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SUMMARY


He left to see the world, but the world is a cruel master…

Setting out to be a wandering cultivator, Sen has high ideals. Half-remembered stories of honorable cultivators and the kindness of his teachers shaped his expectations.

The world he finds is something else entirely. Thrust into deadly conflict, Sen finds himself fleeing the death of a sect

cultivator in fear of retribution. As his flight carries him across the kingdom, he finds his ideals challenged by bandits, cultivators, and demon beasts.

In the city of Emperor’s Bay he will face the true crucible of his character and skills, and discover the harsh truth that violence is necessary to survive.


SHADOW ALLEY PRESS MAILING LIST


Want to keep up with the Unintended Cultivator Series? Visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!


CHAPTER ONE

CONTEMPT
[image: ]


Zhu Fen was stunned by pure disbelief. She had done as her senior sister had recommended. She waited by the gates for a wandering cultivator of an appropriate cultivation level and, after weeks of wasted time, finally found one. Only to have the man somehow elude her spiritual sense and disappear into the city. It had only been pure luck that she was close enough to sense him again when he finally unveiled himself. When she found him standing on the beach wearing a serene expression that rivaled some monks she’d seen, Zhu Fen had issued a perfectly appropriate challenge to him. Then, he had, she still couldn’t believe it, said no. He hadn’t just said no but leveled that denial at her with absolute conviction. Her. Zhu Fen. Of the mighty and respected Stormy Ocean Sect. Who did that wandering cultivator think he was to turn down her honorable challenge? He should be honored that someone of her sect would even deign to look at him. He should – in a panic, Zhu Fen realized that the man was walking away while she was busy thinking.

“Stop!” she commanded, only to watch him continue to retreat toward the city.

What should she do? No one ever turned down a challenge. It was unheard of, unthinkable, and it was happening to her right now. She couldn’t go back to the sect like that. She’d never live down the shame of it. The only member of the Stormy Ocean Sect ever to be denied a duel by a wandering cultivator. Oh no, she decided, he will fight. She would make him fight. Clenching her fists, she called out again.

“Stop, or I’ll—” she never got another word out.

The wandering cultivator whirled on her. “You’ll what? Tell lies about me? Leverage the power of your sect to make my life hard? Send others from your sect to hound me until I agree?”

The words themselves meant little to her. Of course, that was what she had meant to do. Except, she knew the appropriate words for it. They weren’t lies, just inducements for wandering cultivators to accept their places as useful, but disposable tools for more honorable sect members. It wasn’t leverage, just the fine art of persuasion. Her sect brothers and sisters wouldn’t hound, simply encourage. Yet, it wasn’t the words he said that pinned her in place. It was the look on his face. She had never, in her entire life, had anyone look at her with such contempt. That contempt for her, her sect, for everything she held dear, burned in him with such purity that it was a wonder to her that his glare didn’t reduce her to cinders where she stood. Before she could muster her defense, he carried on, the contempt for her growing even more vivid.

“And then there’s the matter of your friend who thinks I didn’t notice her. I expect she’s here to make sure that I die of my wounds in the event that your challenge fails. Right? After all, you must ensure that the pretend honor of the rippling mud puddle sect cannot be sullied by a mere wandering cultivator.”

The wandering cultivator pointed to the exact spot where Sun Xue was hiding. Fen watched as her very sheepish-looking friend stepped out from behind a small sand dune. Although, Fen thought, she should be sheepish getting caught out by a mere wandering cultivator like that. When they’d discussed this plan, it was perfectly reasonable. They had to protect the reputation of the sect. It was their duty. It was the honorable thing to do. Of course, she couldn’t expect this farmer or merchant and whatever he really was to understand anything about real honor.

“All of this,” he continued, “despite the fact that I went out of my way to avoid you. Traveled across an entire city and came to a place where I clearly meant to be alone. All so you could have a challenge that didn’t mean anything.”

“How dare you—” she began, only to be cut off again.

“Because, after all, the only thing that really matters is what you want. What you need. Right? Well, just so we’re clear, let me tell you what you just cost me.”

