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Glossary

 

While not required reading, this glossary is intended to offer further context to the many concepts and terms utilized throughout this novel and provide a starting point for learning more about the rich Chinese culture from which these stories were written. 

China is home to dozens of cultures, and its history spans thousands of years. The provided definitions are not strictly universal across all these cultural groups, and this simplified overview is meant for new readers unfamiliar with the concepts. This glossary should not be considered a definitive source, especially for more complex ideas.

 

GENRES

 

Danmei

Danmei (耽美 / “indulgence in beauty”) is a Chinese fiction genre focused on romanticized tales of love and attraction between men. It is analogous to the BL (boys’ love) genre in Japanese media. The majority of well-known danmei writers are women writing for women, although all genders produce and enjoy the genre.

 

Wuxia

Wuxia (武侠 / “martial heroes”) is one of the oldest Chinese literary genres and consists of tales of noble heroes fighting evil and injustice. It often follows martial artists, monks, or rogues, who live apart from the ruling government, which is often seen as useless or corrupt. These societal outcasts—both voluntary and not—settle disputes among themselves, adhering to their own moral codes over the governing law.

 Characters in wuxia focus primarily on human concerns, such as political strife between factions and advancing their own personal sense of justice. True wuxia is low on magical or supernatural elements. To Western moviegoers, a well-known example is Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.

 

Xianxia

Xianxia (仙侠 / “immortal heroes”) is a genre related to wuxia that places more emphasis on the supernatural. Its characters often strive to become stronger, with the end goal of extending their life span or achieving immortality.

Xianxia heavily features Daoist themes, while cultivation and the pursuit of immortality are both genre requirements. If these are not the story’s central focus, it is not xianxia. The Scum Villain’s Self-Saving System, Grandmaster of Demonic Cultivation, and Heaven Official’s Blessing are all considered part of both the danmei and xianxia genres.

 

Webnovels

Webnovels are novels serialized by chapter online, and the websites that host them are considered spaces for indie and amateur writers. Many novels, dramas, comics, and animated shows produced in China are based on popular webnovels. 

Heaven Official’s Blessing was first serialized on the website JJWXC.


Chapter 81:
Why Not Xuli, Why Not Jing Wen

 

IT WAS A MAN’S voice, one that sounded very foreign. 

Even though Xie Lian knew that he couldn’t be heard from the other end, he still hushed his voice. “Someone’s there. I don’t know if he’ll harm General Pei. We have to find where they are as soon as possible.” 

The two on the other end seemed completely stunned by the newcomer, and it took a moment for Pei Ming to speak.

“Might I ask who My Lord is? Why hide your face if you’ve gone this far?”

“You should ask yourself that question,” the voice said.

“They must have a grudge against you,” Ling Wen said. “Probably another ghost woman you ruined.” 

“Keep spouting drivel with your eyes wide open, why don’t you…? Just which part of this…thing…looks like a woman? Besides, he didn’t just capture me—maybe he’s got a grudge against you.” 

“Never mind all that. At a time like this, let’s not discuss where the blame lies—let’s overcome this obstacle together,” Ling Wen said. “It’s also possible he’s got a grudge against both of us. Do you recall anyone like that?” 

“Not specifically. There’re too many,” Pei Ming said.

The man must have approached them, as his voice became louder. But strangely, there was no accompanying sound of footsteps—there was instead a series of odd thumping sounds. 

“Can you two be a little less shameless and stop flirting in front of me?” he griped.

His words and tone seemed to reveal something, and after a brief silence, Ling Wen spoke. 

“You’re…Jing Wen-zhenjun?”

The voice didn’t respond. Pei Ming seemed to be a little taken aback as well. 

“Jing Wen-zhenjun? No way. Did Jing Wen-zhenjun ever speak so impolitely?” 

Ling Wen humphed. “He’s always been like this. He puts on one face in front of others and another in front of me. Of course you don’t recognize him.”

On his end, Xie Lian furrowed his brows. “Jing Wen-zhenjun?” 

He thought he could faintly remember the name, but he couldn’t be sure. The name sounded like a civil god; there were far too many civil gods who used the same collection of words in their titles: “literature,” “respect,” or “tranquility.”3

Pei Xiu explained in a low voice. “Jing Wen-zhenjun, was, the, previous top-ranking civil god, who first, appointed Ling, Wen-zhenjun to the, heavens!” 

With this, Xie Lian finally remembered. The first time he ascended, Ling Wen was still a junior civil official in the Lower Court—not yet the top-ranking civil god of the Upper Court. And apparently Jing Wen-zhenjun was the previous number one. However, Jing Wen had long since declined as a god; there was not a single Temple of Jing Wen to be found within a four-hundred-kilometer radius. 

“Everyone knows each other, so why can’t we just talk peacefully?” Xie Lian couldn’t help but wonder aloud. “Must we bring out the weapons and the ropes right at the start?”

“It’s because everyone knows each other that the knives come first.” Hua Cheng replied.

The words had only just left Hua Cheng’s lips when Jing Wen spoke again on the other end. Since his identity had been revealed, it seemed he felt the need to put on a front, and he changed his tone to something more polite. Nonetheless, his words were still barbed.

“Nangong, weren’t you pleased with being the top-ranking civil god in the Upper Court? Why did you break your golden bowl and come running here?”

Pei Ming piped up. “You see? His grudge is against you. It’s your fault I got dragged into this.” 

“General Pei,” Jing Wen continued, “don’t think that you’re off the hook just because I’m seeking vengeance against Nangong. This wench insulted and harassed my worshippers and secretly desecrated my Temples of Jing Wen, adding fuel to the fire. But don’t think I don’t know who loaned her the martial officials who helped her!” 

“…”

“Don’t you laugh either, Nangong,” Jing Wen continued. “And to think I appointed you back then because I valued your talent! This is how you repay me? You ungrateful, venomous wench. I’ve waited for this day for too long—too long!” 

Xie Lian covered his forehead with his palm. The Three Tumors certainly live up to their name—each nastier than the last!

Unexpectedly, Ling Wen gave a flat reply. “Jing Wen-zhenjun, there’s no one here but us right now, and you’ve had your say. Why keep up the act? Did you actually appoint me as a deputy official because you valued my talent? Others might not know what really happened, but I’m sure you remember the details. Just why did you appoint me? And do you recall how you treated me afterward?” 

Xie Lian was growing more curious the longer he listened. “What happened between Jing Wen-zhenjun and Ling Wen? General Pei Junior, do you know the story behind this?” 

Pei Xiu was also listening intently. “I’m, sorry. I had yet to, ascend, at, the time, so I don’t, know much.” 

His broken sentences are probably beyond saving, Xie Lian thought. Hua Cheng spoke up. 

“Gege, no need to ask others. Just ask me.”

Xie Lian was amazed. “San Lang, you know about heaven’s past scandals too?”

As it turned out, that was no exaggeration—when it came to the shady history and associated hearsay of every major heavenly official in the Upper Court, Hua Cheng certainly did his homework. He nodded and told Xie Lian what he knew.

The story was this: Jing Wen and Ling Wen were both civil gods born of the Kingdom of Xuli. Jing Wen was older than Ling Wen by many centuries, and he had a deep foundation in the Kingdom of Xuli. Originally, the two weren’t supposed to cross paths.

However, one year, the Kingdom of Xuli conducted a ceremonial festival to revere and worship the civil gods. As a part of the festival, there was a small contest. Young scholars were to compose anonymous essays that would be hung in the kingdom’s largest civil god temple—at the time, the Palace of Jing Wen. The Kingdom of Xuli itself was the subject, and the content of the essays was unrestricted. The compositions would be judged by the people, and the best of the bunch would be selected as the winner and afforded much commendation.

At the time, Jing Wen-zhenjun had descended to dally about the Mortal Realm, and on impulse he thought it’d be fun to transform into a scholar and join the contest. With an easy swing of his brush, he wrote a jaunty, elegant piece, singing praises of the glory of the Kingdom of Xuli. He was quite confident that his composition would stand out from the crowd and take first place. He imagined that if he revealed his true form once the results of the contest were revealed, showing all onlookers that the winner was actually a clone of Jing Wen-zhenjun, surely his story would be passed down as a beautiful tale for future generations.

If things had turned out that way, it would’ve been a happy ending. However, the results were far more awkward.

After the ceremony ended and the ranking board was revealed, the winner was not Jing Wen’s “Ode to Xuli” but a piece of critical political discourse entitled “Need Not Xuli.”

This turn of events might have been awkward, but the bystanders did find it rather interesting.

“Has San Lang ever read ‘Need Not Xuli’?” Xie Lian inquired.

“I’ve flipped through it,” Hua Cheng said. “If gege wants to read it, I’ll recite a summary for you another time.” 

“No, it’s okay,” Xie Lian said hurriedly. “I imagine it must’ve been very well written, if it defeated the already-ascended Jing Wen-zhenjun.” 

“It’s not bad, but it wasn’t groundbreaking,” Hua Cheng commented. “It’s just that the political situation in the Kingdom of Xuli wasn’t great at the time. The people were full of complaints, so a piece like that matched their tastes. Essays like ‘Ode to Xuli’ were rampant, and people were tired of them. When comparing the two, naturally ‘Need Not Xuli’ won.”

Xie Lian gave a light nod. “There is no such thing as number one in literature; it’s all subjective. A win like that wouldn’t really matter—especially if the content wasn’t even similar.” 

“Correct,” Hua Cheng said. “Jing Wen thought so too, at first.”

The people of Xuli looked everywhere for the author of “Need Not Xuli,” but of course no one claimed it—who would dare claim such a piece? Those who were greedy for fame and came forward with false claims of authorship were all quickly exposed. Soon government officers took notice, and the top-ranking essay was removed from the festival.

Jing Wen-zhenjun wasn’t too pleased with the results of the contest and sniffed at them, but after a few months he’d forgotten about the whole thing. The tragedy was that after a few months, shocking news spread among the civil gods in the Upper Court: the individual who had authored “Need Not Xuli” and won the Civil God Ceremonial Festival of Xuli had been found, arrested, and locked up in prison. And this individual was a young woman who sold shoes on the streets!

How could this be?! Unacceptable!

“A…shoe seller?” Xie Lian was amazed. 

“Yes,” Hua Cheng replied. “That’s what Nangong Jie did while she was mortal.” 

No wonder he’d heard people call the Palace of Ling Wen a “Palace of Shitty Shoes” under their breath on more than one occasion. Since Xie Lian didn’t think it right to inquire about the root of such things, he’d never learned where the term came from. 

Originally, there was no way anyone would connect “Need Not Xuli” with a shoe-selling maiden. However, the young woman would sometimes help others scribe letters or poems to make some extra income. One of her commissioners discovered that her writing was similar to the style of that infamous winning essay and reported her, which was how she was eventually caught.

After learning of this news, Jing Wen-zhenjun immediately appointed the young woman Nangong Jie to the heavens with a swing of his brush.

It must be known that female heavenly officials were already few in number at the time. They weren’t entirely absent from the heavenly ranks, but most of them oversaw things like flowers and plants, crafts and embroidery, singing and dancing, or other such skills. Even as deputy officials of the Lower Court, no one wanted to appoint a woman. Female civil gods were rarer still. The women within the temples of civil gods were all identically beautiful, and none of them controlled anything scholarly; they were usually soft, gentle souls who ground ink and set out paper. They were hardly considered “real” heavenly officials; at most they were seen as objects to be appreciated.

Jing Wen-zhenjun’s actions garnered praise from the other civil gods. Everyone said this young woman had the best of luck for his wise eyes to fall upon her. Not only did she escape the trial of prison, she was able to climb above the trees to become a phoenix; truly a beautiful tale.

In reality, the main characters of this “beautiful tale” were at each other’s throats.

“I thought so highly of you, but you make it sound like I had ill intent,” Jing Wen accused.

Ling Wen always treated others politely, never sounding servile nor overbearing. But in that moment, his voice had an air of derision. 

“Please. There’s no need for you to go around telling everyone how highly you thought of me. If you really regarded me so highly, you wouldn’t have made me serve tea and water to everyone in the palace for so many years. Or made me wipe tables, walk hundreds of kilometers just to collect poetry manuscripts, and ceaselessly deliver gifts to other heavenly officials on every holiday.”

Thinking back on it, Xie Lian thought Ling Wen’s complaints sounded accurate. Back when he first ascended, Ling Wen was always on an errand every time he saw her. It was precisely because she ran so many errands that Xie Lian was able to vaguely remember such a character. 

“At the end of the day, you were just upset that I refused to promote you,” Jing Wen retaliated. “But did you ever consider why I didn’t promote you?” 

“Why?” Ling Wen echoed. “I want to know why too. When I was a mortal, I had time to read and write. Even when I was locked up in jail, I could at least face the wall and tranquilly reflect. After I was appointed, there wasn’t a day I didn’t work like a horse for you, running errands for you and prostrating to you and everyone in heaven. If you had wanted to grind me to death, you couldn’t have thought of a better way to do it.” 

“Nangong!” Jing Wen barked. “You dare refuse to admit your wrongs, even now?!” 

“And what wrongs have I committed?” Ling Wen countered.

“Are you saying it’s all my fault?!” Jing Wen demanded. “The things I made you do were obviously in your best interests! If you can’t even handle such trivial matters, what right do you have to take on more important duties? I gave you so many training opportunities in order to toughen you up. How can you blame me for not promoting you when you were the one lacking in ability? You think too highly of yourself! No matter what, you’re still a woman—you can’t reach such heights. You have to admit that is the truth!” 

Ling Wen laughed out loud, yet he seemed furious. “Very well!” His voice dropped. “You said I can’t reach that high. Then, might I ask—at the highest peak of its prominence, did the Palace of Jing Wen even reach the knees of today’s Palace of Ling Wen?!” 

Xie Lian could smell the roiling brew of their past resentment growing thicker, and he didn’t think he could let them keep talking much longer. With no other choice, he employed a very brutish method.

He punched the ground with a powerful fist. A large crater formed with him at the center, accompanied by a massive boom!

Hua Cheng instantly understood what he wanted to do. “Gege!” 

Xie Lian flapped his hand to disperse the dust in the air and coughed a few times. “This is the most direct way! I’ll take care of this side! San Lang, you and General Pei Junior…go lie down over there!” 

He’d initially wanted Hua Cheng and Pei Xiu to try the other direction, but in their current states he wasn’t sure they were capable. But Hua Cheng was hardly going to listen to him and laze around willingly. He positioned himself opposite Xie Lian’s chosen direction, summoned Eming, and plunged the blade into the ground.

This strike and Xie Lian’s fist both created the same effect. The pair took turns producing huge noise after huge noise, moving farther and farther away from each other as they went. After pounding a few times, Xie Lian stopped to listen, but Pei Ming and Ling Wen didn’t react; it looked like they hadn’t heard the booming sounds he was creating. 

As for Jing Wen, Ling Wen had clearly hit him where it hurt. He sneered as the mask of politeness was ripped off, and he returned to the sharp, sour tone he had employed when calling them a “nasty couple.”

“Nangong Jie, don’t get cocky just because you’ve had a taste of success, you little rat! If it wasn’t for me appointing you to the heavens, who knows how many men you would’ve bore spawn for in jail!” 

Now that comment was quite ungentlemanly, and Xie Lian’s hand almost slipped. Even Pei Ming couldn’t listen anymore.

“You were once a civil god! Have a little class!” 

“See, Nangong,” Jing Wen accused. “See how your good lover is shielding you! General Pei, who are you to accuse me of being classless?” 

“In your mind, who isn’t my lover?” Ling Wen spat. “You’re looking for retribution? Then let’s talk retribution!” 

Xie Lian had leapt quite a distance by now. He once again slammed the ground, and this time, Jing Wen’s alarmed voice sounded on the other end of the silver butterfly. 

“What’s that noise?!” 

Xie Lian cheered inwardly—he was headed in the right direction!

Pei Ming and Ling Wen both heard too. 

“Did someone start fighting up above?” Pei Ming hesitantly wondered.

This time, Xie Lian dashed for several meters and landed an even stronger thunderous punch.

“It’s closer now!” Pei Ming exclaimed. “What destructive power! It came from right above us!” 

He’d found the spot!

Xie Lian didn’t throw another punch. Instead, he pulled out Fangxin and thrust the sword downward.

The aura of the sword erupted, and the ground rumbled as it caved in. A moment later, Xie Lian fell into an eerie underground cave. He silently prayed that he hadn’t crashed in right over Pei Ming and Ling Wen’s heads. He waved away the dust in the air as he rose to his feet, turning around with sword in hand.

“Jing…” he called.

The moment Jing Wen-zhenjun’s figure entered his sight, Xie Lian’s eyes went wide.

Jing Wen was alarmed at the sight of an intruder. 

“Who are you?!” 

But the one questioning Xie Lian wasn’t actually a man. It was a stone statue of a man, extremely coarsely made, its body bare but wrapped with cloth. It was bizarre—and completely absurd.

No wonder there was no sound of footsteps when he walked, only strange thumping sounds. No wonder when Pei Ming and Ling Wen saw him, they were both shocked. And no wonder Pei Ming said Ling Wen was spouting drivel with eyes wide open, because this thing looked absolutely nothing like a female ghost.

Pei Ming and Ling Wen were both tied up with what looked like scrolls; they were in Jing Wen’s clutches and unable to move. Xie Lian finally snapped out of it.

“Me…?!” 

Jing Wen asked, “You’re the Crown Prince of Xianle?” 

Xie Lian was taken aback. “Huh? You actually recognize me? Well, that’s truly…”

But it wasn’t really that strange; Xie Lian’s first ascension was an earth-shattering event. He might not have known every Upper Court heavenly official, but every one of them knew him. And even now, it was the same—he didn’t remember Jing Wen’s original appearance whatsoever, but Jing Wen still remembered him. 

“Of course. Your Highness’s journey of godhood had such ups and downs, it’d be difficult not to recognize you!” 

Xie Lian felt oddly touched. “I’m honored… But how did you turn into…”

“How did I turn into this?” Jing Wen finished for him. 

Xie Lian cleared his throat softly and nodded, feeling that his question was a bit impolite. However, Jing Wen used this chance to start ranting again. 

“It’s all thanks to that wench Nangong Jie! When the Palace of Jing Wen declined, my spiritual powers grew progressively weaker, and then she added insult to injury by hunting me down and trying to kill me. In order to survive, I had absolutely no choice but to possess this stone statue!” 

“I wasn’t that bad compared to you,” Ling Wen said. “You would order me to stay in the Palace of Jing Wen until midnight, then turn around and tell everyone I stayed behind until late to entice you. Words murder without form. I was much nicer, responding with blatant violence. 

Then Ling Wen suddenly kicked out and struck Jing Wen’s lower body. To Xie Lian, this move didn’t really look like it would do much—since she was kicking stone statue instead of a flesh body, it would at most maybe rip a few of the cloths wrapped around Jing Wen. Yet unexpectedly, Jing Wen let out a tragic wail like he really had been kicked in the gonads, and he hastily covered his lower half.

However, it was too late. Ling Wen’s kick had torn off the layer of white cloth wrapped around his crotch, and Xie Lian swiftly saw the truth. Under that white cloth, there was…nothing.

Nothing… In other words, what was supposed to be present in the crotch area of this bare-naked stone statue…wasn’t.

This was a eunuch statue!

It’s a statue of a eunuch slave! Xie Lian thought.

This sort of stone statue was often found in the graves of the powerful and wealthy. They were burial effects steeped in extremely heavy yin energy, so they were indeed a good choice for possession. But it was extremely ironic that a male heavenly official like Jing Wen, who was so small-minded about losing to a woman, would find his final resting place in a stone statue of a eunuch slave!
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Ling Wen burst out laughing. “And here I was, wondering why you were so worked up! So this is why! You said I can’t reach that high? Well, I can’t wait to see how high you can reach in your current state! Ha ha ha ha ha ha…”

Now that the cloth covering his shame had been torn off and trampled underfoot, Jing Wen was going mad with fury. He grabbed Ling Wen’s hair and yelled. 

“Shut up! Who knows how many heavenly officials you slept with to get where you are? What’s there to be proud of?! Apologize, right now!”

The yanking nearly tore a large chunk of Ling Wen’s hair from his head, but he endured the pain without begging for mercy, never mind apologizing. 

“Are you really a civil god?” Pei Ming commented with disgust. “Such a lack of character and culture; even shrews on the streets act better than you!” 

Xie Lian only silently cried his grievances, scared that Jing Wen would strangle the two to death on a whim. However, he couldn’t help but call out a “Hey!” to gain his attention and raised his hand. 

“Please calm down, Jing Wen-zhenjun! It actually makes no difference whether you have that or not! Really! It’s true!” 

Jing Wen had Ling Wen in one hand and the other covering his groin. “Lies!” he roared. “It makes no difference?! Why don’t you get rid of yours and see?!” 

“It’s true! Believe me!” Xie Lian said earnestly. “Even though I have that, I might as well not have it at all! Because I’m…that!” 

He once again sacrificed himself, offering his own person as proof. Hearing this, Jing Wen calmed down a bit. 

