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			Prologue 

			In the cavern, there was a person being cut, over and over. The person lay on a stone couch, and the blood that flowed was caught in small drains carved into the stone, and from there fell into an open bowl, a thin waterfall. 

			The person was a young boy, about seven years old, with bright red hair and pale skin. If he opened his eyes, they were a clear green color, but he had kept them closed for a long time. 

			A creature sat near the stone couch, carving into the boy with his sharp claws. The creature looked something like a lizard, something like a cat; his edges were blurry and undefined, as though he wasn’t quite sure what he wanted to be. His scales were silvery, and his wings and mane were like smoke. On his head were several small horns, pointing every which way like a thicket of ice. 

			Larger beings had come, cut harder, cut more often. For a long time, every time he cut the boy’s skin it would heal. Now the wounds stayed open, and this creature, which was about the size of a large rabbit, could keep working on his own. As long as the boy was cut continually, the wounds wouldn’t heal, so the process needed to not cease, day after day. 

			This was the creature’s job. 

			It was a boring job. 

			One day, the creature got distracted, because his job was so boring, and how much blood did they really need, anyway? He went over to another part of the cavern and instead used his claws to make a design on the wall. The design looked like symbols and letters, although no one but the creature could read them. 

			“What’s that?” 

			The creature whipped his head around. The boy had opened his eyes. The creature was struck by them; they were shaped in a fascinating way. He quickly calculated the degree of the angle between the bed and wall and leapt over. The creature liked to do math very much. 

			“Your eyes are the color of grass,” he said.  

			“This time they are,” the boy said, and closed them again as though he were very tired. “What are you drawing on the wall?” 

			“It’s a system I worked out myself,” he said proudly. “I can use it to calculate things precisely, angles and such, and predict where things will be at certain speeds within a certain period of time.”

			“Why do you want to know that?” the boy asked.  

			“Why not?” The creature brought his head back on his long neck like a snake getting ready to strike. “If I look at the stars at night, I see they are moving, and I thought it would be nice to know where they are and where they’ve been.” 

			“Can’t you just look?” 

			“No.” The creature’s head drooped. “I have to do this now. Just keep cutting you.”  

			The boy actually laughed and turned his head to look closely at him. “Well, it’s much worse for me. I can’t see the stars either and I’m also getting cut all the time.”  

			The creature looked at him curiously. He was very close to the green eyes now. Cautiously, he stretched out his neck and touched the boy’s nose with his snout. The boy jerked back a little bit, but not much; he was restrained with silvery shackles around his wrists, neck, and ankles. 

			“Does it hurt?” the creature asked. 

			“Of course it hurts, idiot,” said the boy. “Every time, it hurts.”  

			“Oh,” said the creature. “I didn’t know. You never move or anything.”  

			The boy sighed. “Well, better get on with it.”  

			The creature lifted a claw and gently dragged it along his skin, but didn’t cut into him. “Did that hurt?”  

			“No?”  

			The creature pressed harder. This time the claw sliced inside and drew blood. The boy frowned. 

			“That time it hurt, didn’t it?”  

			The boy nodded.  

			The creature thought for a while. “A conundrum,” he said at last. “I can’t think of any way to do this without hurting you, but I have to do it. If I don’t make sure you keep bleeding, the larger ones will kill me.”  

			The boy didn’t say anything.  

			The creature did his job and sliced him all over, making him bleed, but he noticed how the boy kept frowning, every time his claws cut. When he was done for the day, he went and curled up in another part of the cavern, thinking. Then, he drew on the wall some more, considering, and left.  

			After a while, a second boy entered the cavern and said, “Hello!”  

			The first boy opened his eyes, shocked.  

			The new boy was unconcerned that there was a person his own age tied up and bleeding on the stone couch. He sat on the edge and excitedly said, “Guess what!”  

			The first boy narrowed his green eyes. The second boy had black hair and eyes, and pale skin. “You are…”  

			“Look, it’s me!”  

			The boy on the couch struggled and tried and failed to sit up, apparently forgetting that he had silvery bonds on all his limbs. “Why did you do that?” 

			“I can’t hold it very long. This is my first time trying a mortal body.” The other boy put his face down close so they could look at each other’s eyes. “Is it good?”  

			Against his will, he smiled. “Very good.”

			The other boy’s shape fluttered and dissolved, resolving itself back into the lizard-cat creature. “That takes a lot of energy,” the creature said. “I have a plan to experiment with. I’ll find a way to do this without hurting you. That’s what the body is for. I’ll test with it.”  

			The red-haired boy looked at him pityingly. “Good luck with that.” 

			“What’s your name?” 

			“I don’t have one,” the boy said, “and I wouldn’t tell you it if I did.”

			“Oh,” the creature said. “I don’t either. I’m not ranked high enough to be called anything yet.”

			The red-haired boy smiled. “I’ll just call you demon, then.”

			“Then I’ll call you phoenix.” The creature sounded pleased, and began cutting the boy again. As he did so he said, “I asked why we have to have your blood, and they said that phoenix blood is the most powerful substance, useful for lots of things, spells and wards, and for cultivating power, and we need to cultivate so we can survive, although surviving really means we have to kill each other, it’s all very confusing. Then they told me not to ask questions anymore.” 

			Slice, slice. The boy frowned each time. 

			Talking more quickly, the creature said, “I’ve been cut a lot myself. I don’t feel it anymore. That’s why I didn’t know it hurt you. If you let the big ones see that it hurts, they say you’re a weak one and you should be culled, which means killing you. That happened to my friend, I had a friend once. There was a competition and he lost, so he’s dead now.” 

			Slice, slice. 

			The creature was getting a little frantic; he wanted to get it done quickly, but that meant he was getting sloppy with his technique and the cuts were deeper. The boy made a noise, and the creature instantly stopped.  

			“Are you all right?” the creature asked eventually.  

			“Of course I’m not all right, don’t ask stupid questions,” the boy said. 

			The creature noticed that there was water on his face. He reached out with his snout and gently licked the water off. It tasted salty.  “What is that? The water?” 

			“It’s crying. Shut up,” the boy said.  

			  

			The creature didn’t come back for quite a while, perhaps several days although there wasn’t a way to tell time. The green-eyed boy’s cuts healed themselves, leaving pink scars. 

			When the creature returned, he was in his mortal body. “I have a solution,” he said shyly. 

			The boy looked at him silently. There were dark bruises under his green eyes. He didn’t ask if the green-eyed boy was all right because that was a stupid question. 

			“Here,” he said, offering a cup of dark liquid.  

			The boy looked at him. “Have you not noticed that I’m tied up and can’t use my hands?” 

			“Oh, I’ll help you then?”  

			“What is it?”  

			“I made it. I tested it on this body,” he said. “Look!” He took out a knife and drew it across his own arm without wincing. A great deal of blood immediately poured out.  

			The boy yelled, “Stop that! What are you doing?!”  

			“Don’t you see?” he asked, crestfallen. “When you drink it, you can be cut and it doesn’t hurt. And it also makes you bleed more, so I won’t have to cut you as much.”  

