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      He never intended to be a cultivator. The heavens have another plan…

      Sen never dreamed of ascension. Such were the aspirations of the rich young nobles, not orphans like him, scraping together a meager living on the streets of Orchard’s Reach.

      However, when destiny takes an unexpected turn, Sen finds himself thrust into the role of a cultivator’s disciple. Chosen over the nobles who once looked down on him, he is adopted into a makeshift family of three ancient cultivators, each with a lifetime of knowledge and insights. These old monsters will teach Sen everything they can, from the art of the jian and spear to the mysteries of arcane alchemy.

      Yet, on the path to defying the heavens, Sen will have to make difficult choices. He needs to decide what kind of person he wants to be, and what mark he wants to leave on the world. Because when his training ends, he will have the power to shake the world. He will also have formidable enemies who will do anything to put him back in his place…

      For those who like a bit of slice-of-life with their coming-of-age cultivation tales, this is a can’t-miss read.
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      As he ran, Sen felt the burn deep in his legs and in his lungs. He could hear the shouts of the noble boys behind him, close, always too close, and tried to run even faster. Sometimes, he could get away. He hoped that today would be one of those days. He clutched the precious burden in his arms as tight as he dared. Not too tightly, or he might damage it, but tight enough not to drop it. His long hair whipped into his eyes for a moment, obscuring his vision. He prayed that no one would step in front of him. Another moment and the wind carried that offending hair out of his eyes. He dodged around a corner, put on a last burst of speed, and cut down a particularly dark passageway between a noodle shop and a merchant’s shop.

      It wouldn’t have worked during the full light of day, but it might be just dark enough with dusk settling over the town. He crouched behind a pile of trash and ignored the baleful look a rat gave him. He tried to still his breathing and slow his heart, sure that everyone could hear its thunderous pounding clear from the street. The seconds passed with agonizing slowness. He could hear the people on the street, talking, bartering, or simply making their way home after the day’s work. Those lucky, respectable people who could get work. People who could buy their food instead of stealing it to avoid starving. People who proudly bore a family name.

      The shouting of the other boys drew near. Sen heard them out there, confused by his sudden disappearance. They searched up and down the street for a seeming eternity, one even took a few steps down the passage before the others called him back. Sen didn’t trust it. Didn’t trust them. They’d tricked him before. Tricked him, and then beat him senseless for offending his betters. Offending my betters, he thought with a burst of rage. I offend them by existing. So, he remained crouched in that dark passage, fending off the ever more aggressive rats that could smell what he had clutched in his hand. He waited there in the growing darkness for more than an hour before he finally, cautiously, made his way out. He peeked around the corner, searching the street for his tormentors, but they had apparently given up on him.

      He wouldn’t pretend that he didn’t take some slim satisfaction in foiling their “instruction” of their inferior. Although, it meant that he would need to remain even more vigilant in the days to come. Those vicious, noble bastards had a long memory for perceived slights. He might not get away next time. This time, though, this time he had gotten away. He trudged away from the meager protection of the passageway and headed to the closest thing he had to a home. His legs ached terribly from the desperate, panicked flight, but at least his lungs didn’t hurt anymore. He’d learned to take his blessings, few though they were, where he could find them. Still, it was a long walk back. He sighed, said a quiet prayer to whatever gods took pity on children and thieves, and set out.
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      Full night had settled over the town of Orchard’s Reach by the time Sen arrived, with the moon rising over the mountain that cast its long shadow over the population, day in and day out, year after. Sen wasn’t given to deep thoughts, usually reserving his mental energy for survival, but he paused briefly. The moon was full and hung there, like a great luminous fruit that had blossomed from the rocky soil of the mountain. Something twinged in him then, as he gazed at that vast, distant orb that some thought was a goddess. He yearned, for a fleeting sliver of time, to hang there in the sky as the moon did, to cast a light over all, a lesser light than the sun, but perhaps a kinder one as well.

      He shook himself. Foolish thoughts. He’d never leave this place. Never assume a different station. Oh, there were stories of mighty cultivators who rose to greatness from humble beginnings, but those were just stories. Those things didn’t happen to real people. Real people lived the life that fate had cast for them, some prospering, and all too many worn away by too much need and not enough coin.

      He reached out and knocked on the door. Then, he waited. There was no point in being impatient. He watched the moon in the relative silence. He listened as the night insects made their own strange music. He used to count the seconds and minutes, but he’d grown at least a little wise in his short years. She would arrive when she arrived. After a minute, or ten, the door cracked open. A dark, piercing eye glared out at him.

      “What do you want, boy?”

      Not saying anything, Sen simply uncovered his hard-won treasure. She understood what he was offering. She opened the door enough for him to scurry inside before she closed the door firmly behind him. Grandmother Lu gave him a suspicious look, but she didn’t ask any questions. He handed her the loaf of bread. She took the food with care. Her hands hurt her more days than they didn’t. She gestured with her head, and he joined her at the table. She carefully cut part of the loaf into slices with a knife that looked as old and worn as Grandmother Lu herself. She took two slices and handed him two. She conjured a small orange from somewhere. She regarded the fruit for a long moment before handing it to him.

      “Peel this,” she ordered.

      He took great care in peeling the orange as he didn’t wish to damage the precious flesh inside. He handed it back to the old woman. She took equal care in dividing the fruit into its individual segments before carefully pushing half to him. They ate slowly. Grandmother Lu had been of a different station, once, Sen was sure of that. He wasn’t sure if tragedy or dishonor had left her in her current circumstances, but she clung to a few ideals. Eating should be done with at least a little dignity. Sen wasn’t sure if he felt the same way about it, but he respected her wishes.

      After they ate, Sen collapsed onto a small pad that just happened to always be empty when he came by. He didn’t sleep there every night. In fact, he almost never visited Grandmother Lu unless he had some morsel to share, but on those few, terrible, icy nights when he had shown up empty-handed, she’d simply gestured to the little pad without comment. Sen had no family, no blood, but he did have Grandmother Lu. That one, tiny comfort was enough that he drifted off to sleep and did not dream.
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      Grandmother Lu woke him early the next day. Very early. The sun wasn’t even really up yet, just the barest suggestion of light on the horizon, but Sen didn’t really mind. He had been given shelter for a night. That was more fortune than most of his ilk enjoyed. He simply bowed to Grandmother Lu and took his leave. There were places where he might find food if he was quick enough. Not the kind of food that would stay good until night, but something that might keep his stomach from aching until he thought it would drive him mad. So, Sen ventured forth. It was early enough that none of the noble brats would hassle him. They didn’t rise this early. He might run afoul of a shopkeeper or half-wild dog, though. Both had happened before, and he had the scars to prove it. Still, some risks were worth the payoff. You simply could not survive without food.

      Of course, staying in the town was dangerous for Sen and would become more dangerous for him in time. In town, he risked the wrath of noble children and the town guard. Either group might cripple him or simply kill him out of spite or even boredom. He was old enough now that one of the gangs would press him into service if he wasn’t very careful. He’d seen other people his age forced into gangs. It hadn’t ended well for them, and he suspected that life would almost surely see him dead, eventually. Yet, leaving would mean truly courting death.

      There were other ways. Hunters ventured beyond those walls into the largely untamed wilderness. There were animals there that you could hunt or capture in clever snares. Sen knew this, but it meant little to him. He had no bow, no spear, and no snares. Even if he had those things, he didn’t know how to use them. Even if he dared leave the walls, he risked the ire of spirit animals that even the unearthly cultivators feared. If those heaven-defying figures of legend trod with care in the wilds, what hope did he have of surviving? One day, he might make the journey beyond the walls, but it would be a day of true desperation indeed. For now, he would simply take his steps with care, and keep a sharp eye out. For the next hour or two, though, he largely had the town to himself.

      He took full advantage of that fact, making his way to the Song Wu Dumpling shop. He lucked out and found a few dumplings that the rats and other vermin hadn’t found in the trash. He wondered sometimes what they would taste like fresh. Most days he was simply grateful if there was something to eat at all. After he’d eaten, he went to the central market. There were shadowed corners where he could hide all day, free from the sight of the guard and his enemies. Although, when he was honest with himself, he was getting a little too big for them. Another year, maybe less, and he’d have to find a new way to stay out of sight.

      For now, though, he could watch as people opened their shops and set up stands. He could see the mayor’s mansion from his secluded little perch. He was willing to bet nobody there was ever hungry. Even the servants probably ate like nobles there. Not that he could ever dream of even being a servant in such a place. Not without a family name to open doors for him. A part of him that he kept buried deep most of the time seethed at the unfairness of it all. He knew that he should accept his fate, accept the lot that life had handed to him, but it burned all the same.

      He didn’t dream of riches or of glory. Those things were fantasies without depth or true meaning to him. He simply dreamed of honest work, a safe home, and maybe, one day, a family. Yet, even those modest dreams were out of his reach. No one would hire him. Most people would barely look at him. All he could do was hide in the shadows and watch as other people lived the kinds of lives that he wished he could have. The morning passed slowly. Sen watched for opportunities. He also watched for threats. For some reason, there were more guards patrolling than usual, and most of the noble brats were hanging around the market. Was there some kind of festival happening soon? Sen wasn’t sure. He measured time in hours, days, and seasons. Anything in between was lost on him. He knew that there were holidays and festivals but not when or why. Mostly, he didn’t care. They didn’t mean anything to him. Except, he admitted, when they set off the fireworks. That was something everyone got to enjoy, even him.

      It wasn’t until the afternoon that things changed. Sen almost felt the change, like a current that swept through the marketplace. The change was defined by a single word. Cultivator. There was a cultivator in town. Sen didn’t believe it, at first. Why would there be a cultivator in Orchard’s Reach? They were a small place in an unimportant province. Of course, Orchard’s Reach had cultivators, but even Sen knew they weren’t real cultivators. A cultivator from the outside world, though? Maybe even a true cultivator? He was curious. Were they really ten feet tall? Did they really have lightning for eyes? A part of him wanted to go and find the cultivator, but good sense prevailed. If he went wandering around and looking for them, his tormentors would have a far easier time finding him. No, far safer to stay quiet, stay hidden.

      Sen’s caution proved the wiser course, for the cultivator came to him. At first, Sen thought he was just another man. He was taller than most people, with gray eyes and gray hair to match, but it wasn’t his appearance that really gave him away. His robes were finer than most people’s. Yet, they were not so much finer that anyone would consider him more than a noble. No, it was something that Sen couldn’t name, couldn’t see, but could feel. So could everyone else. The man strode through the market in a bubble that no one invaded. The crowds parted around the man. Sen shuddered at the invisible pressure that radiated from the man. He’d felt pressure like that, well not exactly like that, but similar enough. He’d learned how to hide from it. So, he did.

      Then, the cultivator stopped dead in his tracks. His eyes swept across the marketplace. It looked to Sen like the man meant to bore a hole through the world with his gaze. Sen shuddered as the man fixed on his hiding spot and then took a step in his direction. Cold sweat ran down Sen’s back, but then a miracle occurred. At any other time, Sen would have considered the arrival of the mayor and the other local nobles as a dark sign. Today, it was reprieve given human form. The mayor strode up and bowed deeply.

      “The mayor of Orchard’s Reach bids the mighty cultivator welcome.”

      The rest of the nobles bowed as well and murmured their welcomes. The cultivator looked, at least to Sen’s eyes, like the whole spectacle annoyed him. The cultivator gave one last look at where Sen was hiding, then turned his attention to the nobles. He bowed to them.

      “Cultivator Feng greets the mayor.”
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      The mayor and all of the nobles stood straight again. Sen found a bit of grim amusement in their looks of discomfort. The mayor was fat, his belly straining the confines of the robes he wore. Supposedly, he’d been some kind of a warrior in his youth, but Sen found it hard to believe based on the sweat trickling down his face. Yet, all of the nobles looked strained, like they expected a disaster to fall on them at any moment. He decided that he couldn’t fault them for that. Cultivators could come as a blessing or a curse, so the stories said. Please a cultivator and they might rain down blessings on your house. Displease a cultivator and they might scour your entire line from the face of existence. You just never knew.

      The mayor roused his courage enough to ask, “What brings you to our insignificant town, Cultivator Feng? Perhaps we could be of some service to you in fulfilling your goals.”

      The cultivator just stared at the mayor for a long moment. “I come to take up residence on the mountain. Closed door cultivation.”

      The mayor seemed to brighten at that. Sen reasoned that he was relieved that the cultivator planned on leaving soon and shutting himself away.

      “I see,” said the mayor. “Do you require supplies? We will, of course, provide anything you need within our power.”

      The cultivator appeared unmoved by the mayor’s words. Sen had a hard time keeping himself from laughing as the sweat running down the mayor’s face grew heavier. It was nice to see someone else so nervous. The cultivator finally sighed and nodded.

      “Yes, I will take a disciple with me. Someone to attend to matters beneath me and, when I’m feeling generous, to receive my instruction. I’ll take someone from here.”

      The mayor and all of the nobles fell over themselves offering up their children. While no one wanted the cultivator to stay, they all wanted their children to benefit from attending to the cultivator. In the end, the cultivator ordered that all of the young men and women be brought before him so that he might choose the best from among them. Sen relaxed from his hiding. There were plenty of other distractions in the market to keep the cultivator occupied. The mayor tried to convince the cultivator to go to the palace and choose from the young nobles, but Cultivator Feng would have none of it. He asked that all of the youth of the town be brought before him in the market.

      Sen watched with interest as the word went out. Young men and women from all over the town were rounded up by parents, by aunts and uncles, by teachers, and even by guards. The children of the nobles were given pride of place and paraded before the impassive cultivator. Their parents spoke of their many virtues. Sen snorted at that. Those brats wouldn’t know virtues if they fell over them in the bath. Once the nobles finished, things relaxed a little. Young men and women were marched in front of the cultivator. Half of them seemed confused, and the other half looked downright terrified. Sen wondered what their parents had said to them. It took a couple of hours before the last stragglers were set before the cultivator.

      Cultivator Feng looked to the mayor. “Is this all of them?”

      “Yes, honorable cultivator,” the mayor lied.

      Sen knew for a fact that there were plenty of children from the poorest parts of town that had not found their way into the marketplace. He wasn’t surprised. He couldn’t even find it in himself to be annoyed. The cultivator frightened him. That focused, piercing gaze and that invisible presence, like a burden on Sen’s heart, had unnerved him. He knew that he didn’t want any part of whatever the cultivator had planned for his disciple. The cultivator nodded.

      “Very well. I have made my choice.”

      “I’m very pleased to hear that, Cultivator Feng,” said the mayor. “Which of our worthy youths will accompany you?”

      Sen didn’t see it. He barely felt it. One second, he was hiding in the shadows. The next, he was dangling from the cultivator’s hand. Sen didn’t think. He just struck. His small fist crashed into the cultivator’s nose…and did nothing. More accurately, it did nothing to the cultivator. Sen felt like he’d punched a stone. His hand hurt so much that he wondered if he’d broken bones. The cultivator actually smiled at him.

      “This one will do nicely,” said Cultivator Feng.

      There was absolute silence in the marketplace for the space of three heartbeats. Then, the mayor exploded with rage.

      “You mean to take this street trash over one of our children?” the mayor demanded.

      “Why should I prefer noble trash over street trash? After all, I did ask that all of the youths be presented to me, did I not? Why was this boy not presented? For that matter, if I were to walk in that direction”—the cultivator pointed in the direction where Grandmother Lu lived—“how many more youths would I find that you conveniently forgot existed?”

      “I… I…,” the mayor stuttered.

      Sen didn’t see it happen. He only saw the aftermath. The mayor went from standing there, red-faced and enraged, to sprawled out on the ground, spitting shattered teeth and blood from his destroyed mouth. The cultivator glared at the rest of the nobles.

      “Leave my sight before I decide the rest of you deserve the same.”

      The nobles ran away. If Sen’s hand had hurt less, he might have even enjoyed the sight. Mostly, though, he was desperately trying to figure out how he was going to run away from the cultivator. He’d been scared when the cultivator first seemed to notice him. Now, having been plucked from hiding in a move so fast he couldn’t even remember the details, he was positively terrified. Sen ran through his options. There were none. Unless the cultivator decided to let him go, Sen sincerely doubted he could escape. The cultivator looked over at him like he could read Sen’s mind.

      “You don’t want me,” said Sen. “I don’t know how to do anything.”

      If he could convince the cultivator, then maybe things would turn out alright. The cultivator snorted.

      “You should call me master. Besides, you’re stuck with me now. If I left you here, one of those nobles would hunt you down and kill you. If not them, then one of their children would.”

      Sen went very still. He hadn’t thought it all the way through. The cultivator was right. If he stayed, he was as good as dead. But, he couldn’t leave. Grandmother Lu might well starve if he just up and vanished. They’d never talked about it, but he suspected she depended on him at least a little to help her eat.

      “I can’t leave,” Sen said, his voice firmer than he expected.

      “Master,” corrected Cultivator Feng.

      “I can’t leave, master,” said Sen.

      The cultivator seemed to grow bored with holding Sen up and set him back on the ground. Those gray eyes bore down on Sen.

      “Why?”

      Sen took a deep breath and then explained.
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      It took a couple of days before Sen found himself once more at Grandmother Lu’s door. He never came during the day, so he was a little shocked at how run down her little hut looked in the sunlight. At an impatient noise from Cultivator Feng, Sen roused himself, reached out a hand, and knocked on the door. Then, he stepped back and waited. Sen worried that the cultivator might grow impatient, but the man seemed content to simply stand there at the door for however long it took. After several minutes, the door cracked open enough that Sen could see Grandmother Lu peering out suspiciously at them. Before either Sen or Grandmother Lu could speak, the cultivator stepped forward. He gave a gracious bow.

      “Honored Grandmother,” he said, “may we please come in to speak with you? I promise, we will not waste your time.”

      Grandmother Lu looked to Sen and he gave her an emphatic nod. She heaved a great sigh and opened the door enough to let them in.

      “Well, I suppose you better,” she muttered.

      “Gratitude,” said Feng.

      Sen followed Feng into Grandmother Lu’s. He worried what the cultivator’s reaction might be, but the man didn’t twitch so much as an eyelash at the humble little home. Instead, he bade Grandmother Lu sit and then, seemingly from nowhere, he produced a teapot and cups. Sen had no idea how he did it, but the man produced steaming tea and poured cups for himself, Grandmother Lu, and Sen. The boy awkwardly toyed with his cup but didn’t actually drink any. Instead, he looked nervously between Grandmother Lu and Cultivator Feng. Grandmother Lu took it all in stride, as though she hosted strangers who performed minor miracles on a daily basis. She waited quietly until the tea was cool enough, then sipped. She closed her eyes and made appreciative noises. Only then did she fix him with a stern look.

      “Where have you been boy? You don’t usually disappear for so long.”

      “Forgive me, honored grandmother,” said Feng. “I fear that his long absence was my doing. I will be taking Sen as my disciple. There were matters that needed resolution before we could leave.”

      “Disciple,” muttered Grandmother Lu. “What sort of disciple?”

      “Ah, I failed to introduce myself. I am Cultivator Feng Ming.”

      Grandmother Lu’s eyes went a little wide, but it was the only hint of surprise that she showed. “A cultivator. I see. So, you intend to make Sen a cultivator?”

      Feng inclined his head. “I will be entering into secluded cultivation for a time. I need someone to attend to those occasional worldly matters that might intrude on me during this time. In exchange, Sen will receive some small instruction from me.”

      “A worthy exchange,” said Grandmother Lu in a soft voice. “But why have you sought me out?”

      “A trifling matter, I assure you. Sen expressed some minor concerns about your disposition while he is away. I cannot have him distracted, so I fear I must impose on your good nature to ease his mind. After all, it is often difficult to focus when one worries for family.”

      “Oh,” said Grandmother Lu. “Yes, he is a distractable boy. I wouldn’t want him to fail in his duties out of concern for me.”

      Cultivator Feng beamed at Grandmother Lu. “Exactly. As such, I have made some small arrangements on your behalf. If you’ll allow me, I’d be most pleased to escort you to a modestly more comfortable place for you to stay.”

      Grandmother Lu gave Sen another inquisitive look. He nodded his head in the affirmative.

      “Very well, Cultivator Feng. Since it’s for the boy’s benefit, how could I refuse?”

      After everyone finished their tea, Cultivator Feng made the tea set disappear. Grandmother Lu took a few minutes to gather up a few treasures she couldn’t part with and then stepped out of her little hut for the last time. Cultivator Feng took up station at her elbow and walked along at the pace she set, only occasionally directing her down one street or another. He engaged Grandmother Lu in light conversation about things that happened long before Sen was born. If Grandmother Lu found the topics odd, she showed no sign of it. She held up her end of the conversation and, save for the occasional stop so she could briefly rest, the small group made steady progress across town.

      When Cultivator Feng led Grandmother Lu up to a finely appointed home, she shot Sen an incredulous look. When a servant opened the door and gave her a deep bow, she finally seemed at a loss. Cultivator Feng greeted the servant and ushered Grandmother Lu into the house. She looked around in pure wonder at the decorative scrolls that hung on the walls and the carefully polished wooden floors. Finally, she turned and gave Cultivator Feng as deep a bow as she could manage. Cultivator Feng gave her one in return. As a final gesture, he handed over a small jade box.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “A few medicinal pills,” said Cultivator Feng. “They are reputed to provide some minor relief to the joints. One every six months should suffice. Now, I’ll leave you to say goodbye to your grandson.”

      With that, Feng left through the front door. Grandmother Lu looked at Sen with equal parts gratitude and disbelief on her face.

      Sen smiled and spoke. “There’s money to see you through. I didn’t ask for details, but he promised it would be enough that you wouldn’t have to worry about things.”

      “Why would you do this for me?” she asked.

      “You helped me when you couldn’t really afford it. I’ll never forget that. Plus, I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. I really would have worried. I want you to be here when I get back.”

      Grandmother Lu didn’t cry, but she did pull Sen into an unexpected hug.

      “You be careful, boy. Cultivators are fickle and dangerous. You do your best to come back alive. I’ll do my best to still be here when you do.”

      “That sounds like a deal to me, Grandmother Lu.”

      Grandmother Lu took a moment to straighten Sen’s robes, a thoughtful look on her face. “You’ve been family to me more than mine ever was. From now on, if anyone asks you your name, you tell them that it’s Lu Sen. And you just call me Grandmother.”

      It took Sen a long time to find his voice again after that declaration. When he did, all he said was, “Yes, Grandmother.”

      Grandmother Lu gave him a little smile. “All right, boy. I suppose it’s time for you to go hold up your end of things with the cultivator. May blessings find you.”

      Sen walked over to the door and gave her a bow. “And you, Grandmother. Oh, make sure you take those pills.”

      “I’m not senile, boy. I’ll remember.”

      He smiled and slipped out the door. Cultivator Feng was waiting in the yard. He appeared to be in deep contemplation of a small maple tree. Yet, as Sen approached, the cultivator turned and gave him an appraising look.

      “I believe I’ve done my part,” said Feng.

      “You have, master,” said Sen.

      “I’ll have your undivided focus?”

      “You will, master.”

      “Good. Now, let’s be on our way. I don’t particularly enjoy this town.”
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      Cultivator Feng wasted no time, walking directly to the town’s western gate. It wasn’t a direct path to the mountain, which Sen knew to sit north of the town. Yet, there was no northern gate. East or west, those were the only choices. For all that Sen spent most days on his feet, and all that the cultivator looked to be keeping an easy pace, the young man struggled to keep up. He found himself almost running in the cultivator’s wake. He worried about what might happen once they left the safety of the town and entered the wilds. There were no roads to the mountain, no paths, at least none that Sen had ever heard about. He supposed that there might be one that the cultivator knew of, but he suspected that rough terrain wouldn’t pose much trouble for the man.

      As they approached the western gate, though, the older man slowed and let Sen catch up. Not sure what he was supposed to do, Sen walked a pace or two behind the cultivator. He’d seen servants act that way, so maybe that was what his new master expected. Feng glanced over his shoulder and gestured to his side. Sen hurriedly stepped up next to the man.

      “Observe, disciple,” ordered Feng.

      Sen wasn’t sure what he was supposed to observe, but he nodded. “Yes, master.”

      They were nearly at the gate before Sen finally saw what his master had, apparently, expected. Sen saw the noble brats who had troubled him so often, even though they had stationed themselves at a distance. They looked angry, violent, and vengeful. Exactly the kind of looks that someone of Sen’s station desperately wanted to avoid. Yet, there they were, blithely uncaring of the fact that Sen wanted no conflict with them. He didn’t want conflict with anyone. A boy from the streets always lost that kind of fight. On bad days, boys like him lost their lives in the process.

      He also saw people he only knew vaguely. Still, he marked them with care. There was the mayor’s son, Jiang Hao. He was lean with an almost foxlike face. Sen wondered if that was what the mayor had looked like as a young man. There was Wu Gang. He was a bulky boy that had often held Sen’s arms while Jiang Hao beat him. There was a pale beauty that Sen had never seen before, slender and poised, but her expression twisted with fury. There had to be a dozen of them. Each and every one of them was rejected by the cultivator and blamed Sen for that disaster.

      “Do you see?” Cultivator Feng asked.

      “I do, master.”

      “Do you understand?”

      He did. Sen would likely return to the town, one day. He didn’t know how long it would take, but probably not that soon. Years, probably. Yet, these were the people who would hold a grudge. They would secret it away in their hearts, feeding that private flame with their resentment and frustration. Then, they would seek to vent that bitter flame on him if they discovered his return. Sen wondered if, perhaps, he should simply never come back to the town. Even as he thought it, he knew that was an empty idea. He would come back if only once. He would seek out Grandmother Lu, or her grave, and pay his respects.

      “I think I do. They’ll seek vengeance on me for taking what they think was theirs.”

      Feng gave Sen an appraising look. The answer, it seemed, was more insightful than the cultivator expected.

      “Half right,” Feng announced.

      “Master?”

      “You understand half of the lesson. The part you neglected, possibly the more important part, is that those people are why you should attend most closely to what you will learn.”

      Sen thought that over for a moment. He didn’t know what he would learn, so it was hard to understand where it would fit into things. Still, if Feng was so certain, Sen would take it at face value. At least, he would until or if he learned better.

      “I see. Thank you for the lesson, master.”

      Feng made a noise that could mean anything. Then, ignoring the guards and whatever procedure was normal, he strode through the gate with Sen close behind. As soon as they cleared the gate, the cultivator turned almost immediately north, walking along the town wall. That wall seemed terribly high to Sen, towering at three times his own height. He’d stared at that wall from the inside a thousand times and couldn’t imagine anything breaching it. Now that he was outside, though, he could see trees not too far away that were easily higher than that wall. Trees with trunks thicker than he was. Trees that could hide anything.

      All too soon, the wall was left behind and they were among those trees. Much to Sen’s horror, but not his surprise, there was no road. The cultivator simply walked. It was during that march that Sen started to grasp the difference between a cultivator and a normal man. While Feng was usually content to walk around most obstacles, he would occasionally push boulders out of his way with a casual motion or leap dozens of feet into the air and latch onto a tree to get a view of what was ahead. Even when he walked, it was with a speed that Sen couldn’t match. He spent most of the day alternating between a jog and a full run.

      As the sun rose in the sky and began to fall again, hunger gnawed at Sen. It was a mild annoyance at first. He had lots of practice at ignoring hunger. Yet, the later it got, the worse that hunger became. It became a persistent ache in his middle. Then, the ache gave way to actual pain. His head pounded. He struggled to keep his balance. It became an all-consuming act to just keep jogging behind the cultivator. Yet, every time Sen looked up, Feng was farther away. Sen would try to close the gap, only to have his vision go blurry or dark around the edges. Finally, inevitably, Sen tripped over a root and crashed to the ground. He tried to rise. There was a desperate fear in him of being left behind in this wild place he didn’t know. Yet, his will faltered and darkness closed over him.
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      Something warm and wet splashed over Sen’s face, rousing him from unconsciousness. He briefly thought it was water, but it smelled wrong, almost like metal. Then, a tremendous noise washed over Sen and froze him in place. No, he realized, not a noise. That was a roar. His eyes snapped open. He tried to make sense of what he saw. It looked a bit like a boar, but no boar had ever been as big as a horse with tusks nearly as long as a sword. Blood leaked from a slash across its face. Why is it bleeding?  A moment later something blurred through the air and struck the beast with a sound that shook the world itself. The monstrous boar vanished from Sen’s sight, apparently carried away by the force of whatever had struck it.

      The disorientation and fear that had kept Sen rooted in place snapped as he realized he was in immediate, terrible danger. He shot to his feet and nearly dropped to his knees as his stomach tried to eat its way out from inside him. The headache that he’d forgotten about reasserted itself, like thunder inside his head. Still, he was in danger. He stumbled away from the beast. He didn’t pay attention to where he was going. Anywhere, anywhere that was away was good enough. It was just a blur of greens and browns and the occasional flashes of a sunset-colored sky. He careened off of trees and fell over rocks, leaving bruises and bloody gashes on his body. Yet, he ignored the pain, ignored his stomach, and pushed himself back up. He had to get away.

      He didn’t stop moving until a hand seized the back of his robes and brought him up short. His head hurt. His hands hurt. His knees hurt. Sen’s stomach hurt so much he could barely think. Yet, that abrupt stop shocked him enough that he looked around. He stood on the edge of a gully. It wasn’t very deep, but deep enough that Sen might have broken his neck falling into it. Sen let out a belated, startled shout and tried to back away from the edge. The hand that had grabbed him kept him in place. It took a moment for him to calm down enough to look around. Cultivator Feng stood over him, a splash of crimson across his face. Yet, the man looked strangely calm.

      “I wouldn’t go that way,” said Feng, releasing Sen’s robe.

      “No, master. Thank you for stopping me,” said Sen.

      He tried to bow to Feng, but it proved too much for the screaming, painful hunger inside him. Sen collapsed, clutching at his stomach.

      “Were you injured?” Feng asked.

      “No,” Sen gasped. “So hungry.”

      Feng was silent for a long moment before he spoke. “Oh. Food. Right.”

      Sen only half noticed, so preoccupied was he with his stomach, but it only took Feng a matter of minutes to carry Sen away from the gully, set up camp, and start a fire. With Sen by the fire, Feng made a pile of jerky appear from nowhere and pushed it into the boy’s hands. Sen didn’t say anything, just started eating as fast as he could chew the dried meat and choke it down. When he looked up from the much smaller pile of jerky, Feng was just outside of the camp. He was cutting up the enormous boar. With the howling inside him finally gone and the wretched headache going away, Sen was finally able to appreciate the speed with which the cultivator worked. The man’s hand moved in a pair of blurs. It wasn’t instant, but soon the boar was a pile of discarded parts. What Sen couldn’t work out was where all the meat went.

      Then, Feng made a shovel appear and started digging. It was the biggest hole that Sen had ever personally seen, nearly as deep as a man is tall. Feng hopped out of the hole, shoved the remains into the hole, and then covered it up. He rinsed something off with a waterskin and dried it on his robes as he walked over to the fire. Once Feng settled on the other side of the fire, he tossed the object over to Sen. Sen caught the object and looked down at it curiously. It was an orb as big as an apple. It was a deep green shot through with lines of dark brown. It felt heavier than Sen thought it should. He looked over at Feng.

      “What’s this?” asked Sen.

      Feng looked incredulous for a moment before he burst into laughter. “A keepsake. You should have something to remember this by. It’s your first near-death experience with a spirit beast, I expect.”

      Sen shuddered as he imagined what the beast might have done to him. He looked down at the rock for a moment before slipping it into an inner pocket of the robes Feng had given him after bandaging his wounds. While he was busy with that, Feng set up a makeshift spit. A piece of what Sen assumed was the boar slowly dripped over the fire. Feng sprinkled herbs and spices over the meat and then settled back, only moving to turn the spit occasionally. Sen finally worked up the nerve to ask a question that had been steadily growing in his mind.

      “Where did it all go? The rest of the meat, I mean.”

      Feng just held up a hand and gestured at it. Sen looked at the hand briefly before returning his gaze to Feng’s face. His lack of comprehension must have shown on his face because Feng tapped a ring.

      Sen frowned. “Is it magic?”

      “No, of course it’s not,” said Feng. Then, he seemed to think it through. “Well, I suppose it is a bit like magic. It’s a storage ring. Easier than carrying a pack everywhere. Keeps things fresh too. You’ve never heard of them before?”

      Sen shook his head. “Do you think I could get one someday?”

      “It’s possible. Probably not like this one, though. It can hold quite a lot. They can get expensive. For what this one cost, I could probably buy that town we just left.”

      Sen’s eyes went wide. He decided that a storage ring probably wasn’t something he would ever own. He’d just appreciate Master Feng’s ring while he could. While a thousand other questions rolled through his mind, he decided not to test the cultivator’s patience. Grandmother had warned him that cultivators were fickle. So far, this one seemed mostly amused by Sen. He didn’t want to damage that. After a while, the cultivator produced a couple of plates and carved pieces off the meat over the fire. He dropped a peach onto the plate that he handed to Sen. Sen made himself wait to eat this time. He didn’t want to burn himself.

      “If you get hungry, you have to tell me. When you get as far along with cultivation as I have, you can go for weeks, months even, without eating. I won’t remember, so you have to remind me to feed you.”

      Sen nodded. “Yes, master.”

      “Good, now eat. I don’t want you passing out first thing tomorrow.”

      Sen ate the meat and peach but did his best to do it with a little dignity, the way Grandmother Lu had taught him. After he ate, Sen felt an odd surge of energy. It seemed to pulse through him in waves. He was sure he imagined that the energy seemed to gather around his hands, knees, and feet. Part of him felt like he could walk for miles, while the rest of him demanded rest. Sen took a final look at the cultivator, who was reading a book that had come out of that miraculous storage ring. Sen wrapped himself up in a blanket. He didn’t think he would be able to sleep, but it swooped down on him in moments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            



        

        

    

    







THE WILDS, PART 3

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Morning came all too early for Sen’s tastes. The sun wasn’t even up yet. Instead, there was a kind of gray, pre-dawn illumination that made it just possible to see. Despite the early wakeup, Sen felt good. In fact, he felt better than good. It was like energy was bursting from his entire body. Sen felt ready, if not enthusiastic, to walk all day. A quick peek under the bandages on his hands showed that the cuts from the previous day’s mad flight were healed. The skin looked healthy and perfect. Stunned, Sen looked around the campsite. Cultivator Feng had let the fire die down to a small bed of coals. It was enough for Sen to warm his hands over, but looked like it would be easy to put out. The cultivator himself was sitting a little way off from the campsite in a cross-legged position. Sen studied the motionless man for a while. He decided that Feng must be meditating. He’d seen monks sitting like that before to meditate. Or is it cultivating? What’s the difference?

      The longer he studied the sitting cultivator, the less comfortable Sen felt. It was almost like he could feel the man doing, well, doing something. It wasn’t anything he could see or hear. It was more like something underneath his senses. Like a current in all of nature itself. Something that made his very soul shiver. It wasn’t that the man was acting hostile. He was just sitting there. Yet, Sen couldn’t shake the sensation that something was wrong. It was like he was under observation. Sen froze. He’d felt that sensation before, all too often, right before something awful happened. He slowly turned and looked over his shoulder. A lightning bolt of fear left him fixed in place, mouth open and staring.

      Not three feet away was the biggest cat Sen had ever seen. It was massive, bigger than the biggest dogs in town. Much like the cultivator, it wasn’t doing anything specific to threaten Sen. Its mere existence was more than enough for that. Even worse, Sen felt his eyes trying to slide away from the beast as it almost seemed to disappear into the foliage behind it. The cat eyed him curiously, then stood and stepped forward into a stretch that nearly brought its massive front paws, paws big enough to crush him, to Sen’s feet. It was the motion of the cat that forced a strangled cry from Sen’s throat. The beast’s eyes snapped up, and then to Sen’s right.

      “Easy, little sister,” said Cultivator Feng.

      Relief washed over Sen. He hadn’t heard the cultivator move, but his presence was a comfort in that terrible place. The cultivator would no doubt slay the beast as he had the boar. Except, nothing happened. Sen glanced at Feng. The man stood next to him, his posture relaxed and his face serene as he gave the big cat a nod. It was only then that Sen finally realized the cultivator had been talking to the beast.

      “Aren’t you going to kill it?” demanded Sen, his voice cracking.

      “Why?” Feng asked. “She’s been here for an hour. She would have done something by now if she planned to.”

      As if to prove that she was somehow friendly and harmless, the massive cat slumped onto its side and began licking one of its paws. Sen was not tricked. Anything that big with paws, claws, and teeth was not to be trusted. He glared his distrust down at the beast. Once again, his eyes tried to look somewhere else as the cat seemed to almost fade into the ground.

      “What is it?” Sen asked, forcing his eyes to stay fixed on the beast.

      “Ghost panther,” murmured Feng. “You don’t see many of those.”

      The cultivator chuckled to himself like he’d told some particularly amusing joke. Sen didn’t laugh. He didn’t see anything funny about a giant predator lounging in their campsite. Then, Feng’s words finally struck home in Sen’s mind.

      “It’s a ghost,” Sen yelled as he stumbled backward and promptly fell over his own discarded blankets.

      Sen knew better than to treat ghosts lightly. He’d heard stories about hungry ghosts. What could be hungrier than a ghost panther? Feng let out of derisive snort and shook his head, almost like he couldn’t believe Sen had actually asked him that.

      “She’s not a ghost. She’s a ghost panther. Look at her.”

      Sen studied the beast with wary, distrustful eyes. It only took him a moment to make the connection. The cat clearly had a physical body, demonstrated by the fact that she idly batted a small stone into the underbrush. Somehow, some way, the animal could fade into the background. Then, finally, he understood the joke Feng had made. In spite of himself, Sen sighed at the terrible humor. Through all of that, the cat watched him. Sen was certain he saw laughter in her huge, feline eyes.

      Sen got to his feet and muttered under his breath, “How was I supposed to know?”

      Feng seemed ready to get moving, stopping only long enough to give Sen some leftover boar meat and another peach. After a moment of thought, Feng tossed the big cat a piece of meat. The cat went from casually lounging to pouncing toward the meat almost instantly, catching it in midair. Then, she went back to lounging while she chewed on the meat. Sen did his best not to imagine the cat doing that to his leg. Instead, he turned his attention to his own breakfast. For a boy who had gotten most of his meals from the trash for years, sometimes forcing down food that was only questionably safe, the boar tasted heavenly.

      It was fresh. Fresh enough that not even a hint of rotten sourness marred the experience. He’d been too hungry and distracted by pain the night before to enjoy the food. With those impediments out of the way, he was free to relish the flavors of the food. Free to bask in the fact that he didn’t need to fight off rats or dogs to get it. Meat in any quantity was a rare treat in Sen’s world, so he didn’t take it for granted. He lingered over it, chewing slowly and deliberately. It wasn’t juicy in the same way it had been when it was hot. It was still tender, though. The spices were unfamiliar, but they gave the meat an almost sweet crust with a hint of spiciness. After he slowly, but inevitably, finished the boar’s meat, he turned his attention to the peach.

      Fruit wasn’t quite as rare as meat. There were orchards outside the town, after all. Yet, rarely had Sen enjoyed fresh fruit. The peach was firm. Its sweet juice was an assault on Sen’s untrained palate. He let out a little moan in pleasure. Once again, he found himself feeling almost overfull with energy. It roiled inside him, the energy washing out from his stomach into his chest. Then, it expanded out into his limbs and head. The energy left him with the sense that he had woken up a second time. Everything around him seemed sharper, clearer, and it was all he could do to sit still. By the time the peach was half gone, Sen felt like he might vibrate apart.

      Abruptly, he became aware of the fact that the cat was so close he could feel her hot breath on his face. He forced himself to move slowly as he turned his head. The cat was so close that he could make out the individual hairs on her face. At that distance, the cat’s whiskers no longer looked delicate, but like tiny spears that jutted from around her fearsome maw. If the cat had actually been looking at him, Sen might have screamed. Only, she wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were fixed on the half of the peach in his hand. Sen looked closely at the cat. She wasn’t hostile. She didn’t even look hungry. If anything, there was an expression of yearning in the cat’s eyes.

      Sen sighed. He supposed that he owed the beast something for not murdering him in his sleep. He lifted the rest of the fruit toward her. She sniffed at the fruit but didn’t take it. Sen frowned.

      “You want it, don’t you?” he asked, lifting the fruit a little closer. “Go on. Take it.”

      The cat’s eyes flicked to his face for just a moment, as though she were trying to weigh his sincerity. Then, the cat lowered her mouth toward his hand. Sen steeled himself for betrayal. At this range, the massive beast could take his arm off and flee into the forest with it before anyone could do anything. It turned out that Sen’s fears were misplaced. The beast picked the fruit up so gently that all Sen felt was the barest brush of fine, soft fur against his palm. The cat backed off a few steps, as though she could sense Sen’s apprehension. She didn’t immediately swallow the fruit like Sen expected. She took her time with the peach in the same way Sen had, savoring the sweetness of the flesh, before finally letting the fruit slide down her throat.
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      “Did you really just feed that cat some of your breakfast?” Feng asked in a voice that was half amused and half exasperated.

      Sen shot to his feet. He hadn’t thought about what Feng would think of him just giving away part of the fruit. Would the man be angry? Sen wondered if he was about to be punished. It took a monumental effort of will to remain still.

      “Yes, master,” he answered.

      Feng eyed Sen for a moment. “Care to explain why?”

      “I… well…” Sen stumbled to explain. “She didn’t eat me. I thought she deserved something for that.”

      The cultivator looked startled for a second before he threw his head back and roared with laughter. The sound boomed through the trees, joyful and uncomplicated. The cultivator was bent over at the waist and slapping his hands against his legs before he finally got his laughter under control. Feng stood back up straight and wiped at his eyes.

      “Of all the reasons,” Feng said, shaking his head. “Of all the reasons, that might be one of the purest ones I’ve ever heard for trying to make friends with a spirit beast.”

      “I wasn’t,” Sen protested as he eyed the semi-visible cat. “I wasn’t trying to make friends. Spirit beasts are dangerous, aren’t they?”

      Feng gave Sen and the cat an appraising look. “Yes, spirit beasts are all dangerous. But, and listen well, my young disciple, that doesn’t mean that every spirit beast is dangerous to you. If you treat them all like they’re bloodthirsty man-killers, they’ll respond with violence. Yet, spirit beasts can also offer you wisdom, boons, and even power, if you can befriend them with the right kind of heart. They are also wise. If you meet them with trickery in your soul, they will know.”

      Sen wasn’t sure he really understood Feng’s meaning, but he nodded anyway. “Yes, master.”

      Feng gave him a smile that said he knew Sen didn’t understand, but the cultivator didn’t offer more of an explanation. “Alright, it’s time to head out. Pack up your things.”

      All Sen really had was the blankets, so he folded them up and handed them to Feng. The cultivator waved his hand at the blankets, and they vanished into the storage ring. The cultivator eyed the remaining coals before he doused them with water and covered the ashes with damp earth. Sen watched the process with open curiosity. He knew very little about how or why things were done beyond the walls of the town.

      “Any kind of fire, even coals, is dangerous in the woods. If the wind kicks up, it could set the underbrush aflame. This forest stretches almost unbroken for hundreds of miles. Can you imagine the devastation if it burned?”

      Sen honestly couldn’t imagine what hundreds of miles of burned forests would look like. He couldn’t even imagine what a mile of regular forest would look like. So, imagining that kind of devastation was largely beyond him. Still, he had seen burned-out homes in the town. He tried to picture that same kind of destruction on a massive scale. He shuddered. Feng noticed the shudder and nodded. Without another word, the cultivator started walking in that strange way he did that ate up distance. Sen jogged after him, casting a furtive look back at the campsite. The ghost panther was gone.
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      The morning had evaporated into early afternoon. Sen expected that he would feel the same terrible weariness and awful hunger that had plagued him the day before. Yet, it didn’t come. He found it a little easier to keep pace with the cultivator. It wasn’t easy, but it didn’t leave him wrung out and certain that he would die either. By midafternoon, though, his stomach was growling at him. It wasn’t painful, just insistent. Feng had said to remind him about food, but Sen hesitated. He didn’t really know the cultivator. The man frightened Sen a little. It wasn’t Feng, in particular, but the stories – Cultivators killed people who annoyed them, destroyed towns and even cities for perceived insults.

      While Sen had few cares for the people he’d left behind in the town, Grandmother Lu was still there. He didn’t even want to imagine the cultivator killing her because Sen had annoyed him. As if to spite him, his stomach gave off a loud gurgle. Feng stopped short and looked around.

      “What in the world was that?”

      Sen felt his cheeks burn a little in embarrassment. “It was me, master.”

      Feng looked back at Sen with a mystified expression. “You made that noise? Why?”

      Sen’s cheeks felt even hotter. “It wasn’t me. It was my stomach.”

      Feng’s confusion evaporated into annoyance. “Didn’t I tell you to remind me about food, boy?”

      “Yes, master.”

      “So, why didn’t you?”

      Sen considered lying, but he thought the cultivator might have some way to know. “I go without a lot of days. I also didn’t want to make you angry. I was worried you might destroy the town if I did.”

      The cultivator grimaced at those words. “There’s a clearing up ahead, it’s as good a spot as any to take a break.”

      Sen followed the man to the clearing. There were a few rocks big enough to sit on scattered around the area. Sen sat down on one, and Feng absently handed him some rice balls and a melon almost as big as Sen’s own head. Then, the cultivator made his tea set appear. The man focused on the tea set as Sen made short work of the rice balls. His stomach stopped making noises at him. Sen regarded the melon, perplexed about what he should do with it. If he had a knife, he could cut it, but Sen had never owned a knife. Sen almost fell off the rock as the ghost panther seemed to materialize out of nowhere right next to him. The big cat eyed the fruit with curiosity. Sen clutched at his chest, his heart pounding wildly.

      “Maybe a little warning next time,” he hissed at the cat.

      Feng looked over at Sen, saw the cat, and snorted.

      Sen sighed, looked at the beast, and hefted the melon. “If you can get this open, you can have some.”

      Sen felt the air move and looked down at the hand holding the melon. The big fruit split in two, severed cleanly though the center. He was so startled that he nearly dropped both halves. He stared at the melon before he felt the cat looking at him. He held half of the melon out to the cat.

      “A deal’s a deal,” he muttered.

      He felt the melon lift out of his hand, while he concentrated on his half. It still wasn’t exactly ideal, but Sen made do. He scooped pieces of the melon out with his fingers and ate it. The taste was light and sweet. He had never tasted, never even seen, a melon like it before. He wondered where the cultivator had gotten it. Sen glanced over at the cat. She was lying on the ground nearby, absently licking the perfectly clean melon rind. Sen wondered how the cat had managed that without fingers. Feng eventually came over and handed Sen a cup of tea before settling on a nearby rock.

      “I’d like to tell you that you’re wrong about cultivators, that they don’t go around killing people or destroying things for no reason or bad reasons. I can’t, though. Some cultivators are arrogant. I was like that when I was young. Some of it is because of the sects and how they train people. Some of it is just that people are people. I’ll have to teach you about all of that eventually. Fortunately, some of us grow out of it. For now, just remember this part. I give you my oath that I will never punish you for doing what I ask you to do. I will certainly not punish other people for you doing what I ask you to do. Do you understand, Sen?”

      Sen looked down into the tea. Some of what his master said made sense. Some of it left him cold. He understood the most important part, the promise that had been made.

      Sen nodded. “I do.”

      “Good,” said Feng.

      They fell into silence, sipping their tea, lost in their own thoughts.
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      Sen wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened. Yet, at some point on their third day out from the town, they had transitioned from the forest onto the mountain. It wasn’t that there were fewer trees. Much of the lower part of the mountain was covered with them. Rather, it was the transition from relatively flat ground that Sen could jog on to relatively steep ground that he had to scramble up or outright climb. Sen did his best, but ultimately had to beg Feng to find an easier path. The cultivator frowned a little, took in Sen’s sweaty, exhausted face, and nodded. After that, Feng didn’t simply walk in a straight line. He took more detours. He always headed in the same general direction, but Sen often looked back and saw where the cultivator had deftly navigated them past something Sen could never have traversed.

      Sen had also started noticing the ghost panther more often. She was a wily beast, routinely vanishing for hours at a time. Yet, every once in a while, he caught a flicker of movement in the corner of his eye. Despite those long absences, the beast seemed to have a sense for when Sen would get hungry. She invariably showed up at mealtime. At first, she just hovered near Sen, looking at whatever food was in his hand. By the time they stopped for lunch on the mountain, the cat had taken to putting her huge head on Sen’s legs and staring up at him imploringly. While an ill-defined uncertainty about the beast still lingered in the back of his head, Sen was fairly confident that she wasn’t about to attack him anymore. He would sigh, then dole out a portion of his meal to her. It wasn’t like Feng was stingy with the portions. The man only seemed to have a vague notion about how much food people actually ate.

      Even Sen, coming off years of semi-starvation, was a bit staggered at the mounds of food that Feng casually handed to him at every meal break. Despite the grueling pace, Sen felt better than he ever had before. He felt stronger every morning and seemed to do a little better at keeping up each day. If Feng noticed the change, he didn’t mention it. Sen was flicking little pieces of a plum to the cat, who seemed to take enormous pleasure in snapping the bits of fruit out of the air, when Feng spoke up.

      “I think we’ll stop here for the day.”

      Sen looked up at the sky. There were still hours and hours of light left. He looked over at Feng. The man was stroking his chin and looked lost in thought. Sen shrugged. If his master wanted to call a halt to the brutal trek early today, Sen wasn’t going to complain. A thump against his arm nearly sent Sen toppling off the fallen log he sat on. He looked around wildly before realizing that the cat had batted at him. For a second, he got angry. Then, sense reasserted itself. If the beast wanted to hurt him, she would have used her claws. Instead, she was staring at him with expectation in her eyes. It wasn’t until Sen remembered that he still had part of the plum in his hand that it made sense.

      “I’m spoiling you,” he muttered to the cat.

      Still, he resumed their game. The cat bounded and leapt, never once missing a bit of the fruit until only the pit remained in Sen’s hand. He showed it to the cat, who immediately lost interest and flopped onto the ground. It still took an effort to keep the beast in sight once she settled down somewhere. The cat huffed a breath and went to sleep. Sen tossed the pit into the forest. Who knew? Maybe a tree would grow from it. Sen idly imagined coming back to this spot in a few years and finding a plum tree heavy with fruit. He was still fantasizing about all of the plums when his master thrust a waterskin into his hands. Sen jerked out of his wandering thoughts and looked up. Feng was holding out a pill to him. Sen took the pill but wasn’t sure what to do with it. It smelled like medicine.

      “You should take that,” said Feng.

      “What is it? I don’t feel sick.”

      “It just helps clean impurities out of your body. I imagine you’ve accumulated quite a lot of those over the years.”

      Sen thought back to some of the things he’d eaten before he nodded. He went to put the pill in his mouth, but Feng stopped him. “Master?”

      “You should probably take off those robes first. Lie down on this,” said Feng, handing Sen an old, worn blanket. “Then, take the pill.”

      Sen shrugged and did as he was ordered. He stripped out of the robe, stretched out on the blanket, and took the pill with a big gulp of water.

      “Now what?” Sen asked.

      Feng considered the question for a moment. “It might be a bit uncomfortable. Don’t fight it.”

      Sen sat up in sudden alarm. “How uncomfortable?”

      Before the cultivator could answer, Sen’s insides caught fire. At least, that’s how it felt. The fire roared inside his stomach, but soon it engulfed his entire middle. He collapsed back onto the blanket with his teeth and fists clenched. The initial explosion of pain soon refined itself into different kinds of agony. The fire in his middle wasn’t actually in his stomach. It was closer to his navel, a living star of suffering that pulsed to a rhythm that Sen didn’t understand. As bad as that was, even worse were the scorching lines searing their way throughout his body.

      Those lines burned upward through his chest, down into his legs, out into his arms, and finally up into his head. Sen wasn’t sure if he screamed or just thought he should be screaming, but he was certain that the fire would leave nothing but scorched holes where his eyes should be and a charred hunk of meat in place of his brain. The energy in those flaming channels seemed to move, traveling out into his extremities, then back to that star in his middle, where it could renew its strength and make another pass. Even that wasn’t where it ended.

      Around the time that he realized he wasn’t simply going to burn away from the inside out, the heat moved out from those lines of fire into his organs and muscles. The lessening of the heat was a momentary, ephemeral relief. The heat immediately transformed into pressure. It felt like his muscles would rip themselves apart, simply shredded under that pressure. His lungs couldn’t find air anymore. His heart was beating so fast that he knew it would burst. For some reason, the cultivator had brought him all the way out here to murder him. He didn’t know why the man had chosen such a painful way to do it. He could have just stabbed him or broken his neck. This suffering seemed so unnecessary. Unfortunately, to Sen’s mind, he didn’t die. He simply hovered in a state of such complete physical anguish that rational thoughts stopped forming.

      He wasn’t Sen anymore. He wasn’t anyone. He was just empty, floating in space, lost to everyone and everything. He was aware of the pain, the suffering, but at a distance. It was too much, too terrible, so he had retreated from it. Yet, he was also abstractly aware that he wasn’t dying, wouldn’t die, from what was happening. It would end, but until it did, he would just stay where he was and hover like a ghost.
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      Sen opened his eyes and said the most appropriate thing that came to mind. “You bastard. A bit uncomfortable?”

      Sen’s voice sounded off to him. He supposed that maybe he’d gone hoarse with all the screaming. Feng’s face appeared in Sen’s line of sight. The man looked like he wanted to laugh but schooled his face into paternal disapproval.

      “Such language,” said Feng before the stern mask cracked. “I’ll admit that things were a bit more intense than I expected. On the bright side, the next time will be much, much easier.”

      “Like I’d ever do that again,” said Sen.

      Feng gave him a half smile. “You will. Many times.”

      Sen decided that the fight wasn’t worth it, not right then. “Did it work?”

      Feng sniffed, grimaced, and nodded.

      “It did. There’s a creek over there,” offered Feng with a gesture. “You should go and cleanse yourself.”

      “Yeah. I’ll do that. Any day now.”

      Feng rolled his eyes. “Trust me, sooner is better.”

      Before Sen could sit up, a giant cat face appeared over him. He was so tired that he couldn’t even muster the energy to let out a manful shriek. The cat sniffed, laid back her ears, and vanished from sight. What was that about? Then, a smell balled up its fist and punched Sen in the nostrils. It was so bad that he didn’t even have words for it. He’d spent years digging through other people’s trash and become all but immune to the stink of rotting food and human waste. The smell that assaulted him in that moment simply dwarfed all previous smells. It was a thick, cloying, all-consuming foulness. He had to fight back the urge to vomit. He sat bolt upright and stumbled to his feet. It didn’t help with the smell at all. It was as if the stench was a living thing that had wrapped itself around him.

      Even worse, the blanket was stuck to his back. He reached up, grabbed a corner of it, and jerked. For a moment, the blanket held fast. Then, it peeled away from his body. He held it in front of him. The blanket had been soaked through with… Sen didn’t even know what. It was all kinds of awful colors, and the smell got even worse. Feng swiftly lifted the desecrated blanket from Sen’s hand with a long stick and threw it onto the fire. The blanket caught almost immediately and began emitting a noxious, greasy smoke. Feng turned and gave Sen an almost pleading look.

      “The creek, Sen. Go.”

      Sen didn’t need any more encouragement. He stumbled in the direction the cultivator had pointed out, trying to take shallow breaths through his mouth. That made things worse. He could taste that smell. He gave up on breathing altogether and simply ran until he found the creek. Sen plunged into the water, ignored the icy feel of it, and started scrubbing at his body. It wasn’t deep enough to truly submerge himself, but Sen did his best to get as much of his body into the water as he could. He grabbed handfuls of sand from the creek bed and scoured his skin. Putrid filth floated away on the creek’s current. Some of it was black, but plenty of it was brown and he even saw the occasional streaks of yellow. The idea that all of that had been inside of him left Sen feeling more than a little ill. After a while, Feng showed up and tossed Sen a bar of rough soap.

      “You’ll need that to finish. Don’t forget about your hair.”

      The thought of all that vileness stuck in his hair made the decision easy. “Give me a knife. I’ll just cut it off.”

      Feng gave him a look. “Don’t be stupid. Use the soap. Get clean. I’ll leave your clothes over here.”

      Feng dropped a pile of clothing on a big, flat rock and disappeared. It took a long time to get his hair clean, which gave Sen some time to reflect. He looked down at his body. He didn’t remember having quite that much muscle before. He didn’t remember having any muscle if he was being honest. He’d always been thin. On the occasions when he could safely sneak a bath somewhere, he could always see his ribs. Now, he saw lean muscle over his frame. He wasn’t massive, but he didn’t look like a strong gust of wind would knock him down anymore either. What had been in that pill?

      When dunking his head only left suds floating on the water, he moved on to his body. He thought he’d gotten most of the foulness off, but the soap revealed that there was more. It was much thinner than it had been, just a vague discoloration in the water, but he was more than willing to scrub himself raw to be rid of it. When he’d scrubbed every inch of his body at least twice, he finally called it good enough. The smell was gone, and the water was cold enough that he’d started shivering. The sun was also dropping fast. The last thing Sen wanted was to find himself walking through the forest in the dark. He climbed out of the creek and went over to the rock where his clothes sat. The ghost panther was sitting nearby, watching him with curious eyes. It made him feel a little self-conscious. Feng had included a towel, so Sen quickly dried himself off and dressed.

      When Sen got back to the clearing, Feng looked him up and down before nodding.

      “Much better. Although, I suppose you’ll need new robes. Those are a bit short.”

      Sen looked down at his feet. Several inches of bare skin were exposed between the bottom of the robes and the tops of his shoes. He shrugged. It wasn’t like he could do anything about the robes.

      “Is there anything to eat? I’m starving.”

      With the great filth crisis finally dealt with, Sen was keenly aware of his hunger. It was more than just his stomach. It was as if every muscle and organ in his body cried out for sustenance. Feng pointed toward the small fire. Sen walked over and sat by it. Given that he’d slept for hours, it didn’t really seem fair that he was feeling so thoroughly drained. Feng came over and handed him a cup of tea. Sen took it but recoiled when he saw Feng holding out another pill.

      “No!” Sen shouted. “I’m not doing that again!”

      Feng shook his head. “Obviously not. There’s no point in doing that again now. Just take the pill. It will help.”

      Sen gave the cultivator a look that was equal parts suspicion and doubt. He reluctantly took the pill from Feng. Afraid he’d lose his nerve if he waited, Sen put the pill in his mouth and washed it down with the tea. When he felt a warmth growing in his stomach, Sen very nearly started screaming at the cultivator. Yet, the feeling peaked at warmth. Unlike the last pill, Sen felt it immediately when the warmth moved to that same place near his navel. The warmth spread along those same channels, and an ache he hadn’t even registered eased inside of him. Bit by bit, his muscles relaxed as the warmth spread into them. Even his hunger eased up a little.

      Even so, the minute a plate appeared in front of him, Sen started shoveling the food into his mouth. Plate after plate of food appeared in front of him, only for the meat, rice, vegetables, and fruit to vanish. Sen was only vaguely aware that he was still handing some of the food off to the big cat. Something odd happened while he was eating. While some of the food was just food, some of it captured his attention. Sen could swear that the majority of what Feng gave him felt like it had more energy than the rest. It felt like that special food shocked his fingers every time he touched a piece of it. He felt better whenever he ate those bits and pieces. That spot near his navel seemed to slowly fill up. Only when it was full did he finally feel like he could stop eating.

      “You had a hard day,” observed Feng as he tossed some blankets to Sen. “You should get some rest.”

      Sen spread out his blankets while muttering about evil cultivators. Once he stretched out beneath a blanket, though, exhaustion pulled him into a dreamless unconsciousness.
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      Sen was wary of the cultivator the next morning. He kept waiting for another agony pill to appear. The memory of pain was still fresh, but Sen felt oddly removed from it. It felt like remembering something that had happened to someone else. He was at a loss to explain it. Sen’s fears notwithstanding, Feng didn’t produce any more pills. He just provided more of that food that Sen was increasingly sure had an extra something in it. Yet, he wasn’t sure. It didn’t feel like waves of energy coursing through him the way it had the day before. Instead, there was just a gentle pressure that left his insides feeling ever so slightly out of place. It wasn’t terrible, just a terribly odd feeling. As Sen ate, Feng stared off into the distance with a faraway look in his eyes.

      “Master Feng?” Sen asked quietly.

      The cultivator gave himself a minor shake and looked over at Sen. “We should arrive today.”

      “Is there a cave up here?”

      Feng blinked several times before he cocked his head to one side. “Cave? Why would there be a cave?”

      “Isn’t that what cultivators, you know, do? Sit in caves for centuries and”—Sen wasn’t quite sure how to finish that thought—“eat power.”

      Feng gave Sen a level look for five seconds. It was long enough that Sen felt a bead of sweat trickle down the back of his neck. Then, Feng snickered. Sen released the breath he’d been holding. Feng just shook his head.

      “While there may well be a cave somewhere on this mountain that might benefit a cultivator, I won’t be sitting in one for centuries.”

      “Then, where are we going?”

      Feng offered Sen a little smile. “You’ll know it when you see it. Now, let’s clean all of this up and get moving.”

      Sen found himself looking around for the ghost panther, but she was either hiding or had wandered off after claiming her part of breakfast. Sen decided that he must be getting accustomed to having her around. It was hard to stay afraid of something that shamelessly begged for food and chased things around whenever she could get someone to throw them. Even Feng had caved in a few times and thrown little treats to the oversized feline. Cleaning up was a swift process, and Sen soon found himself trailing behind the cultivator. Yet, for all that the cultivator was still moving fast, Sen was sure that his own pace had improved. He still needed to jog along to keep up, but it had become hard work, instead of an impossibly difficult thing that he could barely maintain.

      The farther up the mountain that they traveled, though, the warier Sen became of their surroundings. In town, there had been walls and guards to keep them safe. Although, after seeing that boar and the ghost panther, Sen’s faith in those protections had grown rather thin. He wasn’t sure if a similar boar could charge straight through the town’s wall. He did know that it wouldn’t shock him if it happened. He was supremely confident that the ghost panther could come and go through the town’s defenses at will. That was assuming it could be bothered to venture that far. Part of Sen had concluded that, all things being equal, the cat would choose laziness. Why go all the way down to the town when you could just find or catch something close to home? Then again, the distance might not seem like that much to the big cat. With so much uncertainty, Sen kept a close eye on the surrounding forest. By the time lunch rolled around, he was wondering if it was a wasted effort. He hadn’t seen a thing, not even the big cat.

      Sen was a little relieved that the forest was thinning out as they moved up the mountain, even if it was getting a bit colder. With fewer trees around, he could keep a better eye on their surroundings. Feng seemed unconcerned, but Sen didn’t feel comfortable adopting the same casual air. Feng might be able to kill powerful spirit beasts with one slash from his sword or maybe even with his bare hands. Sen didn’t have those options. Late in the afternoon, the panther reappeared. She took up station by Sen and matched his pace. It wouldn’t have bothered Sen, but the cat made it look like she was taking a calm stroll. They continued on that way for the better part of an hour before the cat abruptly stepped in front of Sen and stopped. The move was so abrupt that Sen very nearly toppled over her. If he had fallen, he’d have gone right off a small cliff face. After regaining his balance, he went to yell at the beast. Except, the cat wasn’t paying any attention to him.

      Sen followed the cat’s gaze and came up short. He could see for miles and miles. He saw Orchard’s Reach nestled at the base of the mountain. He was surprised that the place that had loomed so large in his mind looked so very small. Instead, it was nature that loomed large from this vantage point. The forest stretched out to the horizon. The green canopy was only occasionally broken by small patches of blue that Sen assumed were lakes and one distinct blue line that must be a river. There were indistinct blurs that might or might not be other towns and villages. Like a lightning bolt, it hit Sen that he had likely ventured farther than almost anyone else in town. The world was so much bigger than the mayor, or the noble brats, or even Grandmother Lu.

      The world was vast. There were things to learn out there. There were deep secrets and power, certainly, but those things only came if fate willed it. There were other kinds of secrets that Sen wanted to know about. Small secrets. He wanted to know what it felt like to stand in the sea. He wanted to know what tilled fields smelled like. He wanted to know if the sunset looked the same in a desert, whatever a desert was. While Sen wasn’t looking, wasn’t paying attention, the length and breadth of his universe had expanded. The warm ball near his navel, something he’d nearly forgotten about during the long hike, flared to life. Sen reflexively clutched at his stomach, but the sensation wasn’t painful. If anything, it felt joyous. Just for a moment, it felt like the world was pouring energy into him. Then, the moment passed, and he was just Sen again. The cat never looked at him, just turned and trotted toward Feng. Feng, on the other hand, was staring at Sen with dark, intense eyes. Yet, the cultivator also said nothing. He just turned and resumed walking. At a loss, Sen followed along.

      When the moment arrived that afternoon and evening were balanced on a knife’s edge, Feng, Sen, and the ghost panther entered a clearing. Sen was left speechless. Here, high up on a mountain, was a massive house. No, Sen thought, house isn’t the word for it. It was a manor, or maybe even a mansion. What was such a place doing so far up the mountain that it nearly touched the sky? Sen only got a brief look at the manor, rising behind the stone walls like a phoenix. Something far more alarming snared his attention. Standing in midair over the gate was a man, glaring down on them with fury in his eyes. He held a spear in one hand and pointed it at them, lightning wreathing the shining blade.

      “Feng!” roared the flying man. “You court death! What madness brought you to this place?”
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      Sen was stunned. He hadn’t known exactly what to expect, but this enraged cultivator was not it. Once again, Sen found himself wondering why. Why had Feng brought him all this way just to die? While Feng might stand a chance against that kind of power, Sen would never survive the fight. One look at that lightning told him that. He couldn’t even find the will to run. Where could he possibly go that this cultivator couldn’t hunt him down? Even if he could get back to town, there was no safety there. Not when people were flying and conjuring lightning. Just as Sen was ready to give up all hope, Feng spoke.

      “You invited me, you old fool. Now, come down from there and stop trying to scare the boy.”

      The flying man glared down for a few more seconds before he heaved an enormous sigh and let himself drop to the ground. The lightning around the spearhead winked out and the man scowled at Feng.

      “Honestly, Feng Ming. You couldn’t play along even for a minute?”

      “Maybe another time, Kho Jaw-Long. The boy has had a trying few days.”

      At Feng’s words, Sen realized that the other cultivator wasn’t actually going to attack them. Unfortunately, it took longer for his pounding heart to get the message. He felt a bit lightheaded and took several deep breaths. The familiar action settled his heart. Sen studied the other cultivator. The man’s head was clean of hair, but Sen wasn’t sure whether that was from baldness or if the man shaved it clean. A long, white beard wafted in the gentle breeze. As soon as the man’s eyes fell on him, though, Sen’s heart started racing again. It felt like the man opened him up and laid bare every secret, every sin, everything inside of him. That gaze weighed a thousand pounds, and nothing could hide from it. It was all Sen could do to keep breathing. The cultivator frowned.

      “Yes, so I see. Earthly transformation. Hmmm. He doesn’t say much, does he? Are you mute, boy?”

      “N-no, honored cultivator Kho,” mumbled Sen through lips that felt numb.

      “Honored cultivator,” said Kho with scorn in his voice. “Call me Uncle Kho.”

      Sen very much did not want to call the terrifying old man uncle, but he did very much want to live through the next few minutes. He decided that doing as he was told was the wisest course.

      “Yes, Uncle Kho.”

      Kho turned his attention back to Feng. “At least this one listens. I’m always happy to see you, Ming, but why are you here?”

      “Don’t you remember inviting me?”

      “That was forty years ago.”

      “What are forty years to old monsters like us?” Feng asked. “It’s barely a season.”

      Kho considered those words for a moment before he nodded. “That’s fair, I suppose. You might as well come in.”

      Sen didn’t remember anything about walking into the manor. All he could do was take deep breaths and try to keep from falling over. All of the terror and pain over the last few days had apparently convinced his heart that death would happen at any moment. It refused to slow down. It just kept racing and racing. The next time Sen understood what was happening, he was sitting at a table and Uncle Kho was pushing a cup into his hand. Sen took a big gulp and almost choked on the alcohol.

      Feng made a disapproving noise. “What did you give him?”

      “Nothing special. Just a bit of plum wine to settle his nerves. I can hear his heart pounding.”

      “Very well,” said Feng. “Is Caihong here?”

      Kho made an unhappy noise. “No. My wife is out in the world. No doubt toppling dynasties or running a seamstress shop. Possibly both. Who knows? Maybe she started another sect. Still, it has been a while since she left. I expect she’ll turn up in the next five or ten years. What of you, Feng? Have you found a wife?”

      “We face the heavens alone, Jaw-Long. You know that.”

      “Of course, I know that. But I’m not talking about facing the heavens, am I? I’m talking about facing life. It’s a sweeter thing with someone to help you pass the long years.”

      “Perhaps,” said Feng, although he didn’t sound convinced.

      Sen didn’t say anything, content to let the old men talk and ignore him. The plum wine did seem to help, so he drank a bit more of it. It burned a little bit on the way down but left him with a warm feeling in his belly. As he felt his heart slow down, Sen began listening a little more intently to the conversation.

      “I thought you’d sworn off disciples,” said Uncle Kho.

      “I did.”

      “Yet here one sits.”

      “It appears so. Fate put him in my path. You might have found him first if you ever came down from the clouds. I found him at the base of this very mountain.”

      “Really? Down at the orchard farm?”

      Feng laughed. “You’ve been up here too long, my old friend. There’s an entire town down there. I’d have thought you might notice something like that.”