“You’re what?!” 

“Just…that! You understand,” Xie Lian said. “And even if I have it, I never use it! Cough, actually, all such things are mere worldly possessions when it comes to male heavenly officials or female heavenly officials, or…other heavenly officials. It’s nothing to be so preoccupied with…” 

Jing Wen cut him off. “If you don’t think it matters, why don’t you chop yours off to prove it?” 

Xie Lian was flummoxed into silence. 

“Didn’t you say it makes no difference?” Jing Wen pressed. “Hypocrite! You’re obviously reluctant to lose it, so don’t you use that bullshit to cajole me! I’m no young’un who’ll repent in tears just because you’ve given me a couple candies! But it’s fine if you won’t chop yours off—I’ll chop off his instead!” 

He gestured toward Pei Ming, who stood there, dumbfounded. “What the fuck?!” 

Well, this was a disaster. While there were plenty of people out there who wanted to cut off General Pei’s thing, Xie Lian hardly wanted Jing Wen to get his way. 

“Jing Wen-zhenjun!” he said hastily. “It was wrong for Ling Wen to bully you after your decline, but if you bullied her too, you’re technically even. There’s no need to go to such extremes!” 

As he tried to talk him into distraction, he secretly released Ruoye, and it slithered behind Jing Wen like a snake. 

“Even? It’s not that simple,” Jing Wen countered. “But now you’ve reminded me that there’s something I need to grill that wench on! Nangong, did you play a part in the fall of Xuli?!”

Jing Wen was a civil god who the Kingdom of Xuli had placed on the holy altar, which meant that Xuli was his foundation. If his foundation was destroyed, he would of course be affected and potentially go into decline. Thus, it was reasonable for Jing Wen to suspect Ling Wen. But after he posed the question, Ling Wen kept his lips sealed and refused to answer. 

“Just ’fess up! Did you do it?!” Jing Wen yelled. “I just know it was you! It must’ve been you, otherwise the kingdom wouldn’t have fallen so fast! It’s all this insidious bitch’s fault! That idiot general must’ve fallen into your hands!”

Ling Wen hasn’t even responded, and you’re answering your own questions… Xie Lian thought. Wait, what? Which general?

Ling Wen started snickering under his breath. Had Jing Wen not been possessing a statue with a completely immobile face, he would’ve been gritting his teeth. 

“What are you laughing about?”

Ling Wen lifted his head slightly to give a lighthearted reply. “Do you know the consequences for calling him an idiot to his face?” 

Jing Wen hadn’t yet grasped the situation when the scroll binding Ling Wen suddenly ripped apart. Amidst the whirling shreds, a hand emerged from within Ling Wen’s black sleeves and seized Jing Wen by the head. Jing Wen hadn’t had the chance to speak a word before he was subdued. A crack appeared upon his coarsely hewn face. And then another, then another…

With three cracking sounds, his entire body shattered!

As for Ling Wen, he had broken free of his bonds and stood in place, enveloped by streams of black qi that emanated from within. A pile of crumbled stone lay at his feet.

It turned out the “ancient kingdom” in the legend of the Brocade Immortal was Xuli, and Bai Jing was also a citizen of that land. Xie Lian was just organizing his thoughts when he heard Pei Ming, who was still tightly bound by the scroll, speak up. 

“Ling Wen? Stop.” 

Ling Wen had turned around and was stalking toward him, step by step. Remembering that Ling Wen had told Pei Ming that the Brocade Immortal really didn’t like him, Xie Lian thought, Oh no, is he going to kill him?

Ling Wen tried to appease him as he walked. “Bai Jing, he’s already dead. It’s all nonsense—none of it was true.”

But it wasn’t working. Ling Wen addressed Pei Ming. 

“Ol’ Pei, I have no way to stop him. He heard Jing Wen say you’re my lover and has steeled his mind to kill you. Your Highness, lend me a hand!”

No need to ask. Xie Lian had already swung his sword and slashed through the scroll binding Pei Ming, who jumped to his feet. The two leapt out of the underground cave, returning to the ground above. Looking back into the cave, they saw that Ling Wen had punched right into the rock where Pei Ming had just been sitting. His strength was considerable, and debris flew. The punch was even stronger than Xie Lian’s strikes when he was hammering the ground to scout for them!

Xie Lian tucked Ruoye away by wrapping it around his forearm, and Pei Ming worked out the kinks in his wrist. After being bound for so long, the swelling on his left hand had gone down somewhat; it now looked like he’d been stung by five hundred thousand hornets instead of a million. 

“What is this fucking injustice…” he started. 

But before he could even finish, Ling Wen appeared right in front of him in a flash!

The two exchanged a blow, and both were pushed a few meters back. Xie Lian and Pei Ming exchanged a look. This situation was too complicated—so they bolted. Xie Lian turned his head and yelled behind him as he ran.

“Ling Wen! Can you try to talk to General Bai again?!” 

Ling Wen was hot on their tail. “I tried! But he doesn’t believe me anymore!”

“It must be because he’s hurt that you lied to him!” Pei Ming shouted.

“Ling Wen!” Xie Lian cried. “Can you change back to your female form?! The destructive power will be reduced in a woman’s body!”

“No!” Ling Wen answered.

“Why not?!” 

“He won’t let me!” Ling Wen replied.

“I get it!” Pei Ming said. “The bastard’s afraid of clinging to a woman’s body! What a wimp!”

Rrrumble! A roof came crashing toward them, almost crushing Xie Lian and Pei Ming. 

“I didn’t throw that!” Ling Wen cried. “It’s your fault for insulting him; now he’s even madder! You’re both in danger!”

“Huh?! What’s it got to do with me?! I’ve said nothing!” Xie Lian cried hastily. “Ling Wen, can you tell him to count me out of it, please?!”

“Better to count you in—it’s easier with more people to shoulder the burden!” Pei Ming yelled. “Your Highness, where’s Little Pei? The State Preceptor Banyue? Your Crimson Rain Sought Flower?!”

“Don’t count on them showing up! They went in the other direction to search for you two!” Xie Lian yelled back. “We’ve already covered over a dozen kilometers; run first, talk later! He’s absorbed over a thousand nefarious creatures; it wouldn’t be smart to face him head-on right now!” 

Yet unexpectedly, just as the words left his lips, his feet went light as his entire body was hoisted up. And not just him—Pei Ming was caught too. As he looked around, he realized that they’d both been captured by a large net and were now hanging in the air.

What an unexpected disaster. The net must’ve been made of some special material, and bare hands couldn’t rip it apart. One or two hundred ferocious, savage-faced ghosts and yao jumped out from the woods all around them, clapping in joy. 

“Caught them!”

“Ha ha ha ha, how many is this now? This trap is so good!” 

“Let’s see what we caught! How many heads!” 

They had paid no attention to the road they’d followed during their panicked escape, and in a moment of carelessness, they had fallen into a trap set by these third-rate minions. Xie Lian reached for Fangxin to slash through the net, but when he found his back empty, he realized that Fangxin had fallen from his grip when he was yanked up. Ling Wen had already chased them to the net, and Fangxin lay at his feet. 

The mob of little minions hadn’t yet realized what had approached, and they were overjoyed. 

“Another one!” 

Ling Wen raised his hands, and two balls of black ghost fire ignited in his palms. He looked up to address Xie Lian and Pei Ming. 

“You two, this…really isn’t up to me.” 

Xie Lian puffed a breath. “Ling Wen, can I ask what will happen if we’re hit by those?”

“Last time I used ghost fires that big, I was attacking His Highness Qi Ying. He was injured, but it wasn’t too bad; he could still hop around and run.” 

It sounded like the damage wouldn’t be severe—even if they were hit, their injuries wouldn’t be too dire. Xie Lian and Pei Ming both sighed in relief. 

“Thank goodness…”

But as soon as he said that, the ghost fire in Ling Wen’s hands suddenly erupted to ten times its original size—into two giant pillars of flame, blazing to the skies!

Xie Lian was speechless. 

Pei Ming was also speechless.

“…But if you get hit by flames of this size, I can’t say how things will turn out,” Ling Wen said.

“Wait! I’m really not your lover, though!” Pei Ming roared.

“I know that! But it’s doesn’t matter if we’re the only ones who believe it!” Ling Wen exclaimed.

The nefarious creatures were startled by the blazing ghost fires, and they quickly drew their weapons. They shouted with arrogant indignation as they circled Ling Wen. 

“You bastard! You’ve got guts, trying to steal our kill when you’re about to die yourself! Get him!”

However, pathetic little minions like these posed no threat to the Brocade Immortal—they were nothing but another round of fresh nourishment. Ling Wen inclined his head slightly, his eyes reflecting the vibrant light of the ghost fires. He looked quite ready to receive a set of new heads from those who were so eager to sacrifice themselves. 

At that moment, a wild whirlwind blew by.

In the blink of an eye, the mob of little minions was blown into the sky with a chorus of terrified wails! Rather than being tossed skyward by wind, it was more like an invisible giant hand had snatched them into the air.

The Brocade Immortal seemed to have sensed something that alarmed it, and the ghost fires blazing in Ling Wen’s hands calmed as he scanned the surrounding area. Xie Lian looked up with arduous effort, but the dense tree cover blocked his view. The wails of those ghosts had come to an abrupt stop, so he couldn’t figure out what had happened above. 

Pei Ming was also alarmed. “Who’s here?” 

Ever alert and watchful, Xie Lian suddenly said, “Do you smell that?”

“What?” Pei Ming asked.

“The scent of flowers,” Xie Lian replied.

Pei Ming was confused. “Flowers?” 

Xie Lian closed his eyes. A moment later, he said with conviction, “Yes. It’s the scent of flowers.” 

It was mellow, peculiar, fresh, and cool. He didn’t know the name of the bloom, nor its source. It was exceedingly light, exceedingly soft, and so faint it was as if it weren’t even there. 

Pei Ming furrowed his brows. “I don’t smell flowers, but I definitely smell…”

Before he could finish, he felt something drip onto his face. He wiped it with his hand without thinking, and his pupils shrank.

It was blood.

A few drops fell onto the ghost fire in Ling Wen’s hands, and the flames’ intensity instantly weakened. His expression grew even more apprehensive, and his head shot up. 

Right at that moment…

…a torrential rain of blood fell from the heavens!

Pei Ming was hanging higher than Xie Lian, and the blood deluge drenched him until he was like a red-dyed drowned rat, leaving only a pair of eyes that were black and white, round and bulging. The ghost fire in Ling Wen’s hands was completely extinguished, and he scurried under a tree to avoid the same fate as the defenseless Pei Ming. 

As for Xie Lian, he felt the net tear and his body drop, and he plunged downward. He flipped in the air as he fell and landed steadily just as the bloody rain was about to descend upon him. 

There was no time to dodge, so Xie Lian raised his sleeve to block as much as he could. After things went dark, he heard the soft, low rumble of laughter. 

The air was awash in the mysterious, alluring fragrance of blossoms. 

Xie Lian lifted his head and looked up. He didn’t feel any raindrops hitting his face; instead, something soft gently brushed past him.

He reached out and caught it. Looking down, the thing that had quietly fluttered into the heart of his palm was a small, vibrant, red flower petal.

He looked up once more, and his breath hitched. He couldn’t believe it.

The bloody rain that had darkened the sky had been transformed into a shower of fluttering flower petals.

There was no need to guess who had come. Xie Lian curled his fingers to clutch the flower petal as the name blurted from his lips. 

“San Lang!” 

He turned around and saw that Ling Wen had fallen soundlessly to the ground. A tall, slender young man stood there, chuckling softly. With hair of raven black and robes of crimson red, he could be none other than Hua Cheng.

Blossoms fell like blood; blood danced like petals on the wind. His face was as spirited and handsome as the first time they met, and his eye was bright and lively. He languidly sheathed that long, slender silver scimitar and spoke with a deep voice. 

“Your Highness, I’m back.”
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Chapter 73:
My Puqi Shrine Will Collapse Supremely (Part Two)

 

NO ONE IN THE SPIRITUAL communication array paid any attention to Xie Lian’s urgent announcement. The chatter in the general array was deafening—it seemed something huge had happened. 

“Your Highness? Did you say something?” Feng Xin shouted to him. “It’s really chaotic in here right now…”

Xie Lian raised his voice to reply. “Feng Xin! I said, Ling Wen is the original creator of the Brocade Immortal! She ran away wearing it; watch out for her!”

“What?!” Feng Xin shouted. “That’s what happened?!”

Xie Lian was about to expand on the details when the noise by his ear abruptly stopped and nothing more could be heard. Confused, he tried calling again.

“Everyone? Is everyone still there?” 

He attempted to reconnect a few times, but still, no one answered. 

“It’s no use,” Hua Cheng spoke up. “Ling Wen created the Upper Court’s spiritual communication array, and she must’ve just destroyed it. It’ll need to be entirely rebuilt.” 

“What should we do, then?” 

If he wasn’t contacting Ling Wen or the Wind Master directly, he primarily communicated with the Upper Court through the general spiritual communication array. He didn’t know the verbal passwords of any other heavenly officials. Now that the general communication array was destroyed and he could no longer depend on Ling Wen or the Wind Master, what should he do?

Hua Cheng seemed to sense his concerns. “Don’t worry. Didn’t gege already make the key issue clear? Not all the heavenly officials of the Upper Court are idiots, and Jun Wu is present in the heavens right now. As long as you’ve done your due diligence in reporting, it’ll be fine.”

Xie Lian had been thinking the same thing, and he nodded in agreement as he brought his mad dash to a stop. They had already crossed several mountaintops and left the pursuing religious masters far behind, though it seemed they wouldn’t be able to catch up with the Brocade Immortal and Quan Yizhen. 

“If gege still wants to investigate the Brocade Immortal, you’ll have to hurry,” Hua Cheng added.

However, Xie Lian shook his head. “That was before. Now that Qi Ying is chasing Ling Wen, we’ve got more important matters on our hands. San Lang…” He stared at Hua Cheng in his arms, his gaze intent. “Your form…seems to have changed again.” 

When Hua Cheng was disguised as Lang Ying earlier, he had the appearance of a fifteen- or sixteen-year-old boy, and it wasn’t easy for Xie Lian to carry him—even if he could, it wouldn’t look good. But Hua Cheng seemed to have shrunk, and he now looked to be at most eleven or twelve. Xie Lian could carry him with one arm, or even have him perch on his shoulder. However, Hua Cheng’s air of composed ease had never wavered. 

“No need to worry, gege; it’s a non-issue. The mountain will open its gates soon. Changing form is only a temporary tactic, and my old self will return after this situation is over.”

He unwrapped the bandages on his head as he spoke. A pair of deep black eyes gazed at Xie Lian from that snow-white face; the shadow of that handsome young man was still there upon his brow. Although he wore the face of a child, he still had that familiar laid-back, unhurried air and expression.

Xie Lian watched him in a daze, not speaking a word.

Hua Cheng frowned slightly. “Your Highness, you…”

Suddenly, Xie Lian’s free hand reached out and pinched Hua Cheng’s cheek. Hua Cheng’s eyes widened as his face changed shape from the entirely unexpected squishing. 

“…Gege!”

Xie Lian laughed. “Ha ha ha ha ha ha…sorry, San Lang, but you’re too cute; I can’t help myself. Ha ha ha ha…”

Hua Cheng was speechless. 

Xie Lian continued to tenderly squish him. “Then San Lang, are you going to keep changing?” he asked gently. “Are you going to turn into a child of five or six? Or even better, a little baby?” 

Hearing the hope in his voice, Hua Cheng could only reply helplessly, “I’m afraid I will have to disappoint gege.” 

Xie Lian dropped his hand and grinned. “Nonsense. San Lang has never disappointed me. I’m really happy to have this chance to protect you.” 

However, Hua Cheng muttered glumly, “I’m not happy.”

“Why is that?” Xie Lian asked.

Hua Cheng’s tone turned cold. “I…hate looking like this!” 

Xie Lian could actually detect a trace of loathing in his voice and was slightly taken aback. Hua Cheng lowered his head. 

“I don’t want you to see me in such a useless form, much less be forced to protect me!” 

His emotions seemed unsettled—perhaps it was because his physical age had regressed. Xie Lian felt his heart stir, and he quickly gathered the boy into his arms and gently patted his back. 

“By that logic, I might as well just die; you’ve seen me in messes so many times.” He chuckled. “Besides, it’s not like you’re actually useless right now. You’re just temporarily conserving your strength, that’s all.” 

Hua Cheng buried his face in his shoulder. “…It’s not the same,” he grumbled, voice muffled. “Your Highness, I have to be the strongest. I have to become stronger than anyone else. Only then can I…”

Although his voice was young and tender at the moment, a trace of fatigue lingered in his tone. 

“You’ve always been the strongest. But you don’t need to be strong every waking moment of every day,” Xie Lian soothed him. “Just…think of this as giving me some face. Let me protect you this once. Please? Okay?” 

It was a long time before Hua Cheng lifted his head. He placed his hands on Xie Lian’s shoulders and gazed at him. 

“Your Highness, wait for me.”

“All right, I’ll wait for you,” Xie Lian promised.

Hua Cheng vowed to him, very seriously, “Give me a little time; I’ll be back very soon.” 

Xie Lian smiled. “No rush. Go at your own pace.”

The next day, the two came to a small town. 

Xie Lian was holding Hua Cheng’s hand, and the two chatted leisurely as they strolled along the streets together. 

“Ghost kings of earlier generations are affected by Mount Tonglu’s opening tremors. Does that also apply to Black Water?” Xie Lian asked.

Hua Cheng stood with one arm folded behind his back and held Xie Lian’s hand with the other. “Yes,” he replied. “But our situations are different, as are our training methods. Naturally, our ways of responding to stimulation are different as well.”

“For example?” Xie Lian prompted him. “How does he respond to the aggravation?” 

“Hibernation, probably,” Hua Cheng replied.

A phrase written in large letters surfaced in Xie Lian’s mind. “Eat when hungry, sleep when full.” 

“When Black Water was mortal, he suffered the torment of jail. With only one meal every three days, he had to swallow it down even if he was given swill,” Hua Cheng continued. “Hunger ruined his stomach. Sometimes he’ll feed nonstop, sometimes he’ll refuse to eat anything at all.”

“No wonder he was always so impressive when it came to swallowing things,” Xie Lian mused.

Given He Xuan’s situation, he could have focused on devouring hungry ghosts—he possessed the same attribute, so they should have better suited his palate. However, of the five-hundred-some ghosts devoured by Black Water Demon Xuan, the majority were water ghosts. He must have chosen them because he remembered the face of Shi Wudu and would intentionally pick such meals to break his water magic. 

At the end of these feeding frenzies, he would need to slumber and digest. 

“Indeed,” Hua Cheng said. “I might as well mention that Qi Rong was trying to imitate He Xuan by feasting on human flesh.” 

Xie Lian was briefly speechless. How could anyone consider eating humans the same as eating ghosts? After pondering for a moment, he asked, “The forest of upside-down corpses… Was he trying to imitate you with that?” 

“Correct,” Hua Cheng replied. “He wanted to copy my blood rain aesthetic, but he didn’t know how I did it. So he just crudely strung up rows of dead bodies.”

“…”

Today, Xie Lian finally understood why no one knew what to say whenever Qi Rong was mentioned. He had all the appearance but none of the class. 

Xie Lian sighed. Qi Rong took Guzi away; who knows whether the poor child has been abandoned or eaten. And Wind Master…who knows whether it was Black Water who took him away. I pray they’re both safe.

Then he asked, “What about your Ghost City? Won’t anyone stir up trouble there in the meantime?” 

“I locked up Ghost City when I left and leaked false information regarding my whereabouts,” Hua Cheng replied. “Even if anyone tries to start trouble, they won’t be too hard on that rabble when they don’t find me there. But I’m sure there are plenty of eyes watching that place right now.”

Hua Cheng couldn’t return to Ghost City, and Xie Lian couldn’t take him to the heavens lest they be exposed by a heavenly official. This was why the two were frolicking aimlessly in the Mortal Realm’s crowds without a destination in mind.

Xie Lian knitted his brows. “You leaked false information, but Ling Wen leaked real information. I still don’t understand how she managed to see through your Lang Ying disguise.”

“What I don’t understand is something else,” Hua Cheng said.

“What?” Xie Lian asked.

“It’s regarding that foul cultivator, Heaven’s Eye. I’ve toyed with him a couple times; his skills aren’t bad,” Hua Cheng said.

“Yes. That’s true,” Xie Lian agreed. “He’s got talent and puts in the effort.” 

“Right. So why would he say that gege’s lips are covered in ghost qi?” Hua Cheng questioned.

“…”

Xie Lian’s hands clenched, but he quickly loosened his grip when he remembered he was still holding hands with Hua Cheng. 

Hua Cheng pressed him on the subject, his voice grim. “Gege, don’t blow me off with words you’d use to placate those idiots. Tell me what I did to you that night.”

“…”

It’s not what you did to me. It’s more like what I did to you… Xie Lian thought. Just then, his eyes lit up. “Wait, San Lang, look over there.”

“Gege?” Hua Cheng questioned.