“Cost?” Zhu Fen repeated.

Where all of the man’s other words failed to make so much as a mark on her cold, precise reasoning, that lone word sank home. Cost. A horrible, sick feeling bloomed in Zhu Fen’s stomach. She thought back to the way that he had been standing there, his face so calm, so at peace, and she knew. It would have been obvious if she’d been paying attention. She’d seen it often enough in the sect and even experienced it herself on two memorable occasions. In hindsight, she recognized that sense of calm in moments before…

“I was seconds away from a moment of enlightenment,” he said in a voice devoid of any emotion.

Sun Xue had the good grace to gasp. In the sect, to interrupt such a moment was a taboo of the highest order. One could be banished from the sect for it. One could be executed for it. While Fen didn’t think they would actually execute her for interrupting the enlightenment of a wandering cultivator, there would be punishments if they learned the truth. Dire punishments. Zhu Fen tried to rally. Tried to defend herself.

“I didn’t know,” she said.

Then it was back, that contempt for her, even more potent than before. Except, this time, the wandering cultivator had honed its edge razor fine.

“No. You simply didn’t care.”

Zhu Fen searched for the words, but none came. She looked at Sun Xue, but the other girl was staring resolutely at the ground, her cheeks bright red with shame. When Zhu Fen looked back at the wandering cultivator, she couldn’t meet his gaze for more than a moment. He was right. She hadn’t cared what business he’d been about. She hadn’t cared that he took a great deal of trouble to avoid her. She had only cared about herself. The man only spoke one more time.

“So, understand me when I say this. If either of you draws a weapon, I will end you both.”

Zhu Fen had been on the receiving end of killing intent before. At least, she thought she had. The sect had all their disciples train against it with those of a higher cultivation stage, just to prepare them for the possibility. The sheer weight of the killing intent that landed on her in that moment wasn’t simply vast, it was beyond overwhelming. By itself, that would have been enough. Of course, that wasn’t how it worked. The dread was already coursing through her when the sense of his killing intent blazed through her mind. And it was terrifying. It was a world of shadow, flame, towering edifices of stone, and blades so sharp that they could cleave mind from body or soul from fate.

Zhu Fen wasn’t sure how long that sense of destruction cascaded through her mind before she finally found her sense of self again. When she did, the wandering cultivator was gone. Zhu Fen thought that she had never been so relieved to see someone leave. It was only then that she realized that she was crouched on the ground and her blood had darkened a patch of sand beneath her. She reached up to wipe the blood away from her nose. Looking around, she saw Sun Xue sprawled on the ground. Zhu Fen scrambled over to the other girl. Even as she did, a part of her mind told her that she should be very grateful that the wandering cultivator had chosen not to take her up on her offer to duel. By refusing her challenge, he had spared her from his wrath. She did not think she would have, even could have, done the same in his position. When she got to Sun Xue, the other girl was barely coherent. She looked up at Zhu Fen, confusion on her face, and asked a question that seemed all too obvious in retrospect.

“Was that a hidden master?”

“I don’t know, Xue,” Zhu Fen admitted. “I honestly don’t know what he was.”


CHAPTER TWO

FRUSTRATION AND UNCERTAINTY
[image: ]


Aseething mass of frustration shuddered and thrashed inside Sen’s chest. He had been so close. All he had needed was a few more seconds and then it would have been obvious to any cultivator what was happening. As far as Sen was concerned, that gathering mass of qi should have been indication enough to alert that stupid girl that she shouldn’t interfere.

“Damn her!” he raged.

A pressing desire to go find that girl and trade pointers until she was bloody and unconscious took hold of Sen for a moment. He indulged the fantasy, ever so briefly, then ruthlessly suppressed it. If something like that was going to happen, he would have done it in the moment. Yet, while he could suppress the impulsive desire to act, he couldn’t suppress the anger, not entirely. It just sat there inside of him with nowhere to go, and no convenient targets on which to vent it. If he’d still been on the mountain or even out on the road, he could have gone out and simply found some big rock to destroy. This close to the city, he didn’t expect that the guards would look fondly on him destroying things. Besides, something like that might draw more attention he didn’t want.

