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Villages and Illnesses

 

Rice stalks swayed in their flooded paddies, the peasants working deep within the water, tending to their harvest, tickled by the occasional carp that brushed against their feet. Their clothing was rough spun, their backs bent from long days of working the fields. Every few minutes, they would take a break, leaning backwards in unison and opening their arms, relieving the pressure of their hunched position. 

Li Yao on the raised roadway that led between the fields watched the peasants with bemused amusement and interest. She had never truly considered their lives, not till – not till that man – but now, she could not help but ponder their lives. So different from the sheltered and constrained life of a noblewoman, her existence constrained at first by the walls of the family compound. Only when she had shown aptitude and ability as a cultivator had her world expanded.

And expanded again, when she arrived at the Verdant Green Waters Sect. So much so that she had rebelled against everything that her parents, her family, had wanted for her. Become a cultivator, gain a good standing in the sect, then come home to be married off. Become a force for the clan by bearing the children of another noble.

Like the ones riding beside her. Lips pressed together, Li Yao glanced at the pair of noblemen who had invited themselves along on her assignment. 

“There really is no reason for you all to come with me,” she groused once again. “I never liked swords being thrust in my direction for no reason.”

“We’re not…” Xiang An started, then drew a deep breath as he forced himself to settle on his horse again. Xiang An was a little on the taller side for a cultivator, his body having yet to catch up to his full size and leaving him looking like a rake in silk clothing. It was perhaps that difference – along with his lower social standing as the son of a smaller noble house – that created his deference to her. “My apologies, Lady Li. This was not my intention.”

“It was mine,” Shen Wei said, offering her a rakish grin that made Li Yao want to slap it off his face. He thought he was so handsome, so charming, so elegant. It did not help that he was all of that, and the women in the sect all too happy to throw themselves at him. Pity he was a lousy warrior. “A ride with a beauty and an easy assignment? What else could a man want from his life?”

“A challenge. Competition. Excitement!” Li Yao said, waving one long sleeved arm around. Her mare barely shifted, so used to its rider’s jarring movements. “Why, Wu Ying and his friends are visiting another sect right now.”

“Wu Ying this, Wu Ying that,” Shen Wei said, sighing. “Are you sure you’re done with him?”

“What is it to you?” Li Yao snapped. “And he’s a friend, whatever the case. An exciting one. You, you could not excite a woman even if you tried.”

Xiang An coughed, eyes half-closed as he struggled to contain his laughter, a hand covering his mouth. Li Yao turned to glare at him and he spoke through his sleeves. “Bug…”

“Mmm… be careful of what you put in your mouth,” Li Yao said, shaking her head. “You never know where it’s been.”

“I’ll… I’ll try Lady Li.” A little flushed, Xiang An turned away from the group, nodding imperiously at the farmers who watched the group with curiosity. They all ducked their heads low when they passed in acknowledgement of the higher standing the group had, but they could not hide their curiosity. Curiosity and what looked like hope to Xiang An. “This assignment. It is a bit of a mystery, is it not?”

“Yes,” Li Yao said, making a frustrated face. “I don’t know why they assigned it to me. I’d rather be hunting some Fire Tail Monkeys or more Jiangshi. This kind of assignment is more for lotus eaters like…”

“Like me?” Shen Wei said, filling in the words that Li Yao had chosen not to say. “True. But it’s always good to have someone with better martial skills. The roads have grown dangerous.”

Li Yao had to admit that was true enough. The on-going war had caused there to be more bandits – deserters or refugees – in the countryside. No danger individually to a cultivator, but they were only Energy Storage cultivators. A surprise attack by an arrow could still put them down.

Never mind the increased number of Demon Beasts, since the guards and cultivators that were meant to keep them in check were now fighting in the armies. Wars created trouble in the countries on both sides. The longer a war was fought, the harder it was for the common man to survive.

Even the land they had traveled through had shown the lack of care, the overgrown and mildly rutted pathway, the signs of Demon Beasts moving through the undergrowth. Shen Wei had already commented on the increase in ambient Chi, the greater abundance increasing the number of Demon Beasts. If the war took too long and took away too many cultivators, it would lead to further disaster as these Demon Beasts ascended.

“Well, either way, we’re nearly there.” Shen Wei nodded towards the upcoming cluster of packed earthen walled buildings that clustered at the center of the village. This was a subsidiary clan of the kingdom of Shen, a group of Hoklo who had come from a northern province. As such, their buildings were subtly different, featuring a more defensive courtyard and towers layout, and its people mostly speaking a harsher dialect. Of course, imperial fiat ensured they all learnt a proper tongue, but they still kept to their traditions. They were also taller and heavier than the local Han, their men more likely to wear beards.
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