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Purpose of the Handbook

In Mo Xiang Tong Xiu's Mo Dao Zu Shi, the emotional engine of the entire novel is a secret one man keeps from another. Wei Wuxian gives up his golden core, the seat of a cultivator's power and the thing that took him a lifetime to build, so that Jiang Cheng, the brother he was raised beside, can go on cultivating after their sect is destroyed. He never tells him. Every later betrayal, every accusation, every reconciliation across hundreds of chapters grows out of that one hidden act and the debt it created. Ask a reader what they remember about the book and they will not lead with the resentful energy or the rival sects or the intricate rules of the cultivation world. They will tell you what two people owed each other and could not say. That is the material this handbook exists to help you write.

This is a working manual for building relationships in xianxia fiction, aimed at the practical decisions you make on the page rather than at theory admired from a distance. Xianxia rewards writers who can hold two demanding things at once. The genre asks for scale, immortals and sects and heavens that can be toppled, and it asks for intimacy, the small betrayals and loyalties that make a reader care whether any of it survives. Plenty of cultivation novels manage the scale and lose the intimacy. They stack realm upon realm and tournament upon tournament until advancement becomes the only relationship the protagonist has, and the supporting cast exists to be surpassed. This book is about the other half of the craft, the part that makes a reader stay up over whether a character will be forgiven rather than over whether he will break through to the next realm.

You will not find plot templates here, or a formula for a bestseller. What you will find is a set of tools for specific problems. How to make a mentor's death land instead of reading as a plot beat. How to build romantic tension between two people whose entire culture forbids them to name it. How to write a rival the reader half-hopes will win. How to keep a found family from collapsing into interchangeable well-wishers who murmur agreement around the protagonist. Each chapter takes one relationship type, breaks down how it works, and shows the technique operating in a real text so you can see the difference between a principle stated and a principle used.

Importance of Relationships in Storytelling

Relationships do three jobs at once, and the strongest xianxia scenes are usually the ones where all three fire together. They drive the plot, they reveal character, and they create the emotional charge that makes a reader stay. Watch how the three interlock, because the moment they separate, a scene goes slack.

Start with plot. In cultivation stories the temptation is to let the ladder of realms supply the forward motion. The hero breaks through, faces a stronger enemy, breaks through again. That is a sequence, not a plot, and readers feel the difference even when they cannot name it. What converts a sequence into a plot is a relationship that raises the cost of each step. Return to Mo Dao Zu Shi. The hunt for a killer and the politics between the great sects would be ordinary genre machinery on their own. They become gripping because the people caught in them are bound to the protagonist by debts, grudges, and love that predate the mystery. When Jiang Cheng hunts Wei Wuxian, capture is the smaller danger. The larger one is that the hunter is the brother Wei Wuxian secretly saved, at a price Jiang Cheng does not know he paid. The relationship is what makes the chase mean something, and meaning is what keeps a reader turning pages.

Relationships also reveal character faster and more honestly than description ever will. You can tell a reader your protagonist is proud, or you can put him in front of the master who humiliated him and let us watch what he does with the chance to bow or refuse. Xianxia offers an unusually rich instrument here because its social world is built on ritualised bonds, each with its own script. Watch how a character treats a junior disciple, or whether he kneels to a parent he despises. Small choices like these expose values that a monologue would only assert. Compare two ways of putting the same trait on the page. A writer can state it: "She had learned never to rely on anyone." The reader is told, and forgets it within a page. Or the writer can stage it, letting her accept an ally's help, use it, and quietly plan for the day that ally turns, so the caution arrives as behaviour the reader interprets rather than a label the reader is handed. The second costs more words and earns them. In A Record of a Mortal's Journey to Immortality, Han Li's guardedness works this second way. It shows in how slowly he lets anyone close across an enormous span of chapters and how rarely he trusts, which tells you more about a man raised poor and expendable than any summary of his backstory could.

The third job is emotional resonance, and this is where relationships earn their place at the centre of the craft. A reader's investment does not attach to power levels. It attaches to people they have watched come to matter to each other. The death of a mentor moves us in proportion to the specific bond we saw built, the lessons, the arguments, the withheld approval finally given. A story that spends its early chapters carefully establishing a friendship can spend that emotional capital later, while a story that rushes the bond has nothing in the bank when it reaches for grief. The classical example writers still learn from is the pilgrimage in Journey to the West, where the bond between Tang Sanzang and Sun Wukong is tested over and over. Their relationship is enforced at first by a golden fillet that tightens around the Monkey King's head when the monk recites the spell, a literal instrument of control. What makes the story endure is that the coercion slowly turns into something closer to loyalty, and by the end the reader feels the change even though the fillet stays on until the journey is complete.

