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The mist that veiled the stars last night was charmed by the drizzle over the mountains in the early morning. Pearl-like dew resembled tears shed by the Goddess of Night. After the weather cleared, the dawn light cast spectacular hues over a running river and the earth. The river began to flow quickly after zigzagging through a shoal and then became a raging torrent. The mountains seemed to support the azure sky, where clouds floated and birds soared. The glazed green tiles on a seven-story hexagonal tower beside the river were bathed in the rays of the morning sun. A round sunken metal plate lay at the bottom of a windowless, doorless tower with red walls, ragged eaves, and golden wind bells. Chimes lingered in the air along with the breezes. The whole place was pleasing to the eye, although it was cloaked in a shroud of secrecy.

Two men were hastily striding through the grass. Thunder King, a handsome young man, removed the straw hat from his head and fanned himself with it. “When will we reach the temple where my dad has been living?” he asked. “It’s a long and difficult journey.”

“Hold on!” said Lightning Gu, a sun-tanned man in a red cloak. 

“We have been walking for two days and one night. We should rest now. You are like a bull!”

“Really?”

“Yes. My mom said that you would take the bull by the horns.”

“Only she could understand me,” Lightning sighed, patting Thunder on the head. “But such a good woman as she had passed away before forty.”

“Oh, I don’t want to see my dad now. He depressed her so much that she...”

“She was headstrong. Your father misunderstood me when he saw her treating my wounds. He thought she had had an affair with me and refused to listen. I was badly battered by him, which angered your mother. At last, she hurt him with the Seven Blades, deadly hidden weapons of the Tangs Sect created by your grandfather.”

“Since then, my parents have been separated and out of touch for twelve years. No wonder she did not allow me to become a cultivator.”

“Your father would have had six hours to live after being seriously injured by your mother,” Lightning continued, looking sad. “She provided the antidote for Buyo Long to give to your father. She loved him deeply. I was the root cause of the years of estrangement between your parents.”

Thunder was hit by a twinge of distress when he thought of his mother, who had grey hair at thirty. “My dad’s misunderstanding took my mom’s life,” he said. He was eager to meet his father once more, although still angry about his mistake, because he had not seen his father since he could remember.

“Your mother started to keep herself far away from martial arts after she harmed your father with the Seven Blades,” Lightning sighed. “She wouldn’t have allowed you to learn the authentic cultivation methods from Buyo if I had not begged him to teach you. These methods were handed down from the masters of the Huashan Sect.”

“I’ve been learning those methods for ten years,” Thunder retorted. “But they are useless!”

“Be serious. The Huashan Sect is not good at martial arts but is remarkable for the cultivation methods of inner energy, the basics for a cultivator. You may take your father’s advice after you see him in the Calmness Temple.”

“My dad chose to become a monk in Mount Wutai, but he is in Yunnan province now. The two places are so far apart. What’s more, there are so many temples in the world. Why does he choose to live in Mount Wumeng?”

They talked on and on while walking and later came to a meadow near a river.

“The wind chimes are making ethereal music like a girl’s whispers,” Thunder said excitedly.

“Perhaps they are the gurgles of the river,” Lightning remarked.

Thunder listened to the sound attentively but heard torrents of water instead of the soft chimes.

“A tributary of Lantsang River is right ahead, and we are in the middle section of Mount Wumeng,” Lightning explained, pointing at a peak on the left side. “Look! The second mountain is the Horn Peak. The Calmness Temple was built by your father in the bifurcation between the two ranges.”

“Really? But I don’t know why my dad wanted to become a monk!”

“He is a tough guy and has been cultivating himself in the Temple. He was Thunderbolt Bright King, and now he is Master Thunderbolt Insight.”

Delicate chimes came along with breezes and were still audible in the torrents of water.

“The chimes again!” cried Thunder.

“What?” Lightning asked in surprise.

Thunder could not understand why Lightning could not hear them, so he quickly ran towards the source of the sound.

“What’s wrong?” shouted Lightning.

He had to follow Thunder, who was rushing into the gravel bottomland. The gurgles were getting clearer, and the moisture brought coolness.

