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Clifftop Crisis & Transformation

Blood bubbled from pale lips as his jian wavered, the glittering jade green inlay in the weapon darkened by blood and dirt. All along the edge of the weapon, long chips could be seen, even as Shu Huai laboured over, waterfall spray struck Shu Huai’s face and body, dampening bloodied and torn clothing. Opposite him, on the bare granite clifftop, his opponent, his sworn brother, his most beloved stood. Injured, bleeding from a cut along one hand, but in much better shape. 

“Why?” Shu Huai roared, anguished. “Why betray me, brother?”

“You fool. I never thought of you as a true brother.” Bo Hai twisted his large guandao, the polearm swishing through the air. In the distance, rocks fell, dislodged from the stray energy of their attacks, rumbling as they fell and crashed. All around them, the thunder of the waterfall drowned out the sounds of nature. “You thought I would ever consider one of you preening nobles a brother?”

“I shared everything with you!” Shu Huai said, his sword dipping a little. Bo Hai shifted, only for Shu Huai to tighten his grip on his weapon. His long, luxurious hair was in disarray, the ends burnt and crisped from the sneak attack that had struck him from behind. His luxurious robes, gold and red glittered a little, the defensive talismans within broken but attempting to recover.

“You gave me scraps!” Bo Hai spat to the side. “You invited me when it did not inconvenience you, when it was appropriate for you to have a low-born commoner friend or you wanted someone to guard your back. Everything of worth, you kept me away from.”

“I did not!” Shu Huai said.

“You lie to yourself, again. All you nobles lie to yourself all the time,” sneered Bo Hai. “But I’m done with it. Done with you.”

“And so you attacked me in the back? What would our Master say?” Even as he spoke, he churned his chi. He pulled on his metal element, drawing it from his core once more. His sword glowed, the brilliant jade edging taking in the metal chi, a phantom-edge of grey and green forming along the weapon. Shu Huai drew the weapon towards him, knowing he only had one attack left.

“He’ll never know anything, but that you fell. Nobly.” Bo Hai laughed, throwing his head back as his beard flapped and twisted in the wind driven by the waterfall. That movement, that moment of distraction was all that Shu Huai was looking for. 

The injured cultivator threw himself forward, his attack forming a brilliant glow of grey-gold as his metal chi formed around him. He streaked forward like an arrow, ready to take advantage of Bo Hai’s distraction. He never noticed the small carving on the ground, formed when Bo Hai spun his weapon. A charged temporary enchantment exploded, throwing rock and flame into the sky, catching Shu Huai by surprise and disrupting his attack.

Shu Huai’s last sight as he tumbled away, caught in the explosion, was the sweeping blade of his opponents guandao, striking him in his chest, tearing through his defences and sending him flying off the waterfall. Blood sprayed, even as he heard his brother, his enemy, speak.

“You were always too straightforward.”

Then, the water took him.

 

***

 

Cold.

Damp.

Constraining.

He could not breathe, could not see. Bubbles and water, blood and pain, tumbling rocks and undertow of currents. 

It took him down in the water, deep within the carved basin beneath, and threatened to keep him down forever. Twisting and turning, almost releasing him from the falls before he was sucked down once again by the undercurrents of the water.

Again and again, he was released and then pulled back, his lungs burning with agony, blood mixing with the ice blue water. His body locked up under the cold, and eventually, even consciousness fled.

 

***

 

Death should have been his reward. Diyu of the Ten Courts and thousand hells should have been where he next woke up, awaiting judgement. He had failed, as a cultivator, as a man, and deserved no more.

But when has life ever offered us what one deserved? Far better to receive what it offered, in gratitude and humbleness, than demand justice and fairness from an uncaring universe.

And so, Shu Huai found himself alive, despite all his failures. Alive, only because he was a Core cultivator and had plunged deep into the ice-cold water of the river, closing down and slowing the loss of blood from his injuries. Alive but injured, for the unyielding water and the hard-edged rocks below had taken their toll, shattering bones and cracking skull.

He woke, slowly, in pain, flowing river water lapping against soggy, once-expensive silk robes. Rounded river pebbles lay beneath his body, offering no more comfort than the hard jade bed he slept on in the Sect. That he used to sleep on.

Almost on instinct, Shu Huai reached deep into himself towards his core to pull energy from it to begin the healing process. Instead of finding the glimmering, hard, metal-encased core of compressed chi sitting in his dantian, he found shattered remains that dug into his spirit, sending shards of psychic pain through his mind and soul.

He screamed as pain greater even than being cut nearly in half erupted through him. Shu Huai cried, and in the distance, heard voices, footsteps. He tried to move, hurry away—fearing his ex-brother had come for him—and failed, as pain increased.

Driving him back, once more, into darkness.

 

***

 

He woke the next time, warm and still in pain. He was drowsy, barely able to focus, his blood loss having continued through the intervening period. If he was not a Core cultivator, if he had not progressed his body… But Shu Huai was all that, and he lived.

