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Chapter 1 The Chen Family Descendant
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“I want—”

“I want it—”

“Give me—” 

“Give it to me—” 

If a woman’s voice like this appeared in a single man’s bedroom, wouldn’t it stir the imagination? Wouldn’t your mind already be filling in all kinds of pixelated scenarios?

Yes, that voice had me all worked up.

At this moment, I was so terrified by those repeated, breathy cries that I cowered beneath my blanket, shivering and drenched in cold sweat, which had nearly soaked my bedding.

I clutched the Judge’s Brush tightly. Because of the surrounding ghostly energy, the brush in its jade box let out one low hum after another.

“No, I can’t make a move yet. Just endure... endure a while longer...” Deep down, I sensed that tonight might well be the end of me.

I didn’t need to look to know that outside, layer upon layer of ghostly figures must have gathered—clawing, glaring, desperate to squeeze into my room.

“Damn it, two years—two whole years. I’ve held out for two years, and if I die now, wouldn’t that be a huge loss?”

Frightened beyond reason, I didn’t even dare poke my head out from under the covers. Indeed, there was no erotic scene here—only me, scared out of my wits.

Honestly, the whole thing is humiliating to explain.

My name is Lin Xu. I’m twenty-five, the seventh-generation talisman master of the Qingxiao Sect. Sounds pretty impressive, right? But for the past two years, I’ve been bullied nonstop by a hundred ghosts. I don’t even dare step outside my own front door.

All because of a mistake my father made two years ago in his line of work. He and my mother ended up losing their lives, and they left me saddled with a massive yin debt. My luck and fortune were slashed right to the brink of death.

Being unlucky is one thing, but here’s the problem: since our Lin family doesn’t practice Daoist arts, we can’t judge karma. That means we can’t determine which ghost should be guided toward rebirth or which should be destroyed.

If by some miracle we guessed correctly, fine. But if we guessed wrong, we’d be committing a sin, which would reduce my already depleted luck even further. And once my luck hits zero, I’d be finished, no matter where I tried to hide.

That’s not even the worst part. These wandering ghosts feel a natural affinity for the Lin family bloodline, so they show up constantly, clamoring for our talismanic blessings. Every day, their numbers grow.

Given my current luck, if I intervene, I’m guaranteed to make the wrong call, which means I’d shoulder more yin debt. And even just a bit more of it would guarantee my death—even if I locked myself inside a bank vault.

So I can’t make a move. Because I absolutely cannot die.

However, my father once said that the Qingxiao Sect originally had more than just our family. There was another family named Chen, old friends of the Lin family, who specialized in Daoist arts. They could read karma and distinguish who needs saving and who should be wiped out. Unfortunately, during the war against the invaders, we lost all contact with them.

Then came those ten years of upheaval. Everyone was adrift, fleeing in all directions, and there was no internet like there is now. Traces of the Chen family disappeared entirely.

Father always said that if the Chen family were around, my predicament would be solved in no time.

Over the past two years, I’ve tried discreetly asking around online, but found nothing.

To be honest, I wasn’t banking on the Chen family anyway.

Even though Father wouldn’t lie, by now it’s been three generations since we lost contact. Who knows if the Chen family even still exists, or if they passed down their Daoist arts? Would they remember the old bond our ancestors had with us?

So in the end, it’s up to me to figure this out.

If I really have no way out, I might just fight these ghosts head-on. Worst case, I’ll end up in the underworld, where I can complain to King Yan directly—damn it, what are the ghost officers even doing, letting so many wandering spirits run amok in the mortal realm?

While I was lost in these thoughts, someone suddenly pushed the door to my shopfront.

That single sound, for my nerves—already stretched to the breaking point—was like a thunderclap.

I jolted hard. “What the hell, can ghosts actually push doors now?”

The door was locked from inside, and I’d pasted a talisman on it, so whoever pushed couldn’t get in. Then everything went quiet.

Hearing no further movement, I slowly let out the breath I’d been holding.

Before long, I heard a faint rustling by my ear—like something trying to crawl under my blanket.

A sudden chill seized me, and my body jerked in fright. I shot upright from the bed.

In front of me was a paper effigy—an outline cut from a sheet of white paper—just clambering onto my bed.

Yes, that’s right: a small human-shaped figure cut from paper.

It was still halfway under the covers, head burrowed forward, backside in the air, trying to wedge itself in.