Test your own scenes against this. When a scene feels inert, it is usually doing only one of the three jobs. A fight that advances the plot but reveals nothing about who these people are to each other, or a tender exchange that changes nothing in the story, will read as filler however well the sentences are made. Wei Wuxian's hidden sacrifice does all three at once, which is why it holds. Treat any scene that manages only one as a candidate for cutting or rebuilding.

Understanding Xianxia Context

Relationships in xianxia do not run on the same rules as relationships in Western fantasy, and if you import the Western defaults without noticing, your bonds will feel subtly wrong to readers who know the genre. The reason is that xianxia grows from a specific cultural soil. The word itself, combining the characters for immortal and hero, points at a fantasy rooted in Daoist cultivation, Chinese mythology, and a social order shaped by Confucian ethics. Before you can bend these conventions, you need to see them clearly.

Begin with the structures that organise the genre's social life. The sect, the zongmen or menpai, is the basic unit, and it is less a school than a family with a hierarchy of obligation running through it. A master, the shifu or the more reverent shizun, stands in a position closer to a parent than a teacher, owed deference and in return responsible for a disciple's growth and conduct. Disciples relate to one another as martial siblings, with the vocabulary marking seniority precisely. A shixiong or shijie is a senior martial brother or sister, a shidi or shimei a junior one, and the order carries duties in both directions. This is not set dressing. The tension it generates is concrete. In Mo Dao Zu Shi, Wei Wuxian is raised inside the Jiang sect but ranks below Jiang Cheng, its heir, and the gap between Wei Wuxian's greater talent and his lower standing feeds the friction in that household for years, above all from Jiang Cheng's mother. In stories like this the hierarchy does the work of a plot engine, because every bond comes with a script, and drama arrives when a character wants to break the script or is trapped by it.

The deeper layer is Confucian. Classical Chinese ethics organise human bonds around what are traditionally called the five relationships, the wulun, between ruler and subject, father and son, husband and wife, elder and younger sibling, and friend and friend. Four of the five are hierarchical, and the virtue that binds them is reciprocal duty rather than equality. Filial piety, xiao, the obligation owed by children to parents and ancestors, sits close to the moral centre of this world. When a xianxia protagonist must choose between personal desire and duty to a parent, a sect, or a sworn elder, the story is drawing on a live tension in the culture, not inventing an arbitrary obstacle. A romance that would be simple in a Western setting becomes fraught when the lovers owe prior loyalties to sects at war, or when a disciple falls for the master who is supposed to stand in a parent's place. Mo Xiang Tong Xiu builds The Scum Villain's Self-Saving System on exactly this friction. Luo Binghe is the disciple and Shen Qingqiu his shizun, the master answerable for his training and conduct, and every flicker of feeling between them registers against a hierarchy both characters were raised to treat as close to sacred. The charge comes entirely from the reader's sense that the bond violates an order the characters themselves believe in, which is why the same setup would carry far less weight in a school story with no cultivation lineage behind it.

Daoist and Buddhist ideas supply another set of tools, this time for fate and connection. The concept of yuanfen, a predestined affinity that draws people together, gives Chinese romance a distinctive grammar. Two characters are not only falling in love, they are meeting again along a thread fate has already spun, sometimes across lifetimes. Karma, cause and effect carried forward, lets a writer plant a debt or a wrong in one era and collect it in another. These are structural devices, not vague mystical flavourings. They let relationships span the vast timescales cultivation makes possible, where a character may live for centuries and a grudge or a promise can outlast dynasties. The cultivation partner, the daolü, is a further genre-specific bond, a companion with whom one shares the path to immortality, blending the romantic and the spiritual in a way that has no clean Western equivalent.

One caution. The traditions above are real and shape the genre, but xianxia is a living popular form rather than an anthropology exam, and its most successful modern authors bend and modernise these conventions constantly. Contemporary web novels often soften rigid hierarchy, question filial duty rather than endorse it, and write egalitarian romances their classical sources would not have imagined. Your job is to understand the expectations your reader brings, so that when you honour a convention, subvert it, or update it, you do so on purpose. A writer who knows why a master-disciple romance is transgressive can wield that charge. A writer who does not will either overuse it or defuse it by accident.