A soft wool blanket covered his body, and a comforter lay beneath his body offering what little padding it could between him and the rough wooden board he lay upon. His bed rocked and rumbled, the turning of wooden wheels on rocky ground offering him a hint of where he was. It was musty in here, filled with bolts of cloth and wool, of bundled cloth packed high and tight. It was dark too as the insides of the wagon resolved before his tired eyes. 

He held still for a long moment before trying to rise. The pain drove him back, the cut that lay across his chest bandaged now and wrapped but still weeping blood and a little pus. Shu Huai realised he was feverish, his body shivered and a part of him marvelled at the novel sensation. He had not felt that in decades.

As bad as the physical damage was, it was the spiritual one that kept him down. His core was in shards, his dantian damaged. Chi that he automatically drew within him leaked right out, his dantian unable to hold it all within. His meridians at least seemed mostly undamaged, but he could not cultivate.

Not like this.

As he drowsily contemplated his situation, Shu Huai heard a noise. Voices, softly murmuring on the outside of the moving wagon.

“Will he survive…?” A female voice said, filled with worry.

“Maybe. He is a cultivator. They heal very fast,” a male voice replied, much deeper and older. Weary and guarded.

“Good, good.” Relieved.

“Not good. Cultivators are all trouble. If we could tell what Sect he was from…” Doubt now. Shu Huai wondered why they could not and then remembered the damage he had taken. The time in the water and the blood. It probably had stained his clothing, maybe even removed the outer garments. “We should not have picked him up.”

“Father!” Scandalized. “He needed help.”

“And what if he is a demon worshipper? Or just one of those noble idiots?” The father hissed. 

“You always said to treat others like you would wish to be treated.”

Hurt. “I meant for mortals. Not cultivators. They’re different!”

“They were mortals before. And we’re all cultivators anyway, some of us just aren’t very good. In either case…” Her voice drifted away. Perhaps she had moved farther away or lowered it, he was not sure, but the muffled noises disappeared.

Shu Huai leaned a little, hoping to hear them. Then, he realised how precariously balanced he had been, how little space there had been in the overly filled wagon. 

He fell. Pain ripped through him, and his tenuous handle on consciousness faded.

 

***

 

 

“Uncle Lu!” A high-pitched voice. A small child running up to him.

Shu Huai bent down and picked up the child, spinning him around and fending off sticky hands that clutched at his cheeks. “You little brat! This is a new robe.”

“Awww….!” The child cried, pouting. And then he smiled. “Mother says you should come in, it’s time for dinner.”

“Very well. Tell her I’ll be in once I finish this batch.” He waved down at the bundles of clothing recently dropped off by the merchant team. Shu Huai’s job was to check, verify, categorise and then store it all in the stockroom behind the family compound. Later on, they would move some of the bolts over to the stores itself.

Stores. Shu Huai smiled at that thought, thinking of how the Dai family clothing store had grown. They now had three stores in the city, all of them well stocked and doing brisk business. They all served different clientele, with some overlap. The work they had done in the last half-decade had seen them develop steadily.

“No! She said you should come in now. Or else you’ll just work out here till dinner is cold.” Dai Wen, the child, pouted up at him. Seven years old, and cute and knowing it.

“I promise, I’ll be in soon. I just need to finish the count. I promise,” Shu Huai said.

“Promise. If you break it, you know Mother will be angry!”

“Of course!” Shu Huai nodded gravely before he let Dai Wen down.

Grinning, Dai Wen scampered away, barely listening as Shu Huai called out for him to wash his hands before eating. Then, distraction gone, he turned back to his work.

Hours later, soft footsteps interrupted his work. Under the bare light of a few lanterns—oil lanterns, not the spirit stone lanterns he had once been so used to—he had continued working.

“How can you see in this?” The voice was so familiar. Even half a decade later, it brought Shu Huai a little of the same sense of security and reassurance he had felt when he had heard it outside the wagon. 

“Cultivator eyes,” Shu Huai said. Not that they hadn’t had this conversation before.

“Bah!” Dai Eh Huang swayed up to him, just as beautiful as the first day he had seen her when she had brought in soup for him. Though Shu Huai cursed his eyes for noting the wrinkles that had begun at the corner of her eyes and the slight weight she had gained, padding out her too slim figure from before. Cultivator eyes, for sure. 

Still, he found himself smiling at her casual dismissal. “Did I miss dinner again?”

“Of course you did.” She sighed and raised the tray she held in her hands, turning and setting the food aside. “You must stop that.”

“You know I don’t need to eat as much.”

“Or rest as much. Because you’re a cultivator,” Eh Huang mimicked his voice, putting a weary tone on it. Then, she softened her tone, worried eyes looking up at his own and searching for truth as she asked. “How does it go?”

“The cultivation?” A nod. “Slowly. It will be many decades more before I am done.” A lie. A white lie, one that would not harm her. He would already have been done if he had not chosen to slow down his
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