However, Xie Lian had already pulled him into a large and rather luxurious store. The store’s owner stood at the counter and looked the two of them up and down—a cultivator and a layman made for a curious combination.

“What can I do for you, Daozhang?” the owner asked.

Xie Lian lifted Hua Cheng for the owner to see and smiled. “It’s not for me. It’s for him.” 

Hua Cheng tilted his head.

An incense time later, Hua Cheng emerged from the back of the store.

Lang Ying’s clothes were suited to a fifteen- or sixteen-year-old and no longer fit the current Hua Cheng, so Xie Lian picked out a new outfit especially for him. Xie Lian’s eyes lit up the moment he came into view.

What a dear little young master, with skin as white as snow!

Dressed in a robe as red as maple and fire and a pair of deer-leather boots decorated with silver chains, Hua Cheng looked both handsome and spirited. His raven locks were loose; he’d previously only had a single thin braid next to his right cheek, but Xie Lian couldn’t help braiding another one on his left to match. It made him look even more sprightly. What was really too much, however, was his expression—his eyes were vivacious and bright, his air calm and steady; he truly looked like a little grown-up and nothing like a child! Such a contrast made it hard to look away. The ladies shopping in the store were all stunned, and they gathered around and clutched their hearts as they cried “oh my, oh my” nonstop in appreciation.

Hua Cheng languidly strolled over to Xie Lian, who clapped lightly. 

“Just as I thought. Red suits San Lang best.” 

Hua Cheng helplessly tugged at the little braid on his left. “As long as gege is happy,” he grumbled.
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Xie Lian lowered his hand to put an arm around Hua Cheng’s shoulders and smiled as they went to the front to pay. Hua Cheng’s outfit wasn’t cheap; Xie Lian normally didn’t have much money to spare, so he usually wouldn’t have entered such a fancy store. However, he had saved up a small fortune for renovating the shrine, and now that there was nothing left to renovate, he could buy Hua Cheng some new clothes before worrying about anything else. 

As he was counting out his coins one by one, Hua Cheng squeezed in and slapped a piece of gold foil on the counter with a resounding wham!

Xie Lian commented, “…”

Likewise, the owner commented, “…”

Furthermore, the ladies also commented, “…”

“Keep the change,” Hua Cheng said. “Gege, come on, let’s go.” 

He tugged at the corner of Xie Lian’s sleeve and strolled outside the store with his hands clasped behind him. Xie Lian smiled and started to walk after him, but was surprised when Hua Cheng backtracked right into his arms as he came back inside. 

Xie Lian held him steady by the shoulders. “What’s wrong?” 

He looked up and saw a familiar figure in the flowing crowd outside, and his heart lurched as well. 

Coincidentally, the store owner asked, “Would you two like to purchase anything else?” 

Xie Lian raised his hand. “Yes. Please bring me that robe!” 
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Characters



The identity of certain characters may be a spoiler; use this guide with caution on your first read of the novel.

Note on the given name translations: Chinese characters may have many different readings. Each reading here is just one out of several possible readings presented for your reference and should not be considered a definitive translation.



MAIN CHARACTERS

 

Xie Lian

谢怜 	“THANK/WILT,” “SYMPATHY/LOVE”

Heavenly Title: Xianle, “Heaven’s Delight” (仙乐)

Four Famous Tales Title: The Prince Who Pleased God

Once the crown prince of the Kingdom of Xianle and the darling of the Heavens, now a very unlucky twice-fallen god who ekes out a meager living collecting scraps. As his bad luck tends to affect those around him for the worse, Xie Lian has spent his last eight hundred years wandering in solitude. Still, he’s accepted his lonely lot in life, or at least seems to have a sense of humor about it. Even for the perpetually unlucky, there’s always potential for a chance encounter that can turn eight hundred years of unhappiness around.

Xie Lian has seen and done many things over his very long life and originally ascended as a martial god. While it was his scrap-collecting that saw him ascend for the third time, Xie Lian’s feats of physicality are hardly anything to scoff at…though he’d sooner use them as part of a busking performance than to win a fight.

His title Xianle is a multi-layered nickname. “Xianle” is Xie Lian’s official heavenly title and also the name of his kingdom. “Xianle” itself can translate to “Heaven’s Delight,” which ties into Xie Lian’s “Four Famous Tales” moniker, “The Prince Who Pleased God.” Jun Wu referring to Xie Lian as “Xianle” sounds professional and businesslike on the surface (as Jun Wu generally refers to gods by their heavenly titles only), but it deliberately and not-so-subtly comes across as an affectionate term of endearment.

 

Hua Cheng

花城 	“FLOWER,” “CITY”

Four Calamities Title: Crimson Rain Sought Flower

The fearsome king of ghosts and terror of the heavens. Dressed in his signature red, he controls vicious swarms of silver butterflies and wields the cursed scimitar known as Eming. His power and wealth are unmatched in the Three Realms, and for this he has as many worshippers as he does enemies (with considerable crossover between categories). He rules over the dazzling and otherworldly Ghost City in the Ghost Realm and is known to drop in to spectate at its infamous Gambler’s Den when he’s in a good mood. 

In spite of all this, when it comes to Xie Lian, the Ghost King shows a much kinder and more respectful side of himself. He does not hesitate for a moment to sleep on a single straw mat in Xie Lian’s humble home, nor to get his hands dirty doing household chores at Puqi Shrine. That being said, it’s impossible to deny that as he and Xie Lian grow closer, Hua Cheng seems to be growing more and more mischievous… From the very start, his secret identity as San Lang seemed to be no secret at all to Xie Lian, but Xie Lian still calls him by this name at Hua Cheng’s request.

 

Honghong-er

红红儿 	“RED,” “RED,” FRIENDLY DIMINUTIVE

A young street urchin who Xie Lian saved from certain death long ago, when Xie Lian was a prince in Xianle. Honghong-er is tiny, emaciated, and hardly looks like the ten-year-old child that he is, nor does he act like it. He is constantly on guard and quick to attack, though he strangely seems to become tame—and quite bashful—when Xie Lian is around. He bears immense shame regarding his supposedly ugly appearance and refuses to remove the bandages he wears to cover half his face.

Honghong-er’s life has clearly been one of immense suffering and hardship, and he clings to every one of Xie Lian’s fleeting acts of kindness toward him as if he has never experienced anything like it before.

The name “Honghong-er” is clearly a nickname—it can be roughly translated to “Little Red.”

 

Young Soldier

A nameless young soldier in the Xianle army. He keeps half of his face hidden beneath bandages at all times and seems determined to stick by Xie Lian’s side in battle to protect him, even if it takes him to the most dangerous parts of the battlefield. His remarkable skill with the sword caught Xie Lian’s attention and made the god-prince remember him fondly even during the difficult times leading up to Xianle’s fall. 



HEAVENLY OFFICIALS & HEAVENLY ASSOCIATES

 

Feng Xin

风信 	“WIND,” “TRUST/FAITH”

Heavenly Title: Nan Yang, “Southern Sun” (南陽)

The Martial God of the Southeast. He has a short fuse and foul mouth (especially when it comes to his longstanding nemesis, Mu Qing) but is known to be a dutiful, hardworking god. He has a complicated history with Xie Lian: long ago, in their days in the Kingdom of Xianle, he used to serve as Xie Lian’s bodyguard and was a close friend until circumstances drove them apart.

 

Fu Yao

扶摇 	“TAKE OFF/TAKE FLIGHT” (TO MEAN AMBITIOUS)

Heavenly Title: N/A

A junior official of the Middle Court, hailing from the Palace of Xuan Zhen (Mu Qing’s palace). He is cold, quick to judge, and even quicker to roll his eyes. Followers of General Mu Qing do not tend to get on very well with followers of General Feng Xin, and Fu Yao is a proud follower of this trend, as seen through his constant fights with Nan Feng.

 

Jun Wu

君吾 	“LORD,” “I”

Heavenly Title: Shenwu, “Divine Might” (神武)

The Emperor of Heaven and strongest of the gods. He is composed and serene, and it is through his power and wisdom that the Heavens remain aloft—quite literally. Although the Heavens are full of schemers and gossipmongers, Jun Wu stands apart from such petty squabbles and is willing to listen to even the lowliest creatures to hear their pleas for justice. Despite this reputation for fairness, he does have his biases. In further contrast to the rest of the rabble in Heaven, he shows great patience and affection towards Xie Lian to the point that many grumble about favoritism.

 

Ling Wen

灵文 	“INGENIOUS LITERATUS”

Heavenly Title: Ling Wen

The top civil god and also the most overworked. Unlike the majority of gods, she is addressed by her colleagues and most others by her heavenly title. She is one of the rare female civil gods and worked tirelessly (and thanklessly) for many years to earn her position. Ling Wen is exceedingly competent at all things bureaucratic, and her work keeps Heaven’s business running (mostly) smoothly. She is the creator and head admin of Heaven’s communication array.

These days, her name Nangong Jie [南宫杰, “South” 南 / “Palace” 宫 / “Hero” 杰] is only used by her close friend Pei Ming—though he usually calls her the friendly nickname “Noble Jie.” She is also close to Shi Wudu, who is known in the heavens for his self-serving personality. Their friend group is dubbed the “Three Tumors.”

 

Mu Qing

慕情 	“YEARNING,” “AFFECTION”

Heavenly Title: Xuan Zhen, “Enigmatic Truth” (玄真)

The Martial God of the Southwest. He has a short fuse and sharp tongue (especially when it comes to his longstanding nemesis, Feng Xin) and is known for being cold, spiteful, and petty. He has a complicated history with Xie Lian: long ago, in their days in the Kingdom of Xianle, he used to serve as Xie Lian’s personal servant and was a close friend until circumstances drove them apart.

 

Pei Ming

裴茗 	SURNAME PEI, “TENDER TEA LEAVES”

Heavenly Title: Ming Guang, “Bright Illumination” (明光)

Four Famous Tales Title: The General Who Snapped His Sword

The Martial God of the North. General Pei is a powerful and popular god, and over the years he has gained a reputation as a womanizer. This reputation is deserved: Pei Ming’s ex-lovers are innumerable and hail from all the Three Realms. He is close friends with Ling Wen and Shi Wudu, who are also known in the heavens for their self-serving personalities. This friend group is dubbed the “Three Tumors.”

Pei Xiu is Pei Ming’s indirect descendant, and Pei Ming took him under his wing to help advance his career in the Heavens. He was very displeased when Pei Xiu ruined that career for Banyue’s sake, but he seems to have accepted the situation and does not hold a grudge against Xie Lian for his involvement in uncovering the scandal.

 

Pei Xiu

裴宿	SURNAME PEI, “CONSTELLATION”

Heavenly Title: N/A

An exiled martial god and a distant (and indirect) descendant of Pei Ming. He’s usually called “Little Pei” or “General Pei Junior” for this reason. He is often called in to clean up after his ancestor’s messes, but regardless of the circumstances, he always maintains his composure with a polite yet detached air. His ascension to godhood occurred because he led the charge to slaughter the Kingdom of Banyue, and his exile from godhood occurred because of his morally dubious attempts to save his childhood friend Banyue from her fate of eternal punishment.

 

Quan Yizhen

权一真	“POWER/AUTHORITY,” “ONE,” “TRUTH/GENUINE”

Heavenly Title: Qi Ying, “Stupendous Hero” (奇英)

The (current) Martial God of the West. He previously shared this title with his shixiong, Yin Yu. After Yin Yu was banished from heaven, Quan Yizhen holds the title alone. He still yearns for his shixiong’s companionship and is convinced that their falling-out was caused by a misunderstanding.

Quan Yizhen has a single-minded focus on martial arts and is considered a prodigy even among heaven’s elite. He also has a reputation for beating up his own followers, though this somehow does not damage his popularity in the Mortal Realm. While his skill cannot be disparaged, he is widely disliked in the heavens for his lack of social etiquette. He cares not for the friendship or opinions of his fellow gods, though he has warmed up to Xie Lian.

 

Rain Master

雨师篁	“RAIN,” "MASTER," "BAMBOO GROVE"

Heavenly Title: Rain Master

The elemental master of rain, proper name Yushi Huang. Ascended to the heavens shortly before Xie Lian’s own first ascension. The Rain Master is a reclusive heavenly official who is known to reside on a secluded mountain farm named Yushi Country (雨师乡) with many subordinates working in the fields. One of these subordinates is an intelligent talking ox, who is also capable of transforming into a human form that’s equally as beefy as his bovine build.

While the Rain Master prefers a quiet and modest life of agriculture, any nefarious creature that’s foolish enough to target the domain’s farm hands is in for a very rude awakening indeed…

 

Shi Qingxuan

师青玄	“MASTER,” “VERDANT GREEN/BLUE,” “MYSTERIOUS/BLACK”

Heavenly Title: Wind Master

Four Famous Tales Title: The Young Lord Who Poured Wine

The elemental master of wind and younger sibling of the Water Master, Shi Wudu. Shi Qingxuan ascended as a male god, but over the years, he began to be worshipped as a female version of himself. Shi Qingxuan eagerly embraced this, and she leaps at any opportunity to go out on the town in her female form…and will try to drag anyone she’s traveling with into the fun.

Shi Qingxuan is as flighty and pushy as the element they command, and as wealthy as they are generous with their money. They possess a strong sense of justice and will not be dissuaded by notions of propriety. They appear to be close friends with the Earth Master Ming Yi, despite the latter’s insistence to the contrary.



GHOST REALM & GHOST REALM ASSOCIATES

 

Bai Jing

白锦 	“WHITE BROCADE” 

The human spirit fused with the Brocade Immortal. He was once a young man with immense talent in martial arts who was destined for godhood. However, his life was gruesomely cut short when the girl he was in love with manipulated him into dismembering himself.

 

Banyue

半月 	“HALF-MOON” 

Former state preceptor of the Kingdom of Banyue, now a wrath ghost. She is a scrawny young woman who nonetheless possesses the power to call upon and control deadly scorpion-snakes. Despite her gloomy disposition, she earnestly wishes to save others from suffering, even if it means that she has to suffer in their stead.

 

Cuocuo

错错 	“MISTAKE” (A CHILDISH TERM, LIKE “OOPSIE”)

A malice-level ghost resembling a monstrous-looking human fetus. It targets pregnant women and seeks to usurp the place of the children in their wombs—killing both mother and unborn child in the process. 

 

He Xuan

贺玄 	“CONGRATULATE,” “BLACK,” “MYSTERIOUS”

FOUR CALAMITIES TITLE: Ship-Sinking Black Water

One of the Four Calamities, Ship-Sinking Black Water. He is a mysterious and reclusive water ghost who rules the South Sea. Like Hua Cheng, he won the bloody gauntlet at Mount Tonglu and wields the power of a supreme ghost. He is consumed by ceaseless hunger and is driven by an equally consuming lust for revenge.

He Xuan disguised himself as the Earth Master Ming Yi for many centuries, and during this masquerade he cultivated a friendship with Shi Qingxuan. Although founded on falsehood, the feelings of friendship that “Ming-xiong” held for Shi Qingxuan seemed to be legitimate.

 

Jing Wen

敬文 	“RESPECT,” “LITERATURE”

A former heavenly official, now reduced to possessing a stone statue of a eunuch. He is a two-faced misogynist who used his position of power to abuse and demean his former errand girl, Ling Wen. He fell from his position as the top civil god many centuries ago and has since been entirely replaced and surpassed by Ling Wen.

 

Kemo

刻磨 	“MILLSTONE”

A former general of the Kingdom of Banyue, now a wrath-level ghost. He bears great resentment against the State Preceptor of Banyue, even after his own death, and great hatred for the long-dead kingdom that destroyed his own.

 

Lan Chang

蘭菖 	“GLADIOLUS [FLOWER]”

A malice-level ghost. Formerly a prostitute in Ghost City and now on the run with her monstrous child, the fetus spirit Cuocuo. She is hardly as delicate as her floral name implies—when it comes to throwing insults around on the streets of Ghost City, she can give as good as she gets. In Chinese flower language, the gladiolus flower means “tryst” (for romantic rendezvous) and also “absence.” She was formerly known as Jian Lan (剑兰), which is another term for the same flower. 

 

Lang Ying

郎萤 	“YOUTH,” “FIREFLY”

A mysterious ghost child afflicted with Human Face Disease. He has known nothing but abuse for hundreds of years due to his horrifying appearance, save for the fleeting kindness and warmth of the human girl Xiao-Ying. The combination of this trauma and his almost total lack of human interaction has left him mostly mute and constantly on high alert. Xie Lian was the one to give him this name: Lang being the national surname of Yong’an, and Ying to commemorate the girl who once took care of him.

 

Qi Rong

戚容 	“FACE OF SORROW” OR “RELATIVE,” “TOLERANCE/FACE”

Four Calamities Title: Night-Touring Green Lantern

One of the Four Calamities, also called the “Green Ghost.” Unlike the other three Calamities, he’s actually only a wrath ghost, not a supreme. Gods and ghosts alike agree that he was only included in the group to bump up the number to an even four. (Also, he’s just that big a pest.) He is infamous for his crude behavior and ostentatious attempts to copy the style of the more successful Calamities, as well as for his ravenous appetite for human flesh.

More recently, his crimes have expanded to include kidnapping and body-snatching. In an attempt to hide from heaven’s detection, he possessed the body of a human man and in doing so acquired a young son named Guzi.

Qi Rong is Xie Lian’s younger cousin on his mother’s side, much to Xie Lian’s everlasting dismay. Surprising no one, Qi Rong has been a source of stress and trouble ever since their mortal childhoods in Xianle. His royal title in Xianle was Prince Xiao Jing.

 

Rong Guang

容广 	“APPEARANCE/TOLERATE,” “VAST/NUMEROUS”

A former military officer of the fallen Kingdom of Xuli. He was once Pei Ming’s right-hand man and close friend; they were close enough for General Pei to name his sword “Mingguang,” a portmanteau of their names. However, he now seeks revenge against Pei Ming as a malice-level ghost fused with that same broken sword.

 

White No-Face

白无相 	“WHITE NO-FACE”

Four Calamities Title: White-Clothed Calamity

One of the Four Calamities, White No-Face is mysterious, cruel, and powerful enough to battle with the Heavenly Emperor himself—truly, a supreme among supremes. He destroyed the Kingdom of Xianle with the Human Face Disease pandemic. His peculiar fixation on Xie Lian is unnerving, as are his equally peculiar displays of affection.

 

Xuan Ji

宣姬 	“DECLARE,” “PROCLAIM” / “CONCUBINE [ARCHAIC]”

A former general of the Kingdom of Yushi, now a wrath-level ghost. Also known as the Ghost Bride. She is obsessed with Pei Ming, who rejected her affections after she tried to take their physical-only relationship to the next level. Her fury at being scorned led to the gruesome deaths of many happy brides-to-be and her eventual imprisonment under heavenly law.

 

Yin Yu

引玉 	“ATTRACT,” “JADE” 

Yin Yu, also known as the Waning Moon Officer (下弦月使), is Hua Cheng’s right-hand man, subordinate, and all-around errand runner. He has been described by some as having a very weak sense of presence and a forgettable appearance. He bears a cursed shackle on his wrist, which marks him as a banished heavenly official. Yin Yu is the former Martial God of the West, who was cast out of Heaven after an incident where he endangered the life of his shidi, Quan Yizhen. He has mixed feelings toward his shidi, and even more mixed feelings over said shidi’s dogged insistence on rekindling their former friendship.

Yin Yu’s name is taken from the idiom 抛砖引玉/ “pao zhuan yin yu,” or “throwing out a brick to attract a jade.” It describes the act of making a rudimentary suggestion that is intended to prompt others to come forward with better ideas.



MORTAL REALM & MORTAL REALM ASSOCIATES

 

Guzi

谷子 	“MILLET”

A young human child that Qi Rong kidnapped as a byproduct of stealing the body of the boy’s father. Because Qi Rong is possessing Guzi’s father, the poor little boy seems blissfully unaware that he’s in any danger at all, though that hardly prevents him from enduring plenty of suffering at Qi Rong’s hands.

 

Lang Ying

郎英 	“YOUTH,” “HERO”

A Yong’an man that Xie Lian made the acquaintance of in the Xianle era. He is a troubled man who has lost much—some might say everything—to the drought and famine that has struck his home region.

 

Heaven’s Eye

天眼开 	“HEAVEN’S EYE”

A wealthy, pompous human cultivator who leads a team of cultivators with a similar member profile. Despite his personality flaws, his powers are the real deal. His third eye can see the unseen, and in the process inadvertently reveal exactly how you’ve been “borrowing spiritual energy” recently.

 

State Preceptors of Xianle

A quartet of cultivators who serve as Xianle’s state preceptors. They are also the religious leaders and head instructors at the Royal Holy Temple, Xianle’s premiere cultivation school and largest place of worship for several gods. They are highly skilled cultivators and specialize in the art of divination, though they are very easily distracted by the allure of a game of cards.

The Chief State Preceptor, Mei Nianqing (梅念卿 “plum blossom,” “to lecture/to long for,” archaic word for minister/high official), is the most talkative of the bunch and has a close relationship with his most cherished student (and biggest headache), Xie Lian. While the names of the three deputy state preceptors are unknown, Xie Lian clearly respects their skill and wisdom.