      “I don’t give the mortals much attention. Besides, why bother with the boy? Disciples take a lot of time.”

      Sen wanted to feel offended, but he’d wondered something similar. Why had Feng taken an interest in him? Feng shrugged, seemed to reconsider, and then looked at Sen.

      “Sen, go outside the door. Then, I want you to hide the way you did that day in the square.”

      Sen jerked at being directly addressed but jumped to his feet. He swayed a little, struggling to find his balance. Feng directed a look at the cup Sen had been using but didn’t seem to find anything offensive. Once Sen found his balance, he walked out of the room and closed the door. His mind kept drifting, so he took a moment to gather himself. Once he had his concentration in place, he hid. It wasn’t something he could do all the time. When it worked, though, people ignored him. It felt like he was pulling everything about him inside his skin, then wrapping it all up in shadow. He stood like that for a few seconds before the door swung open and Uncle Kho stuck his head out.

      The man regarded Sen with much more interest. “I see now. No, I don’t suppose you could leave him where you found him.”

      Sen considered asking what they were talking about but decided against it. He could always ask later. At a gesture from the bearded cultivator, Sen went back into the room and sat down again. Kho stared at him for a long time without saying anything. It wasn’t like that terrible stare that made Sen feel so exposed, but it was uncomfortable. Finally, Kho cleared his throat.

      “Tell me, boy. What do you know about cultivation?”

      Sen looked over at Feng, but the man just made a vague go-ahead gesture. “Just stories, Uncle Kho.”

      “Hmmm. Well, that won’t do,” said Kho, making a scroll appear in his hand. “You should read this.”

      Sen felt his face go a little red. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t,” demanded Kho. “Why not?”

      “I can’t read.”

      Kho looked startled, then confused, and then appalled. Feng jumped in then, for which Sen was enormously grateful. It gave him a moment to get his burning embarrassment under control. Feng explained that Sen was living on the streets when the cultivator found him and apparently had been for years. Kho went quiet again, his expression thoughtful.

      “Feng, do you know what you’ve found?” Kho asked.

      “I think so. What do you think?”

      “He’s an empty scroll. No family to speak of. No irreparable bad habits. He could be…” Kho paused. “Feng, he could be anything. Anything at all.”

      Feng nodded. “It’s why I haven’t explained anything to him, yet. At least, not the specifics.”

      The bearded cultivator arched an eyebrow. “An experiment?”

      “That’s my thinking.”

      “Hmmm. Hmmm. We’ll have to discuss it. Although, I will personally see to his reading problem. That just won’t do at all. There are simply too many things that depend on it, even for the mortals.”

      Sen got an uneasy feeling at the conversation happening about him, but he couldn’t put his finger on exactly why. He felt sleepy and a little disoriented.

      “Honestly,” grumbled Kho. “What is this kingdom coming to, not teaching children to read? I have half a mind to go have a very stern conversation with Hung Jun De about that nonsense.”

      Feng gave his friend a surprised look. “He’s dead.”

      “What? Really? Did someone finally assassinate him?”

      “No. He died of old age. Almost a hundred years ago. His son was assassinated, though. One of his concubines, I think. His grandson sits the throne now.”

      “Grandson…”

      Sen realized that he might have dozed off for a few minutes because the conversation had moved on to a new topic when he tuned back in.

      “So, tell me. Where have you been these last few decades, Ming?”

      “I had a problem to deal with up north.”

      “The Coiled Dragon Sect?”

      “Indeed.”

      “And how did that turn out?”

      “They are fondly remembered.”

      “All of them?”

      “I spared the outer sect. Killing them would have been excessive. The inner sect, the core members, and almost all of the elders are gone. Their compound was nothing but burning rubble when I left. I did let Wu Mei-Xia live, though.”

      “Little Mei-Xia? That girl who was in love with you for all those years?”

      Feng grunted an annoyed affirmation.

      “I remember her following you around across half the continent, trying to impress you with her grand deeds,” said Kho, laughing softly. “Well, it makes sense that you let her live. You were always fond of the girl, if not in the way that she wanted. How did she ever end up in that sect?”

      Sen tried to pay attention. He’d learned more about his master in the last half hour than he’d learned in days of travel. Yet, his eyes and body betrayed him. The warmth in his belly had spread. His eyes drooped closer and closer to closed. As that warmth finally lulled him to sleep, Sen was sure he heard a little good-natured laughter.
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      For the first few days at Uncle Kho’s, the old men admonished Sen to find something to do. He felt a slight sting of rejection at first. Yet, later, he realized that the old men were catching up on a truly staggering amount of personal history. More to the point, most of it involved people Sen did not know, usually in places he’d never heard of, oftentimes doing things he couldn’t make sense of. As for the parts he did understand, it just highlighted how ancient the two cultivators really were. They often talked of things that had happened a thousand years in the past. Sen suspected that many of their stories or memories of friends from their early days were far, far older than that. He did not ask. The idea of someone, anyone, living that long frightened Sen more than a little.

      Yet, for all of their closed-door discussions, Sen wasn’t left entirely on his own. At one point, Uncle Kho tracked him down in the courtyard. Sen was sitting on the ground, propped up against the ghost panther, sharing some fruit he’d found in the kitchen with her. Uncle Kho stopped short at the sight and just watched them for most of a minute.

      “How did she get into the courtyard?” he asked, pointing at the cat.

      Sen shrugged. “I think she mostly goes where she wants to, Uncle Kho.”

      The ghost panther looked at the old cultivator, yawned, and went to sleep.

      “Just make sure she doesn’t make a mess in the courtyard.”

      “Yes, Uncle.”

      Sen never found out what Uncle Kho actually wanted from him. The old man stalked away, looking skyward, muttering something under his breath about women and cats. The next day, the old man found Sen in the kitchen, looking around helplessly for something to eat. While Sen was accomplished at scavenging, most of what was in the kitchen were ingredients.

      “Make whatever you like,” said Kho with an offhand gesture. “There’s plenty. We won’t run out.”

      Sen stared around the kitchen, baffled by the tools, the stove, by everything around him. He turned uncertain eyes on the older man. Uncle Kho frowned at the boy before the light of comprehension appeared in his eyes.

      “No one ever taught you anything about cooking, eh?”

      “No, Uncle.”

      “Hmmm,” said the old man. “Well, you have to learn eventually, I suppose.”

      The old man walked Sen through making rice. The whole process seemed utterly magical to Sen. Nothing but water, heat, and a bit of time could turn those hard grains into soft rice? He stood there in the kitchen, transfixed, while nothing visible happened. When the rice was declared done by Kho’s more experienced eye, he had Sen dish up bowls for both of them. While the rice wasn’t special or more delicious than other rice, it was rice that Sen had made himself. It wasn’t stolen or scavenged. He had done it, well, he’d done it with a lot of help from Uncle Kho. Still, his own effort had made food. Kho seemed bemused by how amazed and proud Sen was with his accomplishment.

      “Mind you,” said the old man, “I’m no expert, but I can probably show you how to make a few simple things.”

      “I would be very grateful,” said Sen, bowing in earnest to the old man.

      “Bah. You’ll have to wait for my wife to get back if you want to really learn about making food. That woman can conjure dumplings from a strong wind and almond cookies from moonlight. I can keep you from starving. She can feed you.”

      Then, the old man laughed. Sen wasn’t sure why, though, so he just ate his rice.
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      It was on the fourth day that things changed. Sen was woken very early in the morning by Feng. The cultivator ushered him into the kitchen and fed him some kind of porridge with fruit in it. Sen was amazed by the dish, but Feng just waved off his compliments. Once Sen had his fill, Feng poured them both some tea. Sen wasn’t sure that he actually liked the strong drink that Feng favored. It seemed a little bitter to him, but he’d learned a long time ago not to complain about free food. Sen drank his tea, waiting for Feng to say something. For his part, the cultivator savored the tea, closing his eyes and breathing in the smell of it. He finally turned his attention back to Sen.

      “Jaw-Long was very serious about teaching you to read. He seems to be taking it personally that you can’t. So, you will have lessons with him each morning. Be attentive.”

      Sen nodded. “Yes, master.”

      “In the afternoons, you will train with me.”

      Feng read the curiosity on Sen’s face and answered the unasked question. “Every man must know how to defend himself. You will receive training in that.”

      A part of Sen was excited at the idea. What little he knew about fighting, he’d learned by trying to fight off the noble brats. He’d lost every fight. They were trained and happy to use it on him. Another part of him was leery. He’d heard stories about how that kind of training was done. Students injured or killed by careless or cruel masters. He kept those thoughts to himself. It wouldn’t matter if he approved of the methods or not. When someone as powerful as Feng declared that you would learn something, you would learn it in whatever way they decided.

      The first reading lesson turned out to be painful in ways that Sen hadn’t expected. Sen knew about reading and had even managed to learn a few important words through pure exposure and repetition, yet he’d never felt like he was missing anything. While he’d kept his distance from many of the other kids without homes, he was on friendly terms with a few. None of those kids had been able to read, either. It was easy to feel like it wasn’t important, so he never put any effort into it. Yet, as Uncle Kho wrote out the basic characters and named them, Sen felt stupid. He vaguely recognized a few of them, but it had never occurred to him that they had specific names.

      For all his zeal, the old cultivator was far kinder about the whole thing than Sen expected. The man didn’t expect instant understanding. He just walked Sen through the characters, occasionally circling back and asking Sen to name one. When it became clear that Sen’s concentration was wavering, the old man switched tack and had Sen practice writing out a few of them with ink and brush. To Sen’s eyes, the results were truly disastrous. Uncle Kho’s writing was elegant, bordering on beautiful. The splotches that Sen produced didn’t look like anything. The old man gently took Sen’s hand and guided him through the motions. Sen had his doubts about that, but it did help. He still wasn’t making anything recognizable, but he had a better idea about how much pressure he should use and what kind of motions would get him the right results. Uncle Kho ended the lesson by piling paper and ink into Sen’s hands and ordering him to practice that evening.
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      Lunch was a quiet affair. Uncle Kho was busy studying a scroll that had captured his full attention. He’d only stop reading to idly put some food in his mouth every once in a while. Feng was utterly concentrated on the meal. He seemed to make a point of thoroughly chewing every bite before swallowing. Sen only noticed these things in the back of his mind. The forefront of his thoughts was consumed with strange characters that seemed to twist or melt together as he tried to remember them. The longer it went on, the more certain he became that he’d never learn to read. If he didn’t, would the cultivators send him away? Would they kill him?

      At that last thought, Sen shook his head. Neither of the old men had done anything to make him think they would kill him. It was just the stories. Perhaps other cultivators would kill him for failure, but Master Feng and Uncle Kho seemed wholly uninterested in killing for things they considered minor slights. In fact, that awful pill aside, both of them had shown him a great deal of kindness. It was then that Sen committed to learning what they would teach him. If he could learn to read, to write, to cook, he had a name now. He would always be street trash in Orchard’s Reach, but he didn’t plan to go back there to stay. He could find work elsewhere. He could visit the sea. While that idea didn’t make the things that Uncle Kho had tried to teach him that day any less confusing, it did make the tasks ahead feel a little less impossible.

      His heart a little more at peace, Sen followed Master Feng outside in the afternoon. Feng took on the same relaxed posture he always adopted when his mind was elsewhere. He looked Sen up and down and frowned a little.

      “How old are you, Sen?”

      “I don’t know, master.”

      “No one to keep track and tell you, I suppose. Well, your best guess then.”

      Sen thought hard. He had clear memories that went back perhaps ten years. That was how many winters he had survived with help from Grandmother Lu. Before that, though, it was just a haze. Had there been parents in that misty before time? A home? He didn’t think he’d ever learn the answers to those questions. Certainly, no one could remember his parents by the time he’d been old enough to think to ask. As for his age, he only had his size and the sizes of other boys to go by.

      Sen shrugged one shoulder. “Fourteen or fifteen, maybe.”

      Feng nodded as though that was what he thought as well. “This training normally starts at a much earlier age.”

      Sen didn’t know what to make of that comment.

      “Master?”

      “I mean that you’re starting late. I’ll expect you to work three times as hard to make up the lost time.”

      “I will,” said Sen, bowing deeply.

      “That’s the first thing we need to fix. That’s how you bow to someone who’s of a higher station than you. It’s not how you bow to other warriors or martial instructors. For them, it’s like this.”

      Feng pressed his closed fists together and bent forward slightly. Sen mimicked the motion. Feng snorted.

      “Did I do it wrong?” asked Sen.

      “No, but you should bow more deeply to your teachers and those with more training or experience.”

      “I’ll remember.”

      “Good. Now, show me how you punch.”

      Sen hesitated for a second, looking around for something to punch at. “What should I punch, master?”

      “Me, Sen. You should try to punch me. I promise you won’t hurt me.”

      Sen hesitated again but decided that Master Feng probably knew better than he did about all of this. Sen drew back his fist and swung at Master Feng. Feng batted the blow aside with no effort. He frowned again, which made Sen a little nervous.

      “Now,” said Feng, “kick me.”

      Seng lashed out with a foot, only to have it redirected by one of Feng’s feet. Sen waited for some comment. Instead, Feng did a slow walk around him, weighing, considering, and finally deciding.

      “Well, at least I know what I’m working with here. You don’t know how to throw a punch or how to kick, but nobody did a lousy job of teaching you a half-right form either.”

      “Is that good?” Sen asked.

      “It’s not good that you don’t know how to punch or kick. It is good that you didn’t train the wrong things. That means you won’t have to unlearn anything. It’s a much easier process if you learn it right the first time. So, first things first, you need a proper stance.”

      Sen spent an excruciating afternoon contorting his body into what Master Feng called a proper stance. He had to spread his legs out wide, then bend his knees, all while keeping his back straight. It felt wrong, unnatural, and very uncomfortable. Master Feng made him get into the stance over and over again. Each time, he’d correct whatever minor errors he found in Sen’s posture. Once Sen finally managed to take the stance correctly, Master Feng had him simply hold it. Throughout the difficult process, Sen found himself very annoyed with the ghost panther. She lounged in the courtyard, soaking up the afternoon sun and watching him work. When it got to the point that Sen was drenched in sweat and ready to collapse, Feng said they were done with that for the day. Feng let Sen drink a little water before he pointed to the gate.

      “Run around the walls thirty times, then get cleaned up. It should be time for food by then.”

      Sen could barely stand, but the stern look that Master Feng gave him brooked no arguments. He stumbled out the gate and began running. The ghost panther seemed to find this interesting and padded along beside him as Sen made his overworked legs carry him around the walls of the enormous manor. Sen didn’t know anything about measuring things, but he thought the walls could easily hold five or six of the biggest houses in town. After fifteen times around the walls, Sen started to slow down. The big cat looked back at him with eyes that seemed very judgmental.

      “Hey,” he wheezed. “You lay around all afternoon while I worked. You don’t get to judge.”

      The cat just picked up her pace a little, as if to mock Sen.

      “I hate you,” he called after the feline.

      After doing the full thirty loops, Sen stumbled into the manor, found some clean clothes to put on, and stumbled back out to the small bathhouse. It seemed that a touch of pity lived inside Master Feng, because Sen found a tub of hot water waiting for him. The boy sniffed at the water. Master Feng had added something to it, something with the telltale scent of medicine. That made Sen’s heart race a little. He put a hand in the water and braced himself, but nothing terrible happened. Heaving a sigh of relief, Sen lowered himself into the bath. His tired mind drifted as he soaked, but angry noises from his stomach brought him back to reality. He slowly scrubbed himself off and dressed. It took a lot to convince himself, but Sen dragged the tub out of the gate and emptied it.

      When he made it back into the house, he was overjoyed to see that there was food and lots of it. Master Feng and Uncle Kho chatted throughout the meal, but Sen didn’t hear a word of it. He ate and ate until his stomach stopped screaming at him to give it more. Then, he sat in a half-doze, only rousing himself to drink more tea whenever Feng or Kho refilled his cup. All he could think about was sleep. He was so tired. At least he could go straight to bed after they cleaned up. Yet, as he started off toward his room, Uncle Kho called after him.

      “Don’t forget to practice.”

      Sen wanted to cry. His body ached for sleep. His mind was exhausted from the morning’s lesson. He reminded himself, several times, that this was how he got a better life for himself. He went into his room, pulled out the paper and ink, and started to practice.

      That became Sen’s routine. He spent mornings learning the basics of reading. He spent afternoons with Master Feng. He spent his evenings trying not to fall asleep on his writing practice. It didn’t always work. He spent more than one day with ink stains on his cheeks. Of course, the days weren’t identical. After a time, he did begin to learn the characters and how they combined. Uncle Kho would give Sen the day off from reading, occasionally, and teach him how to cook something. Sen learned to make rice porridge. He learned to steam vegetables. He even learned how to make noodles. By midwinter, he still couldn’t make a full meal on his own, but he could be helpful. Uncle Kho had kept his promise that he’d teach Sen enough that he wouldn’t starve if left to his own devices. He might not eat well if he cooked for himself, but he would eat.

      Master Feng didn’t make him practice that stance forever. He showed Sen how to throw a basic punch, followed by countless practice punches. Then, there was a kick, followed by countless practice kicks. Then, there were blocks. Eventually, Master Feng put them into a set pattern, and that became a new torment. Just when Sen thought he had a handle on that pattern, the process started over with new punches, kicks, blocks, and merciless stretching exercises that taxed Sen’s entire body. Always, though, always there was the running. Sen ran in the summer heat, then in the autumn chill, and then he ran through the snow. The ghost panther always accompanied him while he ran, ever just ahead, ever out of reach, and ever spurring Sen on to greater speed and iron endurance.
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      Sen made his way into the kitchen and was surprised to find it empty. Either Master Feng or Uncle Kho was usually up before him. Still, on those occasions when Sen found himself the first to rise, he knew it was up to him to start breakfast. He stoked a fire in the stove, which added a pleasant warmth to the air. While the cold didn’t bother Sen as much as it once had, steady food and shelter having prompted gains in height and muscle that fortified him better against the elements, he still preferred a warm place when he could get one. Memories of nights shivering in alleys remained all too close to the surface for him to turn down the chance at easy heat. He placed a pot on the stove and started adding ingredients. He mixed together the leftover rice from last night’s dinner, along with some broth that had been set aside for this purpose. The balance between the rice and the liquids looked a little off, so he added a bit of water. After that, it was mostly a waiting game, so he made tea to pass the time.

      While he’d had his doubts about tea when he’d first arrived at Uncle Kho’s ridiculously enormous home, he’d come around over the last half year. It wasn’t necessarily that he liked the tea, although Sen certainly didn’t mind the mild kick he got in the morning from Master Feng’s black tea. Sen liked the ritual of it. Making good tea demanded a certain precision in the process. It had taken him months of careful attention to hone that process. Yet, after so many repetitions, it had become ingrained, second nature, so automatic that it was a kind of effortless meditation that let Sen center himself. Sen poured himself a cup, lifted it, and inhaled. The tea was perfect. He sipped at it, basking in the morning quiet before his lessons. When he judged that the porridge should be ready, he checked on it and nodded in satisfaction. The consistency looked just about right.

      “It’s good to see you practicing your cooking, nephew,” said Uncle Kho from behind Sen.

      “I was the first one up,” answered Sen. “What else would I do?”

      “Ha! Many disciples would take the path of laziness and return to their beds, content to make this simple chore another’s task.”

      Sen gave Kho a shocked look. “I have more gratitude in me than that, honored uncle.”

      “Yes, so you do,” said Kho, smiling at the boy.

      Sen retrieved another cup and poured tea for the old cultivator.

      Kho sipped at it and gave a slight nod. “I know that Feng prefers this black tea, but I really must bring you around on green tea.”

      “I can make green tea for you, Uncle Kho,” offered Sen.

      “No, no,” said Kho. “No reason to waste work already well done. I would take a bowl of that porridge, though.”

      “Of course,” said Sen.

      He ladled up a bowl for each of them, and the pair fell into a comfortable silence as they ate and drank their tea. After they finished breakfast and cleaned up the dishes, Sen looked expectantly at Kho.

      “Yes?” Kho asked.

      “Shall we proceed with today’s lesson?”

      “Oh, no. No more lessons. Not that kind of lesson, at any rate. Your reading is adequate enough that practice will teach you more effectively than additional lessons. In fact, come with me.”

      Sen followed Kho to a room that he’d been aware of but hadn’t given much consideration. The entire room was lined with shelves that stretched from floor to ceiling. Each shelf was lined with scrolls and books. At first, the room was made useless by Sen’s inability to read. Later, Sen’s days were so filled with other kinds of work that he hadn’t really considered what the room might contain. Plus, despite Kho’s words, Sen’s confidence in his reading skills was not high. He knew that he could likely read any simple text that crossed his path, such as signs, menus, and maps. The densely packed words that he had seen on the scrolls that Master Feng and Uncle Kho studied with such care were something else entirely. Those intimidated Sen.

      So, he waited as Kho stood in the center of the room, tapping a finger on his lips and slowly turning. After almost a full minute of consideration, the cultivator decided. He walked over to a shelf and plucked a scroll from it. Kho hesitated for a moment with his free hand hovering near a different shelf. Ultimately, the old man shook his head and made his way back to the door. He offered the scroll to Sen, who cautiously lifted it out of the cultivator’s hand.

      “What is it?” Sen asked.

      “I don’t have anything that’s truly appropriate for your skills, but this scroll isn’t too bad. It’s just a bit of basic history. Do your best with it for the next few days. If you find words you don’t know or can’t figure out, make note of them. Then, we’ll discuss those things. Do pay attention to what the words say, though. I may ask you a few questions about them.”

      “I will, honored uncle.”

      “Good. Now, take the morning off. It is the new year after all. Even lowly disciples get a holiday every now and then. You should go throw food at that cat of yours before she decides to come inside and raid the kitchen.”

      Sen bowed so Kho wouldn’t see his smirk. The old man could feign irritation all he wanted, but Sen had seen the cultivator out in the courtyard, scratching behind the cat’s ears and feeding her treats. Still, the suggestion had some merit.
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        * * *

      

      After depositing the scroll in his room, Sen grabbed a few things from the kitchen and headed outside. He focused his attention and scanned the courtyard. Even with months of experience, it was painfully easy to overlook the ghost panther even at close range. He did finally spot her sitting on top of the wall, her head tracking a bird that was flying nearby. Sen made a noise, and the cat turned her head to look at him. With an impossible, lazy grace, she jumped down from the wall and padded across the snowy courtyard to him. There wasn’t so much as a paw print left in her wake.

      “Show-off,” he said.

      The cat got an all-too-familiar look of amusement in her big eyes. Sen shook his head. The cat struck him as a bit too human at times. Of course, all of that changed when he started throwing pieces of food into the far corners of the courtyard. The minute a piece of food left his hand, the disquieting human-ness vanished and all that remained was a barely visible predator pouncing on the food before it ever landed. The game went on for about half an hour before Sen ran out of food. The cat came back over to him and looked at his empty hands. He could have sworn the cat sighed. She gently bumped her head against his stomach, sauntered over to the wall, and leapt over it.

      “I honestly can’t decide if that spirit animal is your pet or the other way around,” said Master Feng, stepping up beside Sen.

      Sen pondered for a moment and sighed. “She probably thinks I’m her pet. Of course, she’s also really lazy. So, why waste all that energy hunting when we’ll all give her food?”

      “We?” asked Feng.

      “I know you and Uncle Kho feed her things when you think I’m not around.”

      Feng said nothing and kept his face neutral. Sen lifted an eyebrow at the man. Feng rolled his eyes and shrugged.

      “Okay, maybe once in a while,” he admitted. “I’ll stop if you want.”

      A look of pure horror crossed Sen’s face. “Heavens no! She’d be unbearable if you did that. Can you imagine her moping around here, giving everyone sad eyes?”

      Feng laughed, seemed to think better of it, and shuddered a little. “Or, I might wake up with her standing over me.”

      “I don’t think she’d try to hurt you.”

      Feng shook his head. “I don’t either. I do think she’d follow me around all day and interrupt whatever I was doing to punish me.”

      “Yes, that seems like something she would do.”

      Feng and Sen traded glances and laughed.

      “We’re going to do something a little different today,” said Feng.

      “Oh?”

      “I want you to show me what you’ve learned.”

      Sen nodded. “As you say, master.”
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      As Sen stretched in the cold winter air, nervousness threatened to overwhelm him. Master Feng always provided corrections or input while he trained. The knowledge that he could expect nothing of the sort made Sen feel like he’d come to some kind of test. What if he failed? What if he forgot something? He didn’t think Master Feng would send him away, not in the middle of winter, but he might stop teaching him if Sen proved a disappointment. Those thoughts churned in Sen’s mind for several minutes, disrupting every attempt to center his body and mind. Then, with a fist of self-control that he hadn’t even realized he was building, Sen crushed those thoughts. He had either learned what Master Feng wished him to learn, or he hadn’t. All that remained now was to demonstrate what he had learned.

      Sen dropped into that first stance that Master Feng had taught him. He remembered how uncomfortable that stance had been, how it strained everything in his legs and back. Now, it was as natural as walking or breathing. Sen took one last calming breath and proceeded through the first sequence of movements that Master Feng had taught him. The first strike was a tiny bit off as one last flutter of nerves rose up in him, but then his body took over. His arms and legs moved of their own volition, primed for the moment by thousands of repetitions. There was no need for Sen’s mind to intervene, so he allowed himself to be silent inside. That strange ball of warmth behind his navel hummed in time with his movements, gentle pulses of warmth flowing out to hands, down to feet, into his limbs. Between those pulses, Sen felt energy from the environment around him gently seeping into his body.

      “What is the first thing a warrior requires?” Feng asked.

      The reply was as automatic as Sen’s movement. “Strength.”

      “Why does a warrior require strength?”

      “A warrior must always be ready to defend. Without strength, your defense will crumble. A warrior must also stand ready to attack. Without strength, your attack will fail.”

      “What is the second thing that a warrior requires?”

      Sen’s body flowed like water. Punch, block, kick. “A warrior requires speed.”

      “Why does a warrior require speed?”

      “Without speed, your defense will come too late. Without speed, your attack will never find its mark.”

      “What is the third thing that a warrior requires?”

      “A warrior requires control.”

      “Why does a warrior require control?” Feng asked, stepping in front of Sen’s final strike.

      Sen’s fist came to a stop a hair’s breadth from Master Feng’s nose. “Without control, your strike may find an unintended target. A warrior strikes only what they intend to strike.”
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      There was a long moment of silence before Feng answered.

      “Indeed. Well done, Sen.”

      Sen let his arm drop. The weight of uncertainty lifted from his shoulders. Master Feng was sparing with praise, so it struck home ever more deeply when he offered it. A moment of elation washed through Sen. He had done it. He had not disappointed Master Feng. After basking briefly in that feeling and savoring the praise he had so rarely heard in his life, clarity returned. Sen hastily offered Master Feng a deep bow. In a moment of unexpected reflection, Sen realized that he had learned a great deal more from Master Feng than just fighting. A year ago, he wouldn’t have known he should bow at that moment, let alone why he should bow. Feng had slowly dripped that information to him with mild reprovals and gentle corrections.

      “I am grateful, master.”

      “Nonsense,” said Feng, but with a small smile. “You worked for every inch of ground that you gained. But now, we should discuss the future.”

      Trepidation passed through Sen’s entire body. “The future, master?”

      “Yes. We’ve laid the foundation for you, but you don’t need me to guide you with that any longer. Fortunately, Jaw-Long has told me that he’s releasing you from your morning lessons. So, you will take some of that time each day and practice what you just showed me. Deepen your understanding of what you already know. Wring every ounce of understanding you can glean from it. Perfection is always a distant peak, but the closer you draw, well, you wouldn’t be the first to find a moment of enlightenment in the pursuit.”

      Sen found his master’s words somewhat baffling. It seemed the old cultivator didn’t mean to send him away. Yet, it wasn’t clear what the man did intend to do in the meantime.

      “You won’t train me any longer?” Sen asked.

      Feng laughed. “Whatever gave you that notion? You will continue training with me in the afternoons. There are many other things you need to know. I’m just confident now that you don’t need a minder for these basic exercises. The things awaiting you are much more difficult, more complicated, but they all depend on a firm foundation. Now that you have it, I can build on that foundation. It’s your task to keep that foundation strong, to reinforce it.”

      “I see. I will not fail in my efforts. What will I be learning, master?”

      “Yes, about that. Come with me, Sen.”

      Sen followed his master inside. He’d been outside for long enough that moving into the warm house caused sweat to bead all over his body. He wiped at his face to clean away the worst of it, only to realize he had nowhere convenient to wipe his hand. Sen sighed and wiped his hand on the plain robes he wore most days. He reasoned that they would need to be washed anyway, so there wasn’t a point in trying to avoid getting them a little dirtier. Sen trailed after his master, venturing deeper into the house than he usually wandered. Master Feng stopped before a particularly ornate door and announced himself.

      “Come, come,” said Uncle Kho from inside the room.

      Master Feng opened the door and walked in, followed after a moment by a nervous Sen. Uncle Kho sat on the floor in a mostly plain room. There were two covered objects sitting in front of him. Sen eyed the objects with curiosity before dismissing them. There was no point in guessing about them. He would shortly learn what they were, or they weren’t his business. For his part, Uncle Kho seemed unusually excited. Sen offered Uncle Kho a bow, while Feng simply nodded.

      “Done testing the boy, then?” Uncle Kho asked Feng.

      “I am.”

      “The results?”

      “He did adequately.”

      “Heavens, Ming, I hope you were more expressive with him.” Uncle Kho turned to Sen. “Adequate is the word Feng Ming uses when other people use words like excellent or extraordinary.”

      “Jaw-Long,” said Feng with a warning tone.

      “Oh, fine,” said Kho, waving a hand at Feng. “As long as he met your standard of adequacy, it means that it’s time for his gifts.”

      “That much is true.”

      “Gifts?” Sen asked with confusion.

      “It is the new year, isn’t it?” Kho asked the boy.

      “Yes, I suppose it is. Why?”

      Feng and Kho gave Sen baffled looks.

      “You give gifts at the new year,” said Kho.

      “You do?” Sen asked, suddenly very concerned. “Forgive me, master, Uncle. I didn’t know. I have no gifts for you.”

      Feng sighed. “I keep forgetting. He’s probably never received any gifts. Sen?”

      Sen thought for a moment. “Well, Grandmother Lu gave me shelter. Shared her food with me.”

      Kho frowned. “Shelter and food, you say. This is the woman you told me about, Feng?”

      “It is.”

      “Remind me to do something nice for her, Sen.”

      “That is kind of you, uncle, but she is very old. I don’t know if she’ll even be alive when I return.”

      Feng actually smirked at that. “I think she’ll surprise you. I’ll remind you, Kho, if the boy forgets.”

      “Good, good,” said Kho. “Now, for the gifts. I’ll go first. No complaining, Ming. I’m older. Plus, it’s my house.”

      Feng snorted but offered Kho a gracious bow. “Of course, honored elder.”

      Kho reached down and scooped up the longer of the two covered objects. He held it out to Sen. Sen carefully took the object and flipped back the cloth to reveal a spear. There was no decoration on the spear, save for a little scrollwork on the blade. Yet, Sen was certain that this was a spear of excellent quality. The grain on the shaft ran straight and true. The metal of the spearhead shone in the light with nothing to suggest imperfections. Given how much stronger he’d grown in the last six months, Sen was surprised at how heavy the spear felt. He bowed to Kho over the spear.

      “Thank you for the gift, honored uncle.”

      “You’re welcome, Sen. One day, I’ll even show you how to use it. For now, though, just hang on to it. Feng still has some things he needs to teach you first.”

      At a nod from Kho, Feng stepped forward and picked up the smaller bundle. He waited while Sen wrapped the spear up again and set it aside. Then, he handed the bundle over to his young disciple. The boy unwrapped it to reveal the hilt of a sword and a plain scabbard. Sen’s eyes went wide. He had seen swords before, but only at a distance. He’d never dared to dream that he’d own one. Commoners often owned spears. Sen understood that the weapons were simply less costly to buy and repair. Swords were expensive. It took special knowledge to make them and to care for them. They were reserved for those with money and power, or those who worked for them. He didn’t dare even draw it. Feng reached out and looked at Sen.

      “May I?” Feng asked.

      “Of course, master.”

      Feng lifted the sword and drew it. It was a straight blade, sharpened on both sides. Feng eyed the blade critically as if searching for any flaw before he extended his arm. The sword was as steady as stone in the old cultivator’s hand.

      “This is a jian,” said Feng, his eyes fixed on some far distant time or place. “It’s fallen out of favor among armies in recent times. Many consider it too light to hold up against the heavier dao sabers. They are, of course, fools for that thought. In the Jianghu, though, this is a weapon that you must know, for you will find many who wield it.”

      Feng returned the blade to its scabbard and set it back in Sen’s hands.

      “Master, what is the Jianghu?” Sen asked, his eyes locked on the sword.

      Feng’s eyes came back into focus and fixed on Sen. “That is, well, that is a complicated matter. We’ll discuss it eventually. Fortunately, it’s not something you must concern yourself with at present.”

      Sen was so astounded by his gifts that he barely registered the non-answer to his question. He went to draw the jian but hesitated. In a moment of maturity that surprised even him, he released the hilt. He knew nothing about using a sword. Even drawing it risked the chance that he would injure himself or damage something precious. No, he decided, better to wait until I know how to use it. Instead, he offered Master Feng a bow.

      “My gratitude for the gift, master.”

      Feng inclined his head. “Now, put those away and come back. There’s one last gift for the day.”

      As Sen took the weapons to his room, he wondered what else they could possibly want to give him. He’d been given a sword and spear along with the promises of instruction. He couldn’t have asked for better gifts. Yet, he had been given instructions, so he followed them. Although, he might have lingered over the weapons for longer than necessary before returning to Master Feng and Uncle Kho. When he reentered the room, the two old men were waiting. He presented himself to them and, unsure what else to do, he stood there. Feng simply reached out and offered Sen a pill. Sen eyed the pill like it might strike him dead where he stood. He’d had nightmares about the pill he’d taken in the wilds.

      Feng seemed to intuit Sen’s line of thought. “Yes, it’s the same kind of pill. No, it won’t be like last time. The life you lived before you took that first pill was very different from the life you’ve lived since. Also, consider this. Do you want those kinds of impurities inside of you?”

      Sen jerked a little at that. He’d been so overwhelmed and consumed by the pain and utterly vile aftermath that he’d never really considered what it meant. All of that awfulness had been inside of him. What might it have done to him if that pill hadn’t purged it? Still, the fear of it had a grip on him. Sen didn’t enjoy pain. He’d endure pain if it was necessary, but was it necessary? He thought hard about it for several minutes. Master Feng and Uncle Kho said nothing, their expressions calm and utterly neutral. Sen had the feeling they would accept it if he said no. Yet, they’d offered the pill knowing how much he feared it. They didn’t do that casually. Whether or not he thought it was necessary, they were certain. Sen reached out and took the pill.

      “You can use this room,” said Uncle Kho. “It’s what it’s here for.”

      With that, the two old men left the room. Sen didn’t take the pill immediately. He remembered the aftermath of last time well enough. He removed his robes and set them aside. No amount of soap and water would salvage the robes if he wore them. He saw no point in burning perfectly good clothing. He found a cup of water placed on a small shelf. After a deep, shuddering breath, Sen put the pill into his mouth and washed it down with the water.
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      With that first cleansing pill, Sen hadn’t known what to expect from it. This time, he wouldn’t get caught unawares. He lay down on the floor. There was no blanket, but he realized he didn’t need one. He was inside where it was warm, not outside in the cold night air. He took deep breaths to keep himself as calm as he could. The agony would start soon. He braced himself, determined that he wouldn’t scream this time. Yet, the agony never came. He felt the moment when the pill hit his stomach. There was a kindling warmth that he knew would erupt into savage fire the second he let his guard down. Instead, the warmth in his stomach was just that. Warmth. It hovered there for a little while before he felt it spread into that strange ball by his navel. It intensified a little, as if given additional fuel, but it was just heat, not the searing fires that scorched him from the inside out.

      That heat traveled through those same lines up into his chest and out into his limbs. He felt it as those flames scoured away at something in those lines, something that shouldn’t be there, but as fast as the resistance came, it crumbled. The heat passed out into his organs, muscles, tendons, and ligaments and became a familiar pressure. Only, this time, it didn’t feel like the muscles would tear or his organs would burst. The heat delved down deeper, searching, seeping into his very bones. The heat roared up again, this time verging close to pain, but never quite reaching it. Sen breathed through it all. He was committed to this now, so he willed the pill to do its work, commanded the heat to wash him clean.

      The heat in his bones eventually faded, along with the pressure in his muscles and organs, yet that flame near his belly button remained. Sen wondered what was left. If the pill was still working, why wasn’t it doing something? For the first time, Sen tried to look inside himself. That place near his navel that he had always thought was imaginary came to life in his mind. It was a swirling mass of energy that he had never known about, never even guessed at. He marveled at it. How could this live inside him and he never knew? Yet, it wasn’t what he’d come for. He cast his inner sight around, looking for something to do with all that leftover fire from the pill.

      He saw those lines where he’d felt the heat before. Not really lines, he finally understood, but more like channels through his body. Except, it wasn’t really his body. Not exactly. Those channels were inside him but separate from him too. He’d have to ask Master Feng about them later. Just as importantly, though, there were more of those channels. Only these channels were dark like they’d never seen light before. Well, Sen had light right at hand. He extended that will and control that he’d built through countless repetitions of strikes, kicks, blocks, rolls, and falls. He seized that fire and sent it burrowing and burning into those other channels. This time, there was pain. It was nothing like that first time, but he had to hold tight to his voice. He had to hold tighter to that fire. Those new channels resisted the fire and any attempt to pry them open, but he had nothing else to do until that pill ran out of fuel to feed the fire.

      Bit by bit, he burned away what he assumed must have been years of built-up impurities. The fire from the pill almost raged at those impurities, hurling itself against the buildup until the dams broke and energy from that warm mass at his center flowed into them. By the time those new channels were full, the warm ball was all but extinguished. Those channels had bled it dry. But he also felt a kind of new strength bleeding into his muscles, a hardening of his bones. Eventually, the energy cycled back to that warm ball, but only a fraction of what had originally been there was restored. Despite it all, though, Sen felt sure, certain, that he had done something necessary. He also felt quite certain that it would be a long road before he could attempt something like that again. It wasn’t just that warm ball that was drained. He felt drained, as though he had spent something of himself, of his own will, to make this happen. That’s fine, he thought. I have time if I need it. He didn’t imagine for one second that learning to use a sword or a spear would be a fast process. People spent years learning how to wield them. If his body needed time to rebuild whatever energy lived in that warm ball, he expected it would be done by the time Master Feng released him back into the world. With that thought, the last flickering embers of the pill’s fire went out. A few moments later, Sen followed those flames into slumber.
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      The last time that Sen woke up after one of those pills, he’d been angry, emerging from what amounted to an assault. This time, he just woke up. He still felt washed out, drained in some fundamental way, but not hurt. He felt no need to hurl profanity at Master Feng. He also felt like some small, but very important seed of trust had been restored between them. Master Feng had said it wouldn’t be like the first time, and he had been right. Sen was in no hurry to repeat the process, but he wouldn’t fear the experience if and when it happened again. Unfortunately, one aspect had repeated from the last time. Sen shook his head. The smell really wasn’t as bad as last time. That smell had been something out of a nightmare. The smell this time was simply putrid.

      Sen reminded himself that it could be worse. All of that could still be inside of him. He forced himself to sit up and look around. The room was still as empty as it had been the day before. With a groan, he stood and went over to the door. He pulled it open and found Master Feng waiting there with three steaming buckets. Sen snorted in surprise but quickly dragged the buckets inside the room. Feng stepped up to the door but didn’t come inside. He pointed to a spot in the center of the floor.

      “There’s a drain there. Clean yourself up as best as you can. Same for the floor. You won’t get everything but try to get the worst of it. It’s easier if you clean things up right away.”

      “Yes, Master Feng.”

      Master Feng nodded at Sen and threw him a bar of rough soap. Sen knew it wasn’t as bad because he managed to get the worst of it washed off of himself in about half an hour. He thoroughly scrubbed the floor around where he had been lying. Then, he did his best to rinse everything. He didn’t know what genius thought to put a drain inside a room inside a house, but Sen wanted to meet that person and thank them. Sen only hesitated to put yesterday’s robes back on for a moment. He’d still need a proper bath, so putting on fresh clothes would be an exercise in futility. He’d just have to wash those as well. Instead, he went looking for food. He found Uncle Kho in the kitchen. The man had apparently spent his morning cooking. There were covered bowls on every surface. There was also tea.

      Sen made short work of several cups of tea before Uncle Kho started handing him bowls. Sen ate and ate. He was surprised to discover that some of the boar meat from their journey up the mountain had been prepared. Master Feng hadn’t been lying when he said that his miraculous ring kept things fresh. After plowing through most of what had been prepared, Sen had to admit that he’d been hungrier than he realized. Not that Uncle Kho seemed to mind. If anything, the more Sen ate, the happier Kho became. Once the hunger ebbed enough that he was just picking at the food, rather than eating it, Uncle Kho sat down and poured himself a cup of tea.

      “It was the right choice,” he offered.

      Sen nodded. “I know. Well, I know that now. I didn’t really believe it until after I took the pill.”

      “No one can blame you for that. Feng told me how bad that first one was. It was an honest mistake on his part. Once you take the pill, though, there’s no going back. You can only push through.”

      “Well, this one was easy compared to that first one. I don’t think we’ll need to burn anything this time.”

      “Good. I think my wife would be very put out with me if we burned this place down. Not that we couldn’t rebuild, but it might be a challenge to replace some of the things here. Like that wok,” said Kho, pointing at a pan that hung on the wall. “She’s had that wok for almost three hundred years. Says it’s the best one ever made. She bought it in some village that doesn’t even exist anymore.”

      “Three hundred years,” repeated Sen, astounded at how casually the old man said it.

      “Oh, beware, young Sen. You’ve truly fallen in with old monsters here,” said Kho, a twinkle in his eyes. “Speaking of old things. Feng! Do you have it?”

      “There’s no need to yell at me, Jaw-Long. No one here is deaf,” grumbled Feng as he stepped into the kitchen. “And, yes, I have it.”

      Feng held out his hand to Sen. Another pill, although very different in color than the last, sat on his hand. Sen felt a petulant sort of grumbling inside of him, but it wasn’t the knee-jerk fear he’d had before. He took the pill and, at a nod from Feng, swallowed it.

      “Good,” offered Feng. “There’s a bath ready for you.”

      Sen didn’t bother protesting. He needed a bath. He bowed to Master Feng and Uncle Kho before grabbing a big piece of boar he’d saved and heading outside. The ghost panther trotted up to him immediately before crouching a little with her ears back.

      “I know. I know,” said Sen, tossing the meat to the cat. “I’m heading to take a bath.”
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      While the second pill the old men provided did a lot to restore him, Sen still felt fatigued for several days after what he thought of as the filth purge. While the effects hadn’t been nearly so awful on the second pass, he found himself wondering where all that filth had come from. Most of what he remembered about the first filth purge was just a hazy recollection of pain, so he couldn’t properly compare them. Had the most recent purge gone through him the same way, or had it reached parts of him the first pill hadn’t? Sen was almost sure that this pill had reached deeper inside him. He didn’t remember that scouring fire touching his bones the first time. With an annoyed sound, Sen put those thoughts away. He either couldn’t remember the first time well enough, or he just didn’t want to remember it. He’d just have to wait for the next time and compare how things went. That idea brought him up short. Did I just make a plan based on the next time? He supposed that he had. While he didn’t imagine that he’d ever relish those purges, he was just as happy to have all of that out of his body.

      Master Feng had apparently sensed that Sen wasn’t up for anything too strenuous. He told Sen to practice what he knew in the mornings, go for a run, and to rest otherwise. It became very clear that had been practical advice when Sen did his run around the walls the first day. The number of times around the manor had gone up steadily over the months. Sen was up to a hundred and, before the purge, thought he was probably ready to add some more. That first day, he’d been ready to quit after fifty loops and certain he might die as he closed in on the hundred. His mind knew that it was temporary. The pill had left him drained in some meaningful way. His body didn’t care one bit that it was temporary. His performance was lackluster enough that even the big cat had taken pity on him. She simply kept pace with him, rather than effortlessly dashing ahead.

      Still, even after taking a long nap in the afternoons, he found himself with a lot of extra time on his hands. If practicing with his body was out of the question, he would take up the other task he’d been told to practice. It was also agonizing, but only for his mind. He would take out the scroll that Uncle Kho had given him and slowly piece together the words into complete thoughts. Initially, it was everything he could do just to make himself keep going. It was a battle between him and those stationary marks on the scroll. After several evenings’ worth of practice, though, he realized that the scroll was telling a story. As he became engrossed in the story, he worried less about reading and more about finding out what happened. Sen had never imagined that the kingdom had seen so much war. There were wars for the throne. There were wars for honor. There were wars to stave off invasion. There were wars of invasion. Even more surprising was how often these things were kicked off by some kind of murder or attempted murder.

      Despite his many painful encounters with them, Sen managed to squeeze out a tiny bit of sympathy for the nobles. All too often, it seemed like some daughter of a noble was kidnapped or a son was killed in an ambush. That led to revenge attacks or demands for the king to take action. Other noble families would take sides, or the king would issue orders, and soon the entire country was burning. Sen wasn’t sure how growing up with possibilities like those hanging over someone’s head would affect them. It would be frightening if nothing else. Sen didn’t have brothers or sisters, so could only imagine what it would feel like to hear that one had been taken or killed. He imagined it would make him angry. He supposed that living that way could also make some cruel. Yet, it was a poor reason to be cruel if that was the case.

      As fascinating as Sen found the scroll, it left his mind churning. He had always thought of the kingdom as a safe place. True, it hadn’t been particularly safe for him, but he’d always thought that was because he was poor and, when necessary, a thief. He’d avoided stealing whenever he could, but it was a better choice than starving to death. In his opinion, anyone who thought otherwise had never really been hungry. When hunger got bad enough, even the smell of food could make you almost crazy. Yet, Sen always assumed that life was safe for other people, people with homes and names. Every thief knew they were taking a risk. Reading that scroll made him think that nobody was ever safe. Even kings got killed. If anyone should be safe, it seemed like kings should be. They had guards and armies. If that couldn’t keep you safe, what would? How could he ever see the world and stay safe if kings couldn’t do it?

      The idea troubled him so much that he went looking for Uncle Kho the next afternoon. He found the old man sitting and reading a different scroll. Sen was almost curious enough to ask what it was about but changed his mind. He had enough on his mind from the scroll he was already reading. For all Sen knew, that other scroll would tell him things that he’d find even more disturbing. Uncle Kho eventually looked up and waved Sen over.

      “What can I do for you, Sen?”

      “I’ve been reading that scroll you gave me.”

      “Really? That’s good. Did you find words you couldn’t understand?”

      “I did,” said Sen, “but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “I see. Well then, do sit down and tell me what’s on your mind.”

      Sen sat and tried to put his thoughts in order. They were in such a tangle that he didn’t know where to begin. After failing to find the right place to start for the third time, he just started talking. He poured out his thoughts about what he’d read, what it seemed like the scroll was saying about life and his own fears about what that would mean for him when he went out into the world. Uncle Kho listened patiently, absently stroking his long white beard. When Sen finally ran out of things to say, Kho closed his eyes for a long moment.

      “Let me put your mind at ease about at least one thing,” offered Kho when he opened his eyes again. “The kingdom isn’t constantly at war. I suppose it’s not obvious in that scroll, but the kingdom is very, very old.”

      Sen brightened up at those words. “No. I mean, I know the kingdom is old, but not how old.”

      “It’s even older than me, which means it’s positively ancient,” said Kho with a little smile. “Many of the wars you read about happened centuries apart. There are times when entire generations will come and go without war troubling the kingdom.”

      Sen felt some of his worries slip away. “I’m happy to hear that.”

      Then, Kho pulled the rug out from under him. “Unfortunately, you’re not wrong. Even in times of peace, no one is ever really safe. For peasants and merchants, there are bandits and nobles who may kill them or have them killed. For nobles, there are other nobles and the king. The king is always under threat, either from ambitious nobles or from other kings. Everyone is at risk from someone.”

      Sen thought hard for a moment. “There has to be a way. How do you make yourself safe?”

      Uncle Kho was quiet for a long time. He went to speak on several occasions, only to close his mouth. Every time he didn’t speak, his eyebrows got a little closer together. He finally let out a breath.

      “The only way is to make yourself so powerful that no one dares to challenge you.”

      “Is that what cultivators do?”

      “It’s what a few cultivators do. It’s what many cultivators try and fail to do. But even becoming a cultivator is no real protection. Granted, most bandits and nobles won’t dare challenge a cultivator. Even kings walk with care around advanced cultivators. But you only trade those dangers for danger from other cultivators.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Sen. “Why would cultivators be a danger to other cultivators? You and Master Feng get along.”

      “Feng and I have been friends for a long time. You don’t usually attack your friends. As for the rest, well, it’s not really my place to explain the Jianghu to you. Feng will explain it to you when he thinks it’s appropriate. What I will say is this. Challenges can improve you. Steel sharpens steel. Some cultivators will seek out challenges wherever they can find them.”

      Sen let those words settle into his mind. It didn’t all make sense to him, but he had an inkling of what Uncle Kho meant. “Thank you for explaining, honored uncle.”

      “Don’t let me put you off going out and seeing the world for yourself. Just because there are dangers, it doesn’t mean it’s not worth doing. After all, where you find danger, you can also find opportunity.”
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      Sen had the feeling that his days of general rest were just about over. He still grew tired more easily than he’d like, but it wasn’t as bad as it had been. For those first two days, everything felt like an effort. After his conversation with Uncle Kho, he kept wondering about the outside world and if he would ever be ready to face it. Master Feng had certainly taught him plenty about how to protect himself and meant to teach him more. Still, all those skills wouldn’t mean anything if he ran across cultivators who were more easily offended than Master Feng and Uncle Kho. Was the risk worth the reward? Uncle Kho had made it sound like it could be. He’d said that danger and opportunity went together. Of course, that probably mattered more if you were brave. Sen didn’t feel terribly brave most days.

      He consoled himself with the thought that he probably wouldn’t need to really worry about any of those things for a long time. Master Feng clearly intended to train him to some level that the old man had in his head. Sen didn’t think he was at risk of meeting that level anytime in the next couple of years. Although, there was Uncle Kho to think about. Feng had basically invited himself and Sen to stay. Uncle Kho didn’t seem to mind, but Sen vaguely remembered talk of Uncle Kho’s wife. If or when she returned, she might not want Feng and Sen hanging around. If that happened, would Feng go off to sit in a cave somewhere? Would he expect Sen to sit around outside the cave? Maybe Feng would simply head out into the kingdom. Sen had heard about wandering cultivators.

      Sen was so distracted by those thoughts that he slipped on the packed snow and went tumbling. When he came to a stop, Sen let his head drop back. That only lasted for a few seconds before the back of his head was soaked by melting snow. He forced himself to stand and leaned against the wall around the manor. Most days, the packed snow wasn’t a problem. It wasn’t like Sen wasn’t aware of it, his feet having done most of the work of pounding the snow down into an icelike sheet. His balance was good enough that the slippery surface wasn’t really a problem, most days. With the end of his daily laps in sight, though, fatigue was setting in. When he got tired, his reflexes and balance suffered.

      Sen looked around and found the ghost panther staring at him. He’d gotten to know the panther’s expressions over the last half year, or so he thought. The beast’s gaze was intense, yet there was something else there. If I didn’t know better, I’d think that she looks baffled, thought Sen. The two just stood there, looking at each other over the snowy ground. Then, the big cat came over and stood in front of him. He looked down at her curiously. She was staring right at his middle. He checked his clothing, thinking that he might have landed in something unpleasant. Aside from some damp cloth, there was nothing. The panther looked up at him, then back at his middle. She was trying to make him notice something, but he couldn’t figure out what.

      The next look the cat gave him was one he recognized immediately as exasperation. She leaned forward, bumped her head against his middle, and gave him an expectant look. He blinked down at her before he reached out to rub her head. The cat let him, for a few seconds, before she bumped his middle again. Sen wondered if the cat thought he needed to eat.

      “We’re almost done. Then it’ll be time to eat,” he said.

      The ghost panther made a huffing noise. Then, very slowly, the cat lifted a paw and extended a claw, poking at his belly button. The touch was so gentle it tickled, and Sen had to work hard not to laugh. Curious, he pressed a couple of fingers against the same spot. That made him think of that warm ball that he felt there sometimes. His awareness of it came and went. He was most aware of it while practicing the things that Master Feng taught him. Well, then, and when he’d taken that pill. A lot of him thought he was just imagining it. Still, for the ghost panther to pick out that specific spot strained even Sen’s underdeveloped sense of coincidence.

      Sen let his mind sink inside of him. It still half felt like he was imagining it, but he decided there was no real harm. He found that warm ball and looked it over. That spot inside of him had felt all but empty after the purge, but now the spot looked full. Rather, it looked full if a dense mist of silvery light could fill something up. With the ball in sight, Sen wasn’t really sure what came next. If he wasn’t simply seeing more in the cat’s actions than was really there, she meant for him to do something with this ball. Not sure what else he could do, Sen reached out with his mind and poked the mist. The ball roiled a little. Sen watched as those channels he’d seen before briefly lit up as threads of the mist passed out into them. A burst of energy shot through Sen’s entire body. It startled him so much that he found himself staring down at the ghost panther. The cat looked up at him with a very smug look in her eyes. Even as he gazed down at the beast in shock and amazement, he felt that burst of energy wearing off. The cat bumped his stomach with her head again.

      Sen didn’t think that standing around outside in the cold while he imagined the inside of his body was a smart move. While he’d gotten used to the cold, he was pretty sure that he’d still freeze to death if he just stood motionless in the winter weather. Rather than pushing his mind inside, he tried to feel around inside for that ball. It was a lot easier than expected. He gave it another little poke and was rewarded with another burst of energy. He let out a joyful laugh and started running again. Soon, though, he was sagging under the weight of exhaustion. He stopped running and glared down at his stomach. He couldn’t pay attention to that ball and to running. At least, he’d never tried to do anything like that before.

      Setting out at a slower pace, he kept poking at that ball whenever he felt weariness starting to wash over him. He soon realized that his approach was not an ideal solution. In fact, he was confident that his approach wasn’t what the cat had intended based on the looks she kept giving him. For one thing, it was hard to split his attention that way. He constantly ran the risk of falling because he wasn’t paying enough attention to his body. Even worse, the process was unpredictable. If he poked too hard at the ball, it sent so much energy into him that he felt like he might explode. If he didn’t poke hard enough, the extra energy only lasted for a little while. Sen came to another stop. He decided that, while it might not be the best solution, it was the solution he had at hand. He could practice with it and figure out something better after he finished running.
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      When Sen went inside to have a meal, he found both Master Feng and Uncle Kho inside. He narrowed his eyes at the two. There was something about the way the two men carried themselves that made Sen feel like they had been waiting for him. Despite the feeling he couldn’t shake, the three shared a quiet meal. The closest the conversation got to anything important was Uncle Kho asking if Sen had finished the scroll.

      “No, uncle. I’m nearly done with it. Do you need it back?”

      Kho waved a dismissive hand. “No. No. I just need to decide what I’ll have you read next.”

      After the meal, Sen took some food out for the ghost panther. He absently tossed her pieces of food, but his mind was focused on that ball of energy inside him. It had helped him finish the run, but he knew he didn’t understand it. Part of him wondered if he should ask Master Feng about it, but he wasn’t even sure what he would ask about. All Sen really knew was that he had, or thought he had, some kind of energy inside him. If he was wrong, he’d look foolish in front of Master Feng. If he was right but couldn’t describe it well enough, he could still look foolish. He decided that he’d play with it on his own for a while. It didn’t seem like it would hurt him, so Sen didn’t see any harm in putting off a conversation about it. As if to encourage him, the big cat looked intently at his stomach before vanishing back over the wall to go and do… Sen came up blank. He had no idea what the beast did when it wasn’t at the manor. Struck by curiosity, Sen went looking for Master Feng. He found him in the library, looking at a small book.

      “Master?”

      Master Feng looked up with eyes bright. “Yes, Sen?”

      “What do you think the ghost panther does when she’s not here?”

      Master Feng blinked several times. He had clearly expected a question from Sen, just not the one that Sen had posed. Feng shook his head a little and got a thoughtful look on his face.

      “I honestly don’t know, Sen. I assume that she has a den somewhere. Spirit beasts like her often protect a territory where there is something of value, or at least of value to them. She must hunt. She can’t be thriving just on what she gets from us. Of course, this is all just guessing on my part. Why do you ask?”

      “I was just wondering about it. I thought you might know.”

      “I see. Have you thought about giving her a name?” Master Feng asked.

      “I…” Sen frowned. “I guess I thought she probably already had one. I just don’t know it because I don’t speak ghost panther.”

      A huge smile split Feng’s face, and he let out a good-natured laugh. “I never thought about it that way. If she’s half as smart as she seems, you’re probably right. You should try asking her. Maybe she’ll figure out a way to tell you.”

      Sen thought about that for a moment and nodded. “I will. Thank you, master.”

      “Is there anything else you want to ask me about, Sen?”

      Sen hesitated. Master Feng had opened the door for a question. As much as he wanted to ask, something in Sen’s heart said to wait. There was plenty of time to ask questions if he couldn’t figure it out on his own. And Sen felt like he needed to start figuring out things on his own. Uncle Kho had said it. Master Feng had echoed it. You face the heavens alone. Sen still hadn’t worked out what that really meant, but it wasn’t a statement that left a warm and friendly feeling inside of him. If he’d have to do that alone, he’d decided that maybe he should start by dealing with some smaller things alone.

      “No, master. Thank you for your wisdom and your advice.”

      Sen thought Master Feng seemed disappointed, but the cultivator didn’t press the issue.

      “You cannot learn if you don’t ask questions,” said Feng. “What kind of master would I be if I didn’t answer them as well as I can?”

      Sen bowed and retreated to his room. For a time, he just sat and considered his experience during the run. Those bursts of energy were helpful, but not being able to know how much of a boost he’d get from any given poke at that ball inside of him made it of questionable value. If he was just tired, it was great. He couldn’t rely on it in an emergency, though. As an experiment, Sen poked at the ball. He felt that surge again, racing up and down his body. Then, it wore off. He poked it again. The same thing happened. He tried poking it from a different direction, only to get the same results. Sen sighed. If this thing was going to be anything more than an occasional convenience, he needed it to work more reliably. He tried coming at the problem from another angle. It was shaped like a ball. What did balls usually do?

      Sitting up straighter, Sen reached inside himself and tried to spin the ball like it was rolling forward. For a second or two, it seemed to work. Energy flooded into those channels and made him feel stronger than he’d ever felt. When the energy tried to find its way back to that ball, though, it got stuck in those same channels. The pressure seemed to build and build inside of him. Sen’s whole body tried to curl in on itself. He struggled to take a breath. Reaching out with his mind, he stopped that rolling motion. Slowly, the pressure receded. Sen didn’t need another try with that method to know it wasn’t good for him.

      While Sen waited for everything inside of him to feel like it should again, he reconsidered the ball shape. If rolling wasn’t the right approach, was there some other way it could move? Sen thought back to all the times he’d seen kids playing with balls. They threw them, caught them, and he’d even seen kids hit them with sticks to send them flying. After a while, his mind wandered, and a memory of a different toy gave him a new idea. He’d once seen a little boy playing with a top. It would sit there in place, spinning and spinning. Sen had thought it seemed like a boring toy, but maybe that was the answer. Taking a deep breath just in case the same thing happened, Sen made that warm ball spin inside of him.

      This time, the energy flowed freely, racing through those channels inside of him. A feeling of strength and power like he’d never known nearly overwhelmed him. The energy almost crackled inside of his muscles and bones. His vision got better. His mind became clearer. Sen peeked inside of himself to look at that ball. It seemed that, once he’d started the proper motion, it was content to keep spinning. Yet, even as he watched, the amount of silvery mist inside of the ball seemed to lessen and thin out. He didn’t understand why, not at first, but he supposed it must be like some kind of pot. It could only hold so much. When he sent it into those channels, he used some of it up. Reluctantly, Sen stopped the ball’s spinning and let the energy in those channels pool back into the ball.

      Part of him was disappointed in the results. It was more useful now than it had been, but also didn’t look like it would last that long. Once he thought it over for a while, he grew less disappointed. Everything had limits. After all these months, he was a strong runner. He suspected he could run for several miles. Eventually, though, he’d grow tired, and his muscles would refuse to carry him any farther. That limit didn’t make running a bad thing. It certainly didn’t make the muscles in his legs a bad thing. If he wanted to run farther, he needed to run more. Build up to it. Maybe this new energy worked the same way. That left him with a new problem. How could he train this energy to become stronger?
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      While that question plagued Sen, his life took on a new routine. In the morning, he would get up, practice what he already knew, and go for a run. From time to time, he and Uncle Kho would discuss the new scroll that Sen was reading. The new scroll was a lot less interesting than the first scroll. The first one told a story. While its implications still bothered Sen, it was the story that had kept his attention. The new scroll was about how the government worked. It most certainly did not tell a story. Reading it was a chore, but one that Sen diligently performed every evening. As boring as he found it, he considered the reading a huge step up from haunting alleys to look for food. Then, it was usually time for lunch. Sometimes Sen ate alone, but Uncle Kho or Master Feng would usually join him.

      The biggest change in his life was the afternoon training. Up until that point, Master Feng had focused on teaching Sen fighting techniques, drilling those techniques, and correcting the errors he found. Now, Sen found himself having to apply those techniques in sparring sessions with Master Feng. Fortunately for Sen, Master Feng didn’t use his enormous strength and speed in those sparring sessions. Unfortunately for Sen, Master Feng didn’t need to use them. That point was driven home, yet again, as Sen found himself hauled back onto his feet. He took a moment to brush some of the slush off his clothes.

      “You’re thinking too much,” said Master Feng.

      It wasn’t the first time or the twentieth time that Sen had heard his master repeat those words. He’d heard them every day for a week now.

      “It’s not like I can stop thinking,” said Sen.

      “Well, that’s patently untrue. You’re young. Young people spend a lot of their time not thinking.”

      Sen could see the laughter in the old man’s eyes. “That may be true, but I’m pretty sure it’s not the same thing.”

      “You’ve got me there. Let me put it another way. You stop thinking all the time when you run.”

      “What?”

      Master Feng snorted. “Are you really telling me that by the time you get to, oh say, lap fifty, you’re still thinking nonstop?”

      Sen thought about it. “No.”

      “Of course you’re not. Do you know why?”

      Sen shook his head.

      Feng continued. “It’s because you’ve done it so much that you don’t need to think about it. You’ve burned those motions into your muscles. You only think until you find your rhythm with the action. Then, you trust your body to do what it needs to do without a lot of input.”

      Sen squatted down and considered those words. He remembered many occasions when he almost came out of a daze at the end of his runs. In fact, he often couldn’t remember much of anything that happened during them, assuming nothing unusual happened. Still, that was running, not fighting.

      “Fighting is different,” said Sen.

      “It’s not. You think it is, but it isn’t. Right now, you’re trying to analyze every move I make. Then, you’re trying to decide what you should do about it,” said Feng, holding up a hand when Sen opened his mouth. “There is a place for thinking, for strategy, in a fight. But it’s not something you do for every move. If you have to think about how you’ll react to every single thing that happens, you’ll exhaust your mind long before the fight is over. You’ll defeat yourself.”

      “What should I do instead?”

      “Trust your body. Do you think I had you do all that practice because it’s fun? I had you do it so that you wouldn’t have to think about everything when a fight comes. Every fight has a rhythm, just like running does. Instead of thinking about how you’ll react, just let your body react. Let it find the rhythm of the fight.”

      Sen nodded and rose. He took a stance and tried to clear his mind. Without a word or a warning, Master Feng launched a punch at Sen’s face. Without time to think, his body did just react. His arm swept up and out, brushing the blow to one side. Sen was so stunned that he almost missed the second punch. For maybe five or ten seconds, it was just a mad scramble of hastily deflected punches and kicks. Once the initial shock of it all wore off, though, Sen realized there was a kind of rhythm to the fight. An observant part of his mind knew Master Feng could move much faster than Sen, but the old man was consciously keeping his blows at a speed that Sen could realistically deflect. At least, he could deflect them if he didn’t waste all of his time thinking.

      More importantly, with the blows moving at those speeds, there was a pace to it. It was almost all Sen could do to keep up, but his body could keep up because it did know what to do. Once he fell into the rhythm, the momentum of the sparring changed. Instead of all defense, Sen could go on the offense every once in a while. Block, block, notice an opening, and kick. Block, dodge, punch. For perhaps a minute, Sen found that empty mental space that let him hold his own. Then, thinking intruded on him. With a bit of breathing room, he tried to revert to analyzing every move. Within two heartbeats, he was staring up at his master from the ground.

      “Not bad,” said Master Feng. “Now, do it again.”

      Sen spent the rest of the afternoon chasing that mental stillness. That early achievement had given him a false idea that it would be easy. It wasn’t. Over the course of three hours, he found that zone of mental quiet exactly two more times. After he found that mental space and subsequently lost hold of it the third time, Master Feng declared that they had done enough for the day. Sen wasn’t ready to stop. He thought that he might have gotten a little insight into getting back into that state. Feng saw the reluctance on Sen’s face and just shook his head.

      “You’re tired,” said Feng. “You probably don’t realize it, but you’re moving a lot slower than you were earlier. Don’t worry, you’ll get to try again tomorrow.”

      Sen wanted to protest but discovered that, as the excitement of the spar wore off, he was tired down to his bones. He offered Master Feng a bow and wandered off to prepare himself a bath. Master Feng hadn’t lied, either. They did the same thing the next day, and the day after that, and the week after that. A week bled into two, and that, in turn, bled into three. As the time passed, Sen found it easier and easier to fall into that state of mental silence. It was only when Sen could drop into it at will and hold off his master’s attacks at length that Feng cut back on the sparring and began teaching Sen new things.

      All the while, Sen looked for ways to train that energy inside of him. He tried spinning the ball faster, but that just burned through the energy faster. He thought that using it every day might encourage the ball to grow, but it didn’t. He even tried to compress the energy in the ball. That did something, briefly, but it reverted so fast that Sen couldn’t make sense of it. He couldn’t maintain the mental effort of keeping it compressed. So, all he could sense was that there was a change, but absolutely nothing about that change. At the end of the day, all that worked was waiting. Most of the time, a good night’s sleep would restore the energy inside that little ball. Unfortunately, it remained a complete mystery as to why that happened. Most frustrating of all, it never grew.

      After a time, he grew weary of his relentless efforts to affect the ball and turned his attention to those odd channels that connected the ball with the rest of his body. He did manage to learn some things about those channels. The first thing he learned was that he could send the energy down just one of those channels at a time. That, he discovered, was a very odd experience. It generally left just one piece of his body with a lot of energy. It was useful for giving his brain a jolt when he needed to focus. It was a lot less useful when it left an arm or a leg filled with power. Sen also learned that there were ways that those channels liked getting energy, ways they didn’t like getting energy, and ways that felt odd to Sen, but that the channels tolerated.

      Cycling that energy through the channels at random fell into the category of things the channels didn’t like. His body didn’t seem to like it, either, and punished him by making him feel sick to his stomach every time he tried that. The channels reacted much better when he pushed energy into them in an order. He could start with any channel. If he moved over to the next channel that connected to the ball, everything was fine. His body and the energy reacted better to doing it in some orders than others. He made a mental note of those orders. Other orders left him feeling strange. It wasn’t sick precisely, but they might leave him feeling jittery or overly warm.

      The longer this testing went on, though, the more certain he became that he would eventually have to talk to Master Feng about all of it. Even if Master Feng didn’t know about it personally, Sen was confident that his master would find the information or someone who could explain it.
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      “Uncle Kho, is there a reason you picked this scroll?”

      Sen stared down at the partially unrolled scroll, not quite sure why it was in his hands. The scroll was covered with a combination of pictures and text. The pictures were of plants. The text described a variety of things about the pictured plants, such as where to find them and their uses.

      Uncle Kho gave the boy a sympathetic smile. “That’s actually one of my wife’s scrolls. I should say, she wrote it. But, yes, there is a reason that I picked that one. Everything on the scroll can be found on this mountain. Everything on there also has a medical or alchemical use.”

      Sen squinted down at the scroll and pointed to a word. “Alchemical? Is that what this word is?”

      Kho glanced at where the boy pointed and nodded. “It is.”

      “Okay. So, what does alchemical mean?”

      “You don’t know what alchemy is?”

      Sen blinked at Uncle Kho a few times. “I didn’t even know the word a minute ago.”

      “Ha! I suppose that’s fair. I’m not an alchemist, that’s someone who studies or performs alchemy, but I can give you the basics. A lot of things in the world are powerful in one way or another. I expect you know that some plants are dangerous to touch or eat.”

      Sen nodded along, following the explanation so far. “Like the devilblind root?”

      “Exactly. There are also plants out there with healing properties.”

      “Like the starflower.”

      “Really? The starflower?”

      “Yeah, I used to put the petals on any cuts I got. It helped them heal up. It was the only medicine I could get most of the time since they grow everywhere.”

      Kho stroked his beard. “Hmmm. I’ll have to remember to tell my wife about that. Who told you that starflower petals would help with cuts?”

