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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.

“It looks like they intend to greet us properly,” Li Yao said. Unconsciously, she kicked her mare forward, ensuring she was well in the lead so that when they finally rode into the clustered round houses and the central square of the village, there was no doubt who was in charge. Once they were all in the square, she dismounted and faced the bowing quartet that stood waiting. As she straightened, a white flash in the distance low to the ground drew her attention, only for the blur to stop and stare at her, tiny whiskers and tail flicking in the wind as the kitten returned her stare with its own jade eyes.

“Greetings, Elder. I am Lee Li Yao of the Verdant Jade Waters Sect and these are my colleagues.” Li Yao smoothly introduced the others, offering the Elders waiting for them a quick martial greeting herself. 

The Elder in charge was an old man, with a long, wispy white beard and bushy eyebrows, who had the look of a once strong man whose muscles had slowly wasted away as age took them. Beside to his left a pair of older women stood, one stocky and short and the other still slender with her hair tied up in a severe bun. The last member of the greeting party was a middle-aged man who stood behind the group, most likely there as a runner for any messages that might need passing. It was, in essence, a typical group.

Once the formal greetings were over, the group were led over to the Elder’s house while their horses were taken by the fourth member of the greeting party. They were ushered into seats where tea and snacks were presented and the necessary formalities were observed as the disparate group discussed the cultivators trip, the recent weather and the village’s harvest potential. Only when the tea was ready and the first cup had been sipped did they turn to the reason for the cultivators’ presence.

In truth, Li Yao burned with impatience though she did her best to hide it from the Elders. It was so much simpler with Wu Ying. Being a peasant himself, the Elders at the other villages seemed to sense it and cut short the formalities, abbreviating it to allow them to begin their assignment faster. Yet, with all three of them nobles, the entire play had to be completed. Yet, in the end, the formalities did grind to an end and the Village Elder spoke of the assignment.

“A half dozen villagers, all laid up in bed, without Chi. Our local medicine woman, Auntie Eu,” Elder Low inclined his head to the older, stockier woman by his side, “has not been able to ascertain the cause.”

“Their Chi is low. Dissipated. Their meridians are strained, as though they have been pushing energy through it more than they should,” Auntie Eu said, thin lips pursed.

“Over-cultivating,” Shen Wei said, dismissively.

“My apologies, Honored Cultivator. But one of the victims is six and has yet to begin learning,” Elder Low said. “Another – the worst off – is seventy four. He does not cultivate much, just in the mornings when we all do as the King decrees.”

The group questioned the Elders for a little while more, filling in the blanks on timing and details. The entire incident had started over two months ago, and at first they had thought it was but a sickness. Yet, as the victims spread, recovered and relapsed and no solution was found, the village had called for help. Six victims, all living in different houses, now forced to stay together in a communal location to be treated. And still, they grew worse.

“Thank you, Honored Elders,” Li Yao said, bowing to the group. She glanced at the other members of the team, her eyes questioning. Receiving their unspoken answer, she turned back. “Let’s begin at the first victim’s house.”

“Of course.” Elder Low paused, then glanced at Auntie Eu. “If Auntie…”

“I’ll show them.” The old woman sniffed, and clambered to her feet. “You’re too slow anyway. Go. I’ll show them where they will stay and make sure they have supper later.”

 

***

 

The first building they entered was three stories tall, with packed earth–outer walls and a series of whitewashed internal walls covered by simple silk paintings and embroidery. A plain welcoming room greeted them after the entrance, a copper washbasin filled with yellow petals and cotton washcloths on a wooden table awaiting visitors before a pair of doors lead further in.

The main living room right after the welcome room was large, with a second wall partitioning off additional private rooms and a simple hallway to the back of the building. As Li Yao moved along the edges of the living room, she noted through open doorways the sight of the central courtyard, while additional doorways leading from the sides of the living room led to additional private rooms.

The entire complex was short and compact, the internal courtyard bordered off by a single external wall. At the edges of each courtyard, there were simple ladder-accessible towers that Li Yao spotted as she exited the building, offering a vantage position against bandits or spirit beasts. A peach tree stood in one corner of the courtyard, offering shelter to a lone bench where a pair of children lay, snacking on peach slices. A little kitten lay on top of the young boy, its black and white–spotted body curled up lazily.

“And the first victim,” Li Yao said and paused.

“Auntie Low,” Auntie Eu supplied. “Forty-three, three Body Cleansing meridians, mother to those lazy two and three others.”

“Right. She came from here?” Li Yao said, walking around. At the nod of confirmation, she stretched out her Chi senses, letting it envelop the building. She searched for something different, something wrong while within, the other pair did the same. 

Shen Wei had an octagonal I-Ching trigram compass in hand as he moved























































































































































































The End of Villages and Illnesses
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