The plum blossom in Mei Nianqing’s name is a symbol of endurance in Chinese flower language, as it blooms in the depths of winter. The plum blossom is also one of the four flowers of the junzi (the ideal Confucian gentleman).

 

Xianle Royal Family

The king and queen of the Kingdom of Xianle, and Xie Lian’s parents. Xie Lian’s father is of the ruling Xie (谢 “to thank/to wilt”) clan, and his mother is of the Min (悯 “to feel pity for/commiserate with”) clan. Xie Lian is very close with his mother, who is a doting—if rather naive and sheltered—parent. Xie Lian has a more contentious relationship with his father and frequently squabbles with him.

When Xie Lian’s given name (怜 / lian) and his mother’s clan name (悯 / min) are written together, they form the word “compassion” (怜悯 / lianmin).



SENTIENT WEAPONS AND SPIRITUAL OBJECTS

 

Brocade Immortal

锦衣仙 	“BROCADE,” “IMMORTAL”

A semi-sentient brocade robe possessed by the ghost of a human man, Bai Jing. The name of this object is meant to be a play on the name of the spirit of the man who inhabits it. The Brocade Immortal is an immensely powerful and dangerous artifact—those who wear it can be controlled like puppets if they were given the robe by a person with nefarious intent, and even gods are not immune to its effect.

 

Eming

厄命	“TERRIBLE/WRETCHED,” “FATE”

Hua Cheng’s sentient scimitar. With a single blood-red eye that peers out from its silver hilt, it is a cursed blade that drinks the blood of its victims and is the bane of the Heavens. It enjoys nothing more than receiving praise and hugs from Xie Lian, and its childish, forward personality is a great embarrassment to its ghostly master.

 

Fangxin

芳心	“AFFECTIONS OF A YOUNG WOMAN”

An ancient black sword with ties to Xie Lian. An antique, it easily tires when dealing with high-flying heavenly adventures. Xie Lian used the sword’s name as an alias while serving as the State Preceptor of Yong’an.

 

Mingguang

明光

Pei Ming’s famously broken sword named after a portmanteau of the sounds from Pei Ming and Rong Guang’s names. Rong Guang fused with it to seek revenge.

 

Ruoye

若邪 	“LIKE/AS IF,” “EVIL” OR “SWORD”

Xie Lian’s sentient strip of white silk. It is an earnest and energetic sort, if a bit nervous sometimes, and will go to great lengths to protect Xie Lian—quite literally, as it can stretch out to almost limitless dimensions.


[image: ]



[image: ]



[image: ]


Chapter 77:
Gates Open to Mount Tonglu, the Mass Gathering of Ghosts

 

XIE LIAN AND HUA CHENG began their journey the next day.

Hua Cheng held Xie Lian’s hand as they walked. “Gege, next time you see Jun Wu, don’t talk to him. Turn and run away.” 

Xie Lian was puzzled. “Why?” 

“I just know that whenever he comes looking for you, it’s never for anything good,” Hua Cheng said.

Xie Lian laughed. “What do you mean? He didn’t even assign me this mission originally.” 

However, Hua Cheng said, “It’s all the same in the end, whether you’re going to Mount Tonglu or helping him manage the Upper Court. Neither are good assignments. The Upper Court is in complete shambles; might as well let it fall apart. What does he mean by dropping that mess in your lap? You’re just choosing between suicide by saber or suicide by sword.” 

Xie Lian couldn’t help but laugh, but once he finished, he said soberly, “Still, I never expected you to volunteer to accompany me to Mount Tonglu. I’ve been thinking for a while, and I feel this should be said: San Lang, please don’t force yourself to do this.” 

He suspected that Hua Cheng had only volunteered to come because he knew what was going through Xie Lian’s head—specifically, that Xie Lian felt it’d be much more gratifying to fight to his heart’s content locked inside an oven than to get stuck ineptly managing the Upper Court.

But Hua Cheng replied, “Gege, I’ve already repeatedly sworn that I’m not forcing myself. Do you not believe me?” 

“It’s not that, of course…” Xie Lian said.

Hua Cheng nodded. “Then just relax, gege. I know my limits. You shouldn’t feel like you owe me anything. Even just from my own perspective, I wouldn’t mind stuffing the new ghost king back in before it’s born.”    

Both the ghost kings and the heavens benefited from the way things were. But there was only so much rice, and everyone wanted a bite—there already wasn’t enough to go around, which caused friction at times. No one wanted to let someone new barge in and share the pot. And if this new addition had an extreme personality, they’d all be left with nothing to eat if and when they went mad. 

Jun Wu had heard out Hua Cheng’s suggestion and considered it seriously. Xie Lian taking up the mission alone wouldn’t go as well as Jun Wu handling it in person, but if Xie Lian was accompanied by a ghost king who had once journeyed to Mount Tonglu…well, it would certainly tilt the odds in their favor. 

Of course, Hua Cheng wouldn’t agree to help for free, and Jun Wu agreed to these terms for his assistance: all of heaven must give Ghost City a wide berth until the time of Mount Tonglu’s next opening, and additionally, the Heavenly Court must publicize Crimson Rain Sought Flower’s heroic deeds and sing songs of praise for an entire year… Xie Lian tried to imagine how those songs would go. They would probably be something along the lines of “Foolish heavenly officials! Do you know who saved you?!” This would practically be torture for the heavenly officials, who were already wary of Hua Cheng and had complicated feelings about him—he was all but stepping directly on their faces.

Hua Cheng smiled. “This journey will be much easier for you with me around.”

Pulling himself back to the present, Xie Lian replied, “I still think we should set out after your period of aggravation is over—after you’ve returned to your normal self.”

“You don’t need to worry about that either. It’ll be over soon,” Hua Cheng assured.

Xie Lian was taken aback. “Huh…”

“What is it? Gege, what’s with that face?” Hua Cheng questioned.

“…Does that mean San Lang’s gonna grow up?” Xie Lian said, dejection clear in his tone.

Hua Cheng clasped his hands behind him. “Yes. I’ve endured this for too long. I can’t wait any longer.” 

Just as he finished talking, Xie Lian slipped his hands under Hua Cheng’s arms and lifted him. He raised him high in the air and laughed. 

“It’ll be such a shame! I won’t be able to pick you up like this once you’re grown again. I’d better hug you as much as I can right now. Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha…”

“…”

The Teleportation Array couldn’t be used for the journey to Mount Tonglu, so they had to walk. Over a dozen days later, they finally left towns and signs of life behind them and entered a mountainous area covered with endless lush green forest.

As they walked deeper and deeper into the woods, they encountered more and more nefarious creatures. Their shapes and forms were bizarre, and the size of each swarm only grew larger. The path became more crowded as its pedestrians furtively hurried along. 

Xie Lian walked hand-in-hand with Hua Cheng. “So many have come,” he whispered.

“This gathering is certainly bigger than before. It’s because the heavens didn’t put up a blockade, so many who weren’t planning on coming wound up doing so,” Hua Cheng said.

It wasn’t just solo combatants; many had come in groups. After a while, Xie Lian and Hua Cheng ran into a large group of ragged, disheveled-looking ghosts. They chanted as they marched with savage expressions on their faces.

“The universe is a crucible, and living creatures are the copper!” 

“Infinite adversities abide within the abyss of suffering!” 

“The universe is a crucible, and living creatures are the copper!” 

“Infinite adversities abide within the abyss of suffering!” 

They didn’t seem afraid—in fact, they sounded eager. Hua Cheng’s expression grew frigid as he and Xie Lian listened to their chants. 

“They don’t even understand what they’re saying, but they certainly say it louder than anybody else.” 

Most of these nefarious creatures had never experienced this trial and didn’t understand its cruelty—they thought becoming a supreme would be easy for them. They were filled with heroic aspirations, which brought understandable displeasure to anyone who did know what it was like. 

“Can they enter as a team?” Xie Lian asked.

“Those teams are typically made up of individuals who already know each other. They plan to overcome the mountain together and swear beforehand to show each other mercy. But none of those promises will be kept. As you approach the mountain’s heart, your strength increases with each opponent killed. Anyone spared leaves you with less chance to survive the Kiln. And the easiest targets are often the ones who trust you and are closest to you.”

His brows knitted slightly, and he covered his right eye; it seemed there was another headache coming on. Concerned, Xie Lian quickly grasped him around the shoulders and pulled them both into the woods next to the road, then crouched low to better observe his condition. 

“San Lang, we’re about to reach the mountains. Are you really sure you’re all right?” 

Easing his brow, Hua Cheng replied, “Don’t worry, gege, everything’s fine. It’ll be better soon.”

But how could Xie Lian stop worrying just because Hua Cheng said to? 

“Gege, come closer,” Hua Cheng added. “I have something to tell you.”

Xie Lian didn’t know what he was planning, and he drew closer. Hua Cheng cupped Xie Lian’s face in his hands and lightly touched his forehead with his own. Xie Lian blinked, stunned. He waited until Hua Cheng released him before asking for an explanation.

“San Lang, what are you…”

Hua Cheng smiled. “Done. There are only ghosts here, and gege is a heavenly official. His scent will be very conspicuous. This will help cover it a little.” 

So that was it—he was staining Xie Lian with his scent. Xie Lian couldn’t help but remember how they had exchanged spiritual power and air. He was afraid Hua Cheng would be reminded too and bring it up, so he quickly acknowledged his statement.

“All right. Let’s put on disguises.” 

Naturally, they had to disguise themselves to blend in with the swarm of ghosts, but a simple cloak would do just fine—there were plenty of ghosts and monsters who liked wearing masks and cloaks, so it wouldn’t seem odd. After getting into their costumes, Xie Lian took Hua Cheng’s hand in his own once more, and they slowly continued on their way. 

After a while, they heard the faint noise of a commotion on the road ahead. 

Unsure what was happening, Xie Lian asked, “Is there some sort of landmark that tells you that you’ve made it to Mount Tonglu territory?” 

“There are landmarks,” Hua Cheng answered. “But don’t trust them.” 

Xie Lian was about to ask more questions, but the commotion ahead of them was growing louder. When the two left the forest, they found a large, dense crowd stuck before a steep bluff. There were at least three or four hundred nefarious creatures present, but that number was only the tip of the iceberg for this particular assembly.

“Why is the road blocked? Did we go the wrong way?” 

“That can’t be… Don’t they say that any road will lead to Mount Tonglu?” 

The crowd of ghosts was still mostly peaceful. Perhaps it was because they weren’t yet within the boundaries of the Tonglu Mountains, and the slaughter hadn’t officially begun. 

Xie Lian found a random ghost to the side and casually asked, “What’s going on over there?” 

“Are ya blind?!” the ghost yelled. “There’s a mountain in the way; we can’t get through!” 

“…”

Xie Lian took a look at the ghost next to him. Half of its head was sliced off; it was the blind one. But it wasn’t his place to comment on that, so he asked instead, “Can’t we go around it?” 

Several ghosts rushed over from around the bend, shouting with long tongues dangling from their mouths. 

“What the hell! There’s something weird about this mountain! We ran around for over an hour and still saw no end to it! And then we had to run over an hour to get back!” 

The ghosts turned to Xie Lian. “No.” 

“Can’t we climb it, or fly over it?” Xie Lian questioned.

As soon as he spoke, a large bird, over two meters long, fell from the sky and crashed into the ground with a heavy thud. It appeared to have died on the spot. 

“Dead!” a ghost cried out. “That bird spirit died from exhaustion! All that effort and it still couldn’t fly over!” 

The ghosts turned to Xie Lian again. “Nope.” 

Xie Lian tried once more. “Then can’t we…”

But before he could finish asking his question, the ghosts all shushed him like they wished desperately to seal his mouth shut. “Stop asking, you jinx!” 

“All right,” Xie Lian complied.

Hundreds of nefarious creatures were blocked by this unpassable, unscalable, uncrossable mountain bluff. Their voices buzzed in an endless cacophony. 

“I get it!” one exclaimed. “It’s not a typical mountain—it’s a barrier.”

“Everyone,” another announced, “the outskirts of Mount Tonglu must be right beyond this mountain. This one is probably a trial which we must pass before reaching the other mountain. If we can’t even pass a simple test like this, we shouldn’t even consider trying our luck at what will come after, and we might as well just go home.” 

“Wait!” 

“Wait, what?” 

A puzzled voice spoke up. “Why do I…smell something funny?” 

“What smell? You sure it’s not that human meat you got with you? Maybe it went foul.” 

“No, no. It’s not the smell of dead flesh, it’s the smell of living humans!” that voice said. “No, no, no, that’s not right either! …It’s almost like…the smell of a heavenly official!”

The moment those words were spoken, noises of alarm rippled outward. The crowd of ghosts cried out.

“What?! You’re shittin’ me, why would there be a heavenly official here?!” 

“Ahh, wait! Um… I smell it too!” 

“How come I don’t smell anything?” 

“Now that y’all are talking about it, I think I smell it too… Did a heavenly official sneak in?!” 

“That’s impossible…! What heavenly official has the nerve to come to a place like this?” 

Spurred on by the calling voices, uproar flared in every direction. Xie Lian felt some trepidation, but his face didn’t give anything away. Hua Cheng had helped him cover his scent earlier, so how was there still a smell? No one should’ve noticed him mixing in.

Hua Cheng held his hand and whispered, “Gege, be careful. Something is deliberately muddying the waters to create chaos.”

“It’s also possible that some other heavenly officials really have snuck in,” Xie Lian said.

The ghost who first mentioned the smell of humans jumped onto a boulder to give a speech.

“Everyone! Maybe those godforsaken heavenly officials in the Heavenly Realm saw that they couldn’t stop us on the road, so they sent people to Mount Tonglu to ruin our celebration. To help uncover who has a spiritual aura, I suggest that everyone remove any masks, cloaks, or heavy layers for the time being. Everyone, announce your titles one by one. Don’t give them the chance to infiltrate the gathering and lurk among us!”  

The crowd applauded the idea, and that ghost continued. 

“I’ll go first! You may call me ‘Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade’—referring specifically, of course, to the blade an executioner used for beheading. He only ever used this one blade to chop off heads!” 

“…”

In Xie Lian’s experience, the more blunt and exaggerated the title—especially ones that contained “Unparalleled,” “Thousand Hands,” “Mighty,” “Life-Extinguishing,” and so on—the easier the owner was to wipe out. It usually only took a single hit, or even three with one blow. Hundreds of titles were being noisily thrown out, and Xie Lian shook his head as he listened. Suddenly, a nearby ghost elbowed him. 

“Hey, why haven’t you stripped off your cloak yet? What are you?” 

The ghost didn’t mean the latter question disrespectfully; if Xie Lian wasn’t human, then he could only correctly be called a “what.” As for the ghost’s former question, there were plenty of ghosts that hadn’t removed their cloaks and masks; there was even one not far from Xie Lian, watching them with his arms crossed. However, Xie Lian was the one who had been called out first. Seeing that all eyes were on him, he accepted his own bad luck and took off his cloak. 

“I’m a Puppet Master,” he said temperately.

The ghosts surrounded him. 

“I see! No wonder you look so human. This is my first time seeing a Puppet Master!” 

Xie Lian smiled without responding. Puppet Masters were nefarious beings with very weak evil qi. They would experiment with different kinds of materials in order to create the perfect puppet, so it wasn’t strange for them to be stained with different scents. Since they particularly fancied the skins of humans, human scent was usually heaviest. The dream of all Puppet Masters was to steal hair from heavenly officials to use for wigs for their puppets, and some were even audacious enough to try their luck—so it also wouldn’t be strange if he had the scent of a heavenly official on him.

“Then where’s your puppet?” a ghost asked.

Xie Lian scanned the crowd, then bent and lifted Hua Cheng. The ghosts were in awe. 

“Wow, exquisite!” 

“What material did you use? Tsk, tsk, tsk, it looks so real.”

“Feels like you’re gonna be a tough competitor…” 

“How can you say it looks real? I think it looks pretty fake. Isn’t the skin too pale? Why would a kid have such long eyelashes?” 

Hua Cheng had his arms crossed and his face was expressionless, but there were still many lady ghosts whose unmoving hearts were struck by his looks. 

“I’m dying! What a handsome poppet!” 

“Master, do you take commissions? Can I order one that looks exactly the same? We can talk about pricing.” 

Some even reached out to try to pet him, unable to resist. Xie Lian immediately pulled him back into his arms. The ghosts were visibly miffed. 

“So stingy, treasuring him so highly that you won’t even let us touch!”

Xie Lian held Hua Cheng even tighter, and his hand smoothed his hair. 

“Of course. This is my puppet. Besides, he’s got quite the temper. No one but me can touch him—otherwise, he gets very angry.” 

Hua Cheng quirked an eyebrow, and the ghosts laughed out loud. 

“My, he can even raise his brows! He’s got attitude!” 

Just then, a voice spoke up. “I don’t think that’s it.”

Xie Lian turned to look, and the one who had spoken was Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade. 

“The human scent on you is a little too heavy,” he accused. 

“He’s a Puppet Master; it’s understandable,” the crowd of ghosts chided him. “He’s got ghost qi on him too.” 

“No, no, look closer, everyone,” Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade countered. “The ghost qi on this ‘Puppet Master’ doesn’t feel like it’s being emitted from within. It feels more like it’s only stained on the outside.”

His surface coat of ghost qi should’ve been enough in most circumstances, but even the tiniest details would be brought under scrutiny once he became the focus of a whole crowd of ghosts. Much like Heaven’s Eye, Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade didn’t look like he was very smart at first, and Xie Lian had taken him for an insignificant minor character—who knew he wasn’t so easy to deceive?

“You seem like you’re well versed on this topic, so is there anything concrete to what you’re saying?” a ghost piped up. “How do we tell? Got any ideas?” 

“Yes,” Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade replied. “There is a tool that can determine what he is!” 

He pulled an item from his sleeve, and the crowd of ghosts instantly backed away the moment they saw it. 

“The fuck?! You have a talisman on you?! You sure you’re not the heavenly official mixed in here?!” 

“No! I killed some cultivators on the way here and took their belongings, that’s all,” Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade earnestly explained. “These are just typical talismans for dealing with little ghosts and irrelevant minions. Since you all made it here, I’m sure these won’t harm you. Watch!” 

He slapped a talisman on his own forehead. Crackle, crackle. The talisman burnt up into nothing but a wisp of black smoke, leaving a black burn mark on his forehead. 

“Even though this talisman can’t harm me, it can still leave a mark on my face,” Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade said. “So this proves my identity, right?” 

Paper talismans could be used to defeat or ward off nefarious creatures, so they could also be used to determine whether a person was, in fact, a person. Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade pointed at Xie Lian. 

“If you’re really a Puppet Master, then stick this talisman on your forehead. We’ll see whether it leaves a mark.”

While Xie Lian didn’t show any reaction, his mind was spinning rapidly. 

However, Hua Cheng whispered, “Don’t worry, gege.” 

Xie Lian knew this meant that Hua Cheng was confident he could handle things. He put Hua Cheng down and calmly approached, then took the talisman and pressed it to his forehead. Crackle, crackle. The talisman burnt up into a wisp of black smoke. However, Xie Lian’s forehead was still unmarred after the smoke had cleared, with not a trace left behind!

This proved that the ghost qi on him was only on the surface! 

While that cloaked figure with crossed arms remained where he stood, hundreds of ghosts surrounded Xie Lian and Hua Cheng, yelling and howling and ready to unleash all sorts of bizarre weapons. However, they were repelled by an invisible barrier. The crowd of ghosts was left stunned. 

“Well, well! Pretty skilled, aren’t you!” 

Xie Lian shrugged. “I didn’t do anything.” 

Hua Cheng had been standing behind him, but now he approached with his hands clasped behind his back. “You ignorant rubes. Why do you look so surprised?” 

“And you’re a man of the world, baby ghost?!” 

“It ain’t a lie that he didn’t have ghost qi on him. Just who are you? Declare yer identity now!” 

“What a gaggle of fools. Of course there’s nothing of the sort on his body—because I’m the real Puppet Master!” Hua Cheng answered.

As he spoke, the crowd of ghosts sensed an exceedingly sinister chill blow past them. It was like the entire field had frozen over. Despite their own bodies’ ghostly coldness, they still shuddered. 

“…What…? What’s…going…on…?” 

“Giving you a taste of the world, that’s all,” Hua Cheng said.

He rescinded his aura, and the crowd of ghosts finally stopped shivering. 

“If… If you’re the Puppet Master, and he’s also a Puppet Master, then who’s the real one?” Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade asked with trepidation. “No, no, it can’t be him, so what kind of creature is he?”  

Before Hua Cheng responded, Xie Lian smiled and explained, “Obviously, the kind that belongs to him.” 

The crowd of ghosts were befuddled for a moment, then it finally dawned on them. 

“So… So it’s the opposite? He’s the master, and you’re the puppet?!”

Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade was suspicious. “Then why did you say you were the Puppet Master? Why did you lie?” 