			The boy on the stone couch looked at him silently.  

			“Are you crying again?”  

			“Shut up.” 

			He put the cup on the side of the couch, then transformed back into his normal self.  “Will you drink it?”  

			The boy said, “No.”  

			The creature curled up next to him. “You’re warm,” he said after a while. “I like being close to you.”  

			The green-eyed boy turned his face to look at him. “I can tell it’s you, demon,” he said. “No matter what your body looks like, I think. You have the same expression in your eyes no matter what shape they are.” 

			The creature put his head on the boy’s arm and turned it to one side so he could see the green eyes better, considering.

			The boy asked, “Do you know why they are making you do this? A little baby demon who doesn’t understand what he’s doing?”  

			“No? Why? I thought it was my job. I’m being punished for spending too much time looking at stars and making calculations. That’s what they said, I need to be responsible.”  

			“That’s not why,” the boy said, gently. “It’s because they see that you are clever and will grow up to be strong if you can cultivate the demonic path. You can help make your clan more powerful, and thus make them more powerful, but they need to make you cruel as well. Otherwise, you’re no good to them.”  

			The creature stared into his eyes. “Am I not cruel?” he asked. “I’m a demon. I know…I know what we do…”  

			“Do you know what you have to do in order to become a true demon? To cultivate into your most powerful form?” the boy asked, still gently.  

			The creature looked at the ground, twisting his claw into one of the bloody channels in the couch. “They told me, but I don’t really understand it.”  

			“You can’t do it if you’re not cruel. You can’t do it,” the boy said, “so they need to make you hurt me, and get used to hurting me, and stomp out all the kindness you have. Anything that might rise up in you and resist — anything in you that is sad that you are cutting me and hurting me, they need that to be destroyed in your heart.”  

			“I don’t have a heart,” he said immediately. “They said I don’t.”  

			The boy laughed. The sound was full of genuine pleasure.  

			The creature looked at him, unable to stop looking and listening.  

			“Everything has a heart,” the green-eyed boy said, smiling at him. “You have one too.”  

			“They don’t know that I learned how to undo the wards,” the creature said suddenly. “I watched them carefully when they captured you. I only need to see something once to remember it. I did the calculations already. I know how it can be undone.”  

			“You figured that out before you came?”  

			The creature said, “I thought you might not drink it, so I planned ahead.” He took his mortal form again. “But I don’t want you to go. I wish we could stay together.”  

			“Would you like to come with me?”  

			“I can’t,” he said. “I can’t survive away from the clan yet. I haven’t cultivated enough. I’d just be meat for other demons.”  

			“Will they punish you?”  

			“Of course,” he said, indifferent. He slashed his arm again, and blood gushed out. The boy gathered a handful and walked around the stone couch, murmuring in the demonic language, sprinkling the blood and wiping it on the shackles. The green-eyed boy watched and listened carefully.  

			The silver shackles disappeared and the boy sat up, rubbing his wrists and ankles. “Thank you,” he said. “Be safe. I’ll remember you.” With visible effort, he transformed into a very small, red bird, the size of a hummingbird, and flew out of the cavern.  

			The black-eyed boy transformed back into his true body and went over to the cavern wall to continue his calculations.  

		


		
			Chapter 1 

			Zai’an

			In the deep night of a quiet street, three people suddenly appeared from a blue-black slash in the air. They were a strange group: a young Daxian woman with gaping holes in the back of her shirt, a one-handed Daxian man dressed in travel-stained silk robes, his wide sleeves fluttering and long hair tangled, and a tall, dark-skinned man with a graceful bearing, dressed in an unremarkable shirt and pants that could have come from anywhere in any world.

			Zhu Guiren looked around with distaste. “What a mess. This place reeks of resentment. And have they never rebuilt it?”

			“It’s called Zai’an now,” said Liu Chenguang, putting her hair back behind her ears. Her voice sounded a little stuffy. “And yes, they’ve rebuilt it various times, but never again as it was under the Feng. Good job there.”

			“Enough,” said Tainu in a calm, quiet voice. “Demon, can you find the array?”

			Zhu Guiren closed his eyes and turned in a circle. “This place is…covered with arrays,” he said. “Array on array…Some are very old. Those are the ones most likely to be associated with Hong Deming, but there are a lot. Any big, violent events here? What happened recently? There are some very strong new ones…”

			“How recently?” asked Liu Chenguang.

			He shrugged. “Past half-century or so?”

			“Thousands of people in the Mitang quarter were killed here during the overthrow of the last dynasty,” she said.

			“That would do it. Hmmm…”

			After a few moments of waiting, Tainu asked, “Hmmm what? What’s happening? Can you find the array or not?”

			“No,” he said eventually. “Not…right now. Can we…sleep on it?” He looked a little abashed from what could be seen of his face in the moonlight. “I may need to do some reconnoitering. Talk to some people. The newer arrays have incorporated pieces of the ancient ones.”

			“By ‘talk to people’, do you mean talk to demons?” Tainu asked.

			“Correct,” he said. “For that, I need sleep first. In a bed. Do you realize that I haven’t slept in a bed since…”

			“Since last night?” Tainu asked dryly.

			“That doesn’t count. That was just a nap in Aili’s uncomfortable abandoned house.” 

			Liu Chenguang turned around and walked away down the darkened street.

			“Wasn’t she the one who decided to come and leave Aili?” Zhu Guiren asked.

			“You are so…” Tainu shook his head. “Never mind. Come on, we’ll find a place to sleep.”

			Quietly, Liu Chenguang called, “We should also get some decent clothes tomorrow. Especially him.”

			“Why?” Zhu Guiren looked down at himself. “What’s wrong with this?”

			“I think I’ll just let you wander the streets like that tomorrow so you can find out.” Liu Chenguang came back toward them. “I haven’t been here since I left this area to look for Aili,” she said in a steady voice. “About seven years ago now. The town has been through a lot, but it seems as though it’s still Daxian territory–”

			Zhu Guiren looked at her. “Of course it’s Daxian territory.”

			“There’s a war,” she said. “Remember? A very complicated and protracted war with at least three sides, and the ordinary people are caught in the middle of it. There’s been some kind of war or disaster constantly for the past hundred years, although not all of it affected Zai’an directly. Don’t you read newspapers?”

			“I’ve been in the Common Federation for centuries,” he protested. “The newspapers don’t have a lot about the Daxian Republic. Also, I’ve been doing other things. Also, since when do you know anything about politics? What did you do with Liu Chenguang?”

			Tainu said, “Liu Chenguang, just take us to a place where we can sleep. Do you have money?”

			“Not here. I don’t even know what currency they’re using now.”

			“Fine,” Tainu replied. “Well, I agree with the demon. I’m tired. He and I can fly off and rest in a tree somewhere, but–”

			“No,” said Zhu Guiren. “No, I cannot. I want a bed and a bath.”

			“My goodness, people.” Even in the dark, Tainu’s eye roll was visible. “Demon, do you have money?”