“We may have a bath in the river before we continue our journey,” Lightning remarked. He suddenly saw a shadow of a tower in the mist and soon reached the riverside, catching sight of a seven-story tower at a turning of the river.

“What a strange building!” Thunder exclaimed, standing near the tower and looking at the doorless structure with so many wind bells hanging at the corners of the eaves.

“I’ve never seen such a tower before,” Lightning said in puzzlement.

“Look! There are seven rubies inlaid where the bells are hanging!”

“Oh, that’s art!”

“Is that the entrance?” Thunder asked, pointing at a metal plate. “I’ll give it a try!”

“Do not get yourself involved in the intricacies of the tower,” Lightning warned. “Gems are inlaid in the eaves despite thieves. Isn’t it eerie? There must be a reason for the establishment of the tower in the wilderness, and its owner detests a prying eye.”

“I’ll just have a look at it but won’t go inside!”

“Don’t do that!”

Thunder suddenly heard the muffled shouts of a beast from the river. “Listen!”

“That’s not the voice of a beast,” Lightning said gravely. “Someone is living in the tower.”

Thunder flung his right hand out of Lightning’s grasp and ran towards the tower.

“Come back!” shouted Lightning.

Thunder stood in front of the tower, gazing at the plate with golden hues under the sunshine. He saw himself mirrored in the plate, which triggered his curiosity to knock on it.

“It’s dangerous!” Lightning cried, pulling him back.

“Don’t worry,” said Thunder.

Suddenly, Thunder stared in astonishment at the plate while Lightning cast a shadow on it as soon as he stood in front of it. The former was hypnotized by a smiling nymph who appeared in the plate and seemed to walk out of it.

“What’s wrong with you?” asked Lightning. He became speechless when he gazed at the mirror-like thing. He had never met such a charming creature as the nymph right before him and soon he was so mesmerized by her that he wanted to hold her in his arms. However, he stepped backward out of shame.

The reflection made Thunder feel dizzy. He blinked and found the beauty gone. “Was I possessed?” he talked to himself in amazement, looking at himself in the mirror-like object. 

He saw Lightning in a trance, trying to hold something in his arms.

“What happened?” Thunder asked, watching Lightning.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” he replied, withdrawing his arms at once and blushing.

Thunder did not detect Lightning’s embarrassment but looked at him in puzzlement. “Did you see a young, beautiful girl’s face in the plate just now?”

“Yes,” Lightning blurted. “Did you see her too?”

“Yes. She was gorgeous.”

Lightning closed his eyes and indulged in his fantasy: she, with the fragrance of a virgin, caressed his face with her delicate hands. After a moment, however, he was woken up by Thunder’s voice. He opened his eyes and found himself lying on the beach land full of cobblestones. He was being watched by Thunder and realized that he had gotten caught up in a mirage.

When Lightning saw the words written with cinnabar on the tower, he suddenly rose to his feet, looking terrified. “Let’s get out of here at once!” he cried in a trembling voice.

“But why?” asked Thunder.

“Because that’s the Tower of Sadness!”

Thunder saw those words too and understood why he did not see them just now: the eaves on each floor of the hexagonal tower were like the wings of a phoenix while the cornices resembled the beaks. The three words could not be seen horizontally from the front but could be found if one looked up at it.

“What are you sad about?” Thunder whispered, looking at the mirror-like plate. “You have unequaled beauty. Nothing can make you unhappy.”

“Thunder!” Lightning exclaimed worriedly, patting him on the shoulder.

“Do not annoy me!” Thunder snapped, flinging Lightning’s left hand backward.

“You are psychologically controlled by the Tower!” Lightning cried in astonishment.

He had seen the martial world quite a lot and was clear about the two Tartarean places, but he was astounded by the Tower of Sadness near the Lantsang River. Nobody had ever come out of the Tower, and its name could scare all the martial artists.

“You are so gorgeous that you won’t be saddened by anything or anybody ...” Thunder murmured.

