as soon as he asked, the disciples opened their mouths before freezing again. It was a shocking, amusing sight, even a bit cheeky. Wu Xingxue chuckled.

“I’m going to head down there.”

He leaped from the high eaves like a wandering cloud, there and gone. Xiao Fuxuan stayed behind for a time, his eyes cast down at the cloud that landed without a sound, then he too jumped down.

Wu Xingxue infused some talisman paper with the ten elixir pills he had and held the paper until it burned into fine ash. He moved among the disciples and placed a small pinch of ash into each of their mouths. In the middle of pinching and pinching, he suddenly stopped and turned to Xiao Fuxuan. 

“They can’t see me, right?”

“What is it?” asked Xiao Fuxuan.

“Oh, it’s not important really. I’m just worried that they’ll remember what I look like, decide they’ve been made fools of, then come looking for me to settle the score.”

In truth, it didn’t matter whether they remembered him; he was wearing a disguise to begin with. Even if they studied his false face, they couldn’t track him down by it. But as he looked toward Xiao Fuxuan across the group of disciples, he recalled the trace of weariness he’d noticed earlier. He quietly approached Xiao Fuxuan.

“I need company, at least. Can’t have them remembering just me. Give me your hand.”

Xiao Fuxuan looked down at him with heavy-lidded eyes. It seemed he wanted to say something, but he closed his mouth as soon as he’d opened it. He silently extended his palm toward Wu Xingxue.

Wu Xingxue stared at the hand that had once intertwined with his in moments of passion, overwhelmed by a sudden rush of complicated emotions. It was so strange. Two hundred years had gone by, but he still wanted to tease him, wanted to see the aloof Tianxiu make exceptions for him over and over again.

But even if Xiao Fuxuan did make an exception for him, Wu Xingxue couldn’t celebrate it. Because Xiao Fuxuan was bending the rules for someone else, someone wearing a stranger’s face, using a stranger’s name. It wasn’t him.

Wu Xingxue stood still. The corners of his mouth curved upward, but his gaze remained lowered. Finally, he pushed the rest of the ashes into Xiao Fuxuan’s hand.

“The rest is up to you,” he said breezily.

Only after Xiao Fuxuan walked some distance away did Wu Xingxue turn to look at him. His expression was unchanged, and he revealed no sign of his distress. As long as he did not wish to show it, no one could ever tell what he was feeling.

Xiao Fuxuan gave the last disciple a pinch of talisman ashes, then looked over at Wu Xingxue. He understood the signal right away and slipped behind the seaside stronghold with a smile. Once Xiao Fuxuan removed the spell, the clan disciples recovered from their petrified state.

They automatically pursed their lips, but all they could sense was a bitter, inexplicable taste in their mouths. Before they could wonder what that was about, the ones who had been writhing in pain before cried out in surprise.

“I feel better… I’m all better now!”

The others also realized the wounds they’d suffered were no longer leaking blood, and the infernal energy swirling around them had faded. They’d been miraculously healed.

Wu Xingxue leaned against the wall and listened to the clan disciples chatter and call out to one another as they prepared to leave the ferry crossing behind. Before long, all the hustle and bustle returned to silence. Wu Xingxue straightened and stepped out from behind the wall to come face to face with Xiao Fuxuan, who was walking toward him. Wu Xingxue stopped and looked up at him. He could barely maintain the smile on his face.

Collecting himself, he pointed toward the ferry crossing.

“The little favor I wanted to do for them is done, so I should get going,” he said. 

In truth, he couldn’t stand the thought of leaving. It was like this every time—like drinking poison to quench one’s thirst.

Xiao Fuxuan had his back to the dimming sky, which made his expression a little hard to read. Wu Xingxue could see just enough to notice his eyebrows draw together before they relaxed again.

“Where do you plan to go?” Xiao Fuxuan asked.

Wu Xingxue was heading to the area where the Northern Domain of Tealspire was located, but since Xiao Fuxuan was here, he must have been headed to Tealspire as well. Wu Xingxue would have to go somewhere else. He thought about it for a moment, but instead of providing specifics, he merely gave a direction:

“South.” 

He wore a fabricated appearance, the guise of a stranger, and he had no other way to bid Xiao Fuxuan farewell. He was simply a passerby who would appear only once in Xiao Fuxuan’s life. 

Every time he spoke to Xiao Fuxuan, it was like this. He couldn’t even murmur See you later, so he merely smiled with curved eyes and brushed past to walk toward the ferry crossing—an unspoken farewell, just like every time before.

A line of lanterns hung from long poles at the ferry crossing and swayed gently in the wind. By the time the black-canopied boat docked, the smile had faded from Wu Xingxue’s face, and his elongated eyes were half lidded. As he lifted the string of lanterns to duck into the boat, someone approached him from behind and grabbed his hand.