Hua Cheng smiled. “Because I thought it’d be fun.”

Xie Lian smiled too. “That’s right. Master having fun is the most important reason in the world.” 

After the lady ghosts got over their initial shock, they tucked away their long claws and tongues and started circling around Xie Lian anew—only now it was to examine him. For some reason, the ghost women’s commentary took on a completely different flavor from their observations of Hua Cheng; somehow, they were even bolder.

“So this little gege is the real puppet? Aiyah, I like this age better! Now I want one even more! Are you sure you don’t take commissions?” 

“Um… Thank you for your compliments,” Xie Lian replied evenly. “But I’m actually very old…”

“This material is human skin, right? The treatment is done quite cleanly; there isn’t any of that stinking, rancid man-musk that’s usually on those burly brutes. Master, how do you maintain him? Do you use perfume?” 

“It’s human skin,” Xie Lian confirmed. “No perfume. Just bathe frequently and drink lots of water.” 

“Wow! Feels like this puppet can do lots of things. All sorts of things! His face and body both look pretty good, eh? The feel of his skin is nice too. But he’s a little skinny; I wonder if there’ll be any meat on there after stripping off his clothes, hee hee hee hee…”

Xie Lian had maintained a polite and humble smile to this point, but his brows twitched when he saw that some of the lady ghosts were actually coming closer to feel his chest, their eyes glinting. Hua Cheng pressed two of his fingers together and lightly swung them upward—the circle of both youthful and wizened hands that had been closing in was flung back. Xie Lian quickly crouched behind Hua Cheng to hide, much to the annoyance of the ghost women. 

“What, are you going to say that your puppet also has a bad temper and doesn’t like other people touching him? He looks nice!” 

Hua Cheng reached out and lifted Xie Lian’s chin. “His temper is certainly nice, but mine is bad. No one but me can touch the things I love.” 

Xie Lian followed along and obediently raised his head, holding back his laughter so hard that his belly hurt. Still, he was very cooperative and gazed into Hua Cheng’s eyes. “No. San…Master’s temper is very nice too,” he said earnestly.

Hua Cheng laughed as well, looking very pleased. The two went back and forth, singing the same tune and getting quite into their roles, but another ghost interrupted. 

“I still think the human scent on him is too strong.” 

“What more do you want to do, then?” the lady ghosts questioned.

“I heard puppets made of skin aren’t stuffed with real flesh, so they won’t bleed if they’re stabbed,” a ghost said. “Let me stab him with a blade and see…” 

But before he finished his thought, a death glare frightened him into silence.

“Try touching him, I dare you,” Hua Cheng warned frigidly. “Do you think I would so easily allow you lot to touch my heart’s dearest treasure?”
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Earlier, the crowd of ghosts had been pushed back by the power of his aura alone. They were even more scared to make any rash moves now that he was making direct verbal threats. Without realizing it, they had backed away and vacated a large area around them. 

Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade had started this, but he was actually the first to try to smooth things over when he saw they were going downhill. “Please don’t be angry, Puppet Master. We haven’t even entered the boundaries of Mount Tonglu; we can talk more once we’re inside. Let’s not start squabbling among ourselves now.”

Hua Cheng’s gaze swung to the side. “Rather than harassing my puppet, why not ask instead why that one still won’t remove their cloak?” 

The strange cloaked figure had been standing nearby this entire time, and still hadn’t removed his cloak even after the ruckus started. He had been watching with his arms crossed like he was enjoying the show, acting like he wasn’t associated with the hubbub at all. Now that Hua Cheng had pointed him out, he couldn’t spectate the drama anymore—he had become its star. Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade took a step forward.

 “Friend, won’t you also remove your cloak and let us see?”

The cloaked figure remained still for a long time. Just when Xie Lian was starting to suspect he was preparing to kick up dirt and run away, the cloaked figure extended a hand and pulled off his cloak in one clean motion.

Under the cloak was a man. He was somewhat handsome, but overall ordinary and rather forgettable. 

If spotted in a crowd, a person like that wouldn’t be an eyesore, but they’d be easily forgotten—their appearance would slip from one’s mind the moment they weren’t in view. While it seemed to disappoint the ghosts who saw this reveal, Xie Lian grew wary.

“Obviously a fake face,” Hua Cheng said so that only Xie Lian could hear.

He nodded in agreement. When heavenly officials or ghosts of renown had business to do in the Mortal Realm, they’d sometimes create a fake face to avoid being inconvenienced by their real form. The most important element of this transformation was looking ordinary—it didn’t matter whether it came out attractive. As long as it was plain enough to ensure that onlookers would forget the face the moment they turned away, that it would disappear from their mind no matter how long they stared, the transformation was a success. The cloaked figure’s face perfectly matched the key component of such a transformation, which meant it was probably not his real appearance. His identity remained unknown.

Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade handed him a talisman. The cloaked figure took it and stuck it on his forehead without hesitation. Crackle, crackle. Smoke, and then a mark. 

It seemed he was also a ghost, not a human.

After all this ruckus, the crowd was growing agitated. 

“So is there actually a heavenly official among us or not?” 

“Who brought this up in the first place? You better not be wrong.”

Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade raised his hand in appeasement. “I was the first to notice, but it’s true! I definitely smelled a heavenly official… Aah!” 

He screamed and toppled over mid-sentence. Startled, Xie Lian rushed forward and found that he had been pierced through the abdomen, leaving a fresh, bloody hole. There was a faint but unmistakable residue on the wound—it was the kind of holy light that could only come from a heavenly official!

The crowd of ghosts was shocked. “Look at his wound!” one yelled. “There really is a heavenly official among us!” 

Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade covered the bloody hole with one hand and cried in terror, “Everyone watch out! They want to obliterate us!” 

The crowd of ghosts lost their minds in terror. In an uproar, they all raised their weapons, ready to face enemies from any direction, yelling, “Who is it?! Who wants to wipe us out?! Where are you hiding?!” 

It’s just as I thought—the ones who give themselves such ridiculous titles are always the first to go down! That was what flashed through Xie Lian’s mind when Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade fell. Once the initial shock wore off, Xie Lian shouted, “Everyone saw just now, right? You were watching my master and me the entire time—we didn’t do anything.” 

As he spoke, he shot a look at the cloaked figure. The cloaked figure also raised a hand, and his voice was low and quiet. 

“Same.” 

Xie Lian bent down to check Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade’s injury. “It’s a sword wound,” he stated. “Whoever’s using a sword right now is…” 

When he turned his head, he was struck speechless. It looked like the sword wasn’t just the most popular weapon in the Mortal and Heavenly Realms but in the Ghost Realm as well. Of the four-hundred-some ghosts present, at least three hundred wielded swords. They had innumerable suspects. 

Xie Lian cleared his throat. “If only there were more talismans we could use, like the ones earlier. Then we wouldn’t have to worry about who’s who.” 

This was just an offhand comment, of course; he was trying to make himself sound helpful. If some of his heavenly colleagues really were infiltrating this crowd, he certainly didn’t want to help identify them. Luckily, there was no way this Demon of the Swift-Blade individual had that many talismans at the ready. 

Yet unexpectedly, as soon as Xie Lian made his comment, Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade actually did produce several thick stacks of talismans. 

“Oh! I do have more!” 

“…” 

Xie Lian couldn’t help but want to take a look behind the creature’s back. “Where exactly did you pull those from?” 

“That’s not important!” Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade said.

“No, it’s very important,” Xie Lian said. “One normally doesn’t carry such heavy burdens on the road. Those stacks are heavy enough to be hurled like bricks to kill people… How many cultivators did you kill?” 

Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade glared at him. “Maybe twenty or so.”

No wonder. If every cultivator carried a few dozen talismans with them, then all together he’d gathered at least a few hundred! 

The crowd of ghosts were anxious to find out who among them were heavenly officials, so without much ado, they devised a hasty plan. They formed into groups of two, then each stuck a talisman on their partner’s forehead and observed whether the other had a burn mark. However, some small-time ghosts were still a little afraid of the prospect. 

“Do I actually have to do this? Won’t this shatter my spirit…?”

“Naw. It’s exactly like those talismans they were using earlier. The power’s weak, so they’ll leave a mark at most.” 

“I see…”

Hua Cheng narrowed his eyes; he seemed to have noticed something. In the crowd of over four hundred ghosts, rows and rows of them now had talismans taped onto their foreheads—a peculiar and silly sight. However, nothing was happening. 

The ghosts exchanged looks of dismay. “What’s going on?”

“Hey, Swift-Blade demon, what kind of cultivators did you kill? Why are these talismans so crappy? They’re not working.” 

Xie Lian had thought things were fishy from the start, and he knitted his brows. He was just about to speak when a lady ghost next to him pursed her lips and whined.

“I’m not doing this anymore! I’m ripping this off… Huh? What’s going on? Why can’t I get it off?” 

Several ghost women started shrieking at once. 

“Me too! Why won’t it come off?!” 

Crap!

Hua Cheng warned darkly, “Gege, get down!” 

Xie Lian immediately followed his instruction, and Hua Cheng covered his ears for him. Not far from them, the cloaked figure pulled his cloak over his head and half knelt on the ground. 

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Like fireworks exploding, loud rumbles roared to the skies.

Xie Lian could feel waves of violent tremors rippling from all directions. A peculiar, hard-to-describe stench permeated the air.

All the talismans had exploded!

As for the nefarious creatures who had them stuck to their foreheads… The ones with solid bodies had their brains blown out, splattering blood and flesh everywhere. The hollow-bodied ones were blown out of existence entirely, dispersed like black smoke. The mountain bluffs now overlooked a field of howling, wailing survivors. Hua Cheng uncovered Xie Lian’s ears, looking unaffected by the chaos, but Xie Lian felt slightly alarmed as he rose to his feet. He had inspected those talismans one by one earlier; they were entirely normal exorcism charms. How could they have such a shocking effect?

A shredded piece of paper came fluttering down from the smoke-choked sky. Xie Lian seized it with a swift hand to take a look and instantly figured it out. 

“How cunning.” 

It was a shredded corner from one of the talismans. He might not have noticed if it hadn’t been torn, but it had two layers!

On top was a sheet of paper with the most ordinary of spells written on it, but beneath that was an extremely thin sheet of charm paper. It had been burnt to the point where the spell was no longer recognizable, but it must have been a most vicious and aggressive one indeed.

Amidst the billowing, obscuring clouds of dust, many of the remaining ghosts were wailing—like someone had used this as a chance to ambush them. Xie Lian dropped low to the ground as he heard the ghosts shouting.

“Wait! The slaughter hasn’t started! Why is everyone making their move now?!” 

“Yeah! Didn’t we agree that since we’re all ghosts, we’d find a way to peacefully cross this mountain?”

A voice laughed savagely. “Idiots like you deserve to be annihilated in the first round! There’s never been any rule about when the slaughter begins. We’re all opponents, so obviously the faster you’re dealt with, the better! Think I’m gonna warn you before I make my move?”

“Wait! Wait! I’m quitting! We’re not in the Tonglu Mountains yet! Can’t I back out?” 

“Where do you think you are? Somewhere you can just enter and leave as you please? Not in the Tonglu Mountains yet, you say? Take a good look around!”

The clouds of smoke and dust began to clear, and once the ghosts could see, they were all mortified. 

“Huh?! How did this happen?!”

It wasn’t just them—even Xie Lian was a little stunned by the sight before him.

When they first arrived, there had been a tall mountain bluff blocking the road ahead, and it could not be bypassed. But now, somehow, the mountain had disappeared.

No, it didn’t disappear. It migrated behind them.

It seemed they had crossed the boundary of Mount Tonglu without realizing it!

Earlier, Xie Lian had asked Hua Cheng if Mount Tonglu had any landmarks. And now, he understood why Hua Cheng had replied that the existing landmarks were not to be trusted—it was because those “landmarks” could move around on their own, like mischievous children playing pranks!

“I gotta see just what this puppet is made of,” a voice suddenly said from behind Xie Lian in a sneering tone. “Or perhaps you’re really something else?” 

It was Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade! 

Xie Lian whirled around, yet before Ruoye could even fly out, a chilling light flashed. Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade didn’t even have the chance to scream before he was slashed in half at the waist!

Xie Lian rushed over. Sure enough, he had been chopped cleanly in two and couldn’t be deader. Xie Lian looked up and saw that the one who had struck was that strange cloaked figure. The cloaked man slowly slid his sword back into his sheath as he walked over with steady, confident steps.

Xie Lian felt that the man and the way he walked were both somewhat familiar, and straightened up. 

“And you are, sir?” 

The man smirked and gave a low chuckle in response. He seemed about to answer, but he suddenly bent down instead. The unexpected action set off alarm bells in Xie Lian’s head. He watched the man intently, preparing for any surprise attacks—however, the man only circled his arms around the slender waists of two lady ghosts. 

“Are my ladies all right?” 

“…” Xie Lian was struck speechless.

The two lady ghosts were both rather attractive. Because they didn’t wield swords, they hadn’t taken part in the talisman test and thus had escaped disaster. Nevertheless, the shock wave from the blasts had knocked them out. Feeling themselves embraced in someone’s arms and addressed with such passion, they languidly came around with gratitude in their hearts. 

“I’m all right, thank—”

Yet before those thanks fully left their lips, the two lady ghosts’ faces changed abruptly. They shoved the strange cloaked figure away. 

“Get outta here!” 

The two quickly scrambled off. Even after being slapped twice, the man didn’t seem annoyed—he only seemed confused as he stroked his chin and wrinkled his brow.

“That can’t be right; this face isn’t that ugly…?” 

“…” Although he was still in disguise, Xie Lian already knew who he was. “General Pei, why are you here?”

The man turned to him and smiled. He swept a hand across his face and revealed his true appearance—it was indeed Pei Ming!

“Because the Heavenly Emperor asked me to give Your Highness a hand, of course.” 

“Really?” Xie Lian said. “Thank you, thank you. So very sorry for the trouble, then. It’s quite dangerous here, as you can see.” 

“Gege, there’s no need to be so grateful. He obviously negotiated some hefty rewards from Jun Wu,” Hua Cheng said.

Pei Ming walked over and stopped in front of Hua Cheng. Then he crouched down and reached out to measure his current height, laughing as he did. 

“Do my eyes deceive me? Is this My Lord Crimson Rain Sought Flower? One certainly changes for the better with time, so what did you eat to grow backward? Ha…”

Only a single “ha” had left his lips when Xie Lian flung out his silk bandage; it whipped out so hard that Pei Ming was almost sent flying. He only barely dodged with a backward leap. 

“Your Highness, just how deeply do you treasure Hua-chengzhu? Can’t even take a joke?” 

“Are you really General Pei?” Xie Lian demanded somberly.

Pei Ming patted the sword at his waist, flashing it for him to see. “Genuine and authentic; exchange if fake.”

“No exchanges. If fake, refunds only,” Xie Lian said.

“Gege, kill it. It’s fake,” Hua Cheng said.

“Hey!” 

“If you really are General Pei, then why did that talisman leave a burn mark on your forehead?” Xie Lian questioned.

“It’s simple,” Pei Ming said. “It’s all thanks to this.” 

He tossed a small item to Xie Lian. Since he was on guard, Xie Lian didn’t catch with his hands; he instead used the tip of his sword to skewer it and bring it up to his eyes. 

“Candy?” 

On the tip of the sword, there was a shiny, black piece of candy. Pei Ming tossed another into his mouth. 

“Ghost Scent Candy that I bought from Ghost City. Chew on one and you’ll get a mouthful of ghost qi flowing from the inside out. Rather useful when pretending to be an inhuman creature.”

Xie Lian twiddled the Ghost Scent Candy in his fingers, amazed. “You can buy such magical things in Ghost City?” 

Pei Ming munched on the sweet in his mouth. “Ask your Hua-chengzhu right next to you. He knows better than anyone that you can buy anything in Ghost City if you know how. The flavor’s not bad, Your Highness—wanna try one?” 

Xie Lian was curious what ghosts tasted like. He turned to Hua Cheng. “Maybe we should’ve gotten some of those Ghost Scent Candies before we came.”

However, Hua Cheng took the candy from his hand. “Gege, if you want anything from Ghost City, you need only ask. But don’t eat stuff like this.” 

“Why?” 

Even though Hua Cheng exerted no power on it, the candy shrieked and dissolved into a wisp of black smoke. “Everything in Ghost City is dangerous,” he explained. “Take this candy, for example. It comes from a shady production mill, and the ingredients are mostly vulgar, puny ghosts of unknown origin. Eating it will damage your health.”

“It’s fine,” Pei Ming said, sounding unconcerned. “They’re only for emergencies—it’s not like I eat them regularly.”

“And the smell is extremely pungent,” Hua Cheng went on. “Heavenly officials and mortals can’t detect it, but such vulgar ghosts produce a rancid stench.”

Pei Ming was speechless. 

Hua Cheng snickered. “Now do you understand why those two ghost women told you to get lost?” 

“…”

It was because of the incredibly vulgar, incredibly foul brand of ghost qi oozing from Pei Ming’s body!

Xie Lian cleared his throat softly and made a polite suggestion. “General Pei, let’s…not eat these anymore.” 

Pei Ming pulled out the leftover Ghost Scent Candies with a dismissive gesture and tossed them away. “Fine. But we’ve only reached the outer edges of Mount Tonglu’s territory. As we progress further, we’ll find much more powerful nefarious creatures who can tell we’re suspicious with a single look. What shall we do then?” 

The lady ghosts had swarmed around Hua Cheng like ducks; no doubt they really liked his scent. The ghost qi that Hua Cheng transferred to Xie Lian was assuredly of the highest quality, so there was no need to buy Ghost Scent Candies. However, to avoid anyone finding out that the qi was only a surface coat, they might need to press their lips together like last time and have Hua Cheng pass on something more tangible, like air or bodily fluids… Xie Lian immediately stopped himself from thinking about that any further.

“I don’t know either. I’m just a puppet,” he said matter-of-factly.

In other words, he would keep up his act. 

“Fine. Your Highness, you’d best keep close to your master,” Pei Ming said.

Xie Lian pretended not to hear that last bit and scanned their surroundings, humming. “I hadn’t imagined casualties would be this devastating from the get-go.”

The four-hundred-some ghosts that had gathered here originally were almost all dead or injured. Xie Lian couldn’t help but recall the performance Hua Cheng had shown him nights ago; it wasn’t an exaggeration. It really was like a gust of wind had blown through and uprooted all the weeds. Only a scattered few dozen had managed to escape this trial alive, and they were in terrible shape—there were severed limbs everywhere, and moaning and groaning all around. 

Hua Cheng stood before the survivors. “Do you understand now what kind of place Mount Tonglu is?” 

The ghosts that were fortunate enough to survive didn’t dare make a sound. 

“You’re on the outer edges right now. There is still a chance to pull out,” Xie Lian said gently. “If you don’t want to continue on and meet even more frightening things, then stay here and look for a chance to leave.”

The remaining ghosts intended to do just that. Seeing that Xie Lian and company didn’t plan on wiping them out, they quickly pulled each other up and fled as fast as they could, leaning on each other for support. 

Watching their retreating backs, Xie Lian mused, “Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade was an exaggerated name to be sure, but he was an unexpectedly formidable character. Quite brutal.”

“That creature was extremely good at manipulation. He’d stirred the pot from the very start,” Pei Ming agreed. “He was also quick on his feet. Your Highness, that strike of yours gave him the perfect chance to use his injuries for trickery.” 

Xie Lian blinked. “Wait, my strike? What strike? I didn’t unsheathe my sword.” 

“No?” Pei Ming wondered. “I meant the stab to his abdomen. If he hadn’t whipped everyone into a panic thanks to that little gash stained with your holy light, none of the ghosts would’ve believed him and stuck those talismans on their foreheads.”

Xie Lian was puzzled. “To be honest, I thought you had stabbed him, General Pei.” 

“Your Highness, do you have some sort of misunderstanding about me? I don’t do ambushes or sneak attacks,” Pei Ming said.

“If it wasn’t you and it wasn’t me, then was there a third heavenly official present? Or perhaps the holy light on that Swift-Blade demon’s wound isn’t what it seems…” 

He turned, ready to inspect and verify again. But Demon of the Swift Life-Extinguishing Blade’s corpse was gone.

Startled, he demanded, “Where’s that Swift-Blade demon’s body?” 

“I clearly just slashed him at the waist.” Pei Ming replied, blatantly baffled.

“Gege, be careful,” Hua Cheng said darkly. “Within Mount Tonglu’s domain, a slayer becomes stronger for each opponent killed.”

And Demon of the Swift Light-Extinguishing Blade had just slaughtered nearly four hundred nefarious creatures!


Chapter 76:
I Decided the Path I Walk

 

XIE LIAN SUDDENLY REMEMBERED something—that fateful day at the Palace of Divine Might, Lan Chang had randomly accused everyone, but she had never pointed her finger at Feng Xin even though he was standing in the most conspicuous spot.

Jian Lan immediately denied it. “He’s not!” 

Disbelief was plain on Fu Yao’s face as well; he seemed dumb-founded at the revelation that Feng Xin and this woman were connected. Hearing her speak, he finally snapped out of it.