As he considered it, if he’d gone out into the wilds, it was possible that some spirit beast in an equally foul mood might have tracked him down. He found that idea less palatable. He’d let the sect girl, both of those sect girls go, precisely because he didn’t want to kill without a clear and pressing need. Monumental frustration, while certainly compelling in its own way, wasn’t actually a reason to kill a person or a spirit beast. So, he simply had to bear it until the anger and frustration died away or a situation where he truly had no choice but to fight presented itself.

Part of Sen knew that the frustration wasn’t just from the initial interruption. After he’d rendered them both all but unconscious, he’d hidden himself a short distance away and waited for them to leave. When he was sure that they were gone for good, he approached the ocean again. He had hoped that he might be able to glean that insight even with the disruption. Yet, whatever combination of factors that made it possible the first time was gone. He feared that the problem was inside of him. He’d been in a very specific frame of mind when he first arrived on that beach. He had been calm, ready to greet whatever information or experience the world had sent him there to learn. After the confrontations with the cursed sect girl, he was leery and hyper-aware. It was not the right mental space for a moment of enlightenment.

As much as he was willing to shoulder that blame, though, he thought that something had changed in the environment. There had been an intangible something in the air, a feeling, a sense of expectation, and that was gone as well. Sen had gone through the oddity of enlightenment often enough that he’d developed at least a few nascent ideas about the process. He’d also spent enough time with Auntie Caihong that he often fell back on plants as a lens through which to understand things. Plants didn’t spring from just anywhere. They needed just the right conditions. They needed the right kind of soil, the right amount of light, and water in just the right quantities and at just the right times. Oh, there was some give and take. Plants could often survive a particularly dry or wet season, but they didn’t thrive.

Sen thought that moments of enlightenment were a bit like that. You could get close, maybe even achieve a semblance of true insight, even if the conditions were only fair. For the true experience, the qi-summoning, worldview-changing experience, however, it had to be perfect. He had had that perfect moment within reach and lost it. Perhaps, if he was very lucky, a similar moment might present itself to him in the future. In the meantime, though, Sen felt a little lost. Everything he’d done recently had been toward getting to that moment of understanding. He’d been relying on it to guide his next steps, to point toward the path that would let him grow in the ways he needed to grow. He hadn’t made a backup plan. It just hadn’t occurred to him that he might reach the ocean and fail.

Sen stood on that beach for a long time, listening to the waves and watching the occasional boat pass by. Are they boats or ships, he wondered. Uncle Kho had said that those were different things. When Sen asked how they were different, Uncle Kho said it mostly seemed to be a matter of size. Bigger boats were usually called ships. The vessels out on the water were far enough away that Sen couldn’t discern their size. His experience with things that floated on the water was limited to having occasionally seen the rowboats that some of the townspeople had used near the river. He’d heard kids talking about something called rafts, but he hadn’t ever seen one. At least, he didn’t think he had seen one. There were still strange gaps in his knowledge of the world. He would sometimes discover that he had seen things before and called them by the wrong name or just hadn’t ever learned a word for them.

As he gazed out over the water, he wondered about the people on those boats. Were they fishing? Were they traveling? Sen considered the idea of finding a boat to take him somewhere else. The continent was vast after all. He could simply leave this place and find somewhere wholly new to explore. The idea had a certain appeal to it. There was a kind of adventure baked into doing something like that. Yet, Sen struggled to see himself going on such an adventure. What resources he had, what support he could potentially muster in an emergency, were all located nearby. While he might one day travel to the distant reaches of the continent and visit that pastry shop that Master Feng had bought on a whim, Sen knew he wasn’t ready for that. He didn’t know enough about how the world worked or what waited for him in distant places.