Wu Xingxue was stunned. He stared blankly ahead for ages before he snapped his head around.

He heard Xiao Fuxuan’s deep voice.

He said, “Wu Xingxue, what do you look like without your glamour?” He said, “Wu Xingxue, I want to see your face.”

The night was similar to the first night of the first year of Clear River, but more than two hundred years had passed. The sky was still gray and laden with snow at the ferry crossing by the shore of the Boundless Sea.

Until that day, no one had remembered the Rex Spiritus who’d been expunged from existence. Yet there’d always been one person in the world who never once mistook his eyes.
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SETTING

 

Three Hundred Years of Longing does not take place in any recognizable historical period or location; even its cultivation world is largely unlike those in its genre. The goal of cultivation is to ascend the white pagoda atop Mount Taiyin and reach apotheosis in Urbs Caelestia—which no longer exists, making celestial cultivation a dead end. The Imperial Capital fell many years ago, and the world is now overrun with fiends.

All the immortals are gone. This is a dying world.

 

CHARACTERS

MAIN CHARACTERS

WU XINGXUE 乌行雪 (“A RAVEN WHO WALKS ON SNOW”): The archon of the fiend haven Nightgleam, and the most powerful of all archfiends. Formerly Rex Spiritus of Urbs Caelestia.

XIAO FUXUAN 萧复暄 (“THE RETURN OF WARMTH TO DESOLATION”): The Tianxiu Immortal. Tianxiu (天宿) is the mansion that houses all the constellations. His title reads as: All the stars in the sky. His courtesy name, Mian—absolution—is also the name of his sword.

 

SUPPORTING CHARACTERS

FANG CHU 方储: An underling of Wu Xingxue. Initially known by his missing arm.

FENG FEISHI 封非是: The eldest son of the previous Feng Clan matriarch, Feng Shulan. Current elder of the Feng Clan.

FENG JUYAN 封居燕: The daughter and second eldest of the previous Feng Clan matriarch, Feng Shulan. Current matriarch of the Feng Clan.

FENG SHULAN 封殊蘭: The previous matriarch of the Feng Clan and mother of Feng Feishi, Feng Juyan, and Feng Xueli.

GENERAL BAI 白將: A young general who died beneath the Arbor Divinus.

HUA XIN 花信: The Chief Immortal of the Spirit Terrace, with the Daoist name Mingwu—clarity of emptiness. After Urbs Caelestia’s destruction and the death of all of its celestials, he has taken another form.

MENG GU 夢姑: One of two ministers of Urbs Caelestia’s Pavilion of Rites. Has a fiery disposition.

NING HUAISHAN 宁怀衫: An underling of Wu Xingxue. Appears around fourteen years of age due to poisoning.

SANG FENG 桑奉: One of two ministers of Urbs Caelestia’s Pavilion of Rites. A bit of a mother hen.

SMILING FOX 笑狐: A childhood companion and servant to Feng Xueli.

XUELI 薛禮: The current Archon of Nightgleam. A necromancer. Third child of the previous Feng matriarch, but has since turned his back on his family and discarded his surname.

YI WUSHENG 医梧生: An alchemist of the Hua Clan who specializes in somniamancy. His previous possession by the fiend Yunhai has left him with only a few days to live.

 

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

Mandarin Chinese is the official state language of mainland China, and pinyin is the official system of romanization in which it is written. As Mandarin is a tonal language, pinyin uses diacritical marks (e.g., ā, á, ǎ, à) to indicate these tonal inflections. Most words use one of four tones, though some are a neutral tone. Furthermore, regional variance can change the way native Chinese speakers pronounce the same word. For those reasons and more, please consider the guide below a simplified introduction to pronunciation of select character names from Three Hundred Years of Longing.

More resources are available at sevenseasdanmei.com

 

NOTE ON SPELLING

Romanized Mandarin Chinese words with identical spelling in pinyin—and even pronunciation—may well have different meanings. These words are more easily differentiated in written Chinese, which uses logographic characters.

 

Wū Xíngxuě

Wū as in swoop

Xíng as in shing, xu as shoo, ě as in error

 

Xiāo Fùxuān

Fù as in food (but keep it short), x as in shut, uān as in when

 

GENERAL CONSONANTS

Some Mandarin Chinese consonants sound very similar, such as z/c/s and zh/ch/sh. Audio samples will provide the best opportunity to learn the difference between them.