“He hasn’t even asked anything, so why did you answer so quickly?” 

“Please! It’s obvious what he was going to say,” Jian Lan said. “And I’m telling you, he’s not!” 

However, Feng Xin was staring at the fetus spirit. “What did you call him? Cuocuo?” 

That name, “mistake,” seemed to have a special implication. Jian Lan opened her mouth, then closed it, no longer willing to argue. 

“What’s a big man like you doing, talking so much?” she said instead, frustrated. “If I said he’s not, he’s not! Who the hell’s so eager to recognize their bastard?!” 

“What are you saying?” Feng Xin replied angrily. “If he is, then of course I’ll…”

“Of course you’ll what? Recognize him? Raise him?” Jian Lan countered.

“I…” Feng Xin was stuck. 

He looked down at the deformed little monster hanging off of his arm. The fetus spirit seemed to bear a particularly deep hatred for him; it was latched on, tearing and chomping and crying wah wah wah. Feng Xin didn’t know what to do; he couldn’t hit it, nor could he not hit it. His bloodied hand clenched into a fist.

Seeing that he was stumped, that it looked like he couldn’t accept the truth, Jian Lan tsk-ed at him. “I already said he’s not, but you’re still pushing! He’s got nothing to do with you. There. Feel better?!” 

“Bullshit! He has to!” Qi Rong yapped. “See, I wasn’t wrong—it really is the spawn of a pleb! Everyone come check this out; Feng Xin’s own son was carved out of his ol’ ma’s belly and turned into a little ghost, hee hee. I can’t believe people actually pray to this shitty ‘Son-Gifting’ Nan Yang! Watch out, the more you pray, the more your sons are gonna be…”

Xie Lian raised his hand and Ruoye sealed Qi Rong’s mouth. Jian Lan also stomped heavily on his head a few times, which led to some muffled screams. 

Just then, Guzi blearily woke up to see Qi Rong getting trampled, and he lunged forward. “Don’t… Don’t step on my dad…”

With Guzi clinging to Qi Rong’s head, Jian Lan couldn’t stomp anymore. Instead, she changed course; she seized the fetus spirit by its little blanched legs and bolted, yelling at it angrily as she went.

“I told you to stop biting! So disobedient!” 

Feng Xin was spacing out and didn’t manage to catch them in time. 

“Ruoye, chase!” Xie Lian cried on reflex.

Ruoye chased as commanded, but only once the white silk bandage flew out did Xie Lian remember that it had been binding Qi Rong. He looked back, and sure enough, Qi Rong had leapt to his feet looking pleased, with Guzi still clinging to his head. 

“This ancestor’s free again!” he announced.

Seeing that Feng Xin had finally snapped out of it, Xie Lian changed Ruoye’s orders. 

“Ruoye, come back after all.” 

Thus, Ruoye came flying back to give Qi Rong a sound slap—thwack! Qi Rong had been singing the song of freedom, but now he was clobbered hard enough to spin in place three times. He tumbled to the ground, covering his face. After sprawling there for a moment, he went berserk and seized hold of Ruoye, shouting at it. 

“Even a rag like you dares hit me?!” 

This time, Ruoye was stuck in his clutches; it couldn’t free itself no matter how it twisted. It was as if Qi Rong’s strength had suddenly exploded. Xie Lian was about to take care of him personally when Qi Rong realized there was a small child on his head. He yanked Guzi down, holding him like a shield to protect himself.

“Don’t come a step closer! Do it and I’ll strangle him! Hey, hey, hey, look behind you, that dog Hua Cheng is gonna die!” 

Shocked, Xie Lian whipped around. Sure enough, Hua Cheng’s brows were tightly knit, and his hands were trembling at his sides. It seemed like he was forcing himself to endure something, but when he saw Xie Lian looking over at him, he immediately declared, “I’m fine!” 

The agitation of ghosts! 

The tremors this time seemed stronger than any so far. In a split-second decision, Xie Lian rushed back to Hua Cheng’s side to hold him in his arms. Qi Rong took this chance to make his getaway with Guzi in his clutches. 

Jian Lan also seemed to be suffering a throbbing headache, and she vainly covered her ears to muffle the tremors’ calls. The fetus spirit bit and tore even more violently under this aggravation. Feng Xin had been bitten over a dozen times, and blood was pouring freely from the wounds, but he still didn’t dare hit the creature; he instead reached out to tightly grab hold of Jian Lan’s arm. The fetus spirit, however, didn’t hold back, and swung its claws toward Feng Xin’s face to give him a nasty scratch. Feng Xin grunted and covered the new wound; it wasn’t clear if his eyes had been injured. Xie Lian was mortified and was about to send forth Ruoye, but Jian Lan furiously stomped her feet. 

“If you keep this up, I’m going to get angry!” 

Only after being scolded by its mother did the fetus spirit jump back into her arms, obediently curling up into a bundle. Jian Lan gave Feng Xin a look and gritted her teeth.

“He has nothing to do with you. I’m warning you, leave us alone!”

And then, with one hand hugging her head and the other hugging her son, the mother fled with her child in tow. 

Fu Yao cried, “Let me go!” 

Feng Xin knelt on the ground, covering half his face. Xie Lian crouched next to him with Hua Cheng in his arms. 

“Are you all right? Let me take a look at your injuries. Was your eye scratched?” 

Blood dripped through the cracks of his fingers, and Feng Xin replied with his eyes closed. “…No. And don’t ask me.”

“Feng Xin… Lan Chang… Miss Jian Lan, what was she talking…” 

Xie Lian had only just started to ask when Feng Xin swung out his fist. With a loud crack, the tree beside them was punched in half. 

“I told you not to ask me!” he roared.

That response sounded unexpectedly resentful, and Xie Lian could tell the resentment was directed at him. He couldn’t help but be taken aback.

But Hua Cheng commented coldly, “Who turned your wife and son into ghosts? Go burn the right person with that fire of yours.” 

At this, Feng Xin raised his head slightly to stare at Fu Yao, his eyes red. Fu Yao was at first stunned, then furious. 

“What are you looking at? You don’t actually think it was m…my general? What is this terrible luck?! All he did was notice that the woman was a surviving citizen of Xianle and had some relation to the royals and nobility, so he lent her a helping hand. He had wanted to save that fetus spirit, but it refused to see sense; not only did it not want to be saved, it even turned into a fierce! Nothing good came of his help, and he ended up coated in crap. Had he known it’d end like that, he wouldn’t have bothered! That little ghost doesn’t even recognize who gave birth to it; you think it actually knows who killed it?!” 

Perhaps it was because he had gotten tangled up in too many upsetting things lately, but his words were quite rude indeed. 

“Your general calls a trifling incident like this ‘terrible luck’? Should people who suffer worse luck simply die, then?” Hua Cheng said.

Feng Xin shook his head. “…How did things end up this way?” he murmured. “How did it get like this?” 

“Why…don’t you take care of your injuries first,” Xie Lian tried. “Did you bring any balms?” 

Feng Xin glanced at him and said darkly, “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me!” 

He didn’t bother tending to his wounds. With one hand covering his injuries, he stood up and stumbled away. Xie Lian and Fu Yao called after him a few times to ask if he was going back to the Upper Court or planned on giving chase, but he didn’t answer, and soon his silhouette disappeared. 

Fu Yao struggled again. “Your Highness!” he cried angrily. “If you won’t give chase, will you at least let me do it?” 

Xie Lian snapped out of it. After weighing the options, he agreed, “All right.” 

And then he actually let go. Fu Yao didn’t seem to think he would actually comply, and he humphed as he worked out the kinks in his wrists. 

“Why are you so willing to let me go now?” 

Xie Lian rubbed his forehead. “The…situation…in the Upper Court is probably even worse than I imagined…” He sighed. “Rather than advising your general to return, I now think he should continue to act on his own.” 

He paused briefly, then added, “What are you going to do now? I don’t think the fetus spirit was throwing around that defamation as simply a means of escape. There might be someone directing it behind the scenes.” 

Fu Yao dusted off his sleeves. “Who cares? It’s heading for Mount Tonglu, so I’ll figure that out after capturing it!” 

He rushed off. The inn, once lively with so many groups of people, was suddenly quiet and deserted. Xie Lian turned and went to check the collapsed cottage. He flipped and pulled aside the beams and straw to look around and made sure that those monks and cultivators really were only unconscious. Upon reassuring himself that they would probably come around soon, he left as well.

He and Hua Cheng traveled for a while, and once they had left the barren hills behind, they finally found a real inn and stopped to rest. 

The past few days felt like a flurry of chaos to Xie Lian. He sat on the windowsill, lost in thought. Ruoye curled around his arm, rubbing against him gently as if it were purring, and Xie Lian scratched it absentmindedly. 

Hua Cheng came to the window to bathe under the same moonlight. He spoke his mind. 

“It has nothing to do with you.” 

Xie Lian was shaken out of his reverie. He soon understood what that meant, but he shook his head. 

“I don’t know if that’s true… Feng Xin must’ve befriended Miss Jian Lan after the fall of Xianle and before his own ascension. That would’ve been during the years of my first banishment.” 

“But that doesn’t mean you’re at fault for how things turned out,” Hua Cheng said.

After some thought, Xie Lian said, “San Lang, I’ve never talked about my first banishment, have I?” 

“No,” Hua Cheng said.

“I’ve never told anyone. I hope you don’t mind if I make you listen to me babble,” Xie Lian said.

Hua Cheng lightly pushed himself up onto the windowsill to sit there as well. “I don’t mind. Go ahead.” 

Xie Lian began to speak, chasing his memories. “Back then, the only subordinate I had left was Feng Xin, and life was very difficult. The possessions I had while I was a martial god, while I was a crown prince, were all pawned off.”

Hua Cheng chuckled. “Including Hongjing, right?” 

Xie Lian smiled gaily. “Ha ha ha…that’s right. Jun Wu can’t know about that; do keep it a secret for me. And those dozens of golden belts—they were pawned too.” 

“Mmm. So Feng Xin took one of your golden belts and gave it to Lan Chang?” Hua Cheng asked.

Xie Lian shook his head. “I don’t think that’s true. Feng Xin wouldn’t have taken my things so frivolously. I was the one who told him to sell it and to keep the money for himself.” 

That was essentially Xie Lian giving him a lot of money for no reason. Feng Xin had repeatedly declined the offer at the time, but Xie Lian was relentless, and in the end he had said, “I’ll keep it for you for now.” 

“It’s shameful to admit this, but the reason I made him sell those things and keep the money wasn’t just out of guilt—it was also out of fear.” 

With all his devotees gone, only Feng Xin still treated him like the Flower-Crowned Martial God and His Highness the Crown Prince. Only then did Xie Lian realize that, even though they had grown up together and Feng Xin was his trusted servant and bodyguard, he had not once received any special reward. 

Suddenly, Xie Lian knew fear—fear that Feng Xin would decide this life was too hard and stop following him. 

Thus, that golden belt wasn’t meant as a reward. It wasn’t purely a gift or a show of appreciation—more one of compensation and ingratiation.

Xie Lian had seen a protection charm in the illusion created by the fetus spirit; it was probably something Feng Xin had given to Jian Lan. After Xianle fell, all of Xie Lian’s temples and shrines were burned down. Not a single soul believed in the Crown Prince of Xianle anymore, and his protection charms were seen as trash. However, Feng Xin was still determined and tirelessly handed them out—all the while telling Xie Lian, “Look, you still have devotees.” But Xie Lian knew deep down that all those protection charms were most likely thrown away.

“Even after so many years, I never knew if Feng Xin fancied anyone. I never asked, and I never paid attention,” Xie Lian said slowly.

After all, he had been the darling of the heavens since birth, high and mighty and above all. Feng Xin naturally orbited around him like he was the sun, so how could he possibly have his own life and own heart?

“It might not sound great to give a girl something you yourself had been given, but that golden belt was genuinely the best gift Feng Xin could manage at the time. After all, we were frequently missing meals, and Feng Xin wasn’t someone who’d spend wastefully. It’s easy to imagine how much he liked Miss Jian Lan. But if he liked her so much…why did they split up?” 

Whether or not the fetus spirit was Feng Xin’s son, Xie Lian couldn’t forgive himself if that time of poverty made Feng Xin lose the girl he loved.

“If he liked her but they separated in the end,” Hua Cheng replied, “then it proves that what they had was only like.” 

Xie Lian smiled wistfully. “San Lang, things aren’t always that absolute. Sometimes, it’s not up to you to decide if the road is easy to walk.” 

“I might not be able to decide if the road is easy, but whether I walk it is entirely up to me,” Hua Cheng said quietly. 

Xie Lian blinked. He felt like a knot in his heart had been untied, and he stared wordlessly at Hua Cheng. Hua Cheng tilted his head. 

“Gege, am I wrong?” 

As he watched Hua Cheng’s twinkling black eyes, Xie Lian suddenly grabbed hold of him and settled him on his lap. 

“Ha ha ha, San Lang, you’re very right!” 

“…”

Hua Cheng seemed stunned by this and allowed himself to be lifted high in the air. Xie Lian laughed. 

“Let me be blunt for a moment. The brash way San Lang said that—it quite resembled my younger self.” 

Hua Cheng seemed to have grown accustomed to being hugged and tossed around like this, and he quirked his brows. “Wow, what a dream.” 

They played around in the room for a while, then Xie Lian tossed Hua Cheng onto the bed before climbing on himself. He rolled over to face the ceiling and was about to speak when Hua Cheng abruptly sat up. His pupils shrank and his eyes turned sharp as he looked across the room. 

Sensing something wrong, Xie Lian quickly sat up as well. He was awash in a cold sweat the moment he saw what it was. 

Another person had silently appeared in their room. Somehow, neither of them had sensed a thing until now. 

The person sat by the table, upon which there was a pot of tea brewed and ready, its fragrant scent permeating the air. And yet Xie Lian hadn’t even noticed! 

He couldn’t help but feel a chill run down his spine as he leveled Fangxin in a defensive stance. 

“Who’s there?!” 

“Do not be afraid,” a man’s voice replied evenly. “Tea, Xianle?” 

“…”

That voice and figure were both suddenly very familiar. Even as his heart was still thumping, Xie Lian sighed a breath of relief. Some strands of hair had come loose during their play, and he brushed them back behind his ears. 

“My Lord…” 

Before he’d fully exhaled, he yanked up the blanket to hide both Hua Cheng and his own body. 

“…Why has My Lord descended?” 

The hand under the blanket grasped Hua Cheng tightly, gesturing for him not to worry. Jun Wu leisurely poured three cups of tea before he rose to his feet. 

“You did not return, so naturally, I had to descend and see for myself what was keeping you.” 

He folded his hands behind his back as he spoke and slowly stepped out from the shadows to walk toward Xie Lian. Xie Lian’s eyes traced up Jun Wu’s white robes to land on the sword in his hand. Startled, he swiftly jumped off the bed. 

“My Lord, I can explain…” 

Unexpectedly, behind him, Hua Cheng pulled off the blanket and sat up. He wore a smile as he sat cross-legged with his arms casually resting on his knees. 

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Hua Cheng said.

Xie Lian stood between them. 

“I think we can probably sit down first and talk. Look at this child, My Lord, doesn’t he look like—”

“Your son, correct?” Jun Wu finished the statement for him and smiled.

“…Ha, ha ha, ha ha ha ha…” Xie Lian laughed awkwardly for a bit. “How did My Lord know what I was going to say?” 

Jun Wu finally moved his gaze off of Hua Cheng. He lightly patted Xie Lian’s shoulder and, without another word, turned to sit at the table once more. Xie Lian understood this meant there would be no confrontation for the time being. He sighed an unconscious breath of relief.

If Jun Wu intended to kill, Xie Lian had personally witnessed just how terrifying he could be after he unsheathed his sword. Under no circumstances did Xie Lian want Hua Cheng to face that head-on.
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Still, Hua Cheng’s expression remained unfriendly, and his eyes never left Jun Wu. Jun Wu pushed the teacups forward.

“Good sir, although this is not the first time we have met, it certainly is the first time we have been in such close proximity. Since it is a peaceful occasion, why not take tea for wine and let us smooth over this situation?”

Xie Lian lightly cleared his throat and tried to appear as casual as possible while he donned his outer robe. Slipping on his boots, he asked, “My Lord, how are things in the Upper Court?”

Jun Wu didn’t reply for a long moment. He set down his teacup and gazed out the window to watch the moon, then sighed. “I do not wish to speak of it.” 

“All right…I won’t ask,” Xie Lian said.

It would seem things were truly terrible. However, Jun Wu turned to look back and said, straight-faced, “I kid. Even if I do not wish to speak of it, I must. Xianle, leave your little friend for now and follow me outside for a moment.” 

Apparently, there were things to discuss that shouldn’t be overheard. Xie Lian was about to comply when Hua Cheng made a leisurely comment from behind him.

“Your Upper Court is in complete chaos; it’s not a secret. Even rube ghosts out in the countryside know that the ghosts’ gathering couldn’t be stopped this time, and they’re howling nonstop in excitement. So why bother speaking in private?” 

He climbed off the bed and languidly strolled to the table, then picked up a teacup to idly toy with—he seemed quite uninterested in actually drinking from it. 

A few moments later, all three were seated at the table. Hua Cheng’s current appearance looked young, but his expression and manners almost made one forget it. 

“Nothing can deceive your eyes, good sir,” Jun Wu replied evenly.

The tea had been poured by Jun Wu, and due respect must be given, so Xie Lian sipped from his cup. As he did so, he asked, “Isn’t there still some time before Mount Tonglu’s gates officially open and seal? Has it been confirmed that it’s happening right now?” 

Feng Xin had told him this as well, but Xie Lian suspected he was exaggerating. He doubted this was as certain as he’d claimed.

However, Jun Wu affirmed, “Indeed, it cannot be stopped.” 

“I suppose you had planned on doing what you’ve always done—deploy all the martial gods to blockade every road leading to Mount Tonglu and stop the ghosts en route,” Hua Cheng commented. “But then Mu Qing broke out of prison and went on the run. His whereabouts are unknown, and his absence leaves a gap in the southern defense.”

“Did Feng Xin return to the Heavenly Capital?” Xie Lian inquired. “How is he? Did he say anything?” 

“He returned, but not in good condition,” Jun Wu replied. “Nan Yang came back wounded and gave a rushed report of the situation, then pleaded for me to order all heavenly officials not to touch the female ghost Lan Chang and her son. He had wanted to descend again after reporting in, but his injuries were severe; he can barely move his right arm. I detained him to recover in the Heavenly Capital. However, that leaves the southern defense full of holes.” 

If this were any other matter—for example, if they needed someone to go kill a monster or steal spiritual pills or something—Xie Lian would volunteer in an instant. But one couldn’t lead troops by charging ahead alone; one man might break through an army of millions, but there was no way he could defend against that army. Xie Lian had long understood that leading people and armies wasn’t his strength. Rather than forcing himself to step up, it would be best if someone more suited for the position was nominated. Thus, he wasn’t quick to volunteer. 

Instead, he asked, “Is there no other martial god who can take up the task?” 

“Other martial gods have their own domains and assignments to handle and can take on no more,” Jun Wu replied. “Pei Xiu from the Palace of Ming Guang might have once been available, but he has long since been exiled. As for Qi Ying, he is the same as you: a free spirit who prefers to charge around the world alone, doing as he wishes—his whereabouts are also currently unknown, and that child never answers spiritual communication. The head official of the Palace of Ling Wen is also missing. There is a temporary chief, but while the other civil gods are certainly skilled in the arts…they are incapable when it comes to facilitating communication, making decisions, and coordinating management. These past few days…”

He made it sound like the Upper Court was about to fall apart. Xie Lian couldn’t bear to hear it, and his sympathy only grew. 

“I remember My Lord once said that there is another remedy to this, even if the gathering of ghosts can’t be stopped. What can be done?” 

“‘Remedy’?” Hua Cheng echoed. “Probably a suicidal one, I bet.” 

Jun Wu gave him a look and sighed. “I also said that I did not want to take that step unless absolutely necessary.” 

It clicked in Xie Lian’s mind. “Could it be…?” 

“Correct. With things as they are, the only way to remedy the situation is to send a martial god to infiltrate the gathering of ghosts at Mount Tonglu,” Jun Wu slowly confirmed.

If the slaughter couldn’t be stopped, then they had to ensure that it was thorough—that not a single ghost was left behind! 

Xie Lian crossed his arms into his sleeves and knitted his brows. “I’m not too familiar with Mount Tonglu, and I don’t really know how the rules work. How should this be done—exterminate every last nefarious creature that reaches the mountain?” 

But that was an inconceivable task. A god would have to conceal their identity to infiltrate Mount Tonglu, and they couldn’t bring much help along. Otherwise, the ghosts would discover that there were heavenly officials in their midst and would surely surround and annihilate them. Mount Tonglu was also a locus of great evil; a heavenly official’s spiritual powers would be severely restricted while in its perimeter. It would be even worse than the suppression they experienced at the Black Water Demon Lair.

“No,” Jun Wu replied. “There is no need to make that much effort.” 