A sigh came from the Tower before he finished. Lightning shouted and stunned Thunder and ran towards the mountain, carrying him on his back. The chimes in the breezes seemed to express the loneliness of the Tower to the sky. Lightning, however, quickened his pace driven by the evil bells and he did not stop until he found himself in a deep forest.

“Bad luck!” Lightning exclaimed. “I’m in the dense primordial forests of Mount Wumeng full of darkness and poisonous mist.”

The toxic haze sent shivers down his spine and reminded him of the terrible experience of becoming a victim of the Virulent Mist in Guizhou ten years ago. He would have died if he had not been rescued by the famous female doctor Yee Tang, the mother of Thunder. The rescue, however, made her fall out with her husband, which left Lightning with remorse for the rest of his life.

“Thunderbolt wrote me three letters in a row to let his son go to the Calmness Temple in Mount Wumeng,” he thought. “There must be something urgent. I hope that the misunderstanding can be dissolved, otherwise I would be riddled with guilt.”

“Will you put me down?” asked Thunder.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” replied Lightning, supporting him to the ground. “I was engrossed in my thinking.”

“Never mind. You are brave. But why were you afraid of that beautiful girl?”

“I was afraid of the Tower, not the girl.”

“Really? I’m interested in the Tower.”

“Don’t get near it, especially at night. If you go there, you will die within half a meter to it!”

“Is it true?”

“In the martial world, there are nine sects, one association, and two schools; the rest are greenwood heroes.”

“The association is the Gang of Beggars. The Tangs Sect is located in Sichuan. Any other famous one?”

“The Toxins Sect in Yunnan. What’s more, the Tower of Sadness and the Valley of Sorrow have fearsome reputations.”

“Where is the Valley of Sorrow?”

“I don’t know,” Lightning replied. It came to his mind that a martial artist should not gossip about the two mysterious places. He wished that the ghosts in the Tower did not overhear his talk about them.

Thunder looked around and found himself in a dense forest. The surroundings could be dimly seen although the sunshine was covered by thick foliage. Meanwhile, there was a pungent smell of damp, rotten leaves from two tall trees.
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“Have you got lost?” Thunder asked, frowning.

“Yes,” answered Lightning. “But we will get out of here if we find the right way.”

“Do you know where is the north?”

Martial artists usually found the direction through winds, stars, or the sun. But how could Lightning identify the route in a deep forest without sunshine or wind?

“Well ...” he said hesitatingly.

“Use this!” Thunder exclaimed, showing a compass. “My mom had given it to me before I started the journey with you.”

His voice reminded Lightning of Yee’s thoughtfulness. “I should have been considerate,” he sighed.

“Oh, I’m sorry for being blunt,” Thunder said, giving the compass to him. “Let it work.”

Lightning received it but heard rapid chimes before he could speak.

“Those sounds come from the Calmness Temple!” he cried. “We should get there as quickly as possible!”

“The chimes may signify that something has happened in the Temple,” said Thunder.

Lightning darted towards the Temple with Thunder. They could see a mountain road in the forest after they ran about one mile, and the chimes stopped suddenly.

“There must be something serious!” Lightning said gravely.

“My dad ...” Thunder said anxiously.

They continued to run fast and saw two corpses on the road stained with blood. The two dead men were saffron-robed Buddhist monks with bruised skin and swollen faces.

Thunder was pulled back by Lightning before he could make a move to observe the bodies.

“They died of poisoning,” Lightning said worriedly. “The Calmness Temple has been attacked by the Toxins Sect.”

Thunder freed himself from Lightning’s grasp and ran fast towards the Temple. The grass along the way had been stained with the blood of more corpses.

“Be careful!” Lightning yelled.

Thunder became shocked when he passed a col. “The Temple has been burnt down!” he shouted in terror.

Lightning saw heavy smokes flying into the sky from the Temple between the two mountains. He got surprised but soon caught sight of two men dressed entirely in black standing in front of Thunder. Lightning immediately thrust strong hand power into the two potential attackers, and they fell in the grass before they could dodge.

“Are you all right?” Lightning asked anxiously.

“I’m fine,” Thunder said. “Is it the Mighty Palm Power? It’s amazing. I hope that you can teach me.”