      Sen thought back, but he couldn’t remember anyone specifically telling him about it. “I don’t know. I might have heard it from one of the other kids. That kind of stuff, it just sort of passes around from person to person when you all sleep outside. It’s just there in your head.”

      “I see,” said Uncle Kho, his expression thoughtful. “Anyway, it’s not just plants. Certain kinds of rocks, and even particular animal parts, have power. Alchemy is all about mixing those plants, rocks, and animal parts together to make something even stronger. Alchemy is how we get a lot of the more potent medicine. An alchemist made those pills that you love so much.”

      Sen shuddered a little. “Well, I’m glad I haven’t had to take one of those in a while. They’re awful.”

      “Agreed,” said Kho. “But they have their uses. Back to your original question, though. The reason I gave you that scroll is because it will be spring here before too long. There’s a chance that you’ll see some of those plants near the outer walls. If you do, I’d like you to tell me. I’ll harvest some of them.”

      Sen brightened up at that idea. He’d thought the scroll was going to be another boring exercise like reading about the government had been. This, though, was going to let him be useful to Uncle Kho. He liked the idea of being able to give something back to the old man who just let Sen hang around in his house and eat his food and taught him how to cook.

      “I can do that,” said Sen with a smile.

      “If you like, I can show you how to harvest them,” offered Uncle Kho. “Caihong says she’s beaten the worst of my bad habits out of me, so she won’t yell at you when she gets back.”

      “Is she coming back soon?” Sen asked, an old nervousness surfacing again.

      Kho nodded. “Any year now, I expect.”

      The old worry went back to sleep. Uncle Kho and his wife saw time very differently than Sen did. Sen could wrap his mind around the idea of a year, but it also felt like a very long time to him. It seemed like Uncle Kho saw years in much the same way that Sen saw months, maybe even weeks. In the meantime, there was no harm in learning about plants.

      “I’d like to learn about harvesting the plants if you’ll teach me.”

      “That’s good. It seems likely that you’ll be traveling alone at some point. It’s a good idea to know what plants can help you and how to harvest them. You can even sell some of them to doctors and alchemists. They’re always running short of even the basic components. You won’t make a lot unless you stumble across something really rare, but it’s a way to put some copper or silver in your pouch. I never met a young person traveling who couldn’t do with a bit of extra coin.”

      Sen’s eyes went wide at that. He’d never even held a silver coin. He’d only seen them change hands a few times in the market. Maybe it happened more often inside the shops, but he’d never been in any of those. Sen shook off the thoughts of silver coins. If it ever happened, it wouldn’t happen soon. Right now, he just needed to learn about the plants so he could find them. He rolled up the scroll.

      “I’ll study the scroll carefully.”

      “You seem a lot more excited about this scroll than the last one. Not very impressed with the government?”

      Sen had to think that over. He hadn’t been impressed with reading about the government. That had been terribly boring. Even so, he wasn’t sure he had any strong feelings about the government itself.

      “It seems complicated. I’m not sure it’ll ever matter that much in my life.”

      “Oh, it’s very complicated. Politics is always complicated. Knowing how the government is organized, well, let’s say that you’ll probably be glad you know about that down the road. You never know when you’ll need to know what official is in charge of something. Here’s a tip for you, though. Never talk to the person in charge. Talk to their assistant.”

      “Why?”

      “Assistants are almost always available. They can usually solve your problems without bothering their bosses. And, if you show up looking for them, it makes them feel important. That makes them want to help you. Anytime you can get someone to want to help you, it’s better than making someone help you. People resent it when you make them do what you want. They feel good about it if they wanted to help you all along. Plus, they’re happy to see you the next time you cross paths.”

      Sen wasn’t sure he understood all of what Uncle Kho just explained, but he filed the information away in his head anyway. Whatever he was now, Sen knew that Uncle Kho had not always lived on this mountain. He’d clearly spent a lot of time out in the world. If he said that this was a good way to approach things, Sen believed him. As Sen considered the scroll in his hand, he remembered something that happened that first day he and Master Feng arrived.

      “Uncle Kho, do you remember that first day I was here?”

      Kho grinned at the boy. “I have some vague recollection.”

      “You tried to give me a scroll to read that day. I think it was about cultivation.”

      “Oh, yes,” said Kho, looking uncomfortable. “I remember that.”

      “Can I see that scroll?”

      “I’m afraid not. Rather, that’s a question for your master. It wasn’t appropriate for me to offer it to you in the first place. He’ll have to decide what I can share with you about cultivation.”

      Sen could see that Uncle Kho either didn’t like the topic or didn’t like that he couldn’t share the scroll. Either way, it had been a minor matter to Sen.

      Sen shrugged. “If you can’t, you can’t. I was just curious. I’ll have to remember to ask Master Feng about it.”
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      On the whole, Sen usually liked the spring season. When he’d spent most of his time scurrying from alley to alley, spring meant a release from the constant fear that he might freeze to death. It also meant that new kinds of food would appear in the market before too long. He liked that things would turn green again and flowers would bloom. Of course, spring wasn’t without its pitfalls. Spring weather meant spring rain. Sometimes, that meant that water would gently fall from the sky and help wash away any dirt that accumulated in the streets and on the houses. Sometimes, though, it meant water fell from the sky in sheets, hammering the ground, the houses, and any poor fool who had no shelter to seek. Sen had never liked that kind of rain. Yet, he suspected he would have preferred that to the sleet that kept lashing at him. Sadly, Master Feng seemed indifferent to the weather.

      That was how Sen found himself standing in the courtyard, slush up to his ankles, almost blinded by pelting ice that the wind hurled into his face. Rather than teaching Sen new forms or the usual sparring, the old cultivator had them doing a different kind of exercise. The two stood within striking distance of each other. It was Sen’s task to throw a series of specific strikes, while Master Feng blocked them. Then, they would trade off. While Sen was holding up his side of things, his master seemed constantly dissatisfied with his performance. What Sen couldn’t figure out was why his master was unhappy. He had been training hard, pushing himself, running farther than ever every morning.

      “Again,” ordered Master Feng. “Faster.”

      Sen squinted at his master through the sleet and tried to get a sense of what the man was thinking. All he could make out was a cold expression. Sen settled himself into his stance and fired off the strikes. He upped his speed by at least half. Master Feng blocked the blows with a contemptuous look on his face.

      “Again,” Feng demanded. “Faster.”

      Sen hurled the strikes at his master, pushing his speed to the limit. This was, apparently, no more satisfactory than his last attempt.

      “What is the second thing that a warrior needs?” Feng asked.

      “Speed, master.”

      “Then show me your speed.”

      Sen was at a loss. He’d never seen his master in such a state before. He’d pushed his body as hard as he could. Unleashed every bit of speed that he had at his disposal. Yet, it wasn’t enough. For the first time, his full effort had left his master wholly unsatisfied and unimpressed. Sen truly didn’t know what to do.

      “Master?”

      “Is this all you have for me? Have I wasted my time with you?” Feng demanded.

      Sen’s mind raced. There was one other thing he could try. He’d avoided it for a lot of reasons. The most important reason was that he wasn’t entirely confident that he could control it. Yet, Sen couldn’t see another path forward. It seemed that tapping into that ball of energy inside of him was the only thing that might help him satisfy his master’s insistent demands for ever greater speed. Sen reached down inside himself and set that ball spinning. The familiar surge of strength and power filled him up. Setting himself in his stance once more, Sen let fly with his strikes. Master Feng blocked the blows with sounds like wood hitting metal. Sen could barely see his own hands moving, but his master’s movements were an impossible blur.

      “Better. Again.”

      Sen let himself drop into that state of mental silence that he’d worked so hard to achieve. He let that silence fill him alongside the energy racing through his body. Then, he sent his fists at Master Feng. He wasn’t really aware of what he was doing after that. He simply let his body react, his arms crashing forward with enough force to shatter bone, over and over, never stopping, never thinking, until he felt his fist smack into Master Feng’s open palm. His arm jerked to a halt, and his senses rushed back to him. He stared at his own fist in Master Feng’s hand, trying to understand what had just happened. All of the energy inside him seemed to run out at the same time, and he collapsed. He felt numb as his body fell toward the icy water that covered the stone courtyard. He couldn’t even raise an arm to break the fall.

      When his face hit the slush, it shocked him out of his numb haze. Or maybe it was the pain when his face connected with the stone beneath that ice-and-water mixture. Either way, he was in control of his body again. He pushed himself up enough that he was kneeling with the never-ending rain slapping against him. He looked inside and saw that the usual ball of energy he expected was just gone. All that remained were a few wisps of that silvery mist. He’d used it all up in one burst of effort. Now, it was everything he could do just to make himself breathe. All he wanted was sleep, but the idea of walking all the way to his bed was almost enough to make him cry. He lifted his head enough to look at Master Feng. The cultivator had a baffled expression.

      “Well,” said Feng, “you’re not going to leave it like that, are you?”

      Sen mustered all of his strength. “Leave what like that?”

      “Your dantian.”

      Sen was so tired that his eyes kept going in and out of focus. “What’s a dantian?”

      “That spot in your stomach where you store your qi.”

      Shock lit up Sen’s consciousness for a few brief moments of clarity. “Is that what that is?”

      “You didn’t know?” Master Feng almost yelled. “You’ve been playing with your dantian for weeks, and you didn’t know what it was?”

      Sen managed to shake his head.

      He heard Feng sigh. “Of course not. Why does this keep surprising me? That means you don’t know how to cycle qi into it. I knew you didn’t know much, but this is just… It doesn’t matter. Why didn’t you ask me about it?”

      Sen thought about answering, but that seemed to drain what little energy he had left. He felt himself start to tip to one side. Master Feng grabbed his arm and pulled him back upright. His exasperation was gone, replaced by a focused intensity.

      “Listen to me carefully. You need to replenish the qi in your dantian. There’s a lot you need to know, but for right now, I want you to picture yourself reaching out around you. You need to grasp the qi in the environment and pull it inside yourself. There’s qi everywhere here, so it should be easy.”

      Sen didn’t have the energy to argue. Although, he did wonder why he’d never thought to look outside of himself for more energy. He realized he was getting distracted and tried to focus. He sent those same mental fingers he’d used to adjust the ball inside him out into the courtyard. Master Feng was right. The entire place was filled with misty energy, although it wasn’t all like the kind inside him. Sen grasped for the little bit of silvery mist energy he saw around them. It felt like trying to hold steam. He slumped as the effort drained him even more. Master Feng had told him that it should be easy, so Sen assumed he was doing it wrong.

      Sen mustered what little mental energy he had left, and just grabbed for whatever he could get. He got hold of something that time and heaved at it, pulling it into his body. Once it was there, it stopped resisting so much. He managed to slowly push that new energy into the empty spot where that ball of energy usually sat. With a halfhearted effort, he sent the ball into a lazy spin. The energy didn’t race out into those channels the way it usually did. It was more like a steady trickle. Yet, it helped to restore him. He no longer felt like he’d fall unconscious at any moment. He also knew that it wasn’t even close to enough. He peered at the qi he’d managed to capture. It didn’t look the same or feel the same. It was rougher, and it almost felt violent to him. He didn’t know exactly why, but he knew he needed something else to temper that violence.

      Sen cast his mind out into the courtyard and focused again on that silvery qi. He grabbed at it again and managed, barely, to keep a hold of it. He pulled that inside himself, adding it to the ball. No, he corrected himself, to my dantian. What a strange word. When he’d grabbed what little silvery qi there was, he started grabbing little bits of all the qi around him. Different parts of the qi felt different. Some of it gave off a sense of stability, while other bits felt full of energy. Much of it possessed a liquid feel. He assumed that qi was some kind of water qi or closely related. For what little he could understand, there was plenty he couldn’t make sense of. The energy embodied so many impressions he couldn’t understand. So, Sen tried to balance all of what he could feel. It took a while, he didn’t know how long, but eventually he managed to fill up his dantian enough that he felt mostly normal again.

      Sen cracked his eyes open and groaned as a fresh sheet of sleet crashed into his face. He reached up and shielded his eyes. His master sat only a foot or two away, legs folded in the same uncomfortable way Sen had seen him sit on a number of occasions. The old man was soaked through, but it didn’t seem to bother him at all. As if he could sense Sen’s eyes on him, Master Feng opened his own eyes and fixed Sen with a firm look.

      “Let’s go inside,” said Master Feng. “There are some things we should discuss. Starting with why you never came to ask me about any of this.”

      Sen winced but nodded. It seemed that Uncle Kho was paying attention because he met Feng and Sen at the door with towels. The towels weren’t enough to get dry, but they helped leach away enough of the water that Sen was able to make it to his room without leaving a shallow stream in the house. He changed into dry robes and pulled his hair into a more orderly topknot. Then, with no other way to stall, he slowly made his way out to face his master. Feng had also taken the chance to change into dry robes. His face was as stern as Sen had ever seen it as the man stood with Uncle Kho. Kho didn’t look stern, much to Sen’s relief, but he did have a concerned frown. When Sen arrived, Kho excused himself with a vague statement about checking on something.

      Feng regarded Sen in silence for a long moment before he said, “Well?”

      Sen tried to put his thoughts in order. “At first, I thought that maybe I was just imagining it. Then, when I understood that I wasn’t imagining it, I wanted to figure it out on my own.”

      “Why?”

      “You said that we face the heavens alone. I don’t know exactly what that means, but it sounds…” Sen hesitated. “It sounds serious. Maybe even life-or-death serious. If I’ll have to do that alone, it seemed like I should probably figure out the energy ball thing, the dantian thing, alone.”

      Feng actually winced at those words. “I see.”

      “When I couldn’t figure it out, I thought I just needed to try harder. Practice more. When that didn’t work, I was embarrassed. So, I waited. The longer I waited, the more embarrassing it felt. Then, it was just easier not to say anything.”

      “It didn’t strike you as important?”

      Sen’s scrunched up his face and cocked his head a bit to one side. “Why would it?”
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      A startling array of emotions crossed Master Feng’s face—disbelief, confusion, a moment of anger, realization, and some guilt. Eventually, the man schooled his expression into something like calm. Sen tried to make sense of it. He probably should have asked about his dantian, but he really hadn’t seen it as a big deal until Master Feng had reacted so badly. Now, he realized that this had to have something important to do with cultivation, but he still didn’t know what. That left him unsure about how to measure the size of his mistake. He didn’t know if it was the kind of mistake that would have him cleaning up leaves in the courtyard for the next week or the kind of mistake that Master Feng might never forgive him for. That uncertainty left Sen feeling very, very unsettled. It also meant that he didn’t want to be the one to break the sudden silence in the room. Master Feng didn’t make him wait for long.

      “I’m a very old man, Sen,” offered Master Feng, rubbing at his eyes like he was exhausted. “I’m so old that you might not even believe me if I told you just how old I really am. When you get to be that old, it’s easy to think that you’ve left making mistakes behind you. Let this be a lesson. You can always make mistakes, no matter how old you get.”

      Sen nodded. “I’ll try to remember that, master.”

      “Do that because I’ve made several mistakes of late. Unfortunately, you made some mistakes too. Some of that was my fault, but not all of it. So, don’t breathe too easily. You aren’t off the hook.”

      Sen swallowed hard and nodded. “I understand.”

      “You don’t yet. The fact that you don’t understand, couldn’t understand, is a big part of the reason why I can’t be that angry with you. So, let me explain a bit about the mistakes I made. Once I do, I think you’ll understand a bit more about the size of your mistakes.”

      Sen knew he wasn’t going to like where this all led. A part of him desperately wished that he could just be somewhere else for a little while. Then, the foolishness of that idea really struck home. If he could be somewhere else, he’d just put off the conversation. Putting off conversations hadn’t served him especially well in the recent past. There was little reason to believe that putting off this conversation would make anything better, either. Armed with that little bit of insight, Sen braced himself for the bad news and gave Master Feng a firm nod.

      “Please help me understand what went wrong,” said Sen.

      “The biggest mistake I made was assuming that you were at least a little bit like other cultivation students. I know that you’re not. The massive gaps in your knowledge told me that you’re not, but it’s rare that any cultivator has a student who truly knows nothing about cultivation. The most ignorant students still come in with basic information about their dantians, about qi, and about the types of qi. Almost all of them have at least some notions about how to restore qi in their dantian. Some even have a few thoughts about how to circulate their qi. I withheld all information about cultivating because I kept assuming you knew at least those foundational bits of information.”

      Sen thought he was starting to see the bigger picture. “Except, I didn’t know even those things.”

      “You didn’t know, and I didn’t tell you. That makes me a poor master at best. I have reasons for withholding certain pieces of information from you, but I never would have kept those things back on purpose. That was information you needed to have to make good decisions. If you had understood what your dantian was, how important it is, well, I suspect you would have brought it up long ago. I never even asked. Do you understand what qi is?”

      Sen felt discomfort squirming up his back as he desperately fought down the urge to look away.

      “Not really. I know it’s some kind of energy, but more than that…” He could only offer a helpless shrug.

      “There are many ways to explain it. Different cultivators see it in different ways. The simplest explanation is that qi is the vital force that suffuses all of reality. It is the foundation on which existence, life itself, is built. It is also the core of all cultivation.”

      “I… I see,” said Sen as a small flutter of panic took root in his chest.

      “There are three dantian in your body. They are located in your stomach, near your heart, and in your head,” said Feng, briefly touching near his navel, the center of his chest, and between his eyebrows. “All three have purposes, but most cultivators focus on the lowest dantian. It is where we gather, store, and condense qi. As we gather and condense the qi, it serves as the very heart of our power. It grants us strength and speed, as you already discovered. Yet, it is so much more than that. If you can gather enough, the qi will extend your life and allow you to accomplish feats you cannot yet imagine. You could one day tear down mountains with nothing but your hands or explore the depths of the ocean. You could call down lightning or even fly. One day, you could even challenge the heavens and ascend to true immortality.”

      Sen felt the blood drain from his face. He’d thought his delay was a minor thing. He’d thought of his experiments as, not exactly an amusement, but of limited importance. Instead, he’d treated the very thing that cultivators spent their entire lives developing as a kind of pastime. He suddenly understood Master Feng’s outburst on discovering that he’d been playing with his dantian with no knowledge whatsoever. A cold sweat broke out all over Sen’s body and his legs felt they might not support him anymore. He had, however innocently, put his entire future at risk.

      “I see,” whispered Sen. “Because I let embarrassment keep me from asking questions, I could have damaged my dantian. If I had just asked the questions, you would have known I didn’t understand. You could have told me about dantians and qi.”

      Feng nodded. “Today also wouldn’t have happened.”

      Sen blinked at that. “I don’t understand.”

      “I assumed you were already filling your dantian on a daily basis and hadn’t mentioned it for reasons of your own. So, in my ignorance, I pushed you to use your qi. I wanted to evaluate your progress with it. Cultivators know how to restore their qi when they drain their dantian, so there is minimal risk to them. With you, though…”

      “I didn’t know what to do.”

      “Drain too much qi from your body and fail to restore it, it can harm your body or even your mind. It can even sap years from your life. If the drain is too much, it can even kill you.”

      Sen felt sick. He hadn’t meant to put himself at risk. He hadn’t understood the risks that he’d taken. He hadn’t known that his secrets would encourage Master Feng to take actions he might otherwise have avoided. He hadn’t meant for any of this to happen. He was certain Master Feng hadn’t intended for any of it to happen, either. Yet, it had happened. Master Feng had made mistakes. He’d made mistakes. Add those mistakes together and the results could have been pure disaster. Sen had simply gotten lucky. He’d been lucky that he hadn’t permanently hurt himself. He’d been lucky that Master Feng remained calm and knew what to do. He’d been lucky that he could do what Master Feng had instructed him to do. If luck had a way of balancing out over a person’s life, Sen was certain that a great deal of the bad luck he’d suffered was just wiped away.

      He also realized that he couldn’t depend on good luck like that to save him, to spare him, a second time. Fate could be kind and bestow luck or blessings, but it could also be cruel and cast a person into turmoil and terrible danger. Most of all, it could not be avoided. All he could do was prepare himself as well as he could to brave that turmoil and danger should it come to him. There was no room in those preparations for childish embarrassment. Sen bowed low to Master Feng.

      “Master, I beg your forgiveness for my foolishness. I won’t let it happen again.”

      “You will,” said Feng with a wry smile. “You will be foolish many times in your life. All men are. Just wait until you start meeting women your age. I will be satisfied if you can avoid being foolish again in this way. I must beg your forgiveness, as well, for not seeing what was so plainly displayed before these eyes. I can’t pretend I’ll avoid all other mistakes. I will make every effort to ensure that you have the information you need to make wise choices as you step onto the path of the cultivator.”

      With that, Master Feng offered Sen a deep bow. It was so deep that Sen felt immediately uncomfortable.

      “Thank you, master,” said Sen, unsure what else he could offer.

      Feng rose and gave the boy a rueful look. “Now, come along. It seems that we have much to discuss.”
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      Sen moved through the form, his body turning and shifting around his dantian like it was the focal point of the universe. He twisted into throws or transformed imaginary blows into joint locks. Through it all, he never stepped beyond the confines of a chalk circle he’d drawn on the courtyard stones. All motions are circular and should return you to center, Master Feng had told him. The chalk was a reminder, a choice, and a way that Sen could impose discipline on himself. Although, after all this time, it was as much a habit as anything else. Like so much else, he’d long ago burned these techniques into the nerves and fibers of his body. So, while his body ran nearly independently of him, he remembered that conversation from two years ago. In fact, he’d thought about that conversation almost every day since then. It had marked the true turning point when he’d gone from martial student to cultivator.

      Yet, those early failures on his part and Master Feng’s part were instructive as well. While discussing it, Master Feng had done something he normally refrained from doing. He gave a name to the experience. He called it the Law of Unintended Consequences. When Sen asked what that meant, his master gave him a lengthy explanation. Sen had boiled it down over time to something he’d taken on almost as a mantra. All actions generate consequences you cannot foresee. The certain knowledge that everything he did rippled out into the world in ways he could not anticipate, let alone control, had made him far more thoughtful about what he did and why. He knew it wasn’t a cure for failure, as there was no cure for that, but it was often a cure for thoughtless stupidity. Sen firmly believed a little less of that in the world was for the good.

      Even while he mused on the old conversation and what it had meant to him, even as he trained his body, Sen cultivated. He knew now that Uncle Kho had put a lot of work into the manor that wasn’t visible to the naked eye. He’d organized the manor, the materials, and even the positions of the furniture to facilitate a healthy flow of qi. There were formations built directly into the walls that gathered and concentrated good qi, while other formations kept almost all of the spirit beasts away. The lone exception was the ghost panther. Sen had eventually asked her name, only to have the big cat swat a tree with her massive paw and then stare at the leaves as they fell. It took a couple of passes, but Sen eventually figured out that she called herself Falling Leaf.

      Of course, she recognized no master beyond herself. What were formations to her when there were qi-infused treats that the humans would just give her? Sen felt quite confident that the big cat came around as much for the readily available qi in the courtyard as she did for food or company. He couldn’t blame her for that. After all, he spent hours every day in that same courtyard drawing qi into his dantian and cycling it through his meridians. At first, Sen had tried to cultivate while sitting and quietly meditating. Master Feng had put a stop to that almost immediately.

      “So, tell me,” Master Feng had said. “What do you plan to do while fleeing for your life from an angry sect for five straight days without sleep? Ask them to wait while you sit and cultivate?”

      “Why five days, master?”

      Feng shrugged. “That’s how long it took me to shake them loose. No, this sitting and cultivating nonsense is an indulgence that you can’t afford. When you go out into the world, you’ll be a wandering cultivator, Sen. You’ll be on the move all of the time. You must be able to cultivate while you do that. In fact, you need to be able to cultivate while you do everything else. You better start practicing here and now, while you’ve got access to a lot of qi and a minimum of distractions.”

      “How do I do that, master?”

      “The mind is a powerful tool. You can train it to do just about anything if you put enough time and effort into it. You must train a small piece of your mind to constantly focus on cultivating.”

      “That sounds impossible.”

      “Challenging the heavens sounds impossible, too. Yet, people have done it. You’re a cultivator. We trade in the impossible.”

      Sen had discovered that Master Feng was right. He could and did train a piece of himself to relentlessly cultivate. It wasn’t impossible. Much to Sen’s chagrin, though, it was very, very hard. Of course, so was most of what he’d done for the last two years. He’d gotten angry at Master Feng more than once during those years. His master was happy enough to explain what things were in relation to cultivation and even offered advice about how to do some things. First principles, the old cultivator had called them. Essential information that no student could live without. Sen had learned about his dantians. He’d learned about body cultivation, which was intimately connected to spirit cultivation but fundamentally separate as well. He’d even learned about the five elements of qi, although both Master Feng and Uncle Kho had rolled their eyes at that explanation.

      “It’s not that the information is wrong,” explained Uncle Kho. “You can divide qi up that way. The problem is that the information is incomplete. No one really knows how many kinds of qi there are. I’ve personally seen twenty or thirty different kinds of qi. I expect Feng has seen more.”

      “I have,” confirmed Master Feng. “If you must think of qi as a group of separate things, a practice I strongly advise you not to adopt, those five kinds of qi are the foundational types of qi. They’re the types that people can access most easily, which means that they’re the kinds you see most often. But you should treat that generalization with a lot of mistrust. Otherwise, you’ll get blindsided by the first person you meet who specializes in lightning qi or heat qi or death qi.”

      “Wait,” interrupted Uncle Kho. “Have you actually seen death qi, Ming?”

      Master Feng squinted into the middle distance for a moment before he nodded. “Yes. At least, I think I did. It wasn’t my fight, so I only saw it from a distance. Still, if I had to name it anything, I’d have named it death qi.”

      “Sometimes, I really do think that I made a mistake moving up onto this mountain when I did,” said Uncle Kho with a vaguely sad expression. “You see so many interesting things.”

      “You’d have hated it, old friend. I was on the southern coast.”

      “What was her name?”

      “What?”

      “Well, there’s literally no good reason to go to that hellish swamp. So, I assume that some woman turned your head and sweet-talked you into that terrible decision.”

      “I was paying off an old debt.”

      Uncle Kho smirked at Master Feng. “Were you now? To whom?”

      “Fine, fine. Yes, it was a woman,” said Feng, throwing his hands into the air.

      Then, he’d stalked away to do something. Uncle Kho did Feng the courtesy of waiting until he left earshot to start laughing. Once he finished up with that, though, he turned a serious eye to Sen.

      “Ming is right, you know. Don’t get too attached to that idea of five kinds of qi. It’s a useful guideline, but that’s about it. Don’t let it limit your thinking.”

      Sen took those words to heart, but that became its own kind of frustration. Both Master Feng and Uncle Kho had written down all the kinds of qi they’d seen when Sen asked them about it. Yet, when he’d asked about the techniques one could use with them, both the old men had refused to discuss it. Maser Feng had instead instructed Sen to try to manifest as many different types of qi as he could. When asked how to do that, Feng only grudgingly offered an explanation.

      “At your stage of development, you’re mostly taking in whatever qi is around you. So, assuming Kho did his work well, which you should always assume, you’ve got a bit of just about every kind of qi that’s available here. You don’t necessarily have a lot of it, but you should have some. You can manifest specific kinds of qi in two ways. If you can identify it in your dantian, you can pull it out and do things with it. The other way is with cycling patterns. Moving qi through specific meridians in specific orders will help you refine out different kinds of qi.”

      Master Feng had offered Sen a basic primer for the cycling patterns that would refine the five main kinds of qi. As for the rest, he told Sen to experiment with different patterns and see if he could figure out any of the others. It had been an exhausting few months of trial and error, but Sen had figured out the patterns for another six kinds of qi. Once he figured out that other kinds of qi usually bore a close relationship to a primary type of qi, he focused on variations of the patterns he knew worked. That had gotten him results. He could manifest the five foundational types of qi—water, wood, air, fire, and metal. He could also manifest light, heat, mist, earth, wind, and shadow qi. While he relished the accomplishment, Sen was much less satisfied with the intense variations in strength he showed across the different types of qi. While fire and shadow qi proved especially easy for him to access, he found air, wind, and water qi much more challenging. Everything else fell somewhere in the middle.

      Questions about those variations seemed to be of little interest to either Master Feng or Uncle Kho. Both men had simply said something about natural affinities and left it at that. It was only after he manifested several types of qi that Master Feng would teach him techniques using them. When Sen got frustrated and demanded to know why, he was surprised when Feng answered him.

      “Sen, we all develop preferences. When we’re good at something, we tend to default to it. There’s a logic to that. Specializing creates mastery. Cultivators have a lot of time on their hands, though. We don’t need to specialize like that. It’s holdover thinking from our mortal days. If you only have fifty good years to work with, specializing lets you wring the most value from a very finite amount of time. When you have five hundred years, or a thousand, or five thousand, you can take the time to master things like minor affinities. It will give you more flexibility in the long run.”

      As if to prove his point, Feng made Sen practice techniques with every kind of qi he manifested. Much of it was slow work, while shadow and fire techniques came almost without effort. Sen was honest enough to admit that, left to his own devices, he’d have stopped with shadow and fire qi. Yet, all of those other kinds of qi did give him the kinds of options that would likely prove useful in a somewhat hostile world. It had taken a lot of work and would mean more of the same in the future, but Sen didn’t really mind that.

      With his form complete, Sen wiped away the chalk circle he’d made.

      “You really like that defensive approach, don’t you?” asked Feng as he walked over to Sen.

      “You said it yourself. I’m on the weak end of the cultivation scale. If I get attacked by someone stronger than me, I expect a lot of finely honed defensive skills will help me more than an aggressive attacking style.”

      “Debatable,” mused Master Feng, “but probably accurate. On that topic, though, it’s time that we do something about your killing intent.”
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      Sen stared at Master Feng’s back as the old cultivator walked a short distance away. He had heard Master Feng and Uncle Kho mention killing intent in passing more than once, but never in a way that roused Sen’s curiosity enough to ask. Now, he was regretting that lack of curiosity. On the one hand, the words seemed to have an obvious meaning. On the other hand, Sen was confident that the obvious meaning couldn’t be the answer. If it were, Master Feng wouldn’t have brought it up so specifically. Plus, he had said that they needed to do something about Sen’s own killing intent. The young man couldn’t make sense of that at all. Sure, he had some lingering anger over what the noble brats had put him through, but he was confident that it wasn’t a killing kind of anger. Yet, he couldn’t imagine what else Master Feng could mean.

      Master Feng was staring at him with an expectant look, so Sen roused himself from his mental wandering and walked over to his teacher. Feng looked him over and then made two practice jians appear from his storage ring. Master Feng had instructed Sen to use his actual sword when practicing alone if only to get the right feel for the weapon. When Sen had asked why they didn’t use real blades for sparring, Master Feng had said it was a waste.

      “You’ll wear the blade down to nothing by sparring with it all the time. There’s limited benefit to damaging a good blade when you can spar with wooden practice swords. After all, there are trees all over the place up here. You can replace practice blades with an axe, a knife, and a bit of time. You need a smith to make a sword. You need a talented smith to replace a good sword.”

      It had been another one of the moments when Sen realized how much he still didn’t know about the world. He imagined that people who grew up around swords knew things like that almost by instinct. He had to learn it all, usually by asking questions that left him feeling stupid, embarrassed, or both. Still, he’d learned his lesson about not asking things. Initially, Master Feng grew annoyed with Sen’s barrage of questions. The man’s answers would grow curt after a time, and Sen would recognize that he needed to stop. Then, he’d overheard a conversation between Master Feng and Uncle Kho.

      “You need to stop getting angry at the boy for asking so many questions,” said Uncle Kho, always a calm eye in the storm of life.

      “I would if he would stop asking so many mundane questions.”

      “They aren’t mundane to him.”

      There was a very long pause before Feng spoke again. “I suppose they aren’t.”

      “Indeed. I expect that he’s trying to catch up on a lifetime’s worth of information that everyone else takes for granted. Up on this mountain, there are only two people he can ask.”

      “You forgot about the panther,” said Master Feng, amusement in his voice.

      “Ha! I did, didn’t I? Then again, who knows what that beast actually understands? I can just see him asking some idle question about the weather and getting a world-shattering secret in return.”

      “I hadn’t considered that,” said Feng.

      He had sounded a little unsettled to Sen. After that, though, he’d become much more patient with Sen’s questions. For Sen’s part, he’d tried to limit the number of questions he asked each day, to varying degrees of success.

      Shaking off the memory, Sen caught the practice blade that Master Feng tossed to him. He checked the edges to make sure they weren’t damaged from their last round of sparring. When he was satisfied, Sen sent some qi into the wood to reinforce it. Hard experience had taught him that, without that reinforcement, the wood wouldn’t survive the first exchange. He dropped into a ready stance with the practice sword in a guard position. There was no preamble to it. Feng simply attacked. The complexities of swordplay had left Sen’s head whirling at first. Over time, though, he’d accepted a truth that Master Feng revealed to him on their first day with the practice blades.

      Most sword fights consisted of about four basic kinds of blade movements. There were thrusts, slashes, parries, and blocks. There were variations, of course, depending on where the move came from. Yet, that was just about blade position, rather than some whole other kind of move. There were also limits imposed by the blade itself. The jian wasn’t a club. You could block with it, but it was hard on the blade. Matching strength for strength that way only made sense when you knew you were the stronger party and that you possessed the superior weapon. Whenever possible, you wanted to parry with the jian. It was easier on the sword and helped open up the other party to an attack. While the blade was more than sharp enough to cut, it wasn’t an ideal slashing weapon. It was really too short for that kind of work. Plus, if you were close enough to slash, you were close enough to thrust the blade into the other person’s body and deal potentially lethal damage. Although, slashes to the arms could add up over time.

      Of course, all of that information was only so valuable when the other person outclassed you in both skill and strength. In fact, Master Feng’s skill left Sen awed on most days. His master always kept his strength and speed just a touch above what Sen could achieve. Sen knew that disadvantage forced him to work harder. He could never kick back and assume he knew enough. It was always about moving forward, pushing past limitations, and finding new sources of strength and speed. Well, his mind knew those things. In his heart, he wished that, every once in a while, his master would be a little less skilled. Sen thought that as he parried a thrust aimed at his heart and everything from his fingers to his shoulder started to ache.

      Sen repositioned the blade to slash Master Feng’s arm, but the old cultivator spun away from the motion. Master Feng dropped as he spun and sent a slash at Sen’s ankles. Sen recognized it as a smart move. Feng accomplished two goals with one action. By dropping to a crouch, he reduced the size of Sen’s target. By itself, that would have proven inadvisable, as it left Sen with the metaphoric high ground. The slash at Sen’s ankles, though, prevented him from doing anything with that potential advantage. He couldn’t ignore the slash because it would likely mean losing a foot in a real fight. He could block it, probably, but that would leave his body and blade wildly out of position to deal with almost anything that followed. So, he did the only thing he could. He moved. With a level of careful control that he hadn’t possessed even six months earlier, he jumped back. It only moved him about a foot, but that was far enough to put himself out of easy reach.

      For the next minute or two, there was a furious exchange of attacks and counterattacks, punctuated by the occasional desperate roll on Sen’s part to avoid attacks that would have struck him in the head or otherwise left him semi-injured. Then, Master Feng stepped back. He nodded at Sen.

      “You’ve attended your lessons well. Your bladework is focused and controlled. You don’t let setbacks fray that control either. It’s all of the technical mastery I’d expect after a year and a half of near-daily training. Unfortunately, that’s only part of the equation. When you come up against people with experience, you aren’t just up against their skills. You’re also up against their killing intent. You can think of it as their will to kill and willingness to kill, but it goes beyond that. A powerful killing intent is almost a weapon in its own right. In the right hands, it can literally sharpen a dull blade or drive an enemy into an emotional stupor. And you don’t have it.”

      Sen opened his mouth to defend himself in some way, but Feng waved him off.

      “It’s not a criticism, Sen,” offered Master Feng. “It’s just a fact. Unless I’m entirely mistaken, you’ve never been put in a position where you really had to think about killing someone or actually kill someone. Am I wrong?”

      Sen sighed and shook his head. “No, master.”

      Master Feng nodded. “Still, it is something you need to understand and develop. As with many things, experience is the best teacher. So, this is killing intent.”

      One moment, Sen was trying to muster up some kind of response to Master Feng. The next moment, a feeling washed over him that made his heart stop. It felt like the gaze of a vengeful god had just fallen on him. Worse, that god had decided that the world would just be a better place without Sen in it. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t do anything. Then, it was gone, and the point of Master Feng’s practice blade was pressing gently into the hollow at the base of Sen’s neck. Sen couldn’t even find words at first. When he finally could, he felt defeated.

      “How? Where can I possibly learn something like that?”

      Feng gave him a grim look and pointed toward the gate in the wall. “You’ll learn it out there, on the mountain.”
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      Sen was both fascinated and a little shocked by the display before him. Uncle Kho was shouting at Master Feng. He had never so much as heard Uncle Kho raise his voice, let alone descend into full-throated shouting. Yet, there it was. The kindly old cultivator who’d patiently taught Sen to read, who had guided Sen after his disastrous first attempts at writing, who had shown him the essentials of cooking… that man was just gone. This Uncle Kho looked the way Sen had always imagined powerful cultivators would look. Qi was radiating off the man in nearly tangible waves of blue-white. Lightning crackled up and down his arms. His eyes burned with a fury so pure that Sen was certain he had never felt anything so deeply. This Uncle Kho looked like he could face down an army and win.

      “I won’t allow it, Ming!” Uncle Kho shouted, stabbing a lightning-wreathed finger at Master Feng as though he meant to skewer the other man with it. “Take the boy to some city if you must. Let him teach some sect brats a lesson. The heavens know most of them probably deserve it.”

      “And he won’t learn anything!” Master Feng shouted back. “Tell me honestly, Jaw-Long. What outer sect disciple could actually stand up to him after more than a year of jian training with me?”

      “Then find him an inner sect disciple,” growled Uncle Kho through clenched teeth. “Sending him out onto the mountain alone isn’t teaching. It’s practically murder!”

      “Alone?” Master Feng scoffed. “Please. He won’t get five hundred steps without that cat shadowing his every move.”

      Those words seemed to cool a bit of Uncle Kho’s ire. “I suppose that much is true. She always has kept a suspiciously close watch over him. Still, Ming, he’s not ready for what you’re proposing. Even with the cat watching over him, he’s still more likely to die than survive. It’s a pointless exercise.”

      At that, Master Feng sighed. “Is it? Do you really think there’s a better way than mortal peril to teach him this? Do you really think pitting him against some poor inner sect disciple will do the job as it needs to be done? How many would he have to fight to half learn what this mountain will burn into his soul in a day or two?”

      “A better way? Ming, assuming he survives, he’ll have a killing intent like a hundred-year-old expert. He could literally scare people at his own level to death! What’s the advantage in that?”

      “I’m not worried about people at his own level. You know what it’s like for a wandering cultivator. You were one for long enough. I’m thinking about those people above his level who will see him as easy prey. How eager do you imagine they’ll be to fight when he unleashes a killing intent that turns their bowels to water? They’ll think they’ve stumbled across a hidden master.”

      Uncle Kho made what looked like an almost physical effort to rein in his anger. “You aren’t wrong about any of that, but the risks…”

      “I know. If we had thirty years, I’d do it another way. You know we don’t have that kind of time.”

      Uncle Kho looked over at Sen. The young man felt like he was standing on a scale, but he had no idea what he was being balanced against. The bearded cultivator frowned, and his shoulders slumped. The qi and lightning that had cast the man in an otherworldly glow faded away.

      “I know,” admitted Uncle Kho. “It’s written all over him. Another, what, two years do you think?”

      “I’m hoping for three,” said Master Feng.

      Uncle Kho reached up and rubbed the spot between his eyebrows for a long moment before he spoke again.

      “Fine, I won’t try to stop you, damnably foolish though it is. But hear me, Ming. If he dies, I will not simply let it go.”

      Sen felt his blood run cold as something vast, unyielding, and utterly terrible filled the room. It seemed like every hope of survival had been chained and summarily executed right before his eyes. All that was left was a desolate wasteland where nothing, nothing at all, could live. As for anything or anyone foolish enough to test itself against that wasteland, only destruction awaited them. Under the onslaught of that implacable, impossibly heavy presence, Sen wanted to curl up into a ball and cry. Is this Uncle Kho’s killing intent? Even worse for Sen was the knowledge that he was not the target. He suspected he was only on the very edge of the true experience. No, Master Feng was the target. To his credit, Master Feng didn’t flinch. His face did go pale, though. It was a testament to how utterly oppressive Uncle Kho’s killing intent truly was. Then, like a shadow in the moonlight, it was gone.

      “I understand,” said Master Feng.

      “Good,” replied Uncle Kho. “One other thing.”

      “Yes?” Feng asked.

      “You’ll put this off until tomorrow, or the day after.”

      “Alright. There are preparations to make anyway. Why, though?”

      “Caihong is almost here. I’d like her to at least meet the boy and get a chance to talk to him before you send him off on this suicide mission.”

      “Suicide mission?” asked a woman’s voice from the door. “What suicide mission?”

      Three sets of eyes swung to the door, where a slender woman stood, staring back at them with curiosity. Her dark eyes moved across the small group. She frowned a little at Master Feng and Uncle Kho before she turned her gaze on Sen. She studied him. He couldn’t tell if she was trying to decide if she should know who he was, or if she saw him as some kind of odd but harmless animal that had accidentally found its way inside. Then again, she might just have been tired. Sen honestly didn’t know. She looked young to Sen. Not as young as him, but probably not more than ten years older. Yet, the way she studied him made him feel like she was much older than that. He felt a moment of relief when she turned her attention back to Uncle Kho and Master Feng.

      “Hello, Ming,” she said in a decidedly neutral tone. “Hello, Jaw-Long.”

      Sen noticed that there was considerably more warmth in her greeting and her eyes when she addressed Uncle Kho.

      “Hello, dear heart,” said Uncle Kho, beaming at the woman.

      It took Sen a little longer than he thought it should have to put things together. This woman was Uncle Kho’s wife. He hastily offered her a deep bow.

      “I see we have guests,” she said, shooting an amused smile at Sen.

      “We do. You know Ming, of course,” said Uncle Kho. “This young man is Lu Sen. He’s proven himself rather helpful for the last year or two.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Lu Sen. I am Ma Caihong.”

      “I am honored to meet you, Ma Caihong.”

      “So,” she said, looking back at her husband, “I have questions. First question, what kind of labor have you been imposing on this young man?”

      Uncle Kho smiled and tossed her a ring like Master Feng’s storage ring. She caught it, frowned down at it, and then lifted an eyebrow.

      “The boy put in most of the labor if I’m being honest. I’d planned to do it myself, but he took to the work right away. I thought it would be a nice surprise for you.”

      Ma Caihong gave her husband a bright smile, which she turned to Sen. “Thank you both. I wasn’t relishing the thought of replacing all of those plants and herbs myself. Now, second question. Why in the world are you two fools playing at being old?”

      “I am old,” said Feng, shrugging.

      “We both are,” said Kho.

      “Of course you are, but why do you look old?”

      Feng and Kho traded a look before Kho spoke. “I just wondered what it was like.”

      Ma Caihong rolled her eyes. “Final question, what’s this suicide mission?”

      Uncle Kho gave Master Feng a decidedly smug look that said, “Go on. Tell her.” Feng explained his plan. Then, Sen watched as Ma Caihong started shouting at his master.
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      Watching Master Feng have the same argument with two different people felt a little bit like a strange dream to Sen. It was made even stranger because the two people had such different motives. Sen knew that Uncle Kho objected because the old cultivator was actually fond of him. Ma Caihong objected because she thought the plan was stupidly dangerous and that it was wildly inappropriate to subject someone at Sen’s level to that kind of danger. Sen kept out of the second argument just as he kept out of the first one. He might, might, have considered saying something during the argument between Master Feng and Uncle Kho. He was on good terms with both of them. Just as importantly, long experience with both assured Sen that neither man would just kill him out of hand if he annoyed them.

      He didn’t even entertain interrupting the argument between Master Feng and Ma Caihong. He didn’t know her at all beyond some casual comments by Uncle Kho, which meant he couldn’t predict how she would react to anything. If she was on a similar level to Master Feng and Uncle Kho, any error in judgment on his part could prove instantly lethal. That was a kind of gambling that Sen preferred to avoid. Although, he supposed that Master Feng’s plan for him to go out on the mountain wasn’t much better of a gamble on balance. Still, interrupting was a chance he didn’t have to take, so he chose not to say anything.

      Of course, just because it was the same argument, it didn’t mean that Master Feng reacted the same way. With Uncle Kho, Master Feng had been… Sen searched his memory for the word Uncle Kho had explained. Earnest! Master Feng had been earnest. With Ma Caihong, he seemed resigned and maybe a little frustrated. It probably didn’t help that Ma Caihong peppered her arguments with vulgar terms to describe Master Feng. Sen got the feeling that this argument was about more than just him. It was like Master Feng and Ma Caihong were picking up some other argument that Master Feng didn’t want to have, but Ma Caihong did.

      “And one last thing, you reckless jackass. He might be your student, but he’s a guest in my home. That means he’s under my protection. And I will drag you by the ear through the thousand hells before I let you just send him out there! I will evaluate him. If I decide he has a real chance to make it back here alive, then we will discuss the best way to handle that, unlike with Cai Yumei. Do you understand me, Ming?”

      Master Feng’s expression went from slightly shocked to darkly angry and then to a kind of blankness that made Sen shudder. He thought that Master Feng and Ma Caihong might burst into violence. Instead, Master Feng pressed his fists together and gave a formal bow.

      “Of course, honored hostess.”

      Without a word or a backward glance, Master Feng swept out of the room. Sen stared after the man, unsure if he should follow or give his master some time to gather himself. He glanced back at Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong. Ma Caihong looked like she might be feeling sick to her stomach. Uncle Kho was staring at her with an expression that hovered on the border between horror and disbelief. Sen felt very out of place, but he didn’t dare move. He wasn’t sure what he should do in the face of so much he didn’t understand. Cai Yumei, he thought. Who was Cai Yumei? Sen felt sure that something bad had happened to her and that Master Feng had been involved, somehow, but he doubted it would be wise to ask any of the people here about it. It was Uncle Kho who broke the silence.

      “That was cruel, Caihong. Far crueler than he deserved.”

      Ma Caihong seemed to shrink in on herself as if the anger draining out of her was deflating her body.

      “I know,” she whispered. “It just, it just came out. I didn’t mean to say it.”

      As a tear slid down the woman’s cheek, the uncertainty that had plagued Sen only moments before crystallized into the absolute certainty that this was a conversation he should not be hearing. He jerked a little at that knowledge before he dipped into a hasty bow.

      “You must be very tired from your long journey. I will leave you to rest,” said Sen in a tumble of words that may or may not have been understandable.

      Then, he fled the room as fast as he could.
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      Sen searched the house for Master Feng, checking the usual spots. The old cultivator wasn’t in the library, or the kitchen, or the small room he used to cultivate. Worried that he might run into Ma Caihong or Uncle Kho by accident and face a very awkward conversation, Sen went outside. There was no sign of Master Feng in the courtyard. Yet, he thought he knew where the man had gone. In the distance, he heard sounds like thunder. Sen wasn’t sure exactly what Master Feng was doing, but he suspected there would be a lot of damage left in the wake of that storm. He sighed as a vague feeling of guilt settled over him. He hadn’t meant to cause any of this, and part of him knew he wasn’t actually at fault. The plan to send him out onto the mountain wasn’t his. The bad blood between Ma Caihong and Master Feng wasn’t his fault. Yet, he also felt like, if he hadn’t been there, the argument might not have happened.

      Abruptly, there was a large, warm presence pressed up against his leg. Falling Leaf stared up at him with concern in her feline eyes. He smiled at the ghost panther even as parts of her seemed to fade in and out of existence. He found it strange that this magical beast was the closest thing he had to a friend. For all that he respected Master Feng and Uncle Kho, he couldn’t really see them as friends. Master Feng was his teacher, so there was always a distance there. Uncle Kho was friendly and kind, but also so much older and so different from Sen. If anything, Uncle Kho treated him like some kind of distant relative. In that moment, Sen felt very alone and very desperately wished he could sit down and have a meal with Grandmother Lu. It wasn’t that he thought she could do anything, but maybe she could help explain some of what he’d just seen.

      In some little corner of his mind, Sen knew that he just wanted someone to comfort him. He knelt down and wrapped his arms around the big cat. She rubbed her face against his cheek. It tickled enough that he let out something that was halfway between a laugh and a sob. The cat licked his cheek with a huge tongue, and Sen really did laugh that time. He stood up and took a moment to rub between the cat’s ears the way she liked. Her eyes slid almost closed and a rumble issued forth from her chest. He gave her a smile.

      “I’m glad you’re my friend,” he told Falling Leaf.

      The big cat stretched and yawned. It had taken Sen a while to get used to the sight of the massive fangs in her mouth. Now, it was just part of the day. The cat sauntered away and stretched out in a patch of sunlight, almost immediately fading out of sight unless Sen concentrated. Unwilling to go back inside, Sen did the only thing he could think to do. He started training. If nothing else, it would let him fall into that state of non-thinking. He could do with fewer thoughts until things calmed down a bit. Plus, the familiarity of the motions calmed him. He started with the first things that Master Feng had taught him and worked his way forward.

      An hour or two had passed when he heard someone come out the front door. He turned to face whoever had come out. It was Ma Caihong. He glanced behind her to see if Uncle Kho had come with her, but the man didn’t appear. Falling Leaf, on the other hand, materialized at Sen’s side. Ma Caihong came to an abrupt stop, her eyes wide and fixed on the cat. The big cat didn’t do anything. She just stood there. Yet even Sen could understand her message. Walk with care. With a sudden, bright smile, Ma Caihong let out a peal of laughter.

      “So, he wasn’t making up stories. Hello, little sister,” said Caihong, giving the cat a small bow.

      Sen couldn’t point to what changed, but he could feel Falling Leaf relax. Groping for something appropriate, Sen bowed to the woman.

      “I greet you, Ma Caihong.”

      The woman’s eyes shifted to him, and she started to say something, but a rapid series of those thunderous noises drifted through the courtyard. Caihong visibly winced at each sound. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and bowed to Sen.

      “I greet you, Lu Sen. I fear I must beg your forgiveness.”
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      Sen froze in place. He had learned a lot about how to behave properly over the last few years. Yet, here he discovered a gaping hole in that education. He felt confident that there was a proper response to Ma Caihong’s words. He just didn’t know it. He did know that staring at her with his mouth hanging half open wasn’t the thing to do. He closed his mouth and tried to think of something.

      “I’m… I’m sure that isn’t necessary,” he fumbled.

      Caihong gave him a soft smile.

      “Jaw-Long said you were a kindly young man. I assure you, though, it is quite necessary. I fear I made a rather poor first impression. I said things that”—she hesitated—“that should not have been said in front of another’s student. There is an old quarrel between your master and me. I let that old disagreement rob me of my manners. So, I beg your forgiveness.”

      She punctuated those words with a bow that was almost certainly far deeper than it should have been. His mind raced for the proper response. Should he dismiss the need again? Should he accept? He just didn’t know, but he had to say something. Sen went with the decision that seemed least likely to end in disaster.

      “I… of course I forgive you.”

      Even to Sen’s ears, that last sounded more like a question than a statement. To her credit, Ma Caihong seemed to understand that Sen didn’t know what he was supposed to do. She straightened and gave him a nod.

      “My gratitude,” she said, before growing more serious. “That said, I meant what I said to Ming. This mountain is no place for one at your level, not alone at any rate. I’m not even sure that I’m comfortable with that town at the base of the mountain. I cannot, will not, send you out there simply to die. To that end, I must know what you know. Show me what he has taught you.”

      Sen pondered that for a moment. He reasoned he could just start at the beginning, but he doubted she wanted to see him practice forms that Master Feng considered basic. Instead, he started with the things he had learned in the last six months. There were some hard, aggressive forms that focused on punches and kicks. Then, there were the forms he preferred, the ones that focused on redirection and maintaining your circle. Ma Caihong said nothing as he worked through them, just watched. When he finished, she pursed her lips.

      “He has taught you the jian, has he not?” she asked.

      “He has.”

      “Show me, if you will.”

      Sen paused, then shrugged. “A moment. I must retrieve a practice blade from inside.”

      Ma Caihong blinked. “You don’t have a storage ring?”

      “No, Ma Caihong.”

      Sen was sure he heard her mutter something about “that damn man” before she waved a hand. A jian appeared in her grip. She tossed it to him. A second wave and she held a jian of her own. Sen weighed the blade in his hand for a moment after he unsheathed it. The balance was slightly different than the practice blades Sen normally used, or the blade Master Feng had given him that he periodically used. Still, it was close enough that he wouldn’t embarrass himself with it. He set aside the scabbard.

      “Will we spar?” he asked, feeling more confident on this familiar ground.

      She thought briefly and said, “Forms first.”

      Sen nodded, took his stance, and began. He marveled sometimes at how different it all felt. At first, everything with the blade felt unnatural. He’d had to think so hard just to get the movements in the vicinity of right. He’d been graceless, fumbling his way through every cut and thrust for months. Now, the motions flowed like water, each motion sliding into the next like they were puzzle pieces designed for that very purpose. Thrusts transformed into blocks, blocks transformed into parries, some sweeping, some abrupt, but always they flowed. Behind it all, though, deep in Sen’s mind, he cultivated. The qi swirled into his dantian like a river of power, of purpose, of life itself. Sen’s body slowed to a stop, the blade in a ready position before him. He opened his eyes, even as he tried to recall when he’d closed them. The look Ma Caihong gave him was complicated. She seemed pleased, sad, and unnerved.

      “Well, Ming didn’t stint on your jian training, did he? I guess he never was one for half measures. Very well,” she said, raising her own blade. “Come.”

      Sen had never fought anyone but Master Feng, so he wasn’t sure exactly what to expect. His master had warned him that there were countless sword styles out there, so one should never rush to attack an unknown opponent. Sen took a defensive stance and waited. Ma Caihong lifted an eyebrow.

      “Not eager to strike the first blow?” she asked.

      “Master Feng says that striking the first blow gives you the initiative,” offered Sen.

      “That’s true.”

      “He also says that initiative is only valuable if you can survive the initial exchange. I do not know you. I do not know your style. Taking the first blow won’t help me.”

      “There is wisdom in that,” said Ma Caihong. “But sometimes, you must strike the first blow, for it may be the only one you get.”

      Sen weighed that comment and struck first. It was a short, sharp, rising slash. Ma Caihong parried it and nearly sent the blade flying from Sen’s grip. He spun with the momentum and borrowed the strength of the blow to send a downward slash at her. That one she met with a rising block. Sen felt like he’d slammed the sword down on a wall of stone. His arm hurt from the impact. He quickly stepped back, resuming his defensive stance.

      “Is that all?”

      “You’re stronger than I am. You’re faster. If there were a true fight, you’d have already killed me.”

      “True enough, and not the point of this exercise. Thank you for the reminder.”

      Ma Caihong launched her own attack. It wasn’t something Sen had seen before. It started out like a low thrust before it abruptly swung upward as though to pierce his skull. Yet, where her motions before had been overwhelmingly fast and powerful, this one came in at a speed that Sen could manage, if only barely. He slid back and used his own blade to slide her jian off course. He took the opportunity to make a quick slash at her arm. He succeeded in slicing through the fabric of her sleeve, but there was no blood. She disengaged and gave the sleeve a thoughtful look. Then, she smiled.

      “I deserved that,” she offered. “There’s a reason your master probably never showed you that move. It’s more show than substance. It can work, but you really need your opponent to be disoriented.”

      Settling back into a stance, what followed was more like what Sen had come to expect from sparring. Ma Caihong kept him right at the very upper limit of his ability, but she never fell back on speed or strength to simply overcome his moves. Thrust met dodge, slash met parry, and from time to time, a move would meet a block. Sen hated doing that, but it couldn’t be avoided. He supposed he would hate it less if he didn’t know he was damaging a blade he didn’t own. Then again, if Ma Caihong truly cared, she probably wouldn’t have given it to him in the first place. Despite his training, he struggled at first to understand Ma Caihong’s style. It employed much more misdirection than his own. Her moves would seem to transform mid-strike from one thing to another. He had to force himself to hold his responses until he was sure she was committed. It drew on every ounce of discipline he had to make himself wait. When it was over, she was nodding to herself.

      “I suppose that wasn’t really necessary. Ming knows how to train someone with a blade. I guess I was just curious to see if he’d lost a step with it,” she said, giving Sen an amused look. “He clearly hasn’t. You adapted fast to my style. Most people your age can’t make themselves wait until they know. They’re overeager or overconfident, so they miss the true strike. Did he teach you to be patient like that?”

      Sen thought it over before he shook his head. “No, not exactly.”

      “If not him, then who?”

      Sen hesitated. He didn’t really want to talk about it. Still, he had lived in her home for years now. He supposed that he did owe this woman something. If not her, he owed Uncle Kho more than a little.

      “Before I came here, I lived on the streets. You’re hungry a lot when you live on the streets. It’s a bad thing, being hungry. It can make you mean. It can make you stupid. If you want to eat, though, you have to be patient. You have to be able to wait until it’s safe to go behind the shops and dig for the food they throw away. That taught me to be patient. Master Feng, he taught me to apply it to other things.”

      “I see,” said Ma Caihong.

      Sen thought she might ask him more about it, but she didn’t. In fact, she just stood there for most of a minute, her face a frozen mask. Finally, she shook herself out of whatever thoughts she had gotten lost in and looked at him.

      “Alright. I assume you know that this little excursion that Ming wants you to take is about killing intent.”

      “I do,” said Sen with a nod.

      “Well, let’s see it. Show me your killing intent.”

      “Okay. It’s just, that is…” Sen blinked a few times.

      “What?” demanded Ma Caihong.

      “How exactly do I do that?”
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      Ma Caihong stared at Sen with a slightly stunned expression. She either didn’t know what to say or couldn’t believe that he had spoken those words aloud. The stare persisted until Sen started to fidget.

      “I don’t mean to be troublesome,” he said. “I just don’t know how. If you show me, I’ll do my best.”

      “You. Wait,” said Ma Caihong. “What?”

      “He can’t,” said Master Feng, appearing at the gate.

      Sen turned to look and gaped at his master. In all the time Sen had known him, Master Feng had been a generally calm, collected man. The things that bothered him swiftly disappeared like a stone sinking into a pond. As Master Feng stalked into the courtyard, though, he looked almost mad. His clothes were torn, scorched, and soaked through in places. His hair looked like it had been through a terrible windstorm, hanging down around his face and shoulders. There was a wild, fey light burning in his eyes. Sen’s eyes traveled down to Master Feng’s clenched fists. They were coated in still-fresh blood, the thick liquid slowly dripping off of them onto the stone beneath his feet. Feng walked toward Ma Caihong, his steps deliberate, his gaze unwavering. She didn’t back away, but Sen saw the uncertainty, the wariness on her face. Feng stopped mere inches from the woman.

      “He can’t show it to you,” growled Feng. “He doesn’t have it yet.”

      “H-how can that be?”

      “He’s had all his training here. With us. Where it’s safe. Before that, he was smart. He stayed out of situations where he’d need it.”

      Ma Caihong’s eyes shifted from Feng to Sen and back again. “Then he has none at all?”

      “None. We can’t send him into the world like that. And we don’t have decades to teach it to him slowly. As for your concerns about the mountain,” said Feng, lifting one of his hands, “I’ve dealt with it. There’s nothing left alive on this mountain that can just kill him out of hand, except you, me, and Jaw-Long.”

      Ma Caihong’s eyes went wide. “You can’t mean that you—”

      Bloody spirit beast cores spilled into the courtyard from Master Feng’s storage ring. Sen’s eyes went wide as dozens of the cores appeared. Their impacts sounded like a stone rain.

      “I pacified the mountain.”

      “Ming, I never meant—” started Ma Caihong.

      Master Feng turned away from the woman like she didn’t exist. He walked over to Sen, that frightening light in his eyes never dimming.

      “Have you shown her your qi techniques?”

      “No, master.”

      “Do that. Don’t forget to show her how you hide.”

      “Yes, master,” said Sen, offering the man a deep bow.

      “Good,” said Feng, his gaze boring through Sen to a place deep inside the core of the world. “That’s good.”

      The old cultivator walked away toward the bathhouse without looking back. Sen glanced back at Ma Caihong. She was staring after Feng, her expression sick again and terribly, terribly guilty. She looked down at all of the cores on the ground and shook her head. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and looked at Sen. She gestured to the cores.

      “You should gather these up. They’re worth a fortune out there in the kingdom.”

      Sen walked over to the cores and stared down at them. “Where should I put them?”

      Ma Caihong put a hand to her face. “Right. No storage ring. Wait here.”

      Sen waited patiently for a few minutes, then went and fetched a bucket of water from a nearby spring. He rinsed the cores off in the water, setting the clean ones to a side. He was stunned by the variety. Some were no bigger than a plum and nearly the same color. There were others the size of small melons with striations of color running through them. He even came across one that was pure black. He crouched there with that one in his hand for a long time. He could almost hear it speaking. It felt like, if he could just concentrate a little harder, he’d be able to make sense of it. The spell was broken when Ma Caihong and Uncle Kho came out of the house speaking quietly to one another. They split up, with Uncle Kho walking toward the bathhouse and Ma Caihong walking to Sen. When she saw what he held in his hand, she lifted an eyebrow.

      “May I see that?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      Sen handed it up to her. The woman peered at the core for a long moment. Then, she studied him, and he felt something other and slightly alien seep into him. He jerked away from the intrusion, but it vanished before he moved more than an inch. She nodded to herself.

      “I’ll hang on to this one,” she said. “I can make something useful for you with it. As for the rest of those, put them in this.”

      She held out a plain ring made of a dark gray stone. Sen hesitantly took it and held it in his hand for a moment. He knew it had to be a storage ring. Sen felt conflicted about taking it, though. On the one hand, here was an object that he had wanted so badly. On the other hand, he realized that he was angry with this woman. The things she had said to his master had driven the man to what had to be a mass slaughter out on the mountain. Master Feng had not looked well after doing that, either. He wanted to demand answers from her. Why had she said those things? Why had she brought up that name, Cai Yumei? Sen reminded himself that this was her home, not his. It wasn’t his place to demand answers from her. Gritting his teeth, he slipped the ring onto a finger. It took a few minutes and some coaching from Ma Caihong, but he finally managed to get the ring to work. One by one, the cores disappeared into the ring. He could save them for his master, he decided.

      As angry as he was, Sen knew better than to not ask important questions. “How much can I fit in here?”

      “Oh, it’s not too big. There’s enough room in there for basic camping gear, a couple of swords, and a couple of weeks’ worth of food, if you’re rationing a bit. You should also be able to fit some extra clothes in there.”

      Sen blinked. She’d just described more things than all of Sen’s possessions. He gave her a bow.

      “I thank you for the kind gift, Ma Caihong.”

      She waved it off. “Ming would have gotten around to giving you one eventually, but you needed one now. So, there you go.”

      Her eyes drifted over toward the bathhouse. Sen contemplated saying something to get her attention, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to do anything helpful for her. His master was clearly in pain right now, even if Sen didn’t understand it. It was her fault. If she was suffering because of that, Sen felt that some little bit of justice was being served. Still, she managed to refocus her attention on him.

      “So, Ming said something about your qi techniques. I suppose that is the last thing on the list.”
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      Sen gave her a nod and put some distance between them. He thought for a moment before he looked at her.

      “When you’re ready.”

      Ma Caihong nodded to him. Sen never would have considered attacking her unprovoked. He knew full well that she could crush him like an insect. On the other hand, he wasn’t going to miss an opportunity to take a shot at her when she invited it. He started slow, cycling qi to activate the weakest qi affinity he had. His hand lashed forward, and a compressed blade of wind shot across the distance. She countered the technique with a casual flick of her sword. She opened her mouth to say something, but he’d switched by then and used his earth qi to rip up a stone from the courtyard and drive it toward her head. He dropped the earth qi while the stone was still in the air and switched this cycling to shadow qi. He blanketed the courtyard in darkness and started running toward her. He heard the stone shatter, but with his shadow touching everything he could feel her dodge it.

      Sen adjusted his angle and prepared to switch his cycling again. He expected this would be the last big attack he could manage. His qi stores were strong. Those channels that ran through his body were another matter. The fast switch between cycling techniques put a tremendous amount of strain on them. They were already sending aching protests up and down his limbs. Yes, he thought, one last big move, then I have to slow down. He made the switch from shadow to fire and sent the qi into the sword. It wasn’t the best fit. There was a natural resistance that cut down on the efficiency. Plus, while metal could hold fire qi for a while, the fire qi would erode the integrity of the metal before too long. Master Feng had had Sen test the process on cheap pieces of metal just to prove the point.

      Of course, Sen didn’t need the sword in his hand to hold up for a long time. He didn’t even need it to hold up for two minutes. He only needed it to hold up for the next few seconds. He brought the sword down in an overhead arc, and a lash of pale orange fire that looked almost white around the edges leapt out from the end of it. The moment he’d let go of the shadow qi, the darkness in the courtyard had begun to recede back toward him. He’d managed to time it right, though. From Ma Caihong’s perspective, it ought to look like that whip of flame exploded out of the shadow on a lethal arc to connect with her skull. The lash connected with a dome of something, something he couldn’t even identify, and sputtered out. In his last few moments of clear thought, it occurred to him that he should have expected it. He’d just been so angry, so ready to lash out at someone who hurt his master, that he didn’t think it all the way through.

      The pain hit. It wasn’t entirely new. Master Feng had made sure that Sen knew what a broken technique felt like. His master had told him that it was an absolute certainty that people would break his techniques, so he had to prepare for the backlash that came with it. Sadly, that preparation had been a bit too lenient. The pain in those exercises had seemed severe to Sen, but that pain was nothing but a brief moment of discomfort compared to the torment that stabbed into Sen when Ma Caihong broke the fire technique. Sen’s body convulsed and pure white flashed across his eyes as the agony set his nerves alight. When something like conscious thought returned, he became vaguely aware that he’d collapsed to the ground. A coppery taste let him know that he’d either spit up or vomited blood. He just lay there like that for a while before his body started talking to him again. Although, that was a mixed blessing.

      While it was good that his body was on speaking terms with him in some way, it was bad because his body only wanted to let him know it hurt. He decided that he must not have been down for too long, because Ma Caihong was kneeling next to him a moment later. She tilted his head up and checked his eyes. It seemed like a lot of effort, but he figured he ought to say something.

      “Ouch.”

      “Foolish. Very foolish,” muttered Ma Caihong. “It won’t kill you. Although, I expect you wish it did.”

      With the more experienced cultivator assuring him that he wasn’t about to die, Sen opted to be wildly uncomfortable on his feet instead of wildly uncomfortable on the ground. The stone of the courtyard was an unforgiving surface at the best of times. He slowly pushed himself up until he was swaying on his feet. There was an awful pounding in his head. His muscles felt like they wanted to twitch out of his control at any moment. Even breathing felt like something he had to make himself do. Still, he managed to get upright. He considered that a minor victory in a day that seemed filled with failure.

      Ma Caihong gave him a stern look. “Ming must have taught you about what happens when a technique breaks.”

      Sen nodded. “He did.”

      “Then why do something that you must have known would fail?”

      Sen tried to keep his expression neutral. In the end, though, he was simply too tired and in too much pain to mask his still simmering anger. At least a little of it bled through onto his face. Ma Caihong regarded him in silence before she looked over at the bathhouse. She sighed a little.

      “Of course,” she muttered. “Well, I’ve certainly seen enough to get a picture of your capabilities. You should go clean up and rest now.”

      She started to walk away, but Sen called after her.

      “Wait.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “Yes?”

      “There’s one more thing I’m supposed to show you.”

      She frowned, but said, “If you must.”

      Sen steadied himself. His body was slowly coming back under his control, but it still felt like it was ready to go into a full revolt at the drop of a hat. He took three deep breaths and thought back to all of those moments as a child when he’d really needed to not be found. He recalled the way it felt. Then, he hid. Ma Caihong’s eyes went so wide that he could see white all the way around the edges. Her mouth opened and closed a few times without any sound coming out. Then, she walked right up to him. As if she didn’t trust the evidence of her own eyes, she slowly reached out a finger and poked his chest. Her head tilted to one side and then the other. She poked him again.

      “Well,” she said. “I certainly didn’t see that coming.”

      Sen stopped hiding. Ma Caihong seemed to relax once he did. At least, he assumed she relaxed. She did stop poking him in the chest, which he found a relief.

      A look of deepest frustration rolled across her face. “And Ming just found you, living on the streets, down there in that tiny town?”

      “Yeah,” said Sen, not able to muster much more than that.

      “Unbelievable. Really, though, you should go rest. You look like you’re going to collapse.”

      Sen took her advice that time.
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      Sen was only allowed to nap for a couple of hours before Uncle Kho came to retrieve him. He was relieved to discover it was primarily to make sure he got something to eat. On the bright side, Sen finally understood why Uncle Kho had said his wife was the real cook in the family, but he struggled to make sense of the looks Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong were shooting each other. They both seem much more relaxed and quite pleased with themselves. Still, there were great piles of deliciousness on the table that Sen found far more interesting. There were baozi, dumplings, fried rice, pancakes, moon cakes, and so much more. Sen ran out of appetite long before the food was even close to gone. Yet, as much as Sen enjoyed the food, he was very aware that Master Feng was not present. It wasn’t something he did that often inside, but Sen sent his qi out into the house, sensing for the presence of others. Even that minor exertion of his qi made his channels ache. Still, he learned what he meant to learn. Master Feng wasn’t just absent from the meal. He wasn’t even in the house.

      “Uncle Kho, where is Master Feng?” Sen asked.

      Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong exchanged a look before the man answered. “Ming needed some time to collect himself. He’s cultivating up at the peak of the mountain. He’ll be back tomorrow.”

      Sen wanted to press the issue, but he’d learned to read Uncle Kho a bit over the last few years. He wasn’t going to get anything more from the old man. If Master Feng wasn’t back the next day, Sen would worry about it then. With a full stomach and a bit of lingering pain plaguing him, Sen decided more sleep was in order. He stood up to leave, but Ma Caihong held up a hand to stop him. He watched with mounting horror as she poured some concoction into a cup and handed it to him. He stared down into the cup for a while, wincing at the medicinal smell that wafted up from the thick liquid.

      “What is it?” he finally asked.

      “It’s to help with the effects of the backlash and a few other things,” said Ma Caihong.

      Sen’s eyes snapped up to the woman. “What other things?”

      Ma Caihong gave her husband a questioning look.

      Uncle Kho sighed. “Sen has had, let’s call it mixed experiences with cultivation resources. His first body-cleansing pill was apparently excruciating. It’s made him a little leery.”

      “That’s understandable, I suppose,” said Ma Caihong. “This is nothing like that. It should help repair any damage to your channels. It might push your cultivation along a little. That’s it.”

      Sen stared at her for a while before he worked up his nerve and downed the mystery liquid in the cup. He let out a relieved breath.

      “At least it didn’t taste terrible,” he said.

      Ma Caihong smiled a little at that. “Cultivate for an hour and make sure you cycle through all of your channels before you go to sleep. That should be enough to get things moving in the right direction.”

      Sen nodded, suppressed a yawn, and excused himself. He was pretty sure he made it the whole hour before he fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      However uncertain he’d felt about the potion that Ma Caihong had given him the night before, he felt good about it when he woke up. He cycled qi through all of his channels and there wasn’t even a hint of pain. The qi in his dantian felt thicker to him, and he thought there might even be a bit more of it. He was nowhere near ready to forgive Ma Caihong or forget what she did. But he thought he’d probably be less suspicious the next time she offered him some cultivator brew. He knew he had to get over this knee-jerk reaction of his. Pills, herbs, and alchemical brews were just part of the lifestyle. His aversion would ultimately slow him down. He knew this. Master Feng and Uncle Kho had told him that. Yet, he couldn’t shake the fear that he’d developed those years ago.

      He shook those thoughts away and went to the kitchen. Master Feng and Ma Caihong were there, and Sen could sense the intense awkwardness. The older cultivators avoided even looking at each other. For her part, Ma Caihong made sure that Sen had something to eat, asked about his channels, used her qi to look him over, and promptly vanished. Sen could almost touch the relief that washed over Master Feng when Ma Caihong was no longer there.

      Master Feng looked at Sen. The man was somehow less than he had been before yesterday. It wasn’t anything physical. Master Feng looked the same as always. Yet, there was something a little off about him. A kind of brittleness or hollowness that Sen didn’t know how to address.

      “I’m sorry, Sen. Yesterday, I lost my temper. It’s been a long time since I was angry like that. I’d honestly forgotten what I could be like in that state.”

      Sen saw an image in his mind’s eye of Master Feng standing there in the courtyard with blood all over his hands and that look in his eye. He wished very much to never see that in person again. He offered Master Feng a small bow.

      “You owe me no apologies, master.”

      Feng’s lips moved a little into what might charitably be called a smile.

      “Thank you, Sen. As for today, you’ll be going out onto the mountain. There’s a cave on the opposite side of the mountain from here. That’s your destination. I’ll be waiting for you there. Jaw-Long and”—Feng took a shuddering breath—“his wife said they would provide the supplies you should need to get there.”

      “How long do I have?” Sen asked.

      “The test isn’t to get there in a certain amount of time. The test is simply to get there. By the time you do, I expect you’ll have learned what you need to learn.”

      Sen considered those words for a while as he finished his food. Then, he snorted.

      “Did I miss something?” Feng asked.

      Sen shook his head. “No. I was just remembering that, when we first came up here, I thought you were going to sit in a cave for years. I should have known that there would be a cave involved somewhere along the line.”

      Master Feng let out a little chuckle and a Sen saw a tiny spark of his old master kindle in the back of the man’s eyes. “Yes, I suppose you should have known. Caves aren’t all bad, you know.”

      Sen smiled. “Well then, I look forward to seeing this cave of yours, when I get there.”

      Feng nodded and rose. “Good luck, Sen.”

      Sen listened as his master left the house.
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        * * *

      

      Sen spent the next few hours being loaded down with various useful items—a tent, a bedroll, food, and some medicines that he suspected Ma Caihong had made either the night before or early that morning. He dutifully placed them all inside his storage ring. When neither Uncle Kho nor his wife could think of anything else to send with him, they all went out to the courtyard. He gave the two a bow.

      “I will see you when I return,” he offered.

      “We’ll see you then,” said Uncle Kho.

      Ma Caihong just nodded at him. Sen was relieved that she didn’t offer him any sage advice or well-wishes. He could still feel his anger at her bubbling away deep inside him. He didn’t want that anger erupting now. He sincerely hoped that his time on the mountain would help him purge that anger. He didn’t enjoy being angry, at anyone, or about anything. He’d just as soon leave this anger behind if he could figure out how.

      With that brief goodbye out of the way, Sen turned, strode out of the gate, and stepped onto the mountain.
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      The reality of what was in front of him was driven home for Sen when he walked out of the gate, considered his options, and started off in an eastern direction. Until then, there had been a haze of unreality about the whole idea. That haze of unreality hadn’t been helped by the sudden arrival of Ma Caihong, Master Feng’s abrupt culling of the local spirit beast population, or having his own technique broken so thoroughly. He’d mostly slept through the time when he would have worried about what came next. Then, there had been that flurry of preparation. Thinking back, Sen wondered if Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong had kept him busy and distracted to keep his mind occupied. If it had been a plan, it had worked.

      He supposed that some of his casualness had stemmed from all those times when he and Uncle Kho went looking for herbs and plants. Sen had always felt safe enough on those trips, but he’d also had Uncle Kho there, no doubt scaring off anything that thought about attacking them. This time, though, Sen was alone. As the manor disappeared behind him, Sen became increasingly aware of how alone he was. Back in Orchard’s Reach, he’d spent most of his time alone. It wasn’t that he wanted to be alone. He’d just learned that it was a lot easier for one kid to hide. The trick he used to stay hidden, when he could do it at all, only worked for him.

      When he’d started learning about cultivation, he’d halfway hoped that the hiding trick was something he could learn to extend to other people. The more he learned, the better he grasped how impossible that was. While Sen didn’t fully understand what he was doing to hide, he knew it had to do with his energy and his aura specifically. Something about the way he pulled those things inside himself shielded him. While Master Feng had suggested Sen might be able to do something with similar results to other people, eventually, the trick would only work for him as it stood. As the semi-tamed forest around the manor gave way to untamed forest, Sen felt very glad that he had that trick at his disposal. He knew it wouldn’t hide his scent, but Uncle Kho told him that a lot of spirit beasts primarily tracked qi rather than relying entirely on scents. While any meat would do in a pinch, prey with strong qi would nourish them more. Sen recognized that his ability to hide was a flimsy shield, but he’d rather have a flimsy shield than no shield at all.

      Yet, for all his worrying, nothing happened all morning. The hours passed in rather uncomfortable silence as Sen covered mile after mile. If anything, the whole mountain felt like it was holding its breath. Of course, covering that distance also impressed on him that the trip was longer than he’d first thought. He’d always known the mountain was big, but the true size of it was a bit hard to really keep in his head. He’d been far too distracted on the trip up the mountain to really pay attention. Since then, he hadn’t given it much attention. At the cold certainty that this trip could well take days and days, fear settled over Sen. He was out on the mountain, alone, until he reached that cave. He felt his hands shaking and clenched them in anger.

      “No,” he whispered. “Master Feng killed all of the most dangerous beasts already. I might have to fight, but this isn’t suicide.”

      With that bit of self-reassurance, Sen found a comfortable rock to perch on and pulled a bit of food out of his storage ring. As if the food was a summoning charm, Falling Leaf was sitting next to him. She peered up at him with her hopeful, pleading eyes. Sen gaped at the ghost panther. Had she been following him this entire time? Then, relief flooded through him. He wasn’t completely alone. He didn’t really expect the big cat to do any fighting. He wasn’t even sure if he’d want her to. While she was terrifyingly fast at chasing down the food that Sen threw her, he’d never actually seen her do anything even remotely violent. For all he knew, if she tried to intervene in a fight, it could get her killed. He didn’t think he could live with that. He realized that he’d been lost in his own thoughts for a while when Falling Leaf nudged the hand with the food in it.

      “Alright, alright,” Sen mock grumbled. “You big mooch.”

      He passed her some of the food and watched in amusement as she flopped down to chew and lick at the meat. He settled in to eat his own lunch, feeling much better about having to be on the mountain.
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        * * *

      

      That good feeling lasted until late afternoon. Sen was passing through a clearing when he heard a sound like metal on stone ahead. He stopped moving and looked around. On the far side of the clearing, he saw a beast that vaguely reminded him of a goat. Of course, he’d never seen a goat with shiny metal hooves and a lone metal horn protruding from its head before. Sen wished he’d asked a lot more questions about spirit beasts. He’d always meant to, but it had never felt like a priority. He resolved then and there, if he got back, he’d ask lots of questions or at least ask Uncle Kho if he had some scrolls about them. Unfortunately, that future knowledge couldn’t help him know if this beast was naturally aggressive or just territorial. Sen wondered if he could avoid the problem by simply leaving.

      Sen took one step backward and got his answer. The goat charged at him, lowering its head with the obvious intent to gore Sen. For one interminable second, Sen froze. Then, years of training took over. He cycled his qi through his channels, and it almost got him killed. Sen felt the qi rush out into his channels. Then, it ran out into other channels. He froze again. Sen’s mind raced as he tried to figure out what was happening. New channels? No, he thought, old channels. His mind went back to that second cleansing pill he’d taken. It had burned through some kind of blockages in channels he hadn’t known about. Since then, though, his qi hadn’t gone into them. Why would it now? The sight of the goat almost at striking distance jarred him back to reality. He didn’t have time to draw his sword or even to activate a technique.

      Instead, Sen did what he liked the best. He redirected. He knew he had to wait until it was almost too late. Otherwise, the timing would be off. He forced a slow breath out, turned out of the way, planted a hand on the side of the goat’s head, and pushed. He expected to knock the goat off course. Instead, he launched himself away from the goat. His arms pinwheeled a few times, then his feet connected with the ground. Momentum carried him over onto the ground and into a painful, sprawling tumble. In the middle of that misery, he finally put two and two together. Ma Caihong’s alchemical potion. It had to be that. She’d made some vague comments about it maybe improving his cultivation. He gritted his teeth as a large tree finally arrested his motion.

      “You kind of undersold it,” he muttered to the far distant Ma Caihong.

      As much pain as he was in, he’d been drilled hard by Master Feng. He forced himself up to his feet. If you stayed down, your opponent would capitalize on it. Sen had no desire to find himself beneath those metal hooves. As he regained his feet, he was relieved to find that the tumble hadn’t dislodged the sword on his hip. He looked across the clearing to where the goat had turned and was preparing to charge again. He tried to remember what he’d learned about qi aspects. The goat had an obvious metal attunement. What was metal weak to? He knew it was weak to fire, but Sen wasn’t all that eager to start throwing fire around in a forest. With a sigh, Sen resigned himself to doing it the hard way. He drew his jian, cycled metal qi, and pressed that power into the blade. He just hoped that this extra strength would be enough to see him through.

      As the goat bore down on him again, Sen’s focus tightened. He let the distractions fall away. The forest noises quieted in his ears until all he heard were the hooves. The sky, the trees, the undergrowth, it all faded from his view. He let the thudding of his own panicked heartbeat drop away as well. In the end, the only things left in Sen’s universe were himself, his jian, and the goat. Sen could see the tiny sparks the goat’s hooves created as they hit small stones. He could see the rectangular pupils of its eyes. He could hear the air exploding from its nostrils. Then, Sen’s body was sidestepping and the jian rose in a perfect arc. Sensory information crashed down on Sen. It dazed him for a brief moment. Then, he saw what he had done. The goat’s body was on the ground. Its head lay several feet away.

      Sen just stared at the dead spirit beast while his racing heart and labored breathing slowly returned to something more like normal. He didn’t know how he felt about what he’d done. Given a choice, he’d have left the beast to its business. He shook that thought off. It hadn’t given him that choice. It had only given him a choice between surviving and dying. Sen had chosen to live.

      Deep inside of Sen, far from his conscious mind, a tiny flame flickered to life.
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      Sen was still staring at the goat and trying to figure out what he should do next when Falling Leaf bounded into the clearing. She skidded to a stop when she saw him and then hurried over. She looked him up and down with the most intense look in her eyes that he’d ever seen. Once she seemed satisfied, the big cat went over and circled the goat’s body. She sniffed it a few times, then went over to the goat’s severed head. She looked over at Sen, then pawed a couple of times at the goat’s horn. He frowned and walked over to her.

      “Do you want that?” he asked.

      She pawed at it again, then bumped her head against Sen.

      “You want me to take it.”

      She bumped her head against him again and then sat down. Sen sighed, looked down at his bloody jian, and got started. It was easier than he thought it would be, but it was grisly work. When the ghost panther went over and pawed at the body, Sen didn’t even ask. He knew what she wanted him to do. He cut the goat open and did his best not to gag as the still-warm organs spilled out. Even with that out of the way, he still had to root around inside the thing until he found the beast’s core. It was about the size of an apple and had a faintly metallic, silver sheen to it.

      “You should eat if you’re hungry,” Sen told the big cat as he pulled out a waterskin.

      While Falling Leaf made a meal of the goat’s remains, Sen rinsed the core, the horn, and his hands. He slipped the core and horn into his storage ring and then cleaned the sword’s blade. He examined the edges closely, looking for any kind of damage. He was surprised that he didn’t find any. He supposed the goat must have been closer to him in cultivation than he’d thought. Otherwise, even with Sen’s qi reinforcement, the blade should have shown some kind of damage. He waited for Falling Leaf to finish her impromptu meal. He debated whether he should do something with the goat’s remains, bury it maybe, but ultimately decided to leave it. Something or a lot of small somethings would eventually come along and dispose of it.

      He turned away from the unpleasant sight and continued on his way. He would have preferred to stop sooner and set up camp, but he wanted a healthy distance between him and the goat’s remains. There was no good reason to put himself in the path of anything that went looking for an easy meal. He’d walked for maybe an hour when something inside him stirred with apprehension. He dove forward into a roll. It almost worked. The claw of a giant hawk raked across his calf, and he shouted in pain. He felt blood pouring out of the wound. He forced himself back up, keeping as much weight off his wounded leg as he could. He scanned overhead, now that he knew where the danger was coming from. Yet, the foliage and the dimming evening light obscured everything above the canopy.

      He searched his mind for a solution. He didn’t know how birds hunted, but he supposed that anything that swooped down from the sky must mostly depend on sight. He needed to take away that advantage. He almost used a shadow qi technique, but he didn’t want to overdo things. He cycled his qi a different way and spread it out around him. To Sen’s frantic mind, it seemed to take forever, but a thick mist started to form around him. Once it got started, it picked up speed, spreading out faster and faster, rising up around him. He didn’t waste time. Instead, he crouched down and crawled away from the place that he had been, rather stupidly, just standing. It wasn’t a very heroic move, but Sen didn’t care about that. He heard wings flapping not too far overhead. The downward wind pressure scattered his precious mist.

      “Damn bird,” he whispered to himself.

      He couldn’t fight the massive hawk as long as it stayed in the air. He needed to get it down to his level, where he could, maybe, have an advantage. He didn’t have a lot of options to make that happen. Worse, everything he thought of trying would mean changing qi types, which would mean giving up the mist. He wished he could use more than one kind of qi at a time. That made him pause. He couldn’t remember ever asking about that. Had Master Feng ever said you couldn’t cycle two types of qi at the same time? Had Uncle Kho? Sen couldn’t think of them ever saying that. Then again, they might have thought it was obvious. What if you could, though? He started moving again. The giant, stupid bird kept shifting position and blowing the mist away.

      Sen decided that he didn’t really have anything to lose by trying. If it wasn’t going to work, he assumed he’d know it almost immediately. He relegated the mist cycling pattern to that part of his mind that he usually tasked with constant cultivation. Then, he focused inward. He’d need a second stream of qi coming from his dantian. When he tried to make that happen, Sen almost quit. It was such a mental effort to try to siphon off even a bit of qi for a second stream that it made his head start to pound. Either that, or he was losing so much blood from that leg wound it was giving him a headache. He just kept crawling away and focused harder. It was slow, so very slow, but he managed to bleed off some qi from his dantian. He felt himself sweating, felt the blood pounding in his temples, but it was working. He had to bend every last bit of concentration on it, but he sent a parallel stream of qi through his channels on a different pattern.

      That hurt. It hurt enough that he had to stop moving and just breathe. He eased up on the amount of qi he was using for the mist technique. It didn’t stop the pain, but it reduced it enough that he didn’t want to scream anymore. More importantly, he could feel the fire qi building up. He waited until he heard the bird flapping again. It was closer than he would have liked, but that made things easier. He eased back toward it using one hand. The other hand was slowly accumulating fire qi, so he didn’t dare put it down near the fallen branches, twigs, and dry evergreen needles. When he heard the bird flap again, directly overhead, he stood straight up and sent a fireball into one of the bird’s wings. The fire scorched away the massive feathers and seared the skin beneath. The hawk shrieked out its agony with a sound so loud it left Sen all but deaf.

      The problem with his plan became apparent. Without the use of one of its wings, the bird fell out of the air, directly at him. Sen tried to stumble away but realized he’d never get far enough away for it to matter. Instead, he drew his jian, set the most stable stance he could on his injured leg, and committed to taking the damn bird with him into the next world. In the next instant, a semi-visible form hurtled out of the trees off to Sen’s side. It leapt into the air and slammed against the bird’s body. The form seemed to compress down and then leapt away. The combination of the impact and the leap away pushed the bird off course. It didn’t miss Sen by much, but it was enough. If he’d felt a little better, he might have marveled at the sight of the bird’s head a mere foot from him. As it was, Sen didn’t let the moment pass him by. The bird was stunned by the impact, so Sen used the jian for what it did best. He thrust the blade straight into the bird’s eye and kept thrusting forward.

      The bird’s whole body convulsed and nearly ripped the weapon out of Sen’s hand, but then it went still. Sen jerked the blade free. He let go of his two cycling patterns to conserve some energy. His leg gave out immediately, and he crashed to the ground, glaring balefully at the bird’s body.

      A flickering flame inside him grew steadier and brighter as a mist spread out around it.
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      Sen stared up at the forest canopy and just ignored the smoldering corpse of the giant hawk next to him. He was tired. He was hurt. Plus, he’d have to keep traveling, despite the fact that night was all but on top of him. Sen reasoned that he’d earned at least two minutes of just staring up at the sky. After five minutes, a huge cat face loomed over Sen.

      “Thanks,” he muttered. “Damn bird would have crushed the life out of me without you.”

      The big cat regarded him for a moment, then gently batted at his chest.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m getting up.”

      A minute later, she came back and batted him much less gently. He wanted to yell at Falling Leaf, but he couldn’t keep lying there with his leg bleeding. Sen pushed himself up and did his best to get a look at his wounded calf. He couldn’t really get an angle on it, but given that it was still dripping, he assumed the bird had cut him pretty deep. He pulled out some of the medical supplies Ma Caihong had insisted that he bring along. He’d honestly thought she was overdoing it when she’d heaped the supplies on him. He didn’t think so anymore. He’d been gone from the house for all of one afternoon and part of a morning and managed to get himself injured already.

      He cleaned the wound as best he could with a wet cloth and then slathered a thick ointment onto it that Ma Caihong had said was for cuts and punctures. That became an instant regret as the ointment felt like it was burning down into his flesh. Sen had to clench his jaw to keep from screaming. The sensation didn’t really pass, but Sen got used to it enough that he could tie a bandage around the wound. That hurt so much that his vision went all dark and splotchy around the edges. Sen sank back to the ground, his chest heaving at the agony in his leg. Still, he knew he was forgetting about something. There was something else that Ma Caihong had said to do if he used any of the medicines that she gave him. The answer floated up out of the haze in his head.

      “Cultivate. She told me to cultivate.”

      Wiping the sweat off his face, Sen gave himself another thirty seconds to not think. Then, he started cultivating again. Qi rushed in from all around him, into his dantian and then out into his channels. The circulating qi must have activated something in the ointment because Sen’s calf felt like he’d just shoved it into an inferno. There was no stopping it that time. Sen screamed. Then, he passed out.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn bird. Damn Ma Caihong. Damn mountain,” Sen growled under his breath as he trudged through the forest.

      Where it had seemed green and alive during the day, it all just looked like shadowy hiding places for predators in the dark. When he’d finally come around, it was a mixed blessing. The ointment had healed his leg enough that he could stand and even walk on it, although he suspected that any kind of running was out of the question. On the downside, it had been dark out. Falling Leaf had insisted that he harvest the beast core from the bird, which had been a chore and a half in the nonexistent evening light. He had asked the big cat to go and find them somewhere safe to set up camp. He’d asked more out of hope than any belief that she’d do it. Yet, the ghost panther had surprised him by vanishing into the dark. By the time he’d finally managed to find the core inside the bird, the cat had been back for a while. He’d only taken enough time to clean the gore off the core, his hands, and his arms before he gestured for her to lead the way. They had to move at Sen’s pace, which meant they’d been walking for most of an hour. Well, Falling Leaf had been walking. Sen had been tripping and stumbling over things for most of that hour.

      When the cat finally sat down in a sheltered spot, Sen didn’t even have the energy to be paranoid. He put up his tent in a stupor, crawled inside, and dropped off to sleep almost immediately. Yet, it only felt like a few minutes had passed before he jerked out of his dreamless sleep. Whatever sleep he’d gotten, Sen wouldn’t have called it restful. His eyes burned. His body felt lethargic. Yet, he could see something that looked like light peeking through the flap of the tent. He dragged himself over to it and pulled the flap open. He found Falling Leaf lying on the ground right outside his tent, her eyes tracking back and forth over the surrounding area. She looked back at him and then yawned.

      “I know. I know. It’s your turn.”

      Sen hauled a bit of food out of the storage ring without even bothering to check what it was. He gave the cat some and then sat down on the ground next to her. They ate in silence, and then the cat went almost immediately to sleep. Sen tried to organize his thoughts. When that failed, he decided to pick three priorities and deal with those. The first thing he did was test his leg. It wasn’t fully healed, but he thought he could probably run on it if a life-or-death situation cropped up. He just wished that he believed that he’d get through the day without that situation happening. The much more likely scenario to his mind was that he’d spend half his time traveling and the rest having to kill more of the local spirit beasts.

      “You’d think that Master Feng’s rampage would have sent them all into hiding for a while,” he said to no one.

      Even the ghost panther didn’t twitch at the noise.

      The next priority he set for himself was cleaning up his gear. He rolled up his bedroll, which he didn’t even remember taking out of the ring. The tent came down next. It took him a little while to get it folded back up. Those went back into the storage ring. He glanced over at Falling Leaf. She was breathing slowly and steadily. Sen had no intention whatsoever of moving out again until she was awake. Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong had been right. He wasn’t ready for this. He wouldn’t quit on it, but he wouldn’t be stupid either. The big cat was clearly watching his back for him. He idly wondered how many beasts she’d scared off that he didn’t even know about. Sen was honest enough with himself to admit that he wanted, maybe even needed, that safety net to convince himself not to turn around and go back.

      Sen set himself one final task to do while he waited for the spirit beast to finish her nap. He cleared a spot, gathered some dead wood from nearby, and built a little fire. Then, he pulled out a metal kettle and settled in to make himself some tea. He figured that, if nothing else, it would help soothe his nerves.
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      As one day dragged into two, two into four, and four into eight, Sen found a kind of unpleasant routine. He’d sleep for a few hours at night while Falling Leaf guarded him. Then, he’d cultivate while she slept. After that, they’d walk. He did his best to avoid fights when he could. The old wariness and observation that he’d employed on the streets were amplified in the solitude of the forest. He became much more adept at spotting trouble before it spotted him. Sometimes, he hid. Other times he waited. Sometimes, he ran. For all the effort he put into avoiding conflicts, not a day went by without some beast forcing his hand. There were moments when he felt like there was some other power driving these things toward him on purpose. Yet, when he stretched his senses and his qi to their limits, there was never so much as a hint of another human presence. The spirit beasts were attacking him because he invaded their territory, or even just because he was there. As the endless killing stretched out, Sen observed changes in himself that he considered both good and bad.

      He became much more proficient with those types of qi where he had a lesser affinity. Shadow qi techniques were of limited value, save to hide. Even then, it was only helpful if the beast wasn’t tracking his qi. Despite his desperate use of fire to bring down the hawk, he hadn’t used it since. Sen had a very healthy respect for fire and couldn’t shake the image of himself burning to death in a forest fire he started. Without easy recourse to his strongest affinities, he’d been forced to use and hone the rest. The lone, fragile wind blade he could conjure when Ma Caihong arrived had become three blades that could shatter stone. He could summon an all-encompassing fog that covered hundreds of feet. With a ready source of water, he could form whips and even a compressed water spear that would pierce most hides. He could rip away enough earth and stone to drop a beast into an eight-foot-deep pit. Plants would entangle the limbs of beasts. With enough concentration, he could yank all the air away from where a beast stood.

      In the back of his mind, Sen knew that this forced use of lesser affinities was a good thing. Master Feng had said that cultivators gave up their flexibility in favor of mastering a single affinity. After all the fighting and killing, Sen understood the pure practical value of retaining that flexibility in combat. Yet, Sen saw all of the practice as a secondary benefit. To him, the true prize was utilizing more than one kind of qi at the same time. Unless he was aiming for very small effects, he was still limited to two. He was pretty sure that the limit was his channels, rather than ability. The mental strain grew less intense with every use, which led him to think that some kind of reinforcement or expansion of his qi channels would let him use several different techniques at the same time.

      Of course, as all progress does, it came at a cost. When he’d set out, Sen had mixed feelings about having to kill the beasts. He knew the point of all of this was to create his killing intent, but he didn’t think it was working. He didn’t want to kill any more than he had the first day. All that had really happened was that he’d become numb to it all. When some beast caught him off guard, he didn’t think about the fact that it was a living thing anymore. He didn’t wonder if it had young nearby that it thought it was protecting. It just became one more obstacle to his weary, sleep-deprived mind. He’d even given some thought to not taking any more cores. His storage ring was giving him some resistance every time he tried to put something more inside of it.

      “You know, I don’t think I really need another core,” Sen said to Falling Leaf.

      He was staring down at a huge, bloody pile of meat and scales that had been a demon beast a few minutes earlier. It had been crafty and hidden up in the trees. Then, almost silently, it had tried to drop onto Sen. Unfortunately for this snake, it wasn’t the first time that death had tried to come for Sen from above. He’d barely looked up before he sent a condensed pillar of air straight into the snake’s mouth and ripped it apart from the inside out. Sen had spent so much time washing blood from his hands that the idea of picking through the remains of the snake was just exhausting. He picked up a stick and idly nudged a piece of snake a little closer to the pile. The ghost panther gave him a flat look. She seemed to take it personally if he left behind things that she thought were useful or valuable.

      “I don’t really have any more room,” he pleaded. “If I find the core, do you want it?”

      While the big cat didn’t talk, at least not that Sen had heard, she got her message across easily enough. She sort of tilted her head and blinked and did let him know that she found that acceptable. As she padded off a little way to stretch out and watch him, Sen found a bigger stick. Slowly but surely, he picked apart the bits and pieces. He found the core hiding beneath a small bush and pulled it out. He stood up and lifted the core.

      “Found it!” He shouted to get her attention.

      He turned to throw the core over to her, which gave him the perfect view of a pure white ape all but materializing next to Falling Leaf. Sen found himself transfixed as the ghost panther tried to attack the ape. Yet, for all her lethal speed, the ape was faster. Its arm was a blur as it batted at the big cat. Sen heard the massive hand connect with her head. The sound it made left him certain that it had been a deadly blow. As it had with that goat, Sen’s universe condensed. Everything fell away except him and the ape. Except, he knew something was different. Something had changed inside him, deep down in places where he couldn’t easily look. All of those experiences, all of those seemingly senseless beast deaths, his own willingness to kill them, it all fused into something.

      He felt it crystalizing, felt it becoming, and felt his own place in the world shift because of it. He could almost see it inside himself. It was a pure blue flame ringed in blades so sharp they could sever fate. Around them was a citadel of shadow and mist. Hurricane winds howled through the halls of that citadel, even as raging torrents of water hurled themselves down around the flame from granite cliffs that stretched to the sky. The flame, though, burned pure and steady. Air did not move it. Water did not quench it. Earth could not touch it. Metal could only endure it. That flame did not warm. Those halls did not shelter. Those cliffs heralded only one thing.

      In that moment, Sen found something he hadn’t felt before. With all of those other beasts, he’d killed because it was the only way through. He hadn’t considered anything beyond that. As absolutely everything inside him focused in on that ape, though, Sen understood that he wanted this thing dead. It had almost certainly killed Falling Leaf and not because the cat had been doing anything. She’d just been lying around. It had killed her because it could. Sen didn’t remember drawing his jian. He didn’t remember cycling fire qi. All he remembered was hurling his absolute commitment, his diamond-hard resolve, his killing intent at the ape. That intangible pressure that came from inside his soul crushed the ape to the ground. Absolute terror shone in its eyes as he strode toward it. Sen lifted his jian and brought it down. A finger-thick whip of white fire lashed down from the tip of the blade and split the doomed ape down the middle.
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      Sen took one brief moment to cycle water qi and drag enough moisture out of the air to douse the still-burning hair of the bisected ape. Then, he was running. He found Falling Leaf almost thirty feet away, half buried beneath a pile of leaves, grass, moss, and sticks. He could see where she’d landed and how far she’d slid. Sen kept reminding himself that she wasn’t dead for sure until he actually checked for himself. He dropped down onto the ground beside her and started shoveling away the detritus obscuring her body. When he managed to get her mostly uncovered, he just stared down at the big cat. She was so utterly still that Sen was sure that the damnable ape must have killed her. He couldn’t believe that there had even been an ape up on the mountain. He’d never heard of apes this far north. They were supposed to dislike the cold. While those thoughts careened around inside his head, Sen watched Falling Leaf.

      When he saw her breathe, he felt a lump in his throat so big that Sen thought he might stop breathing. He reached out and brushed away the last of the plant matter around her head. He didn’t like what he saw at all. Half of the big cat’s face was swollen so badly that it made her look deformed. When she breathed, there was a wheezing, almost wet sound to it. Sen knew little about medicine and even less about spirit beasts, but it didn’t take an expert to know that those sounds didn’t bode well. He felt a moment of panic because he did not know what to do. The idea that he’d lose his only real friend in the world overwhelmed everything else. He had to help her. He had to. How, though? He didn’t dare leave her there. In her condition, some other spirit animal would come along and kill her. Sen knew he was a lot stronger than he had been, but he didn’t think he could carry her all the way back to Ma Caihong.

      Sen felt like lightning had erupted inside his brain. Despite his almost daily injuries, Sen had managed to avoid anything life-threatening. He still had the small box of pills that Ma Caihong had given him to take in an emergency. As far as Sen was concerned, this was an emergency. He pulled the box and a waterskin out of his storage ring. He pulled one of the pills out. While the qi in the other medicines she’d given him had only been noticeable if he looked for it, he could feel the qi radiating off this pill. With a plan in mind, Sen confronted the next problem. How to get the unconscious Falling Leaf to take the pill? For one brief moment, Sen entertained the mad idea of simply putting the pill in her mouth. Then, sense reasserted itself. He imagined her coming around with his hand in her mouth and biting down. Instead, Sen cautiously reached out and touched her side.

      “Can you hear me?” he asked.

      It took forever to Sen’s frantic perception, but the spirit beast eventually cracked open an eye wide enough to give him a bleary look. He quickly explained what the pill was and that she needed to swallow it. She closed her eye when he finished. Sen worried that she either hadn’t understood or had fallen unconscious again. After a very long moment, though, she looked at him again and opened her mouth a little. Sen winced at the sight because it looked like it hurt her. He very carefully put the pill on her tongue and offered her some water. Her mouth closed and then opened again. The pill was gone, but he managed to get a bit of water into her mouth. That small bit of activity seemed to drain the big cat and she went still again, except for her breathing.

      They spent three days in that spot, with Sen feeding her one of those pills each day. When he wasn’t tending to the cat, Sen was standing guard over her. Spirit beasts came to the area, drawn by the smell of blood or death, only to flee when Sen unleashed his killing intent on them. He learned a lot about how to use it in those three days. At first, it was just a blanket that covered the entire area. Bit by bit, though, he learned how to focus it into an arrow of pure menace that he launched at anything stupid enough to get close. For the handful of beasts that didn’t take Sen’s very potent invitation to leave, the end came fast. Sen was done hesitating. He was done with the forest. Most of all, he was done with the vile, murderous spirit animals that haunted the damned mountain. The only good news was that the new kills meant Falling Leaf always had fresh meat to eat.

      Well, fresh meat and spirit beast cores. He’d left one sitting near her and turned around to see it disappear into her mouth. He’d been dumbfounded, but quickly dumped a pile of them onto the ground from his spirit ring. He never did figure out what made a core good or bad for her, but she carefully separated out three that she ate over the course of her recovery. On the afternoon of that third day, they set off again. Sen didn’t plan to cover much ground. He just wanted to get far enough away from all those dead spirit beasts that he could set up a relatively safe camp. While the ghost panther had wandered far and wide before, she kept close to Sen on that first walk. There was a gingerness to how the big cat moved, at least when Sen could keep her in sight. She often faded from view if he took his eyes off her for long.

      Once he found a place that he considered good enough, Sen set up his tent. He’d kept himself awake for days by cycling qi through his channels, but the limit of that approach had become more apparent to him with every passing hour. He needed actual rest. He gave Falling Leaf a stern look.

      “If anything comes around, make a noise or do something to wake me up.”

      When he got what he thought was agreement from the cat, Sen slipped into the tent and was all but dead to the world until morning. The next day, Sen let the cat sleep all morning. When they set out in the afternoon, she seemed fully recovered. Sen wasn’t sure what those pills were that Ma Caihong had given him, but he made a mental note to ask her. With Falling Leaf moving fast again and seemingly as done with the adventure as Sen, they set a brutal pace. Sen’s newly forged killing intent kept the path mostly clear. When that didn’t work, he practiced qi techniques on them, or Falling Leaf dispatched them with merciless tooth and claw. It took them two more days to reach the far side of the mountain and find the cave. Feng was waiting at the cave mouth for them. He took one look at Sen’s face, grimaced, and then nodded.

      “It worked, I take it,” said Master Feng.

      Sen’s first response was to send the arrow of killing intent he’d perfected on the path. He took a little satisfaction from the fact that Master Feng actually blinked when it struck home.

      “Yes, master. It worked,” said Sen.

      “Well, do come into my cave.”

      Sen and Falling Leaf trailed the old cultivator into the cave, which turned out to be surprisingly warm and dry. Feng had a small fire burning in a neatly made firepit. A pot of something that smelled positively heavenly was held over the fire by an iron tripod. Sen ate three bowls of the stew and half a loaf of bread before he started to feel human again. Master Feng even dished up some of the stew for the ghost panther, who also ate her fill. It was only when the meal was truly over that Master Feng asked Sen to tell him what happened. Master Feng listened with a calm expression as Sen spoke for nearly two hours. Sen laid out the sequence of events, the various injuries suffered, and how he treated them, then culminated with the forming of his killing intent. Sen glossed over a lot of what happened after that, ready to put the events and their retelling behind him.

      Master Feng sat in thoughtful silence for most of five minutes before he spoke again. “What you’re describing is very strange. It was inevitable that you would come under attack at some point, but it shouldn’t have been anything like what you saw. Half the beasts you described aren’t aggressive by nature. I’ll have to look into this. See if I can find out why they behaved so oddly. Honestly, if I’d thought it was going to be that bad, I wouldn’t have sent you.”

      Sen didn’t quite know what to do with that last comment. He decided he’d deal with it some other day. Instead, he focused on what he cared about.

      “Well, it’s done now. Can we go back?”

      “Tomorrow, Sen. For tonight, the two of you should rest. I’ll keep watch.”

      With the stress of the last two weeks finally wearing off, the true depth of Sen’s fatigue was hitting him. Without another word, he set up his bedroll and went to sleep.
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      Much to Sen’s simultaneous relief and annoyance, the trip back to Uncle Kho’s home was a much less exciting time. While the beasts of the mountain didn’t fear Sen or didn’t fear him as much as he might have liked, they apparently lived in naked terror of Master Feng. Sen didn’t so much as sense a spirit beast aside from Falling Leaf on the return trip. Not having to fend off daily attacks did a lot to improve their speed. When Sen asked if there wasn’t a faster way, Master Feng gave him a knowing look.

      “You know that there must be. How else could I have beaten you to that cave?”

      Sen offered up a shrug. “I didn’t want to put you on the spot if it was some kind of secret.”

      Master Feng mulled that over for a little while before he finally answered. “No, it’s not a secret. Well, it’s not exactly a secret. The fastest way to make a trip in this kind of environment is with qinggong techniques. They basically let you fly.”

      Sen’s imagination lit itself on fire with speculation. “You mean those parts of the stories are true? How can I learn to fly?”

      Master Feng held up a hand. “Easy, Sen. I personally know dozens of qinggong techniques. I suspect there are hundreds. You’ll have to wait to learn them, though.”

      Sen’s hopes of soaring down to town for a quick visit to see Grandmother Lu crumbled. “Oh. Why?”

      “There are a lot of reasons, but the biggest reason is that you need a lot of qi available to use any of the techniques. It’s a lot more than you have at your disposal, even with your recent improvements.”

      “Why is that, master?”

      “Well, gravity is part of the natural order. If you want to fly, you have to violate that natural order. The world makes it very expensive for you to carry out those kinds of transgressions. It’s part of the reason why the climb to immortality is so difficult. The closer you get, the more qi you need to accumulate. After all, it’s the nature of living things to die. If you think about it, immortality is the ultimate transgression against nature. Honestly, I’m a little surprised the universe allows for it at all. Then again, maybe not. So few people pull it off, maybe it’s less of a problem than I imagine.”

      Sen let those ideas roll around in his head for the better part of a mile before he asked a question that had been on his mind for a long time. “Are you immortal?”

      Master Feng gave him a rueful smile. “I suppose to someone so young it must sound that way to hear me and Jaw-Long talk. You hear us old monsters talking about things that happened hundreds or even thousands of years ago. It probably seems like an impossibly long time. No, I’m not an immortal. At least, I’m not one yet.”

      “Will you be?”

      Feng took another long break to consider that question. “I honestly haven’t decided. I probably could become one. If we’re talking about raw power, I have enough to make the leap. At least, I do if I survive the tribulation. Of course, I’ve also got more perspective on the whole idea than most people do. I’m not sure that immortality is all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “Why not? Why wouldn’t you want to live forever?”

      Master Feng sighed a little at that. “For one, no one has a clear picture of what the heavens are actually like for ascending cultivators. There are stories, of course, but I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who knew. Immortals return from time to time, but I’ve never managed to meet one. In fact, they seemed to go out of their way to not meet me. Maybe they knew I’d ask them questions they didn’t want to answer. So, there’s that problem.

      “You may struggle with this idea a bit, but long life isn’t always a gift. The country I was born in doesn’t exist anymore. It hasn’t existed for a very long time. In fact, the country that my country became doesn’t exist anymore, either. I don’t recognize the holidays most people celebrate. I know the right customs, but they all seem foreign to me. I only know a handful of people who can still make the food I grew up eating. Three of them are on this mountain. Living for a very long time means a lot of loss. You lose the people you love. You lose the places you love. Yet, ascending means an even more profound loss. You lose the world itself.

      “There are a lot of things wrong in the world. It can be violent, cruel, and terribly unfair. You know that firsthand. Yet, the world can also be beautiful and surprising and utterly sublime. I’ve seen sights in this world that I can only hope you’ll live to see, Sen. I’ve seen sunrises at sea. There’s nothing but water in every direction and then the sun breaks the horizon. It turns the water into a sheet of gold. I’ve stood on the peaks of mountains in the desert that are so high in the sky that no mortal could survive there. You look out from those peaks. It’s like you can glimpse the farthest reaches of the world and, if you’re paying attention, you can touch eternity. They say that the heavens are filled with wonders, but I already know that this world contains wonders. To become immortal, I would have to knowingly surrender those wonders.”

      Sen was very quiet after that. He’d never heard his master speak about anything that way before. There were definitely things in there that he didn’t understand. What was a tribulation? And he only understood a little bit about what his master meant when he talked about loss. Yet, even Sen knew that there were wonders to be found, if you were patient enough to look for them. Sen’s wonders were smaller things than Master Feng’s, but he wouldn’t want to surrender them. Still, a stark reality remained beneath it all.

      “If you don’t ascend, that means you’ll die,” said Sen.

      “It does. Don’t look so morbid about it. It’s not like it’s going to happen next week or even next year. Cultivation has its pitfalls, but the higher you go, the longer you live. I don’t know exactly how much longer I have, but I expect I’d have to measure it in centuries. Besides, that’s what I’d be choosing if I decide not to become an immortal.”

      “I suppose so,” Sen agreed, although without much conviction. “Can I ask you something else?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “What’s a tribulation?”

      “Oh, right. That. I suppose now is as good a time to warn you as any. The heavens don’t approve of cultivators trying to become immortal. So, they send down tribulations to try to stop it. It generally happens at key points of your cultivation journey, usually after you break through to a new stage.”

      Sen frowned. “Okay. I think I understand that. But what are the actual tribulations? I mean, what happens?”

      “Lightning,” said Master Feng with an air of casual indifference. “It’s usually lightning.”

      Sen’s eyes went wide. “That sounds bad.”

      Master Feng snorted. “By the time Jaw-Long is done training you with a spear, I expect that you’ll have a very solid grip on lightning.”

      It took another two days of walking, but Sen finally saw Uncle Kho’s enormous house through the trees. Sen broke out into a grin until he saw that Master Feng had stopped walking. Sen shot him a questioning look.

      “Go on,” said Master Feng. “I’m sure they’re expecting you.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be around, so don’t slack off on your practice. At this point, though, it’s time to expand your knowledge base. There’s more to being a cultivator than fighting. Jaw-Long and his wife have their own specialties. So, it’s best to let them teach you about those things.”

      Sen hesitated, suddenly unsure if he wanted to go back. Although he didn’t feel simmering anger toward Ma Caihong anymore—he’d vented those feelings on the tide of spirit beasts that he’d killed—he wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of learning from her.

      “I…,” Sen started to say, but let the word just hang there.

      Feng answered as if he could read Sen’s mind. “You don’t have to like someone to learn from them. Besides, you shouldn’t let my grievances become yours without a good reason. I appreciate your loyalty. I truly do. But you should make up your own mind about Ma Caihong.”

      Sen let those words sink in before he offered Master Feng a bow. “As you say, master.”
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      The first few minutes back at the house were surreal for Sen. Uncle Kho, who had been old and bald for as long as Sen had known him, had undergone a transformation. Now, he looked like he was only a bit older than Ma Caihong. The wrinkles on his face had been replaced with smooth skin. His head was completely covered with long, shiny black hair that had been pulled up into a topknot. While he still wore a beard, it wasn’t long, white, and flowing anymore, but trimmed close to his face. The only thing that was truly the same was his eyes. All of the years that some cultivation trick had peeled away from the man’s body were still plainly evident in the man’s eyes. They looked out at the world with a burden of ancient knowledge and countless secrets.

      For all of the changes, though, the man was clearly thrilled to see Sen. He beamed at the young man like Sen had stormed the heavens, robbed them blind, and gotten away with no one the wiser. Sen couldn’t help it. He smiled back at the man. Uncle Kho’s attention shifted away from Sen for a moment as he greeted Falling Leaf. The old cultivator produced an entire roasted duck from what had to be a storage treasure of some kind and lobbed it to the big cat. Falling Leaf deftly caught the bird in her jaws before trotting off to a corner of the courtyard to enjoy her meal.

      For her part, Ma Caihong remained a little way back from Sen and Uncle Kho. Sen didn’t think she meant to be rude, although he supposed it was possible. What little he could glean from her was more like caution. In a moment of insight, Sen realized she was in almost as tricky a position as he was. Sen felt he had to tread with care around her because this was her home. If she ever told him to leave, he would have to do it. On the other hand, Uncle Kho had clearly formed an attachment to him. While Sen had no doubt that Uncle Kho would always choose his wife—she was family after all—it didn’t mean that she wanted an open conflict with Sen either. Such a conflict would likely cause a rift between her and her husband. After being away for years, she no doubt wanted harmony at home.

      A petty little part of Sen wanted to push the issue. Maybe he could get a little revenge on her for Master Feng. That would serve her right, wouldn’t it? As Sen looked at that part of himself, he didn’t like what he saw. Master Feng had been right about one thing. Sen didn’t have a real quarrel with the woman. He hadn’t been truly harmed by anything she’d done. In fact, he’d only benefitted from her presence. Doing things to harm her would be a particularly nasty kind of ingratitude. Master Feng said to make up your own mind about her, Sen reminded himself. Master Feng had survived for a very, very long time without someone like Sen getting into the middle of his fights. It wasn’t easy, but Sen made a very conscious choice to set aside whatever leftover anger he felt toward Ma Caihong. He would wipe their slate clean and see what she did.

      “Since you’re here,” said Uncle Kho, drawing Sen’s attention, “I assume it worked.”

      “It did. Would you like a demonstration?”

      Uncle Kho’s expression turned amused. “Well, you can’t blame an old man like me for being a bit curious.”

      “Old man? I don’t see any old men here.”

      Uncle Kho looked baffled for a moment before he let out a little chuckle. “Oh, don’t be fooled. I’m still an old man. I’m just a very handsome old man. Isn’t that right, my dear?”

      Ma Caihong gave her husband an indulgent smile. “Truly, you are the most handsome man I married.”

      “I’m the only man you married.”

      “Well, that does make your victory easier, doesn’t it?”

      Uncle Kho snorted. “You’re not wrong. Now, Sen, show me what you’ve learned.”

      Sen nodded and unlocked that part of himself that killed the ape and all that had come after it. He fashioned his killing intent into the same kind of mental arrow he’d used with Master Feng. He considered just letting it flow out across the courtyard, but he thought it would bother Falling Leaf. Ma Caihong hadn’t asked for a demonstration. He unleashed his killing intent and, much as Master Feng had, Uncle Kho blinked in surprise when it reached him.

      The cultivator frowned. “Well, we’ll have to work on that.”

      “Did I do it wrong?”

      “Wrong? Oh, no. Nothing of the sort. But we can’t have you sending that out at just anyone. We’ll have to work on toning it down so you send an appropriate amount at people closer to your cultivation level.”

      “Is that truly necessary?” Ma Caihong asked, suddenly much more interested in the conversation.

      “Try for yourself. Sen, if you wouldn’t mind.”

      Sen looked to Ma Caihong, who nodded at him. He sent her the same kind of focused killing intent he’d sent Uncle Kho. She actually blinked a few times.

      “Well now,” said Ma Caihong. “Won’t that be a delightfully ghastly surprise for some foolish young master?”

      Uncle Kho howled with laughter at the thought. “If only I could be there to see their expression when it happens.”

      “I would…,” said Ma Caihong before she hesitated. “I would help you learn to control it, Lu Sen. If you’ll allow me.”

      There it was. It was the golden opportunity that Sen’s pettier self had yearned for. If he declined, she wouldn’t wonder why. She would know. That choice wouldn’t come without cost, though. Uncle Kho would want to know why he’d rejected the offer, and Sen would have to explain. It might not destroy his relationship with the old cultivator, but it would almost certainly put a strain on it. It would create a wedge. Sen wondered if a choice as small and petty as this had laid the foundation for Master Feng and Ma Caihong’s dispute. As much as it was an opportunity to strike at the woman, it was also the peace offering that he knew he should take. Sen considered the two paths in front of him for a moment. Before he could change his mind, Sen offered Ma Caihong a bow.

      “I would be grateful for any help you could provide me.”

      Sen knew it wasn’t much to build on. He expected Ma Caihong knew it, as well. But it was something. It was a tiny piece of common ground they could stand on. He wasn’t sure if he hadn’t kept his face as neutral as he meant to, or if Ma Caihong had simply intuited his thought process, but her expression said that she knew. There was a bit of relief and a bit of gratitude there as she inclined her head in his direction.

      “Alright, enough of all this,” said Uncle Kho. “I’m sure you’re still tired, not to mention dirty, and probably hungry. So, let’s get you a hot bath and a hot meal.”

      Sen didn’t quite groan aloud at the mention of a bath and food, but it was a close thing.
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      While Sen took a couple of days to recover, physically and mentally, from his time out on the mountain, he was amused to watch a quiet but persistent power struggle develop between Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong. The part that Sen found most amusing was that the struggle was about him, while it didn’t actually involve him directly. Both Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong wanted to take up the task of teaching him their skills immediately. For Uncle Kho, that meant formations and the spear. For Ma Caihong, that meant a range of interconnected medical skills and, to Sen’s surprise, more jian training. While most of what they wanted to teach him made sense, that extra jian training baffled him. He eventually asked Ma Caihong why she wanted to provide him with more training in that.

      “Feng laid an incredibly strong foundation that will prove very useful to you over time. He is a true genius with the jian, and he’s passed many of his insights on to you, but it may take you decades, even centuries, to truly grasp all of what he has shown you. Until you do, his straightforward style of jian combat can prove insufficient if you face stronger opponents, which you assuredly will. Having a style that focuses on misdirection as an alternative may well save your life one day.”

      “I see,” said Sen. “Thank you for explaining.”

      While it might not have been obvious to Uncle Kho, Sen could see that he was losing the battle. After four days, Uncle Kho announced that he would forgo teaching Sen for the time being. His stated reason was that wandering cultivators were often injured and far from convenient medical aid. Therefore, it only made sense to give Sen some extra time to learn what he could from Ma Caihong about it. In some ways, Sen’s days didn’t change that much. He practiced every morning in the courtyard. In the afternoons, Ma Caihong would train him in the jian for a couple of hours. The familiarity of that routine gave Sen a certain amount of comfort. Later in the day, though, things were much less predictable.

      Some days, Sen would find himself wandering far from the house to retrieve some plant or root or mineral that Ma Caihong needed. As Ma Caihong’s teaching style was subtle, it took him a while to realize exactly how much information he was absorbing on those walks. Sometimes, she would ask him to identify plants. If he got it wrong, she’d stop and examine the plant. She might point out some feature of the plant that would help him pick it out more accurately the next time someone asked. Other times, she’d ask him whether a plant had beneficial or poisonous qualities. She’d also ask him what kind of qi affinity a plant showed. At first, he hadn’t even understood that question. He’d just assumed that all plants had a wood affinity. Bit by bit, though, she showed him how to extend his own spiritual senses to the plants.

      He learned through observation and a lot of trial and error that plants were wildly diverse in their affinities. Even two of the same plant might show completely different qi affinities. Ma Caihong had actually laughed at his stunned expression the first time he found a plant with a metal affinity. She’d harvested the plant and then had him dig down beneath where it had grown. He’d eventually turned up a stone that had an odd orange cast to it. When he showed it to her, she’d nodded as though it was the expected outcome.

      “The stone has a bit of iron in it,” she explained. “When iron mixes with air or moisture, it breaks down. Then, you get that orange color. It’s essentially degraded iron. Here, it leeched into the soil. The plant absorbed it along with nutrients and water, which let it take on a metal qi affinity.”

      As the warm weather gave way to the chill of autumn, though, they spent less time outside and more time creating things with the plants and other components they had gathered over those months. Again, it took Sen time to understand what Ma Caihong was doing. Sometimes, she would explain to him in extreme detail. For example, there were very specific ways that some plants needed to be prepared. Some could only be ground, while others could only be cut, and only cut in certain ways. At other times, she would ask him questions about the components. What affinities did it have? What other components did he think would work best with them? Why?

      Sen quickly discovered that his understanding of how different kinds of qi interacted was simplistic. It was true that plants with air qi affinity and water qi affinity would work together, but only up to a point. Too much of a plant with a water qi affinity would disperse the air qi. Metal and fire qi affinity plants didn’t mix well if mixed directly together. Yet, earth qi materials could interrupt the potentially damaging aspects of the fire qi affinity components and let them mix with the metal qi components. Sen would fall asleep at night sometimes while mentally mixing and matching components, only to wake up in the morning with a host of new questions. Eventually, though, Sen noticed a blank spot in the education he was receiving.

      “Teacher,” he said to her one afternoon.

      “Yes?” Ma Caihong asked.

      “I have noticed that everything we make is a poultice, lotion, or potion.”

      Ma Caihong lifted an eyebrow. “Is there a question hidden in there somewhere?”

      “I am curious, why do we never craft pills?”

      Ma Caihong straightened at that. “I wondered if you would ask me this question. First, pills are a very difficult skill to master. You can destroy literal acres’ worth of good materials trying to craft a pill and still fail. A poorly crafted pill is as likely to harm you as help you. It’s often more practical and less costly to just buy the pills you need. Second, pill refining takes special tools. The tools are very expensive to buy and maintain. Even a small cauldron is more money than many people see in a year of labor. Finally, you don’t like pills.”

      Sen blinked at the unexpected answer. “What?”

      “I could teach you to make pills, but to what end? You don’t like taking them. I can’t imagine you’d want to spend your time making them. Besides, knowing how to make poultices, lotions, and potions has a lot of value for a wandering cultivator. As a rule, the only tool you need is one of these,” said Ma Caihong, lifting a plain pot off a hook on the wall. “While you must show some care in mixing the components, there is simply more room for error. If you make a mistake, you’re far more likely to craft something less potent than something lethal. If you do that, you heal slower, but you still heal. When you are injured and far from aid, better to heal slowly than not to heal at all.”

      Sen was surprised at the thoughtfulness that Ma Caihong had put into her teaching. She had considered what his life would be like. Master Feng had told Sen often enough that his path would be that of the wandering cultivator, at least for a time. Ma Caihong had used that as a baseline, focusing on materials that he could likely find and tools that he would have on hand. More than that, though, she’d recognized his disdain for pills and, knowing that, had left off teaching him a skill he would likely have hated. Something inside Sen broke then. It was a lingering resentment from their first encounter. It had made him distance himself from her in some ways. She had surely seen it, and yet she’d taught him anyway. Not only had she taught him, but she’d taught him what he needed to know, rather than what she thought he ought to know. In a flash of understanding, he came to see that while she had indeed been teaching him about medicine, the teaching itself had been a medicine for his very soul.

      Sen bowed deeply to Ma Caihong. “Teacher, I am grateful to you for what you have taught me. I am also grateful to you for choosing the knowledge you shared with so much care.”

      Sen looked up to see Ma Caihong smiling at him.

      “And now, Lu Sen, I think it’s finally time for you to call me Auntie Caihong.”

      “As you say, Auntie Caihong.”

      As if something had been waiting for Sen to utter those words, he felt a block that he hadn’t even known existed inside of him crack apart, and qi flooded through him.

      “Well, that’s unexpected,” said Caihong, who went to a cabinet and pulled out a stoppered bottle. “Here. You should drink this.”
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      Sen intellectually understood what was happening. Both his master and Uncle Kho had spoken to him in general terms about five cultivation stages. They’d also been clear that there were smaller stages within the stages. When a cultivator transitioned between the major or minor stages, they were breaking through. Sen even understood that this was not his first breakthrough. Looking back, he could recognize several times that he had broken through while on the mountain. He’d had a small breakthrough while looking off the mountain and deciding that he would see the world. He’d had a breakthrough when he took that second cleansing pill and opened those extra channels. Although, looking back, he wondered if he’d somehow done that out of some kind of prescribed order. Those extra channels hadn’t really done anything until after Auntie Caihong had given him that potion and he’d been facing down the goat. Was that also a breakthrough? He thought that perhaps it had been. Then, there was the breakthrough he’d had just now.

      What he was less clear about was what kinds of breakthroughs he had experienced. Both Master Feng and Uncle Kho had broken cultivation into two strict paths. There was spirit or soul cultivation on one side and body cultivation on the other. While they seemed very certain that the two paths were distinct, Sen didn’t feel as confident about it. He wasn’t sure if that was because he just didn’t have enough information or if his personal experiences were just strange. They had told him that he’d started down both paths, which was a little unusual, but not unheard of. When he’d asked what the cultivation stages were called, though, the old cultivators had suddenly lost the ability to remember things. Master Feng waved it off, saying something about everybody always giving everything in cultivation a stupid name. Uncle Kho had seemed more hesitant about withholding the information. In the end, he’d left Sen with a somewhat cryptic statement.

      “When you name things, intentionally or not, you can limit the ways that people think about a subject. Ming and I have decided not to burden you with too many names for the time being. Suffice it to say, you’re in the first major stage of cultivation development. Your job during this stage is gathering qi in your dantian and learning to manipulate it.”

      “Manipulate the qi or manipulate my dantian?”

      Uncle Kho smiled. “Both. Ideally, you’ll expand the capacity of your dantian over time.”

      Sen had been so baffled by that idea that it was two full days later when he thought to ask Master Feng about body cultivation.

      “Well, there’s nothing really mysterious about body cultivation. Ultimately, it’s just refining your body into something ever more perfect over time. At first, it just makes you stronger, faster, healthier, and even better looking. Your body tissues and bones become more durable. Take it far enough, though, and it gets a little stranger,” said Feng, then he laughed. “I promise that you don’t need to worry about that right now. Come and talk with me about it in fifty years or when you’ve progressed two full stages, whichever comes first. Then, we’ll get into the specifics because that’s when things start to get strange.”

      “How can I tell a spirit cultivation breakthrough from a body cultivation breakthrough?” Sen asked.

      “At your level, there aren’t a lot of good ways to tell the difference. Sometimes, it will be really obvious. Most of the time, though, you just have to trust your body and your spirit to guide you in the right direction. The good news is that breakthroughs of any kind at that level aren’t particularly dangerous. Painful, sometimes, but not dangerous.”

      Despite Master Feng’s assurances, Sen didn’t enjoy going into a breakthrough without knowing what kind of breakthrough it was. Still, he didn’t know, so all he could do was try to capture as much progress as possible while it was happening.

      “Sen!” Ma Caihong shouted.

      Sen snapped out of his mental daze. Auntie Caihong was holding the bottle out to him. He reached out and snagged it from her.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Just something to help the process along.”

      Sen sighed. “They got to you, didn’t they?”

      Ma Caihong snickered. “Yes, they might have. Just drink it and then cycle your qi.”

      “Yes, Auntie.”

      Sen went to open the bottle, but Caihong caught his hand. “You should go to the cultivation room before you take that. Quick. You don’t want to waste any of what’s happening.”

      Sen didn’t need her to tell him a second time. He darted through the house and entered the room with the drain in the floor. He shut the door firmly behind him and swiftly stripped out of most of his clothes. Since he couldn’t know for sure what was going to happen, he didn’t see any reason to risk perfectly good clothing. Taking a deep breath, he popped open the bottle. Almost reflexively, he sniffed the air. The potion or elixir smelled strange. It wasn’t a bad smell, just unlike anything he’d smelled before. Much more important to him at that moment was the knowledge that the liquid was bursting with all five of the major kinds of qi.

      He could sense something else, some other kind of qi, just below the surface, but he didn’t have the time to puzzle over it. With a swift motion, he tilted the bottle back and let the potion slide down his throat. It tasted sharp, bitter, and just slightly metallic on his tongue, but he pushed that thought aside. With nothing left to distract him, Sen began to cycle his qi. When the breakthrough first struck, Sen had thought he held as much qi as he could possibly handle. His dantian felt like it might rupture at any second. His channels, all of them, were packed solid with qi. To say that cycling was difficult monumentally downplayed the mental effort it took to get that energy moving. Yet, he did get it moving. As it moved, he felt some of the qi seeping away from his channels and out into his body. It took a bit of the pressure off of his channels and his dantian. Sen gasped in relief.

      Then the potion kicked in and Sen’s inner world turned into a battleground. An entirely new wave of qi poured into his dantian, into his channels, into his everything. It felt like fire was burning him away from the inside out, consuming cells, muscle, bone, and organs. Yet, right behind it came air to blow away the cinders, earth to set the stage, wood to heal, metal to reinforce, and water to soothe away his agony. His dantian stretched and stretched until Sen knew, knew with absolute certainty, that it could stretch no farther. He stretched out his will and seized not his dantian, but the qi inside of it, somehow reaching past the ephemeral, but all too real boundary his dantian presented. Barely coherent, Sen managed to decide that if the qi couldn’t push any farther out, he’d have to compress it to relieve the pressure.

      He imagined the feeling of packing snow in his hands, the way the soft powder gave and gave until it suddenly stopped giving and started resisting. He squeezed against the qi, a task made even harder by the fact that he was still cycling qi, still trying to think past the agony of a body on fire, still trying to decide if this was a spirit or body cultivation breakthrough. The qi tried to flow out of his will’s grasp, but Sen redoubled his efforts. He squeezed and squeezed, certain that his dantian would explode if he eased up for even a second. He bore down on that qi even as more qi swirled past, moving in and out of his seemingly newly made channels. He kept squeezing harder and harder, eventually forgetting even why he was doing it. It felt like he’d been squeezing that qi forever. He couldn’t give up. Couldn’t surrender. He had to keep going because, because… He didn’t know anymore. He just knew that he couldn’t stop. With a final burst of willpower and desperation, Sen compressed the qi one last time.

      There was a pop that Sen heard inside his body and felt inside his soul. The struggling, writhing mass that his will had held was abruptly gone. Sen looked inwards with his mind’s eye. Where that mass of qi had been, there was now an iridescent drop of liquid. It floated for a brief moment in the center of his dantian, then the flow of his cycling snatched that droplet of condensed qi and drove it into one of his channels. The qi that Sen was used to using flowed through his channels. This tiny droplet shot through his channels like a crossbow bolt. As it did, he felt his body arch up off the floor. Impurities burst from every single one of his pores. Distantly, he was aware of the rank stink of it. The pain of it, though, was indescribable. For a few seconds, that pain was everywhere inside of him. It was inside his bones, inside his cells, inside the very fragments of consciousness he clung to for sanity. Then, mercifully, it was done.
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      “I feel strange,” said Sen.

      He stood opposite Master Feng in the courtyard, looking down at his own hand as he opened it and closed it, over and over. He’d felt strange ever since he’d come out of the cultivation room. Sen had assumed he’d spent a few hours locked in the struggle to contain and compress his qi, so he’d been stunned to discover that he’d spent three days in that room. His mind still reeled at the idea. It had been one thing when he’d stood watch over Falling Leaf for days. Most of his time was spent waiting while the ghost panther healed, with only occasional bursts of brutal activity in her defense. The time in the cultivation room, though, had been a relentless, all-consuming struggle. He didn’t know how he’d done it, or how anyone could do it. The problem was that he knew Uncle Kho and Aunty Caihong wouldn’t lie to him about something that important. He’d tried to talk with Uncle Kho about how different he felt. The old cultivator had gently but resolutely told him that he needed to talk to Master Feng first.

      “Don’t misunderstand, Sen. I do want to talk to you about the changes you’re going through. It’s just inappropriate right now. This is a very important moment in your cultivation journey. It’s Ming’s place to guide you through it, not mine. Once you talk to him, once we both talk to him, I’ll be happy to discuss the entire matter with you.”

      “Where is he? I haven’t seen him in weeks.”

      “He was troubled by your experience with the spirit beasts. Troubled enough that he went to speak with someone who knows more about them.”

      Sen gave Uncle Kho a startled look, which made the man laugh.

      “What?” asked Sen, not sure if he should feel a little offended or not.

      “At some point, every disciple gets that disbelieving look on their face. All of us think that our masters are all-knowing. The first time we discover that idea simply isn’t true, it shocks us. Even cultivators as old as Ming and I can’t know everything about everything.

      “Some of it is simple aptitude. Ming is adequate enough with formations. He’s been using them for long enough that simple repetition has beaten the basic principles into his head. Yet, he has no natural inclination for them. I excel at them. In a pinch, I could probably put together a healing salve or a basic potion. That’s only true because I’ve watched Caihong do it a few thousand times and had a lot of long conversations with her. If you want something truly powerful, though, you talk to her. She’s a true master of alchemy and healing.”

      Sen thought about that for a moment. “What does Master Feng excel at?”

      “I’d have thought you would have put that together by now. Combat. Ming’s calling, his specialty, is combat. He knows more about it than literally anyone else I’ve ever met. It’s why I’m so grateful that his restraint is as well-developed as his jian skills, most days. There are a few of us old monsters around who can match his raw power, but none who can match the sheer depth of his experience and skill. Although, he’s a very accomplished blacksmith as well.”

      “He is?”

      “Indeed. He made that spear I gave you. He probably made the jian he gave you. You’ll have to ask him to find out for sure.”

      “He never mentioned it,” said Sen.

      “I’m not surprised since we don’t have a forge here. Forges are loud, hot, dirty things.”

      Sen nodded in understanding. Uncle Kho’s home had always been a clean, tranquil place. A forge would have disrupted that.

      “How do I figure out my aptitudes?”

      “Experience in the world will eventually push you in a direction. It happens for every wandering cultivator at some point. For now, we’re just laying some groundwork. Giving you a bit of training in a lot of things that you’ll find useful. Once you figure it out, we can give you some more guidance. Speaking of guidance, I’ve sent word to Ming about your breakthrough. He’ll return soon. That man can move very, very fast when he chooses to do so.”

      Uncle Kho’s prophecy turned out to be accurate. Master Feng arrived the next day looking travel-stained but also excited. While Sen had been more than eager to get some answers, he let good manners guide his steps. Master Feng cleaned up and they all had a meal together. Master Feng and Ma Caihong had either patched up their differences or resumed a polite fiction that they had done so. Whatever way they had gone, it at least allowed the four of them to share a meal in relative peace, a fact for which Sen was very grateful. He had made his own decision about Ma Caihong. The rift between the two gave him pause whenever he thought about it. Neither would intentionally put him in the middle of a personal conflict. At least, Sen didn’t think they would, but the possibility still haunted the dark, quiet corners of his mind.

      After the meal, Sen and Master Feng retreated to the courtyard, where Sen made his proclamation that he felt strange.

      Master Feng nodded, clearly undisturbed by the news. “Yes, it’s to be expected with these kinds of dual breakthroughs.”

      “Dual breakthroughs?”

      “It happens, occasionally. Most of the time, you either break through with your spiritual cultivation or with your body cultivation. You feel a little odd afterward, especially when you break through between major stages of cultivation. That feeling of oddness doesn’t usually linger for too long when you only break through in one kind of cultivation. Your mind doesn’t want to feel strange. Neither does your body. They want to feel balanced. So, after a day or two, they start to adapt. From what I understand about dual breakthroughs, though, that sense that something is off does linger for a while. There are simply too many changes inside you. The good news is that it will pass. It might take a week or two, but you will find your balance again.”

      Sen nodded, relieved to know that he would eventually be free from the feeling that he was a stranger in his own skin. Finally able to set that concern aside, he moved on to what was probably the more important question.

      “Uncle Kho said that this is an important moment in my cultivation journey. Why is that?”

      “Ahhh, yes. You didn’t just break through. You broke through from the first major stage into the second major stage in both your cultivation paths. Honestly, I’m both shocked and relieved that you didn’t face a tribulation. Maybe the heavens were distracted by something else that day, but you should feel blessed that they overlooked you. You might have survived the tribulation, but it would have been a close thing if you did.”

      Sen shivered at that thought. The idea of divine lightning crashing down on him from the heavens was the kind of thing that made him lose sleep sometimes.

      “I will consider myself blessed.”

      “Of course, now that you’re out of the first stages, I’ll answer an old question of yours. The first stage of spirit cultivation is generally called the qi condensation stage. Granted, I have heard other names for it—the divine initiation stage, the mortal cultivation realm—but qi condensation is the most accurate name. Do you need an explanation as to why?”

      Sen shook his head. Looking back on it, he was pretty clear on why it was called that. It was also pretty clear that, had he been given the name, it would have changed nothing. “I’m not sure why you withheld the name, though.”

      Master Feng smiled. “Because I didn’t want you focused on condensing qi to the exclusion of learning to use it. The kinds of techniques you figured out aren’t taught to sect members in the qi condensation stage. They don’t even start learning to use them until they break into the second stage like you have. You are literally years ahead in that respect.”

      “I see,” said Sen, his mind whirling. “And the first stage of body cultivation?”

      Feng shrugged. “It’s called the earthly transformation stage.”

      The name rang a bell. Sen searched his memory.

      “Uncle Kho said something about that the first day we were here.”

      “I’m surprised you remember that. A lot has happened since then.”

      “So, what now?”

      “Honestly, you’ll continue on much as you did before with some minor variations. You broke through, so I assume you formed a liquid qi drop in your dantian. Yes?”

      “I did, master.”

      “Now, in addition to gathering and cycling qi, you make more liquid qi.”

      Sen remembered the terrible strain of trying to form that first drop. He went to open his mouth but saw that Master Feng was already shaking his head.

      “Master?”