Target Audience

This handbook is written for two readers who usually get separate books, and it refuses to choose between them, because the problems they face turn out to be the same problem at different depths.

The first is the newcomer, the writer drawn to xianxia by the novels and adaptations that have carried the genre to a global audience and now facing a blank page. If you have read widely in cultivation fiction but never had to build a sect from scratch, you know the shape of these relationships without yet knowing the mechanics. You can feel that a master-disciple bond should carry a particular weight, but when you write one it comes out flat, all respectful bows and no friction. This book is for you in its foundations. It names the moving parts, defines the vocabulary you have absorbed by osmosis, and shows you the difference between imitating the surface of a relationship you admired and reconstructing the engine underneath it. You will be steered away from the traps that catch new xianxia writers most often, chiefly the tendency to let power progression eat every relationship, and the tendency to assemble a supporting cast of admirers rather than people.

The second reader is the experienced novelist, perhaps someone who has written romance or fantasy in another tradition and is now working in xianxia, or a cultivation writer several books in who senses that the relationships are the weakest part of otherwise competent work. If that is you, the foundational chapters will move quickly and the value will be in the deeper material, the chapters on weaving multiple relationships through a long plot, on revising relationship arcs across a series, and on the case studies that dissect how the most accomplished authors in the genre solve the hard problems. You already know that a slow-burn romance needs restraint. What you may want is a sharper account of how much restraint, measured against real examples, and how to keep a rivalry escalating across a book without it tipping into repetition.

There is a third group worth naming, the writers who love xianxia and want to write it authentically without having grown up inside the culture it draws from. This handbook treats you as welcome and capable, and it treats the cultural material seriously enough to be useful, which means being honest about what the conventions mean and where the genre's living practice has moved past its roots. You are welcome here, and the aim is to give you the context to make deliberate choices rather than accidental ones.

How to Use This Handbook

The chapters are arranged to build, and you can read them in order or jump to the problem in front of you. The early chapters lay foundations, the middle chapters take one relationship type each, and the later chapters deal with integrating those relationships into a working plot and then revising them until they hold. If you are drafting a first xianxia novel, reading straight through will give you the fullest picture, because the chapter on rivalries assumes the groundwork laid in the chapter on foundations, and the chapter on weaving relationships into the plot assumes you have met each relationship type on its own first.

If you have come with a specific problem, use the book as a reference. A stalled romantic subplot sends you to the romance chapter and probably to the material on conflict and resolution. A found-family ensemble that reads as interchangeable sends you to the chapters on friendship and on balancing multiple relationships. A mentor whose death should devastate but only informs sends you to the mentor-student chapter and to the sections on emotional stakes. Each chapter is built to stand on its own well enough to help in isolation, while rewarding the reader who has the surrounding context.

Use the examples as instruments, not as scripture. When this book points to how a particular novel handles a golden-core secret or a slow-burn confession, copying the scene is not the aim. Isolate the technique, watch it work, then apply it to your own characters and your own plot, where it will look nothing like the source. Read the cited passages where you can, because a principle you have watched operate in a text you know sticks far better than an abstract rule. Hold this book to that standard as you read, and distrust any claim in it that arrives without a demonstration.

Work with the appendices open. The relationship worksheets at the back are meant to be filled in against your actual manuscript, and the glossary is there for the moments when the genre vocabulary blurs. Keep your work in progress beside you and test each technique on a real scene the same day you read about it, while it is fresh. The chapters that follow begin with foundations, the relationship types and motivations that everything else is built on.
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Types of Relationships in Xianxia

The Yunmeng Jiang household in Mo Dao Zu Shi holds, under one roof, most of the relationships this book will take apart. Jiang Fengmian leads the sect and stands as a father to the boy he took in off the streets. Wei Wuxian and Jiang Cheng are raised as brothers and grow into quiet rivals for that father's approval. Madam Yu is a mother whose resentment of Wei Wuxian colours every room she enters. Jiang Yanli is an elder sister whose gentleness is the one thing that reliably holds the three younger ones together. One household, and already a mentor bond, a sibling rivalry, a strained parent-child tie, and a steadying friendship are running at once. That overlap is the first thing to understand about relationship types in xianxia. They are rarely pure, and the friction between them supplies most of your drama.