“I’m familiar with Mount Tonglu. Gege, look outside,” Hua Cheng said.

Following where he was pointing, Xie Lian looked out the window. There was a large field outside planted with some flowers and herbs, and there was also a tiny flowerpot tucked into a corner. Hua Cheng hopped onto the windowsill and pointed at the flowerpot. 

“In the heart of Mount Tonglu lies a giant kiln.” 

Just as the words left his lips, the little flowerpot fell over and rolled to the center of the field, then righted itself. The once-flat ground pulsed outward in waves from that flowerpot heart, and the field was transformed into an expanse of rolling mounds of various sizes.

“Mount Tonglu, the central volcano, is fully encircled by mountains,” Hua Cheng continued. “These are the Tonglu Mountains, an area as big as seven cities.”

Xie Lian watched, amazed, and then leapt lightly out the window. As he stood in the field among the tiny hills, it made him feel like a giant looking down upon the vast earth. 

“The slaughter begins at the outer edges of the mountain range,” Hua Cheng continued. “The goal is to reach the center and enter the mountain’s heart—that is, the Kiln.” 

With a casual wave of his hand, many small things on the ground started to move. Xie Lian crouched for a closer look and discovered that dozens of weeds and leaves were twisting through the hills, as if they were tiny people crossing a mountain range.

“Which is to say, the ghosts are stronger as one approaches the center—as they close in on the Kiln?” he remarked.

“Yes,” Hua Cheng said. “Because the weak weeds were already annihilated at the edges.” 

With another light wave, a breeze brushed by; the weeds were completely cleared away. The empty little hills became desolate, appearing almost sad. However, the flowerpot at the center suddenly emitted flashes of red light—looking very much the part of a tiny kiln, reddened by flame. As Xie Lian stared at it, he noticed a tiny red flower among the unremarkable weeds that had jumped onto the flowerpot. They all spun around the edges of the pot like people dancing, and the little red flower danced the wildest. 

Hua Cheng half crouched next to him. “Only a handful of ghosts at most can enter the Kiln’s interior. Once they’ve done so, the Kiln will close.” 

Those little “people” danced and danced, then fell from the flowerpot’s rim one by one to be swiftly swallowed by the black soil. 

“One ghost must break out of the Kiln within forty-nine days of entering,” Hua Cheng continued.

The flowerpot shuddered violently, then a flash of blinding red light exploded from the pot with a bang, sending out a shock wave of dust.

The little red flower leapt out of the mud, fresh from its “earth”-shattering rebirth. It raised its two tiny leaves skyward as if shouting to the winds and announcing its might to the world. Xie Lian couldn’t help but puff out a laugh at the sight.

However, perhaps it had gotten overly excited—the little red flower slipped and nearly fell from its perch on the edge of the flowerpot. Xie Lian hurriedly reached out and gently caught it, and he cradled it in his palms. The little red flower seemed dizzy from the fall. It shook its head, then raised its face to gaze at its rescuer. 

Xie Lian brushed off some specks of dirt that had splattered onto his hair. “So this little one born from Mount Tonglu is the next generation’s ghost king?” 

Hua Cheng nodded. “Correct. The initial slaughter is a strengthening process; it cannot be skipped. If a ghost isn’t strong enough and can’t break out of the Kiln after it enters, it will be suffocated inside and burned to ash. It will become nothing but fuel for a more qualified candidate.” 

He rose to his feet and called to Jun Wu, who was still sitting inside. 

“Your plan is to cut down the mighty and leave the weeds. There are only so many with the potential to become a ghost king—once those candidates are annihilated, the remaining weak ones might get into the Kiln, but they won’t have the strength to leave. If they can’t break out, they won’t be recognized as ghost kings.” 

Xie Lian nodded. “Sounds doable. But will it work? Has it been attempted before?” 

Jun Wu approached the window. “I do not know. And no, it has never been attempted before. In the past, the ghosts have always been stopped before they managed to assemble.”

Hua Cheng crossed his arms. “I’m afraid it’s impossible. Fighting under these conditions is suicide in all but name. I suggest the one who came up with such a brilliant idea go do it himself.”

“I intend to,” Jun Wu replied easily.

Xie Lian was taken aback. “My Lord?” 

“Xianle, this is precisely why I descended,” Jun Wu said. “I will be going to Mount Tonglu. I need you to return to the Upper Court and take up my duties for the time being.” 

Xie Lian dropped his hands and leapt to his feet. “There’s no way! Temporarily take your place? Me? My Lord, please don’t joke! No one will listen to me.” 

Jun Wu grinned. “Then this will be a very good chance for you to convince them to do so.” 

Xie Lian rubbed his forehead. “My Lord, pardon me, but I really cannot agree with you this time. This is too absurd. To use a vulgar example from the Mortal Realm, an emperor can ride forth onto the battlefield, but have you ever heard of an emperor infiltrating and assassinating? The Heavenly Capital can soar so high in the heavens because you are there to hold it up. No other heavenly official can do that; it is through My Lord’s power alone. The sky will not fall if you are there to support it, but if you aren’t there, it will.”

“Xianle, the sky will not collapse for anyone in this world,” Jun Wu replied, folding his hands behind him. “Once you become accustomed to the way the world works, you will understand that life goes on even without those lost along the road. There will always be new to replace the old. If a new ghost king is born, and they are another Crimson Rain Sought Flower or Ship-Sinking Black Water, there will not be an issue. But if they are another White-Clothed Calamity, the world will fall into chaos.” 

He looked Xie Lian in the eyes. 

“You have witnessed for yourself how difficult it is to kill a supreme like him. If I do not go, there is no other way.” 

Xie Lian knew that Jun Wu wasn’t being humble. Managing to accurately identify and subdue the strongest among millions of ghosts while trapped in a weakened state and sealed off from any hope of outside aid—Xie Lian couldn’t say with any certainty that he could manage to do it himself. Jun Wu alone had a real chance at success. But he might be away for a decade—what about the outside world? What about the Upper Court?

Just then, Hua Cheng spoke up. 

“Who says there’s no other way?”
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Chapter 80:
Four Heavenly Kings Hidden on Darkened Walls

 

THERE REALLY WAS a face. Perhaps the flames hadn’t consumed it entirely, or maybe the melting paint had flowed down and shielded the image from ruin. Whatever the case, beneath the tip of Xie Lian’s finger there was a chunk of an illustration depicting a human face. He began to carefully scratch away the solidified black material.

“Is Your Highness really that fascinated by some mural?” Pei Ming asked, holding his very swollen left hand.

“It’s not fascination,” Xie Lian replied. “But rather that I have a daring idea.” 

“Let’s hear it,” Pei Ming said.

“We’ve gotten a rare chance to enter Mount Tonglu territory. While we work to stop the rise of a new ghost king, perhaps we can also find out more about the position itself. For example, who created the role? What kind of power is supporting all of this? Perhaps we might even be able to destroy it in one sweep and rid the world of this disaster for good. We’d never have to worry about another ghost king being born.” 

“That really is a daring idea,” Pei Ming said. “But if Hua-chengzhu never discovered anything while he was here, we’d probably only be wasting our time. I don’t recommend trying it in our current circumstances.”

Hua Cheng spoke up. “I didn’t make any such discoveries because my talents are dull and my abilities limited. Besides, last time, I was too busy killing. The results will be different if gege takes the lead on this investigation.”

“No, no, no. I’m the one whose abilities are limited. San Lang is much more capable than me,” Xie Lian said.

“…” As if he couldn’t listen anymore, Pei Ming tossed Pei Xiu over to Banyue and turned to walk outside. “I think I’m gonna go get some fresh air.” 

It was surprisingly easy for Xie Lian to chip off a few chunks of the black, hardened substance. He blinked. 

“This can actually be…”

The hard layer of charred material could actually be peeled off in large pieces!

In the short span of those few words, he had already peeled off a significant amount to reveal a human face about the size of a baby’s fist. The lines were simple, but the face’s expression was lively, like it was chasing after something; the passion in the eyes was as clear as crystal. The hard black material seemed to have acted as a protective layer atop the mural proper, and the colors underneath were as vibrant as the day they’d first been painted. 

Xie Lian turned his head. “San Lang, let’s do this together…”

Hua Cheng didn’t move, but a field of shimmering silver light began to gleam in the darkness. Hundreds of silver butterflies silently appeared, then fluttered to rest on the blackened walls. Xie Lian heard small chipping sounds as they flitted their wings in unison. Innumerable small cracks crawled across the black walls, like a fracturing mask.

With a crumble, the black material covering the walls completely shattered, revealing the true image behind.

It was a giant, colorful mural!

Raising his head to look at the wall, Xie Lian felt chills.

The mural was divided into four levels. The highest level shimmered with golden light and was crowded with clouds, but no people were present.

On the second level, there was only one individual depicted: a handsome young man dressed in white. Golden light surrounded him; the artist had used the same gold paint as on the top level. 

On the third level, four characters were depicted. Each of their faces, apparel, expressions, and gestures were different, and they were half the size of the white-clad young man on the second level.

The fourth level, which was the lowest, was covered with countless figures, and they were half the size of those on the third level. Each of their faces were exactly the same; their expressions were open and full of passion, worship, and rapture. The first face Xie Lian had discovered was one of these on the very bottom.

The lines of the mural were elegant and mature, and Xie Lian was stunned for a long time before he found his voice. 

“San Lang, have you…ever seen this before?” 

Hua Cheng’s response was hesitant. “I traversed half of Mount Tonglu’s domain and walked through almost every one of Wuyong’s holy temples, but I swear I’ve never seen anything like this before.” 

Xie Lian came back to himself. “I don’t think this mural is from two thousand years ago.”

“There’s no way it can be,” Hua Cheng said. “Look at how well the colors have kept, as well as its overall condition. I’d say it’s at most a hundred years old, or maybe even newer than that.” 

Which meant that this mural had been painted after the kingdom’s destruction!

Xie Lian pointed at the highest level. “That level must be depicting the heavens, since the ‘Law of Heaven’ presides above all sentient beings.”
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Then he pointed at the second level. “This level must show the Crown Prince of Wuyong. Since this holy temple was made to worship him, he’s naturally the main subject of the mural—which is also why he’s the biggest figure in this painting and surrounded by the same color light as the heavens. He’s only slightly below the ‘Law of Heaven.’”

Then he pointed to the fourth level. “The figures at the lowest level are the smallest, and all their faces are the same. They must be the people of Wuyong.” 

Finally, he pointed at the third level. “But who are these four? Regardless of their poses or expressions, they’re situated above the people of Wuyong and below the crown prince. That means they likely all have the same status. Ministers? Vassals? Or…”

Hua Cheng took a few steps closer. “Gege, look, they also have a sheen of spiritual light on their bodies.”

Sure enough, they did. The light radiating from the Crown Prince of Wuyong was so strong that it far outshone their spiritual light in comparison. 

The answer dawned on Xie Lian. “They’re heavenly officials the crown prince appointed after he ascended.”

Which meant they were the same as Feng Xin and Mu Qing, once upon a time.

Xie Lian made a round of the great hall and confirmed it was only this wall facing the gates that hid secrets. The other three walls were thoroughly burnt from crust to core.

Who left this mural behind, and for whom was it left? What kind of message were they trying to communicate? 

Xie Lian couldn’t deduce much from just one painting. He hummed for a moment, then turned to Hua Cheng.

“As we continue on the road, let’s pay more attention to the other holy Wuyong temples. I have a feeling that…there can’t be only one mural like this.” 

Hua Cheng inclined his head. “I intend to.”

The two of them and Banyue, who was supporting Pei Xiu, left the holy temple. It was only then that Xie Lian remembered their other team member. 

“Where’s General Pei?” 

Pei Ming had said that he needed some fresh air and went outside. Even though they’d dallied in the great hall for a good while, he still hadn’t come back. Xie Lian called out a few times but received no response. 

“I hope he hasn’t gotten lost at a time like this.” 

The four looked around the small, desolate town, but their search was fruitless. Furthermore, they couldn’t use the spiritual communication array in Mount Tonglu. Just as Xie Lian was beginning to feel desperate, Hua Cheng spoke up. 

“Gege, don’t worry. I have a way.”

He extended a hand. In his palm there was a tiny silver butterfly which started lightly flapping its wings. It flew around Xie Lian, circling him a few times. While Xie Lian thought it was charming, he didn’t know how it could help. 

“What…”

Just then, he heard labored breathing. A few moments later, a man’s voice came from the silver butterfly.

“I never thought I’d see you here,” the man said.

Pei Ming!

Xie Lian looked at Hua Cheng, who snickered. 

“Yesterday, I planted a silver butterfly on everyone.” 

Pei Xiu arduously raised his head. “…So, you can use, silver butterflies, to, monitor, everyone’s movement, without them, noticing, you? As expected, of Crimson Rain, Sought Flower.”

“Don’t speak if you don’t know how to form sentences,” Hua Cheng sniped.

“…”

Xie Lian cupped the little silver butterfly in his palm and called out to it. “General Pei? Where are you? Who’s in front of you?” 

“I’m sorry, gege,” Hua Cheng said. “You can only listen, not speak through it.” 

Xie Lian gave it a thought and acquiesced, “Fair enough.” 

If the listener’s voice could pass through, then it could easily give its presence away to the other party, couldn’t it?

Soon after, the frigid, exhausted voice of another young man spoke. “Ol’ Pei, a word of warning—you’d better not spew any ridiculous nonsense right now. Be careful, or I might start smacking you around.”

Xie Lian’s eyes widened at that voice.

It was the voice of Ling Wen’s male form!

“I see!” Xie Lian exclaimed. “So the man in black who killed so many along the way…was Ling Wen in his male form.” 

“Is, it Ling Wen-qianbei, who took General, Pei away?” Pei Xiu asked.

“I don’t know. I’m still listening,” Xie Lian replied.

On the other end, Pei Ming said, “Noble Jie, why the temper?” 

“Shut up,” Ling Wen said. “I told you not to speak. I’m not the one with a temper, it’s someone else. I’m warning you—I can’t control my body right now, so I won’t be responsible for any injuries you sustain by my hand.” 

“Who are you trying to scare? We’re both in the same predicament; we can’t move a muscle,” Pei Ming said.

Xie Lian looked up. “It’s not Ling Wen who caught General Pei. Someone else has trapped them somewhere.” Then he pondered somberly, “They even suppressed the Brocade Immortal. Who could it be?” 

“Are you still wearing…?” Pei Ming asked.

He didn’t say it out loud, but everyone knew what he was referring to.

The Brocade Immortal!

“Yeah. He really doesn’t like you, so watch what you say,” Ling Wen replied.

“How would you know what he’s thinking?” Pei Ming wondered. “Honestly, I can’t believe you. What’s gotten into you, starting trouble like this? So audacious, going so far as to steal from the Temple of Divine Might. You broke your own golden bowl,2 and now you’ve come running to Mount Tonglu. What, did he tell you to do all this?” 

“He didn’t make me. I’m the one who wanted to come,” Ling Wen said. “Ol’ Pei, stop asking questions! He’s getting mad. I can feel it.” 

Pei Ming shut up. After a while, Ling Wen puffed a light breath; it seemed that the Brocade Immortal had finally calmed down, so he picked up the conversation again.

“And what’s with you, Ol’ Pei? What are you doing, coming to Mount Tonglu? And were you stung by a million hornets on your left hand or what? That wound looks horrid.”

Pei Ming’s voice was extremely sullen and woeful. “Got off to a bad start…it’s a long story. Little Pei isn’t making my life easy either. I shouldn’t have wound up in such pathetic circumstances, but who could’ve known I’d be jinxed the moment I arrived? If I weren’t injured, do you think I’d let someone drag me to this hellish place? I didn’t even see who it was.”

Can’t you specify which hellish place already? Xie Lian thought. Say whether you’re in a cave or a house or what, so I’ll at least know where to look.

It wasn’t like there were no clues whatsoever, though. The Teleportation Array couldn’t be used in Mount Tonglu, so Pei Ming mustn’t have gone far. Their voices sounded somewhat hollow and echoed faintly, so they had to be somewhere spacious. And Xie Lian could vaguely hear the sound of water.

They hadn’t run across any rivers or lakes along the way, and there weren’t any buildings around that were more spacious than the nearby holy Wuyong temple. Therefore, there was only one place they could be—

Underground!

But that didn’t tell them much; this small town wasn’t all that small. They were underground, but where exactly?

“And what about you?” Pei Ming asked. “I hear you killed over a thousand nefarious creatures—everyone’s terrified. Congratulations. Well, you can’t be the number one civil god anymore, so why not change careers and join us martial gods? What manner of creature managed to bind you here?” 

Ling Wen laughed bitterly. “I don’t know what it was either. I accidentally clashed with Lord Rain Master and was dizzy afterward, so something took the chance to ambush me from behind. No need to ask me, it’ll show itself sooner or later. Just remember not to expose your identity.”

Just then, a third voice interrupted their conversation. 

“Pei Ming, Nangong Jie, you nasty couple. You can stop your smug calculations. You think I don’t know what’s under your fake skins?!”
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Chapter 91:
Ride the Black Ox, Flying Hooves on Mount Tonglu

 

YULONG WAS THE SACRED GUARDIAN sword that Yushi Huang had used to slash her own throat, so of course Pei Ming couldn’t take it! It was certainly a holy weapon, but it was also a murderous one. 

“Yushi Huang sure is generous. Otherwise, I’d almost suspect she did that on purpose to scare him—or remind him,” Rong Guang said. “I can’t believe she’d actually bring out Yulong for him to use. You really think he’d dare? Ha ha ha ha…”

Xie Lian couldn’t tolerate him anymore. “Why must you always think so negatively?” 

And he slapped on another talisman to seal Rong Guang’s mouth. 

It just so happened that at that moment, Pei Ming called out to them from a distance. 

“Your Highness, Crimson Rain Sought Flower, are you two rested? Time to put the beds away; let’s get going.” 

There wasn’t much time to rest in the first place, and it had flown by while they chatted. 

Most of their group stayed behind while Xie Lian, Hua Cheng, and Pei Ming set off. The Rain Master had a steed and offered to give them a ride to the foot of Mount Tonglu. Xie Lian thanked her with delight. The black ox shook and transformed, becoming three times bigger than his previous size—there was room for six people on his back. He lowered his front legs to the ground, laying his body low for the Rain Master to mount him and ride at the very front. Pei Ming was next, but he left a large space between himself and the Rain Master. Last came Xie Lian and Hua Cheng. After Xie Lian mounted, the black ox rose to his feet, now incredibly tall. Xie Lian brushed his hands against the smooth, shiny black coat with amazement. 

“Lord Rain Master’s steed truly is magical. San Lang, I think you might’ve mentioned it before, but how did he come to be?” 

Stretching out its legs, the black ox began to run. The scenery on either side quickly disappeared behind them, and the ride was as amazingly steady as it was amazingly fast. 

Hua Cheng gently held on to Xie Lian’s waist from behind, as if afraid he might fall. “He was once the door knocker on one of the side gates at the Temple of Yulong, the royal cultivation hall of Yushi.”

There was a minor custom at the Temple of Yulong: visitors would rub the golden beasts carved on the door knockers to give them human qi and accumulate good karma. When devotees visited, they usually rubbed the dragons, tigers, herons, and other such holy beasts. People typically didn’t rub the ox, so the carving was rather deserted and lonely. While Yushi Huang cultivated at the Temple of Yulong, every time she passed that door while seeking water, she would rub the ox’s head. It absorbed her qi, and when the Rain Master ascended, the ox ascended with her. He was the only deputy she ever appointed.

The black ox ran quickly, and Xie Lian leaned back slightly from the force. It was almost like he was sitting in Hua Cheng’s embrace. He chuckled at the story.

“There certainly isn’t anything San Lang doesn’t know. No tale or classic can trip you up.” 

Hua Cheng chuckled as well. “Is there anything else gege wants to know? If it’s within my expertise, I’ll tell you everything.” 

Pei Ming sat in front of them; since the Rain Master wasn’t talking, he didn’t make conversation either, and instead listened in on them. “Indeed, Lord Ghost King. Your Highness, why don’t you ask about Crimson Rain Sought Flower’s background? See if he’ll answer you.” 

Xie Lian’s smile immediately faltered. Inquiring after the background of a ghost king was not very polite; in Xie Lian’s opinion, that sort of personal information was no different than asking about the size of a man’s manhood. He instantly changed the subject, worried that Hua Cheng might get upset.

“General Pei,” he called out nonchalantly. 

“What?” Pei Ming asked.

“There are bumps up ahead, watch out,” Xie Lian cautioned.

“What?” 

As soon as he spoke, the black ox carrying the four of them lowed a long cry, deep as a bell. Pei Ming went flying off his back—and was completely dumbfounded.

“What the heck?” 

Something like this had truly never been heard of nor seen before. Mistakes happened—if he fell off, then so be it. But how could only the person in the middle be thrown and not the ones in the front and back? Was that even possible? 

The ox never paused in his step. Xie Lian looked back, his hollering trailing behind. 

“Didn’t I warn you to watch out for the bumps ahead, General Pei…?” 