“It’s just an ordinary skill, not from a sect or a school.”

“Oh, you are too humble,” a poker-faced, tall man in dark clothes said coldly.

“Who are you?” Lightning asked grimly.

“I am Tengarry, one of the disciples of the Toxins Sect.”

“You are a rookie.”

“How dare you insult me?”

“Why are you here?”

“The thief Thunderbolt had got the Sword Stained with Royal Blood, the treasured weapon in the State of Dali. Queen Indulgence ordered Mr. Venom Sharp, the leader of the Toxins Sect, to get it back.”

“Where is Thunderbolt?”

“He is far beneath Mr. Sharp and Mr. Lin Long, a top martial artist in the State of Dali.”

Thunder ran as soon as he knew that his father was in danger.

“Come back!” Tengarry yelled, firing poisonous mists from his hands at Thunder.

Lightning thrust his fierce palm power into Tengarry. The target stumbled and shrieked, and fired another assault with darkness around his hands.

Lightning realised that it was the Five Poisons Attack created by the Toxins Sect, so he fought back with his Mighty Palm Power three times in a row. The battlefield was thronged with rumblings and gases. Tengarry began to shake after he took several steps backwards. Thunder suddenly shouted, Lightning looked around and saw a man looking like Tengarry standing in front of Thunder. That distracted Lightning while Tengarry attacked his opponent on the right side. Lightning had been hit by the strong palm before he could detect it – which was different from the Five Poisons Attack. He moaned, trembled and vomited blood.

“Look, Tengkorry!” Tengarry laughed. “I’ve beaten that man with the skill I’d learned in the State of Dali!”

Lightning fought back against Tengarry with the Five Storms, the highest level of the Mighty Palm Power. Tengarry took six steps backwards, astounded by the counterpunch.

Bang! Tengarry screamed and then his body shattered into pieces. Lightning took a deep breath and attacked Tengkorry, who witnessed his younger brother’s death just now, five times in a row with the Five Storms. Tengkorry shrieked in agony and died before he could flee.

“Are you all right?” Thunder asked in terror, watching Lightning soaked with sweat.

Lightning touched his own ribs and found half of his body paralysed with poison spreading fast.

“It’s just a minor injury,” he replied, trying to keep calm. “By the way, you’d better hide yourself in the forest and I’ll go to see your father. The top martial artists from the State of Dali may surpass him.”

Suddenly three men appeared, followed by more than ten men dressed in black.

Lightning realised that it was too far gone when he was watching the burning Temple. “Run now! Thunder!” he shouted. He fired ten palm attacks successively. The ferocious power caused screams and deaths.

Thunder had never seen such a place engulfed with bodies and blood, and he was too scared to move. When he heard someone calling out his name, he turned around and saw a monk covered with blood.

“Are you Thunderbolt Bright King?” Lightning asked anxiously.

“Yes,” the monk said sadly. He killed eight men of the Toxins Sect with a mace. His robe, however, was torn apart, and a long sword penetrated his chest and the blade protruded from one of his shoulders, half of his body dripping with blood.

“Dad!” cried Thunder.

“I’m so sorry,” Thunderbolt said weakly. He attacked two more enemies with his mace again.

“You should target the Toxins Sect and the Royal Family of Dali, Thunder!” he shouted. “Run at once!”

He lifted Thunder with his long mace and with his magical power he flung his son into the dense forest incredibly fast. Thunder flying in the air heard a miserable shriek. He opened his eyes in terror and saw his father cleaved in two by a tall man in golden armour with a long sword glowing greenly. He groaned and fell onto the canopy; he trembled and fainted. 

Dark flying beings appeared abruptly and landed at a great lick nearby a river. An elderly lady with a slight stoop holding a jet-black walking stick was watching the reflection in the river.

“Vultures!” she cried, thumping her stick on the ground.

The resonant sound faded away in the valley. A young girl in a green dress skipped along happily and threw herself into the elderly lady’s arms.

“What’s up, grandma?” she giggled.

“Look at the vultures,” the elderly lady remarked, lifting her stick. “They are here for corpses.”