			Zhu Guiren closed his eyes, muttered something, and held out his hand. “There,” he said. “Gold — the universal maker of friends and buyer of comfortable beds.” 

			“Is that real?” Liu Chenguang asked skeptically.

			“Of course it’s real,” he said indignantly. “Don’t you remember how I hid gold in all those places?”

			“Fine, gimme.” She took the gold out of his hand and walked away. “Come on,” she called, “there used to be a few places down this way. I’ll get the best one for us. The one where they don’t ask many questions.”

			  

			The inn was dilapidated and the food poor, but at least there were beds and hot water. The owner was almost pathetically glad to have paying visitors, especially as the payment was in gold. Liu Chenguang got a suite with a large shared central area and several smaller bedrooms and alcoves since money wasn’t an object and she thought they might be staying for a while. Once upstairs, she opened a window to let in fresh air, as well as a small red bird and a large black crow with an unusually long tail that had been waiting in a tree outside.

			“Why did we have to do that?” asked Zhu Guiren crossly once he was transformed and standing on the wooden floor. “For the record, not having a hand translates into missing something important in my wing. Not sure what it is, exactly. I can’t fly far, so let’s not do that again.” 

			Zhu Guiren massaged his handless arm until Tainu came over and started massaging it for him. “You did look a little bit like a sick chicken trying to get into the tree,” Tainu remarked. “Next time I’ll get up to hawk size, and if you downsize to a sparrow, I can carry you.”

			Zhu Guiren went from slightly flushed to bright red. “That’s–that’s embarrassing.”

			“Isn’t it?” Tainu flashed him a smile. “But how can you be offended when I’m being so helpful?” He completed whatever he was doing to the muscles of Zhu Guiren’s forearm. “That should make it better. Liu Chenguang can probably make some ointment for you tomorrow to help too.”

			“Liu Chenguang’s going to be doing a lot of shopping tomorrow,” she said from the table where she had watched all of this, unsmiling. “Zhu Guiren, give me your measurements. You too, Tainu, even though you’re not quite as embarrassing as that one.”

			“What exactly is embarrassing about my robes?” Zhu Guiren demanded. “Once they’re clean– Or I can get a new outfit–”

			“Not like that one you can’t, unless you’re going to a theater and rummaging through their costumes. No one dresses like that anymore since the fall of the last dynasty, and most people well before. Not in the cities, anyway. It’s Federation-style trousers and buttoned shirts and vests for you gentlemen unless you want traditional peasant wear. Cheaper that way, if you want to wear loose trousers and knotwork tunics instead.” She sighed. “But I am not wearing those damn dresses. You can barely breathe or walk in them. I’ll get some pants for me as well.”

			Tainu said, “I’ll have the Federation style. Get me a hat, too.”

			“You’re probably going to be mostly in your bird form during the day, so you don’t need to worry about your accessories,” she said. “You’ll be highly visible. There are almost no foreigners in the Daxian Republic now with the war, and you’ll immediately be taken as a Federative.” If Aili came, she would have the same problem; she quashed that thought quickly. “But truthfully, given what people are going through here, I doubt most people will care much. It’s just that if we want to hide in the crowd it becomes more difficult.”

			Tainu sat down. “I’ll be glad to get new clothes, but who do we have to hide from?”

			Zhu Guiren tried to comb his fingers through his hair and got stuck in tangles immediately. “I need a pincrown.” 

			“No one wears pincrowns anymore. You need to get a haircut,” Liu Chenguang said impatiently.

			“No,” he argued. “I like my hair long and I’m not cutting it for a bunch of mortal peasants.”

			Liu Chenguang snickered. “I’ll get you a hairpin, Tainu can help you put it up.” 

			Zhu Guiren glared at her and continued trying to unknot his hair.

			“I’m excellent with hairpins,” said Tainu solemnly. His own hair was still in the military cut, nearly-shaved to show the shape of his skull. “Anyway, who do you think might be looking for us?”

			“As I mentioned, there’s a war on,” Liu Chenguang said, trying to keep her patience despite her complete exhaustion. Tainu was used to always being with humans. He was social that way, and interested in them — one of the many things which set him apart from most phoenixes. He would have to be more careful, this trip. “Zhu Guiren and I look like Daxians in our mortal bodies, but you definitely don’t. There aren’t any people here with skin as dark as yours. Most people won’t care, but anyone from the Kunorese invasion force certainly will, and anyone reporting to them or spying for them will pass the word. Why would we want that kind of trouble?”

			“All right,” Tainu said, “I see what you’re saying. We don’t need additional complications. But this city is held by the Daxian army, isn’t it? So it should be fine here.”

			“Who knows?” Liu Chenguang stood up. “There’s paper and pen on the table. Leave your measurements for me, and anything else you want me to get. I’ll be heading out early in the morning to the market. Bath and bed.”

			The inn had running water. Zai’an was a city after all; they weren’t out in the villages, so she poured herself a bath and washed her hair, listening to the two talk softly in the main room, their voices — Tainu’s deep voice and Zhu Guiren’s lighter, quicker one — comforting probably precisely because she couldn’t understand what they were saying. Sometimes, she heard Zhu Guiren’s pointed laughter, or the warm tone of Tainu’s voice that meant he was smiling while he talked. They seemed to enjoy one another’s company, something she never would have imagined, but she remembered that when she traveled with Zhu Guiren, it really hadn’t been so awful. He hadn’t smiled or laughed like he did now, but as a traveling companion, he was quite pleasant aside from…well. She wondered sometimes why Zhu Guiren was doing this, but in the end, she was just grateful that they could do something to help Aili. Anything at all.

			She had left Aili only a few hours ago, but across the world, on the other side of the great ocean. She had left her alone in the place that had killed her spirit, the place she called home. Aili had sent them away. Opened the phoenix gate and sent them from her. 

			After a thousand years of waiting, Liu Chenguang had found her person again. For nothing.

			She wished that Aili had a true name so she could know it and say it to herself when she missed her, which was almost every moment that she was not fully focused on doing something else. But after everything that had happened, she was too exhausted for it to even hurt too much. It was more that the hope she had had for the last thousand years was gone now, and there wasn’t any other hope to replace it.

			  

			Fully outfitted, Zhu Guiren went out after lunch the next day to “talk to some people” on his own; he didn’t want anyone to know he was traveling around with two phoenixes. He returned several hours later and immediately settled down in a corner and began to scribble calculations on the walls with a pencil he’d found.

			“Why do you always use walls?” asked Liu Chenguang. “We have paper.” She was seated at the table, surrounded by piles of bark, roots, fungi, and herbs, making up packets and grinding things into powders.

			“Paper is limited. My ideas are not,” he said. It was certainly true that his diagrams were beginning to cover large portions of the wall. “What are you doing? That’s a lot of powerful material you have there. What’s the prescription?”

			“Just making preparations. We’re going to have to pay to get that cleaned.” 