 

X: somewhere between the sh in sheep and s in silk

Q: a very aspirated ch as in charm

C: ts as in pants

Z: z as in zoom

S: s as in silk

CH: ch as in charm

ZH: dg as in dodge

SH: sh as in shave

G: hard g as in graphic

 

GENERAL VOWELS

The pronunciation of a vowel may depend on its preceding consonant. For example, the “i” in “shi” is distinct from the “i” in “di.” Vowel pronunciation may also change depending on where the vowel appears in a word, for example the “i” in “shi” versus the “i” in “ting.” Finally, compound vowels are often—though not always—pronounced as conjoined but separate vowels. You’ll find a few of the trickier compounds below.

 

IU: as in ewe

IE: ye as in yes

UO: war as in warm


GLOSSARY

 

ARCANE FORMATIONS: Spells cast by placing items in specific configurations, usually finalized with a keystone or talisman.

 

COURTESY NAME: In this story, a name given upon invocation that demonstrates respect.

 

CULTIVATION/CULTIVATORS: In this story, there are around a hundred cultivation clans in the world, and two ways of achieving apotheosis: by the sword or by alchemy. Both involve strengthening one’s celestial core. When a cultivator coalesces their vital energies into a celestial core, they can ascend to the white pagoda atop Mount Taiyin and through the gates of Urbs Caelestia. There, they undergo a ceremony at the Spirit Terrace, receive a set of heavenly edicts, and become immortal celestials. They are then commissioned either to act as a numen of a place or to oversee an idea. To mortals, celestials are gods. Since the destruction of Urbs Caelestia, cultivators can no longer become celestials, so many follow the infernal path and become fiends instead.

 

FIEND: Infernally aligned creatures, often once human but not always, and distinct from ghosts and ghouls. Examples include huskreavers, which devour beings from the inside out, and necromancers, who use sorcery to control the dead. Fiends cultivate an infernal core by absorbing living vital energy.

 

GHOUL: Creatures originating from the dead. They feed on vital energies, flesh, and bones of the living.

 

HEAVENLY EDICTS: Orders given to celestials by the Heavenly Principles.

 

HEAVENLY PRINCIPLES: The natural law that governs all. Heavenly mandates or punishments are backed by the Heavenly Principles.

 

HEAVENLY TRIBULATIONS: Trials given to cultivators so they can gain strength. In this story, they act as punishments and only arise due to karmic retribution.

 

JOSS PAPER OFFERINGS: In ancestral worship, spirit money is folded from thin, easily burnt joss paper decorated with gold or silver foil. The paper is shaped into representations of ingots, servants, or even whole houses, then burnt as an offering. In this universe, the same material is used to create celestial pageboys and emissaries, and also serves as a near-instantaneous letter mail service.

 

JOSS STICKS: Incense burned as offerings to gods (celestials). Without offerings, celestials are demoted and can lose their celestial core.

 

LANTERN FESTIVAL: While the most famous lantern festival, the Yuanxiao, is celebrated on the fifteenth day of the first lunar month, the Shangsi Festival falls on the third day of the third lunar month. However, it does not traditionally involve sky lanterns but river rituals with floating lanterns.

 

MERIDIANS: Body channels and points mapped like constellations on the body that channel vital energy.

 

NECROMANCY: The manipulation of dead bodies for infernal cultivation.

 

NUMEN: A celestial with spiritual influence over a place. 

 

PHANTOM SWORDS: Sword cultivators create tangible phantom copies of their weapons, which can be sent flying.

 

PUPPETS: Lifelike bodies made of paper talismans, folded like origami and animated by thaumaturgy. Can be controlled but are limited in action.

 

REVENANT: Ghosts lingering in the mortal world due to a desire for vengeance.

 

SKY LANTERNS: Also known as Kongming lanterns, as their invention is often attributed to Zhuge Liang—courtesy name Kongming—the renowned strategist of the Three Kingdoms era. A sky lantern consists of a thin oiled-rice-paper shell over a bamboo frame that carries a small candle.

 

SOMNIAMANCY: The study of souls and their travel through dreams. Yi Wusheng is the only known expert.

 

SORCERY: The power wielded by fiends.

 

THAUMATURGY: The power wielded by celestials.

 

TRIBULATION PERIOD: The term used by fiends to describe the recurring effects of being haunted by the vengeful spirits of those they have killed. This condition manifests as a persistent, extreme sensation of cold. Despite the name, it is unrelated to Heavenly Tribulations, though fiends like to think it is.

 

VITAL ENERGY: A force that exists in everyone. Can be focused and used as a force or as a softer but tangible aura that feels like a change in air pressure. Some techniques deplete it and require recovery time, such as Xiao Fuxuan’s Fate’s Victoria, and must be used sparingly.

 

WARDS/RESTRICTIONS: Persistent spells restricting movement between locations, usually placed on doors or borders.


Footnotes

 

Chapter 73: Evanescence

[1] The first line contains the name “Wusheng” in wu—phoenix tree—and sheng—grows. The second line contains “Zhaotai” in zhao—shines—and tai—terrace.
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