In the area, at least, he had a working knowledge of the threats out in nature. He might not enjoy it, but he could reasonably survive in the wilds for a long time. What he did know about those kinds of threats elsewhere was theoretical and based on conversations with people who could, quite frankly, shrug off things that would crush Sen with ease. No, without a good working knowledge of those threats as they applied to himself, or a guide he could trust, Sen couldn’t know if he was advanced enough in his cultivation to even survive the experience of traveling elsewhere. Given that Sen’s supply of trust was running especially low, that left him operating in the general area for the time being.

“Where should I go? What should I do?” he asked the expanse of water before him.

The enormity of it all finally settled on Sen. He was out in the world. He was alone. More importantly, this is what his life would be for centuries to come. While cultivation mattered to him, he’d recognized that it wasn’t truly an end in itself. It was a process, a journey, to get someone to somewhere else. More importantly, it was a very long process. Sen needed to find something else, some other goal, or purpose, or even just a list of random tasks to give his day-to-day life some kind of focus. Just as importantly, he needed to decide where he would do those tasks or pursue that purpose. He looked over his shoulder at the walls of Tide’s Rest and actually felt the snarl that twisted his lips. It might not be the fault of the city itself, but Sen’s experience with the local sect had soured him on the place. It seemed almost inevitable that he would bump into other sect members, and he, unfairly or not, didn’t trust any of them to behave like people he wanted to know. Having decided that staying in Tide’s Reach wasn’t an option helped give Sen a feeling of momentum.

“If not here, then where?” he mused.

Pulling out the map that he had so carefully marked and the notebook with all those names in it, Sen focused on finding the next place he would go.


CHAPTER THREE

A SIMPLE MEAL
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It was either late afternoon or early evening, depending on how generous one felt, when Sen finally settled on his next destination. As he considered the position of the sun in the sky, he decided that he simply wasn’t in the mood to spend yet another night camping. Sen didn’t have the natural aversion to camping that some people possessed and took a little quiet comfort in being away from the ever-present smell of garbage that came with town life. Yet, even in the caravan that he’d traveled to the city with, some of the people seemed to detest being outdoors once night fell. He’d found himself wondering why they’d chosen a life that required it of them so much of the time and almost asked a few of them. Then, he reconsidered.

They may have simply been born into it and found themselves trapped in a life they largely disliked but couldn’t escape. After that, Sen made a point not to forget that, despite the many pitfalls of the cultivation lifestyle, it also came with the benefit of substantially more choices. He could take a job as a farmhand or a caravan guard if he so chose. He could also seek a position as a scribe or even train to be a scholar, and no one would question it because he was a cultivator. Cultivators pursued strange interests for even stranger reasons, or so the non-cultivators seemed to think. It was in that very gap between the reality of cultivation and the perception of it that Sen intended to live, at least for a while.

Before any of that, Sen intended to find a place to get a meal and a decent night of uninterrupted sleep. Even as he walked toward the city, though, he couldn’t help but glance back at the ocean with regret. He tried to convince himself that he could always return the next day and see if the heavens favored him. Before the thought had fully formed, instinct told him that whatever opportunity had been here would not return. He wondered about what he might have learned and where it might have taken him, but quickly cut off that line of thought. It wouldn’t do to dwell on it. He couldn’t expect every opportunity or possibility to yield results for him. All he could do was make the best use he could of the ones that did work out.

Passing through the gate, he found the same guard on the inside. The man looked tired, but he mustered the energy to smile at Sen. Sen smiled back and, after a moment of thought, walked over to the guard.

“It seems as though the ocean cast a bit of spell on you. Most folks don’t spend quite that long looking at it,” said the guard.

“Yes, I guess it did capture my attention there for a while. I was wondering if I could ask you something.”

“What’s that?” asked the guard, perking up with curiosity.

“I’m looking for a place to stay for the night. I’d prefer a place that’s quiet, but mostly what I want is to avoid trouble. If I can get a decent meal there, as well, that’d be great.”