			“Who cares?” After he had scribbled a while more, he sat back on his heels and looked over what he had done. “Where’s Tainu?”

			“Oh, he went out to talk to some people too,” she said vaguely. “He has old acquaintances.”

			“Why didn’t he tell me?” he asked, frowning. “He doesn’t know the right questions to ask.”

			“I have different questions.” A red bird flew inside and transformed into Tainu. He smiled. “It’s nice to see old friends. I’ve got the word out to let me know about any place where they’ve seen demons congregate, or anything they know about an array if they’ve heard demons talking.”

			“Who are you talking to?” Zhu Guiren asked, sitting up. 

			“Some fox spirits, some harmless bird and beast yao…” 

			“Fox spirits aren’t harmless.” 

			“To me they are,” said Tainu, winking. 

			Liu Chenguang rolled her eyes.

			Zhu Guiren shrugged. “Fine. All right, I think I’ve got some ideas here.” 

			Tainu came over to stand behind his shoulder and look at what he had drawn on the wall. 

			“I’m pretty sure the array we’re looking for is one connected to Hong Deming’s birth. We know that there was one connected to Aili’s birth, and one connected with Hong Deming’s death, so that’s the last option. Unless there was an array he was bound into as one of the perpetrators of violence…Was he ever involved in an unjust killing? That time the cultivators attacked Gunan, did anyone else set an array? I know I was too busy then…” He tapped his fingers on his handless arm. “Well, let’s eliminate this option first. There are two ways for a living being to be bound into an array from birth: either you were conceived or born within an array’s geographic center of influence, or your parents or ancestors were bound into the original mortal event.”

			From behind them, Liu Chenguang asked, “Can you remind me of what happens to a mortal who’s born into an array? As opposed to the souls that you catch in it at the…event?”

			“Maybe just bad luck, maybe not much, maybe a horrible life. It all depends on a lot of factors,” Zhu Guiren said absently. “To be bound into an array — as opposed to just having an awful life for other reasons — means that it’s more likely that bad things will happen, which leads to more bad things happening. The suffering and resentment of that person belong to the demon who set the array, as does the resentment produced by the original array event.”

			Liu Chenguang and Tainu were silent.

			“You asked,” Zhu Guiren said coolly. “Do you wish you hadn’t?”

			“Yes,” replied Liu Chenguang.

			Zhu Guiren turned to look at Tainu, who continued to study the diagram. 

			Eventually, Tainu said, “I don’t understand all your figures here, but in general, it sounds as though the…cultivation material…produced by the array is exponential for the demon who made it? And continuously increases resentment over time throughout the population of those affected by it?”

			“Correct.”

			Tainu said, “Let’s destroy them all.”

			Zhu Guiren turned back to his diagrams. “As I’ve mentioned, I don’t have the power for that. Ironically, I’d have to set more arrays to get enough cultivation to destroy just what’s in Zai’an, much less the great array I made myself. We have to be strategic if we want to destroy the array here that is specifically affecting Aili. So, to get back to specifics, I’ve looked around and talked to some of my subordinates here–”

			“You have subordinates here?” Liu Chenguang interrupted.

			“I have subordinates in most of North Daxian,” he said. “I haven’t been physically in Daxian, in my mortal body, for several centuries. Now that I’m here, and therefore more vulnerable to attack, my subordinates are starting to move. Either toward me, to demonstrate their loyalty, which I wouldn’t believe in anyway, or against me, to try to break free and take the array for themselves, for which I have to be prepared.”

			Liu Chenguang said, “I can now see why you enjoyed imperial court politics, actually.”

			“True. It felt very homey. Now back to the point of all this. Under normal circumstances, an array’s power will dissipate over time as the mortal event begins to lose cogency, and particularly as living mortals are more weakly connected to the event. My subordinates have confirmed that the arrays that are in this area and are over a thousand years old are mostly just relics at this point–”

			“But the mortal souls are still caught in them?” she asked.

			“Yes. That’s pretty much forever. Until the demon that created the array dies. I suppose I should tell you that that’s one possible shortcut to destroying my array.”

			“Not funny,” said Tainu.

			Zhu Guiren risked a glance at him over his shoulder. “It’s also not my preferred method. And if I’m killed by a demon stronger than I am, which I suppose it would have to be, logically speaking, that demon could set things up in advance so they take over the array. That will be the hope of at least some of the strong demons in the area, even in my own clan and certainly in others.” He put his thumb against his teeth. “Where was I?”

			Tainu reached over his shoulder, took his hand, and pulled it from his mouth. “Stop that. You’re going to chew that thumb ragged.”

			Zhu Guiren took his hand back. “You can fix it. Anyway, there are very few arrays that are of the right age to be connected to Aili. There are two possibilities for the one that she is connected to: an ancient array that has been taken over by a strong demon killing a weaker one, and so it’s still functioning because of that new connection, or there is one ancient array different than all the rest. It still has one living mortal bound into it. I propose we try that avenue first, because it’s easiest to check for that and we can rule it out before trying to look for arrays that have been taken over. I’m hoping we don’t have to do that, as I’ll have to fight the owner.”

			“I thought you would have to fight the owner anyway,” said Tainu. He was standing next to Zhu Guiren now, his expression concerned.

			“True, but someone that’s taken over other demons’ arrays will be stronger than someone who owns a thousand-year-old thing that’s barely functioning.” He smiled. “And look at my secret advantage — I have a phoenix if I get hurt.”

			Liu Chenguang said, “You’re taking a risk, for Aili.”

			Zhu Guiren shrugged. “I’m taking a risk. I don’t know what it’s for, to be honest.”

			“I’ll…I’ll forgive you. A little bit,” she said. “For doing this for her.”

			Zhu Guiren stood very still.

			She got up and walked out.

			“What was that for?” Zhu Guiren asked Tainu, turning back to the diagrams.

			“Why are you doing this?” Tainu asked quietly. “I didn’t realize how risky this was for you until right now.”

			“I want to. I want to undo it. I’m…not sure why? Maybe there’s more than one reason.” He reached out with his finger and traced one of the diagrams.

			Tainu watched him closely.

			“Since I completed it…I haven’t wanted to…” He struggled with something he couldn’t quite manage to say, and shook his head at last. 

			“All right,” Tainu said. “It’s also that I didn’t realize just how much your fellow demons are out for your head.”

			“Oh yes,” he said, smiling. “Everyone wants to kill me when they get to know me.”

			“I don’t.”

			“Well, you’re a phoenix. You couldn’t even if you wanted to, so I guess I’m safe with you.” He turned and said, “Come with me. I’m going to start looking now. If I find it, I’ll need you with me.”

			Tainu looked at the scribbles again, then followed him outside.

			  

			They began near the center of old Zai’an and walked out from there in a rough spiral as the roads allowed, which was not very well. Every so often Zhu Guiren would stop and mutter incomprehensibly to himself, or hold up two fingers as though to test the wind, or reach out and grab the air for invisible strings. Tainu amused himself by smiling in a friendly way at the citizens of Zai’an, who stopped what they were doing to watch a tall, dark foreigner and a very handsome, but very peculiar Daxian man walking down the street together.