“They are just animals,” said Butterflyer. “What’s there to be surprised at?”

“Birds come for insects and vultures for dead bodies. But there are too many fierce animals now, so there must be a large number of deaths. Let’s go to the Desilting Trench.”

“But that has been a deserted place for years. Where did the corpses come from?”

“The Calmness Temple, a retreat in which Master Thunderbolt Insight has been cultivating himself, is located above the Trench. The vultures are flying towards the Temple, and a disaster must have happened there.”

“But I don’t think so. He is a meditator and has been keeping himself far away from the martial world and the confrontations. I don’t believe that he should have enemies.”

“He has had to hide himself in Mount Wumeng to avoid his enemies. We should not judge the situation superficially.”

“Let’s go there together.”

“You are a big girl now and should act by yourself. After I leave the world ...”

“You will always be with me.”

“Be strong and independent when you should be. We are living in an unpredictable world.”

“But the corpses will disgust me.”

“Respect Buddha. You are too young to understand its deep meaning. One good turn deserves another. I had never grasped it until I had meaningful talks with Master Thunderbolt Insight. When I’m alive, I should do good things as many as possible to make myself less sinful.”

They ran like the wind towards the Trench.

“This is a lifeless place,” said Butterflyer.

“The world has its constant changes,” her grandmother sighed. “There had been a volcano. It did not erupt again until thousands of years of changes had occurred. Grass and trees died wherever magma flowed. All you can see now is loess. Plants may grow after countless years, but we may not be able to admire the view because we have been gone. All living beings will say goodbye to the timeless world. Think about death before you live your life.”

“Oh, they are too complicated to be understood by me. Look, more vultures!”

“No disaster, no smoke!”

More than ten monks had been killed with long swords and been pushed into an abyss; now the headless and dismembered bodies became the food of the violent animals. The elderly lady killed eight flying attackers with her stick while her granddaughter shot down many with stones, leaving the rest of them hovering.

“Dig a pit to bury the bodies,” the elderly lady said.

“That’s horrible!” Butterflyer cried, looking terrified and moving backwards.

“Do not be afraid of death!”

The elderly lady waved her hands hard towards the ground, followed by bangs, flying sand and stones. A pit was formed. She wielded her stick magically and the bodies rolled into the pit one after another.

“There is an intact body!” cried Butterflyer.

A pale, shock-headed boy covered with dirt was lying on the ground, with bloodstains at his mouth; next to him was a monk who had been dead for hours.

“The boy is still alive!” the elderly lady exclaimed.

“What?” Butterflyer cried in astonishment.

“A vulture never eats a living being. Perhaps he will be rescued.”

Butterflyer put one hand on his body and could feel his warmth. She hit three vital points in his body, and then he trembled and groaned. Meanwhile, her grandmother was staring at the dead monk. “I can’t believe that you should end up like this,” she sighed, on the verge of tears. She turned around and, watching the boy, realised that he was not one of the monks in the Temple. She squatted and took his pulse. He had fallen from a high place, got an internal injury and fainted, but he would soon wake up.

“The boy ...” Butterflyer said nervously.

“He’ll be fine,” her grandmother replied. “But I want to know where he came from.”

She put one of her palms on the boy’s body, transferred her vital energy which had been cultivated by herself for decades into his body until his cultivation base could reach Stage Seven, Grade Twelve.

Thunder could feel a hand grasping him with burning heat across his body. He moaned and felt that his bones were going to shatter. He strained to operate his weak inner energy in his elixir field to connect himself with the power transfused. His cheeks were turning rosy, his quick breathing was calming down, and he could move his limbs, but soon those horrible scenes came into his mind. He opened his eyes slowly and saw a young, beautiful girl who was watching him in surprise.

“Am I in heaven or in hell?” he murmured.
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“Oh, I would be the King of Hell if you were in hell now,” Butterflyer joked.

Thunder felt a twinge of agony and tried to hold back his tears.

“Take your time,” the elderly lady consoled him, patting him on the back.