The guard idly scratched his chin while he thought it over. “Well, there’s The Crow’s Nest. It’s not too far from here. Popular with the sailors. It’s not too quiet, but the worst trouble you usually see there is a couple of drunken idiots blowing off steam with a fight outside. Food isn’t bad. There’s also the Sunset Inn. It’s more expensive, but the food there is good and the owner doesn’t tolerate no foolishness.”

“That sounds like the place for me. Where I can find it?”

The guard provided Sen with surprisingly detailed instructions to find the place. It made Sen suspicious that the man was getting some kind of a fee for steering people that way. Still, he decided to take his chances and go there. When he arrived at the Sunset Inn, Sen started feeling a bit more charitable toward the guard even if he was getting a cut. The place was clean and looked to have been built to withstand some truly terrible weather. It was made almost entirely of stone, with only the occasional wood highlight here and there. Even the roof was covered in clay tiles. Those had been exceptionally rare back in Orchard’s Reach, but even in the bigger and presumably richer Tide’s Rest, thatch was still more common than tile. Inside, there was a steady murmur of noise from the ground floor, where people sat around small tables eating meals or occasionally nursing a glass of something. The sense that Sen got from the place was that it existed in a bubble of strenuously enforced calm.

The curt woman who checked him in relayed the rules of the inn in a no-nonsense or else tone. He was told that they would not tolerate fighting, shouting, or, if Sen planned on personal company in his room, loud nighttime activities. Sen shook his head and told the woman that all he planned on was a meal, a bath, and a full night of sleep. She gave him an approving nod at that, as though she thought he uttered truly profound wisdom. She showed him to his room, gave him a key, and told him that he could get a meal downstairs as part of the not-insubstantial fee he’d paid for the night. He thanked the woman and headed downstairs.

It took him a little while to understand how ordering was done in the place. He was used to cooking his own food or at least assisting with the preparation and serving. Here, it seemed he was expected to sit, and someone would come to him. He found an empty table away from the other guests and waited. A bare minute or so later, a pretty young woman came over to his table. He listened as she started to tell him what food was available, but her words just sort of trailed off in the middle of telling him about some kind of pork dish. He looked at her, only to find her staring at him, her mouth slightly open, and her cheeks turning pink. He suppressed a sigh. At least she wasn’t turning bright red. He gave her a smile and immediately regretted it as the pink turned into that tomato color he’d hoped to avoid. He mentally ran through the list of food she’d managed to mention before going mute.

“Chicken and broccoli, please. Rice wine, as well,” said Sen.

She continued to stare at him for an overly long moment before years of experience seemed to trigger her into motion. Her head jerked a little, then she offered him a smile so big it looked painful to Sen. Then, she was gone. He hoped that they’d send a boy out with his food. Sen didn’t mind that women found him attractive. He actually rather enjoyed it, although he didn’t plan on doing anything about it with anyone anytime soon. There were plenty of pitfalls to being careless in those ways that he knew he was ill-prepared to face.

He would make a terrible father, with no skills to pass on save for the sword and cultivation. He suspected he’d be an even worse husband. What woman would want to compete with the promise of immortality for a man’s attention? He supposed those women existed, in the way that he supposed dragons existed. Of course, the thing he truly minded was the idea of that girl bringing his food back, and then just standing there with it in her hands while she stared at him. She could stand and stare if she really wanted to, but he wanted his food. Fortunately, she seemed to have mastered herself by the time she got back. She deposited his food and wine on the table and only stared for a few seconds before hurrying away.

Sen settled in to enjoy his food and sip his wine. He found the food passable, but he knew that wasn’t really fair. He’d simply been spoiled by years of truly magnificent food made by Auntie Caihong. He’d caught himself daydreaming about her food more than once since he’d left the mountain. He sighed, resigning himself to the dread fate of not eating her food for several years. He was about halfway through his meal when a man sat down across from him. Sen thought the man looked to be about his age, but he was finding that to be the case with almost every cultivator that reached foundation formation or higher. The man gave Sen a bright smile, which Sen very pointedly did not return. Instead, Sen stared at the man while sipping the wine. The wine he made no offer to share with the unwanted guest at his table.

“My name is Cai Yuze,” said the man.