			“I wonder where Liu Chenguang got to?” he asked during one of Zhu Guiren’s pauses.

			“Eh,” Zhu Guiren responded. “This really only needs two of us, why did you encourage her to come anyway? Back to Daxian, I mean. Aili would have been useful, but I already have a phoenix.”

			Tainu shrugged. If Zhu Guiren couldn’t see that Liu Chenguang and Aili being together was just going to keep hurting both of them, it wasn’t surprising; he couldn’t have too much emotional sensitivity toward their relationship, given all that had happened. “It was better,” he answered vaguely. “Any hints?”

			“No,” he said, annoyed. “We’ll have to check the outskirts. Let’s go away from the river first.”

			After more wandering and muttering, in a field between the edge of the city and the rise into the mountains, Zhu Guiren sat down in a lotus position and held his single hand in a seeking seal. “Again, so much would be easier with two hands. There are some seals that require them.”

			Tainu sat down next to him. “Can I help?”

			“I don’t know, set your hands into seals and see what you can find,” he said grumpily.

			“What am I looking for?”

			“If it’s a live array with a living mortal bound into it, you’ll sense corrupted qi moving in a rough spiral from this spot.” 

			After a few moments, Tainu said, “Ouch. That stings. Yes.” He winced and shook his hands out. A little blood dripped from his left hand. 

			Zhu Guiren watched the drops fall without comment. He stood and said, “Next step.” He closed his eyes and took out his sword, turning in a slow circle. “Damn.”

			“What?”

			“Strong demon, strong array, medium strength binding,” he said. “Aili’s resentment is very strong right now. It’s feeding into this like crazy. I can actually tell it’s her.”

			“You can tell?”

			“It’s got a certain…flavor,” he said, eyes still closed, “and since this array is from the time of the Wan Zhao rebellion, she’s the only living mortal strongly tied to it. Previously, her resentment was probably feeding at the first level into the weak array of her birth, but now that that’s destroyed, this is getting more of the resentment fed into it. It has probably already attracted the attention of the demon that owns this array, so we won’t be able to do this quietly.”

			He opened his eyes and looked at Tainu, seeming to consider his options. “I am definitely going to have to fight,” he said, “and also manage the spellcasting at the same time, with one hand. I can’t also protect you. It’s better if you’re not visible when I start. Don’t stand next to me.”

			“But then how will I heal you? Won’t this take a lot of blood?”

			He nodded, slowly. “I’ll have to– I don’t know. I’ll call some subordinates, although I don’t fully trust any of them not to turn on me, to be honest. I’ll prioritize completing the spell. Once that’s done, I can turn my attention to fighting the demon protecting the array. Do not under any circumstances come out while there is still another demon here.” He didn’t sound very hopeful, but he took a deep breath. “All right, let’s get started. You transform, get over into those trees, and stay away until the other demons are gone.”

			Tainu stood still. “I don’t want to leave you here if you’re going to get hurt.” 

			“Just go,” he said impatiently. “If I have to fight more demons to rescue you, how does that help anything? Get into the trees. Set a ward.” He turned his back and called his halberd, striking down onto the ground and shouting something in the demonic language. 

			Tainu reluctantly transformed and flew away, settling in a branch close to the edge of the copse.

			From the earth, two yaoguai crawled up, one a snake and the other a beetle; from the sky, three crows flew down. All of them prostrated themselves before Zhu Guiren and listened to his instructions. Tainu saw them disperse around him in a circle, facing outward. Zhu Guiren looked very small in the middle of the circle of yaoguai and yaomo — smaller than any of them — and when he slashed his handless arm on the sword so the blood came pouring out, Tainu winced.

			There was a lot of blood.

			Tainu couldn’t help noticing that, as the blood continued to flow and Zhu Guiren’s chant began to get louder, first one and then another of the yaoguai turned to look at him, and then at one another. Uneasy, he watched from his perch as the blood continued to fill the cup, minute after minute. Zhu Guiren was beginning to look pale, even from this distance.

			Suddenly, there was a rumbling noise from the trees below him and something like a boar rushed out onto the field, transforming into a huge man with a dagger-axe, hair tangled in knots down to his waist. He screamed at Zhu Guiren in the demonic language and chopped down, hard.

			One of the crows flew at the demon’s face, but the others remained still. The demon chopped down the crow and roared at the others. The beetle came at him, but was also crushed to the ground easily by the axe-demon. The two other crows flew away, while the snake turned to look hungrily at Zhu Guiren, still kneeling on the ground, his blood flowing into the cup of ice. The demon raced up to Zhu Guiren and swung the dagger axe again, this time slashing into the left shoulder. Zhu Guiren nearly collapsed, but then righted himself and continued to chant, bleeding now from the axe wound as well as the cut for the spell. The attacking demon reached down to grab his throat, choking him, but Zhu Guiren continued to hold his arm over the cup — half of the blood hitting the ice and half missing — chanting in a garbled, horrible voice as he tried to breathe.

			Tainu couldn’t stand watching this anymore. He flew straight upwards, as high as he could over the site, until Zhu Guiren was a tiny figure below him, then stooped to dive at his top speed, changing his bird shape into a falcon. 

			Qi spun from his wings as he dove, golden sparks that fled through the air. He beat his wings heavily in front of the yaomo with the dagger-axe, sending sparks into his eyes to distract him, then transformed next to Zhu Guiren, slamming the ground with his hand and setting a ward in the same moment. The dagger-axe caught him in his other wing as he transformed, but that actually saved him time now. He simply brushed the bleeding limb on Zhu Guiren’s wounded shoulder and knelt next to him, breathing hard.

			Zhu Guiren glared at him, the expression in his sharp black eyes furious, but didn’t stop the chant. The yaomo began his own counterchant to undo Tainu’s ward, while the snake yaoguai slithered around the edge of it, striking here and there to find a weak spot.

			At last, the ice cup was full of bright blood. Zhu Guiren brought the cup to his heart, still kneeling; it seemed that he was too weak to stand, and his lips were completely without color. As the smoke began to pour out from the cup, Tainu grabbed his handless arm and healed the cut there, but giving Zhu Guiren’s strength back wouldn’t happen so quickly. He remained kneeling, swaying as Tainu held him upright and sometimes faltering in the chant as sweat streamed down his face. Small trickles of blood started seeping from his nostrils and ears. Tainu felt a sense of dread in the pit of his stomach. If there was a qi deviation or Zhu Guiren used too much qi and fell into a coma, there was no easy or quick way to fix it.

			The smoke started pooling against the inner edge of the wards. Zhu Guiren narrowed his eyes at Tainu, still chanting.

			With a sinking heart, Tainu nodded and removed the ward. He immediately transformed, flying upward and beating his wings in the face of the dagger-axe demon. From behind, the snake yaoguai grabbed one of his wings and began shaking him; Zhu Guiren’s voice rose behind him, still in the chant, but with a note of panic. Tainu quickly transformed into a hummingbird and got out of the thing’s mouth, then back into his human body. 