“I had tried to search for my father through a long journey,” he said. “But he had been attacked by his enemies before he could have a talk with me. I was punched and fainted.”

“Who was your father?” 

“Thunderbolt Bright King.”

“Oh, you are his son!”

He looked around and saw a monk lying on the ground. “Dad!”

“May he rest in peace,” the elderly lady sighed.

Thunder carried his father’s body in his arms and, weeping, walked towards a muddy path.

“Where is he heading for?” asked Butterflyer.

“He is heartbroken and needs a self-healing process,” her grandmother whispered. “Don’t worry. He is strong. Look, someone is coming at us!”

Two Hmong men flew towards them.

“Is he the son of Master Thunderbolt Insight?” Barlee asked, pointing at Thunder.

“Yes,” Bago replied.

“Stop, boy!”

The shout sprayed up huge clouds of sand and soil, but Thunder was moving forwards without noticing that.

“What do you want?” the elderly lady asked vigilantly.

“We are from the Toxins Sect and we are doing our job,” said Bago. “Get out of the way!”

“I don’t give a hoot about that Sect,” the elderly lady said calmly.

“How dare you deride us?” Bago retorted sharply.

He raised his hand and a cloud of dark mist gushed out of his palm. He repeated the procedure and the clouds turned into gases rushing at the elderly lady.

“The Five Poisons Attack is too weak,” she sneered.

She attacked Bago with her stick, and he immediately felt dizzy and stumbled.

“Are you all right?” Barlee asked anxiously.

“She is Lady Purplepower!” Bago replied in a trembling voice.

“Tell your boss that I’ll keep the boy,” she ordered. “He may go to Bright Palace if he wants to challenge me!”

The two men were too scared to speak because they knew that Lady Purplepower was the She-Devil in this place. They fled.

The Trench was enshrouded in bleakness. Stars were disappearing and melodies of a flute were flying in the mist. Three cups of liquor were placed nearby a new tomb. Tragic marks of last night were still clear. Thunder, sobbing, kneeling, and holding one cup, was riddled with distress.

“I’ll take revenge,” he said after a long moment of silence. He put a grey robe full of bloodstains in memory of his father’s feats nearby the tomb. Plants seemed to convey their condolences to the deceased man and wails of grief dispersed in the air when the wind was whistling through the tomb.

“Thunder!” a voice shouted.

“Mr. Gu!” Thunder exclaimed.

Lightning, wearing a ripped robe and grasping a long, ancient sword ran towards Thunder in the first flush of dawn. Thunder threw himself into his arms as soon as he saw him. Lightning touched Thunder’s hair but soon his internal energy collapsed and he started to shake.

“What has happened?” Thunder asked anxiously.

“I had fierce fights with the disciples of the Toxins Sect and with the top martial artists who have been serving the Royal Family of Dali,” Lightning replied weakly. “The Sword Stained with Royal Blood is here, but I’ve got seriously injured. We must hide ourselves because Redsnow Su, the owner of the powerful Stringless Zither, is coming at us.”

Soft but sorrowful melodies were lingering like spectres.

“That’s the Haunting Tunes produced by Redsnow,” Lightning explained. “Your father got the Sword with great difficulty, and he hoped that you would become a great cultivator with it and make your family shine again.”

Butterflyer, who had been following Thunder, walked up to him. “I’m here to protect you.”

“This is Mr. Lightning Gu,” Thunder said to her.

“Hello, Mr. Gu.” She had heard of his name but could not recollect it now. 

The spooky tunes came again.

“Redsnow is playing the Zither,” she remarked. “Is she after you?”

“Yes,” he sighed. “You should leave here with Thunder at once. Don’t tell anybody that you have seen me.”

“I won’t leave you alone if you don’t go with us!” Thunder yelled.

“You don’t have to go nuts,” she said.

“He is my sole family member now,” Thunder retorted.

“I care for Mr. Gu, just like you do. You’d better take him to my home now.”

“Who is your grandmother?” Lightning asked. “We should not get you involved.”

“She will get upset if she knows what I’m doing,” answered Butterflyer.