Sen did not introduce himself. He said nothing, looked at the man, and then looked over at the door. The man’s smile turned a little brittle, but he ignored Sen’s silent invitation to go away. Sen felt his expression go harder, and the other man winced, but he did not leave.

“I can see you’re not much of a talker.”

Sen lost what little patience he had left. “Leave.”

“Don’t be hasty, friend.”

“I’m not interested.”

“You haven’t even heard what I’m here about. As I said, my name is Cai Yuze of the Stormy Ocean Sect.”

For a moment, rage welled inside of Sen, and then, just as quickly, it receded into an icy, deadly calm. The man seemed to realize he’d made a terrible mistake when Sen stood. Sen never broke eye contact while his hand dropped his jian. All Sen had wanted was a simple meal. That was all. Yet, it seemed that this sect could not leave well enough alone. He had tried to walk the better road before, sparing not one but two of their murderous disciples. If mercy wasn’t sufficient incentive to leave him be, perhaps death was the only language they understood.

“Just wait,” said the man. “I only want to talk.”

“Everyone from your sect is the same. All that matters is what you want.”

Sen heard Cai Yuze mutter under his breath. “Damn that girl.”

“Don’t blame her. She only did what you taught her,” Sen said, baring an inch of the jian’s steel blade. “Now, for the last time, leave.”


CHAPTER FOUR

HEAVENS’ REBUKE
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While the man didn’t speak or leave, just sat there looking annoyed and put upon, Sen hovered on the very cusp of violence. He ached to just draw his jian and put an end to one of his frustrations in the fastest, deadliest way possible. Then, his eyes flicked around the room. He saw the genuine fear on the faces of the other customers. He saw the disapproving gaze of the owner fixed on him and his guest. Then, he saw how it would play out. A fight between him and Cai Yuze wouldn’t necessarily bring the building down, but it would do tremendous damage. Sen also couldn’t guarantee that all of the other customers would walk away unhurt. In fact, he found it far too probable that some of them would get injured by flying pieces of debris that were dislodged and hurled by stray qi techniques. Worse still, Sen didn’t believe for a moment that Cai Yuze cared about that at all. Taking a stranglehold on his anger, Sen let his jian drop back into its scabbard.

“I’m glad you’re finally seeing—” started Cai Yuze, only to shout at Sen’s back. “Hey, where are you going?”

Looking over his shoulder, Sen said, “Away.”

“We aren’t done talking,” said Cai Yuze, no longer even pretending to be friendly.

“I was done talking before you even sat down,” retorted Sen.

Sen strode up to the owner and held out the key to his room. “I apologize. It seems that I likely will have to fight. I’ll take it elsewhere.”

With a surprised and deeply grateful look, the inn’s owner took the key from his hand. “I’ll refund your money.”

Sen waved it off. “Just remember me if I ever come back.”

“I will,” said the stern woman before she whispered, “Take care, young master. That sect isn’t known for its patience.”

Giving the woman a wan smile, he simply turned and walked out the door. Taking a moment to orient himself, he turned toward the gate where he’d entered the city. He could follow the road south from there. He was not surprised when he heard the door of the inn burst open behind him. Cai Yuze stormed out into the street with his qi flaring. Sen made note of the fact that the man preferred wind qi. That would make things trickier. Still, tricky wasn’t impossible.

“You insignificant little worm!” shouted Cai Yuze. “How dare you ignore your betters?”

Sen didn’t even break his stride when he answered. “My betters? Better at what?”

Sen went with his strong hand. He cycled shadow qi and cast the already murky street into absolute darkness. Then, he started a second pattern, a wind pattern. There had been a time when running two cycling techniques simultaneously had strained the absolute limits of his concentration, his body, and his qi channels. Now, it was becoming as simple as walking and talking. He sent the wind on a wild chaotic course through the street. He didn’t want it to do anything special. He didn’t need it to. Its only purpose was to prevent Cai Yuze from using his wind affinity to physically locate Sen after he hid. That did strain Sen’s concentration a bit. Working with qi techniques while using that seemingly unique talent felt like straining a muscle in two different directions. Sen could do it for a while, but there was a definite limit.