			He ran. He couldn’t fly far until he healed from the ragged bites and the dagger-axe attack; his arm was spilling blood everywhere he went.

			The dagger-axe demon roared and came for him, as did the snake. Zhu Guiren’s voice took on an edge of fury as he began pouring the cup, the blood’s long stream back into the earth. Tainu stumbled among the tendrils of smoke, far more complex than the ones from the array near Aili’s birthplace. Hundreds of people must have died here.

			The smoke burned his clothes, and then his legs where it touched his bare skin, as he dodged the strikes of the dagger-axe and the fangs of the snake; as he fell into the smoke, crying out at the burning of his body and face, he sensed someone leaping over him. The person threw something at the snake yaoguai, which hissed in rage and pain before withdrawing behind him into the woods. Then, the person grabbed him and rolled over the ground with him, wrapping him in something that seemed to protect him from the demonic smoke.

			Almost as though they were flying, the person leapt away. Tainu couldn’t see well out of his smoke-burned eyes yet — the healing would take longer since it was a demonic wound — but the demon with the dagger-axe had turned back to Zhu Guiren. Zhu Guiren’s voice began to crescendo as the blood stream neared its end. The yaomo threw a talisman, but the person did something to make it spin away from him and tried to distract the yaomo, seemingly unable to make the attacker retreat, but constantly blocking him from Zhu Guiren. The person took the dagger-axe strikes meant for Zhu Guiren into their own body, mostly in the shoulders but occasionally a stab to the abdomen; their movements became heavier and slower, but they stubbornly remained standing between them. 

			The person blocked another talisman, then a strong spell that exploded with demonic qi, almost as though surrounded by a strong ward wherever they went. Tainu rubbed his eyes. Wards were not mobile that way; they were based in the earth where they were set, and in any case, whoever it was had been wounded by the dagger-axe, so it couldn’t be a real ward.

			Again, at the sound of the smashing ice cup, all the smoke tendrils rushed back into the last few drops of Zhu Guiren’s blood, and Tainu felt the world explode around and inside him.

			Tainu staggered to his feet, still unable to see well. Zhu Guiren was on the ground, collapsed and apparently unconscious, and the person defending him was lying on top, shielding him with their body as the yaomo screamed in rage, smashing into both of them with the dagger-axe. He himself wasn’t healed yet, and couldn’t fly again for a while, but with only one demon and the array broken, he could at least do something. He became a scarlet sparrow and hopped over to the yaomo, trailing his broken wing so it was obvious that he was vulnerable. 

			As he had hoped, the demon turned to follow him, growling. He dodged the creature’s talismans and nets and dagger-axe as fast as he could with unpredictable little hops and flutters, baiting him back into the woods where he could duck into a little hole at the base of a tree. The demon transformed into a boar and began to dig with his tusks, finally pushing him against the roots of the tree. He couldn’t dig, he couldn’t get smaller, and he was beginning to be crushed and cut by the tusks. Blood poured out from his skin, feathers soaked with it.

			Suddenly, the tusks disappeared. The demon roared and then screamed, a long gurgling shriek that ended in silence. Blood seeped down into the hole — demon’s blood. Cautiously, Tainu peered outside. The boar demon was slumped there in its mortal body, viciously impaled through the mouth by a double halberd. 

			Zhu Guiren knelt next to the hole. His face and clothes were striped with blood, his hair clotted with it. His hand shook as he reached in to pick Tainu up. “I’m going to kill you,” he said, his voice also shaking.

			Next to him, also drenched in blood, stood Liu Chenguang.

			Tainu decided that this was as good a time as any to pass out.

		


		
			Chapter 2

			Crane Moon

			Tainu woke up in his comfortable bed back at the inn and sighed with happiness. “Liu Chenguang?” he called. “Demon?” 

			Liu Chenguang came in. “You’re better,” she said. “You’ve been out for a couple of days. You got serious internal injuries from that boar-thing while you were being a sparrow in a hole. What were you thinking, Tainu?”

			He sat up. “The same thing you were thinking, I imagine.” 

			“Were you thinking that if Zhu Guiren dies, we have no way to break the arrays?” 

			He shook his head.

			“I didn’t think so. When we were there, he was– I’ve never seen him like that. He sat up, bleeding from various orifices, and said, ‘Where is he?’ over and over again. I wasn’t in any good shape myself and could barely move, but when I told him that you’d allowed the yaomo to chase you…Well, anyway. He was frantic. He staggered over there and killed that thing and wasn’t able to say any actual words again until he got you out of that hole.” 

			She added, “And then he collapsed and you were unconscious, so we were all just sitting there in the forest until he woke up and I was healed enough to move on and heal him, and then he was frantic again because you weren’t waking up, even though I explained to him that some kinds of injuries take longer for us to heal than others, and you would be fine.” 

			Stunned, Tainu said, “He was that upset?” 

			“He was that upset,” she replied solemnly. “And for all I know he’s still that upset, but once we got back here and you transformed back into your mortal body — lucky you didn’t while we were in the forest; we’d still be there — he left. I haven’t seen him since the day before yesterday.”

			Tainu shook his head, wondering. He wouldn’t have expected Zhu Guiren to be that upset, given his familiarity with phoenixes, but it must be a visceral thing. Unlike any mortal being, Tainu knew with absolute certainty through countless painful experiences and dreadful wounds, that he wouldn’t die and that he would heal. In his mortal body, any injury aside from amputation or decapitation would heal; if the mortal body received a fatal wound that couldn’t be healed, he would enter the rebirth fire. This endless, inescapable life was his reality, the reality of the phoenix. Perhaps nothing that had the ability to die could really understand what it meant. 

			He knew, also with absolute certainty, that his healing ability — unless constrained through his own weakness, qi deviation, or blood loss — would heal almost any wound in others. Yet, he had to admit that even though he knew that as long as he got there in time, the demon would always be healed, he felt very disturbed about seeing him wounded or hurt. Upset enough that he disobeyed his orders. But as long as he got there in time, always, all would be well.

			But what if he hadn’t gotten there in time? His mind veered away from that question. He would always get there in time. That was all. The demon would have to understand that this was an unshakable priority, whatever orders he might give before the event. 

			He was touched that the demon was worried about him. And happy. It made him happy. That was also the truth.

			Liu Chenguang looked at him curiously. “Why do you trust him?” she asked unexpectedly. 

			He smiled again and shook his head. “If he doesn’t come back by the time I’ve eaten dinner, I’m going to look for him. Oh, and Liu Chenguang,” he added sternly, “I think you have some explaining to do as well.”

			
			They were sitting down at the table to eat when Zhu Guiren came back. Tainu noted that he stopped a brief moment in the doorway, looking at him, and then his face returned to its usual closed expression.

			“You’re awake,” Zhu Guiren said, sitting down. “Good. We need to talk.” 

			“Where have you been?” asked Liu Chenguang. “Have you eaten?” 