It still helps to name the types before you tangle them. Start with the one the genre is built on, the bond between master and disciple. The shizun or shifu occupies a place closer to a parent than a teacher, and the disciple owes deference in exchange for training, protection, and moral formation. Mo Xiang Tong Xiu's The Scum Villain's Self-Saving System runs its whole plot off this bond. Luo Binghe enters Cang Qiong Mountain Sect as a bullied outer disciple, and his master Shen Qingqiu holds total power over his standing, his cultivation, and his sense of worth. In Journey to the West the same bond takes a coercive form. Tang Sanzang is no fighter and cannot cultivate his way out of danger, yet he holds authority over Sun Wukong through the golden fillet, and the tension between a weak master and a powerful disciple who must obey him drives episode after episode. When you write a master and disciple, decide early where the real power sits, because xianxia loves the cases where formal authority and actual strength point in opposite directions.

Next come the horizontal bonds, the martial siblings and sect peers. Disciples of the same master or sect address one another by seniority, shixiong and shijie above, shidi and shimei below, and the vocabulary carries duty in both directions. Wei Wuxian and Jiang Cheng show how much a writer can wring from this. They are brothers by upbringing and peers by rank, but Wei Wuxian is the more gifted cultivator while Jiang Cheng is the trueborn heir, and every warm moment between them sits on top of that imbalance. The horizontal bond is where you plant rivalry that does not need a villain, because two people can love each other and still compete for the same limited approval.

Friendship and found family form the next cluster, and xianxia treats them as chosen answers to the bonds a character was born into. When Wei Wuxian shelters the surviving Wen civilians at the Burial Mounds after their clan is destroyed, he is building a found family out of the wreckage of the war, and he does it knowing the choice will cost him every sanctioned relationship he has. The pilgrimage in Journey to the West is another made family, four mismatched travellers and a dragon-horse bound by a shared task rather than blood, learning over a hundred chapters to tolerate and then rely on one another. Found family is powerful in this genre precisely because the born family and the sect come loaded with obligation, so a bond freely chosen reads as an act of defiance.

The vertical family bond, parent and child, is its own type, and xianxia mines it hard because the culture invests it with such weight. Madam Yu's relationship with Jiang Cheng in Mo Dao Zu Shi is love deformed by disappointment, a mother who wants her son to outgrow Wei Wuxian's shadow and wounds him with the comparison even as she fights for him. Jiang Fengmian's evident fondness for Wei Wuxian, the son of a dead friend, reads to his own children as a father who prefers the ward to the heir, and that perceived imbalance sours the household for years. Neither bond is villainous. Both are ordinary parental love bent out of shape by favour, expectation, and the demands of a sect that needs a strong successor. When you write a xianxia parent, decide what they want their child to become, because in this genre a parent's ambition for a child is one of the most reliable engines of lasting damage.

Romance in xianxia often arrives wearing the clothes of another relationship first. Wei Wuxian and Lan Wangji begin as antagonists at the Cloud Recesses, the rule-breaker and the rule-keeper, and the enmity is the soil the later devotion grows in. Xie Lian and Hua Cheng in Heaven Official's Blessing begin as a fallen god and a ghost king who has quietly worshipped him since boyhood, so the romance carries the charge of unequal knowledge, one of them remembering everything and the other remembering nothing. The genre also offers a bond with no clean Western equivalent, the dao companion or daolü, a partner in cultivation as well as in life, which lets a writer fuse romantic commitment with a shared spiritual path.

Rivalry deserves its own line, because in xianxia it rarely stays external. The strongest rivalries grow inside another bond, as with Wei Wuxian and Jiang Cheng, where the competition is inseparable from the brotherhood. Sworn brotherhood is a further distinct type, a formal oath that binds unrelated people into kin, and the genre treats its breach as among the gravest betrayals possible. The three sworn brothers of Mo Dao Zu Shi, Nie Mingjue, Lan Xichen, and Jin Guangyao, show both the ideal and its collapse. Finally there are bonds of loyalty and service, from Wen Ning's unwavering devotion to Wei Wuxian to the largely transactional alliances Han Li forms across A Record of a Mortal's Journey to Immortality, where a character who trusts almost no one still needs partners to survive.