A palace was standing in the mist around a col. It seemed to float elegantly and attractively in the clouds when it was watched in the distance.

“My grandma is cultivating her inner energy,” she said. “You and Mr. Gu may have a rest inside.”

She led the two guests into a large room. Lightning sat in a soft bed, pains all over his body. He closed his eyes and relaxed. Later he heard the sorrowful, ghostly melodies again, which seemed to whisper: “Come back! I want your soul ...”

He trembled and opened his eyes nervously, sweating on his forehead. He looked at the room and found nothing unusual.

“Did you hear any sound?” he asked.

“No,” answered Thunder, shaking his head.

Lightning heard the melodies once more as soon as he closed his eyes again. The Stringless Zither could kill a person with its melodies. “Those tunes will take away my sleep,” he thought. “Redsnow can murder me with the Zither even though she does not appear. She is indeed the No. 1 among the Seven Demons in the world.”

“I pay a call on Lady Purplepower,” Redsnow said outside the palace.

“The palace is owned by Lady Purplepower,” Lightning thought. “No wonder the girl said that her home would be a safe place.”

“What brings you here?” the elderly lady asked.

“Am I allowed to enter your palace?” said Redsnow.

“OK.”

Lightning got out of bed anxiously and peeped around the doorway at a poker-faced woman dressed all in black entering the palace like a ghost. She, holding the Zither, was standing in the hall silently. With her back to Lightning, he could not see her face. Lady Purplepower appeared, accompanied by Butterflyer.

“What do you want?” Lady Purplepower asked, thumping her stick on the ground.

“I visit you, my lady,” Redsnow replied.

“For what?”

“I’m chasing after a thief who has stolen my thing.”

Lightning, who was hiding himself behind the door, felt wronged because he was a man of integrity, but he could not defend himself now.

“Did you steal her thing?” Thunder whispered.

“No,” Lightning answered firmly.

“You have lost your stuff,” remarked Lady Purplepower. “But you are asking for an explanation in my palace.”

“The thief is here now!” Redsnow argued.

“Did you see that?”

“I saw your granddaughter take him into your palace. You may let me make a search if you don’t mind.”

“How dare you do that?”

“I can give the Zither to your granddaughter.”

“I don’t want it!” Butterflyer yelled. But she was so curious that she watched the Zither: it had no string but the body was carved with strange patterns. She stared at it and saw a shadow dancing in the mist, and gradually she was bewitched by the instrument.

“You won’t be lonely anymore if you have the Zither,” Redsnow whispered. “With it you can make your dreams come true ...”

Butterflyer nodded in a trance and tried to hold the magical thing.

“Stop!” Lady Purplepower snapped, thumping her stick on the ground.

Butterflyer shuddered and came to her senses. She would have grasped the Zither if her grandmother had not yelled at her.

Lady Purplepower struck the Zither with her stick, and Redsnow turned back somersaults.

“I just wanted to give a toy to your granddaughter,” Redsnow said.

“Anybody who touches the Zither will be killed by it,” Lady Purplepower snapped.

“How dare you backstab me?” Butterflyer shouted.

The girl had been unaware of insidious tricks in the world. She, quivering with rage, attacked Redsnow with her hand power, but the latter dodged agilely.

“Tell me where the thief is!” Redsnow cried.

“It’s none of your business!” Butterflyer retorted loudly.

Redsnow rushed at Butterflyer spectrally, but the former was controlled by Lady Purplepower at once: the elderly lady wielded her stick in the air and Redsnow felt like being hammered by three blows.

“You should go now,” Lady Purplepower ordered.

“You are inhospitable,” Redsnow argued. “A pilferer in a family is difficult to be found. The valuables in your palace may be taken away by him if he is a repeater.”

“What has been stolen?”

“The Sword Stained with Royal Blood, the king of swords!”

“Bravery and Integrity for the Sword by Holy Blood,” Lady Purplepower remarked after a long moment of silence and astonishment. “Are those words carved on it?

“Yes,” Redsnow answered.

“The Sword was owned by Master Thunderbolt Insight, not by you.”

“He had given it to me.” 

