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      It was shortly after the tournament had ended. The Three Clans Tournament was the most important event in Zahn City. Young members of the three most powerful clans competed not only to recognize rising talent, but also to give the Zhou Clan cause to favor one of them over the others.

      The Zhou Clan was a prominent clan that had spread through the entire Xaio Continent. Their power and prestige made them one of the most powerful clans ever. For a small clan like the Wu Clan, whose only influence was within the borders of Zahn City, being shown favorable treatment from the Zhou Clan was a dream come true.

      Wu Jian had just won the Three Clans Tournament and was still on cloud nine as he left the arena alongside the other Wu Clansmen. He remembered having people slap him on the back, congratulate him on his victory in the tournament, and tell him how amazing he was all the way back home. Part of him was annoyed. He hadn’t gotten to speak with Wu Meiying or Hou Jingshu because everyone was crowding around him. Another part of him felt exalted.

      Was this not the recognition he had longed for?

      Was this not what he had been striving for?

      He was still just a young boy, after all, and what young boy didn’t enjoy being praised?

      After returning home, Wu Jian was taken to his father’s residence instead of his own. He split off from Wu Meiying and Hou Jingshu as he followed his father, his mother, and Wu Taohua. Neither his father nor Wu Taohua spoke, but his mother chattered enough for all three of them.

      “I was very impressed by how well you fought, Jian’er,” his mother said with a bright, beaming smile. “I knew you were strong now, but I don’t think I understood just how strong until I watched you fight. Ah. That said, you really shouldn’t be so reckless. Watching you sacrifice your arm like that during your fight against Zhou Lihua scared me so much. You should think about how your family feels when they see you get injured like that. Do you know how worried I was? It felt like my heart was going to stop beating!”

      Mǔqīn…really likes to talk a lot.

      “Ah, um… s-sorry. I’ll try to be more careful next time.”

      “That’s all I ask. Anyway, now that you’ve won…”

      And off she went again. Wu Jian was honestly impressed that his mother could talk so much, but she had always been the sort who could speak about anything and everything. He remembered the one time a visiting dignitary from the Zhou Clan had come over once because rumors about Wu Meiying’s clairvoyance had begun circulating in Zahn City. Not only had the man not been able to get a word in edgewise, but he had been turned so upside down that he ended up going back to the Zhou Clan without having ever discussed his reason for visiting.

      I might have even felt sorry for him if I hadn’t known his reason for visiting. Good job, Mǔqīn. I’m glad you’re around to protect Mei with me.

      She might not have intended to keep the dignitary from discussing a possible marriage between Wu Meiying and some member of the Zou Clan. In fact, Wu Jian was certain the idea had never crossed his mother’s mind. But he was still grateful. Wu Meiying was his, and he would never give her to another.

      They soon arrived at his father’s residence and entered the entrance hall. After removing their shoes and wandering further in, his father directed them toward the reception hall. He sat down on a throne-like chair.

      Crafted from the finest ebony wood, the chair’s imposing structure rose tall and proud, adorned with carvings of dragons. Gilded accents of glimmering gold danced along the edges, catching the flickering light from candles to cast a warm, regal glow that illuminated the one sitting upon it. This chair, like the rest of this residence, was meant to showcase the elevated status of the one who ruled over the clan.

      His mother and Wu Taohua stood on either side of him, one smiling broadly and the other wearing a very gentle expression that she would have never directed at him years ago.

      Wu Jian knelt on the floor before his father, his back straight, hands resting on his thighs. He did not speak. He merely waited in respectful silence.

      “You did well in the tournament,” his father said after a moment of silence.

      “Thank you, Fùqīn.” Wu Jian bowed his head.

      Silence followed.

      “Haaaah. Is that all you have to say, dear?” asked his mother with an exasperated expression.

      Wu Jian’s head snapped up and he looked at his mother, who was staring at his father with the look of a woman who was fed up, then looked at his father, who was… blushing? Wu Jian blinked. Then he rubbed his eyes to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating. He wasn’t. The tips of his father’s ears and some of his cheeks had turned red.

      Fùqīn is blushing. What in the nine heavens is going on?! I’ve never seen Fùqīn look so embarrassed before! Is this the power Mǔqīn has over him? Someone once told me that Mǔqīn was a very dangerous woman, but I never believed them until now.

      “Ahem.” His father coughed into his hand several times and turned his head. “Yes. Well, I am, uh, very proud of you… of how you have grown, I mean. Go-good job.”

      Wu Jian almost couldn’t believe what he was seeing, what he was hearing! His father was not only congratulating him, something he hadn’t done even when Wu Jian scored over 6,500 on his last strength test, but he was blushing right down to the roots of his hair. Was this really the intimidating man that he had been so fearful of as a child?

      His father had for the longest time been someone whom Wu Jian had both admired and feared in equal measure. The man seemed as unmovable as a mountain, colder than the most freezing winter, and more powerful than a magical beast. Few were the times they interacted. This man was often distant like an unreachable island floating in the sky. He still remembered how his father’s cold eyes penetrated his heart like daggers stabbing his chest when he failed to live up to the man’s expectations. While they interacted a lot more now, it did not change how intimidating the man could be.

      And now he looks like a young boy who got caught trying to filch sweets from the kitchen. I don’t know what to think.

      “I suppose that will do,” his mother said with a resigned smile. “You always did have trouble expressing yourself.”

      “A-anyway, a party shall be held tonight in your honor,” his father continued, trying to get his groove back. “Our servants will be preparing an outfit for you to wear. Since this is a special occasion, we will also need to have Hou Jingshu wear something special… and Wu Meiying, too, I suppose. You never go anywhere without that girl.”

      Wu Jian’s victory was not just a personal achievement; it was a testament to his clan’s strength. The stronger an individual within the clan became, the stronger the clan became, and the more influence they could exert over Zahn City. Since Wu Jian’s victory was a reflection of their clan’s strength, he was expected to wear clothing that befit his accomplishments. Wu Meiying and Hou Jingshu, who were known for having a close relationship with him, would also be required to dress the part.

      There still seemed to be a good deal of reluctance in his father’s voice when he talked about Wu Meiying, but she had proven herself useful to the clan, and so it seemed he was beginning to accept her as Wu Jian’s partner and future bride. That was good. The last thing he wanted to do was fight his father for the title of clan head like he had done to marry his mother.

      Now that he was thinking about it, his father probably wasn’t as reluctant because Wu Jian was also stronger. It went without saying that he was likely to succeed his father as clan head eventually. If Wu Meiying were to marry him, it was obvious she would become further tied to the clan, which could only benefit them in the long run.

      “I understand, Fùqīn,” Wu Jian said, bowing his head again.

      “Hm hm hm.” Quiet chuckling caused Wu Jian to look at his mother. She wore a somewhat disturbing smile that he had never seen before. He shivered in quiet dread as she turned to Wu Taohua. “I am going to help Jian’er get into a suitable outfit. Tao, would you help prepare something for Mei’er and Jing’er? You have a better sense of style for women’s fashion than I do.”

      “I suppose I can,” Wu Taohua said in her usual calm, collected voice. Despite her voice not changing, there was a noticeable smile on her face, and it wasn’t the gentle kind that he had become more familiar with either. He almost felt bad for his two fiancées. “Someone has to, after all.”

      His father sighed and scratched the back of his head. “Just don’t go overboard, you two.”

      “Of course we won’t, dear.”

      “Do not worry, husband. I have always and will always continue to act with prudence.”

      Have Mǔqīn and Wu Taohua always gotten along like this?

      Perhaps he was remembering wrong, but he thought these two didn’t get along. If nothing else, Wu Jian had been certain that Wu Taohua coveted his mother’s position as his father’s first wife. Was that not the case?