“A paper figurine? Must be someone from the Daoist world,” I muttered, relieved that it wasn’t a ghost.

Seeing me sit up, the paper effigy rose and floated in front of me. Putting its little hands on its hips, it spoke in a shrill voice, “Seriously? A descendant of the Lin family, and you’re cowering like a total wimp.”

I frowned. How does it know who I am?

“They see him!!!”

“They see him!!!!!”

“Give him to me!!!”

“Kill him!!!”

The moment I appeared, the previously dazed ghosts outside the windows went wild, like bulls in heat, throwing themselves against the walls to get in.

I turned to look at the window. Countless faces were packed against it, every single one of them glaring at me with crimson eyes, like starving wolves eyeing a piece of meat.

Within moments, more and more heads forced their way in, so many that they distorted one another’s faces as they pressed together. It was nauseating to watch.

Soon it wasn’t just the windows. Faces began bulging through the walls on all sides—snarling, hideous, jammed together like sardines in a can.

All of them turned toward me, writhing in unison. The sheer density of them triggered my trypophobia, if such a thing even exists for ghostly heads.

Screams, curses, pleas for help—they all crashed against my eardrums, leaving my head pounding. I rubbed my temples in frustration.

Ghostly cries resonate in the soul; covering your physical ears does nothing to block them out.

Before long, they pushed their heads through. Blood-matted hair clung to rotting faces, twisted necks craned forward, and they shrieked at me like maniacs, “Give it to me—give it to me now—”

But after reaching a certain point, they all slammed into an invisible barrier. No matter how hard they struggled, they couldn’t move another inch closer.

From within that barrier, I lit a cigarette and glanced at the faded talisman stuck to the wall. I sighed softly.

The paper effigy gave the room a quick once-over and then looked at me. “Quite a spectacle you’ve got here. The Lin family descendant, bullied by a bunch of wandering ghosts—now that’s a rare sight.”

Its mocking tone grated on my nerves. I took a long drag of my cigarette and said, “If you’re here to help, then help. If you came just to laugh, then get lost.”

“Heh, got a temper on you. I can’t do anything from outside your barrier. Let me in, and maybe I’ll do something.” The paper effigy kept its hands on its hips.

It had a point. I hurriedly changed into clean clothes and headed downstairs to open the door.
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Chapter 2  Lu Ban Master
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As the rolling door slowly lifted, I saw a young guy standing outside through the glass door.

He looked about my age, at least six feet tall, neither skinny nor bulky, wearing a pair of black suit trousers and a black shirt. Under the glow of the streetlamps, he didn’t look much different from those wandering ghosts.

If not for the huge backpack strapped to his shoulders—something ghosts typically don’t carry—I might have taken him for a spirit and tried to deal with him accordingly.

His hair was cropped short, his skin very fair, his features almost too finely drawn. But the look in his eyes when he sized me up was filled with unconcealed contempt.

With a cigarette still dangling from my mouth, I stared back at him, annoyed by his gaze. So I spoke lazily through the glass door: “Who are you? Knocking around in the dead of night like this.”

He slipped the backpack off his shoulders and set it down, then raised his wrist. A red cord hung there, strung with three small copper coins. He smiled. “A Daoist from the Chen family. Ever heard of us?”

At the sight of those three spirit coins, I felt a strange sense of familiarity, and even my Judge’s Brush—which shares my bloodline—began to radiate a subtle warmth.

Holy crap. The Chen family! So they really exist!

My father had told me that the Chen family and our Lin family had been old friends for generations, going back hundreds of years.

He said that our two families both belonged to the Qingxiao Sect, and that our ancestors had been fellow disciples under the same master. The Qingxiao Sect is rather unusual: it never established a physical temple or headquarters, and each generation only takes on one student. When a master teaches an apprentice, he typically stays in that apprentice’s home, devoting himself to instruction. The apprentice, in return, provides food and lodging. After the training ends, the master departs, leaving the apprentice to live as he pleases—marry and start a family, or wander the land subduing demons. The Sect’s founder believed that Daoists are free to take wives and have children. In his words: “If every cultivator refused to marry and reproduce, humanity would die out.”

Anyway, that’s the gist of it.