Over the course of their journey, Pei Ming was flung off seven or eight times. Finally, the four riding the Rain Master’s Guardian Steed arrived at the foot of Mount Tonglu.

Much like Mount Taicang, Mount Tonglu used to be a lush green mountain sitting at the heart of the royal capital, its scenery elegant and beautiful. At its foot was the majestic imperial city, the most prosperous in the kingdom.

The city had once been buried deep underground, but it had probably resurfaced after many earthquakes and was now back above the earth. Xie Lian’s eyes scanned their surroundings for a moment as he sat on the black ox. He was about to dismount when he saw Hua Cheng standing there, his hand outstretched toward him. Xie Lian’s heart skipped a beat, and he gave him his hand before hopping down.

“There must be a holy temple here in the imperial city, right?” 

“There certainly is,” Hua Cheng replied.

Pei Ming had fallen many times during the ride, but he was very sturdy and didn’t limp at all when he walked—as expected of a martial god. He even reached out to pat the ox’s neck, failing to notice the ox baring his teeth at him dangerously.

“I’m guessing the tallest building in the city must either be the palace or the holy temple,” he stated.

“No,” Hua Cheng replied. “The imperial city’s Wuyong Temple is on top of the mountain.”

He pointed. Halfway up the crimson mountain, there was the corner of a roof peeking out. The majority of the building was hidden in a misty red shadow. 

“Why is the mountain red…?” Xie Lian wondered.

He had barely finished his question before the ox roared and threw his head back. They’d already started walking away, but they looked back, startled. The ox was rolling on the ground, but the Rain Master never loosened her tight grip on the rope she used to lead him. 

“What’s going on?” 

The ox let out a human scream. “Aaaaaaaaah!” 

As soon as she heard this scream, the Rain Master pulled out Yulong and struck down toward the black ox!

The blade flashed. Something black and furry was flung away and sent crashing into a wall on the street, staining it with a large bloody splash. It was a corpse-eating rat!

The scream hadn’t been from the black ox but from a corpse-eating rat that had climbed onto the ox and bit him hard when no one was looking. Although the rat was on the brink of death, it still screamed and screamed. 

“Your Royal Highness… Your Highness, Your Highness, Your Highness! Save me, save me, save me!” 

BOOM!

Its shrill cries made Xie Lian seize up, and his head began to throb. Hua Cheng swiftly pulled him to stand behind him, then raised his hand. The corpse-eating rat was blown into a mist of blood, but the tiny eyes remained stuck to the wall and shimmered with madness. 

“Lord Rain Master, I suggest you check over your steed,” Hua Cheng said.

The Rain Master was already combing through and turning over the ox’s black hair. “It’s just a scratch.” 

However, more and more human voices rose in undulating whispers from all around.

“Cough…cough, cough… Take me away, take me away!” 

“I should’ve fled a long time ago…”

“I can’t get over it… We shouldn’t have believed his nonsense! We face a wrongful death!” 

“Gege… Gege? Your Highness!” 

That last line was particularly clear—it was Hua Cheng’s voice. Only then did Xie Lian snap out of it. “…I’m sorry!” 

Hua Cheng looked grave. “Did you understand what they were saying again?” 

Xie Lian nodded. Hua Cheng reached out and covered his ears. 

“Stop listening to them. Those words weren’t directed at you.” 

Xie Lian was still tense, his head tingling. “I know,” he managed to say.

Thousands upon thousands of corpse-eating rats came swarming toward the four of them, pouring in like a black tide. This was the royal capital, and its population had been much denser than the previous city—which meant there were more dead and thus more abundant food for the rats. Their numbers were therefore quite large, and they were heavily surrounded. Pei Ming was getting serious; a thin sheen of protection aura had covered him.

“You all leave first. I’ll lure them away—”

Before he could finish, the massive ocean of rats screeched and dashed toward him—but they brushed past him and continued running in one direction. He turned his head and saw that they were chasing after the Rain Master!

Without anyone noticing, the Rain Master had remounted her black ox and was running in the opposite direction to distract the rats. The ox had already put a distance of a few dozen meters between them, but he wasn’t going too fast—just fast enough that the corpse-eating rats couldn’t gain on them, but slow enough that they could keep him in sight. It was the perfect spacing to lead them away without letting them catch up. 

The Rain Master called to them from the distance. “My Lords, please continue onward. I can lead them away.” 

As the Rain Master rode her ox, she scattered fat white grains of rice along the way. Rats loved rice by nature, and it had been countless years since they last saw such succulent grains, so they swarmed after her. 

This was what Pei Ming had been planning to do, but the Rain Master had once again stepped forward and robbed Pei Ming of his heroics. His expression was extremely conflicted. 

Hua Cheng dropped his hands. “Gege, let’s go.” 

Xie Lian’s head throbbed whenever he heard the voices of those corpse-eating rats, and he was able to let out a breath of relief as the voices receded into the distance. He nodded in agreement, but Pei Ming turned to address them. 

“Hold on. You’re going to leave, just like that?” 

“Yeah?” Hua Cheng said.

Pei Ming frowned. “What about the Rain Master? She won’t be able to handle this on her own. Isn’t it reckless to run off?” 

Xie Lian was perplexed. “How come General Pei doesn’t think the Rain Master can take care of herself? Wasn’t it obvious just now that Lord Rain Master is more than capable?” 

Pei Ming didn’t seem pleased by the point he made, and he came to a decision. “I don’t think so. There’s a martial god here, so there’s no reason to make a woman official do this sort of work. Your Highness, you two go on ahead. If I can catch up with you later, we’ll meet at the holy temple!” 

With that, he set off on a chase. Xie Lian called after him a few times until Hua Cheng intervened. 

“Let’s go, gege. Don’t bother with him. He just can’t stand being protected by a woman and has to try to salvage his dignity.” 

Without wasting any more time, they ran through the imperial city and past the multitudes of empty-shelled stone people, toward the massive mountain.

An hour later, they finally set foot on Mount Tonglu’s slopes.

The mountain looked like it was dyed the color of blood because all the trees on its slopes were red. They weren’t maples, but they were the same fiery crimson color. It was indeed the color of blood, and Xie Lian could also faintly smell its thick stench. It seemed that, over the course of centuries, the plants here had feasted upon all the resentment and human blood that had soaked into the soil.

The fourth Wuyong Temple had been built on a stone outcropping halfway up Mount Tonglu’s slopes. This was how it escaped the misfortune of being swallowed by lava. It was the largest of the four temples and also the best maintained. Within the halls there were many stone people, their poses and expressions all different. They had probably been temple attendants. The two ran straight for the grand hall—sure enough, they saw a mural as soon as they entered. 

After only a single glance, Hua Cheng said, “It seems someone got here before us.” 

There was only one mural within the grand hall. While the other two walls themselves were intact, the murals on their surfaces had been slashed and destroyed.

This was the first time something like this had happened, and Xie Lian was dumbfounded. 

“Who could’ve done this?” 

They didn’t even know who had painted the murals, and now they had to deal with the additional mystery of a mural destroyer. Still, they were short on time, so they studied the mural that remained. From his first cursory glance, not even a close examination, the hair on Xie Lian’s neck stood on end.

What was this?! 

This mural was completely different from those in the other three temples. There was only one person in the painting. The colors were dark, and the figure’s lines and expression were extremely twisted. The person’s appearance couldn’t be discerned at all; one could only tell that it was a civilian in tattered clothing.

That, in itself, was nothing. What had made Xie Lian shrink back in terror was the fact that the person appeared to be in excruciating pain. He had torn apart his clothing and exposed his flesh.

And upon his body, there were three faces—each one as contorted as his own!

It was Human Face Disease!

Assaulted by such a shocking discovery, the black of this mural invaded Xie Lian’s vision entirely. “…It’s the same,” he mumbled. “It’s exactly the same!”

The people of Wuyong had also encountered the Human Face Disease!

Why were the experiences of the Crown Prince of Wuyong, someone from over two millennia ago, so eerily similar to Xie Lian’s own?!

Hua Cheng saw how quickly things were going downhill and steadied him. “Your Highness, stop looking at it for now.” 

But the impact of that image was too great, and the trauma left in Xie Lian’s heart by Human Face Disease was too severe. He stared at it like someone possessed. So Hua Cheng simply pulled Xie Lian over and pressed him into his embrace. The tone of his voice was firm but gentle. 

“All right. Your Highness, listen to me. Listen to me…” He paused briefly, then continued in a low voice, “You see? The previous murals have told their story chronologically. There is cause and effect. The last one had the Crown Prince of Wuyong building a bridge to the skies, so the next one should depict an event that came right after. But this mural doesn’t connect to the last one at all; the timeline doesn’t make sense. Isn’t that right?” 

Xie Lian came back to himself quickly and began to think. 

“…You’re right, there must be something missing in between. Someone destroyed the previous two murals before we got here.” 

“If that person destroyed the other two murals, why didn’t they destroy this one too?” Hua Cheng asked. “Why did they leave it?” 

“There are two possibilities,” Xie Lian said. “They might have thought that leaving this mural behind was inconsequential; that it didn’t matter if it remained. They weren’t concerned with us seeing it.” 

“And the second possibility?” Hua Cheng asked.

“The person actually did destroy all three murals, and this one was painted on afterward. Meaning that it’s fake!” Xie Lian said slowly.

“Very right,” Hua Cheng replied. “Why not think bigger—maybe all the murals we’ve seen along the way were lies. We’re already very close to the answer, so before we get there, don’t start overthinking things on your own, all right?” 

After being buried in Hua Cheng’s arms for so long, Xie Lian was able to finally, completely scrub the horrifying image of the mural from his brain. Only then did he realize the position the two of them were in. He quickly moved to pull himself away from the embrace. 

“…How embarrassing, San Lang. I, um…”

However, Hua Cheng didn’t let him break away. He instead pulled him in closer, smiling as he did so. 

“Nothing to be embarrassed about, but…” He lowered his head. “There’s actually a third possibility.”

The bottom half of Xie Lian’s face was still pressed to his shoulder, and Hua Cheng’s voice was right next to his ear. It was extremely, extremely quiet, and no one could hear it except Xie Lian himself. His breath hitched slightly as he heard Hua Cheng whisper.

“The third possibility is that the person wanted to destroy all the murals, but they couldn’t finish in time. We came in just as they were about to deal with the last one, which means they’re hiding here, in the grand hall…right now.” 
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Chapter 87:
Jealous Ghost King, Three Questions on Where the Friendship Lies

 

HUA CHENG HAD USED his own abilities of inference and capacity for learning to pick up the Wuyong language. He could decipher the meaning of words, but since there wasn’t anyone alive who could read the words aloud to him, he couldn’t match written words with sounds. That meant he couldn’t understand the murmuring of the corpse-eating rats. 

But Xie Lian, who had never visited Mount Tonglu before, understood. What could this mean?

Hua Cheng could tell what Xie Lian was thinking with a single glance, and he was quick to reassure him. “Gege, don’t panic just yet. I’ll repeat those words to you. Give them a listen.” 

“…All right,” Xie Lian said.

Hua Cheng’s memory was exceptional, and he clearly and precisely repeated the words as soon as they left the area where the corpse-eating rats had gathered. Xie Lian stared intently at his lips as he pronounced a series of moderately paced and somewhat bizarre-sounding phrases. The words had a strange, ancient rhythm to them. Hearing them spoken with such steady control through Hua Cheng’s lips made the notes deep, beautiful, and pleasing to the ears. 

After concentrating on the words for a moment, Xie Lian said, “I don’t understand them.” 

Now this was very strange—he could understand the words the corpse-eating rats had spewed, but he couldn’t parse them when Hua Cheng repeated them exactly. Still, that moment of comprehension couldn’t have been a figment of his imagination. 

“When you heard those voices, you easily understood what they were saying, right?” Hua Cheng asked.

Xie Lian nodded. “Right. There was never a translation process in my brain.” 

He hadn’t even realized it was a different language.

“I get it,” Hua Cheng said.

“What do you get?” Xie Lian asked.

“What you understood wasn’t the Wuyong tongue but the emotions of those who died.” 

Xie Lian understood, but at the same time he didn’t. 

“Meaning that a long time ago, someone heard these same dying voices. They understood them and remembered them, and then somehow transplanted this memory into you and infected you with their feelings,” Hua Cheng explained further. “They knew the Wuyong tongue and had already completed the ‘comprehension’ step, which is why you don’t need to know the language to understand. Those voices have always been buried deep within your mind, and you were brought directly into their emotions the moment you heard them.” 

Xie Lian thought this explanation sounded fairly plausible. “I see… But the question is, who could pass such memories and emotions to me? And when did they do this?” 

After a pause, he murmured, “…The state preceptor?” 

“We can’t be sure,” Hua Cheng replied. “Gege, you’re already assuming your master is from Wuyong. But if that’s the case, shouldn’t they have been communicating in the Wuyong tongue when we were in the stomach of the mountain spirit? Why weren’t they?” 

That wasn’t hard to explain. Xie Lian said, “The Kingdom of Wuyong was destroyed two thousand years ago. They would need to use modern language to survive in the world for the past two millennia. It’s only natural for them to use the language they’re more fluent in now.” 

Hua Cheng gripped his shoulders, his tone growing harsher. “Gege, stop letting yourself think this way.” 

Xie Lian finally turned to face him. “Fine. San Lang, what does it usually take to transplant memories and emotions to someone?”

“There are two conditions that must be met. First, you must trust this person absolutely and without reservations. When necessary, you are willing to be led by them,” Hua Cheng answered.

After a brief moment of contemplation, Xie Lian had picked the candidates in his mind. 

“Second, it is someone you are powerless to retaliate against. The one implanting the memories must hold absolute power over you, and you must fear them deeply,” Hua Cheng said. “Gege, think carefully. Over the years, who has matched these requirements?” 

Xie Lian contemplated for a while, and after some hesitation, answered slowly. “I suppose there are three in total.” 

“Very good. Who are the three?” Hua Cheng asked.

“The first one is the State Preceptor of Xianle,” Xie Lian said.

While he loved his parents deeply and never guarded against them, he knew deep down that he and his father walked different paths—thus, he couldn’t say he was willing to be led by his father. However, the state preceptor guided him at the beginning of his education and taught him everything. He met both conditions. 

This was expected, so Hua Cheng prompted, “And the second one?” 

“Jun Wu,” Xie Lian answered.

He held immense respect for Jun Wu, and was constantly in awe of him, no need to say more on the subject. He also met both conditions. Hua Cheng didn’t look too impressed, but he didn’t comment.

“And the last one?”

“The third one,” Xie Lian said, “doesn’t match the first condition, but the second.” 

Hua Cheng understood. “…White No-Face?” he said darkly. 

Xie Lian closed his eyes and nodded, a hand covering his brow. “…I won’t lie to you. I never revealed this to anyone—not even Feng Xin and Mu Qing. I never said anything dispiriting to them back then. But I actually…” 

But actually, deep down, he profoundly feared that creature.

There was a period of time when even hearing the name would set him trembling nonstop. But Xie Lian had never dared to allow anyone to notice, because he was the only hope they had for defeating White No-Face. If even he was scared, then wouldn’t everyone else fall deeper into despair? If that happened, everything would collapse! 

Of course, it was all much better now. Hua Cheng gripped his shoulders even harder. 

“It’s all right. There’s nothing shameful about being afraid of something.” 

Xie Lian gave a small, flickering smile. “I’m just not brave enough, that’s all.” 

“You don’t need to be so hard on yourself,” Hua Cheng comforted. “Without fear, there is no courage.” 

Xie Lian was slightly taken aback. 

Hua Cheng continued without pause. 

“Is it only those three?” 

Xie Lian nodded. This meant that someone among those three had planted within him the Wuyong people’s memories and emotions at the moment of volcanic cataclysm. Hua Cheng mused on it, furrowing his brows.

Xie Lian was silent for a while before he suddenly spoke up. “That’s not everyone.” 

Hua Cheng turned his head to look at him. “What?” 

Xie Lian drew a small breath. “…It’s actually not just those three. There’s a fourth person who fulfills the first condition. But I’m certain he has nothing to do with the memories and emotions of the dead.” 

Hearing this, Hua Cheng turned toward him completely. “Oh? How do you know? Have Your Highness and this person shared many years of deep friendship?” 

Not so many years, Xie Lian thought, but a deep friendship. He believed this person counted, but he was too embarrassed to say it out loud, so he replied ambiguously. 

“In any case…he might be the one I trust the most. Even more than my master and Jun Wu.” 

“How does that count?” Hua Cheng asked.

Xie Lian lightly cleared his throat. “It’s embarrassing to say,” he said shyly. “Because…if I were to make a grave mistake, or find myself in trouble after upsetting a huge hornets’ nest, he’s the first one I’d think to call… And my trust for him isn’t quite the same as what I have for my master and the Emperor…” 

Before he could finish, he noticed Hua Cheng’s odd expression. He trailed off.

“San Lang?” 

Only then did Hua Cheng come around. He quirked an eyebrow. “Oh. It’s nothing, I was thinking of something else. Your Highness really trusts this person so much?” 

He usually raised his brows when he was relaxed or teasing, but it didn’t seem very natural right now.

Xie Lian nodded. “Mmm… Is there a problem?” 

Hua Cheng bowed his head slightly and adjusted his silver vambraces. “Nothing major,” he said, sounding nonchalant. “But, in my personal opinion, it’d be best if gege didn’t trust others so easily.” 

“…”

Hearing him say that, Xie Lian wasn’t sure whether Hua Cheng had figured out who he was talking about. But he didn’t dare reveal any more, so he only gave a soft oh. Although he paused, in the end he still couldn’t resist asking, “San Lang isn’t going to ask who this person is?” 

“Hmm? What?” Hua Cheng asked. “Since gege said he trusts this person and has determined that he has nothing to do with this affair, there’s no need to ask.” 

Xie Lian rubbed his forehead. 

Hua Cheng quickly added, “But if gege wants to tell, San Lang is happy to listen.” 

Although his words sounded gracious, it’d be awkward if Xie Lian told him now—it would be like he was begging Hua Cheng to ask who he trusted the most. Xie Lian couldn’t tell whether Hua Cheng was just being polite or if he really didn’t care. 

Coincidentally, the wraith butterflies that engaged in bloody carnage against the corpse-eating rats had returned. After going through that strenuous battle, the silver butterflies were flying a little low, like they were drooping with fatigue. Xie Lian quickly went up to greet them, reaching out to catch a particularly tiny butterfly.

“Thanks for your hard work!” he said.

Now he’d done it. The butterflies paused in the air, and the next second, it was like they had smelled delicious pastry.8 They all charged at him like mad. Xie Lian still had the little silver butterfly cupped in his hand and was almost struck dumb. 

Hua Cheng gave a calm, deliberate cough. The butterflies paused again, then backed off politely and calmly flew toward Hua Cheng to land on the silver vambraces on his arms, becoming one with the engraved butterfly patterns.

The two continued to search for Yin Yu. After they’d been walking for a while, Hua Cheng suddenly spoke up. 

“It’s not Feng Xin, is it?” 

Xie Lian’s mind had already moved on to something else, and when he heard him, he blinked. “Huh? What?” 

“The person gege spoke of,” Hua Cheng said.

Xie Lian instantly waved. “Of course not!” 

Hua Cheng’s brows twitched. “…It’s not Mu Qing, is it?” 

A drop of sweat rolled down Xie Lian’s forehead, and his hand waved faster. “That’s even more impossible. But why is San Lang asking about this again?” 

Hua Cheng smiled. “I thought about it, and I think that this fourth person is the most suspicious. So to prevent any surprises, will gege please tell me? Who is this person you trust the most, and with whom you’ve shared many years of deep friendship?” 

“…”

Xie Lian stared at the smile on his face. He had a gut feeling that this smile was very fake. But just as he inhaled deeply, preparing to speak, the faint silver light from the scout butterflies disappeared.

Darkness fell all around, and Hua Cheng swiftly seized Xie Lian’s hand and dodged to the side of the street. Xie Lian could tell something was wrong.

“San Lang, is something coming?” he asked in a whisper.

Even though darkness had come unexpectedly and nothing could be seen, he followed Hua Cheng’s steps closely and easily hopped into a house to hide. 

Hua Cheng’s voice sounded next to his ear. “It’s here.” 

Within the darkness, they heard a very peculiar sound.

Thump thump, thump thump.

It was a strange dragging noise, and although it was still far away, each drag sounded extremely heavy. And each one also sounded much closer than the one before—the speed of its approach was astounding. Xie Lian thought this sound was oddly familiar and that he had definitely heard it somewhere before. When it sounded close by, he looked outside to see.

Sure enough, there was a woman dressed in wedding robes on the main street of the underground city. 

Although she wore wedding robes, the robes themselves were in tatters; it was a chilling, haunting sight. Her face was beautiful yet held no sign of life. The glowing green ghost fire atop her head made her blanched complexion shine green. In her arms she cradled a small child whose face was also a ghastly pale shade, though he appeared more alive than her. He was obviously a living human.

“Bumping into old friends again,” Hua Cheng said.

It was the ghost bride Xuan Ji—and Guzi!