      Wu Jian wasn’t sure why, but the sight of these two conspiring together caused his heart to freeze over. He could only pray that he, Wu Meiying, and Hou Jingshu would be able to make it out of the clutches of these two unscathed.
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      “Hmmm. This is no good. No good at all. It’s too plain. Too… boring.”

      Wu Jian felt sweat rolling down his face as he stood underneath his mother’s scrutinizing glare. She walked around him, a hand on her chin, eyes narrowed as she looked him up and down. He felt like a rat being eyed by a cat.

      “Change out of that. I’ll find something more suitable.”

      “Yes, Mǔqīn.”

      Wu Jian sighed as he undid the sash around his waist, then removed the upper and lower garments. The upper garment was called a yi. It was an open cross-collared garment. The lower garment was known as a chang, and it was basically just a skirt that went all the way down to his feet.

      These were the traditional articles of clothing of the Shang Kingdom. They were made from the silk of the Giant Grass Tarantula, a magical beast that was bred in captivity. This silk was a major export of the Shang Kingdom. It, along with the low-level cultivation ingredients and abundance of food, was what allowed the kingdom to thrive. Wu Jian had studied his history and economics. The Shang Kingdom was under the protection of the Heavenly Sword Sect in exchange for providing silk, ingredients, and food at a reduced price.

      While he removed his clothes until he was in nothing but his undergarments, his mother rummaged through the Wu Clan’s selection of clothing. He watched with sweat dripping down his face as various articles and fabrics were flung into the air with reckless abandon.

      Everyone had their own clothes. However, the Wu Clan also had their own dedicated clothier, whose job was to design clothing for special occasions and sometimes everyday use.

      The room they were in was part of the clothier’s shop. It contained a large number of pre-made clothes for men and women. His mother was sweeping through the store like a whirlwind as she searched for just the right outfit that he could wear to tonight’s celebration.

      I wish she would just pick something. Does it really matter what I wear? Maybe I should tell her to stop worrying so much? No. No. If I did that, Mǔqīn would lecture me. I don’t want to stand here for several hours, listening to her ramble on about the importance of one’s appearance.

      “No… not this… this won’t work either… oh! That could—but no. I don’t like its color…”

      Wu Jian could only stand by helplessly as his mother grabbed and discarded several articles of clothing before finally selecting the one she believed would fit him best.

      “Ah ha! This! Try this on, Jian’er. I think it will be perfect for you.”

      One can only hope, Wu Jian thought sardonically.

      Out loud, he said, “Yes, Mǔqīn.”

      Wu Jian took the clothing that she held out for him and began the process of putting it on. The fabric felt soft against his skin. It was made from a higher quality silk than what he normally wore. At a guess, he would have said this was the finest silk available in the Shang Kingdom. When he finished putting everything on, Wu Jian looked in a nearby mirror to see what he looked like.

      The outfit he wore was a yi and chang, both black, but this one had a golden dragon traveling from the left side of his skirt all the way to his right sleeve. The embroidery was highly detailed. The glistening scales looked like they might come alive at any moment and the snarling visage of the dragon’s powerful muzzle invoked a sense of awe. The dragon coiled around his body as though becoming his armor. Finishing the outfit was a gold sash and black boots.

      The outfit was simple, but Wu Jian thought it lent him a powerful, refined demeanor worthy of a clan heir.

      “There! You look great! Don’t you think you look good?” his mother asked.

      Wu Jian studied himself a bit more, turning around while keeping his eyes on the mirror so he could see himself from several different angles. Several moments passed. Then he slowly nodded.

      “I do like this. I think it looks good,” he said.

      “Right? That’s great! It suits you perfectly. The black really compliments your dark hair, and the contrast brings out your jade-like skin. Hm hm. And the dragon is a nice addition to bring color to what would be an otherwise dreary outfit. It screams power and refinement. Dragons are a symbol of wealth, power, and prosperity. I think they suit you as your symbol. Well? Isn’t your mother amazing?”

      His mother looked so proud of herself as she stood there with her arms crossed, a smile so wide it threatened to split her face in half, that Wu Jian couldn’t help but smile a bit. She was always a little silly and overly eager when it came to, well, just about everything. He had often heard the other clansmen call his mother a free spirit.

      Wu Jian couldn’t disagree with them. How could he? This woman was like the wind.

      “You are amazing,” he agreed readily.

      His mother blushed and held her hands to her cheeks. “Oh, geez! If you say that with such a straight face, I’m gonna get embarrassed! Anyway, come on. Mei’er and Jing’er should be finished getting dressed by now as well.”

      Wu Jian dutifully followed his mother as she went around to another part of the store, where they found Wu Taohua standing before a pair of curtains. It looked like the curtains had just been set up. Wu Taohua turned to them when they entered, smiled, and gestured toward the curtains.

      “I was wondering when you would get here. The girls finished changing before you,” she said.

      “Blame Mǔqīn,” Wu Jian responded with a dry smile. “She’s the one who kept making me change.”

      “I feel like I’ve suddenly been betrayed,” his mother mused before clapping her hands. “Anyway, let’s see their outfits! Oooh! I can’t wait to see what they look like! I bet they’ll be stunning!”

      Wu Taohua pushed the curtains to the side, and Wu Jian felt like all the breath had been stolen from him.

      His eyes first strayed to Wu Meiying. She stood before him in a white and blue hanfu. The yi was completely open at the front, long and flowing. The sleeves were much wider and more voluminous than normal. Behind the open yi was an undershirt made from a type of glimmering chiffon fabric. Embroidered upon the shirt was a pink cherry blossom, its petals spread out in full bloom. The chang was made from a lighter blue and descended all the way down to the floor, hiding her feet. More cherry blossoms were embroidered to the bottom as though they had fallen to the earth.

      While the dress itself was stunning, the way her hair had been done into ornate braids that looped around her head and revealed her slender neck were what really caught his attention. Her collarbone was completely visible. Like this, his friend and first love exuded an aura of elegance and grace. Yet the way she smiled was full of mischief. That combination created a contradictory air that made Wu Jian weak at the knees.

      While Wu Meiying’s hanfu was tasteful and full of grace, Hou Jingshu’s was like a work of art. Her chang was made from a fabric of deep purple that gradated to red as it traveled further down. In other words, the top was purple and the bottom a startling crimson. The yi was a darker shade of purple, but there was red lining the collar. This outfit was much tighter than Wu Meiying’s. It didn’t reveal even a hint of skin and instead showed the contours of her budding figure. Wu Jian could scarcely contain his sigh of admiration.

      Hou Jingshu’s hair was not done up like Wu Meiying’s. Instead, it was long and flowing as it traveled down her back like waves, making her look both heroic and feminine. He was reminded of a story he once read about a warrior princess that had fought off invaders attempting to conquer her country for centuries. Her appearance right now made him think of the woman in that story.

      I don’t believe I have ever seen a more beautiful sight.

      The vision of loveliness before him had left Wu Jian speechless.
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      “I think he likes our outfits,” Wu Meiying said with a giggle. She twirled in place, the ends of her outfit spinning with her.

      “D-do you think so?” Hou Jingshu blushed pink and looked down at her clothes. “It’s not… too gaudy, is it?”

      “Aren’t you the princess of the Shang Kingdom? You should be used to wearing gaudy clothes.”

      “… I prefer plainer clothes, honestly.”

      “You two look amazing,” Wu Jian said after somehow managing to find his voice again.

      “Thank you.” Wu Meiying eyed him up and down, grinned, and said, “You look good, too.”

      “I picked out his outfit,” his mother said, puffing out her chest.

      “Don’t look so proud of yourself,” Wu Taohua said with a sigh.

      “Anyway, the celebration should be starting soon. It won’t do for the guests of honor to arrive late, so you three should go on ahead. Don’t worry about us. We’ll catch up once we get into our own outfits,” his mother assured them.