			“No.” He took some rice and vegetables. “Didn’t you get any meat?” 

			“Next time if you want meat, just say it. We didn’t know you were coming back,” replied Liu Chenguang.

			He was silent for a minute. “I went to find and kill that snake yaoguai,” he said. “That’s done. But I don’t know whether he told others before he died that there’s a phoenix with me.” 

			Tainu looked at him. “Is that why you were so worried about me being there?” 

			“Yes,” he said emphatically. “You have to understand how…how vulnerable you will be if they know where to find you — even where to look for you.” 

			“You shouldn’t worry so much,” said Tainu, trying to reassure him. “We live all of our lives knowing that demons are looking for us, we’re good at hiding–” 

			“Don’t you understand that you are not hiding?!” he asked angrily, looking Tainu full in the face, his eyes narrowed. “You are with me. If they know that you are with me, they know where to look. I am going to be destroying arrays. I will be attracting the attention of every demon in North Daxian. I am leaving a path that’s easy to follow, and I won’t always be able to protect you. My own power– my own clan will start asking questions, and they–” His face paled.

			Liu Chenguang looked down and coughed slightly. “Zhu Guiren,” she said, “since when do you care about phoenixes being captured by demons?” 

			Zhu Guiren put down the chopsticks and walked out. 

			Tainu looked at her. 

			“What?” She looked back at him defiantly. “It’s a legitimate question.” 

			He sighed and followed Zhu Guiren outside. 

			The demon was pacing the yard of the inn — a rather ramshackle collection of dying bushes and a few sad sheds. When Tainu came out, he said, “You understand, don’t you?” an amazing combination of plaintive and furious.

			“I do,” he said, leaning against the outer wall and crossing his arms. “But you can’t expect her to understand that things could have been worse. I’m not even going to try to tell her that, and I suggest that you don’t either.”

			Zhu Guiren looked at him, then nodded curtly. “All right, I’ll just tell this to you. My clan has always been angry that I let her go. That I sent Liu Chenguang into rebirth and didn’t recapture him. We hadn’t had a phoenix for millennia before I caught him, and none since. It would have been a great source of power for us to keep her. Knowing that I’m with a phoenix now is going to– They are not going to leave me alone. They will not trust me to…keep you.”

			Tainu nodded. “You also have to understand that I make my own decisions about what I am willing to let you go through. I won’t just let you be wounded and in danger of your life in front of me if there’s anything I can do to stop it, or to help you.” 

			Zhu Guiren stared at him. 

			“I can’t do much. I think Liu Chenguang can do more. That’s what I wanted to ask her about when you came in. But I will do what I can do to stop you from being hurt, and to ensure you can be healed.” He added, “You have to understand that from our point of view, you are the most vulnerable person here. You are the only one who can die.” 

			Zhu Guiren said, forcefully, “Yes, I can die. You can’t. It’s you — you and Liu Chenguang — who can spend eternity being tortured if they catch you.” 

			“I know,” said Tainu. “But we always know this. We’ll be careful.” 

			“You were not careful.” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “You need to be more careful. We’ll make a better plan for next time.” 

			When they went back inside, Liu Chenguang made a point of being friendly to Zhu Guiren. It was completely unconvincing, but at least smoothed things over a bit. She had ordered some meat for him that the innkeeper brought up halfway through the meal: a sad bit of fried pork. Meat wasn’t easy to come by now. 

			“So,” said Tainu, after they had eaten, “Liu Chenguang, you came to the demon fight with some phoenix stuff. How did that go?” 

			She laughed. “Well, not as anticipated. It was these.” She looked at them, nodding. 

			“It was…what?” asked Zhu Guiren. 

			“Is there something I’m looking at now?” asked Tainu. 

			“Don’t you see them?” She stood up. “I can see them…” 

			Tainu came closer. “Are you saying the wings are there? That you’ve transformed?” 

			“Yes.” She looked to one side, then the other. “They’re right there.” 

			Tainu put his hand out, cautiously. “Ah,” he said. 

			Zhu Guiren also reached out. 

			“Don’t,” said Tainu, but too late. 

			Zhu Guiren hissed and pulled his hand back; it looked as though it had been burned. Tainu quickly bit his lip and stroked some blood on it, then turned back to Liu Chenguang. 

			“Pure qi,” he said. “Made…semi-tangible.” He reached out again and tugged hard. 

			“Ouch!” 

			Tainu looked down at his hand. If he narrowed his eyes in just the right way, it looked as though a small streak of light was lying in his palm. “What was that?” 

			“A primary,” said Liu Chenguang, wincing and stroking the air. “Don’t do that again, please.” 

			“So…” he said. “I couldn’t see well when you came in, but it seemed as though suddenly the smoke couldn’t hurt me anymore. I would guess you wrapped me in the wings.”

			“Just instinct,” she said. “I didn’t make the decision to do that. They just…appeared. And when I was trying to defend Zhu Guiren, they blocked talismans and spells, but not the weapon itself.” She winced again. “Whenever he struck my body with the dagger-axe, it went right in. But the wings blocked demonic qi.” 

			“Hmm.” Tainu walked around her, thinking. “I still can’t see them, even though I know they’re there…All right, so you came in not knowing this would do anything. What was your plan?”

			Liu Chenguang said, “I’m taking the wings back in now.” Nothing at all changed, but after a moment she said, “I learned qinggong at Crane Moon. You know that. So, I knew that I could at least leap around and be distracting, maybe block something with my body. But more than that, after I…came back…I kept thinking about Hong Deming and how I couldn’t help him at all, and I wanted to…avoid that happening again. I thought a lot about how I could fight yaoguai when I can’t fight with weapons or even my own body. Anything with killing intent will disintegrate if I try to use it, so what doesn’t have killing intent? I can only be defensive and harmless, but maybe there were ways I could be more…I developed some…strategies.” She reached into her pocket and took out a small packet. “This is one of them. I came up with some medicinal blends that are offensive to corrupted qi. They’ll not do anything more than annoy a yaoguai, or for a weaker one, put it to sleep, but it’s better than nothing. Back at the place where I lived for the last cycle, I have more things. If we’re anticipating that we’ll have to fight yaoguai, I’d like to go back there and get them.”

			Tainu and Zhu Guiren exchanged glances. 

			“I agree,” said Zhu Guiren. 

			Tainu nodded. “Bring the wings back out again. I have another idea,” he said. “Demon, touching the wings burned you, but when she was defending you, did that happen?” 

			“No. Not that I noticed. Although at the time, I was barely conscious.” 

			“So, it may be that the intention to protect is important,” Tainu said, thinking out loud. “Demon, do you have any demonic talismans on you? Ones meant to attack?” 

			Zhu Guiren rolled his eyes. “Please.” He snapped his fingers and a rectangular strip of yellow paper with red characters appeared between them. “What for?” 

			Tainu gingerly reached out to take it in his own hand. 

			“Watch out,” said Zhu Guiren sharply. 