Sen wasn’t surprised when he felt a little hole open up in the middle of the shadow technique. Cai Yuze was a foundation formation stage cultivator, after all. While he didn’t have the natural affinities to dispel Sen’s shadow techniques, he could exert some control over the environment immediately around him. The fool probably thought it gave him an advantage. All it really did was tell Sen exactly where the man was. It told him even more effectively than the near omniscience that the shadow technique provided of the physical world, at least within the limits of the technique’s range.

“What is this?” demanded Cai Yuze. “Where are you? Who’s with you?”

Sen let out a malicious little laugh and let his wind technique carry it to the sect cultivator from every direction. Of course, the man thought Sen must have someone with him. Cai Yuze had likely never met anyone who took the time to learn how to use multiple types of qi at the same time. If Sen were inclined to betting, he would have bet that the Stormy Ocean Sect member was about to…and there it was. Sen felt the man’s spiritual sense wash through the area and pass over him without so much as a moment of hesitation.

“My betters,” he whispered. “You lost track of me in less than five seconds. Yet, you imagine yourself my better.”

“This is impossible!” raged Cai Yuze. “Who are you? I demand you tell me who you are.”

Sen let the wind carry another mocking laugh over the entire area. “You demand? And who are you to demand things from your betters?”

On the one hand, Sen thought that being this showy and, he admitted it himself, over the top was probably a waste of perfectly good qi. There was a fair chance that he could have simply taken the other man in a regular duel. Although, that approach always carried a certain amount of risk. Master Feng and Uncle Kho had warned him that you never knew when you might run across a sword genius or spear genius. They weren’t common, but they were around. Sen was very sure that he wasn’t one of them. He’d made up for that lack of genius with extensive, borderline ruthless amounts of practice to bring his skills up to levels that Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong found acceptable.

On the other hand, Sen found the increasingly frantic scanning of the other man’s spiritual sense, the panic it showed, to be immensely satisfying. That sect had been nothing but trouble for him all day. It felt good to be able to vent his frustrations on one of its members, especially since the man had been all geared up to feign friendship in a bid to get what he wanted. Sen didn’t really believe that every member of every sect would behave in the ways the people from this sect had. Some sects undoubtedly had elders with more honor or simply adhered to different principles. Beyond that, he had to imagine that there were exceptions in every sect. People who simply held themselves to a higher standard because they found it to be the right thing for them. Still, Sen found himself feeling a lot more sympathetic to Uncle Kho’s kill them all and let reincarnation sort them out approach.

He also understood the risks of enjoying things like Cai Yuze’s panic and fear too much. It was an all too short step from enjoying the well-earned suffering of those who had actively wronged you to simply enjoying the suffering of others. With Cai Yuze, he was willing to indulge in that enjoyment just a little. When the sect cultivator began simply hurling wind blades in random directions, though, Sen knew that he had to bring the whole thing to a close. He could hear windows shattering and stone breaking under the strength of those qi attacks. He just hoped that no poor mortal had been struck by the flying glass or stone. Sen drew his jian and truly focused all of his attention. He started a third qi cycling pattern and immediately felt a headache start building. He doubted there would be a headache if he weren’t also hiding, but he was and accepted the headache as the price for his current strategy.

He let the lightning qi cycling pattern build up slowly while he contemplated his next move. He’d had some time to think about that fight he’d had with that strange bear-cat spirit beast. He’d specifically spent his time thinking about the final technique he’d done to end the fight. It had very nearly been a disaster at the time, but he understood better what had gone wrong and what had worked. The problem hadn’t been the idea, merely the execution. He’d crammed way too much power and killing intent into the technique. It had been too much for him to constrain. Sen thought that about half the amount of each would let him direct it, rather than have it simply detonate on contact.