      With his mother all but shooing them out, the trio found themselves walking along the clan compound’s shaded walkways. Because they were in ceremonial garbs, they didn’t hold hands like normal, and instead, Wu Meiying and Hou Jingshu each hooked one of his arms in theirs.

      Wu Jian felt a little more self-conscious than normal. He couldn’t tell if it was because of his new clothing, or the intimate closeness between him and the two girls on either side of him. Hou Jingshu must have felt the same way because she was blushing. Wu Meiying was shameless, however, and had the world’s largest grin on her face.

      They passed a number of people on their way to the dining hall. It wasn’t unusual for everyone to stare at them as they walked, but it felt like their gazes were even more fervent now. That might have been another reason he felt so self-conscious. After reaching the dining hall, Wu Jian, Wu Meiying, and Hou Jingshu were met by Elder Wu Jinsu, who directed them to sit at the head table.

      “You three are the guests of honor today. Your victory in particular, Wu Jian, has brought the Wu Clan great honor and prestige. Take this chance to enjoy the limelight for a while,” Elder Wu Jinsu said with a cordial smile.

      “We will. This Wu Jian thanks Sān Zhǎnglǎo Jinsu,” Wu Jian said with a martial bow.

      “Elder Jinsu, can I ask what will happen to the head elder position now that the former elder has been banished?” asked Wu Meiying.

      The former elder, Wu Wei, had betrayed the Wu Clan and been banished as a result. Wu Jian had discovered the man’s betrayal quite coincidentally, but it appeared his father had known about what the man was doing all along and waited until the perfect time to entrap him.

      “Ah… well, I’m told the position might go to Wu Son.”

      “I don’t think Wu Son is a good fit for the role,” Wu Meiying said, eyes glazed over. Elder Wu Jinsu’s eyes widened as the girl continued speaking with a dull voice as though locked in a trance. “Nothing good will come from him being placed in the position of head elder even if he has seniority. I believe you should have the head elder role and Instructor Lin should become the next elder.”

      “I will… inform Lord Yōushì of this matter. P-please excuse me,” Elder Wu Jinsu said.

      “Please do,” Wu Meiying said, coming back to herself. She smiled as though nothing had happened.

      Hou Jingshu shared a look with Wu Jian. It seemed Wu Meiying had seen something again.

      “What did you see just now?” asked Wu Jian.

      Wu Meiying had the unusual power of clairvoyance. She could see things that had yet to pass. When they were younger, nobody but Wu Jian had believed in her power, but after her powers had helped the Wu Clan rise in prestige, her abilities were an accepted fact. Nobody knew how they worked, however. Not even Wu Meiying herself.

      Wu Meiying smiled, but this time, it was a sad smile the likes of which he’d never seen. “Something I’d rather not talk about, so please, don’t ask about it.”

      Wu Jian was curious, but he could see that Wu Meiying was disturbed by whatever she had seen, so he decided to drop the subject. There must have been a reason she wasn’t telling him about it.

      His father, mother, Wu Taohua, the two remaining elders, and a confused Instructor Lin soon arrived in the dining hall. They all sat down next to Wu Jian, Wu Meiying, and Hou Jingshu, who were given the seats of honor. Not long after they arrived did other people begin filtering in. The hall was soon filled, though not as full as Wu Jian would have expected. There should have been a lot more people present. He frowned but decided to enjoy the festive atmosphere that seemed to light the place up more surely than the chandeliers overhead.

      His father soon stood up. The chatter from the Wu Clansmen died down as everyone turned to him.

      It’s amazing how my father can get everyone to quiet down just by standing. That’s the kind of presence and charisma a clan leader should have.

      Wu Jian wondered if he would ever have that kind of charismatic presence. He was going to succeed his father as the clan head eventually, but he couldn’t see himself possessing the qualities necessary to make a good one. Could he rule the clan with the same authority and wisdom as his father?

      “You can,” Wu Meiying murmured in his ear.

      “What?”

      Wu Jian looked at her, but Wu Meiying just smiled.

      “We are here today to celebrate my son winning the Three Clans Competition. Wu Jian has brought honor and prestige to our clan. The rewards we have received from winning are two years of favorable services from the Zhou Clan, preferential treatment when rare items are auctioned off, and special VIP seating at the auction house. We have also received 2,000 Body Forging Pellets, 100 Middle-Grade Cultivation Pills, and a rare Phoenix Jade Stone.”

      Everyone began speaking all at once. Wu Jian was a little shocked by the prizes they had won. Favorable treatment from the Zhou Clan was already an exceptional prize, but the pills and Phoenix Jade Stone were even more impressive. The Phoenix Jade Stone, in particular, since it was a powerful artifact that could help cultivators gather Qi within their bodies just by meditating near it.

      “Now then, let us not stand on ceremony and enjoy this feast to celebrate Wu Jian’s victory over the Ming and Juishi Families!” His father announced by raising his glass of huangjiu.

      At that moment, several servants entered the room pushing carts filled with platters of food. There were all kinds of extravagant foods within each cart. There were, of course, the more common dishes like rice, noodles, and dumplings, but there was also Peking duck, edible bird’s nests, Dezhou braised chicken, and shinsuro—a form of hot pot with all kinds of vegetables and meat cooked in a rich broth.

      All the best foods were delivered to the head table. The edible bird’s nests and shinsuro were served to Wu Jian, Wu Meiying, and Hou Jingshu. They were also given rice and noodles as a side dish. The noodles were different from the usual kind they were served during normal meals. These were thicker and seemed to have absorbed the rich flavor from some type of broth. When Wu Jian slurped some of it into his mouth, his taste buds were hit with a complex umami that was evenly spread through the entire noodle.

      “This is… delicious!” Wu Jian exclaimed.

      “Mmm! You’re right! It’s so good!” Wu Meiying placed a hand on her cheek as she swallowed some of the edible bird’s nest. “I feel like this is even tastier than the meal we had when Jingshu’s father was here.”

      “This food has a much more complex flavor profile than I remember from last time,” Hou Jingshu added. She took an experimental sip of the edible bird’s nest, then grabbed some meat from the shinsuro with her chopsticks and placed it in her mouth. Her cheeks flushed with pleasure and her expression became one of bliss. “Fùqīn does not appreciate dishes with complex flavors. He prefers simple foods. I imagine Lord Yōushì instructed his chefs to make the food plainer than usual to suit Fùqīn’s palate.”

      “Could be. Either way, this is very good,” Wu Jian said.

      The three kids ate their fill under the watchful eyes of the adults. However, as he was eating, Wu Jian thought he felt someone’s eyes on him. He looked around but didn’t see anything unusual. A lot of people were staring at him, but that was par for the course by this point.

      Shrugging, he went back to his food.

      “Hey… is it just me, or are there less people at this celebration than there should be?” asked Hou Jingshu.

      Wu Jian paused in his eating. After a moment, he slurped up a noodle, then nodded. “I had wondered about that. I thought it was just me.”

      “It’s not just you.”

      “Āyí?” Wu Meiying looked at Wu Jian’s mother.

      “Haaaah. Nothing slips by you three, does it?” She smiled in resignation. “You already know how the head elder betrayed our family. He wasn’t alone. He had gathered… quite a few accomplices who disagreed with your father’s way of doing things. They were… removed.”

      According to his mother, Wu Taohua had gathered a group of Wu Clansmen loyal to his father and launched a sneak attack on the traitors during the tournament, clearing them out in one fell swoop. Sadly, it wasn’t just the individual traitors who were killed. That person’s immediate family had also been terminated.

      There were many universal traditions within the Xaio Continent, and among them was the idea of collective responsibility. The actions of one family member was a reflection upon the entire clan. If someone within the clan was found out to be a traitor, it was commonly believed that everyone in the immediate family—children, wives, etc.— were guilty for not preventing the traitor’s actions. Killing a person’s immediate family was also done to both set an example and prevent future traitors from appearing.