      “Forming that first drop is almost impossibly difficult. Making more will prove profoundly easier. You’ll still have to compress your qi, but that droplet gives you a foundation to work from. As you make more, you’ll break through the smaller levels of the second stage. That liquid qi is much more powerful than the qi you have been using. You’ll see its effects in the power of your techniques. A word of caution, test that new power slowly and preferably outside these walls. Between your new stage and your killing intent, you shouldn’t have to stick so close to the house. You can probably scare off anything that’s too big or dangerous.”

      The ember an old wish roared back to burning life. “Can I go visit Grandmother Lu?”

      Master Feng considered that with a deep frown for what felt like an eternity to Sen.

      “I won’t forbid it, but I’d caution you against going now.”

      “Can I ask why, master?”

      “It’s nothing sinister. There are just things I’d like you to learn before you leave this place. I fear that, if you go and visit your grandmother, you won’t return. Unless I miss my guess, the lure of the wider world will prove too much for you to resist.”

      Sen opened his mouth to object, but the words wouldn’t come. Master Feng was right. Sen would go with every intention of coming back, but he knew he wouldn’t. At least, he wouldn’t right away.

      “Now that you’re out of qi condensation and avoided the worst of the traps, I’ll tell you some things we’ve been keeping from you. You’ve entered into what is generally called the foundation building stage. Right now, you’re what they call an early stage foundation builder…”

      Sen listened with rapt attention as he suddenly had words and phrases to go with concepts and ideas he’d had to feel his way through before. He learned that as people progressed through a stage, they were called early, middle, late, and peak. He heard tantalizing phrases like core formation and nascent soul. The discussion took hours as Sen asked question after question, reveling in the feeling that he finally, finally, knew what was going on. He had truly entered another stage of his cultivation journey.
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      Sen’s excitement about his new knowledge burned bright for a few days, then he came to a startling conclusion. While his new knowledge about the stages of cultivation had filled a deep-seated need in him, it hadn’t actually changed anything. That knowledge hadn’t made him any better at cultivation. It didn’t alter his opinion of cultivation. It had no influence on how they trained him. Most importantly, it hadn’t changed his goals in any obvious way. When Sen considered it deeply, he still just wanted to see the ocean and explore the world. He wasn’t more committed to cultivation or to possibly, one day, ascending to immortality.

      When Sen was honest with himself, that idea wasn’t very real to him. He didn’t think that anyone was lying to him. The stories all said that people had done it. Yet, Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Ma Caihong had all been chasing that goal for thousands of years, which he also had trouble believing. All of those years and they still hadn’t accomplished it. Of course, Master Feng had said he wasn’t sure he’d go through with it, and Sen hadn’t asked the others about it. He thought they would answer if he asked, but it struck Sen as almost too personal a question. Sen liked the idea of immortality, but it was just too much like something that someone made up. If it was real, then that kind of ascension was for legends and heroes. Sen didn’t think it likely that immortality was meant for someone who grew up eating trash in alleys.

      No, the only real difference that his new knowledge had made was that he felt slightly safer about going out and doing that exploring he dreamed about. Sen was relatively sure that he could handle any bandits he might stumble across, assuming there weren’t too many of them. He also knew that there were other cultivators out there who were stronger and more advanced than him. They could pose a threat, but he didn’t plan on fighting them. He wasn’t even really all that interested in meeting them. Master Feng didn’t seem to have a particularly good opinion of any cultivator other than Uncle Kho. Uncle Kho was outright hostile to the mere mention of cultivators from sects, at least ones who were still alive. When Sen had asked him about that hostility, Uncle Kho hadn’t hesitated to tell Sen exactly what he thought of sects and sect members.

      “They’re a bunch of jumped-up, preening fools who think they have the corner on power and enlightenment. There isn’t one in a thousand of them worth the dirt on my shoes.”

      Sen had decided not to pursue that line of questioning any further with Uncle Kho. He didn’t know exactly what had soured the old cultivator on sects, but it must have been ugly to leave an anger that deep. Auntie Caihong hadn’t seemed as angry about sects, but she wasn’t enthusiastic about them either.

      “Sects are,” she said, pausing to choose her words, “tools. They serve a function in that they let people pursue cultivation. They can provide guidance, of a sort. The problem with the whole system is that sects are full of people.”

      “I don’t think I understand.”

      “People, especially people in groups, tend to reflect and amplify what’s around them. So, let’s say that you get a few sect elders who are too arrogant for their own good. They pass that attitude on to core sect members, who adopt it and make it worse. Those core sect members pass that attitude on to inner sect members, who pass it on to outer sect members. It gets worse and worse.

      “So, you end up with a sect full of unbearable people who take offense at everything. This is on top of any regular flaws those people have, like bad tempers or feelings of inadequacy. Then, some of those sect members go out into the world and behave in simply abominable ways. They abuse the mortals. They pick fights with each other and leave devastation in their wake. Now, not every sect is that bad. Some are committed to ideals, such as upright behavior or humility, but enough are that bad that it tends to give them all a bad name.”

      Curiosity got the best of Sen at that point. “Uncle Kho seems to hate them.”

      Auntie Caihong sighed at that. “Yes, he does. He has reasons, justified reasons at that, for feeling the way he does. I don’t agree with his opinion that any sect is a bad sect, but he doesn’t agree with me about everything either.”

      Sen frowned at that. “Doesn’t that make things complicated?”

      “It certainly does, but that’s life for you. Here’s a lesson that might not make sense to you now, but just keep it in the back of your mind. Being friends with someone, even loving someone, doesn’t mean that you have to accept everything they believe. More to the point, you should run from anyone who tries to tell you otherwise. That kind of person isn’t anyone’s friend. Real friends, real loved ones, can disagree about important things and remain close.”

      Sen had tried his best to digest that piece of advice, but he struggled with it. After a while, he recognized that he just hadn’t known enough people to understand what she was trying to tell him. Staying distant from other people had offered him a kind of safety, but he was starting to think he might have missed out on more than he knew. Still, he dutifully tucked that bit of advice away to revisit in the future. Maybe when he had more than one friend. Maybe when he had a friend who wasn’t a ghost panther. The closest thing to a disagreement he and Falling Leaf ever had was when he ran out of treats to give her, and he suspected that was almost all show.

      What really drove home to Sen that his new knowledge wasn’t the earth-shattering thing he’d imagined was that his routine didn’t change. He still got up in the mornings and practiced. He still spent his afternoons slowly mastering a new jian form and learning about making medicines with Auntie Caihong. When the truth finally settled over him, what Sen experienced was simple embarrassment. He’d built that information up in his head. He’d assumed that it was powerful in some way. Mostly, though, he’d just felt left out.

      It had seemed like everyone was having a different conversation over his head. With hindsight in place, he understood that the other conversation had only existed in his mind. The older cultivators knew more than he did, understood things that he didn’t, but aside from a few missteps by Master Feng early on, they had made every effort to give him the information he needed to succeed. They wanted him to succeed. Armed with that truth, Sen committed to doing the only thing he could to repay them. He committed to learning as much as he could, as well as he could.
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      As the weather turned from simply chilly to truly cold, Auntie Caihong’s lessons changed as well. Rather than learning about medicinal and alchemical plants in general, or how to make general healing salves and potions, Sen began learning about specifics. Ma Caihong pulled out charts that mapped the way energy should flow through the body that Sen was then bid to memorize. He learned about acupressure points and their uses in limiting pain and reducing bleeding. She quizzed him about what he would use to treat specific injuries and why. Often these lessons became lectures that exposed why someone’s first instinct about how to treat something was all too often the wrong instinct. She eventually provided him with a notebook to write down recipes for different kinds of treatments, as well as observations about the components he used.

      “One of the things you’ll discover as you travel is that the local plant life is different, depending on where you are.”

      Sen was startled by that revelation. “Really? Why?”

      Auntie Caihong pondered for a little while before she answered. “There is a very complicated answer to that question that I’ll spare you. The simpler answer is the land and weather are different in different places. As you go south, for example, the weather gets hotter and it’s often wetter. The soil composition is different. That lets different kinds of plants grow there. The notes you take, though, will often let you find substitutes for what you’re used to using. If you can find plants with similar qualities, you can get by. If you’re near a city or town, you talk with local alchemists, spirit doctors, or apothecaries. They can often supply you with the right substitutes or at least tell you what you can get in the area.”

      Sen could see the logic and began writing down key information about the components they used. As the weeks slipped by, though, he started fretting about the New Year. He needed to make or find gifts for everyone, yet he couldn’t come up with any good ideas. He eventually cornered Uncle Kho to ask him what kind of gift Ma Caihong might like. That conversation led Sen to spend two full days away from the house and up near the very peak of the mountain. Falling Leaf tagged along, seeming very curious about what he was doing. Sen was relieved that the other spirit beasts on the mountain left him alone for the most part on that brief expedition. He was only forced to kill one, some kind of multi-headed bird that had taken nearly half an hour of intermittent fighting to finally put down.

      He’d seen a fox with several tails. It seemed to be more self-aware than many of the other beasts. It had sat down and regarded first Sen, then Falling Leaf, but it made no move to attack. If anything, the beast seemed to find them humorous. Falling Leaf had responded with wariness, but no outright hostility. Judging that she likely knew better than he did about the fox, he didn’t attack. Sen and Falling Leaf eventually left with a lot of careful looks back at the fox. The fox watched them go without ever moving. Yet, for the rest of the day, Sen caught glimpses of the fox. Sometimes, he’d see flashes of its red fur moving through the increasingly thin covering of trees and dormant bushes. Other times, he spotted it sitting somewhere and looking at them.

      “Should I be worried about that thing?” Sen finally asked Falling Leaf.

      The ghost panther looked from Sen to the fox, which was perched up on a rock about fifty feet away, and then back to Sen. He struggled to untangle the mix of impressions that flowed off the big cat. He caught flashes of irritation, vague amusement, and still more wariness. The big cat took one last, long look at the fox and then actually shook her head. It was one of the most direct answers he’d ever gotten from her. He wondered if she’d broken through along the way as he had. He could swear that she seemed smarter and possibly even more capable than when they’d first met. When Sen was ready to set up camp on the second evening, the fox reappeared at the edge of the clearing that Sen had chosen. It gave Sen a long look and then trotted a short distance away. It looked back at him. He lifted an eyebrow at it. The fox came back to the clearing, gave him another long look, then trotted a little way off. It looked back at him again.

      “I think it wants us to follow it,” said Sen, feeling less than enthusiastic about the notion.

      Falling Leaf gave the fox a baleful look, made a discontented noise, and trudged after the spirit beast. Sen frowned, then he trudged along in the big cat’s wake. The fox led them along for perhaps fifteen minutes. It looked back to make sure Sen was paying attention, then pawed at an innocuous snowdrift. The fox backed well away and gave Sen an expectant look. Sen cautiously approached the snowdrift, eyed the fox, and then used a bit of air qi to gently push aside the loose snow. When he saw what was under the snow, his expression turned from suspicious to incredulous. He glared at the fox.

      “How could you have possibly known?” he demanded of the spirit beast.

      The fox’s mouth dropped open and it spoke to a flabbergasted Sen. “Tell Ma Caihong that Laughing River wishes her an auspicious new year.”

      It took Sen a second to realize that the fox hadn’t actually spoken out loud to him. It had used some kind of qi technique to transmit the words to him. Sen wanted to just feel stunned and baffled, but he supposed that these sorts of things happened to cultivators.

      “I will,” he agreed. “Still, why help me?”

      “Why not?”

      Sen didn’t have a good answer for that, so he offered the fox a bow. “Thank you for your assistance, senior brother.”

      That seemed to delight the fox, who immediately took on a playfully devious air. “Of course, now you owe me a favor. I’ll have so much fun collecting on it.”

      In a flash of red fur, the fox vanished. Sen realized he’d been staring at the empty space where the fox had been for most of a minute. He’d been trying to imagine what kind of favor he could do for a spirit fox. He hadn’t come up with any answers. Then, a thought came to him unbidden. Sen spun toward Falling Leaf.

      “Can you talk?”

      The big cat had a very guilty look in her eyes. Sen heard a little whisper. “Yes.”

      “You can talk?! Why haven’t you done it before?”

      Sen heard her sigh.

      “It’s difficult. Usually isn’t necessary.”

      Sen wanted to rant and rave at the big cat for not revealing that information. Yet, as he thought back about it, she wasn’t wrong. Very little of what passed between them would have been made better or substantially easier with speech. Still, he didn’t want to let her off too lightly. He narrowed his eyes at her.

      “We’re going to talk about this.”

      “If we must,” said Falling Leaf, sounding dejected.

      With that, Sen turned back to the treasure that the fox had led them to and began harvesting it. Sen let Falling Leaf stew for most of the morning as they made their way back down the mountain. In the end, though, he just wasn’t that angry about it. It was even a little bit funny to him. He finally stopped walking and gave the cat a meaningful look.

      “You should have mentioned it.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Well, just so long as you know,” offered Sen as he started walking again.

      “That’s it?”

      “Did you want to talk more about it?”

      Falling Leaf shook her head vigorously.

      Standing off where Sen and Falling Leaf wouldn’t notice it, the fox laughed to itself.
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      Sen had to seek out Ma Caihong’s help to come up with a gift idea for Uncle Kho. Her recommendation had been so straightforward that Sen felt a little stupid for not coming up with it himself. He was very happy that it was something he could do without traipsing all over the mountain. Sen’s recent advancement had gone a long way toward making time spent in the cold something he could handle without much thought, up to a point. A few hours, even most of a day, he could take in stride. Two days in the freezing misery of the upper mountain had informed him that he was still vulnerable to the cold if got cold enough for long enough. It might take longer for the cold to seep in and kill him, but it could still do it.

      As for Uncle Kho’s gift, it took him most of a week and several wasted scrolls, but Sen finally completed the project up to a level that he found satisfactory. He tucked it away in his storage ring next to Ma Caihong’s gift.

      In the end, it was Sen who came up with the idea for Master Feng’s gift. He had to enlist both Auntie Caihong and Uncle Kho to make it happen. Sen was glad, for once, that Master Feng was off on another one of his excursions to dig up information about spirit beasts. It gave him time to practice with Ma Caihong and get feedback from Uncle Kho.

      Then, the day was upon them. Sen spent his morning practicing outside, as he usually did. Master Feng came out and observed him for a while but didn’t seem inclined to make any corrections. He only made one casual comment.

      “I see that you’ve taken to Ma Caihong’s jian style.”

      “It seems practical to have the option,” said Sen, feeling a little nervous.

      Master Feng nodded. “It is. I’d have encouraged you to wait a little longer before you learned a second style, but it hasn’t seemed to hamper your growth.”

      “Thank you, master.”

      Sen completed his routines, cleaned up, and then banished everyone from the kitchen. He slaved over the stove for hours, obsessively checking and rechecking everything. He did let Auntie Caihong come and help him dish everything up for the meal. Then, they invited the others to join them. Master Feng stopped dead when he saw the food on the table. For a brief moment, Sen thought the man might cry. Then, Master Feng gave Sen a huge smile and sat down. They ate and ate until everyone was full.

      “Thank you for the gift, Sen,” said Master Feng.

      Sen gave him a bow. “You are welcome, master.”

      “I suppose I have you two to thank as well?”

      Uncle Kho waved it off. “I just tasted the practice runs to help them get it right.”

      “I have been teaching him to cook since the two of you certainly couldn’t. I consider it part of that training.”

      Feng’s eyes twinkled at their excuses.

      “Since I’ve started, I may well as finish,” said Sen, standing up.

      He retrieved a scroll from his storage ring and gave it to Uncle Kho. The old cultivator lifted an eyebrow and gently unrolled the scroll. His eyes went a little wide and then his whole expression softened. Sen could see the artistic, or as artistic as he could manage, brushstrokes on the paper.

      “Do not let the mountain ahead of you distract from the road before you,” read Uncle Kho. “One of my favorite sayings.”

      Uncle Kho shot his wife a sly look, but she sat there simply radiating innocence. With that, Sen retrieved his final gift. He’d had to get Uncle Kho’s help to make the box because he needed something that would safely preserve what was inside. He held the box out to Auntie Caihong. She smiled at him as she took the box and opened the top. Her expression froze for a moment before she gave Sen a surprised look.

      “A lunar winter’s heart blossom,” she said. “Is that where you went for those two days?”

      “It is. I met someone up there who helped me find it. They wanted me to tell you that Laughing River bids you an auspicious new year.”

      Uncle Kho groaned, but Auntie Caihong let out a delighted laugh. “Thank you, Sen, for the gift and the message.”

      “I hoped that fox was dead,” muttered Uncle Kho.

      “Quiet, you. Laughing River isn’t that bad.”

      Uncle Kho didn’t keep going, but Sen thought he heard Uncle Kho muttering something about a red-furred menace under his breath. With his part out of the way, Sen settled back. Master Feng handed out his gifts first. He presented Uncle Kho with a scroll as well. Given the way that Uncle Kho gasped, Sen assumed it was something good. Then, he made a cauldron appear and presented it to Ma Caihong. She seemed genuinely moved.

      “Ming, this is truly too much. It must have cost you a fortune.”

      Master Feng dismissed that with a gesture. “Nonsense. I couldn’t find a good one, so I just decided to make it myself.”

      Master Feng didn’t see the woman’s jaw drop as he turned to Sen and held out a tiny box. “This is long overdue.”

      Sen opened the box and saw a dark stone ring. He picked it up and recognized it as the storage treasure it was. “Thank you, master.”

      “It’s like mine,” said Feng. “Not as big, but you can keep things like food fresh in there. You can even keep plants alive in there for a while.”

      “Oh, that’s always helpful,” said Auntie Caihong. “You really never know when you’ll chance across some rare specimen out there. One time, I ran across a two-hundred-year-old ginseng plant that had an ice qi attribute. I’d never seen anything like it before. The ideal situation would have been to take the plant and replant it somewhere. Of course, I was nowhere near civilization at the time. I didn’t have a good way to transport a live plant. Instead, I had to just harvest it. It still fetched a lot when I sold it, but it would have been worth so much more as a live specimen.”

      Sen promptly slipped the ring onto a finger, not willing to chance even the possibility that he might misplace or lose something so valuable. Master Feng gave Sen a big smile and sat down. At that, Uncle Kho turned to Sen.

      “Now that we’re not hiding everything from you about cultivation stages, and you’ve solidified your gains at your current stage, I can finally give you this,” said Uncle Kho.

      He extended his hand, and a small booklet appeared in it. Sen reached out and took the booklet. It looked old to Sen’s eyes. In fact, it looked old enough that Sen had the sneaking suspicion that it might be valuable as well. He carefully leafed through the pages. Everything was handwritten, and he saw some familiar, if simplified diagrams of the body that highlighted the dantian and qi channels. He looked up at Uncle Kho.

      “I’m not sure what I’m looking at,” he admitted.

      “It’s a cultivation manual, Sen. Most likely, it’ll be the first of many. This one is designed to help you form more of that liquid qi, but it has some other benefits as well. Don’t worry, we can talk over all of the details later.”

      Sen was overwhelmed, but he shot a questioning look at Master Feng.

      “We discussed it beforehand. It’ll be a good approach for you at this point.”

      Sen offered both Master Feng and Master Kho a deep bow. “Thank you, Uncle Kho. Thank you, master.”

      Sen immediately started reading the manual, only to hear a loud cough from Auntie Caihong. He looked up to catch her giving Uncle Kho and Master Feng a murderous glare. The two men found interesting things to look at in other parts of the room. She took a deep breath and focused on Sen.

      “I can see now that I should have gone first. Oh well, I think you’ll still like this.”

      She left the room briefly and came back with a small wooden case. She presented it to Sen, who took it and carefully laid it across his legs. He unlatched the case and opened it to find an inkstone, inksticks, and several fine brushes. Sen gently ran his fingers over the brushes. He could feel that they had been reinforced with qi. He didn’t know how much life that would add to the brushes, but he expected that Auntie Caihong expected him to use this set for years to come.

      “Thank you, Auntie Caihong.”

      “You understand that I expect you to send occasional letters back to let your poor old auntie and uncle know that you’re alive. Once you head out into the world, of course.”

      Sen laughed. “Where would I send them?”

      “To your grandmother, of course,” said Feng. “I’m sure she’d be willing to hold them until someone stops by.”

      “Of course,” said Sen, although he doubted that was a real long-term solution.

      At that, Auntie Caihong gave her husband another withering glare and said, “I’ll go first this time.”

      She accessed her own storage treasure and removed a jian. It was very different from Sen’s jian. The sword came in a red-lacquered scabbard that looked like it was inlaid with gold. There was a ruby inset in the pommel, and the guard was carved to look like two dragon heads. As fine as the sword looked, Sen felt an almost instinctive dislike for it. There was something wrong with that sword. Something… Sen searched for a word that hit the right note. There was something corrupt about it. As for Master Feng, his eyes were locked on the sword.

      “How did you get that?” he asked.

      Ma Caihong smirked. “The old-fashioned way. I took it from his corpse.”

      “He’s truly dead, then?”

      “Oh yes, quite thoroughly and truly dead.”

      Feng reached out and took the sword. There was a look of such malicious satisfaction on his face that Sen was startled. Feng noticed Sen’s reaction and sighed.

      “The man who carried this blade was someone I wasted a lot of time trying to find. He spent most of his life doing whatever he wanted, and what he wanted was mostly to hurt and kill people. Of course, he knew I wanted him dead, so he ran and hid whenever there was even a rumor that I was closing in on him. He’d go underground for decades at a time,” said Master Feng before turning his eyes to Ma Caihong. “How did you find him?”

      She laughed. “I didn’t. He found me. Except, he thought he was finding some lone woman in the wilderness. He was so surprised.”

      Feng snorted. “Yes, I’ll just bet he was. Thank you, Caihong, for finishing my tasks and bringing me this. I’ll take great pleasure in destroying it.”

      Uncle Kho gave his wife a pouting expression. “I suppose I know how you felt, now. Well, here you go, Ming.”

      He tossed Feng what looked like a storage ring. Master Feng held it in his hand for a moment before he gave Kho a little grin.

      “Is this what I think it is, Kho?”

      “Yes, and it wasn’t easy to make. So, you’d better spread it around that that little miracle was my work.”

      Feng laughed. “Of course, all credit where it’s due.”

      After that, everyone fell into conversation, although Sen mostly just listened. His mind and his eyes were consumed by his new cultivation manual.
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      Auntie Caihong kept teaching Sen for a few weeks after the new year, but he could tell that would soon change. She stopped introducing new things she wanted him to learn. Instead, she revisited everything that she had taught him. In some cases, it was brief enough that he could tell she was just checking that he remembered. She asked him some general questions about identifying medicinal plants and alchemical materials. She only got specific about a few of the rarer ones for which he could find buyers wherever he went. In other cases, she asked him in-depth questions about what to mix to treat a variety of injuries and illnesses. Throughout it all, he updated his notes. Mostly, he added to them, but he twice found places where he had to correct something that was simply wrong. They weren’t catastrophic mistakes that would have injured him or anyone else, but those mistakes drove home just how important it was to make sure he got the details right.

      “Well,” said Auntie Caihong, “no one will mistake you for a spirit doctor, but you know enough now that you should be able to patch yourself or someone else up in an emergency.”

      “I don’t think I’d dare try to treat anyone else,” Sen said, shuddering at the very idea.

      “Sometimes, it’s that or let them die.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Oh, I know so. The world has a way of making you do things you don’t really want to do. Of course, I’ve found that people tend to find their nerve in those situations, more often than not. I did.”

      “How so?”

      “The first time I was in that situation, I knew a lot less than you do about medicine and medicinal plants. Looking back now, it’s a little horrifying how little I knew. When it was a choice between doing nothing and letting my friend die or trying to do something, though, I tried to do something.”

      “Did it work?”

      “It did. I got lucky and found a few plants that helped a lot. After that, though, I decided that I wouldn’t need to get lucky that way again. I really could have killed her with the plants I used.”

      “Like I said, I don’t think I’d want to do that.”

      “You have one advantage that I didn’t.”

      “What’s that?” Sen asked, his curiosity piqued.

      “You actually have some idea about what you don’t know.”

      Sen laughed a little. “I don’t know anything. That seems strange to say because my brain feels stuffed full. But there’s so much I don’t understand about qi interactions, injuries, and even selecting between plants and minerals to get the best effect.”

      “Some of it you’ll learn through experience. Some of it you can learn by studying. If you look hard enough, you can usually find someone to teach you some new things about medicine.”

      “I can always come back and learn from you.”

      Auntie Caihong’s eyes glowed with affection. “I hope you do. In the meantime, though, poor Jaw-Long is ready to explode. He wants his turn.”

      “As you say, teacher.”
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      “With the possible exception of a rock held in the hand, the spear may well be the oldest weapon in existence,” said Uncle Kho.

      Sen listened attentively as he tried to find the right way to hold the blunted spear in his hands. He’d spent so much time wielding a jian that he’d assumed that learning the spear would come, well, not easy, but a little more naturally. As soon as he’d picked up the weapon, though, that idea vanished from his mind. It was painfully clear to him that he was starting from scratch. The jian felt natural and balanced in his hands. Of course, he reminded himself, it didn’t start out that way. Sen had worked hard at mastering that weapon. He’d made countless mistakes and been corrected hundreds, if not thousands, of times. He had to resign himself to the idea that this would be the same. Uncle Kho held his own blunted spear in his hand, but Sen was surprised to see the man looking at the weapon like it held every secret in the world. That was true reverence on the man’s face.

      Uncle Kho continued, “It’s a surprisingly versatile weapon. You can use it up close, as many a fool learns the hard way. Yet, it provides you with enough reach that you can keep all but the most talented and determined sword wielders out of range, all while you inflict lethal damage. Your attacks can be swift and fierce.”

      Uncle Kho snapped the spearhead down in a strike that was so hard and fast it could have split a man in two without losing a bit of momentum.

      “Your defense can be languid and graceful.”

      The spear moved around Uncle Kho in clean, fluid arcs.

      “You can attack from above, below, or the sides.”

      The cultivator moved the spear through a series of strikes that flew at an imaginary target from a dozen different angles.

      “As with all things, though, true mastery of the spear doesn’t come through overbearing strength or impossible speed. Too much strength, too much speed, and the spear will break. The true heart of the spear, the true heart of mastery for any weapon, is balance. It is knowing when to strike and when to hold back. It is knowing when you must be as hard as steel, and when you must be as flexible as the wind. The way of the spear is the way of balance. If your heart is open, I will show you the way.”

      Sen gave Uncle Kho a deep bow. “I will strive to keep my heart open.”

      The old cultivator, who looked like he could be one of Sen’s not much older relatives, smiled at him. “I know that Ming treats the jian as if it’s just a weapon, which is strange in someone who uses their blade more as an extension of their cultivation than a martial form. Yet, that is how he sees it.

      “I do not separate the two. To me, the spear and cultivation are inextricably, inevitably entwined. I owe most of my advancements to insights I gleaned while wielding this weapon. The good news for you is that I do not expect you to follow that path.”

      Sen tried not to let his relief show on his face, but some leaked through. Uncle Kho chuckled to himself. While Sen had experienced the occasional insight while wielding the jian, he didn’t see himself as someone who could drive his advancement that way. At least, he couldn’t as a regular practice. He didn’t expect that the spear would prove any different. Of course, just because the spear wasn’t a direct cultivation aid didn’t mean there was no value in the weapon. Sen very much liked the idea of keeping his future opponents at a distance.

      Equally important to his mind was finding balance. The desperate need for it was everywhere in cultivation. The constant intake of qi wasn’t just grabbing whatever he could find. He needed to keep the attributed qi in the proper balance for him. If he ever let those bits of attributed qi grow imbalanced, he felt as though everything inside of him was out of step with the world around him. His timing was off. His decisions were off. His very techniques would fail. It went deeper than that, though. He had seen how important balance was with the medicines he learned to make. It wasn’t that things had to be in equal measures. That was a simplistic notion of balance. No, it was that components needed to harmonize with each other and with the injury. They had to balance for a purpose, or nothing would heal. Sen believed that his advancement would come through finding the right set of components and letting them harmonize throughout his existence. If he could do that, he hoped, he could push forward.

      Sen bowed again. “If you will lead me to balance, Uncle Kho, I will follow you into the way of the spear.”
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      During the day, Sen was as diligent and driven as ever. If anything, he was even more diligent and driven. Most days, he was up before dawn making food. By the time Auntie Caihong or Uncle Kho drifted out for their first cup of tea, Sen had often been outside practicing for hours. He needed those extra hours just to get through everything. Between his unarmed combat forms and his jian styles, real practice could easily take up to five or six hours a day. Then, after he ate a quick meal for lunch, it was time for formation training. In its own way, formation training was as difficult as the medical and alchemical training that Auntie Caihong had put him through. In part, it was because many of the same concerns applied, if in different ways.

      “A formation,” said Uncle Kho, “is almost a living thing. It doesn’t exist in a vacuum. It exists in the world. It moves through time with you. It has a lifespan. Just as importantly, it interacts with your environment. Try as hard as you like, you’ll find that setting up a fire formation is all but impossible within a certain distance of any body of water. There’s just too much water qi in the area. Even if you do make it work through sheer talent or luck, it won’t last long. A good formation must take into account the flow of natural energies around it. It must work both with and within that existing balance.”

      Yet, for all those complexities, Sen found formations a much easier subject. He briefly wondered if Uncle Kho was simply a better teacher, but quickly dismissed that idea. Auntie Caihong had been almost infinitely patient with him and always geared her lessons to a level that he could understand. No, it was simpler than that. Medicine had to interact with a human body. Human bodies were messy, unpredictable things. No two bodies functioned exactly the same way and their qi energies could change in strange ways. Formations interacted with the natural world. Sen was experienced enough to realize that nature was hugely complex, but it also moved slower. If you examined the energy in an area in the morning, there was a reasonably good chance that those energic flows would hold true in the evening. You didn’t have to adapt to everyone on the fly. You could make predictions and count on them.

      Of course, that also made things harder to understand when things didn’t work properly. Sen had seen Uncle Kho sigh more than once when Falling Leaf simply appeared inside the courtyard. Uncle Kho liked the cat just fine, but he’d also told Sen that he’d specifically set up formations to keep spirit beasts out. The big cat shouldn’t have been able to come and go as she pleased. Yet, she did. Uncle Kho had checked the formations he’d built into the manor more than once. Every time, he said the same thing.

      “There’s nothing wrong with these formations.”

      Then, he’d usually turn a glare on the cat. Falling Leaf would yawn, or roll over, or simply go to sleep in the face of the cultivator’s annoyance. Sen reasoned that she might take Uncle Kho a bit more seriously if he didn’t give her so many treats. After a few weeks of formation training, when he understood the rules a little more, he asked the older cultivator a question he’d been hanging on to for a while.

      “Uncle Kho, is Falling Leaf so powerful that she can just ignore the formation?”

      “Hmmm. You know, I asked myself that exact same question when she first started showing up here. I thought maybe she was hiding her cultivation level. Maybe playing some kind of game with us.”

      “And?” Sen prompted.

      “No, it’s not a matter of power. Don’t get me wrong, she has plenty of power. If she were human, she’d probably be in middle foundation formation or even brushing up against late-stage foundation formation. Since Ming cleared out nearly anything with a core on the mountain, that makes her one of the bigger threats up here. But that’s not even close to powerful enough to just ignore one of my formations. No, something else is happening here. Something I don’t understand.”

      “Do you have any ideas about what’s happening?”

      Uncle Kho laughed. “Oh, I have lots of ideas, but no good ones. My best guess is that she, somehow, developed a unique qi technique that lets her slip through gaps in my formation that other things can’t.”

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “I’m not. As far as I know, there are no gaps in my formation. There could still be a gap. One I don’t know how to see. One that she’s slipping through. Unfortunately, it’s not very likely.”

      “Any other ideas?”

      “She’s a cat.”

      Sen frowned. “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Cats go where they want. I have a sneaking suspicion that there may be a loophole in the natural order that facilitates that.”

      Sen frowned some more. “Sounds difficult to prove.”

      Uncle Kho gave Sen a morose look. “I know.”

      Sen found himself watching the big cat closer after that to see if he could spot her doing something special with her qi when she came and went. He didn’t have any more luck than Uncle Kho did. Falling Leaf seemed to know what he was doing and acted particularly smug when she noticed him failing to discover her secrets. Despite training with the spear, his interest in formations, and the ongoing mystery of the ghost panther’s comings and goings, it was the cultivation manual that drove Sen’s relentless drive. He wanted to spend as much time with it as he could, which meant he needed to finish everything else during the day.

      That manual consumed his evenings. As soon as they finished eating and cleaning up after the evening meal, Sen vanished to read it. A part of him knew that his fixation on it was nothing more than it being the first technique he’d been allowed to see that he didn’t come up with on his own. While Sen liked being creative and planned to keep building on that foundation of technique creation, it could be crushing work. After all, it was nothing but failure after failure until he succeeded. Then, after a few moments of pure joy, there was more work. He had to practice the technique, perfect it, and then start all over again. All of that failure wore him down after a while, even if he had found some shortcuts along the way.

      To have someone simply hand him a technique felt so good that Sen was sure there must be something fundamentally wrong with doing that. Still, he reveled in the pure luxury of having someone just tell him how to do something with qi. However, he quickly discovered the pitfalls of a technique manual. Just because someone explained what to do and why, it didn’t necessarily mean that Sen would understand it. He understood his own techniques because he knew literally everything about them. With the technique in the manual, he could follow what it wanted him to do with his qi. The cycling pattern was less complex than many he knew already. He felt less certain about the why. That uncertainty bothered him more than he expected it would. More to the point, he had a feeling that it was even dangerous for him to not understand the why of the technique.

      It didn’t help that the actual explanation was written in a way that Sen found frustrating and difficult to follow. Uncle Kho had declared that Sen’s reading skills were more than good enough for any of his needs. Yet, he’d never had Sen read anything like the manual before. The person who wrote it seemed determined to make every statement as long and complicated as possible. Sen would spend entire minutes trying to figure out what just one sentence meant. So, rather than spending his time cultivating with his new technique, Sen found himself reading the manual over and over again. If he couldn’t rely on simple comprehension to do the trick, perhaps repetition would serve him better. Even as he adopted that approach, he put himself on a clock. He would try to understand the manual on his own, but not forever. He gave himself seven days. If he couldn’t figure it out after seven days, he would simply ask one of the older cultivators.

      There was value in developing understanding on his own, but time had value as well. The time he spent trying to understand was time he didn’t spend mastering something else. Uncle Kho had been teaching him about balance, and Sen was determined to find it in his life. He’d certainly learned his lesson about not asking for help in the past. So, the days ebbed away as Sen studied the manual. Understanding did not occur in a blinding flash, the way it sometimes did for him. Yet, it did come. At first, it was in small fits and starts. Then, bigger pieces slid into place. It took him five days with the manual before the why of the technique finally locked together. It also became clear to him why Master Feng and Uncle Kho had chosen this technique.

      Master Feng had explained that many cultivators built their foundations around a single qi type. He even acknowledged the basic advantage in strength it would provide. Sen had experienced enough to know that he wanted to keep his access to many kinds of qi. He could see way too many advantages to having it to ever willingly give it up. Feng had encouraged that attitude. So, the old cultivators had gone out and found a foundational building technique that would let him keep it. The whole technique was designed to let him condense liquid qi that used all of the attributed qi he could access. It was basically ideal for his needs. That understanding did nothing to temper his frustrations with whoever wrote the stupid manual.

      “You couldn’t just say that’s what the technique was for?” he demanded of the unknown writer. “No, of course not, because why do something so rational? No, you had to talk about the many-branched tree of creation. You ass!”

      It wasn’t until Auntie Caihong knocked on his door that Sen realized he’d been yelling at the manual for almost ten minutes in a glorious, rage-purging explosion of verbal violence. He opened the door with a rather sheepish expression.

      “Is everything alright, Sen?” Auntie Caihong asked.

      She peeked past him into the room, as if she wanted to make sure that some stranger hadn’t snuck in and bothered him.

      “Yes, Auntie. I just figured out what the cultivation manual was trying to explain.”

      “That made you angry?”

      “No. That made me happy.”

      “So?” she prompted.

      “I also figured out that the person who wrote it was…” He trailed off, not wanting to actually say it out loud to her.

      “Oh, you mean that he was a tiresome buffoon who loved a turn of phrase more than being helpful?”

      Sen was nodding before she even finished. “I just called him an ass.”

      She gave him a sympathetic smile. “It won’t be the last time you say that about someone who wrote a manual.”

      Sen groaned.
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      Sen smiled to himself as he ran around the walls that surrounded the house. He remembered all too well the misery of his first run. The desperate gasping for air. The terrible burning in his legs and arms. Yet, as sharp as those memories were, Sen felt oddly distant from them. Some of it was just the stark change in his body. Sen didn’t dwell on it that much, but he was aware that the bony skinniness he’d arrived with had been replaced by hard, defined muscle. He’d grown taller as well. Where he’d once had to tilt his head back to see the much taller Master Feng’s face, he could now look the man almost directly in the eye. He no longer stumbled or found himself bumping into things. He couldn’t match the sheer overwhelming grace of the three older cultivators, who all made the most casual motions a thing of beauty, but he no longer felt embarrassed by how he moved.

      He was also nearly certain that the running didn’t do anything for him anymore. The years of training were part of it, but so were those bouts of body cleansing he’d endured. Every kind of physical effort became easier after that second pill. After breaking through, no amount of running taxed him. He’d tested it one morning by doing nothing but running. Around and around he’d gone for the entire morning. He hadn’t slowed. He hadn’t stopped. He’d just run. He’d exalted in that achievement. His speed was something he couldn’t really wrap his head around. He’d been getting pretty fast before the breakthrough, by his own estimation. Now, though, he didn’t think regular people could move as fast as he did. The benefits of body cultivation had shown themselves to be truly remarkable. Yet, it also left him wondering what it would be like when he reached the peak of foundation formation or core formation as a body cultivator.

      As it was, he could carry out the task of running and practicing his new cultivation technique at the same time. It was a little taxing mentally, but not physically. He hadn’t been doing the technique long enough to simply push it to the back of his mind the way he did with regular cultivation. Yet, even that seemed to come easier than it should. Body cultivation refined the physical form. He wondered if spiritual cultivation refined the mind somehow. It wouldn’t surprise him, but it left him a little edgy. Back when Sen had first been learning to read, Uncle Kho had also introduced him to numbers and basic math. Sen hadn’t taken well to numbers, but the old cultivator had insisted over Sen’s many objections that the boy master the essentials, such as addition and subtraction. Since his breakthrough, he’d found himself far more capable with numbers. Yes, he had questions.

      He’d eventually ask Master Feng those questions, but he’d been finding excuses to put it off. In his heart, Sen was a little afraid to learn the answers. At the moment, he knew that he could basically pass himself off as a normal person, at least to normal people. Cultivators would sniff him out pretty fast unless he made a conscious effort to hide, and he didn’t relish the idea of doing that nonstop. He wasn’t even certain how long he could hold that technique before he’d have to stop. With a mental tsk, he added that to a growing list of things he needed to test. However, with a little care, nothing he did would raise too many suspicions if he was getting noodles or simply walking through a town. Unless you have to fight, he chided himself. Fighting would expose him in a second because, if he had to fight, it would almost certainly mean fighting another cultivator. If that happened, he wouldn’t, couldn’t, hold back. Anything less than his all could easily spell his death.

      Still, a part of him feared he would eventually become so different that everyone who met him would automatically recognize him as a cultivator. That was what had seemingly happened to Master Feng when he’d first arrived in Orchard’s Reach. Sen could hardly imagine the cultivator announcing that about himself. On the other hand, Sen had a hard time imagining Master Feng doing anything that people might describe as normal. Sure, he ate and he slept, but only out of habit or because he saw other people doing it. Left to his own devices, the man would spend days at a time in the library studying a scroll. Sen saw things like that and wondered if that was his fate. Would he one day lose touch with all of those things that most people considered basic human necessities?

      Thoughts like that one made him feel a little alien to the boy who first climbed up the mountain with Master Feng. While Sen as he was now could recognize himself in that homeless child, he very much doubted that child could have seen himself in the person Sen had become. That boy worried about where he’d get food from and if Grandmother Lu would one day decide not to let him in when it got too cold. For the Sen who was sprinting laps around the manor with a gleeful Falling Leaf keeping pace, it was like he’d stumbled into some other world. Now, he worried about things like cultivation techniques, tribulations, and how best to avoid other cultivators out in the world. Perhaps, he mused, this is what growing up is. It wasn’t so much a drastic change in personality, as it was a change in the scope of what a person faced. It was knowing that you might face problems larger than yourself, larger than everything you knew before, and even knowing that you were competent enough to face them.

      Sen stumbled to a stop as something changed. He felt a stirring in the qi all around him and a sympathetic stirring in his dantian. Then, as if drawn to him by an inexorable force, all of that stirring qi contracted around him and was drawn into him. For a few seconds, Sen almost lost track of his cycling technique, overwhelmed as he was by that sudden rush of strength, power, and energy. He bent his will against that feeling, a will forged by years of constant discipline, and focused. That sudden rush of qi was an opportunity that he didn’t plan to miss. He even knew what to do, having done it before in that cultivation room. Sen let as much of that extra qi as he could stand pool into his dantian. Then, he seized that misty churning energy and bore down on it, with the existing bit of liquid qi at its center.

      While it took all his concentration, Sen discovered that Master Feng had been right. That one little bit of liquid qi seemed to act like a catalyst under pressure. As Sen crushed the misty qi into the liquid qi, it began to transform. Bit by bit, he gathered up that extra qi coursing through him and squeezed it down. It was slow work, and he lost himself in the process. Eventually, though, he was left with only the qi he normally carried. There was one small, but terribly important difference. The lone drop of liquid qi he’d had in his dantian had grown. It was perhaps three times as large. It seemed like a tiny improvement, given how much qi he had compressed. Yet, the difference was enormous. He let that little bit of liquid qi make a single trip through each of his qi channels. Fresh power permanently suffused his muscles and etched itself into his bones. His organs blazed briefly, his heart even pausing for one eternal moment, before they too were fortified. His body all but hummed with new strength. He was a step closer to middle foundation formation. It was a small step, but one he knew he could repeat. All he needed was time, and maybe the occasional bit of enlightenment.
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      For all the time they spent on him, Sen never wholly lost sight of the fact that Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong were practicing cultivators in their own right. From time to time, he’d see Master Feng practicing qinggong techniques, flying horizontally through the air and using the courtyard walls as stationary platforms. He’d occasionally find Auntie Caihong scowling down at some pill that hadn’t come out the way she’d wanted or, sometimes, just not the way she’d expected. So, he wasn’t entirely surprised when he found Uncle Kho practicing with his spear in the courtyard one morning. What did surprise Sen was the way the old cultivator was practicing. He had been very clear with Sen that the spear was a weapon you wielded with two hands. Two hands gave the weapon stability. They provided strength. They made it much harder to remove the weapon from your grasp.

      He had lived up to that credo of weapon handling in Sen’s training. Every thrust, parry, blow, sweep, cut, slash, and chop didn’t just use two hands, they depended on it. In its own way, Sen found that the spear was an even more demanding weapon than the jian because there were simply more things he could do with it. Yet, always he was to use both hands.

      “The utmost reason you use both hands is one you can likely guess by now,” said Uncle Kho when Sen asked about it.

      Sen didn’t let the groan show through on his face. “Balance. Using two hands helps you maintain and achieve balance with the weapon.”

      “Precisely.”

      Uncle Kho had even offered the opinion that only an exceedingly rare emergency truly justified wielding a spear one-handed. Given the man’s strong opinions, Sen was stunned to see the cultivator wielding a spear with one hand. Although, he supposed he was diminishing what he truly saw before him. Uncle Kho was only using one hand to hold the spear, but he was manipulating it in other ways. At times, he felt the older cultivator use air qi to drive the spear while slashing or using a lightning-fast kick to drive the base of the spear shaft up in a fast counterstrike. Sen even felt Uncle Kho use a brief burst of earth qi to bind himself to the ground for a second so he could use his own body as a pivot to deliver a sweeping blow so fast it seemed nothing short of miraculous that the air itself wasn’t split in two. Sen wasn’t sure how long he stood there simply watching the display of supreme qi and spear control. He was almost in a trance state when Uncle Kho addressed him.

      “You have questions?” the old cultivator asked.

      Sen twitched at the words before he shook off the mental stupor. “I do.”

      “Then, by all means, proceed,” said Uncle Kho with an amused smile.

      “You have been, I think, very clear that the spear should be wielded using both hands at all times. Have I misunderstood?”

      “You have not. I stand by that position.”

      Sen waited, certain that Uncle Kho knew exactly what he planned to ask, but the older man simply waited. He seemed prepared to wait until time itself ran dry for Sen to simply ask the question.

      “Very well. If that is the case and you feel so strongly about it, why would you practice a one-handed style with the spear?”

      Uncle Kho nodded as his face took on a faraway look. “All of the reasons I gave you for using two hands stand as true. For you and for other cultivators, the odds of you losing an arm but not losing your life are very low. If you lose a limb in a fight, you aren’t simply sparring. You’re in a life-or-death fight. Any enemy worth the name will immediately take advantage of that kind of crippling blow. Simply put, it’s not worth the time and effort you’d have to put in to learn a one-handed style. Beyond that, it suffers from the countless weaknesses I’ve already described.”

      “Yet, there you were, practicing one anyway,” said Sen.

      It wasn’t an objection. Sen truly didn’t understand why Uncle Kho had bothered with it if such styles were of no use to cultivators.

      “You forget, Sen. I am very old. That has afforded me certain luxuries. For you, for most cultivators, everything you learn must serve a purpose. And, for most cultivators, the spear is just a weapon. It’s a useful tool. You learn about your tools. You take care of them. At the end of the day, though, that’s all they are. Something useful you carry with you. If that’s all they are, then your best choice is to learn the most useful, most efficient method of wielding it. That is what I am teaching you.

      “For me, though, the spear isn’t simply a useful tool. It’s part of my cultivation. The way of the spear has been responsible for much of the enlightenment I have enjoyed over my long life. For me, everything related to the spear is a potential source of understanding, of enlightenment, and of advancement. For me, a one-handed style may not prove particularly useful in a duel, but it has the potential for far greater benefits.”

      Sen had more questions, but he didn’t want to veer the conversation in a drastically different direction. “Did that style provide you with any enlightenment?”

      Uncle Kho considered the question. “No, but the man I learned it from certainly did. He was a very interesting man, especially for a mortal. He was a soldier. I don’t remember where he came from. I’m not sure the place even exists anymore. I suppose it doesn’t matter that much fifteen hundred years later. The point is that he was a regular mortal soldier. He’d lost an arm in a battle. For most soldiers, if they survived, that would mean they got to return home. Except, he didn’t have a home to return to, or another trade for that matter. He’d been a soldier his whole life. It was all he knew and all he wanted to know. Yet, what good was a spearman with only one arm?”

      “Not much good, I would think.”

      “No, not much good at all. Yet, this man was determined. He trained, night and day, day and night, for years. He taught himself a whole new way to do what he’d taken for granted for so long. Oh, how I wished that he were a cultivator. The things he might have done with centuries. It wasn’t to be. Fate, I suppose.”

      “Did he rejoin the army?”

      Uncle Kho shook his head. “No. They told him that the army didn’t have a place for spear geniuses like him. Instead, he was sent to the capital. He spent the rest of his life training others in the spear.”

      Sen pondered the story. On the surface, it sounded like the man had a fortunate encounter that ensured his safety and life. Yet…

      “Uncle Kho, it sounds to me as if that man suffered a tragedy. At least, he did if the life of a soldier was all he truly wanted.”

      “It was a tragedy and a triumph. Like so many, that man saw the spear as something his body wielded. So, when he set out on his path to reclaim the life he’d lost, he tried to train with his body. Of course, he failed because he could no longer do what others did. In order to reclaim the spear, he had to find a new way. He had to approach the spear with an open spirit, with an open heart. He had to be willing to hear what it had to teach him. He did that. In doing so, he achieved something in his life that few will ever experience. At the same time, he reforged himself into something new, something that could no longer fit into the life he craved. Tragedy and triumph. Acquisition and loss. Body and spirit.

      “All too often, we treat these things as opposing forces in life. Yet, the wrong acquisition can seed future loss. A triumph on one side can create a tragedy on the other. For all that cultivators focus on qi, the mystical essence of life and creation, we spend a great deal of time focused on our bodies. We all too often treat spirit as though it is a hindrance to cultivation, rather than a pathway. I saw in that soldier’s triumph and his tragedy the possibilities of a different kind of path. If the spear could take him so very far in so very short a time, how far could the spear carry me, if I were but to approach it with an open spirit?”

      The answer was all too obvious. It had carried Uncle Kho very nearly to immortality. It might yet carry him across that bridge. Of course, the lesson wasn’t about wielding the spear. It was about forging a path, the right path, that could carry him just as far. What that path would look like, Sen couldn’t even guess. Perhaps it would be the spear, or the jian, or perhaps it would be the intricacies of medicine. Or, perhaps, it would be something he hadn’t even glimpsed yet. Some miracle hidden in plain sight, waiting for him to find it.

      “So, it’s a reminder? Practicing that style, I mean.”

      Uncle Kho nodded. “It is. It’s a reminder of what that man accomplished. It’s a reminder of what he helped me accomplish. Most of all, it’s a reminder that we can seed our own tragedies in our accomplishments. I never take for granted that I will succeed on the path of cultivation.”
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      As summer slowly unfolded and the mountain once more teemed with life, Sen’s cultivation followed along in its slower path. While he trained alone or with Uncle Kho’s guidance, he gathered and cycled the misty qi that pervaded the courtyard. Sometimes, he would travel away from the manor and gather the thinner qi from the mountain itself. As he did, he tried to understand why one clearing was strong in earth qi, while another mere minutes away was dominated by wood qi. He let his spiritual senses stretch out from his body, seeping down into the soil and rock, spreading out into the air, or flowing along with the water of the occasional spring-fed streams that slowly cut channels in the ancient stone of the mountain. At times, his curiosity was sated. He would discover that a beast core humming with attributed qi lay unclaimed in the earth below or held fast in the inexorable roots of a tree.

      At other times, he remained in ignorance, if not complete ignorance. There were moments when he felt something, but something obscured from the insistent, questing tendrils of his senses and qi. It felt like sensing a movement in the darkness. He knew something was there, felt the faint quivering of its presence on the very edges of his ability to know and feel. Its true nature or purpose, though, was denied him. Yet, even those failures were not whole failures. He had taken Uncle Kho’s lesson to heart. When he had reflected on it, Sen came to see that failure and success were far more deeply intertwined than he had recognized or been willing to recognize.

      Taken at face value, failure was pure defeat. A defeat by the physical demands of a form or the complexity of a cycling pattern or simply by ignorance. It was the certain knowledge that someone was simply not adequate to the challenges before them. That was how Sen had viewed failure for a long time. Yet, over time, he had come to see that view for the painfully shallow thing it was. As Sen had meditated on failure and success, he had seen that failure was also a forge. It could burn away the base metals of doubt, laziness, and fear, leaving only the pure steel blade of determination. In an almost perverse inversion of that principle, he came to see that easy success was like introducing base metals into your work. While the product might look fine on the surface, pressures of any kind would corrode that same blade. Intense pressures would make it crack and fail.

      Sen hadn’t thought of his musings on success and failure as particularly profound or relevant to his cultivation, save for the obvious benefits of having strong determination. In the end, he had only meant to revisit them with the benefits of the perspective that Uncle Kho had provided. He had hoped, not in vain as it turned out, to discover a more useful way of viewing failure. While powering through failure in the face of his all-or-nothing attitude had helped him hone that determination, it had cost him something. What troubled him was that he couldn’t identify exactly what it had cost him. Maybe it was something he’d never had a name for in the first place. He thought of it as a sort of softness inside his heart. He didn’t think it was weakness, but rather some intangible capacity that had been diminished. If he could find a better way to see failure, though, he might be able to preserve what remained. Possibly, he might even restore a bit of it over time.

      What he had not expected his insight to do was generate one of those sudden rushes of qi that surrounded him whenever he came to some truly important insight. Caught off guard as he was, Sen was also well-trained in the fine art of swift reactions. He’d hastily thrown up a basic defensive formation, courtesy of some formation flags that Uncle Kho had provided to let Sen practice on his own sometimes. Then, he’d taken advantage of the moment to form a few more drops of his liquid qi. Adding to that reserve had been such a slow process that Sen was surprised to discover that his dantian was close to a quarter full of liquid qi. While it was still a ways off, Sen knew he was closing fast on entering into middle-stage foundation building. The gains in his spiritual senses from that additional liquid qi were what had sent him on his private quest to understand why certain kinds of qi concentrated out in nature in the first place.

      Taken at face value, not discovering why certain kinds of qi prevailed in a spot was a failure. Yet, in that failure, he had sensed the elusive, ephemeral force that seemed to hide behind the mask of the natural world. That was a victory because it didn’t leave him ignorant. Qi didn’t coalesce purely at random in nature. Something made it happen, at least some of the time. Yes, it might take him weeks, or months, or even the rest of his life to unravel what that hidden force was, but the simple knowledge of its existence was enough victory for one day.

      Even as Sen had that thought, a familiar presence entered into the range of his spiritual senses. Sen felt it as Master Feng recognized Sen’s presence and altered course to find him. The older cultivator had been away for a few weeks on another trip to try to understand some problem on the mountain that Sen truly did not understand. While his master had explained that the spirit animals had behaved very strangely, Sen had seen nothing similar since. He had the occasional run-in with them, but that was almost inevitable living out in the wilds as they did. Sen was surprised that it didn’t happen more often. Yet, his master was insistent that he track down the problem. While Sen was free with his questions about cultivation and combat, he normally shied away from prying too much into Master Feng’s personal affairs. He’d eventually asked why Master Feng was spending so much time and energy on a problem that didn’t seem to be a problem anymore.

      Master Feng had been happy enough to answer that question, at least. “Any time you see spirit beasts acting in abnormal ways, it’s cause for concern. It may mean that there’s something wrong with the natural order in the area, which is often the best you can hope for. The other possibilities mostly involve direct interference from someone or something. Regardless of the why, you don’t just leave it to happen if you can intervene. I can intervene.”

      Sen frowned as his mind caught on something. “If it’s a problem, why didn’t Uncle Kho or Auntie Caihong take an interest?”

      “They did, but we all knew that this problem would take some travel to sort out. Caihong just got back. As for Jaw-Long, let’s just say that it’s better for him if he doesn’t go wandering.”

      Sen was thinking back about that conversation and wondering if Master Feng found anything as the man appeared between some trees. He smiled and waved, then froze in his tracks. His head whipped around to look at something that Sen couldn’t even feel with his spiritual senses extended as far as they could go. Master Feng’s hands closed into fists and then slowly opened again three times. It was a mundane act, but Sen got the impression it was a ritual of sorts. After that short ritual, Master Feng looked over at Sen.

      “Do not interfere.”

      Sen shuddered. As terrifying as Master Feng had been after killing all those spirit beasts, the man who issued Sen that order was far worse. That man was a statue made of pure ice. There was no emotion on his face. No tension in his body. From what little Sen could sense of his qi, it was as still and smooth as a pane of glass. Finally, Sen sensed what his master had. There were potent qi sources hurtling toward them. A few seconds later, Sen was struck mute by the sight of three men flying through the air on top of swords. Even as part of his mind tried to process what he was seeing, another part was analyzing the three men. Master Feng and Auntie Caihong had both put in more than a little time teaching Sen how to identify cultivation stages with at least some accuracy. All three of the newcomers were in the core formation stage. If Sen was reading it right, the one in the lead was late stage, maybe even peak. The other two were substantially weaker, maybe only early stage core formation. Of course, that didn’t really make a difference for Sen. Dead was still dead, regardless of whether it took someone a half second longer to do it.

      “You ran away before we could finish our conversation. You wandering cultivators really should learn to respect your betters,” said the one in charge.

      He had a hard face with thin lips and angry eyes. The men following him were cut of a similar cloth. They looked like they might even be related. Not brothers, but cousins, maybe, thought Sen.

      Master Feng’s only response was to briefly shake his head and say, “You should not have followed me here. You doomed yourselves.”

      “I think you’re the one who’s doomed. I’d only have crippled you back in the city. Out here, well, I’ll just kill you and the weakling over there for offending the young master of the Diving Falcon Sect.”

      At a mention of “that weakling,” the man had gestured at Sen. Sen didn’t understand what he was seeing. Had Master Feng done something to those people? Even if he had, were they seeking death in glorious combat by challenging a nascent soul cultivator hovering on the very cusp of immortality? None of it made sense. The young master who hadn’t bothered to name himself to Master Feng drew a dao, and the other two mimicked the action a moment later.

      “You really should run away now,” said Master Feng, wholly unconcerned. “If you can get off the mountain fast enough, you might survive.”

      The young master sneered. Then, all three of the newcomers were driven to their knees as though by the hand of an invisible god. Sen felt something he’d only felt once before, a very specific killing intent. Once more, his mind was filled with the image of a desolate wasteland.

      A moment later, a man who burned with a halo of lightning descended from the sky in front of the three newcomers. Sen remembered well the look on Uncle Kho’s face when he’d been arguing with Master Feng. He was wearing it again, and it was no less frightening the second time around. Uncle Kho glared down at the three men.

      “I am Kho Jaw-Long.”

      Those were the only words he said. It seemed those were the only words he needed to say. The young master burst into hysterical tears, slammed his forehead into the ground, and begged for his life around his sobs. The other two were seemingly too terrified to even move. The begging lasted for three seconds before a finger of lightning fell from on high and just erased the young master from existence, leaving nothing but a charred spot on the ground. Uncle Kho paused to look at Master Feng.

      “They came to your home, not mine,” said Master Feng. “Handle it as you see fit.”

      A second finger of lightning fell and left a second burned patch where a person once was. Uncle Kho turned the full weight of his attention onto the last man.

      “Return to your sect. Tell them there will be no additional mercy. Do you understand?”

      The last man found his ability to move and slammed his head against the ground three times. It was hard enough to make him bleed. Then he all but screamed, “I understand your commands, Kho Jaw-Long.”

      “Then begone from my mountain before I decide to wipe the stain of your sect from the world forever.”

      The man fled from Uncle Kho’s wrath as fast as his sword could carry him. While Uncle Kho’s baleful eyes followed the man’s retreat, Master Feng walked over to Sen.

      Sen offered a bow. “Master, what just happened here?”

      Master Feng’s face twisted in disgust. “The Jianghu. I guess it’s time we had that talk.”
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      The walk back to the house was made almost entirely in silence. Master Feng looked like he’d swallowed something sour and couldn’t get the taste out of his mouth. Uncle Kho was lost in his own thoughts. As for Sen, the longer he thought about what had just happened, the less sense it made. Questions swirled in his head. He couldn’t help but question why those men had followed Master Feng back to the mountain. If they knew what he was, they couldn’t have believed they stood a chance against him. The difference in their cultivation was extreme. While Sen didn’t have a full sense of the differences, the fact that Uncle Kho had killed two core stage cultivators with no discernable effort painted a stark picture indeed. Yet, they had addressed Master Feng as though he were weaker than they were.

      If he knew they were following him, why hadn’t he simply stopped them somewhere along the way? They had said something about a city, and Sen wasn’t aware of any nearby cities. He reasoned that must mean they had traveled a distance to arrive here. Master Feng had even tried to warn them off. Yet, the part that shook Sen the most was what Uncle Kho had done. It had been one thing to know that Uncle Kho had no love for sect members. It had been another thing entirely to witness the elder cultivator descend on those men like the bleak hand of Yama’s judgment. Nor did Sen imagine that was the first time such a scene had played out in Uncle Kho’s life. That young master had known what was coming as soon as Uncle Kho told them his name. He had known it, been certain enough of it that he didn’t even try to bargain. He hadn’t tried to threaten. He had gone immediately to begging.

      Sen wondered what kind of things Uncle Kho might have done in the past to warrant such an extreme response. Then, Sen thought better of that line of thinking. He didn’t really know anything and, after examining his own heart, he realized he didn’t want to know those stories. Whatever curiosity Sen had about Master Feng’s past deeds had died a similar death after the spirit beast culling. While Sen could guess a few details from stray bits and pieces he had heard, he didn’t think knowing those stories would benefit him. Based on what he’d seen in the very brief confrontation, that kind of violence was nothing new for either man. Master Feng had been calm, almost bored. Uncle Kho had been angry, but not even a little bit out of control. What Sen couldn’t decide was what, if anything, that would mean for him when he left the mountain.

      Then, there was that word, Jianghu. Master Feng had said something about that before when he’d given Sen the jian. He’d told Sen that he’d need to know how to use it because it was common in the Jianghu. Sen had been too distracted by the sword and the spear at the time to give it much thought. When it hadn’t come up again, he’d let it go. Looking back, Sen wished that he’d pressed for more information. It was easy to think things like that when looking back, but he thought he probably would press for more information if presented with something similar now. He’d grown better at distinguishing between subjects that he did and didn’t need to know about. He’d become increasingly certain that anything closely tied to how other cultivators acted out in the world was information he needed.

      “Well, I guess I’ll find out now,” Sen muttered to himself.

      “What was that?” Master Feng asked with a distracted expression.

      “Nothing, master,” said Sen, waving a hand as though to brush the question from the air.

      Master Feng made a vague noise, which Sen read as acknowledgment. As much as he wanted and likely needed to know what Master Feng planned to discuss, Sen was of the opinion that he could wait until Master Feng was ready to talk before learning this particular secret. They covered the rest of the distance to the house without breaking the silence, each of them weighed down with their own concerns. When they got back, Auntie Caihong was waiting for them, her expression grim.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Crippled Pidgeon Sect or something like that,” said Uncle Kho in a very flat voice.

      Caihong closed her eyes for a moment and then asked, “Did any of them survive?”

      “I sent one back with a message,” Uncle Kho answered. “More consideration than they deserved.”

      “It’s my fault,” said Feng, cutting off whatever Caihong had planned to say next.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “How so?”

      “I could have put a stop to it a few times, but I was trying to avoid drawing attention to myself.”

      “Why?”

      “Just because combat is my specialty, it doesn’t mean I love it so much I want to kill everyone who shows up to challenge the mighty Feng Ming. When word gets out that I’m in a city, people always show up to try to make a name for themselves. It’s like killing children. Anyway, I thought I lost them a ways back, but it seems I don’t have Sen’s knack for hiding. By the time I knew they were still trailing me, they were all but on the mountain already.”

      Sen was relieved to have several of the burning questions in his head answered. At least now he knew the general shape of things. It seemed that Auntie Caihong did as well.

      “In that case, I don’t suppose there was any helping it.”

      “There wasn’t,” agreed Master Feng. “Still, it has made it necessary to have a discussion with Sen about the Jianghu.”

      “You couldn’t put it off forever. That conversation was always coming.”

      “I know. Well, I suppose we should get it over with.”

      “I’ll make tea,” said Uncle Kho. “I could use some after that.”

      When Uncle Kho went to make the tea, Caihong turned to Master Feng. “What was he like?”

      “Honestly, if the young master had been a little less stupid, I think Jaw-Long might have let them go with a warning. Well, maybe a warning and a beating.”

      “What did the young master do that was so stupid?”

      “He threatened Sen’s life.”

      Auntie Caihong sighed. “Well, that would have taken the decision out of Jaw-Long’s hands. Young fools.”

      “Wait,” said Sen. “Why would that change anything?”

      “You’re a guest here. Ming can take care of himself, but if a core stage cultivator threatens a guest a full stage beneath them, we can’t let it stand.”

      “Oh. I didn’t realize.”

      “Remind me later, and I’ll walk you through guest rights. It’s something you should know. Don’t worry. I don’t expect my husband minded very much.”

      “He did not,” said Uncle Kho, coming back with a tray.

      Once everyone had a cup of tea, Master Feng looked at Sen. “I don’t suppose there’s any reason to drag this out. In simple terms, mortals live in one world, and cultivators live in another. The world that most cultivators live in is called the Jianghu. It’s a world with different rules and expectations. You saw a little piece of it today. Combat between cultivators is expected. Not all seek it out, but many do. Depending on how pathetic they are, some will seek out those who are weaker and insist that the weaker cultivator committed some wrong. It’s usually some nonsense about disrespecting their sect, or clan, or sister.”

      “Ming,” chided Auntie Caihong.

      “Alright, that sister thing doesn’t really happen. Mostly.”

      Sen thought it over for a moment. “Am I obligated to fight?”

      Auntie Caihong said, “No.”

      Master Feng said, “Yes.”

      Uncle Kho said, “Maybe.”

      Sen sighed. “If you three can’t agree about this, how am I supposed to know what to do?”

      “Technically speaking,” admitted Master Feng, “Caihong is right. You’re not obligated to fight. You can simply walk away.”

      “Thank you,” said Auntie Caihong.

      “Practically speaking, though, you’ll have to fight. Most of the people who issue those challenges will attack you if you try to walk away.”

      “So, it doesn’t matter if they lied about an insult. It doesn’t matter if I want to walk away. They’ll turn it into a fight anyway.”

      “Usually,” said Uncle Kho. “Even if they do let you walk away, though, it can prove more trouble than it’s worth. Instead of that one fight, you have to deal with them spreading the tale that you’re a coward. If a story like that goes around, you’ll have a fight everywhere you go. You’ll find it harder to secure work or supplies.”

      “Sounds like an enormous waste of time and a great way to end up dead,” complained Sen.

      “It doesn’t usually end that way,” said Auntie Caihong. “Not unless there’s some kind of blood feud at work. There’s no honor in killing someone weaker than you. Killing someone is usually seen as a horrible failure of control.”

      “I suppose that’s something. Is there more I need to know?”

      “A lot,” said Master Feng with a snort. “You should pour yourself another cup of tea.”
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      After the very long discussion about the Jianghu, Sen became withdrawn from the others for a time. He still practiced every morning and trained with Uncle Kho every afternoon. Yet, after the evening meal, he would retreat to his room or go outside and spend time with Falling Leaf. The ghost panther could clearly sense that something was troubling Sen, but she didn’t ask about it with or without talking. She simply stayed nearby. If she was pleased by the fact that Sen took comfort or solace in her presence, she didn’t speak about that either. Sen was troubled by what he had heard. So many of the stories that people told about cultivators had some grounding in truth. Everything that he’d heard about what the Jianghu was and what it meant for cultivators cast some of those stories in a different light, but not a better one. To Sen, the whole lot of them sounded petty and violent and for no good reason.

      When Master Feng had first started training him to defend himself, Sen had just assumed he meant defend himself from bandits or spirit beasts. He hadn’t imagined that becoming a cultivator meant that he was deciding to embark on a life where he’d have to fight, hurt, and maybe even kill other people all of the time. To make matters worse, Sen was far enough along to recognize that he was actually good at combat. He wasn’t sure exactly how good. He only had Master Feng, Auntie Caihong, and Uncle Kho to use as measuring sticks. That made getting a real sense of his own progress difficult at best.

      Uncle Kho had once laughingly told him, “You’re three thousand years too soon to defeat me, young Sen.”

      From anyone else, Sen would have treated that as a good-natured boast. From Uncle Kho, he suspected it was a literal fact. Compared to them, he really was a woefully undertrained, wildly incompetent fighter. That might have bothered him even a year or two before, but he found it difficult to feel bad about something that likely held true for nearly everyone in the world below the nascent soul stage. Being incompetent compared to them was a bit like saying that your campfire was dim when compared with the sun.

      No, what made him think that he was actually getting good at it was the nature of the corrections he received. Early on, the corrections were constant and blunt. His arm was three inches out of position. His feet were in the wrong place. He was overextending in one moment, and not taking a strike far enough in the next. Those corrections had steadily diminished in frequency and tone until they reached the point that they were more in the nature of gentle suggestions. Try adjusting your right foot a hair back. Increase the speed of the twist at the end of that strike by two percent. Of course, Sen had made the crucial misstep of telling Auntie Caihong he didn’t know what two percent meant. Then, he’d compounded his error by explaining he didn’t know what any kind of percent meant. He’d lost a week of evenings to learning a bunch more math. While he could see the usefulness of it, after he learned, the process itself was as painful as math always was for him to learn.

      Yet, for all the time and effort he’d put into training those skills, he’d spent very little time thinking about using them on other people. Oh, sure, he’d had a couple of pleasant daydreams about going back to Orchard’s Reach and handing out a few well-deserved beatings, but that was as far as he’d ever taken it. He’d never dreamed about felling his rivals on the way to immortality. Sen wondered if that was a sign that he was headed down the wrong path. Did you need a desire for that kind of combat to progress as a cultivator? All three of the older cultivators said that it could push your cultivation ahead to fight others. There was the potential for flashes of enlightenment in the heat of battle. Yet, none of them seemed to know if it was even possible to progress to the higher stages of cultivation without it. As far as they knew, it had never happened. The only thing Sen was certain of was that he wanted nothing to do with the kinds of duels that Master Feng had described as commonplace among cultivators. He also believed them when they said he’d find it almost impossible to avoid the fights.

      When going around in circles in his own head didn’t get him anywhere, Sen went to talk to Auntie Caihong. She’d seemed the least committed to the idea of fighting as a cultivation aid. She smiled at him when he came into the kitchen where she was preparing something.

      “Auntie, why did you become a cultivator?”

      The question seemed to catch the woman off guard because she stopped stirring whatever was in the pot and turned to look at him.

      “I don’t think anyone has ever asked me that before.”

      “What? How is that possible? Nobody ever asked you about it?”

      Auntie Caihong thought for a few moments before she went back to stirring. “My father decided it. I was sent away to a sect when I was a little younger than you.”

      Sen was taken aback by that comment. “He just sent you away?”

      “It was common then. It’s still common. Families with too many daughters look for ways to, I suppose, unburden themselves.”