One further type is easy to overlook because it looks like pure opposition, the bond between a protagonist and a true nemesis. Jin Guangyao and Nie Mingjue circle each other for much of Mo Dao Zu Shi as antagonists whose hatred is intimate, grown from proximity and wounded pride rather than distance, sharpened by the years Jin Guangyao spent serving under the very man who came to despise him. Their enmity is a relationship in the full sense, with history, grievance, and a terrible mutual understanding. A nemesis who knows the hero well, who was once close or who wants the same thing the hero wants, generates far more heat than a stranger with a sword. Build your antagonist with the same care you give a friendship, and the conflict stops feeling generic.

Sort your cast by these types once, then look for every place two types overlap in a single pair. Those overlaps are your best scenes waiting to be written.

Character Motivations and Goals

Jin Guangyao wants one thing above all, to be recognised as legitimate, and once you know that, every relationship he forms becomes legible. Born to a prostitute and fathered by the dissolute Jin Guangshan, who refuses to acknowledge him, he climbs the cultivation world by making himself useful, gracious, and indispensable to powerful men. His warmth is real in its effect and instrumental in its purpose. He befriends, he flatters, he serves, and he removes anyone who threatens the standing he has bled for. A writer who understands that a character's core want shapes every bond will not need to explain Jin Guangyao's contradictions, because a man starved of legitimacy will both crave love and treat it as a resource, and the novel lets both be true at once.

Motivation is the engine under every relationship, and the commonest failure in cultivation fiction is to build bonds without it. Two disciples are friends because the plot needs them to be. A mentor takes on a student for no reason the text can name. Compare a flat version with a driven one. A writer can put down, "Han Li and the other disciple became close over their years at the sect." It sits inert because nothing wants anything. Now give each a goal that the other can advance or block. Han Li wants to survive and to extend his life span at almost any cost, having learned as a poor rural child that no one will protect him if he cannot protect himself. Read through that lens, his alliances stop being friendships in the sentimental sense and become carefully priced arrangements, warm on the surface and guarded underneath, which is exactly how Wang Yu writes him across thousands of chapters. The relationship is characterised the moment the goal is clear.

Goals also generate conflict most cleanly when they are compatible enough to bind two people and divergent enough to strain the bond. Luo Binghe wants his shizun's approval and, beneath it, his love, having been starved of both as a despised outer disciple. Shen Qingqiu, the transmigrated Shen Yuan wearing the master's face, wants above all to avoid the grisly death the original storyline has scripted for him at his disciple's hands, which makes him hold Luo Binghe at a wary distance even as the boy strains toward him. Two goals, one relationship, and the misalignment produces almost all of the novel's ache. The disciple reads distance as rejection. The master reads devotion as danger. Neither is wrong, and that is what makes it hurt.

When you set up a pair, write down what each of them wants at three depths, the stated goal, the deeper need beneath it, and the thing they would never admit they want. Wei Wuxian states that he wants to protect the weak. His deeper need is to be the kind of man his adoptive father could be proud of, since Jiang Fengmian showed him the mercy his own household withheld. The thing he will not admit is that he wants Jiang Cheng to understand and forgive a sacrifice he has sworn never to disclose. Those three layers, laid against Jiang Cheng's own stated pride, buried grief, and unspeakable fear of being second best, are enough to power their entire relationship without a single contrived misunderstanding. Motivation done properly means you rarely have to force your characters. You set their wants against each other and let them collide.

Motivation is not fixed, and a relationship often turns on the moment a character's want changes. Jin Guangyao begins by wanting acceptance, a seat at a table his birth denied him. As he rises and is scorned anyway, the want hardens into something colder, the need to control anyone who could expose or diminish him, and that shift is what carries him from an ingratiating young officer to a man who will engineer a sworn brother's death. The relationships around him curdle as his goal moves from being loved to being safe, and safety, for a man with his secrets, comes to mean that no one is left who can hurt him. When a bond in your story needs to sour or deepen, look first at whether one character's underlying want has moved, and let the relationship follow the want.

Shared goals bind people as powerfully as clashing ones divide them, which is how a found family comes together. The pilgrims in Journey to the West have little in common and ample reason to irritate one another, yet the single overriding goal of reaching the Western Heaven and bringing back the scriptures welds them into a unit over a hundred chapters. The Wen refugees at the Burial Mounds cohere around bare survival and gratitude to the man sheltering them. When you need a group to read as a family rather than a roster, give them one goal urgent enough that none can reach it alone, and let the shared effort breed the affection.

The difference a clash of wants makes shows even at the
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