      “Um… so everyone who was a traitor was killed?” asked Wu Jian.

      His mother bit her lip. “Not everyone. Wu Fei managed to escape. We don’t know how, though.”

      A shudder traveled through Wu Jian as he remembered the sensation of eyes on him during the celebration, but surely, Wu Fei wasn’t here. It sounded like he was already slated for death. He wouldn’t risk getting himself killed just to come here, would he?

      As the night wore on, his father brought out various types of alcohol, which Wu Jian and the others were allowed to try, though they weren’t allowed to drink much. Alcohol could have benefits toward one’s cultivation, but it was not good to drink a lot at a young age.

      The night eventually ended and everyone was sent on their way. A few of the more rambunctious adults who had drunk far more than they should have stumbled out of the dining hall, leaning against each other’s shoulders as they laughed.

      “I guess this is where we say good night,” Wu Meiying said as she, Wu Jian, and Hou Jingshu stood together on the west side of the compound, at the midway point between all three of their residences.

      “Yeah. Have a good night, Mei, Jing’er,” Wu Jian said.

      Before Wu Meiying could attack him, Wu Jian grabbed her hands and leaned down, placing his mouth over hers. He could taste the plum wine on her lips. Leaning back after remaining like that for several seconds, he stared into the girl’s eyes, which were more vibrant than stars. Then he turned to the pink-faced Hou Jingshu.

      “Would you also like a kiss goodnight?” he asked with a grin.

      “I, uh… oh, no. I think we should wait… until we’re older,” Hou Jingshu said, looking anywhere but at him.

      Wu Jian felt a bit disappointed that she still wouldn’t kiss him, but he knew Hou Jingshu was a delicate girl. She got easily embarrassed over matters of intimacy and romance. She also believed in propriety. According to her, there was a certain order they had to follow in a relationship.

      He didn’t understand.

      But he still respected her choice.

      “Okay. In that case, I’ll see you both tomorrow,” Wu Jian said.

      He waved goodbye to the two girls and walked to his compound, but he paused at the entrance.

      Where are the guards?

      There were always several guards stationed by the front entrance and window, both to protect him from intruders and prevent Wu Meiying from sneaking in, but they weren’t present right now. He furrowed his brow. Everyone had been invited to the party, so they might still be there, or maybe they were in a drunken stupor and had forgotten to return to their post after the party. That must be it. Nodding to himself, he walked into his domicile.

      Something feels… ominous.

      His frown deepening, Wu Jian continued on until he reached the door to his room. He paused at the entrance. That feeling of something off was even stronger than usual. He was no longer able to ignore his instincts, which were screaming at him now. Something was definitely wrong. He closed his eyes and tried to stretch out his senses, but he couldn’t hear anything—nothing except his own ragged breathing.

      He backed away and began heading back toward the entrance as quietly as possible. He was forced to stop, however, when someone stepped in front of him.

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      It was Wu Fei. He had appeared from the shadows of the building, as if he’d been there this whole time, waiting. His long, straight black hair hung like tendrils of midnight. Brown eyes took on an icy glint, revealing the abyss of his ambitions and the ruthless desire for revenge. Pale skin, like marble chiseled from the depths of despair, served as a canvas for the subtle yet foreboding expression he wore. His garments were a symphony of muted grays and blood-red accents, which seemed to whisper his allegiance to the shadows.

      “… I knew I wasn’t imagining things. So you didn’t escape the compound,” Wu Jian muttered.

      “Correct.” Wu Fei wore a sinister smile as he took a step forward. “When Wu Taohua began to wantonly slaughter Yéye’s allies, myself and two others managed to escape. We hid in a secret passage Yéye had built for us in the event that his plans fell through… though I never expected I would have to use it.”

      “And now you’ve come here to enact your revenge? Is that what this is?” asked Wu Jian.

      Wu Fei shrugged. “More or less.”

      “You should have just left. Your grandfather is still alive. I heard he escaped when Fùqīn tried to kill him. I would have gone to him the moment I realized his plans failed.”

      “The thought did occur to me, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t at least bloody Wu Yōushì’s nose.”

      This was not good. Wu Fei had turned eighteen not long ago and broken through to the Hunger Realm. He was faster, stronger, and had access to Qi. If a battle broke out, Wu Jian’s chances of victory were slim.

      “I see. By going after the chink in Fùqīn’s armor, me, you intend to hurt him before you depart.”

      Wu Jian’s ears perked up at the sound of footsteps behind him. They were trying to be silent, but Wu Jian had plenty of training with silent opponents thanks to his games of stealth tag with Wu Meiying.

      “That’s right. Now, be a good boy and let us kill you.”

      Wu Jian sprang into action just as the loud whoosh of air being cut echoed in his ear. An axe appeared underneath after he jumped into the air, becoming embedded within the wall. Before his attacker could pull it out, Wu Jian adroitly landed on the axe, spun, and struck the black-clad figure in the face. They staggered back, and he realized the person was Wu Ming.

      Because he could still sense danger, Wu Jian did not allow himself time to be surprised. He leapt over Wu Ming and rushed down the hall. His goal was the veranda on the opposite side of his door, which slid open to reveal another person. They were taller than him, clad in black, and possessed a womanly figure. He didn’t know who she was, but she turned to him the moment she appeared.

      Wu Jian made it onto the veranda before anyone could do anything and landed on the ground in his garden. The sand became a mess as he ran across it, but he didn’t care. He glanced over his shoulder at the sound of something shattering, and saw Wu Fei, Wu Ming, and the mysterious woman race into the garden. What had shattered was his door.

      I can’t believe they’re destroying my property!

      It was a dumb thought to have during this time, but he couldn’t help it. His mind was all over the place.  His thoughts were going a mile a minute.

      Before he could really consider his next move, his instincts warned him of danger again, causing him to suddenly change directions. The sound of something flying whizzed in his ears. Several tiny needles glinting in the moonlight became embedded on the ground, coated in a purple poison.

      If that had hit me… dammit, Wu Fei is really trying to kill me!

      Wu Jian didn’t think himself a coward—not anymore—but that didn’t mean he couldn’t feel fear. His heart was pounding in his chest and his mind was consumed with the fear of death. He felt like he was going to vomit. Only sheer force of will kept him from crying.

      He rolled across the ground as something slammed into where he had been standing. Dirt and gravel flew everywhere. Skipping back to his feet, he quickly darted left as several needles flew at him from within the darkness.

      Wu Jian wanted to head over to where his father, mother, and Wu Taohua were—the Wu Clan Head’s residence. However, Wu Fei seemed to have anticipated that and was doing his best to prevent Wu Jian from heading that way. The more Wu Jian tried, the harder it became to dodge that mysterious woman’s projectiles.

      The constant barrage of projectiles also gave Wu Ming the opportunity he needed to catch up. Wu Jian gritted his teeth as the man swung his axe in an overhand strike. He moved left, allowed the blade to pass by, then struck it with a fist. The loud clang of metal echoed around them as the axe jerked away. Wu Ming stumbled forward, unable to control the axe’s projection. Wu Jian capitalized on that moment to launch a rabbit punch that caught the man in the throat.

      Wu Fei might have reached the Hunger Realm, but Wu Ming had not. He was a year younger than Wu Fei at 17 years of age, meaning he hadn’t reached the Hunger Realm yet. It was a good thing for Wu Jian. If he had been forced to deal with two Hunger Realm cultivators, it would have been like having his hands tied and no strategy.

      Wu Jian soon found himself much further away from the clan compound’s epicenter than he would have liked. Surrounding him on one side were trees and a small pond appeared on his other. Wu Ming, Wu Fei, and the mysterious woman stood in such a way as to prevent him from getting further into the compound.

      “Wu Ming… are you sure you want to do this? Unlike Wu Fei, there is still time for you to turn back. Your grandfather was not a traitor,” said Wu Jian as he stared at the familiar boy. Wu Ming was also one of Wu Jian’s bullies back when he was younger. Like Wu Fei, he hadn’t had much to do with this boy for several years now.