      “Too many daughters?” Sen asked, utterly baffled.

      “That’s a much longer conversation,” said Auntie Caihong. “Let’s just say that many families see daughters as an expense they don’t want. So, if they can hand one off to a sect to become a cultivator, well, it’s one less expense.”

      “So, you never really decided?”

      “I did decide. I decided the day I left my family home that I would never let someone else control my fate that way again. Becoming a cultivator gave me the power to live the life I chose.”

      “Did you know what it meant? All of the fighting? The killing?”

      She hesitated at that. “No one ever really knows. You can’t truly know what it is until you’re in the middle of it. But, yes, I knew about that part.”

      “Didn’t it bother you?”

      “Yes. It still does. I’m fortunate, though. I’m not like Ming or my husband. They were known for fighting. Ming built his entire, well-earned reputation on it. I didn’t. I will fight if I have to, but no one is going to come looking to prove themselves against me. That’s half the reason Jaw-Long stays here on this mountain. It lets him avoid a lot of unnecessary bloodshed.”

      “What’s the other half?” Sen asked, curiosity overriding good sense briefly.

      “It lets him avoid all of the people who’d want to learn from him. They’re even worse than the people looking for a fight. After a fight, the other person usually goes away. Or, they’re dead. Would-be disciples? They just hang around, begging and pleading to learn from him. It’s very tedious.”

      Sen frowned at that. “But he teaches me things all the time.”

      Auntie Caihong threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, Sen, that’s because he actually likes you.”

      With no resolution to his quandary, Sen went to Uncle Kho and posed the same question about why he became a cultivator.

      “It was a simple choice for me. I grew up poor. I was either going to end up a soldier or try to become a cultivator. There was a lot of war going on in those days. A lot of young men like me went off to those wars and never came back. I wanted to live a long life. The longer the better, I thought. And nobody seems to live longer than cultivators. So, I found myself a wandering cultivator and pestered the man until he agreed to teach me some things.”

      “Did you know that it would mean fighting all the time? Maybe killing all the time?”

      “I’d heard the stories. I figured they were probably true. Of course, fighting never bothered me that much. I was good at it.”

      Finally, Sen went to Master Feng with his questions.

      “Why?” Master Feng repeated. “Power. Plain and simple. I wanted power.”

      “For what?”

      “I wish I’d really asked myself that question. I’m pretty sure that I thought I’d conquer the world or something equally useless. Once I had some power, I realized that being in charge of things only sounds good from the outside. When I think about all of the work that would go into ruling the world, it makes me shudder.”

      “So, you didn’t conquer the world out of”—Sen hesitated, then plowed forward—“laziness?”

      Master Feng laughed. “Laziness and an uncommon amount of good sense. Trust me, we all dodged catastrophe when I put those dreams away.”

      “And you knew what it meant, becoming a cultivator? The Jianghu, the duels, all of it?”

      “I didn’t know any of that. And, to be honest, I wouldn’t have cared. Being thoughtful about life is something most of us don’t pick up until later.”

      In the end, Sen was left where he started. Sitting outside with Falling Leaf. He poured out his worries and concerns to her, and the cat listened attentively. Then, when he was done, he stared up at the stars.

      “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted.

      “You’ll fight,” said Falling Leaf.

      Sen jerked his head around to stare at the ghost panther. It was the first time she’d spoken since they’d run into that fox. He just wished she’d said something else.

      “What?” he demanded. “Weren’t you listening? I don’t want to fight anyone.”

      Falling Leaf regarded him with eyes that seemed to glow in the darkness. “The bear does not wish to fight the wolf. Yet, if the wolf comes, the bear will fight because it must. You say that others will come for you. You do not wish to fight, but you will fight. Because you must. Because they will harm you if you do not. It is the only path forward.”
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      Sen was so angry with Falling Leaf that he stormed inside. He pretended he didn’t feel her eyes on him as he went. He argued with her in his head all the way to his room. She didn’t know what she was talking about. She was just a big cat. What could she possibly know about it?

      “Bears and wolves,” he muttered. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Yet, as he lay in bed, not sleeping, what she said kept circling around in his mind, refusing to let him rest, refusing to let him put away his troubles and have the sweet release of sleep. A little nagging part of him said he was acting like a child. It told him he was trying to ignore her because she didn’t just tell him what he wanted to hear. He rolled onto his side and tried to ignore that little voice, too. Except, she had talked to him. She hadn’t gestured or given him a serious look. She’d actually talked to him. He knew it was hard for her. She’d told him so. They’d only traded a handful of words that one time. For her, that brief speech in the courtyard was a monumental number of words. He fumed, why did it have to be those words?He tossed and turned for most of an hour before he gave up and just stared at the wall, thinking it over. It was her last words that truly haunted him. It is the only path forward. She hadn’t said it was the only path. He didn’t know exactly how it worked, but he knew that cultivation could be broken somehow. He could go back to being a regular person if he wanted it badly enough. As Sen tried to think his way around it, he knew that was the heart of the problem. He didn’t want to forget what being a regular person was like. He didn’t want to treat regular people like they were beneath him. How could they be? The only reason he even had a family name was because Grandmother Lu had decided to give him one for her own reasons.

      Going back, though, he couldn’t see himself doing that. He’d learned too much. He’d suffered too much to just throw that all away. No, going back wasn’t the solution to the problem. He’d held that idea in the back of his head from very nearly the first day with Master Feng, but it was long past time that he accepted that wasn’t some kind of escape hatch from cultivation. If going back wasn’t a real path…

      “It’s the only way forward,” Sen said. “Forward.”

      Sen closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. If he was going to go forward, and that was the only real way he could move, it wouldn’t come for free. He accepted that’s what he’d really wanted. He wanted the strength and power that came with being a cultivator, but he hadn’t wanted to pay the price. Like it or not, and Sen most certainly didn’t like it, the cultivators had their own way of doing things. He wanted to go out and see the world. In fact, it was something he was increasingly sure he’d have to do to keep advancing. Doing that meant he would, inevitably, come across other cultivators. They would expect him to know their rules. Our rules, he corrected himself. He was one of them. He might have trained differently than they did, but that wouldn’t matter to them.

      The world of cultivators was a world of violence. Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong assured him that it was usually restrained violence, but violence was a fact of their existence. Fighting was the price he’d have to pay to accomplish his own goals. He thought over his training. He had learned a lot, but had he really learned about fighting? His sparring matches with the older cultivators hadn’t felt like the fights he’d had with noble brats in Orchard’s Reach. Those long-ago fights had been hectic and frightening, with his heart pounding in his ears and pain screaming for his limited attention. The sparring was all control and softened by the certainty that the other person would pull back before they’d risk a serious injury. That wasn’t to say that what he’d learned was useless. In a controlled situation, he expected that he would fare fine.

      Yet, how often would he fight in a controlled situation? From their descriptions of the Jianghu, he’d be fighting in forests, on the streets, and even inside of noodle shops. He’d have to worry about everything from spilled food to strewn bodies on the ground. His training had not prepared him for that. For that matter, he couldn’t even expect to only have to fight one person at a time. He’d learned that lesson often enough as a child. Cowards were cowards, and they ran in packs. He expected that was as true of cultivators as it was of regular people. He had not trained, not really, to fight multiple people at once. He knew that much of what he’d learned could be used that way. Yet, knowing it and knowing how to do it was the difference between the moon’s reflection on the water and the moon itself.

      Sen thought about that for a long time, trying to understand the difference between what he’d trained for and actual fighting. Dueling, he finally realized. They trained me for dueling with other cultivators. That would all be helpful enough when he actually dueled someone, but those painful memories of getting beaten by a group were seared deep inside Sen’s soul. He absolutely believed that cultivators would come for him as a group, at least if they thought no one could see. That meant he needed to stop training to duel. He needed to train in how to fight. He might hate every minute of that fighting. He knew that he’d avoid it whenever he could. At the end of the day, though, he wanted to be a cultivator. For whatever reason, fighting was the price on offer to keep participating.

      “Fine,” he said to the empty room. “I’ll learn to fight.”

      With the matter finally settled in his head, Sen was asleep in seconds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sen took the next morning to see if things looked different in the literal light of day. Sometimes, sleep provided perspective. Yet, the morning offered him no new revelations. If anything, he felt more confident that he had the right of things. So, that afternoon, Sen presented his thoughts to Uncle Kho. The cultivator was quiet for a long, long time before he finally spoke. Sen was surprised by the first thing the old cultivator said.

      “Sen, I know that Ming and I don’t present cultivators out in the world in the best light, but they aren’t all honorless dogs.”

      “They’re people, aren’t they?”

      “Well, yes, I suppose they are.”

      “I’ve seen firsthand how honorable people treat those they see as weaker, as lesser, than themselves. As far as I’m concerned, they are all honorless dogs until they give me a very good reason to trust them. I’d be insane not to prepare for the possibility that they’ll attack me in groups when they think they can get away with it. Can you tell me they won’t? Can you tell me it never happened to you?”

      Uncle Kho frowned and shook his head. “No, I can’t tell you that.”

      “Then, I need to learn how to fight, not duel. I need there to be a real risk of injury, just so I learn what to expect from my body. I probably can’t control all of those reactions, but I can learn to work around them. I need there to be more than one person to worry about. I’ve spent all my time learning how to focus on what’s in front of me, but that’s not how fights usually work in my experience. It’s the person you don’t see that gets you the first time. I have to get ready for that.”

      “Very well. I suppose we all have been working from a prettier picture than is realistic. I know better. Ming certainly knows better. The heavens know we’ve both done enough fighting. Let me talk with Ming and Caihong. We’ll sort out the right kind of training. Don’t think this gets you out of spear training with me. I still have a lot to teach you before I unleash you on the world.”

      “Unleash?”

      Uncle Kho grinned. “Did I say unleash? I’m sure I meant send you. Yes, I have a lot left to teach before I send you out into the world.”
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      Sen learned a lot about himself over the next few months. He learned that his body really had benefited from body cultivation. He was harder to seriously injure. Things that might have once left him with cracked bones only left bruises on his much-improved body. He learned that he healed a lot faster too. Small cuts and bruises would simply vanish overnight. Deep bruises would look weeks old by morning. Sen also learned that he could withstand a lot more pain than he ever thought he could and keep fighting. At first, blows that sent him crashing into the courtyard stones or bouncing off the walls were enough to stun him into near immobility. That lasted right up until Uncle Kho casually walked over and drove his spear into the stone right next to Sen’s head. Uncle Kho didn’t need to explain the lesson. If you stay down, someone will make sure you stay there forever.

      So, bit by bit, Sen learned how to focus through the pain. At first, he thought there must be some secret technique for ignoring pain. Surely there was some method of meditation to lock it away. Uncle Kho and Master Feng assured him that there wasn’t. Sen wasn’t entirely convinced, but it was clear no one would teach it to him until after he’d learned the lesson they wanted him to learn. Through weeks of agony, he finally managed to learn to push himself back onto his feet, even while his muscles spasmed and his bones protested. Even when he hurt so much that he was half-blind, he made himself get back up. Once he mastered getting back up, he had to master getting back in the fight. He discovered the physical fighting element of that was pretty easy. After thousands upon thousands of forms and drills, his body would work almost as well without his mental input as with it. Act. React. Attack. Defend. It was all disarmingly familiar.

      No, it was the mental element he struggled to master. Pushing past it all to get back on his feet was relatively easy to convince himself to do because survival depended on it. Convincing himself to go and fight some more, rather than flee the scene of so much pain, always sounded like a terrible idea to his battered consciousness. It was that battle that he fought day after day, and then week after week. In the end, it was simple repetition that won him the fight. It was as if his mind was only willing to try arguing with him about it for so long before it finally just shrugged, gave up, and said, “Fine, have it your way, you mad bastard.” After that, if he could get back to his feet, he could get back into the fight.

      Sen also learned that he’d never truly trusted his intuition. He’d had a kind of sixth sense for trouble when he’d lived on the streets, but he’d only ever listened when that sixth sense was clamoring for attention. If it wasn’t screaming at him, he usually pushed it to the back of his head. When Uncle Kho and Master Feng had started Sen on learning to fight more than one person at the same time, he swiftly learned the folly of that old habit. They hadn’t been two minutes into the first day of training when Master Feng had casually batted him to the ground from behind. Then, a few minutes later, Master Kho did the same thing. On and on it went with Sen acting as little more than a training dummy for the two. It was a brutal way to learn, but he started to trust those tiny twinges in his gut. It wasn’t always enough to save him from the blow, but he was almost never caught wholly unaware. It also taught him not to lock his spiritual sense facing forward. He didn’t always succeed at maintaining that sense in all directions, but he got increasingly skilled with it as time went by.

      It took about a month, but Sen even got over his phobia about pills. He had come in bloody and bruised from one too many of those training sessions, and Auntie Caihong had grabbed him and put in him a seat. She’d retrieved a pill from her storage ring, handed it to him, and ordered him to take it. He’d tried to protest, but she gave him a look that she usually reserved for when Uncle Kho was moments from doing something he’d regret forever. Sen had shut up and taken the pill. It had helped. It wasn’t every day after that, but when Sen reached some invisible threshold of injury, Auntie Caihong would give him a pill. Sen still didn’t like them. He didn’t think that would ever change. Yet, he could see that there were important differences between the cultivation aids. Not taking a healing pill when someone offered it after you suffered an injury wasn’t noble. No principle was served. It was just stupid. Looking back later, Sen thought that pure mental and physical exhaustion probably helped. It was hard to get worked up about anything when falling asleep while eating was a distinct possibility.

      Sen also discovered an ability that he might have found exciting in other circumstances. While he’d been limited to using two kinds of attributed qi before, he learned that his channels could support at least four different cycling patterns, as long as he didn’t push any of them too hard. The reduced qi flow certainly put a hard limit on how strong his qi techniques could be, but it opened up a lot of horizons for him defensively and offensively. He found that hurling a small fireball behind him and a wind blade in front of him while wreathed in mist was surprisingly effective at driving back opponents. Unlike before, he pushed his natural affinities hard. He developed techniques for shadow screens that hid him and even helped mask other techniques before they burst through the screen. He honed the fire whip spell until it could extend several feet. If focused exclusively on fire or shadow, he could do even more impressive things.

      He learned to form several fireballs at once. He could throw a ring of fire around himself that made getting close enough for an attack a gamble. He even found that, with enough concentration, he could form a solid blade using shadow. Sadly, it didn’t do anything special. At least, it didn’t do anything special that Sen could identify, since it couldn’t cut Uncle Kho or Master Feng. That was the problem with most of Sen’s qi techniques. Both the older cultivators could tone down how much of their cultivation they used. It was that sole fact that prevented them from killing Sen every time they landed a blow. Yet, they couldn’t really make their bodies more vulnerable. All of those centuries of body refining and general qi infusion had made them all profoundly difficult to injure. It made practicing qi techniques against them a mixed blessing for Sen. On the one hand, he was getting in a lot of practice. On the other, he wasn’t any closer to understanding how those attacks or techniques would play out against people at his own cultivation level.

      Despite small problems like that, Sen was accomplishing his goal. He was learning how to fight when the odds were stacked against him. He didn’t go easy on himself either. He specifically asked Master Feng and Uncle Kho to use a cultivation level equal to that of a peak foundation formation cultivator. It would mean taking a lot more hits and suffering a lot more injuries, but it would also prepare him better for the fights ahead. If he could stand off two incredibly skilled fighters like the two older cultivators for even a few minutes, he’d give himself fair odds against a handful of people at his own level. If he could level the field even that much, he’d trust himself to find a way clear from there. After all, he didn’t need to achieve absolute victory every time. All he needed was to make sure the fight was so painful for the other people that they’d rather quit and go home. So, he fought, and pushed, and the part of his mind he’d trained so long ago cultivated in the background, inching him closer and closer to another breakthrough that had no place in his thoughts.
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      For once, Sen simply sat in the darkness that pervaded the mountain before dawn. He had meant to get up and train, as he did every morning. When he stepped outside to start, though, he instead found himself sitting on a bench, cycling qi, and letting his mind drift. It was quiet and a touch of frost rested lightly on everything, ready to evaporate at the first kiss of sunlight. The smallest tendrils of winter had come early that year. In a quiet corner of his heart, Sen recognized that he was tired. A few weeks earlier, Uncle Kho and Master Feng decided that Sen was reaching a kind of something. He searched his memory for the term they had used. His bleary consciousness haltingly, grudgingly, dredged up the word. Plateau. He was reaching a plateau just fighting the two of them. So, they’d enlisted Auntie Caihong to increase the difficulty. Sen had not appreciated how much harder fighting three people would be until he had to do it.

      It wasn’t thirty percent harder the way he had imagined. He was relatively sure he could have managed thirty percent harder. No, it was more like three hundred percent harder. Three people could coordinate and vary their attacks in ways that were impossible for two people. It changed absolutely everything about the fight. Sen had been forced to push his skills, his qi techniques, and his senses to their extreme limits to avoid simply being crushed immediately. He ended every day feeling like his mind and body had been wrung out like an old cloth. He also knew that his middling ability to keep them at bay had more to do with Auntie Caihong training him in her sword style than it had to do with his ability. He knew what to expect from her, at least a little. It gave him a tiny edge and just enough room to stay a half step ahead of utter defeat.

      Yet, the toll of pushing so hard for so long had started to add up. He noticed himself making tiny errors that wouldn’t have happened a month prior. There were tiny hiccups in his thought process that delayed decisions for fractions of a second. He knew that wouldn’t seem like anything to regular people. The delays were so small that they probably wouldn’t even notice, but Sen did notice. In a fight with three people operating at peak foundation formation, even tiny fractions of a second were critical, or lethal, depending on which side of the fight you were on. So, for once, Sen just let himself sit and rest for a little while. As he had more and more often, Sen found himself staring off into the east. The ocean was in that direction. His desire to see it had turned into impatience. It was a nagging sensation that the ocean was waiting for him, although he knew that didn’t make any sense. There was something else, though, something that tickled at the edges of his perception or his mind or maybe even his soul. He was reaching for the sensation when he heard the door open.

      He looked over and saw Auntie Caihong walking over to him. She held small, steaming cups in both hands. Sen just stared at her as she walked toward him, vaguely aware that there was something he ought to be doing. His sluggish mind finally made the connection, and Sen shot to his feet. He offered a respectful bow before accepting one of the cups. Auntie Caihong sat down on the bench, and Sen joined her. He held the cup in his hands, enjoying the heat that sank into his fingers. Then, he lifted the cup and sipped at the scalding liquid. He offered a little sigh of contentment as the heat bloomed inside him. Auntie Caihong looked around happily at the courtyard.

      “I love this time of year,” she said.

      “Why is that, Auntie?” Sen asked, mostly by reflex.

      “I don’t know if it’s any one thing. I like the colors. I like the way it’s cold in the morning but can still feel like summer in the afternoon. I like the way I can feel everything on the mountain getting ready for the winter. Everything is changing, but it’s not done changing yet. Before long, everything on the mountain will be asleep or have traveled away to somewhere warmer. Winter is often peaceful, but it’s too still for me.”

      Sen nodded to show he understood, although he couldn’t think of anything to add. He found his gaze drifting east again and forced his attention back to Auntie Caihong. He found her giving him a vaguely sad look.

      “You’ll leave soon, won’t you?” she asked.

      Sen dug deep and considered his answer with care. “Yes. Soon, but not too soon. At least, I don’t think so. It’s not… that is, it’s not quite time. Uncle Kho, you, and even Master Feng taught me a lot about balance and the need for it as a cultivator. I’m still in balance here. I’ll stay while that’s true, but it is changing.”

      Auntie Caihong sat quietly and sipped her tea. She looked thoughtful, but not as sad.

      “Do you know when?” she asked.

      “I’m guessing a bit, but probably in the spring. I think that’s when…” Sen drifted off, not quite sure what words would properly describe the feeling.

      The cultivator’s eyes grew sharp as she looked at him. “That’s when, what?”

      Sen tried to gather his thoughts. He knew he had to tell her about this the right way, but it was hard to come up with the right words when he was so tired.

      “There’s something waiting for me or maybe something I’m supposed to do at the ocean. I can sense it. Feel it. It’s like…” He paused to think again. “It’s like a distant call. You can hear the sounds, but you can’t make out the words until you get closer. Right now, I can hear the sounds. When I can hear the words, that’s when I’ll have to go.”

      Auntie Caihong stared at him in complete silence for nearly ten seconds. Her gaze was so intense that Sen felt uncomfortable. Then, she broke the tension by snorting and offering him a wry smile.

      “Jaw-Long has been a bad influence on you,” she said.

      The statement was so unexpected that Sen burst into laughter. He clapped a hand over his mouth, realizing that Uncle Kho or Master Feng might still be sleeping. When the intense desire to laugh finally passed, Sen lowered his hand.

      Snickering, he said, “A bad influence? How so?”

      “Whenever he talks about cultivation, or even using a spear for that matter, there’s always this mystical edge about it. It’s like he enjoys this unique relationship with cultivation that gives him insight, but not in a way that he can express directly. You sounded a lot like him just then.”

      Sen blushed a little. “I don’t mean to be vague. I just can’t think of a better way to put it.”

      She smiled and patted his arm. “It’s fine. At least I know we’ll have you until spring. So, that’s something.”

      Sen suppressed the unhappy noise he wanted to make. “I wish I could just stay. I love it here. I love being here with you, Uncle Kho, and Master Feng. I love learning and training. I finally know what it’s like to have a family. But Grandmother Lu is my family, too. I’ve been away for, what, five years? I know I left her in a much better situation, but I still worry about her. I worry that she may have needed me for something, and I wasn’t there. Even if I didn’t know there was something waiting for me in the east, I’d still have to go.”

      Sen glanced at Auntie Caihong. The last vestiges of moonlight glimmered in her unshed tears.

      “You’ll always have a home here, family here, Sen. We might not want you to go, but we’re all cultivators. We understand that, sometimes, advancing means leaving. Just make sure you come back from time to time.”

      “I will, Auntie.”

      “Good. Now, I actually came out here for a reason.”

      “Yes?”

      “You’re taking the day off. I don’t care what you do. Sleep. Cook. Read. It can be anything except training, fighting, or studying. I’d tell you to stop cycling, but Ming trained you too well for that. I don’t even think you know you’re doing it most of the time.”

      “Auntie, I need to—” Sen started to say.

      “Rest. You need to rest. You’ve been pushing yourself harder than I’ve ever seen anyone at your cultivation stage push themselves. And I’ve known some true zealots. Taking one day off this year will not set you back. I already spoke with my husband and Ming about it. If you don’t sleep, at least try to do something to relax. Maybe even do something fun, like chasing Falling Leaf up and down the mountain. I bet she’d like that. No objections. This is an order.”

      A piece of him wanted to object on principle, but Sen ignored that. He just offered up a defeated smile. “As you say, Auntie.”
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      Sen never stopped moving. He felt Auntie Caihong’s thrust coming toward his back, even as he saw Uncle Kho come in for a downward slash from the left. His senses told him that Master Feng was a few steps back and, for a precious moment or two, would be out of position. Sen spun away from Caihong’s attack and used the momentum to knock Uncle Kho’s slash just far enough out of position that it would miss him. He used the rebound from the block to carry him around again and drove a slash at Master Feng, who was forced to abandon his attack in favor of defense.

      With that threat momentarily dealt with, Sen moved his head a fraction to the right to avoid another attack by Auntie Caihong. She’d closed a little too much, so he sent a short, brutal kick her way. She almost avoided it, but the glancing blow disrupted her forward motion and sent her two steps to the side. That put her in Master Feng’s way. That would keep them busy for two or three heartbeats. Sen dropped beneath a swipe that would have probably taken his head off at the neck, before slamming the butt of his spear into Uncle Kho’s exposed ribs. Sen was about to launch another attack when Master Feng called the fight to a halt.

      “Enough,” he said in a calm voice.

      Sen planted the butt of the spear on the ground and let the weapon support a bit of his weight as he took deep breaths. That shocked him. He hadn’t been really out of breath in months. Then again, they had pushed him hard that day. Plus, he’d been fighting them for a while. He wasn’t sure how long. There were hazy patches all over his memory of the fight. It made judging time difficult. As Sen let his awareness of his surroundings expand beyond the nearest ten feet, he realized it was snowing. When did that start? Not that snow was unusual so late in the year, but he’d been wholly unaware of it.

      “I think it’s probably time,” said Uncle Kho, a bit of regret in his voice.

      “Agreed,” said Auntie Caihong.

      Sen gave the older cultivators a suspicious look. They sounded like they were deciding something, but he didn’t know what. Master Feng looked from the others to Sen.

      “You’ve taken this exercise about as far as you can, at least at your current cultivation.”

      Sen didn’t say anything for a moment. The implications of those words weren’t something he’d prepared for mentally. After he realized he was just staring at Master Feng, who had raised an eyebrow at him, Sen finally spoke.

      “So, I’m done?”

      “Oh, well, you’re never done. There does come a point, though, where what you gain from additional practice isn’t really worth the effort you put into it. You’re at that point.”

      Sen let that roll around in his head for a while. “Then, what’s next?”

      “I have one thing to show you. I’m not sure if you’re quite there, yet, but there’s no real harm in laying the groundwork for a qinggong technique.”

      Uncle Kho piped up. “I have a little bit more to teach you about the spear. But, really, at this point, what you need is information. So, that’s what we’ll be focusing on.”

      “Information? Information about what?”

      “The world,” said Auntie Caihong. “You’ve never been away from the town below, have you?”

      “No,” Sen admitted.

      “Fortunately, all of us have,” said Master Feng. “So, we’re going to fill you in on some things you need to know. Places to go. Places to never go. People you can turn to if you need help. That sort of thing.”

      Sen frowned. “I suppose now is as good a time as any to ask this. It seems likely that, sooner or later, someone will ask me who trained me. Should I tell them?”

      The three older cultivators traded pensive looks. Sen understood those looks, at least a little bit. He didn’t know how far it went, but he knew that all three of them had reputations out in the world. After the way those sect members reacted to Uncle Kho, though, Sen had given the matter a lot of thought. While he didn’t care all that much about what people thought of him, he didn’t want to tarnish anyone else’s reputation along the way.

      After a moment, Auntie Caihong snorted. “He might as well. People will figure it out whether he tells them or not.”

      “Do you think so?” Master Feng asked.

      “If they ever see him wield a jian or a spear, they will. They’ll see the two of you all over his style. My influence won’t be so obvious. Even so, there’s no point in making him keep a secret that won’t stay a secret.”

      Uncle Kho was still frowning. “Still, it could set him up to borrow trouble. Our trouble.”

      “Probably,” agreed Master Feng. “But I expect that’s been true since the day I picked him up down the mountain. Besides, anyone who really knows us won’t be stupid enough to try to come at us through him. Anyone stupid enough to try it, well, I’m not above handing out some object lessons over the next couple of decades.”

      Uncle Kho mulled that over. “It has been a while since I last left the mountain. I suppose there’s nothing wrong with a little leg stretching now and then.”

      That brief snippet of conversation simultaneously warmed Sen’s heart and chilled him right to the marrow. There was, after all, a certain comfort in knowing that if he was ever in serious trouble not of his own making, there was ridiculously, terrifyingly powerful help out there for him. At the same time, Sen had some understanding of what that help might look like in practice. Uncle Kho had ended the lives of two people simply for issuing a threat to harm Sen. If someone actually took him prisoner or harmed him, Sen had visions of miles of scorched and blackened earth. As for Master Feng, Sen honestly had no idea what the man might be capable of in a fit of anger, but he expected the results would be much the same in effect, if not in execution.

      Of the three, though, Sen thought Auntie Caihong might be the most dangerous in a situation like that. With her knowledge of medicinal herbs, pills, and alchemy, she could very well kill scores of people before anyone knew what was happening. With all of her vast experience, he imagined she could hide it from even the most watchful eyes. The part that truly made Sen shudder, though, was that he didn’t imagine for one moment that those people would be granted quick, clean, or merciful deaths. Sen came to a decision.

      “I won’t hide the information. If someone I can’t safely ignore should ask me directly about it, at any rate,” said Sen. “I won’t spread it around, though. Maybe people will figure out that I’m connected with you three, eventually, but there’s no reason to help the information get out.”

      Auntie Caihong nodded. “That’s probably the best answer here. It’s not worth your life or even serious injury to keep it to yourself. Beyond that, though, no one really needs to know.”

      Master Feng and Uncle Kho nodded their agreement with that assessment. Sen started to ask another question but only managed to let out a jaw-creaking yawn. He felt a little twinge of embarrassment at the bemused expressions on everyone’s faces. Then, he shrugged it off. It had been a long day, and they’d worked him hard.

      “Sen, go clean up,” said Master Feng. “Jaw-Long, do you still have a map of the continent floating around?”

      “I do,” said Uncle Kho.

      “Good. We’ll have to take a look at it after dinner.”

      As Sen wandered off to take a bath, his tired mind didn’t make note of Falling Leaf staring first at him and then at the elder cultivators.
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      Armed with the knowledge that he was leaving soon, it seemed that Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong decided that they needed to cram as much information as possible into his head before he went. The three of them pored over Uncle Kho’s map, pointing to spots and then talking at him, and often over each other, about the place. Even with his seemingly improved memory and thinking, he could never possibly remember even a fraction of what they were telling him, so he took notes, focusing on what he hoped were essentials, such as the names of people they thought he should meet or that they’d like messages delivered to. He also made careful note of businesses they vouched for or, in some cases, businesses that they owned in whole or in part. There were a lot of those, although they weren’t concentrated in any one place. When Sen learned that Master Feng apparently owned a pastry shop on the far side of the continent, he simply couldn’t contain his curiosity.

      “A pastry shop? Why do you own a pastry shop, master?”

      “Oh, it wasn’t anything special. The owner’s daughter was nice to me.”

      That got a sharp look from Auntie Caihong. “She was nice to you?”

      Her look triggered a scowl from him.

      “Don’t give me that look, Caihong. She was all of four years old. I look like her grandfather, but she didn’t know the difference. She saw me in the street, and I was Grandpa after that. The shop was in trouble, so I bought the place.”

      “Oh,” said Auntie Caihong, looking a little abashed.

      Master Feng’s face took on a distant, pleasant look. “Get an egg tart if you ever go there, Sen. Delicious.”

      Sen liked good food as much as the next person, so he agreed.
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      It wasn’t all information useful for travel, either. Uncle Kho decided that Sen not manifesting lightning qi was an injustice that simply could not be let to stand. It was here that Sen learned one of the pitfalls of the training approach they had taken with him. Uncle Kho had started naming qi channels that Sen should use to manifest lightning. It was only the look of pure incomprehension on Sen’s face that brought the detailed explanation to a halt. Uncle Kho had frowned, paced back and forth a few times, then sighed. The old cultivator ultimately had to enlist Auntie Caihong and her diagram of qi channels to show Sen what to do.

      It took Sen almost ten days of practice to first manifest the lightning and then get it under some semblance of control. He couldn’t create anything like the bolts of destruction that Uncle Kho had so casually tossed around, but the older cultivator didn’t seem to mind. He looked positively ecstatic when Sen could do it at all. Sen had worried that Master Feng might object to this approach to learning but he waved off the concern.

      “It’s a useful thing to know how to do. You can use it to shock your opponents,” said Master Feng, before he started laughing.

      Sen was mystified by the laughter and the pained groan that Uncle Kho let out.

      “Really, Ming? How long have you been saving up that pun?”

      “Since about five seconds after you started showing him how to manifest lightning.”

      Uncle Kho gave Master Feng a flat look. “It’s a miracle those jokes didn’t get you killed somewhere along the way.”

      “Oh, plenty of people tried.”

      “Not hard enough,” muttered Uncle Kho.
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      Yet, for all the preparation they were doing, it was Falling Leaf that made his upcoming departure real for Sen. He was outside in the morning, practicing, when Falling Leaf came up, sat, and gave him a serious look. Sen stopped what he was doing to focus on the big cat.

      “You’re leaving,” she said.

      It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact. Yet, her choice to say it to him gave the whole thing more heft in his mind.

      “I am,” he admitted. “Not immediately. In the spring.”

      She was silent and motionless for so long that Sen thought the conversation might be over. Finally, she spoke again.

      “For how long?”

      That brought Sen up short. He knew he would be going, but he hadn’t really given any thought to when he might come back. He knew he would come back. Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong were here. Grandmother Lu was here. The mountain was here. Falling Leaf was here. The when of it, though? It could be years for all he knew. He hesitated to utter that truth out loud, uncertain what the ghost panther would think of it, or of him.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “I see,” said Falling Leaf.

      There was an undercurrent in those words that Sen didn’t understand. Was it anger? Was it hurt? He just didn’t know. Desperate to salvage something from the conversation, Sen improvised.

      “You could come with me if you want.”

      It might have been something he came up with in the moment, but the idea resonated with Sen. Falling Leaf was his friend. He trusted her. He’d trust her to watch his back. He’d never had that before. The more he thought about her going with him, the better he liked the idea. There was another excruciating pause as the cat seemed to think it over. She answered by shaking her head.

      “I cannot. There is no place for me in the human world. I would be hunted.”

      Sen wanted to argue, to protest that he would protect her, but he couldn’t make that kind of promise. He might mean every word when he said it. Yet, meaning it didn’t mean he could actually keep the promise. Still, watching all of his hastily constructed fantasies collapse was painful.

      Not sure what else he could do, Sen said, “I’m sorry. I don’t want to leave you behind, but I do have to go. I have to stay in balance, and soon I won’t be in balance here anymore.”

      The big cat regarded him with something in her eyes that he truly didn’t understand. It made her seem more like a beast than she ever had before.

      “You leave this place behind. Not me.”

      With those cryptic words, she rose, went over to the wall, and casually leapt to the top. She looked back at him one more time and spoke.

      “I may leave this mountain someday. Keep a watch for me.”

      Then, she was gone. A part of Sen feared he wouldn’t see her again. Yet, she came and went in much the same way she always had. They did not, however, speak again. Still, the gravity of what was coming settled over Sen after that. There was a finality to leaving the mountain. He could feel it, but he couldn’t make sense of it. All he knew was that it meant change. Change could be a good thing. Master Feng bringing him up the mountain had been a change that, without question, had changed Sen’s life for the better. So, this new change could also be for the good, or so Sen hoped. Yet, he didn’t know. That uncertainty weighed on him, even as the necessity of the change pulled at him, urged him on, called him to go, see, explore the world.

      What became clear to Sen was that change almost always meant loss. He would lose what he had here. He wouldn’t lose it forever or entirely. He could return and would find people waiting to welcome him with open arms. Yet, it wouldn’t ever be every day again. Not like it had been over the past years. He would miss it. As hard as parts of it had been, he had also come to relish the routines and challenges. He would also lose that surety that came with having very experienced elders to guide him. He would have to make choices about cultivation with no guiding hands there to catch him if he made a bad one. There was freedom in that, yes, but also loss. All Sen could do was hope that he’d make the kind of choices that would let him look the members of this strange family that had adopted him in the eyes with a clear conscience.
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      As winter took full hold, Sen thought more and more about where he would go. He knew his first step would be Orchard’s Reach to see Grandmother Lu. He expected she’d want him to stay for a few days, assuming she still lived. He’d said as much to Master Feng. The old cultivator expressed the same, strange confidence that he always did when Sen voiced concerns that he might get back too late.

      “She’ll be there,” said Master Feng.

      “You always say that. Do you check in on her when you go away?”

      “I don’t need to. She’s old, Sen, but she wasn’t hovering at the border of death even when she was living in that hovel. She’s had years of a safe home and enough to eat. I expect that you’ll find her quite well.”

      Sen had frowned at the explanation. It was a reasonable answer, a practical answer, the kind of answer that Sen couldn’t dispute. Yet, Sen was also certain that Master Feng had made the answer up on the spot. He was too confident that she would still be alive. It was like he had some other reason for thinking that way, but Sen wasn’t sure what it could be. He was also certain that Master Feng had no intention of revealing his true thoughts on the matter. He’d had years of opportunities and taken none of them. A part of Sen wondered if Master Feng was planning some kind of joke. While the old cultivator could be almost painfully serious at times, Sen had seen a mischievous gleam in his master’s eyes one time too many. The problem was, again, that Sen couldn’t see what kind of joke the man might be planning if there even was a joke.

      Accepting that he wasn’t going to get any more information, he looked down at the map. His goal was ultimately the ocean, but there was a lot of coastline to pick from. There were a number of cities and towns on the coast. He could go to any of them, but it seemed foolish to travel farther than necessary just to see the ocean. Instead, he looked for the piece of civilization closest to the coast that was also the nearest to them. He plopped a finger down on the map over a spot marked as Tide’s Rest. Master Feng looked down at where Sen’s finger had landed and sniffed.

      “Why go there?”

      “I want to see the ocean, but I don’t want to have to track through countless miles of wilderness and spirit beasts to do it. That place is on the coast. It’s nearby.”

      Sen paused and mentally calculated the distance as Uncle Kho had taught him to do with the map. Tide’s Rest was nearby compared with many of the other places on the map, but it was still a long journey. Even if he traveled alone and kept a fast pace, it would probably take a couple of weeks to get there. If he traveled with a group or merchant’s caravan, it could take a month.

      “Well, it’s close enough,” he amended. “Why? Is there a reason not to go there?”

      Master Feng opened his mouth, seemed to reconsider his words, and shook his head. “No, I don’t suppose there is. It’s just not a very interesting place, but you aren’t going there to see the town. So, I guess it’s not a real problem if it’s not that interesting.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As the new year approached, Sen once again fretted about what he could get for the three elder cultivators. When he asked for advice, he was told not to bother with gifts. Perplexed, he asked why. All three made nearly identical statements that, when you got to be as old as they were, it was a lot more fun to give gifts than it was to get them. After all, they’d had countless mortal lifetimes to gather up all the things they could ever want. The notion had seemed very odd to Sen at first. As someone who had gone without very nearly every physical necessity for the better part of his life, he struggled with the idea of not needing more things. He could understand not wanting useless things, but there was always something practical that someone could use.

      Yet, as Sen looked around the house, he started to understand their meaning. He couldn’t think of a single time that he’d needed an object, a tool, anything really, that was not immediately dug out of a closet or retrieved from a storage ring. It was only then that Sen began to grasp the profound advantages that an incredibly long life provided. You didn’t need to race to amass a fortune if you had twenty lifetimes. You didn’t need to learn everything in a hurry with that many years before you. You could afford to spend as much time as it took to accomplish your goals. Enough time could, at least in theory, level any advantage. For most people, time was the enemy. It ticked away and, in the end, robbed you of everything. As a cultivator, though, Sen wouldn’t grow old. He wouldn’t grow weak. As long as he chose his path with care, he would only grow more powerful and more capable the longer he lived. As a cultivator, time was his most powerful ally.

      With that insight, Sen felt a breakthrough start. It wasn’t as powerful as some of his previous breakthroughs, but the rush of fresh qi brought his attention to his own qi stores. He almost fell into a wall when he realized he was stuffed full of accumulated qi. In all the rush to prepare for his departure, he hadn’t been focused on converting the misty attributed qi inside him into the iridescent liquid qi. He made a hasty beeline for the cultivation room. While he didn’t expect any more vile expulsions of waste from his body, he didn’t dare risk an interruption while he converted all that qi. It took him the better part of five days to finish that work. When he finally stumbled out of the cultivation room feeling both oddly powerful and utterly exhausted, he found Master Feng waiting for him.

      “Oh, good, you’re finally at middle foundation formation. Rest up for a day. Then, I can finally start teaching you that qinggong technique.”
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        * * *

      

      For a few brief days, it felt like a return to form to Sen. He spent his mornings practicing what he already knew and his afternoons learning from Master Feng. Yet, the feeling didn’t last. When he’d been learning before, he’d been taking in entire styles and systems. Learning one technique, however demanding, wasn’t the same thing. It was more like learning a punch or an individual form out of a system. Of course, learning a qinggong technique was the easy part. Doing that technique was the real challenge. Where other qi techniques were mentally taxing, the true difficulty in qinggong techniques was that they were taxing on your qi reserves.

      “They’re hungry techniques,” agreed Master Feng. “That’s why people don’t usually learn them until after they’re into core formation. At that point, you’ve generally got enough in reserve that you don’t feel the loss so much. Of course, I have no idea where either of us will be when you finally break into core formation. You could probably find someone to teach you a technique at that point, but they’d probably teach you one of the bad ones. No, better that I teach you this one, now. I know it doesn’t feel that way, but it’s the most efficient technique I’ve found. You’ll appreciate that later. You can practice it and, who knows, it might even come in handy along the way. Nobody expects a foundation formation stage to whip a qinggong technique out of their back pocket.”

      “As you say, master,” said Sen, idly wondering what a back pocket was.

      Then, he went back to pooling qi around his feet and trying to walk across the long tub of water that Master Feng had set up.
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        * * *

      

      Denied advice and explicitly forbidden to give gifts, Sen did the only thing he could think of when the new year rolled around. He took over preparing the meal. Auntie Caihong had given him a bemused look when he ordered her out of the kitchen, but she complied with a shake of her head. Sen prepared a small feast for them. He made sure to include at least one favorite dish for everyone. While he didn’t say that the meal was his gift, everyone knew full well what he was doing. They all took great pains to gush about the food. Understanding what they were doing, Sen accepted the compliments with good grace, although he did roll his eyes when Master Feng exclaimed that the transcendent quality of the dumplings was about to make him break through to immortality.

      After the meal, the old cultivators quickly exchanged small gifts with each other before turning their attention to Sen. Before anyone else could say anything, Auntie Caihong seized her chance.

      “You glory thieves got to go first last year, well, now it’s my turn.”

      With that, she handed Sen a neatly tied bundle. When he opened it, he found a set of excellent robes inside. The material was a dark blue that could easily be mistaken for black in the right light. They felt like they were made of silk, but he sensed a gentle flow of qi in the material.

      “Thank you, Auntie.”

      “Oh, the good part is still coming. Those robes aren’t for special occasions. I had them made for traveling. They’ll hold up very well against the weather. They’ll also stay clean for a lot longer.”

      Sen had wondered how he would deal with the problem of cleaning his robes all the time. Once again, Auntie Caihong had anticipated his needs. He offered her a bow. For her part, Auntie Caihong looked a little smug. Sen saw Master Feng and Uncle Kho trade a quick look before Uncle Kho held out a rolled piece of paper. Sen took it and unrolled it on the table. He found a smaller version of the map that he’d spent so much time looking at over the previous few months. Uncle Kho had even made some helpful notations on the map, such as where to find good food or a safe inn. Sen could immediately see the value of the map, both in the near future and later, when he found himself much farther away.

      “Thank you, Uncle Kho,” said Sen, smiling at the man. “I expect I’ll use this until it falls to pieces.”

      “It’s never a bad thing to have a map, especially one that is relatively accurate. That’s something to watch out for out in the world, by the way. There are a lot of terrible mapmakers.”

      Sen chuckled. “I’ll be mindful, Uncle.”

      “That map should hold up better than you think it will. It’s been treated to help preserve the paper against most things that are likely to damage it.”

      As with Auntie Caihong, Sen offered Uncle Kho a deep bow. Then, it was Master Feng’s turn. Showing his usual disregard for ceremony, he simply gestured, and a jian appeared in his hand.

      “Here you go,” he said.

      Sen took hold of the sword and froze. This jian wasn’t like the one he normally used. It felt different. Master Feng nodded when he saw Sen’s expression.

      “I don’t understand how, but…” Sen grasped for the words and failed.

      “It’s a spirit-level jian. It’s what most foundation formation cultivators use. It has a few special properties, but the biggest things are durability and qi conduction. That blade will stand up to fights far better than the one you’ve been using, especially if you infuse it with metal qi. The metal is interesting, too. The crystal matrix forms in such a way that, well, it doesn’t matter. It can hold and move more qi. It’ll make some of your techniques work better.”

      Sen just stared at the sword for a while before the true importance of Master Feng’s words sank in.

      “Wait. If this works better, why did you make me use the other sword?”

      “I didn’t want the tool to become a crutch. Having used a plain jian halfway through foundation formation means you don’t depend on the blade to do the work for you. You’ll appreciate what it can do to improve your techniques, but you won’t depend on it.”

      Sen wanted to be angry with the man, but he couldn’t really muster the fire for it. He hadn’t lost anything by training with the regular blade. He’d only gained a little advantage by having the spirit-level jian, now.

      “Thank you, master.”
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      As the winter chill started fading from the air, Sen felt the pull east growing stronger. He had thought, well hoped, that he might get more time. With the moment almost on top of him, Sen wanted an excuse to stay. Any excuse. He didn’t feel ready or prepared. Surely there were more jian and spear styles to learn, more unarmed combat to master, more something that would let him stay a little longer. Sen heaved a sigh. He knew that was simple fear talking. At first, he’d thought it was fear of other cultivators, but he didn’t think that was it. While Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong couldn’t tell him how he did his hiding trick or even exactly why it worked the way it did, they were all very confident about what it did. It let him hide his spiritual presence even from peak nascent soul cultivators. It didn’t do anything to hide his physical presence. If he could break line of sight, though, he could simply walk away or gather shadow until the threat passed. That didn’t remove the threat of more powerful cultivators entirely, but it gave him a fighting chance.

      No, Sen suspected his fear was more mundane than that. He wasn’t afraid of what he knew was out there—powerful cultivators, sects, and spirit beasts. Those things were dangerous, but they were manageable dangers. He was afraid of all the things he didn’t know were out there. Master Feng frequently talked about the things he found that surprised him. Things the old cultivator hadn’t even known existed. It hadn’t stopped happening, even after thousands of years. The fact that most of those recollections ended with some variation of, “So, then I had to cut off its head,” may have played some small role in Sen’s apprehension. Master Feng might have the power to casually end any conflict with a beheading, but Sen didn’t.

      Yet, for all his lingering doubts and shapeless fears, Sen prepared. Of course, most of that boiled down to organizing his belongings. There was one thing, or rather one collection of things, that he’d avoided talking about for a long time. He couldn’t put it off anymore. He went to talk to Master Feng and found him in the kitchen, idly eating his way through some leftovers.

      “Master, do you have a moment?”

      Master Feng gestured that Sen should come over. Once the older cultivator swallowed a mouthful of food, he gave Sen a small smile. “What’s on your mind, Sen?”

      Sen second-guessed himself for a moment before he resolved to push forward. “I need to know what I should do with all of the spirit beast cores. The one from when you, from before I went out to, from…”

      “From when I killed all those beasts,” said Master Feng, a ghost of old pain on his face. “You could give them to Caihong. I’m sure she can make something from them.”

      “You don’t want them?”

      “No. They aren’t useful to me, except maybe as currency. Even if they were useful, I still wouldn’t want them. I’m not proud of how I behaved that day. I won’t knowingly benefit from that shame.”

      Sen was quiet for a moment as he contemplated those words before he gave Master Feng a deep bow.
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        * * *

      

      Auntie Caihong waved off the suggestion. “I don’t need them. I rarely use spirit beast cores these days. You keep them.”

      Sen fumbled briefly over how to frame the question. “Alright, but what do I do with them?”

      “You can sell them off to alchemists. If I were you, I’d find some down-on-its-luck alchemist shop and use those cores to buy a stake in the place. You take a loss at first, but then you’ve got a place you go and visit every so often to top up your funds. Which reminds me.”

      Auntie Caihong peeked out the door, checking to see if anyone was nearby. Coast clear, she handed Sen a pouch. He felt the jingle of coins inside as soon as his hand gripped the leather. He tried to hand it back.

      “I can’t, Auntie.”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s just a little something to tide you over in an emergency. Don’t tell the others, though. They’ll think I’m coddling you.”

      Sen protested a few more times, but he could tell she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. He put the pouch in his storage ring and promised he wouldn’t mention it.
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        * * *

      

      For all his ephemeral concerns, Sen also had one pressing practical concern about the journey ahead. He found Uncle Kho in the library.

      “Uncle Kho?”

      “Yes?” the older cultivator asked in a distracted voice.

      “Where do I find a spirit-level spear? Is there a specific place I should go to? A specific smith I should talk to?”

      Uncle Kho gave Sen a sharp look. “What’s wrong with the one you have?”

      Sen blinked rapidly for several seconds. “I just assumed it was a mortal spear.”

      “Hmmm. Ming worries about things like weapons becoming crutches. Although, I suppose it’s his job to worry about those things where you’re concerned. You should spend a little time really pushing qi through that spear, though. Get a feel for what it can do. Still, you make a good point. You should know where to go to get new weapons.”

      Uncle Kho unrolled his big map of the continent and pointed out half a dozen places spread out over the huge landmass. His finger lingered over one spot located almost dead center on the map.

      “If you can get there in a reasonable amount of time, this is where you want to go. Ask for Chen Jun Hie. The man is a genius with a hammer and forge. Tell him I sent you. He owes me a bunch of favors. If he doesn’t believe you, tell him I said he owes me for the crane sisters,” said Uncle Kho, amusement brightening his features. “He’ll know I really sent you and cut you a break on the price.”

      “Thank you for the advice, Uncle.”

      Sen had pulled out his notebook and made notes on the smiths’ names, as well as where to find them. When he looked up, he saw a little frown on Uncle Kho’s face. The man gave the library a suspicious look before he went over and stuck his head out the door. He closed the door and came back over to Sen. With a little grin, he held out a pouch. Sen was pretty sure he knew what was in the pouch and tried to protest.

      “Truly, Uncle Kho, it’s not necessary,” said Sen, holding up his hands.

      “It’s nothing. Just something to see you through in case you have trouble finding work.”

      Additional protests proved just as meaningless with Uncle Kho as they had with Auntie Caihong. Sen reluctantly took the pouch and stored it away.

      “Gratitude, Uncle.”

      “Like I said, it’s nothing. Just keep it between us or the others will say I’m getting sentimental in my old age.”

      Sen wanted to laugh, but he managed to maintain his composure until he was out of earshot.
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        * * *

      

      When the day finally arrived, Sen was surprised to discover that his fears had mostly evaporated. He could still feel little tendrils of unease, now and then, but resolve seemed to steal whatever power they held. Sen donned the robes Auntie Caihong had given him. He lingered over the weapons before he ultimately belted on the mortal jian, storing the spirit-level jian and spear in the storage ring Master Feng had given him. The one Auntie Caihong had given him was bursting with camping gear, tools, medical supplies, the spirit beast cores, and countless other little things that the older cultivators had decided he needed, or might need one day, or might find vaguely useful in increasingly improbable-sounding scenarios. He checked the room for anything he might have forgotten but discovered nothing.

      He found the three older cultivators waiting for him, breakfast already prepared and on the table. It wasn’t an elaborate meal. Instead, it was hearty and filling, with pork rice porridge, steamed dumplings, and scallion pancakes. They kept the conversation light, asking Sen about when he thought he’d leave Orchard’s Reach to visit the coast, and if he had any thoughts on where he might travel after that. All three made suggestions, each of which would carry him in a different direction. He smiled and said he’d have to decide after he’d seen the ocean. Then, the meal was over and there was nothing left to do, no more excuses to linger. The older cultivators walked outside with him.

      “Sen, one last thing,” said Auntie Caihong.

      “Yes, Auntie?”

      She held out a large stone vial that was both stoppered and sealed. “In case I don’t see you before, this is for when you’re ready to break through to core formation. I made it using that core that fascinated you so much. It should give you some interesting benefits.”

      Sen carefully stored the vial away and bowed. “Thank you.”

      Uncle Kho handed Sen a large wrapped package. “For your grandmother. If she’s what I suspect she is, she’ll appreciate this.”

      Sen took the package and stored it away. “Thank you, Uncle Kho.”

      “I said I needed to do something nice for that woman,” said Uncle Kho with a big smile. “Now, I have. Travel safely, young Sen. When you get back, perhaps you’ll only be two thousand years too early to defeat me.”

      Sen laughed before he gave each of them a brief hug.

      “I promise I’ll write if anything interesting happens.”

      “Write even if nothing interesting happens,” said Auntie Caihong.

      Sen turned to Master Feng, who gestured to the gate in the wall. They left the manor with only one last turn to wave before the forest hid the house from view. The two walked for perhaps ten minutes before Master Feng stopped. Sen wondered if Master Feng knew that he’d finally cleared the lump in his throat, or if it just worked out that way. Master Feng looked Sen up and down and seemed satisfied with what he saw.

      “You’ve come a long way in a short time.”

      “It’s been almost six years. That only seems like a short time to someone who’s lived for as long as you, master. It’s a long time for everyone else.”

      Master Feng snorted. “I suppose it is. This is where I’ll leave you. Just one or two bits of business to wrap up.”

      A box that looked very similar to the one the old cultivator had given to Grandmother Lu appeared in Master Feng’s hand. He held it out to Sen.

      “Master?”

      “For your grandmother. I commissioned a few more pills for her. If anyone but Caihong had made them, I’d have said I’d been wildly overcharged. There are instructions in there.”

      Sen eyed the box suspiciously. “What are they?”

      The same mischievous gleam that Sen saw in his master’s eyes from time to time reappeared, but the old cultivator said nothing. Sen shook his head and put the box away. When he looked back up, his master was holding out a pouch, a very familiar style of pouch. Sen engaged in the usual, useless protests, but ultimately ended up with the pouch in his hands.

      “A lot can happen out on the road,” said Master Feng. “You should always have something to fall back on. Just don’t tell Jaw-Long or Caihong. They’d never let me live it down. It’d be a thousand years of jokes about how the mighty Feng Ming has gone soft.”

      “Our secret,” Sen promised.

      The two traded bows, and then Feng watched as Sen disappeared down the mountain and entered a whole new chapter of his life. A few minutes later, Jaw-Long appeared.

      “Are you staying, old friend?”

      Feng’s eyes never left the spot where Sen had disappeared into the trees. He nodded to Jaw-Long.

      “For a little while, I think. There is something wrong with the spirit beasts on this mountain. I mean to work out what it is and deal with the problem.”

      “I thought you might follow along in Sen’s wake and spy on the poor boy.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “So, you’re really going to let him go off by himself?”

      “Don’t be insane. I’m not going to spy on him. I have people for that.”

      Jaw-Long threw back his head and laughed. “Come on, then. Let’s go figure out your spirit beast mystery.”
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      Sen stopped and cocked his head to one side when he thought he caught the sound of laughter echoing down the mountain after him. After a moment, the sound receded and didn’t return. Sen shrugged and continued on his way. He’d gone perhaps half a mile when he smiled to himself and called out.

      “You can come out now!”

      Sen didn’t stop walking. Instead, he maintained the same ground-consuming stride he planned to maintain most of the way down the mountain. Perhaps a minute later, Falling Leaf walked up and started keeping pace with him. Neither of them said anything. They just descended in companionable silence. Eventually, Sen’s stomach reminded him that it still existed. Much as Master Feng had done on the trip up the mountain, Sen kept an eye out for a convenient clearing. He shared his lunch with the big cat, tossing her bits of food to chase around. It was a bittersweet moment for him, knowing that it was likely one of the last times, if not the last time, he’d do that with her for a good long time.

      “I didn’t think I’d see you again when you didn’t come to the house this morning.”

      The cat eyed Sen but didn’t deign to answer beyond a vague shake of her head. He’d known her long enough to know that was ghost panther speak for “Don’t be an idiot. I can’t trust you not to fall off a cliff without me around.” Sen smiled at the big cat, a little moved that she was still watching out for him.

      It didn’t take long before Sen understood just how much Master Feng must have limited his natural pace on that first trip up the mountain. It had seemed brutally fast to Sen at the time, but it must have felt agonizingly slow to the old cultivator. By Sen’s estimation, he’d reach the bottom of the mountain by midafternoon. He slowed a little after he made that realization. It wasn’t as though Grandmother Lu was expecting him. He could drag out his time with Falling Leaf a bit. As they walked, something occurred to him. He looked over at the big cat.

      “I never apologized to you, did I? I mean, after I stormed off that night.”

      Falling Leaf gave him a look with narrowed eyes.

      “Okay, I can see that I didn’t. In that case, let me apologize now. I shouldn’t have stormed off like that. You gave me good advice. I just didn’t want to hear it at the time. I’m sorry for acting that way.”

      She continued giving him that narrow-eyed look for a moment before her expression relaxed into something more friendly. He waited to see if she’d say something, but she didn’t. Sen decided to take that slightly less hostile look as her acceptance of his apology. He did notice that the farther down the mountain they got, the more relaxed that Falling Leaf became. Sen supposed that the smarter and more dangerous spirit beasts probably lived above, simply to avoid the cluster of humans in the town below. While almost any spirit beast was more than a match for most humans, those odds changed when you got a whole group of humans working together. Sen thought it was an odd sort of balance that the spirit beasts had struck with this bit of encroaching civilization. Moreover, he wondered how long that balance could last. If the town grew, would the spirit beasts retreat deeper into the wilds, become more aggressive, or try to maintain the status quo?

      Sen let that question roll around in his head for a while. It gave his mind something to do while they walked. Even covering ground as fast as they were, there was only so much to look at. After the first few hundred trees, they lost most of their interest for Sen. He kept his senses extended, wary for threats, but nothing bothered them. That left Sen with a hint of unease. Constant attacks from the local spirit beasts would have frustrated him, while occasional run-ins with them would have met his expectations. A total absence of attacks struck him as a bit unnatural. He voiced those concerns to Falling Leaf, who gave him a look that said she agreed, but that she also wasn’t sure what there was to do about it. Eventually, Sen started picking up hints of wood smoke and the less pleasant odor of trash. He glanced over at the ghost panther and stopped. They faced each other for a moment before Sen walked over and crouched down so he could look directly at the panther.

      “It’s your job to keep yourself safe until I get back. I expect you to be here, safe and whole, when I return,” said Sen. “Go and visit Uncle Kho every once in a while. It drives him crazy that you can just ignore his formations, but I think he’d miss giving you treats.”

      Sen saw a twinkle in the big cat’s eyes at those words.

      “You’re my only real friend, you know. Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Aunt Caihong all care about me, but I’m like a mix between a great-great-great grandchild they took in for a while and some kind of cultivation experiment. You didn’t care about any of that. You were just my friend. I’m going to miss you.”

      Not sure how to sum up the wrenching pain that leaving her on the mountain was causing him, he just pressed his head gently against hers. They stayed that way for a long time before the big cat finally pulled back.

      Her gaze became a piercing blade. “Move swiftly. Move silently. When you must strike, strike to kill.”

      Sen was a little taken aback by the intensity of that statement, but he nodded. “I will.”

      Falling Leaf gave him one last look, then vanished into the forest. Sen allowed himself five seconds to stare after his departing friend. Five seconds to wallow in the sense of loss. Five seconds to fantasize about calling the whole thing off. He gave himself five seconds to be a child for just a little bit longer. Then, the five seconds were over. Sen took a breath, squared his shoulders, and started walking again. He’d angled himself slightly away from town so he could come out on the narrow road to the west of the town. If anyone saw him simply walk out of the wilds, it would draw more attention than he wanted. The only people who went into the wilds from the town were the hunters, and everyone knew them on sight. If a stranger simply strode out of the forest looking none the worse for wear, they might accuse him of being a demon.

      So, he took the extra time to leave the forests away from prying eyes. Then, he simply walked up to the western gate of the town. As he approached the gate, a guard came out. He remembered those guards. They had always seemed huge and powerful to him. Now, the man standing outside the gate looked like he wouldn’t be much more than a minor inconvenience to any spirit beast that decided the things inside those walls smelled like food. The guard’s spear was old, as was his breastplate, and both were poorly cared for. The man held the spear like he’d never received a minute of training with it. The sight of the guard mishandling that weapon made Sen a little angry. He did his best to bury that anger. The guards weren’t his responsibility. If the mayor couldn’t be bothered to have the men trained properly, Sen couldn’t fix that problem.

      The guard lifted a hand to stop Sen, but the man’s eyes kept drifting down to the jian that Sen wore with such casual ease. Sen could almost see the guard deciding that this was a fight he didn’t want to pick. Before the guard could simply fail in his duty, Sen drew to a stop. He very consciously stopped outside of weapon range for himself and the guard. The guard let out a breath he’d been holding.

      “Name? Purpose of visit?” asked the guard.

      “Lu Sen. I’m here to visit my grandmother, Lu Jia.”

      The guard visibly straightened at Grandmother Lu’s name and offered Sen a deep bow. “Of course, honored guest. Be welcome to Orchard’s Reach. Do you know the way?”

      “I do,” said Sen, only to realize that might have been a mistake.

      Oh well, he thought. I can’t fix it now. The guard immediately turned away and opened the gate. While he didn’t think much of how the guard handled a spear, the man had been polite enough. Sen nodded to the guard as he stepped through the gate and onto the streets that had been his childhood home. While he didn’t expect cultivator trouble in the small town, Sen took the precaution of hiding. He was here to see Grandmother Lu. That was all. If cultivators wanted to fight with him, they could do it some other day, preferably in some other place. As he walked, Sen was surprised at how little had changed. It felt like a lifetime had passed for him, but maybe five or six years wasn’t really that long in the lifespan of a town. He really didn’t know. Of course, with so few changes around him, it only took a short walk for Sen to find the house that Master Feng had acquired for Grandmother Lu’s use. A young woman answered the door and showed him in. Her cheeks turned bright red any time she looked at him for more than a few seconds. What an odd girl, he thought. She disappeared into the house, and an older man came out to the entryway to greet him.

      “Can I help you, young man?” the older man asked, wariness and curiosity warring in his eyes.

      “I am here to see my grandmother, Lu Jia.”

      “Your grandmother,” the man repeated before his eyes went very wide. “Are you Lu Sen?”

      “Yes, I am called that,” Sen answered, offering the man a smile.

      Much to Sen’s abject horror, the man dropped to his knees and slammed his head against the floor. “Forgive this lowly one, honored cultivator. Your grandmother is not here.”

      Sen felt his heart try to stop in his chest. What had happened to Grandmother Lu? Had she died? Sen forced calm onto his racing heart and mind.

      “Can you tell me where she is?”

      “She is at her shop, honored cultivator.”

      Sen frowned. Grandmother Lu had a shop? He didn’t care. She was alive. That was all that mattered.

      “Please get up,” Sen told the man.

      The older man hastily rose to his feet, but he never quite met Sen’s eyes. “How can I assist you, honored cultivator?”

      “I only require directions to my grandmother’s shop.”

      “At once, honored cultivator,” the man nearly screamed.

      Sen felt a sudden surge of belated empathy for Master Feng. He imagined that the frustration he was feeling with the old man in front of him was but a pale shadow of the frustrations the ancient cultivator must have felt that day in the market. Sen schooled himself to remain calm and friendly.

      “Thank you, Uncle.”

      The old man almost exploded with pride at Sen’s casual use of the respectful term. Sen repressed yet another sigh.
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      The older man, who introduced himself as Zhang Muchen, was apparently one of Grandmother Lu’s house staff. Sen knew that Master Feng had left Grandmother Lu some money, but he hadn’t thought that it would be enough to hire more staff. Still, he was happy that she had people around to look after her needs. Of course, there was the matter of her shop. Sen couldn’t quite wrap his head around the idea. Grandmother Lu’s mind had still been very sharp when he left, but she had struck him as very frail. Her hands had seemed to hurt her all the time. He did recognize that some of his struggle with the idea was a simple lack of information. He’d never been inside a shop before.

      Oh, Aunt Caihong had been careful to describe how shops worked to him, the protocols involved, but that was all from the perspective of the customer. Sen didn’t understand what was involved with owning a shop, but it seemed likely to him that it called for at least some physical labor and likely some paperwork. He didn’t like to think of Grandmother Lu hunched over paperwork, wincing with every brushstroke. He’d hoped that she would spend her days at ease, taking that ease as some small reward for her many kindnesses to him. If anyone had earned that rest, in Sen’s opinion, she had.

      Looking back, he understood better just what a risk she had taken by letting him into her home and sharing her food with him. For all she had known, Sen might have turned on her like some kind of wild animal. Sen wouldn’t have done that. Even then, he’d had gratitude in his heart, if not true understanding. Yet, she couldn’t have known that about him. She might have guessed, even hoped that he wouldn’t, but she couldn’t have known. She had gambled her life that he was better than he had any right to be. At least Sen could take some tiny bit of satisfaction that she’d won that gamble.

      “Young master, was your training successful?” asked the old servant.

      Sen blinked a few times and forced his thoughts back into the present. Zhang Muchen had been rambling on about Grandmother Lu’s many virtues, and Sen had mostly stopped listening. He’d been getting by with positive noises every so often for about five minutes. Sen glanced at the older man, who looked very apprehensive for some reason. Sen briefly thought about how to answer the question.

      “Yes, Uncle Zhang. I did experience some small success in my training.”

      Relief oozed out of the man as he offered Sen a bright smile. “That is wonderful news, young master. Wonderful.”

      Sen gave the man a smile. “Let us hope that Grandmother is as pleased with my progress.”

      The servant gaped at Sen for a moment before he laughed. “Oh, the young master is having a joke at my expense. Mistress Lu always sings the praises of her grandson. I do not believe she would tolerate a bad word to be spoken of you.”

      Sen felt a warm little surge in his chest. “She is very kind to do so.”

      Zhang Muchen beamed at Sen and then gestured toward a building. “Young master, we have arrived. This is Grandmother Lu’s Heavenly Wares.”

      Sen just stared at the structure for a minute. It was twice the size of any other building in the market. More to the point, it looked new. As far as Sen was concerned, it was new. The building certainly hadn’t existed when he’d last graced the square. He thought back and tried to remember what had been there before. He could remember what the buildings had looked like, but not much else. They must not have been restaurants, which were the only kinds of businesses that Sen had cared about before. Yet, for all that Grandmother Lu’s shop was big and new, it wasn’t overblown. There was only a simple sign over the door that gave the name. There were no gaudy decorations or too bright colors, just that sign.

      Sen followed Zhang Muchen into the shop and looked around with intense curiosity. A wide variety of goods were on display, from bundles of what looked like fine silks on one table, to delicate figurines artfully arranged on shelves, to dishes with what Sen thought were plum blossoms around the outer edges. Sen was no merchant to judge the value of goods, but he had at least some passing understanding of what quality goods looked like, courtesy of his time in Uncle Kho and Aunt Caihong’s home. The goods in the shop were good, probably even excellent, quality, which meant they were expensive. How could Grandmother Lu own this shop? How could she possibly even afford to acquire the things he saw for sale? Sen didn’t think Master Feng had been that generous to Grandmother Lu.

      There were a few customers in the place, all of them wearing fine robes and attended by young men and women in matching outfits. A few similarly uniformed young women hovered nearby, watching him with rather intense looks. He turned to ask Zhang Muchen a question, only to see the man having what looked like a very intense, if hushed, conversation with a woman. Sen caught little snatches of the conversation, such as “very important” and “tea.” The man said one last thing and the woman visibly jerked before her eyes swiveled to him. She gave Zhang a hasty bow and rushed over to Sen. Zhang walked around a counter and disappeared through a curtained doorway. He was curious about what the man was up to, but the woman was right in front of him by then, bowing and introducing herself so fast that Sen couldn’t make sense of her name. She gently pulled Sen away from the shop front and into what must have been a room meant for private meetings with important guests.

      Sen was offered a comfortable chair and assured that anything he needed would be provided as quickly as possible. He tried to give the woman a reassuring smile and said he didn’t need anything. She gave him another deep bow and a wide-eyed look before she vanished. Sen heaved a sigh of relief. At least he’d get a few moments of privacy in the back room. That privacy lasted all of two minutes before a tall, slender young woman with delicate features came in carrying a tray and tea set. She insisted on preparing a cup for him and stared at him while he tried the tea. It was good.

      “The tea is excellent. Thank you.”

      The young woman smiled, seemed to worry that was inappropriate, bowed, and then, by Sen’s estimation, she ran away. He really didn’t know what to make of that but decided to simply enjoy his tea while he waited. The peace was shattered as a different young woman came in with a plate piled high with almond cookies. He took a cookie, ate it while the woman just watched him with wide eyes, and then praised the quality. She blushed at him, and then she too fled the room. Sen started to wonder if this was some kind of elaborate prank that Master Feng had arranged for over the last few years. The suspicion was heightened when he heard feminine giggling outside of the little room he was in. He was eyeing the door suspiciously when another young woman, this one with a round face and a few freckles on her cheeks, came in to offer him a mooncake. He blinked down at the treat. Hadn’t Auntie Caihong said that those were usually something people ate in the autumn? Sen shrugged to himself. Maybe someone decided they wanted some over the summer. He was reaching out for the treat when he heard a familiar voice.

      “Oh, for the heavens’ sake, get back to work, you girls.”

      The sound of Grandmother Lu’s voice had a startling effect on the girl. She jumped, lost her hold on the small plate, and sent both plate and treat flying. At the same time, the door burst open and the girl stumbled away from it. For Sen, who had spent months learning to dodge things moving a lot faster than anything in that room, it looked like an amusing exercise. He stood, gently scooping the falling plate out of the air with his left hand and snatching the treat out of the air with his right hand. He used his left arm to arrest the girl’s fall and pull her against him where she could catch her balance. The girl was still crying out before her brain registered that she wasn’t still falling. Sen waited a beat to make sure she had her footing, while she stared up at him with an incredulous expression on her face. He took a step back and held the plate out to her.

      “There you go. No harm done. I even saved the mooncake,” said Sen, holding up the treat and taking a bite. “Mmmm, is that red bean paste? It’s really good.”

      The flustered girl took the plate from Sen’s hand and said, “My mother made it.”

      Sen was a little amused by the fact that she hadn’t answered his question, but he played along. “She did an excellent job of it. Give her my compliments.”

      The girl seemed to realize that something nonsensical had fallen out of her mouth and turned bright red. There was a half-amused, half-exasperated noise from the door. The girl spun, lost control of the plate again, and Sen was forced to save it from destruction a second time. He put the plate back in her hands as she turned even redder.