Our family and the Chen family were exceptions. Once upon a time, our ancestors’ master was traveling and bumped into the Lin and Chen ancestors playing together. The old master immediately saw promise in those two kids, each bright in his own way. Not knowing which child to choose, he tested them with talisman paper and three spirit coins. One child had to learn how to draw talismans, the other to chant incantations. Turned out that the Lin ancestor picked up talisman-drawing instantly but fumbled incantations, while the Chen ancestor could chant flawlessly but couldn’t draw a proper talisman to save his life.

The master couldn’t bear to give up on either. Feeling the Qingxiao Sect was too small and that strict tradition no longer served a purpose, he made a bold decision to break the old rules and take both kids in.

Standing there looking at this guy now, I could hardly believe what my dad had told me was true: that the Chen family still existed.

“You’re a Daoist from the Chen family?” I stubbed out my cigarette in surprise. “The same Chen family that’s been friends with us Lin folk for generations?”

He flicked his wrist again, letting the sleeve of his black shirt slip back to reveal those three copper coins. “Three Spirit Coins as proof. Could I fake these?”

Seeing that, I broke into a grin. I didn’t care anymore about the disdain in his eyes; I hastily opened the glass door. Grabbing his backpack for him, I said, “Man, am I glad you’re here. My father told me on his deathbed that if I ever ran into someone from the Chen family, I wouldn’t need to worry about my predicament. Back then, I thought he was just making stuff up. Didn’t expect it to be true.”

He paused. “Uncle Lin... he’s gone?”

I stopped short, holding the bag. “Yeah, he died more than two years ago. If you hadn’t shown up, I might be joining him soon.”

He said nothing, just gave me a quick once-over and followed me upstairs.

Once we were up there, he finally spoke. “No wonder you’re covered in the aura of death. Clearly your luck is dangerously low. You really can’t see karma at all?”

I set down his bag and answered, “Nope. If I wipe out the wrong ghost or send the wrong one on its way, I’ll definitely die. And if I just sit here doing nothing, my luck drains by the day anyway. Living itself chips away at what’s left of my fortune.”

I offered him a cigarette. He took it and lit up. Glancing at the window and walls—crowded with ghastly faces—he inhaled deeply. “All right, let’s raise your luck a bit tonight. This batch of wraiths should buy you at least ten days, maybe half a month of peace.”

I grinned widely. “Thanks a ton, man!”

“No need. I’ll be needing your help soon enough. Question is, is your talisman-drawing skill any good?”

Damn—another jab.

“Don’t worry. Let’s just say my skills are definitely more impressive than your pretty-boy face.” I reached under my pillow and pulled out a small jade box. Opening it revealed a metal writing brush resting quietly inside.

This brush stood out for sure. Its black-and-red shaft was carved with a scene called the “Judge Over Ghosts,” which gave it a strange but solemn aura. There was, however, a thin crack around the end of the shaft, secured with a strip of cloth tape.

“This is the Lin family’s Judge’s Brush?” He leaned closer. “Why is there a crack? And what’s with the tape?”

I held it carefully, running my fingers over it. With a bitter smile, I replied, “Because my father once misjudged a person, costing him his life. The Judge’s Brush was punished along with him—struck by heavenly lightning and split open.”

At those words, the Brush quivered slightly, as though echoing a sorrow of its own.

He watched for a moment, then dropped the subject. After finishing his cigarette, he flicked it to the floor and crushed it beneath his heel. “Let’s do this.”

He raised his wrist again, and I saw the Three Spirit Coins tremble. A thread of black light flickered across them, instantly followed by countless crimson beams shooting out in all directions like a flurry of red cords, latching onto the wandering ghosts around us.

“Destroy!” His voice was curt but brimming with authority. Oddly enough, I understood his meaning right away. I quickly channeled my spiritual energy. The Judge’s Brush began to glow with starlike radiance, releasing a faint yellowish aura from its tip, delicate as silk spun by a golden silkworm.

Seeing me ready, he moved his wrist once more. The red cords snapped back, dragging the evil ghosts straight toward us.

I froze for a second. Damn, he’s like Lu Ban—hauling them in so handily.

But even if my mind drifted, my hands didn’t. I poured energy into the brush, and the tip flared brilliantly. One after another, fine golden threads coiled and writhed in midair. In a blink, they took shape as streaks of talismanic light, blasting into the onrushing ghosts.

It sounds complicated, but all of it happened in an instant.

In the blink of an eye, dozens of ghosts vanished without a trace.

Wiping out that many in one go made me feel noticeably lighter, as though my body had been pulled back from the edge of death.