      “I do not really want to do this, but I am loyal to Wu Fei,” Wu Ming said. He, along with Wu Fei, used to follow Wu Yong around like a pair of lackeys, though it was clear now that Wu Yong had merely been a puppet for the former head elder. Wu Fei had more than likely become Wu Yong’s friend in order to subtly manipulate his emotions according to the former head elder’s wishes.

      “I see. And you. Who are you?” Wu Jian asked the woman in black.

      “Don’t bother asking. She can’t answer you,” Wu Fei said with a sneer. “Wu Lan is my shadow. She has been trained not to speak.”

      She’s an assassin…

      Wu Jian realized he was in serious trouble. He was confident that he could handle a single person, even one at the first subrealm of the Hunger Realm. Wu Fei had just reached the Hunger Realm, after all. His cultivation base shouldn’t have stabilized enough for him to do much more than strengthen his body with Qi, and he wouldn’t have had the time to learn many techniques either. But that was only if he had to fight one person. Even he was not confident enough to fight three people at once.

      That woman is dangerous.

      Ever since his battle with Yue, Wu Jian had become a bit better at determining his opponent’s strength. That was how he knew the woman was the strongest person there. She was not at the Hunger Realm, but her movements were far more trained and refined than Wu Fei’s. They reminded him a little of Wu Taohua’s movements. He would never be able to win against her.

      “It’s time for you to die, Wu Jian. You always were a pest, right to the very end,” Wu Fei announced.

      Making a split decision, Wu Jian decided on the best course of action he could at the time. As Wu Ming raced toward him, Wu Jian kicked up a clump of dirt that struck the older boy in the eyes, then got in close. He struck the boy several times. Each punch released a mini-shockwave that made the man’s body contort. Then he kicked him, launching him into the air and toward Wu Fei. The other boy was able to dodge. However, he lost sight of Wu Jian, who used that one second distraction to turn around and run away.

      He was not a coward like when he was younger. But he wasn’t stupid either. Rather than fight a losing battle, it would be better to alert someone in the clan so he could get help.

      “Wu Lan!”

      Unfortunately, Wu Fei called out to the woman, who leapt into the air and flung several knives in his direction. He would have rolled forward to avoid them, but they were spaced so he would get hit unless he moved back into the clearing. Yet the moment he moved into the clearing, Wu Ming was there, eyes red from the dirt he’d gotten in them, swinging an axe at his head.

      Dammit!

      Wu Jian ducked low to avoid the swing, which whistled over his head, slicing through several strands of hair. He planted his hands on the ground and kicked out, slamming his foot into Wu Ming’s knee. The attack sadly didn’t break his kneecap. However, the man did hobble backward. Wu Jian was fortunate it was Wu Ming, and not Wu Fei, who had attacked him. While the older boy had an impressive amount of strength, he was not stronger than Wu Jian.

      Yet while he would have easily attained victory in a one-on-one match, Wu Jian was unable to do much when there was another person he had to contend with.

      He leapt backward as several throwing knives impaled the soft loam. The woman might not have been at the Hunger Realm, but that hardly meant a thing. Her aim was precise and those blades were all coated in poison. Just what kind of poison, he had no idea. It would be deadly, whatever it was.

      Wu Jian’s mind raced as he came up with a plan. He darted around Wu Ming, rolled across the ground to avoid more throwing knives, and ran straight at Wu Fei.

      “You actually dare to attack this young master, knowing the difference in our strength?! You’ve got guts, if nothing else, but I’ll show you the price of displaying such hubris!” Wu Fei shouted as he swung his fist. A bright glow encased his hand like flames. That was his Qi, which flickered with a reddish-orange aura. He probably had a fire-natured Qi. However, Wu Jian did not care to find out what kind of Qi his enemy had. His goal wasn’t facing this man head on.

      Wu Ming had been following close behind him, and Wu Jian had made sure to keep himself between him and Wu Fei as he ran. Seconds after Wu Fei released his attack, Wu Jian shifted into a slide. The grass was damp, so he was easily able to slide across the ground on his knees.

      Wu Fei’s flames missed Wu Jian and struck Wu Ming instead. As the man screamed in shock and pain, Wu Fei was distracted by seeing his own attack hit an ally, and Wu Jian was more than willing to capitalize on his opponent’s mistake.

      Wu Jian slid underneath Wu Fei, leapt to his feet, and struck the man in the back of the knees. Wu Fei landed on his back with a loud squawk and a thump. Wu Jian would have attacked more, but the one called Wu Lan was coming toward them. Making a split-second decision, Wu Jian raced into the line of trees and disappeared.
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      Do you really think you can run from me?!”

      Wu Jian felt iron fill his mouth as he gnashed his teeth together. His breathing had grown heavy as he raced through the trees, leaping over roots and ducking under branches. His hanfu kept getting snagged while he ran, so he had long since ditched it and was now wearing nothing more than his undergarments.

      He barely felt the cold night air.

      The blood pumping through his veins was like fire.

      His chest and legs burned.

      “Come back here! I won’t let you escape, Wu Jian! I’m going to kill you! Do you hear me?!”

      Wu Fei’s shouts echoed to him from behind, letting him know the older boy was hot on his heels. Wu Jian had managed to keep ahead purely by stint of knowing this forest better than his foe. He and Wu Meiying had used this area as a training ground for the past several years. Nobody in the Wu Clan knew this area better than him.

      One of their training methods was playing a game of combat hide and seek. The goal was for one person to hide and the other to seek. Once the seeker found the person hiding, the hider had to run and use any means at their disposal to throw the seeker off their tracks. Wu Meiying had said this kind of training would help them mask their presence, find hidden enemies, and fight in uneven terrain.

      It looked like their training really was coming in handy.

      But he knew that running away like this wouldn’t grant him victory.

      He couldn’t keep this up forever.

      The Wu Clan compound was much bigger than most people might have expected. There were hundreds of buildings built upon the several dozen square lí of land, and of course, there was a section dedicated entirely to forest. It was not something the Wu Clan had planned. They had simply expanded their compound so much that it touched borders with the forest.

      The forested area had trees so thick you couldn’t see more than a few chǐ in any direction. Many roots stuck out of the ground, hidden underneath bushes and shrubs. A person would trip if they weren’t careful.

      Wu Jian flinched as his foot struck a sharp rock jutting from the ground. Blood welled up as his skin was punctured. That was going to leave a trail, but he supposed it didn’t matter. He couldn’t hide from his pursuers. He had already attempted to lose his pursuers in this forest, but that had been for naught. The shadow called Wu Lan was simply too good at corralling him back into the forest. Whenever he came close to an exit, those knives of hers would pierce the area before him, forcing him to dodge.

      She knows she can’t hit me, so she’s keeping me from leaving.

      Wu Jian had proven apt at dodging her attacks. The woman could not contain her killing intent, so he could always sense her attacks seconds before she launched them. He dodged around trees, allowing her poisoned knives to hit the thick trunks instead of him.

      It wasn’t just Wu Lan whom he had to worry about either.

      “RRRAAAAAAGGGHHH!!!”

      Feeling adrenaline pump through his veins, Wu Jian leapt backward and maneuvered into a series of back handsprings as Wu Ming swung his axe downward with a roar like a lion. The attack slammed into the ground and tore a gash in the earth. Had Wu Jian been even a second late, that could have easily been him. He shuddered at the thought of his head being split open like a ripe watermelon.

      Wu Ming looked like an enraged monster. His face had burn scars covering it, blistering red, and his eyes were those of a beast, consumed by madness. Wu Jian felt his anger was misplaced. Wu Fei was the one who had hit him with his technique. That wasn’t his fault, but the man still glared at him with enough malice to fill a barrel of plum wine. He made Wu Jian shiver with fear.