      “Go on, Bai. There are customers.”

      “Yes, Mistress Lu.”

      The girl pulled the plate against her chest with both hands and rushed past the figure in the door.

      “Now, Grandson, I don’t remember you being quite that charming before. What did that old goat have you getting into up on that mountain?”

      Sen stared in slack-jawed amazement at the woman in the doorway. She looked the way that Sen might have imagined that Grandmother Lu’s daughter would look. She wasn’t young, but she wasn’t ancient either. She looked like a healthy woman in her middle years. If Sen hadn’t seen Uncle Kho’s transformation, he wouldn’t have believed his eyes. “Grandmother Lu?”

      She gave him a warm smile and opened her arms. “In the not-so-withered flesh. Now, come over here and let me get a look at you. My goodness, what did they feed you? You’re huge now.”
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      Sen hesitated for the briefest of moments, mostly out of pure shock, before he walked over to the much-restored Grandmother Lu. She wrapped her arms around him in a tight embrace. Sen, mindful of his increased strength, squeezed her back gently. She held him like that for a long moment before she pulled away and cupped his face in her hands. She bestowed an uncomplicated smile on him, radiating something akin to pure joy at his mere presence.

      “I worried I might not ever see you again, boy,” she announced, patting his cheeks gently before gesturing at the chairs.

      Sen laughed, earning a startled look from the older woman. He waved a hand in the air.

      “I worried the same thing, more than once,” he said.

      “Oh,” she said, the sparkle of understanding in her eyes. “Yes, I suppose I must have looked to be nearly a corpse to your young eyes.”

      She sat down and looked at the tea and the plate of cookies, clearly bemused by their presence. Sen walked over and poured a cup for Grandmother Lu. He took his own seat and smiled at her as a weight that had hung around his heart for most of six years crumbled away.

      “It looks like I missed a lot in my time away on the mountain. You built all of this,” he said, gesturing around him.

      “I don’t think you missed nearly as much as I did,” she said with a snort, but then she smiled at their surroundings. “Your fortuitous encounter became my fortuitous encounter as well, it seems. That and those pills your master left behind. At my age, one does not imagine such unexpected boons. I was wise enough to grasp them with both hands when they arrived.”

      Sen leaned forward, eager to hear her tale. “Was it the pills that gave you such a miraculous transformation?”

      Grandmother Lu leaned back and sipped at her tea, a thoughtful expression on her face. “They did, although probably not in the way you mean. I didn’t take one and find myself remade the next morning.”

      A little wave of disappointment ran through Sen. He had spent enough time with Auntie Caihong to have a fair grasp of what medicinal and alchemical ingredients could and could not do. There was still a bit of the boy left in him, however. He had listened in wonder as people told stories about fish who became dragons by leaping over enchanted rainbows or the magical stone puppet, Sun Wukong, who roamed the world in search of the secrets to transformation and, in his own act of defiance against the heavens, transformed from dead stone to living flesh. He had hoped that Grandmother Lu’s tale would have the same magical quality, simply because it would have been such a good story.

      He didn’t let his minor disappointment distract him for long.

      “Please, tell me what happened,” he said.

      “I suppose to understand what has happened now, I’ll have to tell you about what happened to me before. I never did tell you how I ended up in that little hovel, did I? I suppose it made me too sad to think on it. Well, you deserve to know. I come from a family of cultivators.”

      Sen sat up sharply at that revelation. “Really?”

      “Oh yes, and powerful ones at that. Well, I thought so when I was a girl at any rate. I imagined that no man could be as powerful as my father and no woman as swift as my mother. I suppose meeting that old monster you call a master has given me perspective. Peak core? Nascent soul stage, is he?”

      Sen hesitated, not sure if he should answer the question, but it wasn’t as though Grandmother Lu didn’t already know about Master Feng. She’d even made some educated guesses, it seemed.

      “Not core formation stage. He’s at the nascent soul stage. Peak nascent soul,” said Sen, putting as much emphasis as he could on the word peak.

      Grandmother Lu went still as she processed Sen’s words. “I suppose we’re all lucky that your master didn’t simply level the town after the games the fool mayor tried to play.”

      “I don’t think he’d do that,” said Sen. “He’s a little bit lazy about some things, to be honest. He could destroy a town, I think. He has the power. But why go through all of that effort when he can just humiliate the mayor?”

      “Ha! Saved by laziness, of all things. Well, I’ll raise a toast to his poor character soon. Now, where was I?”

      “Your parents,” offered Sen.

      “Yes, my parents. It turned out that they weren’t interested in raising mortal children. So, my sisters and I were placed on the path to cultivation young, too young really. They pushed us hard. In my case, they pushed too hard. Too many cultivation aids, too close together, and not nearly enough insight on my part. I just didn’t have the wisdom at the time. It damaged my meridians.”

      Sen frowned. “Well, that’s not good, but it’s fixable. Even I could probably fix it if someone caught it soon enough.”

      Sen got lost in his thoughts as he ran through possible ingredients and reagents. The longer he thought about it, the more confident he became that, yes, he could probably fix it. He glanced up to see Grandmother Lu staring at him, her mouth hanging open a little.

      “What?” he asked, feeling a little sheepish.

      “You became a pill refiner skilled enough to make Twice-Blessed Heavenly Balm pills?”

      Sen immediately shook his head. “Oh, nothing like that. I don’t even know what those pills are. Oh, well, I guess they must fix meridians. I mean, I’m sure Auntie Caihong could make them, but I didn’t learn pill refining. I could probably make an alchemical elixir that would heal meridians, though. I’d need the right ingredients, like earth qi-attributed ginseng, moon lotus blossoms, a fire qi-attributed devil thorn…” Sen trailed off as he registered the shocked awe on Grandmother Lu’s face. He supposed those were pretty rare ingredients. “I guess the ingredients don’t really matter.”

      “An elixir?” asked Grandmother Lu. “You can just make an elixir to heal damaged meridians? This Caihong taught you a recipe for that?”

      Sen laughed. “Recipe, Grandmother? No. Why would she need to teach me a recipe for something like that? It’s not like I’d be trying to help someone get over a golden river viper bite. That would be hard. I’d definitely need a recipe for something like that. That snake’s venom is some truly evil stuff.”

      “I see,” said Grandmother Lu.

      She looked like she’d gone pale to Sen. He hurriedly offered her some more tea. She held out her cup in a shaky hand. She downed most of the hot liquid in one gulp.

      “Are you feeling alright, Grandmother?” Sen asked, very concerned.

      “Yes, Sen, I’m fine. It’s just, I’ll definitely need to hear more about what you learned.”

      Sen smiled. “Of course. I mean, it’s all pretty basic. If your parents were cultivators, I doubt any of it will seem all that new.”

      Grandmother Lu made a noncommittal noise and shook her head. “Well, my meridians were damaged, which slowed down my progress. My father saw that as a personal challenge and pushed even harder. I didn’t know any better, at the time, so I just went along with it. The damage got worse, which slowed me down even more. Eventually, they took me to see a spirit doctor. My parents decided they weren’t going to waste money on someone who couldn’t even get through the first stages of body cultivation.”

      “They didn’t even try to fix it?”

      “No. They threw me out instead.”

      As Sen watched an old pain cross Grandmother Lu’s face, a kind of icy resolve took hold in his heart. One day, when he was powerful enough, he would need to find those cultivators who had so badly mistreated their daughter.

      Grandmother Lu shook off the old memories. “I was lucky, though. A family that lived nearby took me in. They found me work. They even helped me find a husband. My dear Haoyu. We weren’t wealthy, not nearly wealthy enough to afford the kind of help that my meridians needed, but we were happy. As the years went by, I stopped thinking about it. I had a husband and children. I wasn’t defying the heavens, but it was a good life. Then, one by one, our children married or moved away. It was just me and Haoyu.

      “Then, the heavens took away what they had given me. They took my husband. It was just an accident, but he was still gone. Unfortunately, while my husband was a good man, he wasn’t always the wisest man. He had many debts I didn’t learn about until after he was gone. Bit by bit, everything we’d worked so hard to build together was sold off. Until, one day, there simply wasn’t anything left. I wrote to my children, but they didn’t have any room for an old woman.”

      Sen added some more people to the list of those he needed to find one day.

      “Well, I expect you can guess the rest. I worked where I could, when I could, until I ended up in that little hovel. I expected to die there, alone and forgotten. Then, you came along. You were so skinny. When you came by with that cultivator, I didn’t know what to think. It seems he took the measure of me fast enough, though. Those pills he left healed my meridians. It took most of a year before I could cycle qi again. It’s hard healing that kind of damage at my age.

      “When I finally cycled qi again, I found that the body cultivation I’d accomplished years ago was still intact. With enough qi, I finally got to see some of the benefits. I can’t break through again, I don’t think. But it’s bought me some years.”

      “That’s wonderful,” said Sen, and he meant it. “And, you have this store.”

      “Yes, that master of yours left some money. I decided that since I had some little piece of my youth back, I’d do something with that money. I built a little trading company with it.”

      “If you like it, that’s not a bad way to spend your time.”

      “Oh, I didn’t build this for me, Sen. I built this for you.”
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      Sen just stared at Grandmother Lu for a little while as he tried and failed to understand what she meant. Sen had some vague ideas about what inheritance meant, but cultivators tended to distance themselves from those kinds of familial concerns. At least, that’s what Uncle Kho had told him.

      “Inheritance is meant for mortals, Sen,” the old cultivator had said. “It’s a way for families to build wealth and retain property from one generation to the next. Cultivators disrupt all of that. If a cultivator inherits something, they might own it for the next thousand years. That prevents anyone else in their family from taking it and doing something productive with it. Even nobles who become cultivators give up their inheritances most of the time.”

      With those words and no reason to expect that he’d have to worry about it, Sen hadn’t given the problem another thought. Yet, now, it seemed like maybe he should have dug a little deeper into it. He decided to start with the obvious.

      “Grandmother, I don’t know anything about running a shop or a trading company.”

      Grandmother Lu chuckled. “Oh, I don’t mean for you to run this operation. I expect that would be a terrible waste of your time and talents. Other people can do that work. No, I mean for this operation to serve as support for you.”

      Sen poked and prodded at that last statement and came up empty. “I don’t really understand what that means.”

      “That’s how I know you really need it. I’ve met some cultivators over the years, other than my parents, and they almost all had one thing in common.”

      He waited for a beat before lifting an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

      “They didn’t understand how to deal with practicalities. Take you, for example. I expect that you’re probably strong enough to knock over a tree at this point. Maybe you can even summon up some fire or earth qi as well.”

      Sen was more interested in where she was going than getting into a long discussion about his current abilities, so he didn’t try to correct her. “Yes, that’s likely all true.”

      “Do you know how to send someone a letter? I mean, a plain, mortal letter.”

      Sen opened his mouth to declare that he could obviously do that, except, he realized, he didn’t know how to do that. “I suppose I don’t.”

      “I expect that you have some ideas about the value of things like beast cores and medicinal herbs, am I right?”

      Sen nodded. “It varies from place to place, as I understand it, but I have a general idea.”

      “Do you know how much an apple costs? Or where you’d buy feed for a horse? Or when the gates usually close for the night in a city?”

      Sen frowned and thought back about all the things that he’d learned over the last few years. Grandmother Lu had a point. He didn’t know about any of those kinds of things.

      “I don’t,” he admitted.

      “I expect it’s worse for you than it would be for most people. You don’t even have regular childhood memories to fall back on. That’s where this little trading company comes in. It’s not that big yet, but it’s growing all the time. I have shops like this in several of the closer cities. We have small offices for research and purchasing in about a dozen more. Their main job is to be exactly what they are, shops and offices. Their other job is to be a place you can go for practical help. They all have standing orders to make themselves useful to you if you should ever show up.”

      Sen found himself moved by just how much thought Grandmother Lu had clearly put into understanding the kinds of needs he would have when he came down off the mountain. She’d even anticipated that he wouldn’t simply stay in Orchard’s Reach, but venture out into the world as a wandering cultivator. She’d spread the net of her small business empire to make that journey a little easier for him. Sen almost thought that it had been unnecessary, but he wasn’t sure that was true. There were clearly a great many things he hadn’t known about and that the elder cultivators hadn’t really considered. He supposed there was a bit of a fault on both sides there. As his teachers, it was part of their job to at least try to provide important information he might not have. On his part, he just hadn’t thought it through, so it never occurred to him to ask them about doing normal things. Auntie Caihong had even given him the tools to write letters. Still, neither of them had thought to talk about how to send those letters once he wrote them. He supposed they’d all just been a little too focused on cultivation. Sen bowed to Grandmother Lu.

      “Thank you for the consideration you’ve shown for my needs. Still, you shouldn’t have worked so hard. I was hoping that you’d be able to live in ease for a time.”

      “Oh, I did for a while. You’ve never seen someone so bad at it. I ended up following my maid around all day, supervising her work. I’m sure that poor girl was ready to smother me in my sleep. This was the best thing that could have happened to me. Especially now that I might live for another fifty years. I have something to do every day. I have a purpose. I get to be helpful to my grandson, and I get to make myself a tidy little fortune in the process.”

      “The business is doing well, then? The things out front seemed a little expensive for this town.”

      “Oh, they probably are, but I wanted to be easy to find when you finally came down off the mountain. Plus, having this place lets me give all of those children out there somewhere to work. I don’t suppose you recognized any of them.”

      Sen thought back about the employees he’d seen. None of them looked familiar, but it had been a while. Sen shrugged and shook his head.

      “I can’t say I recognized any of them.”

      Grandmother Lu waved it off. “No matter. I plucked most of them out of that same pit where that little hovel was. You could almost hear the howling from all those proper families who wanted their children to get experience here.”

      Sen almost choked on his tea when he laughed at that. “I’d have thought that might cause some trouble.”

      “It might have if we were somewhere else, but the nobility here are very minor nobility. They’re really only better than merchants in name only. They ignored me at first, and then, when they wanted to do something about me, they found out that I was better at buying off the right people.”

      Sen thought back to all those times he’d had to run away from noble brats intent on trouble of the more physical kind.

      “Don’t you worry that they might hurt your employees or, I don’t know, destroy the shop?”

      Grandmother Lu sighed. “It’s a possibility. I have people who keep an eye on the shop at night, but there’s only so much you can do. If someone truly decides they’re going to burn this place down, they’ll find a way. Of course, that’s a step I don’t think anyone wants to take. If they do, it’s like an open declaration of war. They don’t want me hiring people from somewhere else to get my revenge on them.”

      Sen wasn’t sure he really believed something like that wouldn’t happen, but Grandmother Lu had more experience with those kinds of things than he did. He’d let her decide how best to handle it.

      “Well,” said Sen. “I should get going. I’m sure you have things to do here, and we can catch up more tonight. I have some gifts for you.”

      Grandmother Lu laughed. “Oh, what a filial grandson you are. Very well, I’ll have Zhang Muchen take you back to the house and prepare a room. Unless you want to go exploring, of course.”

      Sen shook his head. “The only thing I care about in this town is you. I don’t need to see it again to remember how much I hate this place.”

      “I suppose that’s fair.”

      Rising from her seat, Grandmother Lu led Sen back out into the shop proper. She waved off several of the girls who made to come over and, well, Sen supposed they’d try to be helpful. Instead, she found Zhang Muchen loitering near the front door. She gave him a few quick bits of instruction, told Sen she’d be done in a few hours, and sent them out the front door. Sen was ready to simply find a bath and relax a little, but it seemed the universe had other ideas.

      “Street trash!” someone roared.

      Sen saw Zhang Muchen stiffen and followed the man’s gaze. There was a tall young man standing perhaps twenty feet away, flanked by half a dozen people who looked vaguely familiar. Sen sighed. It had been too much to hope that he could avoid this problem. Given that the mayor’s son and his hangers-on had been a thorn in his side all through his childhood, there was a certain balance in them being a nuisance now that they were all, in theory, adults. The question Sen didn’t have a good answer to was what he should do about the problem now that it was in front of him.
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      Sen studied the group of noble brats for a moment. He let his senses extend just enough to get a read on them. They were all cultivators, but all of them were still in the qi condensing stage. He frowned a touch at that. Shouldn’t they be farther along? Then, he let it go. It didn’t matter if they should be farther along or not. They were where they were, and that was middle qi condensing at best. While Sen knew better than to disregard numbers, he wasn’t sure why they thought giving him a hard time would prove a good plan. Did they think he wouldn’t fight back just because they came in a group? Sen focused. Deal with the most immediate problem first. He turned to Zhang Muchen.

      “You should go ahead. I’ll catch up with you there.”

      The older servant looked like he very much wanted to take that order, but he said, “I should inform Mistress Lu.”

      “No, don’t bother her with this. There’s nothing she can do. This is a cultivator matter. As I said, go on ahead. I’ll catch up when I can.”

      The man gave Sen a deeply grateful look and a very hasty bow, then vanished. Sen turned his attention back to the waiting noble brats. They glared at him, while he just looked at them with an impassive face. Apparently unable to bear the silence, the mayor’s son took a step forward, sticking out his chest like he thought it made him look impressive.

      “Nothing to say?” demanded the mayor’s son.

      “About what?” Sen asked, feeling perplexed.

      The mayor’s son pointed his finger at Sen as if to accuse him of something. It finally seemed to dawn on the man that all he had done was yell two words at Sen. While the fool tried to think of something to say, Sen wondered how they’d tracked him down so fast. He had spent a while with Grandmother Lu, but not that long. He wondered if it was the guard at the gate. That made the most sense. They could have been under orders or been bribed to tell the mayor or the mayor’s son if Sen ever came back. Sen decided that it probably didn’t matter. It wasn’t like he was going to go and kill the man.

      “It’s time for you to pay for sticking your nose into the business of your betters.”

      Sen was swiftly growing tired of the posturing fool. “Then, perhaps you should go tell my betters that I’m here.”

      Whatever the idiot had been expecting, that wasn’t it, because he stumbled over his words for several seconds. “I meant me!”

      “Really? So, you came here to challenge me to a duel?”

      “A duel? I don’t duel street trash.”

      “Ah. So, you came here with all your friends to prove you’re a coward. Very well. Get on with it, then.”

      Sen accessed his storage ring and brought out his spear. If he was going to fight with seven people, he might as well enjoy a reach advantage. The sight of the spear seemed to give the group pause, which Sen took full advantage of. By the time any of them recovered enough to move, Sen had covered most of the distance between him and them. The mayor’s son stepped back, his eyes going wide, and jerked a dao free from its scabbard. He started to say something as he pointed the sword at Sen.

      “Striking Serpent—” was as far as he got.

      Sen infused the spearhead with metal qi and brought it down on the dao. The spear barely registered any resistance as it sheared the dao off at the hilt. It also broke whatever technique the mayor’s son was trying to enact. Sen didn’t wait to see what the backlash did. He spun away, casually catching the injured man across the side of the head with the butt end of the spear. Sen felt he’d been a little slow on the attack, but none of the lackeys had really reacted yet. Two of them were staring down at the mayor’s son with their jaws hanging open. Another had managed to pull a jian free, but they couldn’t take their eyes off the two pieces of dao on the ground. Two more had apparently remembered urgent business elsewhere because they were slowly backing away from the fight. Sen kept half an eye on the last one, the biggest of the group, while he dealt with the others.

      A swift thrust with the spear ended with the jian wielder screaming and trying to plug the new hole that went straight through his sword arm. Sen ignored the screaming guy for a moment and shattered the ankle of one of the idiots staring down at the mayor’s son. The other staring idiot finally remembered that there was a fight happening around him. That one pulled out a pair of short fighting axes. Sen eyed them with curiosity even as he sent a kick back into the screaming guy that sent him rolling away and groaning. Sen thought it made for a nice change of pace from the screaming. He casually blocked a series of strikes from the axes while he sensed the two cowards getting farther away than he wanted them to. He sent a pair of wind blades after them and was rewarded with the sight of two arcs of blood rising into the air from their lacerated backs. The momentary lapse in screaming ended as those two bled and writhed on the ground.

      The sight of his friends bleeding all over the place was apparently more than the axe wielder had signed on for. He backed away, his eyes traveling from the bleeding men to Sen’s calm demeanor, then to the big man who had yet to even move. Sen had decided that none of these people were walking away from this fight they’d picked without consequence. He sent a slashing attack that was little more than a blur. Two axe-heads spun into the air. The axe wielder was still staring at the severed hafts of his weapons when Sen drove the spearhead into the meaty part of the man’s left leg. Sen did do the man the courtesy of not severing anything truly important. He didn’t even nick the bone. Although no one would have known that from the shrieks the man let out when Sen jerked the spear free. Sen glanced around at the collection of bleeding, moaning, and unconscious bodies strewn around him. He didn’t feel good about any of it, but he didn’t feel bad either. Falling Leaf had been right. They had come and he had fought because he had to.

      Sen turned his attention to the last of the lackeys. The big man did as Sen had just done and surveyed the damage. The big man frowned as he regarded Sen.

      “You didn’t use to be this dangerous,” said the man in a deep voice.

      “Funny. You are all exactly the cowards I remember you being.”

      The big man’s face started to contort with anger, but then cleared. He let out a frustrated noise and his shoulders slumped. “I suppose it looks that way to you.”

      “It doesn’t look any way. If you attack someone seven-on-one, you are cowards.”

      “I didn’t attack you,” said the man in an even voice.

      Sen started to reply but made himself stop. He made himself think. It was true. The big man hadn’t so much as moved during the rest of the altercation. His presence was an implied threat, but it had only ever been implied. If they fought now, it would be an honorable exchange. Sen took a moment to gather his thoughts by ripping a piece of robe off the mayor’s son and cleaning the spearhead. He eyed the big man and didn’t see any obvious weapons.

      “You specialize in unarmed combat?” Sen asked.

      “I do,” said the big man.

      Sen put the spear back in his storage ring. There was a part of him that just wanted to knock the big man unconscious and call it a day. It would be easier. It would be cleaner. It would be simpler. Yet, there was something tugging at him. It wasn’t as strong as that pull to the east, but it was still there. Sen simply couldn’t shake the sense that there was something he was supposed to do, something that included the big man. Sen looked from the big man to the mayor’s son and then back again. He took a stab in the dark.

      “You don’t much care for him, do you?”

      There was an almost imperceptible shake of the man’s head. “I am bound to him.”

      Sen let those words sink in and really considered them. “A debt?”

      An almost imperceptible nod. “My family.”

      So, probably some kind of financial debt. Sen could help with that. He had a storage ring overflowing with beast cores. The real question was, did he want to help this man? Sen didn’t mind the idea of good deeds, but he was no saint. Nor he did plan on becoming one. While he let his conscience wrestle with that problem, he gestured at the big man.

      “Well, I suppose we should get on with it.”

      The big man nodded and strode over to Sen. There was no art in the man’s movements. Sen saw none of the grace that he expected from years of training. The big man was simple in that he was brute force. He lifted one of his big fists and cocked it back.

      “Thunderous Avalanche Strike.”

      The big fist shot toward Sen’s face like a flesh hammer. It was stopped cold by Sen’s palm. The big man grunted in what was obvious pain. Sen leaned in like he was gloating over the man’s failure.

      “If I could free you, what would you do?”

      “Leave,” hissed the man. “I’d leave.”

      “And do what?”

      The big man looked Sen straight in the eye. “Be like you. Be a wandering cultivator.”

      “How much does your family owe?”

      “One thousand silver tael.”

      It was a ridiculous, nigh-impossible sum for most families. Sen couldn’t even imagine how such a debt could be created in the first place, but the how didn’t matter. It was a sum that Sen could afford. It wouldn’t even be that big a blow to his theoretical personal wealth, although the value of beast cores was less predictable than gold, silver, or rice for that matter.

      “Very well,” said Sen.

      Then he punched the big man in the chest. The man flew several feet back through the air before his bulk crashed into the ground. Sen watched as the big man wheezed and coughed. He let the man catch his breath before he walked over and crouched down.

      “Do you have a storage treasure?” Sen asked.

      The big man wheezed out something that sounded like it might be a no. Sen wasn’t surprised, but it would have made life easier if the big man did.

      “Visit Grandmother Lu’s. I’ll leave you what you need there. Then, I’ll expect to meet you out there on the road somewhere. Do not make me regret this choice.”

      “I won’t, senior brother.”

      Sen gave the man a slight nod of acknowledgment, stood, and walked away. It wasn’t his responsibility to treat their wounds. As far as he was concerned, they were self-inflicted.
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      As Sen left the market, he did his best to ignore the people who had taken cover and watched the brief fight instead of fleeing the market entirely. The expressions on their faces disturbed him a little. Some of the people looked at him with intense wariness or outright fear. Of all the possible reactions, those surprised him the least. Those reactions made sense. They were an appropriate response to a sudden outburst of violence, most of it carried out by him. It was the other looks he got that gave him pause. There was plain awe on some people’s faces. They looked at him like he was something powerful and otherworldly. Sen sighed at that. He supposed he was a bit of both of those things. Yet, the degree of awe on their faces seemed outsized to anything he’d actually done. He hadn’t summoned fire or lightning. He hadn’t cast the market into false night with a lake of shadow. What he had done just wasn’t that impressive.

      The other expression he saw was a kind of greedy envy. That was the reaction that disturbed him the most. If he had flown through the air the way that Master Feng could, or crafted some pill that could wash injuries away the way Auntie Caihong could, or even set up a formation that drove dangerous beasts away as Uncle Kho could, he could understand that envy. Yet, all he had done was hurt some people. On reflection, he felt confident that the outcome had been utterly inevitable. The mayor’s son had come looking to right some imaginary wrong. If Sen hadn’t struck first, that fool would have talked himself into doing it. Yet, to feel envious of being able to inflict pain and injury seemed somehow petty to Sen. Why would anyone want that, or aspire to that? Sen believed that he’d had more reason than most to desire that kind of power, but he didn’t feel any accomplishment from having it.

      He felt a sense of accomplishment from developing the discipline necessary to master those skills. He felt a sense of accomplishment from having mastered the forms and techniques. Sen was honest enough with himself to know that he’d even taken some satisfaction in teaching those specific people a lesson. Yet, that satisfaction was tempered by the knowledge that he’d vastly outstripped them in both raw power and skill. It was a relief to him that he hadn’t lost his temper. It would have been all too easy to kill any of them or even all of them. He believed that all of them had likely deserved what they got. He’d been on the receiving end of enough beatings from them to know they weren’t innocents. He wasn’t confident at all that any of them deserved death. No, he’d pushed it as far as it should have gone.

      Of course, that didn’t mean that everyone would feel the same way. All those cultivators he’d brutalized but left breathing had families. He knew the mayor was at least a minor noble. He suspected that the rest were children of at least wealthy houses in the town. He worried that this might be the thing that pushed them from passively trying to undermine Grandmother Lu to actively trying to push her out of town. It shouldn’t happen that way. By rights, the whole thing was part of the Jianghu. Everyone involved had been a cultivator. Yet, the mayor’s son had acted like a fool from the moment he arrived. If the father was anything like the son, Sen couldn’t expect him to brush off the whole thing as a lesson learned about picking the right fights.

      Sen decided that he’d need to stick around, at least for a little while, to see how things played out. He wasn’t about to leave with the possibility of someone trying to get back at him by attacking Grandmother Lu hanging over everyone’s heads. As he walked, he tried to imagine what he would do if someone did try to harm Grandmother Lu. The intensity of violence that his imagination poured forth was enough to bring him up short. He saw the mayor’s house as little more than a pillar of flame. He saw a trail of bodies, some of them only barely recognizable as human. He saw businesses crushed into piles of useless rubble. The vision was so palpable, so real that it made him shudder.

      Even worse, Sen was relatively confident that all of it was within his power. It would take time and effort, but he could do it. Unless someone managed to find a more powerful cultivator to intervene on their behalf, Sen didn’t think that anyone in town had the means to stop him. Sen’s steps slowed and then stopped. No one could stop him if he walked down that path. It became abruptly, jarringly clear why so many stories painted cultivators as forces of chaos and destruction. If no one could stop you, then why restrain yourself? Why hold back? Do what you want. Take what you want. Kill who you want. The rules that restrained most people didn’t apply, so why observe them? In another flash of understanding, those looks of greedy envy on people’s faces made sense. It wasn’t skill or ability that they wanted. They wanted the power to do whatever they felt like without worrying about the consequences.

      Sen searched inside his heart and soul. Is that who I am? Is that what I am? Am I the kind of person who simply treats the world as some kind of storage ring filled with things for me to take? Sen shook those questions off. Those were the wrong questions. He didn’t know how or why he knew that, but he knew. Yet, they were close enough to the right questions to have some resonance. There were too many things clamoring for attention inside Sen’s mind. Too many competing concerns vying for dominance. He took a deep breath and focused on the cycling pattern that was always hard at work gathering environmental qi into his dantian. The persistent, predictable pattern calmed his mind and let him focus.

      With less clutter in his thoughts, the answer gradually unfolded in Sen’s mind. He had been so caught up in the question of what he was now, he’d forgotten he was barely started on his path through life. Yes, there were parts of him that craved the kind of responsibility-free life where he could do what he wanted and take what he wanted. It was a compelling vision, but it was also a life that would push Sen into places he didn’t want to go. While some level of violence was unavoidable in the world of cultivators, that approach would force a much greater level of violence onto Sen. The question of who he was now mattered, but it was the wrong question because Sen wasn’t just charting a course for right now. He was setting the direction for every choice to come. The question he needed to ask himself was…

      “Who do I want to become? What do I want to be?”

      When he considered the problem from that perspective, the answers became much simpler. He did not want to be someone who did nothing but take. He did not want to become someone who only left destruction in his wake. He would defend what was his if he had to. He would protect those he loved. But he would not mindlessly wander the world as an agent of destruction. That might be the right path for some, but it was not the right path for him. If a man could choose who he became, and Sen believed that he could, then he would choose to be something better. Sen was so inwardly focused that he briefly lost track of what was happening around him. When he made that decision, truly committed to it, though, the massive surge of qi around him intruded on his conscious awareness. As the qi flooded his body, Sen had the horrifying realization that he was about breakthrough, on the street, alone.
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      Sen very nearly panicked at the thought of being incapacitated on the street with less than friendly strangers around. He was even more frightened of the idea of coming out of it just to find himself about to be killed. Once that first second or two of wholly irrational thinking crashed through his head, Sen made himself calm down. This wasn’t a major stage breakthrough. He wasn’t even breaking from middle-stage foundation formation to late stage. This was a minor breakthrough inside the middle stage. He just needed to keep a grip long enough to get somewhere safe. If he could do that, he doubted the breakthrough would even last until the next morning. Of course, to get somewhere safe, he would have to keep all of the qi contained in his body while he moved. He was about halfway between the shop and Grandmother Lu’s home. There were likely to be fewer people at her home, so that’s the direction he went.

      Sen could move very fast when he ran full out, but even then, he wasn’t sure he could make it back to the house in time. He weighed his options. He did have one potential way to move faster. It might even help keep the breakthrough at bay for a little while. He’d had a lot of trouble with the technique up on the mountain, but desperation and an overwhelming amount of qi in his system made for an ideal situation to learn his qinggong technique. He was still haphazard at first, but quickly found a rhythm and began hurtling past, around, and occasionally over people and obstacles. Despite a brief surge of happiness at that minor success, all of the extra qi was putting a lot of pressure on Sen’s dantian, channels, and body. It was beyond distracting and bordered on painful.

      The experience gave Sen a very clear picture of why nobody ever put off a breakthrough. His only solace was that the qi he was pooling around his feet to drive the qinggong technique did help bleed off some of the pressure inside him. It downgraded the experience from very painful to simply miserable. Even so, a part of him loathed the waste. Giving up so much qi that he could have potentially converted into the more potent liquid qi that now kept his dantian about half full stung. Under the circumstances, though, he was willing to accept it as a necessary sacrifice for his own safety. He could always accumulate more qi the slow way. He couldn’t count on restoring his freedom if he lost that. As for his life, well, everybody got another chance at that, but he wouldn’t be Sen anymore. It’d be the same soul, carrying some of the same debts, but all the memories and knowledge that made him Sen would be washed away on the Naihe Bridge. No, he decided, it’s a tiny sacrifice compared to what might happen.

      Even with his greater speed, Sen was growing desperate by the time he reached Grandmother Lu’s home. He burst through the front door bellowing for Zhang Muchen. In the process, he scared a maid so badly that he thought she might faint or possibly suffer some kind of fatal heart condition. He mumbled a quick apology as he staggered. Without the qinggong technique, the pressure had built back up inside him. He gritted his teeth against the pain until the older man hurried into sight with a deeply worried look on his face. The older man waved the maid away and, after hesitating for a moment, caught Sen’s arm to steady him.

      “Young master, are you injured?”

      “No,” said Sen. “It’s a breakthrough.”

      The confused look on the man’s face told Sen everything he needed to know about the servant’s working knowledge of cultivation. No wonder he acts so impressed around me, Sen thought. He doesn’t know the difference between me and someone like Master Feng. We’re all just stories to him. Sen realized his mind was wandering from the pain. With an effort of will, he focused on the servant.

      “I need a room. Private. No intrusions.”

      That, at least, the servant understood perfectly well. He hurried Sen through the house to a bedroom. After seeing that Sen was situated in the room, Zhang Muchen quietly left and closed the door behind him. With a gasp of pain and relief, Sen let himself collapse onto the reliably stable floor. Sen was disappointed to discover that the process had not grown any easier since his last breakthrough. He had harbored a minor hope that getting his dantian to half full with liquid qi would make converting more of the misty environmental qi easier. There wasn’t even a good reason for why Sen had hoped that. It was just an idea that had popped into his head one day. He supposed he just liked the idea of it. Unlike so many other ideas, Sen knew that one didn’t harbor any traps in it. It would either prove true, which would make him happy, or not true, which would leave him no worse off than he was. The world of cultivation was filled with many unknowns, but very few that lent themselves to such simple and comparatively safe answers. He could have just asked about it, but it had been fun to run a little experiment of his own, instead of being the experiment.

      Thinking of experiments triggered the eternally mysterious mechanism that birthed new ideas. Part of the reason Sen was in such a desperate state when he arrived was because of the size of his dantian and his channels. The dantian could stretch, and it stood to reason that his channels could as well. Can I use some of this qi for that, instead of converting it all? It wasn’t just a matter of stretching the dantian or the qi channels. For that work to matter, they’d need reinforcement. Otherwise, they could rupture the next time they came under pressure. The idea was risky, but it also came with rewards.

      If Sen could stretch them, his channels especially, it could open up enough room for him to use even more kinds of qi at the same time. There were limits to that ability. Sen could only split his concentration in so many ways. Of course, wider channels would let him use more qi when he used different kinds simultaneously. He did have all of that qi, and he’d told Grandmother Lu that he could mix an elixir that would repair channels. Could he mix one that would reinforce them? Could he mix it while stretching his channels and dantian? As appealing as the idea was, and as much as he needed to do something with all that qi, Sen took a moment. If he went down the stretching path, he was committed to it. He couldn’t undo that stretching.

      In the end, he simply couldn’t overlook the advantage of a larger dantian and wider qi channels. He had the rest of his life to advance his cultivation. More opportunities would come. A minor in-stage boost to his cultivation would make him a little bit stronger, but stretching those qi channels could potentially save his life in the very near future. He couldn’t depend on all his opponents being substantially weaker than him like those idiots in the market had been. If he came up against someone stronger than he was, which seemed highly probable, he’d have to beat them with something other than just strength. He’d need surprise, and throwing up multiple kinds of qi was exactly that kind of surprise.

      With the decision made, Sen went to work. Like most new and difficult things, stretching his dantian and qi channels was grueling in ways that only experience could show a person. It called for him to stuff each channel as full of qi as he could stand, hold it in place, and then force more in. It hurt. It hurt enough that it made him sweat. It made his hands shake. A few times, it hurt so much that Sen couldn’t even breathe. Yet, he carried on because he had to. Splitting his attention to prepare an elixir made the work even more taxing. He had to think through every ingredient, consider the proportions, consider the oddities of his own body. His natural affinities for fire and shadow meant that his body used those kinds of qi with far greater efficiency than other kinds of qi. That meant he had to, contrary to what most people might expect, reduce the proportion of fire and shadow qi in the elixir.

      Bit by bit, he stretched his channels. One by one, he assembled the medicinal herbs and alchemical ingredients. Finally, he began stretching his dantian. As the pain of that process tried to double him over, he began dumping the ingredients into a pot. He’d chosen his ingredients with care. He’d picked ones that would work directly with the reagents he had on hand without the need to heat the pot. Normally, he could have just heated the pot with qi, but even the idea of sending qi down his channels was enough to send a deep shudder through his body. When he had stretched his dantian as far as he dared, he looked down at the liquid in the pot. It looked and smelled far too much like one of Master Feng’s pills for Sen’s liking, but it didn’t matter. He lifted the pot to his lips and dumped the contents down his throat. It was thick and a little cloying, but he forced it down. Then, for a few blessed seconds, nothing more was required of Sen.

      He slumped down on the floor and just let himself rest. He’d managed to use up some of the qi with his channel stretching, as the energy sometimes slipped from his control and leaked out into his body. He relished those few moments of doing nothing because he knew what came next would be terrible. And it was. The agony started in the walls of his dantian. It felt as though someone was ramming a thousand white-hot needles into those walls. The sensation spread up and down his channels. Sen had enough forethought to shove a folded-up piece of cloth into his mouth before he lost the ability to do anything but clench his jaw and suppress his screaming. Sen lost any notion of time in the haze of torment.

      When it finally wound down, he felt inside. Much as he had needed to suppress his screaming, he had to suppress the need to howl in triumph. It had worked. He sent qi cascading down those wider, newly reinforced channels. What had once felt like a potent stream of energy now felt like a river of power rushing through him. He’d wanted a way to surprise stronger cultivators. Now, he had it.
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      When Sen came to, he was still sprawled out on the floor. He tried to gauge what time it was, or even what day it was, but it was a hopeless task beyond a general assessment that it was dark out. He pushed himself up and was happy to discover that, once again, his breakthrough did not involve his body expelling vast amounts of impurities. Master Feng had assured him that those were over unless something drastic changed in Sen’s body cultivation. Still, it was always a relief to come out of a breakthrough and not find himself and everything around him covered with stinking filth. Wanting to reassure himself that everything went as planned, Sen turned his perception inward and examined his dantian and channels. Everything looked fine. In fact, his channels looked stronger than they had before his spur-of-the-moment experiment. With a quick mental effort, he cycled qi through all his channels. There was a moment of disorientation as a whole new level of strength coursed through him. He would need to spend a little time getting used to that feeling. Disorientation at the beginning of a fight could only end badly for him.

      There was something he hadn’t truly accounted for during his hasty, desperate decision-making process. He had just slowed his own progress down. While his dantian had been around half full with liquid qi before, it was somewhere between a quarter and a third full now. The misty qi that took up the rest of that space looked thin, very thin to Sen. A horrifying thought crashed down on Sen. Did I unintentionally step my cultivation back? He hastily ran through some techniques that were safe to do inside. They didn’t seem any weaker to him. If anything, they seemed meaningfully stronger. He checked his dantian again. The misty qi had thinned out to the point that it looked more like a haze than a mist. Sen’s racing heart slowed down.

      “Okay, this is a problem, but it’s not a catastrophe,” he said aloud, mostly to reassure himself.

      If he’d had the idea of expanding his dantian and widening his channels when he didn’t have to make the choice immediately, and when he hadn’t been distracted with pain, none of this would have surprised him. He suspected that he didn’t have substantially less qi than he did the day before. It was just that the same amount of qi was occupying a larger space. Filling that dantian with enough qi to form more liquid qi, however, was going to take longer and more effort than it had before. Meaningful insights could trigger a big influx of qi and even a breakthrough, but he couldn’t plan on having those on a predictable schedule. It could happen again the next week, or not for a year, or possibly even never again.

      The problem in front of him was those expanded qi channels. They would be useful, so very useful, in crisis moments. It’d take some testing, but he guessed that he could probably work with two different kinds of qi at around sixty or seventy percent of his old limit using just one kind of qi. Of course, that also meant that every time he used qi, those channels would suck away way more qi than he was used to. It would be all too easy to run himself dry. He could always fall back on using that liquid qi, but that was a desperate measure. That truly would step his cultivation backward. The more of that liquid qi he used up, the farther back he would step. Sen thought about the problem for a while before he came to two conclusions.

      First things first, he needed to master how much qi he let into those channels at any given time. Before, the channels provided their own limits with their size. Now, it was on him to regulate that flow so he got enough qi to do what he needed but didn’t waste qi overpowering techniques unnecessarily. The second thing he needed to address was at least a short-term problem. He needed to refill his dantian at least partially with some environmental qi. Testing new methods for flow control would prove a terrible idea if he didn’t give himself some breathing room to make mistakes. Unfortunately, the qi concentration in the town was definitely not on par with the qi concentration at Uncle Kho’s house on the mountain. Sen could set up something like the formation Uncle Kho used, but it wouldn’t have nearly the same efficiency. He might get the concentration in one room up by five or ten percent, but that was it.

      He needed some other way of gathering qi or some other source of attributed qi. As he pondered that problem, he idly twisted one of the storage rings on his finger. He still had a lot of attributed qi herbs, plants, and minerals. Could he mix himself a one-time elixir to boost his qi reserves? He thought he probably could, but it struck him as a bad solution. To make a real difference, he’d probably need to use up half of his stores. More importantly, he didn’t know how difficult it would be to replace them once they were gone. No, he much preferred to keep those for other uses, like treating the injuries he felt certain were in his future. He started going through a mental inventory of what was in the rings, then sat up straight. He did have a fix for the problem. Withdrawing some formation flags from his storage ring, he placed them around the room. Instead of drawing in more ambient qi, that formation would contain any qi in the room. Once he had the formation up and activated, Sen pulled spirit beast cores out of his ring by the handful. He scattered them across the floor but within the boundaries of the formation flags.

      Auntie Caihong had given him a rather in-depth explanation about spirit beast cores, but the highlight was that they were, in effect, solidified qi. She’d told him that they were best kept in a storage ring until they were about to be used or sold. If they were left out, they’d radiate qi and slowly but surely become less potent. Sen accepted that he’d be reducing the value of the cores, if only marginally, but it was the best quick fix he had available to him. Dropping down onto the floor in the center of the formation, Sen could sense how much thicker the qi was around him. He took active control of his cycling, rather than letting it happen passively in the background. That background method worked, but it was slower. Something about active participation in the process made it more efficient.

      For the next several hours, Sen soaked up the qi that slowly trickled into the room from the cores. Individually, no one core could make that much of a difference, but with dozens of them around him, Sen was able to increase that misty environmental qi in his dantian by around twenty percent. It wasn’t a perfect fix, of course. The qi wasn’t balanced in quite the same ratios as it was in nature. In some cases, the qi types were rare enough that they weren’t found in regular environmental qi. If Sen had been pushed into focusing on a particular type of qi, taking those kinds of unusual qi into his dantian might have proven a disaster. Since Sen wasn’t committed to any one kind of qi, he could process those unusual qi types. It would take more work, but it wouldn’t set him on a collision course with qi deviation.

      When hints of morning light shone through the window, he sighed and gathered up the cores. His dantian wasn’t as full as he would have liked it, but he wasn’t worried any more that any random qi technique would leave him utterly spent. He put away the formation flags with a silent word of thanks for Uncle Kho. Sen was sure that at least some of the qi had escaped the formation. He wasn’t skilled enough or experienced enough to have prevented that entirely. Still, it had worked well enough to get him what he needed. Of course, after the night he’d had, what he really needed was a cup of tea. Stretching his back and neck, he heard a few pops that offered immediate relief to some aches he’d been feeling. Smiling, Sen opened the door and went looking for the kitchen.
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      Sen wasn’t sure if it was some kind of bad luck or weird karma, but he managed to scare the same maid. He’d found the kitchen and made tea. Then, he’d sat down at the small table in the kitchen to enjoy his tea. Not too long after, the maid came into the kitchen and saw him sitting there. She let out a brief shriek before clamping a hand over her mouth. Given that he’d just been sitting there with a cup of tea in his hand, Sen couldn’t quite find it in himself to feel bad about startling her. If he’d jumped out at her or been waving a sword around, okay, but he felt it was difficult to be less threatening than sitting calmly with tea. Still, he wasn’t heartless. He gave her a nod and gestured at the table.

      “Tea?” he asked.

      The girl stared at the teapot like it might launch itself across the room and attack her. She shook her head abruptly and stared down at the floor. Sen waited to see what she’d do. She kept just standing there, her cheeks slowly getting redder and redder. When the silence started to annoy Sen, he gave up on waiting.

      “Am I in the way here? I can leave if you have work to do,” said Sen.

      The girl peeked up at him for a second or two before looking down again. “The young master is not in the way.”

      Sen waited again. The girl continued to not move.

      “Is there some way I can help?” Sen asked, hoping she’d just tell him what she needed to do.

      The girl looked at him again, looked at the tea set, and then looked back down. “Forgiveness, young master. I am to make the mistress’s tea in the morning.”

      Sen looked down at the tea set—the only tea set that he’d been able to find—and understanding dawned. Sen wasn’t in the way, but his tea was in the way. He sighed. He hated to waste good tea, but there was just no getting around the problem. The girl had a job to do. Sen looked back over at the girl to tell her to take the tea set, when Grandmother Lu appeared right behind her.

      “Did you oversleep this morning, Lin?” Grandmother Lu asked in a tired voice.

      “No, Mistress, I—” she started before Sen cut her off.

      “It’s my fault, Grandmother. I got to the tea set before she did.”

      Grandmother Lu’s eyes shot to Sen. Sen felt like she was trying to see his bones the way she was staring at him. Her gaze softened as she turned to the maid.

      “It’s fine, Lin. You carry on with your other duties. I’m sure that Sen will share his tea with his old grandmother.”

      “Yes, mistress. Of course, mistress.”

      The maid, Lin, shot Sen a grateful look before she vanished out of the kitchen. Grandmother Lu sat down across from Sen. He prepared her a cup of tea. She sipped at it and then gave the cup an appreciative look.

      “Lin must be getting better at this,” said Grandmother Lu, mostly to herself.

      Sen hesitated. Correcting her might cost the maid a tiny bit of goodwill from her employer, but it would probably save her trouble when she couldn’t make the tea the same way.

      “I made the tea,” Sen admitted.

      “Oh, that explains it. Lin is a good girl, but she can’t brew tea to save her life. Did Cultivator Feng teach you to brew tea?”

      “No. It was Uncle Kho.”

      “Uncle who?”

      “Oh, right, we didn’t get to talk. How long was I out for?”

      Grandmother Lu raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know?”

      “Time gets strange during breakthroughs. At least for me.”

      “I suppose it does, now that I think back. Just the one night.”

      Sen let out a relieved breath. “That’s good. I lost most of a week once.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Remind me about it, and I’ll tell you the story. As for Uncle Kho…”

      Sen launched into a very lean explanation of where and with whom he’d spent most of the last six years. Grandmother Lu listened intently, her eyes occasionally going wide with wonder or narrowing with anger. After Sen finished, the older woman just sat there quietly for a few minutes with her eyes closed. She hummed to herself a few times. Sen remembered her doing the same thing years before when she was thinking deeply about something.

      “So,” said Grandmother Lu, opening her eyes, “you made friends with a spirit beast panther?”

      Sen laughed. “Out of all of that, it’s Falling Leaf you’re curious about?”

      Grandmother Lu shrugged. “I can make sense of the rest of it. I just can’t imagine how you befriended a spirit beast.”

      “You know, there wasn’t much befriending going on. It was mostly that she was curious, and I had food.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yep. Pretty much. I think she also thought I was kind of funny. I fell down a lot in the early days.”

      “It’s a strange life you’ve led, Sen. Strange enough for two people and then some. Still, you seem to have come out of it hale and whole enough. After that display yesterday in the market, I’m guessing you’re in one of the late qi condensing stages? Peak, maybe? It’s hard to get a clear sense of your cultivation.”

      Sen found himself oddly embarrassed that he needed to correct her about his cultivation level. It felt almost like he was insulting her. Still, she had asked. It would be rude not to answer.

      “Middle foundation formation,” he offered. “About the same in body cultivation, as well. At least, I think so.”

      “In six years? I don’t even understand how that’s possible unless you’re some kind of cultivation genius,” she said, then got a speculative look on her face. “Are you some kind of cultivation genius?”

      Sen snorted. “I doubt it. I don’t think I’ll be able to explain it to you either. Not exactly, anyway. My training wasn’t exactly traditional. They didn’t want to, well, it’s a long story. One I’m happy to tell you at some point, but I’m sure you have things to do today.”

      Grandmother Lu sighed. “I do. The shop can run itself without me, but people expect me to be there. The kids I hired are dedicated enough, but they’re easily distracted. You saw that for yourself, yesterday.”

      “I did wonder about why those girls were just hanging around outside that room and bringing me food.”

      Grandmother Lu frowned at Sen. It was a very serious look.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” she finally said.

      “What’s not good?”

      “I just realized that there are probably some of those practicalities that we need to discuss. Tonight, though, when I’m done at the shop.”

      Sen shrugged. “Fair enough. Speaking of the shop, there’s something I need to discuss with you. I hope it won’t take too long.”

      “Go on,” said Grandmother Lu.

      Sen briefly described his interaction with the big man in the market, as well as his promise to help.

      “Sen, a thousand silver taels is a lot. I can probably get it for you, but it’ll take some time to free it up from the business.”

      “Oh, no. I don’t need you to give him your money. I’d never ask you to do that. I have a storage ring full of spirit beast cores. I planned on giving him some of those. Or maybe selling you a couple and giving him the balance in cores.”

      “You have beast cores?”

      Sen nodded. “I do.”

      “How many?”

      Sen had never done a proper count of them, but he had a rough idea. “Fifty, give or take a few.”

      Grandmother Lu’s face went as pale as a sheet of paper. “Sen, you’re walking around with a fortune on your hand. People would kill you for that ring.”

      “I know, which is why I haven’t told anyone but you.”

      A little of the color came back to Grandmother Lu’s face, and she looked touched by his display of trust. “Well, I think I can probably muster enough funds to buy two or three of them. But, I have to ask. Why would you help him?”

      Sen shook his head. “It’s just a feeling. I can’t explain it any better than that. Something, maybe the heavens, maybe the winds, told me that I was supposed to take some kind of action. It had to do with that man. I can’t even be sure that it’s a good thing that I’m doing. I think it is. I hope it is. If it isn’t, well, he’ll become my responsibility down the road.”

      “You’ll kill him if it turns out he wasn’t worth helping?”

      Sen thought hard about that. “No. If he turns out to just be useless, I’ll let life sort that out for him. This life, or the next life. If he turns out to be evil, though, I’ll kill him. I’ll have to, or I’ll have a share of guilt in every terrible thing he does. For now, I’m just making good on my word. Let’s hope he appreciates that enough to become someone worth knowing.”
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      After a brief discussion and a quick meal, Sen accompanied Grandmother Lu back to her shop. She wasn’t comfortable simply carrying around anything as valuable as beast cores. It turned out that she didn’t have a storage ring of her own, which Sen found odd at first.

      “I don’t deal with many things that would call for them. Oh, they’re terribly useful things, but a well-guarded caravan gets the job done just as well. Plus, if you look around the shop, I deal with mortal luxury items. High-grade silks are valuable, but if someone wants qi work done on their silks, they can find someone to do that work for them. We don’t keep stores of medicinal herbs or that sort of thing, which really do need a storage treasure. Frankly, sticking to mortal luxuries keeps us from being too enticing to thieves. We do have a few small storage boxes, for those rare occasions when we really need one, but that’s very rare indeed.”

      In the back of his mind, Sen thought that perhaps he could find a storage ring for Grandmother Lu out in the world somewhere. It might make for a fine new year’s gift at some point. In the meantime, though, they maintained a brisk walk from the house toward the shop. Sen smiled to himself at Grandmother Lu’s sure and pain-free steps.

      “What’s it like?” he asked.

      “What’s what like?” she asked, giving him a baffled look.

      “Going from how you were to how you are now. What’s it like?”

      “Oh, that. It’s like”—she ruminated for a moment—“being set free.”

      Sen pursed his lips as he tried to make sense of that. “I guess I don’t know what that’s like.”

      “Well, I don’t suppose there’s any reason you should. When your body starts giving out on you, it’s like you’re stuck in a cage. The older you get, the more things go wrong, the smaller the cage gets. Getting back some of what I lost, it was like someone opened the door to that cage and invited me out.”

      “I’m happy for you, Grandmother,” said Sen. “I’m glad you get another chance to, well, live life the way you want to.”

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I lived a good life by most measures. I had a decent husband who loved me. I had healthy children who went on to start their own families. It was only at the end that things really went wrong for me. Still”—she looked down at one of her hands—“I am grateful to have a chance to do something more. Some people, when they get older, they’re ready to journey into Diyu and embrace reincarnation. Some people, people like me, they want more, to have done more, to have been more than they were. I actually get that chance. I’m going to make the most of it, free from yesterday’s sins.”

      They fell into a comfortable silence after that. Sen’s entry into the shop caused a bit of a rustle among the girls who were there. Grandmother Lu rolled her eyes and muttered something about “having a talk” with him. He was about to ask her what they needed to talk about when the round-faced girl from the day before rushed up to them. She saw Sen looking right at her and managed to trip over her own feet. Sen took a quick step forward and grabbed her by the arms. He steadied her on her feet and then stepped back.

      “Your mom makes those great mooncakes, right?” he asked.

      The girl just stared at him with her mouth a little open until Grandmother Lu reached out and snapped her fingers right in front of the girl’s face.

      “Did you need something, Bai?”

      The girl blinked, blushed furiously, and nodded. “My mother asked me to send her thanks to the young master for his kind words. She also asked me to give these to you.”

      The girl held out a small cloth bundle. Curious, Sen took the bundle and untied it. Folding back the cloth, he found several small buns that gave off a smell that was equal parts sweet and tart.

      “These look delicious. What are they?”

      “Pineapple buns. Has the young master never had them before?”

      Sen shook his head. “Well, I certainly can’t eat all of these alone. You’ll have to eat them with me later.”

      “I… I… I would be most honored to share them with the young master,” said Bai, who had gone the color of a tomato.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Grandmother Lu look upwards as if she were beseeching the heavens. What’s that look all about? Glancing around the shop, he saw several of the other girls giving Bai baleful glares. What are those looks about? Grandmother Lu took a very firm hold of Sen’s arm and pulled him toward the back of the shop.

      “Thank you, Bai,” she all but growled over her shoulder before glaring at Sen. “I need to get you out of sight before there’s a murder.”

      Sen let himself be pulled to a back room, where Grandmother Lu tried to glare a hole through him. Sen tried to understand what he’d done wrong. He’d tried his best to be polite to the girl. He thought he’d succeeded, but maybe he’d overlooked something. His obvious and complete lack of comprehension seemed to soften Grandmother Lu’s temper. She shook her head and gave another of those imploring looks upward.

      “We will need to have a very long talk about young women later. For now, let’s have a look at those beast cores.”

      Sen dutifully pulled beast cores out of his ring. Grandmother Lu almost automatically rejected several of them, while setting aside six. Sen put the rejects back in his ring and took a hard look at the ones she had set aside. A glimmer of understanding took hold, and he pointed at the stones in turn.

      “Earth qi. Air qi. Fire qi. Metal qi. Earth qi. Water qi. Nothing unusual. Nothing unique.”

      Grandmother Lu nodded. “I can reasonably sell an earth qi beast core or an air qi beast core without raising a lot of eyebrows. They’re common enough that I could have come by them in several very plausible ways. An ice-attributed beast core? A metal-wind core? Nobody just has cores like that lying around unless they’re part of a sect or maybe a very successful alchemist. People mount full expeditions to find those kinds of things. I don’t even know how much you should ask for something like that. Be very, very careful who you tell about those cores, Sen.”

      Up until that moment, Sen had been working from the assumption that all of those cores were more or less of equivalent value. Now, he knew that he’d been underestimating the wealth in that ring. It made him nervous to be wearing it out in the open, but he couldn’t see a better option. He didn’t dare just leave it sitting in a drawer somewhere. Not even at Grandmother Lu’s home. He suspected that her servants were probably honest, but one moment of curiosity with a storage ring could test that honesty to the breaking point. Sen sighed. He’d need to offload those cores for his own safety, but he’d have to do it very carefully.

      Grandmother Lu put two of the cores into one storage box, and the other four in a second storage box. She vanished from the room for several minutes before she came back with a heavy pouch that gave off a faint jingle whenever she moved it too fast. She placed both the storage box with the four cores and the pouch of money into a heavy sack. The other storage box disappeared into a locked cabinet.

      “I’ll see that your”—she rolled her eyes—“friend gets that sack. I just hope he’s smart enough to take it straight to his father.”

      Sen shrugged. “Either he is, or he isn’t. I promised I’d help. It’s on him to actually put that help to good use.”

      Grandmother Lu and Sen stiffened at the same moment when a powerful surge of qi passed through the shop. Sen just knew what was coming, and it made his heart sink. A part of him had expected it, but another part had hoped that his display from yesterday would have bought him a bit more time.

      “Lu Sen! Come out and face your death!”

      Grandmother Lu gave Sen a look that was equal parts furious and afraid. “What is this nonsense about?”

      Sen sighed. “Yesterday’s sins, I’d imagine.”
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      Sen felt a sliver of cold dread as he made his way back through the shop under the frightened, watchful gazes of the workers. It wasn’t a worry that he might get hurt. He’d been hurt before. He wasn’t even truly concerned that he might die. It was a possibility, but he’d faced that possibility before as well. Besides, if it really was his time to die, somehow fated to be, then worry wouldn’t help. Sen’s dread came from the words the man had shouted. Come out and face your death. The mayor’s son and his lackeys had come to teach Sen a lesson, but none of them had actually issued a challenge to the death. That had given Sen the option to let it go with the severe chastisements he’d handed out. This guy had opened with a challenge to the death. Sen didn’t think the man was going to let that idea go, not after being so brazen and public about it.

      After Sen stepped out into the same market where he’d fought less than a day ago, he wondered if perhaps this town was simply cursed. Oh, not cursed for everyone, of course. Plenty of people seemed to get by quite well there. Still, Sen had to wonder if the town was specifically cursed for him. Uncle Kho had admitted that such things were possible, if rarely done. Apparently, such curses were rather work-intensive to set up and expensive to maintain. Yet, very little good had come to Sen in the town, and what little good had come his way seemed to be constantly in jeopardy of some kind. Sen didn’t believe for a moment that, should he fall, Grandmother Lu and her shop would go unscathed. No, if he fell, that shop would be burning within minutes of his death. Maybe they’d let the people inside out first. Maybe they wouldn’t.

      If Sen had to guess, they probably wouldn’t. After all, they’d sent someone after him the very next day after he’d soundly beaten seven qi condensing cultivators. Granted, that was no mighty accomplishment for him, but it at least spoke to a kind of tactical competence that should have given any would-be heroes a bit of pause. Then again, the man glaring at Sen didn’t look like the sort who ever felt pause over anything. He looked like the kind of man who was always angry about something. There was a scowl etched into his features that Sen thought made him look older than his true age. But there was no good way to know a cultivator’s age. The man could be in his mid-twenties, or he could be in his mid-fifties. A brief touch of qi told Sen that the man was also in the foundation formation stage. Sen thought his own cultivation was a little lower than the man’s, but the finer differences inside a cultivation stage often eluded him.

      “Who are you?” Sen asked, just as a place to start.

      “I am Chen Aiguo, the Cold Blade,” said the man in a tone that suggested that every living thing between the dirt and sky should recognize his name.

      Sen did not recognize the name. He shrugged at the man. “Okay. Who are you to me?”

      “I am the teacher of Guo Jun.”

      Sen stared at the man, waiting for the explanation to continue. When it didn’t, Sen let out a very audible sigh. “So, you’re the one who trained the mayor’s son. If you’re angry about his defeat, perhaps you should have spent more time training him to use his brain instead of that dao. Either way, it’s no business of mine. I have no quarrel with you.”

      “You have dishonored my clan!”

      “How?”

      Chen Aiguo apparently hadn’t anticipated that question because he just stood there with his mouth open and no words coming out. Sen learned that the man had no good answer for the question because he drew a dao and pointed it at Sen.

      “I will not be distracted by these foolish questions. Draw your blade, boy, so that there will at least be some honor when I kill you.”

      Sen took a moment to glance around the market. He didn’t spot any obvious signs of lackeys waiting to intervene. He supposed talking the angry, scowling Chen Aiguo out of a duel had always had a low probability of success. Chen Aiguo was no doubt under orders from the mayor to honorably murder Sen for the great offense of beating the mayor’s son unconscious for being a moron. That meant Chen Aiguo almost certainly wouldn’t let this go, no matter what Sen did. That also made this one of those cases where, even if he tried to walk away, he’d probably just get attacked anyway.

      Sen muttered to himself, “In the absence of choice, the only path is forward.”

      He drew his jian and closed the distance with the other foundation formation stage cultivator. Master Feng had told Sen that most swordsmen and swordswomen would test their opponents to try to gauge their abilities. The initial clash between Sen and Chen Aiguo lived up to that prediction. Chen Aiguo started with a few basic slashing attacks that Sen simply dodged. The other man transitioned to thrusting and chopping attacks that favored the heavier dao blade. Sen parried those before the two broke apart. Sen deduced a few things from that brief exchange. Chen Aiguo wasn’t a particularly skilled swordsman. He was basically competent, but by no measure brilliant. He was also the kind of fighter who expected to overpower his opponents. Sen could see the frustration on the man’s face that he hadn’t managed to land a blow.

      On the next exchange, Sen took the offensive. He was a blur of metal and speed that wove a net of pain around Chen Aiguo. Sen didn’t make a special effort to kill the other cultivator, but several deep cuts left bloody trails across both of Chen Aiguo’s arms and beneath his left eye. Sen leaned out of the way of a particularly sloppy chop and, spotting an opening, drove his left fist toward the other man’s throat. Chen was quick enough to turn his body away and take the blow on his shoulder. Sen used the distraction to thrust his jian into the man’s thigh. Chen’s eyes went wide, and he let out a bellow of pain. Anticipating some kind of instinctive counterattack, Sen briefly activated his qinggong technique to dance back out of the way of a wild swing of the dao. Chen Aiguo staggered back a few steps, one hand clutching the wound on his thigh, the other waving his dao in Sen’s general direction.

      “You worthless little bastard. You think you can dishonor me like this? When I’m done with you, I’m going into that shop. I’m going to slit the throat of every last piece of street trash I find in there.”

      So much for honor, said a calm voice in a tiny corner of Sen’s mind. Fury filled the rest of his consciousness, threatening to overwhelm all reason. Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong had all warned him about moments like this. They had warned him not to take the bait.

      “I don’t know if it’s the oldest trick in the book,” said Master Feng, “but I’m pretty sure it’s right there on page one. They’ll try to make you angry. Try to make you attack without thought. You’ll want to do it. Oh, believe me, you’ll want to do it. You have to give yourself a moment to think. Take a breath, count to three in your head, wait for five heartbeats. Find something that works for you.”

      “Why should I wait?” Sen asked.

      “Because getting you to attack is only half the trick. While you’re not thinking about anything except stabbing them in the throat a hundred times, they’re getting a qi technique ready. As soon as you get close, they’ll hit you with it. Hit them with something else first.”

      Sen took a breath. Then counted to three in his head. Then, he did something he hadn’t done in the fight the day before. He waited until he felt qi stirring around Chen Aiguo, then Sen unleashed the full force of his killing intent. He’d never done that with another person who wasn’t a peak nascent soul cultivator before, so he wasn’t prepared for what would happen. For a space of two heartbeats, Chen Aiguo was completely still. Sen watched with a kind of detached fascination as the dao fell from the man’s limp fingers. Then, the screaming started. It wasn’t the hoarse screams of pain that Sen might have expected. It was the high, shrill screaming of someone caught in the fist of abject terror. Blood poured out of the man’s nose, ears, and even his eyes. Sen could still hear Chen Aiguo’s threats against Grandmother Lu and everyone who worked for her. With those threats and Master Feng’s many stories in mind, Sen infused his jian with metal qi, walked over to the screaming man, and calmly cut off his head.
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      Sen stared down at the corpse that used to be Chen Aiguo. It took Sen a moment to realize he was waiting for something to happen. Heavenly rebuke? Overwhelming emotions? Neither happened. If the heavens were troubled by what he had done, they were keeping it to themselves. As for emotions, Sen did feel some regret. It had been a pointless and avoidable death that served no one’s ends. Chen Aiguo had not accomplished his goals and never would again. The mayor hadn’t accomplished his goals, whatever those had been. Sen gained nothing from the man’s death either, save perhaps a bit of unnecessary proof that he’d been taught the jian by someone truly gifted. The only thing that Chen Aiguo’s death accomplished was leaving one less cultivator in the world. Sen looked around the market.

      There were faces pressed up against windows or staring out of mostly closed doors. There was no awe or envy in their eyes this time, just fear. After a moment of consideration, Sen decided that was appropriate. In some ways, the fight with the mayor’s son and his hangers-on had been more of a demonstration of Sen’s skills than anything else. After all, however injured, everyone had walked away from that fight. Only one man was walking away from this encounter. That changed things. Sen supposed it might change things for a lot of people. Chen Aiguo might have family somewhere. There could be friends out there who would miss him or, Sen sighed, try to avenge him. Lives had been changed by Sen’s actions, in subtle or profound ways, yet he struggled to muster strong feelings about it. In the end, he simply hadn’t known the man. His only interactions with him had been filled with anger, violence, and threats. Perhaps there were people who would mourn Chen Aiguo, but Sen wasn’t one of them.

      Sen did take some comfort from the fact that the man hadn’t announced that he was part of a sect. That was a level of trouble Sen had no desire to bring down on his head if he could avoid it. Although, a sect might prove more reasonable about the whole thing than the mayor. Sects understood the Jianghu. The story of Chen Aiguo challenging a wandering cultivator and losing would largely absolve Sen of lingering trouble. As Sen thought back, though, Chen had mentioned something about a clan. He desperately hoped that he hadn’t managed to set off a blood feud after being off the mountain for less than a week. While Master Feng would probably find some kind of morbid humor in it, he expected that Auntie Caihong would be a little disappointed in him. Sen wasn’t sure what Uncle Kho would think. If the man thought as poorly of cultivator clans as he did of sects, he’d probably tell Sen to go on a killing spree and carve his name into the nightmares of the next ten generations of that clan. When he thought about what that would mean, he put it firmly into the last resort category.

      Shaking himself out of his musings, Sen discovered that Falling Leaf had trained him well. He had already taken the man’s dao, sheathed it, and put it away in his storage ring. He claimed a purse of coins and similarly stored those. Sen found a jade seal in one of the man’s pockets. He didn’t recognize the seal, but he hadn’t really expected to. It could have come from a lot of places. Still, it might have some value eventually. The last thing that Sen took off the body was a storage ring that Chen Aiguo had hidden in an inner pocket of his robes. Sen didn’t inspect the ring, just slipped it into one of his own pockets for later examination. Even Sen knew that you didn’t go through the trouble of hiding something in a place where you could feel it every time you moved if it didn’t contain something of value. While it might be of personal value only to Chen Aiguo, Sen had his doubts.

      He did note a few disapproving looks from the townspeople. He was not impressed by the way their morals shifted from moment to moment and day to day. Oh, yes, let a homeless child get beaten. That’s fine. Let a man stand alone against seven attackers. That’s acceptable. Loot a body? Oh, for shame, that’s deplorable. Sen expected that their disapproval had more to do with disappointment that he’d beaten them to it than any actual moral qualms. At the end of the day, he had fought. He had killed. The spoils were his by right and natural law. Why should he leave it for someone else? When he’d completed searching the body, or at least as much as he planned to do, he stood up and walked toward Grandmother Lu’s shop.

      “You aren’t just leaving that dead body there, are you?” someone shouted.

      He heard inaudible grumbles and murmurs of agreement until he turned to face the rest of the market. Then, near-total silence reigned, save for a bird in the distance that remained blissfully unaware of the day’s events. Sen let his gaze travel over the people, who all looked away or lowered their heads.

      “I did not bring this man here. He was sent. Take it up with the man who sent him,” Sen said in a carrying tone.

      Sen very deliberately looked in the direction of the mayor’s manor. Many of the people who followed his gaze looked confused, craning their heads back and forth to try to see whatever had drawn the cultivator’s attention. Sen saw understanding flicker across enough faces that he was satisfied. Word would spread that the mayor had sent a cultivator to try and assassinate someone. It was something Master Feng would have done. The story wouldn’t be enough to destroy the mayor by itself. After all, a story is just a story. It would make the man’s life infinitely harder, though, because people would believe the story. People would want to believe the story. After that, they’d trust the mayor less. They’d take their business elsewhere. Oh, none of it would be too obvious. Yet, over time, it would isolate the mayor and his family. It would strain their finances. Then, in a generation or two, the mayor’s noble family would find themselves living as commoners.

      Sen hadn’t set out to learn how to do something like that. He’d just heard Master Feng and Uncle Kho discussing how this noble house or that royal family had come to ruin. It was only after Sen asked for more details that Master Feng explained how he had engineered those disasters. He told Sen that the details varied, but the essential story was always the same.

      “Here’s the thing, Sen. You only need one seed of doubt planted firmly in people’s minds. After that, they’ll water and nurture that seed for you. Then, you just come back every once in a while to sprinkle a little fertilizer onto things. Once a noble house or a royal family truly loses the people’s trust, it’s just a waiting game. People are strange. They don’t ever really trust their rulers. So, it doesn’t take much to sever those bonds.”