			“I know,” Tainu said, wincing. He took the talisman in his hand, and then covered it with the other, closing his eyes and drawing his hand sharply down against the length of the talisman. He said, “Now, demon, stand still,” and quickly threw the talisman at him. 

			Zhu Guiren did not stand still. 

			This was a good thing, as the talisman exploded next to him. Suddenly, he was on the ground, gasping for breath and coughing blood. Tainu immediately knelt next to him and placed his own blood on Zhu Guiren’s lips. 

			Zhu Guiren said, “What. The hell. Was that?!” 

			“Sorry,” Tainu said sincerely. “You’re the only demon we have to test things out on.” 

			“Warn me next time!” He lay on the ground some more. “That was damaging,” he said at last. “I’m still feeling it, even with the blood from you. For a weaker demon? Probably fatal.” 

			Liu Chenguang said, “You put the feather from my wings on the talisman. And then you can use it as a weapon?” 

			“Because the killing action is not from you, I would guess,” Tainu said. “The killing intent of the talisman is demonic. I reordered the spell to put pure qi at its center rather than demonic qi, but the attack itself, the attack function…” He shook his head. “You understand,” he said to Zhu Guiren, who was now sitting up. 

			“Yes,” he said slowly. “Well, I have a lot of those. I would feel better if each of you had some with that adjustment made. Keep them on you at all times,” he said, sounding oddly formal. 

			“I’ll go pull some feathers,” Liu Chenguang said. “Better me than you, I’m going to go look in the mirror so I can pick good long ones.” She headed toward her bedroom. 

			Tainu sat down next to him. “You’re all right?” 

			Zhu Guiren just shook his head. “You are just…guessing about these things? Just trial and error?” he asked. 

			“Well, it’s not like we have a manual.” He picked up Zhu Guiren’s hand, which was still showing blistered burns, and started putting more blood on it. 

			“You people are surprisingly chaotic,” he said. “We have a manual.” 

			“I would very much like to see this manual,” replied Tainu. 

			
			They left Zai’an the next day, walking up the Cui Valley toward the gorge that led to Crane Moon. Liu Chenguang felt an ache sometimes as she saw the familiar places; the last time she had been here, she had been searching for Aili. They had to stop frequently, as there were both soldiers and refugees on the roads. Liu Chenguang and Tainu both healed surreptitiously wherever they could; done is done and pain is pain, and wherever pain could be assuaged for whomever was suffering, it must be. 

			Zhu Guiren watched and shook his head. “Doesn’t it occur to you,” he asked as they left behind one sleeping group, several children cured of dysentery, “that there’s not a lot of point in healing people who are still starving and have no likelihood of getting decent food? Or healing soldiers that have just been attacking the other people you healed?” 

			“It doesn’t matter whether there’s a point,” Liu Chenguang said. She remembered having the same conversation with Hong Deming, centuries before, but she had far less desire to try to explain things in any meaningful way to Zhu Guiren. 

			Tainu looked at her, and then said, “There’s a point, demon. Think about it.” 

			Zhu Guiren just rolled his eyes. 

			As they neared the village at the foot of Crane Moon’s mountain, Liu Chenguang stopped and looked upward. The sunset would soon strike the place where she knew the waterfall came down, though it couldn’t be seen from below; the ruins of Crane Moon were hidden from view from the bottom of the gorge. She didn’t think they’d ever been found by anyone who was not a cultivator. Certainly not by the people in her village. 

			“Is there an array at Crane Moon?” she heard Tainu ask Zhu Guiren. 

			“Not that I set, or that was there when I was present,” he said. “Maybe since.” 

			“It was destroyed by violence,” said Liu Chenguang, “so it’s possible there’s one now.” 

			Zhu Guiren shrugged. “If so, it wouldn’t affect Aili. Hong Deming was dead by that point. We have to–” 

			Liu Chenguang quickly walked away from him, but not quickly enough to avoid hearing Tainu say, “Demon. Can you try to be a little sensitive?” 

			“What do you mean?” he asked, frustrated. “Why is she so sensitive? She could be with Aili now. It’s her choice not to be. We all know how Hong Deming died. Why does she have to get so upset? We’re trying to do something to help now, but we have to be strategic…” 

			Behind her, she heard Tainu’s expressive silence.

			“Fine.” Zhu Guiren said. Stones rattled, probably because he was kicking them. “Fine, I don’t understand anything, fine, it’s all my fault, fine. Let’s just keep going.”

			Liu Chenguang walked even faster, not wanting to be near him, especially as what he said was true. She could have stayed; she could have been with Aili now. It had been her choice to go, but it felt like…she didn’t have a choice. 

			Because Aili didn’t want her to stay. 

			Because Aili didn’t want her. 

			She thrust that thought down hard and put a smile on her face as she always had when coming into the village beneath the cliffs: the pale brown wooden houses scattered on the deep green hillside, the terraced fields below.

			“Doctor Liu! Doctor Liu!” 

			It hadn’t been so long this time that the people she remembered were old or dead; only seven years or so, but still, what a difference. The children were teenagers now, the babies were children. There were some missing faces, but not many. It looked as though the war had not come here yet — neither the armies that contended for the land nor the bandits and looters that followed them. She breathed in relief. 

			“Doctor Liu?” Old Zhao pulled himself up short, frowning. “Is it?” 

			She smiled, and said, “I’m Doctor Liu’s sister, Liu Chenguang. He sent me to see how you all were doing. I’m a doctor too.” 

			“Ah!” several people said, but she knew they were looking at each other behind her back. Doctor Liu was the divine doctor. How could he have a sister? 

			But she just smiled and ignored it. They had never known that her first name was Chenguang; it had always only been Doctor Liu here. 

			Someone finally said, “Welcome! Please come, please come in, Liu Chenguang!” It was the current headman of the village — still Fang. Half the village were Fang. “Doctor Liu’s house is still ready and clean if you want to go there?” 

			“Certainly, I will. Thank you for your hard work,” she said. 

			One of the old women called out, “Will you introduce your husband, Liu Chenguang?” 

			She looked around and realized that they could only be speaking about Zhu Guiren. Tainu had transformed; he was sitting on Zhu Guiren’s shoulder in his sparrow form, his head in Zhu Guiren’s hair. She could almost hear him spitting with laughter. 

			“Ah, yes,” she said. “This is my husband, Zhu Guiren.” 

			He gave her a look of death. 

			She smiled. “Please, husband, go up the hill to my brother’s house,” she said sweetly, gesturing toward the little building set apart from the rest of the village. 

			He audibly hissed at her as he walked away.

			“Ah, Liu Chenguang,” said Grandmother Wang, hobbling up next to her as Zhu Guiren stalked away, to the disappointment of a gaggle of village girls. “Forgive me for saying so…your husband is very good-looking, but seems bad-tempered. I am sure Doctor Liu would not approve. He’s such a kind man.” 

			“You’re correct to say so, grandmother,” she said. “My brother does not approve at all. We’ll be getting a divorce soon.” 

			The faces of the
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