      I can’t keep this up…

      Wu Jian understood what they were doing. He was keeping them at bay by using the terrain to his advantage, but they were preventing him from leaving this small forested area. The guards that normally patrolled the forest also weren’t coming. He could only assume they had been bought off or killed. If this situation kept going on like this, he would eventually run out of energy.

      I need to take them out one at a time.

      Wu Jian had never killed anyone before, nor had he wished death upon another, so he didn’t understand how someone could have such an intense hatred for him, but he realized that he couldn’t allow sentiment or familial feelings to cloud his judgment. He needed to strike hard and be merciless if he wanted to survive.

      Wu Ming is the weakest link. I’ll take him out first.

      Once again racing toward the edge of the trees, Wu Jian acted like he was trying to escape. Wu Lan threw her knives just like he expected. He dodged left, allowing them to strike the tree he had been running toward, swung around the back of the tree, and grabbed the knife as he came out from the other side.

      Wu Ming was there just as he expected. They must have been coordinating with each other to keep him from leaving. The older and bigger boy swung the axe in his hand. It was another downward slash. Wu Jian stepped to the side, waited until the sword sank into the soft loam of earth, and thrust the dagger in his hand forward.

      “AAAAAHHHH!!!!”

      An agonized scream tore from Wu Ming’s throat as the dagger penetrated the soft flesh of his arm. Blood spurted from the wound as he dropped the axe, which hit the ground with a dull thud, but Wu Jian didn’t have time to pay attention to that. He leapt forward and delivered a punishing palm thrust to the man’s sternum. A loud “oomph!” as the air was expelled from Wu Ming’s lungs preceded the man crashing into the ground with a harsh thud.

      “Damn it! What are you doing, Wu Ming?! Get up!!” Wu Fei screamed.

      Thus far, Wu Jian had managed to avoid confronting Wu Fei through his wit and superior evasion tactics. He might not have been the most dangerous, but he was the most powerful. There was simply no way Wu Jian could defeat a man who had reached the Hunger Realm on his own, not without the element of surprise or an insane amount of luck. It took everything he had just to keep his enemy from closing the distance between them.

      “Damn it! Wu Lan! Corner that brat! We’ll take him down together!”

      Wu Lan did not say anything, but she suddenly dropped from a tree, landed on the ground silent as a shadow, and leapt at Wu Jian. He barely had time to dodge as she swung her left hand. He felt the wind brush his bare skin. Fortunately, her attack missed. Wu Jian realized only after she attacked that she was carrying a dagger in each hand, both covered in a viscous poison.

      Before he had time to do more than look at her weapons, he sensed movement behind him. The air was shifting. Ducking low, Wu Jian was able to avoid the Qi-infused fist that would have plowed into the back of his head. His opponent growled in anger at missing. He scrambled away from Wu Fei to avoid letting him get any more attacks in, but that just meant he ended up running into Wu Lan.

      The woman known as Wu Lan was not someone he recognized. This did not surprise him since the Wu Clan was quite large. He didn’t know the name of every clansman or woman, which meant it was perfectly possible for this woman to be someone he had never met before. That said, the skills she possessed with throwing weapons and daggers was abnormal. It was clear that she had been extensively trained in the art of killing, as every attack was deceptive yet precise, powerful yet swift, and done with the clear intention to kill. He felt like he should have heard of her if she was this talented.

      She must have been the former head elder’s secret weapon…

      There were always rumors floating around about the former head elder having a secret weapon of some kind. He couldn’t for the life of him remember who had said that. Maybe it was Wu Meiying, or maybe it was one of the many people who disliked the former head elder.

      Wu Jian ducked under one dagger, only to yelp in shock as another one emerged from within the woman’s cloak. He fell back, turned his fall into a roll, and landed on his feet. This didn’t help him. The woman stuck close, swinging her weapons at calculated trajectories and so swift he had little time to do more than dodge.

      I wish I had kept that dagger!

      If Wu Jian had a weapon, he might have been able to fend her off, but the dagger he had grabbed was still buried in Wu Ming’s arm. There was no way that Wu Lan would give him time to grab it. He also hadn’t forgotten that this was not a one-on-one bout. It was a two-on-one deathmatch.

      He sensed movement behind him.

      His body moved before his mind could keep up. He leapt to the side to avoid the strike to his back, but he wasn’t fast enough.

      “Burning Palm!” came the shout.

      Pain lanced up his torso as the remnant energy wafting from Wu Fei’s fist struck him hard. It felt like his insides were burning. He screamed and stumbled away, rolling across the ground.

      “Damn it! What the fuck were you thinking, bitch?! Why didn’t you move out of the way?!”

      The angry scream caused Wu Jian to raise his head. Everything was blurry, but he could just make out the sight of Wu Fei standing over Wu Lan. The woman was lying on her back and twitching. He couldn’t tell what had happened. Maybe Wu Fei had tried to attack him again and missed when he fell, and his attack had struck Wu Lan, who hadn’t been able to move out of the way in time? His thoughts were getting fuzzy.

      “Well, it doesn't matter. You’ve already outlived your usefulness anyway.” Turning to him, Wu Fei wore a deranged grin as he began his march toward Wu Jian. “You have given me so much trouble, but it’s all over now. I, your father, am going to show you the true meaning of pain. You should have known that trying to go against me was the same as courting death.”

      It was a stupid thought, but it occurred to him that the insult “I, your father” was rather dumb. It was built upon the concept of seniority. A person’s father was considered the central authority figure in a child’s life, so when someone called themselves “your father,” they were basically saying they were better than you, that they were above you. However, that insult only really applied to commoners. In the world of cultivation, strength meant more than seniority.

      Ugh… that blow really threw me for a loop. I can hardly think straight.

      Wu Jian struggled to stand up, but his body felt sluggish and heavy. It was as if lead weights had been strapped to his arms, legs, torso, and neck. He realized this was probably a result of Wu Fei’s Qi messing with his insides. As someone who did not have the ability to use Qi, he had no defense against something like that.

      Every step Wu Fei made felt like the ringing of a bell tolling his death. Wu Jian felt his heart thudding against his ribcage. He was scared. He was absolutely terrified. The blood in his body had grown cold with fear. His body was shaking like a leaf in the wind he was so frightened, but he didn’t want to die a coward. That was why he looked Wu Fei in the face as the young man stopped in front of him.

      “Any last words?” Wu Fei asked.

      “I have one,” a voice said from behind him. “Die.”

      Wu Fei only had enough time to widen his eyes before a hand clamped over his mouth and another holding a knife slid across his throat. Hot blood gushed from the wound. A muffled scream escaped Wu Fei, but it sounded more like a gurgle. His arms and legs twitched for what felt like several minutes but was probably much shorter. Time seemed to have slowed for Wu Jian, who could only stare in horrified fascination as blood dribbled down the man’s front and his eyes dimmed.

      Seconds later, the corpse of Wu Fei was pushed to the side, hitting the ground with a harsh crack, and Wu Taohua appeared before Wu Jian.

      “Are you okay, Gōng Zǐ Jian?” she asked, extending a hand.

      Wu Jian bit his lip and sucked his tears back inside as he reached out and placed his hand in hers. He didn’t want her, or anyone else, to see how shaken this event had made him.

      “Yeah. I’m fine. Thank you,” Wu Jian said as Wu Taohua pulled him up.

      “It’s a good thing Wu Meiying came to us when she did,” Wu Taohua said. “I might not have made it in time.”

      “Mei did?” Wu Jian asked.

      Wu Taohua nodded. “She came in, screaming about how Wu Fei was after your life and said we needed to save you. I wouldn’t have believed her if she’d been anyone else, but… well, you know about her mysterious powers better than anyone.”