      Sen wasn’t sure when he’d decided that the mayor and his family had to go, but he’d committed himself to it with that not-so-subtle look toward the mayor’s manor. Of course, that assumed that the mayor was smart enough to cut his losses. If he kept pushing, well, Sen was just about out of patience with the mayor, his son, and the town of Orchard’s Reach. With one final glance at the remains of Chen Aiguo, Sen turned his back on the corpse and the townspeople and walked back to Grandmother Lu’s shop.
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      Grandmother Lu and all of her workers were waiting inside the shop. When he stepped back inside, all of them bowed to Sen. He knew they meant it to convey their respect, but it mostly just made him uncomfortable. No wonder Master Feng tried to keep a low profile when he went away all those times, thought Sen. Some people might crave that kind of attention all the time, but he could do without it. Still, there was no getting around the people in the shop. He gave them a shallower bow in return, setting them all free to return to doing whatever they had been doing before the excitement outside. Some of them looked like they would linger, but Grandmother Lu shooed them away. Sen nodded to the back room they had been in before. When Grandmother Lu nodded in return, he made a hasty retreat to the relative privacy of the space.

      While Grandmother Lu tended to her employees, Sen pulled out the storage ring he’d taken off the other cultivator. While he’d imagined some kind of minor wealth in the ring when he’d grabbed it, he’d also done it as a minor act of spite against the townspeople and their judgment. The reality of actually taking whatever was in the ring didn’t sit entirely right with him. It’s not like you can give it back, he reminded himself. When curiosity finally got the better of him, Sen accessed the ring and emptied its contents onto a table. It was mercifully free of truly personal items. The most personal items were just some spare clothes in the ring. It was a habit that Master Feng and Auntie Caihong had strongly encouraged Sen to adopt. He found a small cache of pills that he couldn’t readily identify. He might be able to sell those. It was even possible he could use them, although he had no intention of ever using any pill he hadn’t at least seen getting made.

      There were other odds and ends in the ring. Basic camping supplies that he already had and a strange, enchanted object that seemed to channel environmental fire qi. He supposed it would be useful for starting campfires without using one’s own qi. He found several more daos, at least one of which he thought was a spirit-level weapon. He lingered over that sword for a while. He didn’t know exactly how rare spirit-level weapons were, but they were far rarer than mortal-grade weapons. Sen vaguely wished that he’d trained with the dao, but it was a passing thought. He knew he could learn to wield one, but he also knew what it would require from him. He already had a firm foundation with the jian and the spear. That was enough. He would build on those skills. He would wait until he reached a larger town or city and then sell the dao or all of them if he could. It might even be possible to make a trade for another spirit-level jian. After a moment of deliberation, he pushed the weapons and the enchanted fire starter into his larger storage ring.

      He turned to the last thing that had been in the other cultivator’s ring. It was a plain canvas satchel with nothing to make it stand out. Sen opened it up expecting to find food or possibly some kind of document. What he hadn’t expected to find was gold. The satchel was half full of golden taels. The sight of so much money, just sitting there, had a certain unreal quality for Sen. He didn’t know how to process that kind of wealth. Then, he started to wonder where a foundation formation stage cultivator could have gotten that kind of money. Sen supposed that the money could be the man’s life savings. Yet, it rang hollow to him. Sen couldn’t imagine a scenario where he’d want to carry around that kind of wealth for any length of time. He’d have found somewhere to hide it, as insurance against a future disaster. Auntie Caihong had even told him about things called banks where people could put their money for safekeeping. No, there were no good reasons to carry around that much money. Sen suspected the man had either stolen the money or been told to hold it for someone else.

      If he’d stolen it, there wasn’t much Sen could do about that. He wouldn’t even know where to begin to look for the victims. He knew enough about people to know that if he just announced that he’d found stolen money, everyone would come running. He didn’t have the resources to find out quietly. That would take delicate questions asked of discreet people. Sen didn’t know those people, nor did he have the experience to figure out how to phrase those delicate questions. Of course, if the cultivator had been holding the money for someone, that was a different problem. They’d want that money back. When Sen considered who might have that much money or access to it, it was a depressingly short list. In fact, the most likely suspect was someone that Sen was very ready to never think about again. He found himself wishing that he had let someone else loot that corpse. It might have spared him some trouble. Then again, it might not have spared him anything.

      Uncertain about how best to proceed, he closed the satchel and waited for Grandmother Lu. Sen could recognize when he was in over his head. With that much wealth on the line, he was absolutely out of his depth. It may well be out of Grandmother Lu’s depth, too, but she at least had more experience with the world and politicians. Even if she couldn’t tell him exactly how to handle it, she likely could at least point him in a direction. That was more than he had now. Perhaps half an hour passed with Sen staring daggers at that bag full of unwanted trouble before Grandmother Lu came back to check on him.

      “What’s all this?” she asked, gesturing at the table.

      “That other cultivator had a storage ring. Those are things I can’t use,” he said, gesturing at the pile of clothes and camping equipment. “I thought you might know someone who could use them.”

      Grandmother Lu cocked her head to one side, thinking, before she nodded.

      “Yes, I think I know some people who could use them. They can’t afford much,” she warned Sen.

      “Just give it to them. I don’t need money from people who don’t have it. Besides, that’s not the problem. That,” he said, pointing at the satchel, “is the problem.”

      He reached over and flipped the satchel open. Grandmother Lu’s eyes went as wide as they could. She reached out a shaking hand and grabbed a handful of the golden taels, letting them run through her fingers. Sen watched as the inevitable happened. For most of a minute, he could see the dreams of wealth running through the older woman’s mind. He could almost guess at the content of those dreams. She was imagining her trading empire expanding by leaps and bounds, stretching clear to the capital, and then raking in profits by the bushel. Slowly, though, she began to frown. She looked down at the satchel and really considered it. The longer she studied all of that gold, the more unhappy she looked. She glanced at him, almost as if to check and see if he had understood the dangers. Reassured by whatever she saw, she went back to frowning at the gold. Then, much as Sen had done, she closed the satchel.

      “Put that away somewhere before anyone else sees it,” she ordered, eyes distant as she thought through something.

      Sen did as she instructed and put the satchel into his storage ring. He idly tossed the other cultivator’s storage ring to Grandmother Lu. She caught it and offered Sen a briefly puzzled look until she realized what she held. She immediately tried to give it back. Sen waved her off.

      “You can use it. I already have one.”

      “These are expensive, Sen. You could sell it.”

      Sen shrugged. “Consider it a few years’ worth of back new year gifts.”

      She rolled her eyes, but eventually slipped the ring into a pocket.

      “They’ll come looking for that gold,” she said.

      “You think it’s the mayor’s?”

      She nodded. “Who knows where he got it, but yes. I think he imagined that cultivator you fought was the safest place he could keep the money. The mayor probably never imagined that someone would wander through town that could kill the man. Probably never even considered the possibility when he sent the fool here.”

      “Probably not. When do you think they’ll come?”

      “I’m surprised they aren’t here already. I suppose it’s too much for them to simply raid my shop in the middle of the day without a very good excuse.”

      “Tonight then?”

      Grandmother Lu sighed, scowled, and then nodded. “Tonight.”

      “Well, since we have time, I have gifts for you, Grandmother. Courtesy of Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Ma Caihong.”

      She looked both excited and apprehensive at the prospect of gifts from the elder cultivators. “Well, who doesn’t love presents?”
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      Sen started by pulling out the small, enchanted box that Master Feng had given him. “With compliments of Master Feng and Auntie Caihong.”

      Grandmother Lu took the box and, with more nervousness than Sen thought was wholly appropriate, opened it. The room was almost immediately overwhelmed with a potent medicinal smell and a burst of qi. Grandmother Lu quickly snatched a piece of paper out of the box and closed it. She read over the note. Then, she read it over again. Sen watched all of this with growing curiosity. When Grandmother Lu looked like she might burst into tears, Sen’s curiosity transformed into alarm.

      “Grandmother? What’s wrong?”

      The older woman’s head snapped around toward him, and she burst into laughter. “Wrong? Oh, you dear boy, nothing is wrong.”

      “Then, why do you look like you’re going to cry?”

      “I suppose it does pay to know old monsters. They didn’t tell you what these pills were?”

      Sen drew himself up straight. “I didn’t ask. They were a gift for you.”

      “They’re to help me break through.”

      “Oh, they’ll help you get to late qi condensing? I thought you were stuck. No more breakthroughs.”

      “So did I. By all rights, I should be. But, no, they aren’t meant to help me reach late or even peak qi condensing. Not just that, at any rate. If they work, they should help me break through to foundation formation.”

      “That would be…” Sen trailed off, unsure what word was appropriate.

      “A miracle,” Grandmother Lu finished for him. “It seems your teachers can make the impossible possible, every once in a while.”

      Having seen Master Feng casually flying from wall to wall, and Uncle Kho summoning massive bolts of lightning from a clear sky, Sen was forced to agree. He decided that he shouldn’t be shocked that Auntie Caihong could work miracles on that level in her own way. It seemed that she was just a little subtler about it. Sen smiled at Grandmother Lu.

      “Then, I look forward to being a nuisance for you for many, many years to come.”

      “A nuisance,” laughed Grandmother Lu. “Oh, yes, you’ve been nothing but a burden. Constant trouble. I don’t know why I put up with you.”

      “It’s your saintly nature, I’m sure,” said Sen, working very hard to hold back his own laughter.

      For several long moments, Grandmother Lu simply watched the box. She’d occasionally reach out to touch it, as though to reassure herself it wasn’t a dream. Sen couldn’t really blame her for her disbelief. She’d thought her life was going in one direction, and Master Feng and Auntie Caihong had sent it careening in a very different one. They did this for me, Sen abruptly realized. It was sort of obvious, although he’d managed to overlook it. As much as Sen respected Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong, he understood the vast gulf between them. They had all talked about how cultivators and mortals lived in two different worlds, but Sen thought that there was actually a third world for people like the peak nascent soul cultivators. They might interact with the mortal world or the Jianghu from time to time, but they didn’t really live in either of them. They were too old, had experienced too much, and simply held too much power. They truly were separated from everyone else. More importantly for Sen, they knew it. They knew that Sen needed at least one person who lived in the mortal world or the Jianghu that he could trust. They had picked Grandmother Lu to be that person for him. Well, Sen amended, I picked her, and they followed through. A surge of fresh gratitude for the elder cultivators warmed Sen’s heart. Still, there was another gift. Sen pulled out the package that Uncle Kho had provided.

      “This,” said Sen, “comes with the compliments of Uncle Kho.”

      With visible reluctance, Grandmother Lu put the box with the pills into the storage ring Sen had gifted her. Then, she pulled the package over and opened it. Sen peered over her shoulder with intense interest. Uncle Kho’s cryptic words about Grandmother Lu had stuck with him. What the package revealed left Sen feeling perplexed. There were two fans inside a wooden case, both open to reveal idyllic scenes painted on their surfaces. Sen felt a little let down. Grandmother Lu, on the other hand, looked stunned. She reached out with a trembling hand and touched one of the fans. As soon as her finger made contact with the fan, she jerked her hand back and covered her mouth. Then, with a speed that impressed Sen, the older woman snatched up the fans.

      She took the fans through a series of movements that made Sen reevaluate the gift. With the fans in motion, he caught the telltale glint of metal along their sharpened edges. Sen could see moments of hesitation in Grandmother Lu when she was either trying to remember the next movement in the form or waiting for muscle memories to kick in that hadn’t seen use in more than half a century. Still, she had clearly been trained in their deadly use at some point. She had said that she came from a family of cultivators. Sen hadn’t pried, as the memories were painful for the woman, but he wondered just what those cultivators had done for work when they weren’t busy being awful parents.

      After a time, Grandmother Lu put the fans back in their case with nearly as much reluctance as she had stored away the pills. However he had divined the information, Uncle Kho had clearly struck true with this gift. Sen made a mental note to ask the man about it the next time he saw him. Grandmother Lu beamed at him, as though he’d personally chosen the gift for her. He smiled back at her, glad to see that the fans had made her so happy. She started shaking her head.

      “I wonder how he could have known?”

      “Grandmother?”

      “Fans are uncommon weapons, even in the Jianghu. They were something of a symbol for my family. Do you think this Uncle Kho just guessed?”

      Sen weighed that question. “He isn’t the kind to just guess outright. If it was a guess, it was an educated guess. Although, I can’t imagine where or how he would have come across information to connect you to the fans.”

      Grandmother Lu shook her head again. “You know what? I don’t even care. Please thank him for me the next time you see him.”

      “I will.”

      Sen had been giving some thought to their situation with the gold while the older cultivator reacquainted herself with using the fans. He suspected those specific fans had meaning for her beyond their utility as pure weapons. After all, the woman owned a trading company. If she had wanted fans like those, she likely could have bought them for herself without too much trouble. Sen pushed that to the back of his head where he’d taken to storing mysteries about the nascent soul cultivators. He brought his attention back to the present, where a satchel full of money was threatening to send everything into another spiral of violence. Sen didn’t crave violence to begin with, and two days straight of real violence had been more than enough to make him desire an extended rest from it. He’d considered something that they hadn’t really discussed.

      “Grandmother, do you think we should just give them the satchel?”

      He’d initially dismissed the idea because he expected that it was the mayor’s stolen money. The mayor had proven himself a hostile force, so it seemed unlikely he’d just let things go if they gave back the money. Then again, it was a lot of money. Getting it back without trouble might just pour a little oil on troubled waters. Besides, Sen sort of enjoyed the idea of bribing the mayor with his own stolen money. When he looked over at Grandmother Lu, though, she was shaking her head.

      “I thought about it,” she said. “It’s tempting, but I doubt it will stop anything. If it is the mayor, he’s all but declared a blood feud with you. So, I’m sorry, but you shouldn’t expect that to go away. If it’s someone else, they won’t want any witnesses around to spread rumors about all of that gold. No, much as I wish it were otherwise, this will all end in blood.”
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      After a discussion about where it would be best to have the fight, should it come to that, Grandmother Lu decided that she’d rather it happened at the shop. When Sen asked her why, she shrugged and said it would put fewer people in danger. Nobody lived in the shop, while she had servants at the house. The argument came when Sen insisted that he stay at the shop while Grandmother Lu returned to her home.

      “Why in the world would I agree to something like that?”

      “Two reasons. The first reason is that, if they send people to the house, you have a far better chance of protecting those people than they have of protecting themselves. I’m sure that Zhang Muchen and your other servants would put up a fight if they had to. Are any of them actually trained to fight? I mean trained like us.”

      Grandmother Lu scowled. “No, they aren’t. I didn’t think it’d be necessary. More fool me.”

      “The second reason is that I have a better chance of defending myself if I’m here alone. If it’s just me, I don’t have to worry about accidentally injuring someone on my side. That means I can strike as hard as I need to with no second-guessing.”

      Grandmother Lu did not look happy about it, but Sen could tell she was coming around to his way of thinking. While she’d gotten back much of her vitality, enough that she could wield those fans in a calm back room, it wasn’t the same thing as going up against other cultivators in a full-on fight. Of course, Sen didn’t know they’d send cultivators or how many there might be, but it seemed wise to assume that’s what would happen. He just hoped that Chen Aiguo was at the top of the pile of local cultivators. Again, Sen couldn’t know that was the case, but the man had been training the mayor’s son. That suggested he was the best the mayor could find. As long as they didn’t send too many people at that level, Sen felt like he had a good chance of holding his own. Of course, there was the problem of keeping one or two of them alive. He needed to find out who sent them. Sen shrugged that thought away. That was definitely a problem for later.

      He spent the rest of the day doing his best to stay out of the way. Although, he did take a little time out to eat the pineapple buns with that Bai girl. The buns were amazing. he’d need to get the recipe for Auntie Caihong. It was the exact kind of thing that she liked. When he mentioned something to Bai about needing to meet her mother so he could get the recipe, the girl had seemingly lost the ability to speak and ran off. Grandmother Lu had glared at him. Sen just shrugged at her. It wasn’t like he knew what had sent the girl running.

      When the day finally ran its course, Sen made a big show of being seen outside. All of the girls seemed to want to hang around and talk to him, but a combination of Grandmother Lu’s stern looks and the hour saw the girls safely off to their homes. Finally, Grandmother Lu announced that she needed to go home. Sen waved goodbye to her, then looked around the largely abandoned market. He assumed that someone was watching, so he wanted them to be absolutely sure he was still at the shop. Then, he stepped back inside, closed the door, and locked it. Sen was surprised by the change in how the shop felt. When there had been customers and all the employees inside, the shop radiated a strange kind of aliveness.

      With just him left in the shop, it felt dead to Sen. It was as if someone had worked some terrible qi technique and ripped away the vital essence of the place. He wondered if all shops felt that way after they closed for the night. Part of him hoped that it wasn’t like that, mostly because it left him feeling a little depressed. It did, however, provide him a chance to set up a formation close to the exterior walls of the shop and activate it. It wouldn’t give him a lot of warning if or when someone broke in, but he didn’t really need a lot of warning. A few seconds would give him more than enough time to prepare.

      With that precaution in place, Sen just wandered around the shop and looked at the things Grandmother Lu sold every day. All of the goods were of excellent quality, confirming his initial assessment. Most of them were also of little use to him. In fact, they’d be of little use to anyone without a home. He did consider setting aside some of the fabrics to buy the next day. He wasn’t any kind of tailor, but Auntie Caihong had sat him down one afternoon and drilled the essentials of sewing into his head.

      “You’re going to damage your clothes at some point,” she’d said. “You won’t always have the option of finding a shop to replace them. You need to know how to at least close a hole well enough that it can get you back to civilization.”

      Eventually, the light grew dim enough that even close examination of the goods on the tables and shelves became pointless. Sen debated lighting a candle or a lantern but decided against it. Now that true dark was setting in over the town, he expected that things would happen sooner than later. He slipped into the back room where he’d spent much of the day, sat down on the floor, rested his jian across his knees, and slowly extended his awareness through the walls of the shop. It wasn’t exactly like seeing or hearing. Master Feng had called it a spiritual sense, although the old cultivator wasn’t entirely sure why anyone called it that. It didn’t happen often, but sometimes the only answer Sen could get from his teachers was something along the lines of, that’s just how it is. The spiritual sense was one of those things.

      What the sense provided him with was more like a limited map of the life and qi use in the area. He could feel where there was life nearby, which Sen considered a shoddy advantage at best. There was always life nearby. That meant that Sen had to filter out anything that wasn’t big enough to be a person to glean information from the sense. It took him a lot of mental effort to do that sifting, although Master Feng assured him that it was another of those skills that became easier over time. Sen might have written the whole thing off as useless if not for the qi awareness that came with it. While spirit beasts might actively use qi, most animals didn’t. So, if he sensed a life signature and qi use in the same place, the odds were good that he had a cultivator nearby. After nearly a quarter of an hour with nothing to show for his efforts, Sen took a different tack.

      He put most of his attention into cultivating, only devoting a small portion of his mental energy to keeping an eye on the surrounding area. He wasn’t anywhere near where he wanted to be in terms of his qi storage, but the full day of passive cultivation had thickened up the misty presence of qi in his dantian at least. He was glad that he’d switched over to active cultivation because it was another two hours before he finally sensed what he’d been looking for outside. There were five people moving in on the shop from the front and the back. Sen slowed his breathing and let himself fall into the calm, focused mindset that he had worked so hard to achieve with the jian. Once he achieved it, Sen stood and waited.

      He had to give whoever was coming some credit. He never even heard them enter the front of the building. It was only when they tripped the alarm formation that he was certain. Still, he waited to act. He waited until he felt the formation trigger on the back of the building as well. Once he was certain that all five people were inside, he let a little air qi slip free and carry his voice to everyone in the building.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” he said, doing his best impersonation of Master Feng’s cold indifference when facing the sect members on the mountain. “If you run now, some of you might even survive.”

      Every one of the living signatures in his awareness stopped moving. With all of them in relatively close proximity, he let his qi brush against theirs. Two early foundation formation stage cultivators and three qi condensing stage cultivators. It seemed that Chen Aiguo really had been at the top of the cultivator food chain in Orchard’s Reach. Armed with the information he needed, Sen reached out to one of his stronger affinities and blanketed the interior of the shop with impenetrable shadows. He could almost feel the other cultivators panic as they went completely blind in the already dark shop.

      “Just give us the money, you bastard,” shouted one of the foundation formation cultivators. “That’s all we want.”

      Sen found it a little ironic that he actually found moving through the shop in his qi-created shadows easier than doing it in the semi-darkness of natural light. With his shadows touching everything, he knew where everything was. That made it very easy for him to find one of the qi condensing cultivators. There was a little bubble around them where his shadows couldn’t reach. It felt like some kind of fire technique to Sen, not that it mattered. By the time they realized he was close, his jian had already passed through their back and into their heart. Sen twisted the blade to ensure maximum damage. The only thing that left the shadows was his jian’s blade. With one person down, Sen engaged with them again.

      “Tell me who sent you. Whoever tells me, I’ll let leave.”

      “We’re not telling you anything. Now, give us the gold!” the same foundation formation cultivator yelled.

      Sen wrote that one off as hopeless. He also decided that he needed to pick up the pace. The shadow technique was very effective, but he could feel it sapping his qi reserves at an alarming rate. The second qi condensing cultivator died as easily as the first. The third actually gave him a little trouble. Sen didn’t know if he made a noise or if the woman’s spiritual sense was a bit more finely tuned, but she was ready for him. He very nearly lost an ear to a slender, sharpened bolt of ice that shot past his head. That would have been bad enough, but she also yelled.

      “He’s over here!”

      Sighing, Sen stepped into the small area of control that the woman had managed to exert to escape the pure inky blackness of his shadows. The woman had a dagger in each hand. To her credit, she didn’t hesitate. To her misfortune, neither did Sen. Two quick flicks of his jian sent the daggers flying from her hands. Then he struck her across the side of the head. She went down in a limp heap. Reaching down, Sen seized the back of her robes and lifted the woman up off the ground. He moved so that he was directly in the path of the uncooperative foundation formation cultivator. He held the woman up in front of him like a literal human shield and jumped forward into the foundation formation cultivator’s sphere of influence. It caused just a moment of hesitation, a brief instant of distraction from seeing the woman, but it was all the time Sen needed. He drove his jian up through the woman at an angle. It exploded through the woman’s chest and, using the other cultivator’s forward momentum against him, sank into the man’s throat. The man staggered back, trying to hold his damaged throat closed while he stared at Sen with confused, disbelieving eyes.

      Sen jerked the jian from the woman’s body and let it drop to the floor. He didn’t need to be subtle anymore. He closed on the injured cultivator, batted away a hastily thrown punch, feinted with the jian, then kicked the man’s legs out from under him. The injured cultivator had barely hit the floor before Sen’s jian pinned him to it. With that, Sen let the shadow technique drop. The last cultivator had been trying to get to them, but she stopped cold when she saw the bodies. Sen could see her doing the math. They’d been in the shop for less than three minutes, and now she was the only one left.

      “So,” said Sen, drawing his jian out of the corpse on the floor, “we should talk about who sent you.”
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      The woman stared at Sen like he’d stepped out of some particularly horrible legend or nightmare. Even in the relative darkness, she looked pale. Sen did his best to distance himself from the idea that these were human beings. Some part of him loathed this aspect of being a cultivator, while another part was simply resigned to the idea. He’d been back in Orchard’s Reach for mere days. In that time, he’d handed out serious injuries to seven cultivators and killed five more. Even worse, he hadn’t gone looking for any of it. He sincerely hoped that this was somehow the byproduct of him having grown up in the town, and not a herald of things to come. They came here looking for trouble, Sen reminded himself. They knew what you did to Chen, and they came anyway. They brought this down on their own heads.

      The woman seemed to master her fear a little bit because she jumped straight into demands.

      “Who in the eighteen hells are you? You’re not just some wandering cultivator. Are you really even a foundation formation stage?”

      Sen gave her a level look. “Who sent you?”

      “I want to know who you are!”

      “Lu Sen.”

      “That’s not—” she began.

      “I just killed four people,” said Sen, disrupting the rant he suspected she was about to start. “I don’t enjoy killing people. In fact, on the whole, I’d prefer to avoid it altogether. On the other hand, I am out of patience with this town. So, I only intend to ask this one more time. Who sent you?”

      Sen loosened his grip on his killing intent just a little bit when he asked the question. It was a fraction of what Sen had hit Chen Aiguo with the day before. Even so, the woman let out a little cry of pain and staggered.

      “The mayor,” she said. “It was the mayor who sent us.”

      “Good. Where did the money come from?”

      Sen saw her hesitate and loosened his grip on his killing intent a little more. The woman dropped to one knee and held onto one of the tables as though her life depended on it. When she looked up at Sen, light reflected off the wetness leaking from her nose. He assumed it was blood. She wiped at the wetness with the hand she wasn’t using to stay semi-upright and grimaced.

      “I don’t know,” she said and raised a hand to stop Sen from growing angry or more impatient. “I have suspicions, but I don’t know.”

      “Real suspicions?”

      “Just guesses.”

      Sen made a noncommittal noise as he studied the woman. He debated simply killing her. It was the simplest choice. Yet, he’d killed enough to last him for the rest of his life already. Killing her wouldn’t solve anything, not really, just possibly make his life a tiny bit easier. That seemed like a bad reason to kill her to Sen. He pulled out the satchel, removed a handful of the golden taels, and set them on a nearby table. Then, he put the satchel away. He gestured at the gold.

      “You work for me now. My orders are simple. Take the money. Leave. Immediately. Tonight. Don’t come back. If you stay out of my way, I’ll leave you alone. If you ever come back here or trouble my grandmother in any way, though…” said Sen, letting the threat hang.

      “You’ll kill me?”

      “I’ll hunt you.”

      Sen didn’t give any additional information, but she seemed to understand the gist that being hunted would be infinitely worse than simply being killed. He watched as her eyes drifted, almost in defiance, from his face to the gold coins. Even that handful of coins was likely more than her entire family would make in years of steady work. Her eyes shot back to him.

      “Where will I go?”

      Sen shrugged a shoulder at her. “I truly do not care. Just pick a direction and leave.”

      When the woman hesitated again, what was left of Sen’s exhausted patience frayed just a little bit more. His hand tightened around the hilt of his jian. His body leaned forward, just a touch, to give him more speed when he moved. Sen felt his face harden into a mask of resolve. That collection of small changes was apparently all of the reassurance the woman needed that Sen’s offer came with an incredibly small window of opportunity. Her eyes went wide.

      “I’ll go,” she nearly screamed at him. “I’ll go!”

      “Then, do it,” Sen snarled through clenched teeth.

      Visibly shaking beneath the combination of Sen’s steely glare and his killing intent, the woman pushed herself to her feet. She walked over to the table with an unsteady gait and picked up the money. She didn’t quite meet Sen’s eyes when she tried one last time to glean some kind of information from him.

      “Did someone send you here?”

      Without even acknowledging the question, Sen lifted his jian and used it to point.

      “The nearest city is that way,” he said before a thought occurred to him. “What is your name?”

      It looked like she needed to drag the words out against her own will, but she finally whispered, “Shen Hua.”

      “You have ten minutes, Shen Hua. If I find you inside the town walls after that, the deal is off.”

      It seemed that Shen Hua believed him. She took the opportunity and ran out of the shop. Sen used his spiritual sense to track her motion for as long as he could. She took off in the direction Sen had pointed and didn’t waver for a moment. He thought that showed surprisingly good decision-making on her part. He questioned his own, though. She might actually keep her word, but Master Feng said it was bad business to leave live enemies behind you. They had a way of turning up at inopportune moments down the road. Sen’s problem was that he didn’t know how to distinguish true enemies in this situation. He’d been mostly sure that she was just hired help and not some loyal servant to the mayor. She’d been bought off for a lot less than she’d been sent to retrieve. When given the opportunity to cut and run, she’d done it.

      The next person might well decide that a suicidal charge in defense of the mayor would gain them some advantage in the next life. Much to his surprise, Sen felt a bit of empathy with those powerful cultivators who, when deeply offended, simply destroyed everything. If he killed everyone that worked for the mayor, he’d get all of his enemies. Of course, he’d get all of the people who weren’t his enemies, too. Sighing, Sen cleaned his jian and then checked the bodies. It was a mostly fruitless exercise. He picked up a few weapons he might be able to sell, but there were no storage rings or purses to be found. He dragged the bodies outside and piled them up in the market. He wasn’t going to leave them to rot inside Grandmother Lu’s shop. He took a little time and cleaned up the mess as well as he could.

      While he expected that the brunt of things had happened at the shop, he didn’t want to leave things to chance. He made the walk back to Grandmother Lu’s. He could hear the sounds of fighting before the house was even in sight. Sen took off like an arrow loosed from the string. He hurtled into the semi-enclosed courtyard and took things in at a glance. On one side of the courtyard, Grandmother Lu was defending the maid from attackers. On the other side of the courtyard was…Falling Leaf! She was crouched protectively over the still form of Zhang Muchen. The big cat had her teeth bared as a large figure menaced her with a spear. Off to the side, another attacker had a bow in hand, nocking an arrow. It put Falling Leaf into an impossible scenario. Sen knew full well that the big cat could dodge an arrow, but she couldn’t do it without abandoning the man on the ground.

      Whatever sense of restraint had stayed Sen’s hand at the shop evaporated in an inferno of rage. He didn’t even remember crossing the distance between him and the spear wielder. He just remembered the sound of the man’s spine snapping as it folded around his foot. Then, the sight of the body crashing through the stone wall. He felt the change in air pressure and grabbed an arrow out of the air. He turned to face the bow wielder, and the man flinched at whatever he saw on Sen’s face. There was a blur of motion and Sen had driven the arrow into the archer’s eye socket. Then, Sen spoke two words that he had never, ever imagined would fall from his lips.

      “You dare!”

      He summoned his own spear from his storage ring. As soon as its reassuring weight was in his hands, he changed his cycling pattern. He pushed that new qi into the spearhead, and blue-white energy crackled around the metal. It cast the entire courtyard in an eerie glow. The two attacking Grandmother Lu tried to disengage. That wouldn’t do. He triggered his qinggong technique and shot across the courtyard like a human lance. The lightning on the spearhead reached out ahead of the tip of the spear. It immobilized one of the attackers, who could only watch in mute, agonized horror as Sen descended on him like Wrath’s favorite son. The spear punched through the man. Sen tugged it free without any effort and spun on the last attacker. Yet, freed from the burden of multiple attackers, Grandmother Lu had taken her own vengeance.

      “Is that all of them?” Sen asked.

      At Grandmother Lu’s weary nod, Sen released the lightning pattern, and the courtyard returned to shadow.
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      After ensuring that Grandmother Lu was simply tired, rather than injured, and giving her a brief hug, Sen turned to face the last being he’d expected to see. Falling Leaf was still hovering near the injured Zhang Muchen, but no longer crouched directly over his body. Sen walked over to where she stood. He rested a hand on her warm back as he crouched down to examine the old servant, who remained still. Sen briefly worried that he might be dead, but he saw the man take a breath, then another. Confident that he wasn’t about to die that instant, Sen turned to look at Falling Leaf.

      “I didn’t think I’d find you here,” said Sen.

      The big cat regarded him with her steady feline eyes. “Worried. Too many enemies here.”

      Sen grimaced but nodded his agreement. “There were. Thank you for helping Grandmother Lu.”

      Falling Leaf made a gesture that Sen took as her saying, “What else was I going to do?”

      Much to Sen’s surprise, Falling Leaf reached out one of her big paws and gently nudged Zhang Muchen. When the man didn’t stir, she gave Sen a look that was half inquisitive and half insistent. He nodded at her.

      “I’m not Auntie Caihong, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      Seemingly satisfied by that answer, the big cat wandered away to inspect Grandmother Lu, who watched the ghost panther with wonder in her eyes. The spirit beast even deigned to let the older woman put a hesitant hand on her head. After that, the cat prowled over to the maid, Lin. Unlike Grandmother Lu, Lin looked positively terrified that the spirit beast would eat her. Sen suspected that Falling Leaf found the girl’s apprehension more than a little amusing. It wasn’t that Falling Leaf wouldn’t hurt human beings, but Sen knew her enough to know that she wouldn’t hurt people that she’d gone to the trouble to help. After all, if she wanted something bad to happen to the maid, the big cat could have simply withheld her aid.

      With no evidence of terrible things about to happen in the other part of the courtyard, Sen turned his attention to the apparently injured man. Sen let his spiritual sense settle over the old servant. The man’s life energy was intact, though weaker than Sen might have preferred. Still, he wasn’t verging on death, which Sen took as a good sign. Auntie Caihong had ways of pinpointing exactly what ailed a person with a simple sweep of her qi, but she hadn’t been able to teach it to Sen. What she did wasn’t a technique or a cycling pattern. It was a skill that she’d developed and honed over thousands of years. It depended as much on her vast experience with injuries and illness as it did on any native talent. Experience that she couldn’t simply pass on to Sen in a year or two. She’d at least explained what she did and how she did it. That, along with the body and qi charts that she’d made him memorize, gave Sen a starting point. If he could identify where there were disruptions, he could at least help deal with those.

      He spent about ten minutes using his qi to study the older man’s injuries. Sen had a few ideas, but he knew he was out of his depth. He had at least determined that they could move the older man. There were no serious neck or head injuries to worry about. Sen picked the man up and carried him over to Grandmother Lu.

      “Where can I put him?”

      “I’ll show you,” said Lin, surprising Sen.

      The maid was staring at the old man with deep concern in her eyes. Even as she led Sen into the house, she kept looking back at Zhang Muchen’s limp form. She eventually opened a door and gestured. Sen brought the old man into what he immediately realized must have been the man’s own room. He settled the man on the bed and rejoined Lin in the hallway.

      “Can you help him?” she asked.

      Sen hesitated briefly before he nodded. “I think so. At least, I can help him some. Enough that he should be stable until a regular doctor or a spirit doctor can be called to see him.”

      “He’s always kind to me,” she volunteered. “He’s like the mistress that way. I’m not a very good maid, but they’re kind to me anyway. Please, help him.”

      Sen nodded again. “I’ll do what I can for him.”

      He left the maid there to stand vigil over someone for no other reason than the injured man had been kind to her. Would that I could be more like that man, thought Sen. Yet, he knew what came next, and kindness would play very little role in it. Before that, though, he could bring his meager medical skills to the older man’s aid. It might not be much, but it seemed that it was all the kindness that the world would let him exercise that night. He made his way to the kitchen, uncovered the banked coals in the stove, and got a small fire burning. He took out what he’d come to think of as his potion pot from his storage ring. There was nothing particularly unique about the pot. It wasn’t made of any special materials or enchanted. It just seemed to work better for him than other pots. He thought that maybe it had something to do with the thicker material, but that was a question for some other night.

      He set the pot on the stove with some water in it, then began pulling out some of the medicinal herbs and other alchemical materials he’d gathered over the previous year or so. The man had suffered some minor injuries, but nothing that could really account for his unconsciousness. Sen worried that the true culprit was simply age and that the demands of the fight had overtaxed his system. There was only so much that he could do about that ailment. When it came to mortals, age was the injury that no one could heal. Yet, Sen wasn’t wholly without options. He chose ingredients that would help strengthen the man’s body, support his organs, and quicken his mind.

      He also added components that would help flush some toxins out of the man’s system. He felt a brief surge of guilt over that, given his own miserable experiences with toxin purges, but this would be a comparatively gentle experience that happened over the course of a week. Sen might not have bothered with it, save for Auntie Caihong’s insistence that those toxin buildups burned years off of a mortal’s life. He stood there, monitoring the elixir, occasionally adding a new ingredient to balance out the qi profile or simply stirring it to keep the reactions even. When it had boiled down sufficiently, he used a strange sort of cloth that let liquid pass through to strain the unprocessed ingredients out. Auntie Caihong called it cheesecloth, for some reason, and she strongly suggested he buy it in bulk whenever he found some for sale. Given how useful he found the cloth, he expected to take that piece of advice.

      “You did that like you’ve been doing it for a hundred years,” said Grandmother Lu.

      Sen jumped a little at the sound of her voice. He hadn’t heard her enter the kitchen. He hadn’t even had his spiritual sense extended to warn him of people approaching. It was a sloppy mistake. Sen was grateful that it had happened in Grandmother Lu’s home, instead of somewhere where that kind of mistake would prove immediately fatal. He gave her a small smile and shrugged.

      “I practiced a lot up on the mountain,” he said, by way of explanation.

      “It seems like you practiced a great many things on that mountain.”

      “They were good teachers. I learned a lot,” he said, checking the temperature of the elixir. “Do you have something to store this in, something with a stopper?”

      Grandmother Lu found a small jug that Sen deemed clean enough, and he poured the elixir into it. He left a little in the bowl, though. Stoppering the jug, he handed it to Grandmother Lu. She eyed the jug like she wasn’t sure why she was holding it.

      “Sen?” she asked.

      “Oh, it’s for Zhang Muchen. Two or three large spoonfuls in the morning and evening, until it’s gone. It should help him recover. At the very least, it’ll help him recover enough that a real doctor can take a look at him. I’ll give this to him now, though,” said Sen, waving at the bowl.

      “You say that like it’s a task on a list.”

      “It’s not over. You know it’s not.”

      Grandmother Lu closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I know. So, you mean to finish it?”

      “I do. If the mayor had just let it go, I would have done the same. If he’d just sent people after me, I might have even let that go. But this”—Sen gestured as though to encompass the entire house—“was too much. They knew where I was, and he sent people here anyway. He sent people here to kill you because he thought it would hurt me, or maybe just because he likes ordering people killed. I don’t know. More importantly, I simply don’t care why anymore.”

      “So, you’ll go to the mayor’s house and what? Kill them all?”

      Sen’s mouth dropped open, and he found that he didn’t have a good answer to that question. He hadn’t thought about it. He’d only been thinking about killing the mayor.

      Grandmother Lu continued. “I understand your anger. I’d happily gut that man and watch him bleed out, but he won’t be the only person there. There will be guards, maids, and servants. Will you kill all of them too?”

      “No,” said Sen through a shuddering breath. “Of course I won’t.”

      A touch of relief softened Grandmother Lu’s face. “Good, because I couldn’t have stopped you. Having seen you fight, I’m not sure anything short of a full core formation cultivator could stop you.”

      Sen blinked at those words. He thought she was probably overselling it a bit. It had been dark in the courtyard. There was a lot happening. He’d just done something flashy. It was easy to overestimate. Taking another deep breath, he looked at the older woman.

      “What do you think I should do?”

      She laughed. “I think you should take your vengeance, and maybe get a little for me too. Just don’t leave a massacre in your wake while you do it. Be smart. If you can’t be smart about it, then take a cue from that magnificent spirit beast of yours and be stealthy.”

      “Stealthy,” repeated Sen, a big smile breaking over his face. “I can be stealthy.”
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      The guards who were there that night would talk about it later. They only spoke of it to each other, in hushed tones, fearing that others would think them mad. Yet, they knew what had happened. For whatever reason, whether it was the heavens sending a rebuke, demons acting out their inscrutable plans, or simply the whims of angry spirits, the shadows came alive that night. All of their stories were different, yet they were also the same. There was no warning or telltale sign, just a moment when all went dark, and then consciousness fled. Some claimed that they had felt hot breath on their necks or remembered the smell of medicine, but even the others who were there paid scant heed to those words. It had been the shadows, and not one of those men ever walked without fear in the night again.

      Sen surveyed the pile of unconscious guards with a vague sense of satisfaction. He and Falling Leaf had slipped over the walls of the mayor’s home wrapped in shadows of Sen’s making. Sen had swiftly realized something in the ten minutes that followed. Falling Leaf was positively, terrifyingly invisible when hunting in the dark of night. Sen had known, in an abstract way, that she must be very stealthy in the dark. Yet, he had never really seen her hunt. He’d been too busy, and she’d never invited him to go along. When he had seen her fight, it had always been in the heat of the moment, at times when stealth was of limited value. In the end, though, Sen realized that he’d just never seen her make an effort to be invisible. Looking back, he supposed that he wouldn’t have known if she had.

      As the two of them had made their way around the grounds, Sen had wrapped the guards in shadow and contained their voices with air qi. Falling Leaf had driven them to the ground, and then Sen dosed them with a sedative he’d cooked up. He’d been a little hesitant to make it as potent as it was. Auntie Caihong had warned him that sometimes, for reasons even she didn’t understand, people just wouldn’t wake up after getting a strong sedative. He’d finally concluded that the possibility that one of them might not wake up was by far the better choice than an absolute certainty that he’d have to kill them. The sedative also had the side benefit of making memories a little foggy. It wasn’t a true forgetting potion, but it would leave the guards feeling uncertain about the exact details.

      Sen peered up at the sky and frowned. He’d spent more time than he should have on making the sedative. He estimated they had maybe an hour of true night left. Depending on the servants inside the house, some of them might already be up. After Grandmother Lu’s questions about whether he planned to kill everyone at the mayor’s manor, he’d been trying to figure out the best way to handle things inside. He supposed he could just go room by room and force the sedative down everyone’s throats. It wasn’t subtle, but it would spare them and, more importantly, him from any foolish, heroic actions.

      Master Feng had told Sen that many, maybe even most, cultivators put a low value on mortal lives. While killing lower cultivation stage cultivators was frowned on, killing mortals was all too commonplace. Other cultivators just didn’t care, and the mortal authorities that might object simply didn’t, out of fear that they would follow their subjects into death. Sen personally found the whole idea a bit bizarre. If killing lower-stage cultivators was normally considered improper, it seemed to him that killing the weaker mortals should be less acceptable, taboo even. Master Feng had agreed with Sen’s logic, then promptly told him that he should still expect other cultivators to treat mortals as disposable.

      Sen supposed he had broken custom by killing those cultivators at the shop, but he doubted anyone was going to raise too much of a fuss about it. He hadn’t gone looking for them, after all. They had come looking for him and even broken into someone’s shop to get at him. That was a pretty solid indication of hostile intent in his book. At least, he kept telling himself that. Sen knew, even if he kept shoving that knowledge to the back of his mind, that he’d let the last one at the shop go to ease his own conscience. Knowing that there was a near-perfect certainty that they would have attacked him, even if he’d given them the gold, hadn’t changed the pure fear in that woman. He hadn’t spared her, not really. By letting her go, he’d spared himself from embodying her perception of him as some kind of cultivation killing machine.

      In hindsight, sparing her had probably been a mistake. The mayor had made his intention to see Sen dead perfectly clear. She had worked for him, a man who casually ordered innocent people killed for imagined slights against an honor that none of them seemed to possess. Sen feared that he and Shen Hua would cross paths again one day, and he’d be forced to finish what he’d started in Grandmother Lu’s shop. The thought made him feel tired. Still, Sen had taken what seemed like the best course of action to him, given the circumstances.

      These circumstances were different. He didn’t need to kill all the mortal workers inside. He certainly didn’t want to kill them. They weren’t cultivators sent out on some kind of mission. They were just maids, cooks, and groundkeepers. Sen had seen them when he lived on the streets of Orchard’s Reach. He’d watched them as they bought food or, on occasion, didn’t buy food because they didn’t have the money. In the face of all that was happening around them tonight, they were just… Sen struggled to put their role in the right context. He finally hit on it. They were just bystanders to the actions of those with more money, better position, or the raw power cultivation provided. Mere proximity was not a good reason for them to die.

      When Falling Leaf batted at his leg, Sen realized he’d been frowning up at the sky for at least two or three minutes. He supposed that he’d been trying to buy himself a little time to decide how to handle things inside. He sighed. Force-feeding the sedative, it was. With the decision made, the work went surprisingly fast. Between his superior strength and his ability to dampen sound with qi control, it wasn’t difficult to get people to take the sedative. Most of the workers seemed almost resigned to it. A few of the younger men and women were more obviously afraid. He supposed that waking up alive and otherwise unharmed would be a nice surprise for them. He did find a few workers that were already up and around. Those people took a bit more effort because they were awake and alert. Even with that wasted time, it wasn’t even true dawn by the time he reached the mayor’s bedroom.

      He gave serious thought to just killing the man immediately and then leaving. Of course, his wife was in bed with him. Sen didn’t know anything about her. She might have known everything her husband was up to and approved of it, or she might not know anything. Plus, there was the lingering issue of their son, who was thrashing and choking with Sen’s iron grip around his throat. Sen lingered outside the door, trying to decide what the best thing to do was. If he left the wife and son alive, it would be a problem for him later. That much was obvious. Even if the mayor’s wife wasn’t involved, he sincerely doubted she’d just brush off the death of her husband. The mayor’s son, well, his idiocy had been demonstrated quite thoroughly. Leaving him alive just meant a future filled with direct or indirect attacks. The blistering hatred in the boy’s eyes said as much.

      Sen steeled himself for what had to be done. He drew back a foot and kicked. He meant to just kick open the door to the bedroom. Instead, his kick tore the door right out of the wall and sent it crashing into the room. Sen stared at the wreckage of the door for a second, then shrugged and dragged the kicking and gurgling boy into the room with him. There was a flurry of motion and sound at the bed. The mayor’s fat form fell out of the bed, even as the man’s eyes flicked back and forth, searching for the source of the disturbance. The woman simply began screaming for the guards, the servants, basically for help of any kind. Sen just walked toward the mayor. The fat man struggled to his feet, before leveling a furious, imperious look at Sen.

      “You!” he roared. “How dare you invade my home, you worthless piece of street trash!”

      Sen frowned, perplexed by how the man seemed wholly unaware of how much danger he was actually in. Then, taking his cue from Master Feng, he backhanded the mayor. Sen did make sure that he struck the opposite side from the one Master Feng had hit. Balance was crucial, after all, in cultivation and in life. The mayor landed on the bed, spitting out teeth and blood. Sen had restrained the blow enough that he didn’t actually break the man’s jaw. Probably. The sound of the mayor’s wife still screaming grated on Sen’s nerves. He fixed her with a glare, let the tiniest sliver of killing intent slip free, and said one word.

      “Silence.”

      The woman started shaking and her mouth snapped shut so hard that Sen thought it must have hurt a little. Sen really didn’t have a plan for this moment. He thought he knew what had to be done, but the how of it still eluded him. Instead, he said something that had been on his mind since that first fight in the market.

      “You’re so stupid,” he said, fixing the mayor with a glare of his own. “You didn’t want me here. You didn’t want Grandmother Lu here. You could have gotten everything you wanted. Do you know that? Here’s the worst part. All you had to do was nothing.”

      “What?” the mayor garbled.

      “I never planned to stay. Once I left, Grandmother Lu would likely have moved somewhere else, somewhere she could manage her trade business more easily. You just needed to wait. You could have learned all of that by having someone ask one question. But you couldn’t let it go,” Sen said, in a moment of understanding. “You couldn’t let the sting of your wounded pride rest.”

      “Honor,” mumbled the mayor, irrational hatred written across his face.

      “What honor?” asked Sen.

      Then, knowing he’d said everything he meant to, Sen drew his jian. He drove it into the mayor’s heart and, with a contemptuous little twist, pulled it free. That seemed to send a jolt through the mayor’s wife. She looked at Sen’s face and read the truth in it. Sen was done talking.

      “Wait!” she shrieked. “Please, you don’t need to kill us. It was him. It was all him.”

      A paw came out of the darkness and opened the woman’s throat from ear to ear. Sen had lost track of Falling Leaf in the brief moments of chaos when he’d first entered the room. It seemed that she had her own opinions about the mayor’s wife. He saw her eyes peering out at him from the shadows.

      “Lies,” said Falling Leaf. “Could smell it.”

      Well, Sen thought, I guess that answers that question. The struggling and thrashing in Sen’s left hand had intensified. He looked down to see the mayor’s son all but foaming at the mouth in rage and grief. Sen allowed himself a single moment of pity for the boy, knowing that he’d have been just as enraged if Grandmother Lu had died. Then, the moment ended. Letting out a deep breath that contained all Sen’s regret, he dragged the mayor’s son up so that he was on his feet. The boy went wild, throwing formless, crazed blows that did little but move Sen’s clothes around when they connected at all. Sen let the boy, and he was a boy in temperament if not body, burn off that rage. When something like sanity reentered the boy’s expression, he snarled at Sen.

      “I will kill you for this. If it takes me a thousand years, I will kill you!”

      Sen didn’t answer. He just reached out and, with a fast movement, snapped the boy’s neck.

      “Perhaps,” said Sen to the boy’s blank eyes. “Perhaps you will in the next life.”
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      The walk back to Grandmother Lu’s house was done mostly in silence. Sen had expected that he’d feel different when everything was done, changed somehow by bringing the conflict to a close. Instead, he just felt a vague sense of emptiness and fatigue. It made a certain kind of sense to him, though. The situation had changed, but whatever changes he might have gone through weren’t especially wrapped up in that situation. The conflict had driven some advancement, but almost entirely by clarifying things he didn’t want to become. The violence required to end the conflict had almost felt like a step in the wrong direction, a move toward that agent of chaos he didn’t want to become. Yet, it hadn’t been a conflict of his own choosing. Seeing the pure, spiteful, irrational rage in the mayor’s eyes had been proof enough of that for Sen. Yes, he’d done things he didn’t want to do, but it hadn’t truly been a step off the path he wanted to forge for himself.

      Having Falling Leaf walking with him was also a comfort. He hadn’t realized just how much he would miss the big cat’s presence. As much as he relished her company, though, he was more confident than ever that she had been right. The world of human beings wasn’t a world for her. She could make occasional visits, but she’d attract too much attention if she were always with him. Her instincts would lead her into situations that neither of them could hope to extract her from. He could see her attacking someone who just acted threatening toward him, regardless of how dangerous they actually were. Worse still, she might make the same choice with someone neither of them could handle. Sen was not under any illusion that every conflict that found him could be resolved with a similar kind of brute force. It was only the relative weakness of the cultivators here that let him play this out the way he had. Against more powerful enemies, against a sect, his approach would have utterly failed.

      Master Feng or Uncle Kho might be able to send sects running with only their names or a quick flash of overwhelming power. Neither of those choices was available to Sen. For that matter, if he somehow did develop the kind of reputation that made his name a byword for terror, it would mean that he had failed in countless other ways to become the man he wished to be. Yet, without recourse to those kinds of options, he couldn’t see any way that he could ever safely take Falling Leaf away from the mountain or, barring that, away from the wilds where men so rarely tread of their own free will. As much as he missed her, only pure selfishness would ever let him justify taking her along with him. As with so much else, she had been wiser than he. As they neared Grandmother Lu’s home, Sen paused and looked to the sky once more. The faintest edges of light were visible on the horizon, heralding a new day. Maybe it would mean a fresh start for Orchard’s Reach as well. Someone would have to take over for the mayor. Sen looked down at Falling Leaf, who regarded him with curious eyes.

      “Thank you for watching over Grandmother Lu. For coming with me. Just, thank you.”

      The big cat bumped her head against Sen’s leg in acknowledgment. He smiled and rested a hand on her head.

      “I know you can’t do it all the time. But, if you could look in on her occasionally, while she’s still here, I’d be grateful. Maybe let her catch a glimpse of you from time to time. She’d like that.”

      Falling Leaf let out an exasperated noise, but she nodded. Then, she looked off toward the mountain.

      Sen nodded. “You need to go. I understand. Goodbye for now.”

      The ghost panther gave him another affectionate nudge, then vanished into the darkness. As he watched her go, it wasn’t with the same awful feeling of loss. He knew that he’d miss her, but he also knew now that her remaining on the mountain was what was best for her. The journey he was about to take to the sea was for him. Whatever benefits there were to be had were his. The trip would only bring her danger. Sen looked around the town. As terrible as it all had been, as wasteful and pointless as the deaths were, he had needed it all on some level. He had needed it to see that he had outgrown the town in so many ways.

      The townspeople had nothing to offer him, and he had scant little to offer them in return. They were, save perhaps for a few scattered qi condensation stage cultivators, mortals. As a foundation formation stage cultivator, he would quite literally outlive all of them. Assuming some other cultivator didn’t eventually turn up and cut him down, decades and then centuries would pass beneath his eyes. If he never advanced his cultivation another step, he could well outlive the great-grandchildren of the people resting in their beds in the houses around him. The gap that extended life created was inevitable, inescapable, and all but insurmountable. Some would view him with awe, others with resentment, but they would always see the cultivator first. If they saw Sen at all, it would be as a distant second.

      No, his relationship with this place and the people in it had run its course. Moving forward, it would be little more than a convenient location to stop for a meal on his way to see Uncle Kho and Ma Caihong. For, unless he had truly missed his guess, Grandmother Lu wouldn’t be here much longer either. He had been her reason to stay, and he was leaving. The simple knowledge that there was nothing in Orchard’s Reach for him let him shed a burden he hadn’t even noticed was weighing him down. He didn’t bear the place any particular ill will, he just didn’t care about it. He could be on his way and never think about it again. He was free. He was free of whatever grudges he’d held, and also free of any obligations. He could make his life in whatever way he saw fit and whatever place he saw fit.

      He smiled a little as he imagined what that half-starved, half-feral child he had been would have made of him as he was now. That boy would have hidden, terrified of the unknown, and perhaps rightly so. The unknown had scooped him up and forged him into something else, after all. If that boy had truly understood the pain and sacrifices involved, Sen suspected that he might have gone along anyway. He would have been more cautious, but the lure of a different life, a life like one from the stories he’d heard while eavesdropping in dirty alleys, would have likely proven too much of a temptation. With one last look around, Sen finally let the ghost of that child rest. He wouldn’t forget that child, nor should any sane person forget what made them, but he needn’t be haunted by that child either. Satisfied that he’d understood what he needed to understand, Sen covered the last little distance and went inside Grandmother Lu’s house. He found her waiting for him.

      “It’s done, then?” she asked.

      He nodded. “It’s done. I expect there will probably be some chaos because of it. Guards and servants telling wild tales. That sort of thing. I’ll be long gone by the time anyone shows up to sort things out, though.”

      “Good. It’s never wise to leave unfinished business behind you if you can avoid it. It has a way of tracking you down later and bringing friends. Are you still planning on going east? Tide’s Rest, was it?”

      “Yes. There’s something there for me. Maybe something I need to do, or someone I need to meet. I don’t really know. It’s a little frustrating to be honest, knowing where to go but not why.”

      Grandmother Lu absently hummed while she gathered her thoughts. “I have a caravan headed that way in a few days. If you can wait that long, you could travel with them. Pose as a guard. It’s a good cover.”

      “Or, I could just be a guard for it. That’s an even better cover. I’m a wandering cultivator, Grandmother. As I understand it, we’re always in need of work.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m not paying you to be a distraction to every woman in that caravan.”

      Sen gave the older woman a wounded look and pulled out the satchel. “And to think, I was going to give you all this gold.”

      Grandmother Lu watched with wide eyes as Sen opened the satchel, grabbed a handful of the golden taels, and made them disappear into his storage ring. Then, he gave her a big smile and offered her the satchel.

      “Now you don’t have to pay me,” he said, shaking the bag a little.

      The old woman snorted and grabbed the satchel. “You’re only giving me this so that you’ll have more places to find help.”

      “That’s not the only reason. It’s also so I’ll know that, even if the worst happens, you’ll never wind up in a hovel again.”

      Grandmother Lu went very still for a few moments. “Don’t you know that it’s terrible manners to make an old woman cry?”

      “As you say, Grandmother.”
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      Sen had been right. The death of the mayor and his family created havoc in the local government as people vied to seize at least temporary control. The city guards tried to launch an immediate investigation, only to discover that exactly no one was grieved by the loss of the mayor. Worse, their best suspect, Sen, was a wandering cultivator that they had no hope of bringing in. They couldn’t even make him answer their questions. For his part, Sen had waved off their attempted inquiries by channeling what he imagined a young master might be like.

      “These sound like mortal concerns to me, not cultivator business,” he told the guard captain with equal parts disinterest and disdain. “Do not trouble me with these matters again.”

      While the city guard went off to try to find some other suspect, Sen prepared for his journey east. That mostly involved spending time with Grandmother Lu as she made last-minute arrangements for the caravan. The man in charge of the caravan guards, a muscular body cultivator named Chen Shi that Grandmother Lu had recruited from somewhere else, was initially unimpressed by Sen. Much to Sen’s amusement, Chen Shi demanded that they trade pointers so the older man could assess whatever meager skills the boy had. Sen glanced at Grandmother Lu, mostly for permission, and she gave him a little nod. Chen Shi didn’t notice, but Sen had to repress a smile when he saw the older woman’s lips twitch. Five minutes later, after being repeatedly disarmed or metaphorically killed, the body cultivator grudgingly accepted that Sen might be an asset after all. Grandmother Lu did the man the small courtesy of going inside before she burst into laughter.

      “Do you have some secret dislike of him, Grandmother?” Sen asked with a small smile.

      Grandmother Lu shook her head and said, “No. He’s a good guard. He just needs the occasional reminder that there are others with more strength and more skill than him. It keeps his prices reasonable.”

      “Oh no,” Sen cried in mock horror, “I have been shamelessly used by a ruthless businesswoman in her negotiations!”

      “Indeed,” she said, offering Sen a sage nod. “Let that be a lesson to you, young cultivator. Always negotiate your fee up front.”

      The two burst into more laughter.
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        * * *

      

      Sen ultimately made good on his casual statement that he would stop by to meet Bai’s mother. He’d spent a lot of time daydreaming about those pineapple buns and decided that he couldn’t leave town without at least trying to wrangle the recipe from the woman. He took Grandmother Lu’s advice and arrived with a modest bottle of rice wine as a gift. The girl’s father had seemed mostly perplexed, having been unaware of Sen’s existence up until he showed up at their home. Bai’s mother, on the other hand, took one look at Sen and nodded to herself.

      “Ah,” she said, “now, I understand.”

      Bai herself was left speechless and blushed furiously every time Sen looked at her. Grandmother Lu had finally sat him down and explained what was going on. Sen hadn’t spent much time thinking about his own appearance. Yet, he accepted the older woman’s assessment that he was unusually handsome. She was in a better position to know than he was. He also provisionally accepted that his appearance was going to draw silly reactions from some young women. He was less certain about Grandmother Lu’s declaration that the same thing would apply to some not-so-young women who, in her words, ought to know better.

      Sen had fretted about that conversation for about five minutes before he ultimately concluded that none of it was really a him problem. There wasn’t much he could do about his appearance. There was also very little he could do about how others reacted to it. If other people reacted in ridiculous ways to his appearance, that would be a them problem. So, Sen carried on as he would have before that conversation, just armed with the necessary information to put things in context. He wasn’t sure if Bai’s mother fell into the ought to know better category, but the increasingly stern looks her husband directed at everyone as the evening wore on suggested that maybe she was. Still, his gambit to procure the recipe was a success in the end.
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        * * *

      

      Sen and Grandmother Lu stood outside as the caravan made a few last-minute preparations. She looked him up and down with a piercing gaze, as though she suspected that he’d forgotten to pack something important. Based on how intense her look was, Sen couldn’t help but wonder if she thought he’d left his lungs behind in some dusty corner somewhere. She seemed to find whatever she was looking for and gave him a quick nod.

      “So, have you decided where you’ll go?” Sen asked.

      “No,” admitted Grandmother Lu. “Probably south. I grew up there and it’s been a long time since I’ve been back. I miss the heat. Winters here were always a bit too harsh for me.”

      “Just leave word for me when you settle somewhere. I’m sure I’ll have stories and gifts I’ll want to share with you.”

      Grandmother Lu waved off the sentiment. “Never mind about gifts. I don’t need anything. Just bring yourself and your stories. We’ll eat and laugh, and I’ll even pretend that I don’t know you’re leaving out the dangerous parts.”

      “Would I do such a thing?”

      She gave him a disapproving look. “Yes.”

      Noticing that the caravan people were eyeing him and Grandmother Lu, he offered her a deep bow. “Until we see each other again, Grandmother.”

      She returned the bow and then pulled him in for a brief, fierce hug. “You mind yourself out there.”

      With that, Sen was finally on his way to the ocean.
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        * * *

      

      Sen learned that traveling with a caravan consisted of a lot of boredom, broken up only very occasionally by tension and violence. There were a few spirit beast attacks. Sen assisted as directed by Chen Shi for most of them. Protecting the caravan was the man’s job. It wasn’t for Sen to pretend he knew better. The only time Sen took direct control was when he sensed a spirit beast that felt like it was on a level with his own cultivation. The caravan guards were brave enough and skilled enough for lower-level spirit beasts, but not for whatever was out there. Sen had told the guard captain to keep everyone close and not to follow him for any reason.

      “If I don’t come back from this, you run,” Sen ordered.

      He shot off into the forest that loomed on either side of the road. He found what he was looking for less than two hundred yards from the road. The beast was crouched up in a tree, and Sen couldn’t help but stare at the unfamiliar creature for a moment. It looked a bit like a cat in body shape and had a long puffy tail, but its face was all wrong. It looked more like a bear with its snub snout. Whatever the beast was, it had very strong metal qi. He definitely couldn’t let that thing get too close. He drew his spear from his storage ring and started cycling for lightning. It wasn’t his strongest affinity, but it would work particularly well against the metal qi beast.

      The bear-cat hybrid crouched low on the branch and radiated hostility before launching itself at him. Sen swept the spear upward and pushed enough qi into the spearhead that a slender finger of lightning bridged the gap between spear and beast. The attack didn’t kill the bear-cat, but it did make the beast stiffen in pain. Even so, Sen felt it gathering qi for a counterattack. He leapt away, but he wasn’t fast enough to avoid the strike entirely. Metal qi raked across his left side, shredding cloth and leaving half a dozen shallow cuts down his side and leg.

      Sen had the irrational thought he was glad he wasn’t wearing the robes that Auntie Caihong had given him before the pain of the injuries made him stumble. Still, he’d been too well-trained to leave himself entirely undefended. Moving as if under their own control, his hands sent the spear into a tight, brutal arc that connected with the bear-cat’s head. Having never let the lightning pattern go, the hit did double damage. The spearhead itself deprived the beast of an eye, while the lightning lashed into the socket like it had found a new home.

      The beast let out a terrible noise that lived in a place between yowling and roaring. Still reacting almost entirely on reflex, Sen reversed the strike and bludgeoned the other side of the spirit beast’s head. It flopped almost bonelessly to the forest floor. His fury roused by injury and pain, Sen nearly abandoned his training. His first instinct was to rush the beast and finish the job. Yet, he was physically off-balance, out of center, so he took a step back, looking to firm himself in a mental circle. That was why the bear-cat’s next attack only left bloody cuts across his stomach instead of leaving his organs strewn across the ground. Sen pushed so much qi into the spearhead that it didn’t even look like metal anymore. It looked like he had forged a spearhead of pure lightning. He shoved his killing intent into the spearhead next, focusing it, compressing it until he could fit it all.

      As he brought the spear down, the very air shrieked in protest. The bear-cat’s head spun away. Then, an explosion composed of dirt, stone, lightning, and raw killing intent slammed into Sen’s body, launching him backward and opening new wounds on his legs, chest, and head. He struck the ground, bounced, struck again, rolled, and finally slid to a stop. There were no thoughts in the immediate aftermath, just the visceral knowledge that his everything hurt. For once, he’d lost all of his qi cycling techniques. With a groan, he cycled qi out through his channels and let it seep into his body tissues. The fresh infusion of qi gave him strength, and he felt some of the wounds beginning to slowly but surely close.

      Even so, he’d have to mix himself some medicinal elixirs if he planned on keeping up with the caravan over the next few days. He did make himself go back to look at the spot where his… technique seemed like a strong word to him. He went to where his improvisation had exploded in his face. There was no sign of the bear-cat’s body. It had either been hurled away as he had been or been destroyed outright. Sighing, Sen began limping back to the caravan.
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        * * *

      

      By the time the caravan was approaching Tide’s Rest, Sen had recovered. Everyone in the caravan had stared at him with shocked, horrified eyes as he dragged himself out of the forest. He had probably been quite a sight with his robes torn to shreds, bleeding everywhere, and covered with bits of dirt and leaves. They’d stared at him in amazement as he concocted medicinal brews in nothing but a plain pot, medicinal brews that seemed to work miracles overnight. It wasn’t really miraculous or overnight, but Sen didn’t have the energy or inclination to try to convince them otherwise. He did have to firmly decline the offers of several women in the caravan to help him tend to his wounds. The very obvious disappointment on their faces told Sen that he’d been right to be wary.

      When the city proper finally came into view, Sen took a moment to look it over. It was so different from Orchard’s Reach, with its high stone walls and its pure size. Yet, as he saw people coming in and out of the gates, pulling carts, carrying children, he supposed that it wasn’t really so different from where he’d come from. Regardless of differences, it was where he had to go. That tugging had become a constant pull, urging him on, urging him closer, like a promise of destiny to come. After one last look back to the west, where so much had happened, Sen turned his eyes firmly east, where he expected that so much more awaited him.
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      To the west of Tide’s Reach, in what was normally a quiet little town that no one cared overly much about, a story was spreading. As so many such stories begin, this tale started with a wandering cultivator. In some tellings, this cultivator was a figure of legendary size, driving other men to their knees with the implacable strength of his arms. In other versions, the cultivator was a youth so handsome that he stole the heart of every woman he met. Yet, he was also of such profound virtue that he did not take advantage of even one. Still others claimed that his very eyes were touched by the gods, and the wicked would weep blood when they faced his baleful gaze.

      For reasons no one understood, the mayor, a minor noble rumored to have committed many dark deeds, sent scores of men after the cultivator. The cultivator, kind and virtuous though he was, had honed his martial prowess on some distant field of war. He cut those villains down like a scythe in a field of ripe wheat. Some said that he carried a jian of a make so fine no other blade could hope to stand against it. Others claimed he bore a great spear forged of a thunderstorm’s own might and fury. A bold few claimed that he carried both, wielding stormy death in one hand and cutting vengeance in the other as he struck down the wicked and defended the elderly.

      The story grew and changed, as all such stories will, but a few facts held, complete and unvarnished, in every telling. Corruption had taken root in Orchard’s Reach. Fell deeds were committed in the night, on orders from the wicked mayor. Finally, judgment had sent its emissary, robed in blue, to scour the town clean. And, when his work was done and the guilty punished, the cultivator vanished. Some believed he had been a true divine spirit, tasked with the singular goal of redeeming this one town. Others believed that he was sent elsewhere, like a swift and terrible wind, to bring the rebuke of the heavens down on those who strayed from the righteous path. A very few, possessed perhaps of less imagination than their neighbors, said that he simply moved on, as all wandering cultivators do.

      So, the story spread from caravan driver to city guard, from city guard to winehouse attendant, from winehouse attendant to noble servant, and finally, into the ears of the very cream of society itself. Most scoffed at this tale of divine retribution, saying it was nothing but a wandering cultivator’s vengeance. Yet, a few, the young, the imaginative, the hopeful, seized on this tale of a blue-clad servant of the heavens. And so, a new hero was born, softly, quietly, in the hearts and minds of the people. A cultivator with the mandate of the heavens, who would come when the corrupt had gone too far. A man with no known name or family, only a whispered title. Judgment’s Gale.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        Sen’s adventure continues in Unintended Cultivator Volume 2. Get it here!
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      Looking for more exciting adventures, and need them right this minute? Check out All Knowing Novice (Clanless Cultivator).

      Knowledge is power. Knowledge is safety. Knowledge is Happiness. But only if you can act on it…

      In spite of his best efforts, sixteen-year-old Taryn is an outcast. No one in the city will sully themselves by associating with a Clanless, and without someone to jumpstart his Eco core, he’s unable to fulfill his dream of walking the path of a cultivator. However, his life is turned upside down when he finds a journal belonging to an ancient immortal known only as “the Mourner.”

      The journal was enchanted to pass along the memories and knowledge of the old cultivator to their successor. Taryn is ecstatic, as he suddenly has an abundance of knowledge at his fingertips… Unfortunately, he’s unable to make use of that knowledge without Eco. And the Mourner's spirit has begun showing Taryn visions of a possible future—one where his home is destroyed and the only family he knows dies before his eyes.

      There’s only one way to prevent this future from coming to pass. The journey will either force him to surpass those who once mistreated him or end in his death, and not even the Mourner has the knowledge of which outcome it will be...

      From Kenneth Arant, bestselling author of the Snake’s Life Series, comes a brand-new cultivation adventure perfect for fans of xanxia, demon beasts, and mystic martial arts of all types.
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      If you loved Unintended Cultivator Volume 1 and would like to stay in the loop about the latest book releases, deals, and giveaways, be sure to subscribe to the Shadow Alley Press Mailing List. Sign up now and get a free copy of our bestselling anthology, Viridian Gate Online: Side Quests! Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      Word-of-mouth and book reviews are beyond helpful for the success of any writer, so please consider leaving a rating or a short, honest review HERE—just a couple of lines about your overall reading experience. Thank you in advance!

      You can also connect with us on our Facebook Page where we do even more giveaways: Shadow Alley Press on Facebook
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      ENTER THE SHADOW ALLEY LIBRARY to take a peek at all of our amazing Gamelit, Fantasy, and Science Fiction books! Viridian Gate Online, Rogue Dungeon, Snake’s Life, Dungeon Heart, Path of the Thunderbird, School of Swords and Serpents, the FiveFold Universe, and so many more... Your next favorite book is waiting for you inside!
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      You can find even more books and awesome recommendations by checking out LitRPG Books on Facebook!
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      And, if you love Gamelit and Cultivation and want to find more awesome books, check out the GameLit Society on Facebook! Or if you’re a wuxia diehard, you’ll want to stop by the Western Cultivation Stories Group!
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      Want even more Cultivation? Then be sure to check out Cultivation Novels on Facebook!
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