Maybe you’re curious why I was convinced he was from the Chen family just because the Judge’s Brush reacted to him. The explanation is simple: the Three Spirit Coins and the Judge’s Brush aren’t ordinary tools. Legend says our Qingxiao Sect’s founder traded thirty years of his life to petition the Three Pure Ones in the heavenly realm. Supposedly, the Supreme Lord Laozi himself forged these artifacts. My father told me about the Three Spirit Coins—that they’re smaller than typical copper coins, only about the size of a thumbnail, dull black in color, and soothing to behold. Only a true Chen family descendant can wear them. More importantly, they and my Judge’s Brush share the same source: some divine metal. And since the Brush is tied to my bloodline, as soon as the Three Spirit Coins appeared, the Brush felt an excitement it hadn’t shown in ages.

These coins can’t be faked. So if they’re real, then the person carrying them must be from the Chen family.

“Send them on.” He pulled back another cluster with his crimson cords, and I fired off another round of talismans. The ghosts vanished again.

After three or four waves, I saw him preparing his Three Spirit Coins once more. I said, “Lu Ban Master, doesn’t that big move of yours have a cooldown?”

He shot me a glare. “A cooldown for what, exactly? Could you maybe stop with the nonsense? My name’s Chen Tutu. Now quit slacking and keep at it.”

Chen Tutu?

He had a sharp, handsome face, but at the sound of that name, my gaze drifted to his ears—half-expecting him to wiggle them and say, “Heh heh, check out my wiggling ears technique...”

I felt a laugh rising in my throat, but I swallowed it again, thinking it might be impolite.

There wasn’t much time to dwell on it anyway. Another wave of malevolent ghosts was closing in...

Suddenly, I realized something was off about this batch of ghosts.
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Chapter 3  I Knew I Couldn’t Escape Misfortune
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The earlier waves of malevolent ghosts were pretty run-of-the-mill. When Chen Tutu dragged them over, all I had to do was slap them with a talisman like swatting flies. But this batch felt different, like there was a hornet hidden among the houseflies, butt in the air, just waiting to sting.

In that split second, I pulled off a showy spin in place, quickly scanning dozens of ghosts. Then, with a flick of my pen, I sent a Ghost-Freezing Talisman flying toward one particular spot. “Freeze!”

“Hey—” I was about to warn him, but Chen Tutu was already there in a flash, like he’d pulled off a League-of-Legends-style teleport. With his right hand raised high, his long fingers formed a strange seal before he slammed it down onto the ghost’s head.

“Eeeeee—” The shriek that followed was like nails scraping glass, making my scalp tighten and goosebumps prickle all over. Right after that blow landed, Chen Tutu sprang away like he had springs in his soles.

Meanwhile, I was rushing forward, planning to jump into the fight. But seeing him bounce aside so suddenly threw me off. Then I heard a little “pop,” and a splash of foul-smelling liquid sprayed all over me.

Holy crap! Covered head to toe in that putrid liquid, and the stench—man, it was the kind of smell that would make gods and mortals alike drop dead. I couldn’t even cry if I tried.

I felt so stupid. Really. I’d hoped Chen Tutu’s arrival would save me from misery, but nope—my terrible luck still clung to me like old gum on a shoe.

“Urgh...” I couldn’t hold it in; my dinner came spewing out. The stench was lethal, like a mound of dead rats rotting in some ancient, unwashed latrine, then left to ferment on top of that.

How potent was it? Even the mindless ghosts backed away a few steps, staring at me from a distance like they’d seen something horrifying—more effective than any Daoist technique, I swear.

“Dude, at this point, you might as well have let me die tonight... ugh...” I was retching so hard that bile was practically drained from my guts, tears and snot pouring uncontrollably.

“Don’t say that. ‘A bad life is better than a good death,’ right? Dying over something like this isn’t worth it.” His voice was calm as ever, but through my watery, blurry eyes, I could see the gleam of schadenfreude in his expression.

“Damn it, I’ll stuff a handful of this crap in his mouth later,” I thought, still gagging like I was about to expire. Eventually, Chen Tutu must have realized I wasn’t going to stop puking anytime soon, so he approached with his nose pinched, frowning hard. His free hand moved at lightning speed, fingers flying so fast they left afterimages.

I watched in surprise and, in my half-dead state, mumbled, “What the... Naruto ninja hand seals?”

He paused
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