      Wu Jian nodded absently as he looked around the clearing. He first laid eyes on Wu Fei, but he quickly looked away because all of that blood made him queasy. There was so much that it had formed a puddle underneath him. After that, he looked at Wu Lan. She was still lying some distance away, not moving. Wu Taohua saw where he was looking and shook her head.

      “Poor girl. She was a servant of former elder Wu Wei. According to him, she had been someone he took pity on and adopted, but it’s clear that he had her tongue cut out and trained her to be an assassin from a young age.”

      Wu Jian nodded without really listening. As he tried to keep his mind off the two dead bodies, he looked around and noticed something was missing, or rather, someone.

      “Where is Wu Ming? He was also here.”

      “Hmmm. He wasn’t here when I arrived. Guess that means he fled. We’ll send out a search party to locate him, but my priority right now is getting you to the hospital. It looks like you are injured, so we need to make sure you are okay. That woman used poison in her weapons. We have to make sure to neutralize any poison that may have gotten into your body.”

      “Yeah. Okay.”

      Wu Jian didn’t put up a fuss as Wu Taohua dragged him out of the forest. He wanted to put what happened this night far behind him.
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      Jian!! I’m so glad you’re okay!”

      “Hsss! Mei, that kinda hurts…”

      “Oh! You’re injured! I’m so sorry!”

      It was a rare sight to see Wu Meiying look so frazzled. Not only was she still wearing the black nightgown that she had gone to bed in, but her hair stuck up in all directions, her eyes had bags under them, and her lips were a little bruised. She must have been biting them. It wasn’t a habit she did often, but she did it whenever something was extremely troubling.

      “It’s okay. Just… be a bit more gentle, yeah?” Wu Jian said with a smile.

      Wu Meiying nodded several times. She wasn’t the only one present, however, as Hou Jingshu stood just a little behind her. Her appearance wasn’t quite as disheveled as the other girl’s. But it was also clear that she had just woken up and wasn’t entirely sure what was going on. Wu Jian concluded that Wu Meiying must have woken her up without explaining anything.

      Did she have a vision about what was going to happen? She must have. Wu Taohua wouldn’t have known to come find me if she hadn’t…

      “Come on. Let’s hurry to the hospital wing,” Wu Taohua said. “We need to heal your injuries, and you need some medicine to expel the foreign Qi in your body. It could cause permanent damage to your meridians and dan tian if you let it remain for too long. The last thing we need is for our promising clan heir to become a cripple.”

      Wu Jian gulped and followed Wu Taohua as she hurried him into the hospital. He wrinkled his nose at the scent of antiseptics, which he could never get used to no matter how many times he visited this place. Their feet thudded lightly against the wood floorboards that released tiny creaks like there were crickets underneath his feet.

      Wu Meiying and Hou Jingshu followed slightly behind her. Wu Shaolin and his mother were already inside. The moment he appeared within the doorway, his mother stood up and began fretting over him.

      “Are you okay, Jian’er? You’re not hurt anywhere, are you? Quickly! Strip down and let me take a look at you. I may not look it, but your mother is quite adept at fixing injuries. Your father gets injured a lot when he trains and goes on expeditions, so I know all about dressing wounds and—”

      “Wu Jian has several injuries and minor Qi poisoning,” Wu Taohua interrupted. If she hadn’t, there was no telling when his mom would have stopped talking. “We first need to deal with the poison. Then we can dress his wounds.”

      Qi poisoning was a severe condition where the body became imbalanced or corrupted. This was often caused by exposure to malevolent energies, being struck with powerful techniques, or trying to practice cultivation before activating the dan tian. Wu Jian’s case was the second one. He had been struck by Wu Fei’s technique, and because he could not generate his own Qi, he had no defense against it.

      This was extremely dangerous for children because their dan tian was not yet activated. The dan tian was a crucial energy center within the body. It was located within the Qi Sea and was used to push Qi through the meridians, which were all connected to it. If the poison remained inside of him for too long, it could cripple his dan tian, which meant he would be unable to enter the Hunger Realm when he came of age.

      “Mmm. I didn’t realize that. You’re right. Now that you’ve said it, I can sense the malevolent Qi inside of him. Okay. I think we have some medicine for that. Just let me search for it…”

      “Come sit over here, Wu Jian.” Wu Shaolin directed him to a bed.

      Wu Jian did as he was told. His feet didn’t quite reach the floor as he sat with his legs over the side, letting them dangle. Wu Meiying sat down beside him and grabbed his hand. It was like she needed to touch him to physically reassure herself that he was okay. Hou Jingshu did not sit down with them but stood off to the side. She still looked confused.

      “I have no idea what’s going on. Can someone tell me what exactly happened?” she finally asked.

      “I would also like to know what happened,” said a voice from the doorway.

      Everyone turned to find Wu Jian’s father standing there with a frown marring his already stern face. Wu Shaolin immediately bowed to the man, but his father waved the courtesy away and asked him to get started on treating Wu Jian. Most of his attention was focused on Wu Jian, however, making it clear that he had come here to get some answers about what happened tonight.

      “I came here because Wu Meiying arrived before us in a panic, but she didn’t really explain what she saw. Wu Jian, explain what happened to me,” his father commanded.

      “It’s a bit of a long story, but here goes,” Wu Jian said, taking a deep breath as he launched into his tale of what happened. He explained how, after the celebration, he had gone to his domicile and been ambushed by Wu Fei, who had been hiding inside the compound along with Wu Ming and Wu Lan. He made sure to tell his father about the secret passages that the former head elder had created, as there might be more and it would be a good idea to do a thorough search of the estate to make sure they couldn’t be used in the future. Throughout the telling, Wu Meiying gripped his hand tightly and Hou Jingshu’s face became increasingly pale as the blood drained from it.

      His mother and Wu Shaolin worked on the medicine he needed to take, grinding away several herbs and blending them into some water. They had him drink the foul concoction, which tasted like smelly socks that hadn’t been washed in months. He almost vomited from the scent alone. It did make him feel better, though. It caused his body to feel warm and flushed.

      “What the heck?!” Wu Jian shouted when black mist suddenly erupted from his pores. It was thick and acrid, resembling black smoke more than anything.

      “Do not worry. That is just the foreign Qi being expelled from your body through your pores. The black mist will disappear once all the Qi has been expelled,” his mother explained.

      Just like his mother said, the black mist soon disappeared, and Wu Jian realized he felt much better. He finished telling his story to everyone in the room.

      “Damn that boy,” his father growled after Wu Jian finished talking. He slammed his right fist into the palm of his left hand and ground his knuckles into his skin. “We had been searching for him after Wu Taohua told me he hadn’t been present when she was purging the clan of traitors. We found no traces and assumed he had already escaped. I never could have imagined he would still be hiding out and waiting to attack you. It is a good thing you were able to remain alive long enough for Taohua to find you.”

      His mother had begun wrapping bandages covered in healing paste across his torso, which was where he had taken the most damage. There was a large burn mark spreading from the left side of his obliques and encroaching upon his chest and back. The paste caused an itchy feeling to spread across his skin before the soothing coolness of the paste numbed him.

      “I believe we should create a search party for Wu Ming,” Wu Taohua said.

      His father nodded. “You’re right. We can’t let one of Wu Fei’s cohorts escape. We must find him and punish him.”

      “I’ll head the search,” Wu Taohua said. She bowed to his father, nodded at his mother and Wu Jian, then left the room. The sound of her booted feet thumping against wooden tiles grew softer and softer until it disappeared.

      “We should also do an investigation into the patrols,” his mother said after a moment. “It is odd that there was no one patrolling that area of the compound for so long.”

      “I suspect Wu Fei either bribed the guards or had them killed… given that Wu Taohua took care of the traitors already, I’m betting it’s the latter.” His father grunted in anger. “I will have Elder Jinsu look into this matter for me. If it turns out the guards were bribed, they will get lashings, have their dan tians crippled, and be banished from the clan.”