“He found it after a time-consuming search in the Cultivation Cave on the top of Mount Wumeng, and he asked me to give it to his son. If you had the Sword, you must have stolen it from him.”

“I’ll come here again three days later to take away the thief’s corpse!” She put the Zither down on the ground, cast a malicious glance at Lady Purplepower, and leaped away quickly. “I’ll let you enjoy the awesome tunes!” Her resentful voice echoed in the palace.
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Chapter 4
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Nobody was playing the Zither, but powerful, deep melodies were gushing out of the instrument and were resounding through the listeners’ hearts.

“I can’t hold on!” Lightning yelled. He had drumming in the ears, palpitations, and chaos of inner energy after he heard those tunes. He vomited blood and staggered out of the door.

“Where are you heading for?” Thunder asked anxiously.

“I’ll run a hundred miles to avoid the dreadful sounds!” Lightning replied, panting heavily.

“You will be caught by Redsnow after you run less than one mile,” Lady Purplepower said calmly. “She has left the Zither in my palace on purpose to drive us crazy.”

“Destroy the Zither!” Thunder shouted.

“She had scattered poisons over the instrument before she went,” Lady Purplepower added. “The poisons will be diffused through the air if the instrument is vibrated. If that happens, all of us will die, including people and animals within 100 miles. But the poisons will not work if it is not moved at all. So you must calm down.”

“Bring the large bell here,” Lady Purplepower ordered, closing her eyes and pondering.

Butterflyer did what her grandmother had said although she could not understand it. The large bell slowly landed on the ground from the roof of the palace. Lady Purplepower lifted the bell through the operation of her inner energy and covered the Zither gently with the bell. The tunes weakened at once, and Lightning felt relieved and his chaotic internal energy became quiet.

“Do you still remember me?” Lady Purplepower asked coldly.

Lightning was surprised. He watched the elderly lady whom he had met before, but he could not remember who she was after such a long time had passed.

“I’m so sorry, madam,” he apologised.

“Lady Purplemight in the Purplewind Palace. Vivid memories?”

“You are her mother!”

He got so agitated that he panted heavily and vomited blood. With a wan face he staggered towards the door.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I ...”

There had been something complicated between them. He was so embarrassed that he tried to run away.

“I won’t let you flee!” she said gravely.

“I’m too ashamed to meet Butterfly Blue again,” he panted.

“She had died of distress and melancholy.”

The grey-haired lady was on the verge of tears when she was missing her daughter. Meanwhile, Lightning shuddered with agony.

“It’s your fault!” she snapped.

He whimpered and grasped his hair silently.

“She was calling out your name when she was dying,” she sighed.

He yelled.

Butterflyer, paralysed with shock, ran outside and couldn’t help sobbing, but she did not know that Lightning had been following her. 

“Now you know who I am,” he sighed, touching her hair.

“You are my dad,” she said.

“You hate me.” 

“I hate myself.”

“I’m not a good father. But don’t be too sad.”

“Will you tell me what had happened between you and my mom?”

“Your grandma did not tell you?”

“She told me that you were the worst man in the world and asked me not to think of you. I had never seen you but I knew you were a good man.”

“Things might have turned out to be different if I had not been self-willed.”

“Will you tell me about the past days?”

“Let me tell you a story about Mountain and Sea. The universe was in chaos when things came into existence. The world was full of dry land and had rivers but no sea. There was a male named Mountaindeity and a female named Seagirl. One day they met and soon fell in love. She took him home, but her parents beat him up and drove him away.”

“What did he do next?”

“His imploration was rejected. She eloped with him, but her parents caught them. They would let him marry her if he could finish three tasks.”

“The tasks?”

“One: turn mud into a mountain; Two: make a mountain within 49 days; Three: move the mountain into the designated place. They were missions impossible. But Mountaindeity did not give up. He started to do the first task with his hands behind Seagirl’s house. He was tired after days of hard work, but he held on until he died of exhaustion. After she knew that, she kept crying for three days and three nights leaning on his body until she died, too. God, moved by their faithful love, turned him into mountains and her into seas. Whenever a tide
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