      His father was serious. Wu Jian had never seen such an expression on the man’s face. It looked like what happened had really shaken him up.

      Of course, Wu Jian understood. Allowing yourself to be bribed so a traitor could attack the clan heir was a serious crime and act of treachery. Banishment was actually quite lenient. It was not unusual for a clansman to be killed for daring to commit such a heinous act.

      “Jian, you should remain here in the hospital for the night. I will post guards by the door to make sure no one will disturb you,” his father said.

      “I understand, Fùqīn. I’ll spend the night here,” Wu Jian said.

      “And I’m staying with him,” Wu Meiying declared.

      “Meiying…” his father spoke in a warning tone.

      Wu Meiying was having none of it. She stared at his father with an unyielding expression that looked entirely out of place on her young face. “I’m staying with him. I don’t want to leave his side.”

      “I… I would also… like to stay with Wu Jian,” confessed a blushing Hou Jingshu.

      An aggrieved look crossed his father’s face like he wasn’t sure what to do. His mother giggled as she stood up and made her way over to his father.

      “Lǎogōng, I know you are all about propriety, but why not let these two stay with him just for tonight? It’s clear they were frightened by what happened. Let them reassure themselves by remaining by his side,” she said, gently touching his arm. Her actions seemed to soothe the man, making him unconsciously relax his shoulders.

      “Haaah. Very well. You two can remain in the hospital with Jian.” Before either Wu Meiying or Hou Jingshu could celebrate, his father gave them a stern glare. “But no funny business. I know you kids are at that age where you begin to have… feelings towards members of the opposite sex, but that doesn’t give you the excuse to do anything before you’re married.”

      His father had always been a man of tradition. He was a follower of the old customs like the exchange of betrothal gifts (from the groom’s family to the bride’s family) and dowry (from the bride’s family), which were some of the most important marriage customs. Similarly, he did not believe in sex before marriage. That was one of the reasons he forbade Wu Meiying from sleeping with Wu Jian.

      That he would forgo betrothal gifts and a dowry for Wu Jian’s marriage with Hou Jingshu showed just how important the emperor was to his father.

      Marriage and matchmaking were a grand affair in the Shang Kingdom—and probably everywhere else, too—one that could not be left to chance or fate. It was well-known that a marriage between two strong cultivators would result in a child with even more potential than the ones who sired them.

      The customs birthed from the concept of marriage had been created because the more powerful cultivators enjoyed a posh lifestyle and lorded their wealth over everyone else. The result was that every family wanted to create a more powerful cultivator and would do their best to arrange suitable marriage partners so their children could birth even more powerful children—or so Wu Meiying had once told him. It had been a very rare moment where he had seen distress and anger clear on her face.

      “We won’t do anything that would dishonor you, Fùqīn. I promise,” Wu Jian said.

      “Hmph. See to it that you do not,” his father said with a huff.

      Since there wasn’t much need for them anymore, the four adults left the hospital wing. Wu Jian could hear his father commanding the guards to not let anyone who wasn’t him enter the room.

      “Also, make sure those three do not get up to anything inappropriate.”

      “Yes, Dàrén.”

      “Ugh… why is Fùqīn like this?” Wu Jian mumbled as Hou Jingshu blushed beet red.

      Wu Meiying giggled. “That’s just how he is. Bóbo Yōushì has always been straightlaced like that.”

      “He would be very upset if he heard you call him that. Anyway, what should we do now?” asked Wu Jian.

      “We should probably get some sleep,” Hou Jingshu said. Her ears turned red as she looked away. “You are… still injured, so you need your rest.”

      “You are right about that. I’m exhausted,” Wu Jian admitted. While his wounds had been dressed and the foreign Qi expelled, he was now very tired. All of the adrenaline had dissipated from his system. It left him drained.

      “I know the situation is serious, but I’m almost glad for what Wu Fei did.” When Wu Jian and Hou Jingshu looked at her, Wu Meiying grinned. “It’s been months since I was able to sleep with you, after all. You can’t expect me not to be excited.”

      Wu Jian laughed while Hou Jingshu scowled, but neither of them said anything more. He crawled under the covers and laid his head on the pillow. Wu Meiying crawled in seconds later and used his shoulder as her pillow. The last member of their troupe did not move from where she had been standing, and Wu Jian turned his head to look at her.

      “Are you not gonna get in?” he asked.

      Hou Jingshu bit her lower lip. She looked away, then down, then up toward the ceiling, anywhere but at him.

      What’s this? Is she getting cold feet now after saying she wanted to stay with me?

      “I, uh, I think I’ll take one of the other beds. Th-there are three, after all,” she said in a shy voice.

      “What are you saying?” Wu Meiying raised an eyebrow like her friend had just said something stupid. “There’s no point in spending the night with Jian if you’re just gonna sleep in another bed. Might as well just sleep in your own room at that point.”

      “B-but it’s really not appropriate for an unmarried man and woman to—”

      “You two are getting married, so it’s fine. Now, come on. Join us.”

      “Well…”

      Wu Jian could see that Hou Jingshu was very close to capitulating, so he pulled the covers back and patted the spot beside him.

      “Come on in,” he said.

      “I-if you insist…”

      Hou Jingshu crawled onto the bed and lay down on Wu Jian’s other side. Unlike Wu Meiying, who snuggled herself against him like he was a stuffed toy dragon, Hou Jingshu made sure there was some space between them. He wasn’t bothered. This was just how she was. She got easily embarrassed over matters of propriety kinda like his father.

      The quiet of the room was broken by the sounds of night life. An owl hooted right outside the hospital. He could hear the crickets chirping. Something cawed somewhere in the distance. A crow, perhaps?

      “You know… I really was worried this time,” Wu Meiying said into the silence.

      “Were you?” Wu Jian asked.

      “I was. Very worried.” Wu Meiying rubbed her face against his bare skin and placed her hand on his chest. “I woke up tonight in a cold sweat. The vision I saw was of you lying dead on the ground, blood pouring from a hole in your chest… I can’t remember a time where I had been so afraid of a vision I’d seen.”

      Given that he had literally been seconds away from dying when Wu Taohua appeared and saved him, he couldn’t blame Wu Meiying for feeling this way. He would have felt the same if their roles were reversed.

      Wu Jian reached up and began running his hand through Wu Meiying’s hair. It was messy, but it was still the softest thing he had ever felt in his entire life. Each strand was glossy and thick, embodying the night sky with its glamorous luster. He loved the feeling of his fingers gliding through her hair.

      “I don’t know how you can deal with those visions,” Hou Jingshu said suddenly. “I think I’d go insane if it were me.”

      “I’ve always had them ever since I was born,” Wu Meiying confessed. “When I was just a baby, they would cause me nightmares and I suffered a lot… but Wu Jian was always there for me. Whenever I began crying because of something I’d seen, he would climb into bed and hug me. It always helped settle me down. I guess that’s why I like sleeping with him so much.”

      “I did not know that,” Wu Jian said in surprise.

      “That’s because I never told you, silly. It doesn’t matter anyway. All that is in the past.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Wu Jian thought about his past with Wu Meiying. She did get night terrors a lot when they were younger. They seemed to have stopped eventually, but perhaps that was because she would always sleep with him. It was probably conceited of him to think this way, but he liked to think that the reason Wu Meiying stopped having nightmares was because he was there.

      “We should get some sleep,” Hou Jingshu said after a moment.

      “You’re right,” Wu Jian agreed.

      Wu Jian closed his eyes as Wu Meiying pulled herself even closer to him. It felt like she was so close even a sheet of parchment couldn’t pass between them, but he didn’t mind. Her warm presence was comforting.

      “Jian?” Wu Meiying said in a soft whisper.

      “Yeah?” he asked back, just as softly.

      “I love you so very much. I hope we can always stay together like this.”

      He smiled. “Me too.”
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