So, he let the lightning qi build up in strength until it was where he wanted it and let it seep into the jian blade. While he couldn’t see in the blanket of shadow, he could feel it, could hear that subtle crackling around the blade. Then, he slowly started fusing his killing intent into the technique. Sen assumed that he’d need about half of his killing intent, enough to balance the lightning. Yet, it took far, far less than that before he felt the technique lock together into something he could control and direct. Up until that moment, he’d largely shared Master Feng’s belief that giving everything a name was absurd. Yet, this felt different, special somehow. Sen had no intention of yelling the name at every opponent he met as though he was a toddler who needed a reminder of what he was doing. But it was something he could call the technique in his own head. Heavens’ Rebuke.

He pointed the jian at the spot where Cai Yuze’s personal bubble of control sat. Then, Sen let the shadow technique drop. Cai Yuze was facing in the opposite direction, his head whipping back and forth to try to find Sen. When Sen used lightning, it usually had a blue-white color or, occasionally, a yellowish cast. The lightning arcing around his blade this time was pitch black. Sen couldn’t be entirely sure, but he thought it gave off a kind of purple tinge around the edges. Cai Yuze finally spun to face Sen. The man’s eyes locked on Sen’s jian, on the technique that crackled around it, and he started to say or scream something. Sen never did learn what. He launched the attack. A beam of darkness shot from the end of Sen’s jian toward the other man. Cai Yuze raised his own jian as though to deflect the strike. He summoned wind to try to shield himself.

It didn’t matter. The beam punctured the wind shield like a hot needle passing through a soap bubble. The beam connected with the man’s jian. It exploded into thousands of sparkling metal fragments that reflected the purple glow that Sen had not been sure existed anywhere but in his own mind. Then, the beam sank into Cai Yuze’s chest, and it did what lightning always does. It forked through the man’s entire body, looking for a way to find the ground. Sen wasn’t entirely certain what happened in the next instant or two. Cai Yuze did die. That much was obvious. Yet, there wasn’t really a body left afterward, either. It was as if he’d exploded, and all the bits of the man burned away before they could land. Sen let himself stand there for a moment, stunned by the result of Heavens’ Rebuke. Then, because the work was done, he released the wind and lightning qi cycling patterns, sheathed his jian, and walked away. He did not, however, stop hiding as he headed for the city gate. It was time to leave, and Sen didn’t plan on any more distractions.


CHAPTER FIVE
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It took a little convincing at the gate for the guards to let him out. In the end, Sen made up a story about his sick grandmother, silently praying that Grandmother Lu never caught wind of the tale, and pressed a piece of silver into each man’s hand. Sen wasn’t sure if it was the story, the bribe, or some combination of the two, but the guards relented and opened a small door enough for Sen to slip out. Once he was actually outside of the wall, he paused before he turned north and started walking. As much trouble as the splashy mud puddle sect had been so far, he suspected that they wouldn’t simply ignore the death of one of their foundation formation stage cultivators. Sen had gotten the very clear impression that sects saw the rules of the Jianghu as something that only applied when it benefited them.

He did hope that the nature of the man’s death would make it look like a disappearance, at least for a little while. Sen could cover a lot of ground in a few hours. He could cover a ridiculous amount of ground in a day. Still, he expected that they would send someone to look for the man, and then send four or five people for him to take honorable vengeance. That silver he’d handed over to the guards might be enough to get them to look the other way while he left, but Sen didn’t expect it would buy their silence if sect cultivators came asking hard questions about him. No reason to make it easy for them to find him. If he could confuse the issue a little more by laying down a false trail, that would be all the better. Leaving at night made it easier. He didn’t need to travel for more than a mile before the curve of the road and the surrounding forests obscured him from any normal observation.

He went another mile before he decided it was time to get creative. While he had never gone hunting with Falling Leaf, she had imparted a fair amount of working knowledge to him over the years about how tracking worked. She’d frequently drawn his attention to visual clues and even smells. It wasn’t enough to make him into a hunter, but it was enough to help him see how hunters operated. First, he channeled wind qi and let it slowly whirl around him, picking up his scent. Then, he sent that wind qi down the road for as far as he could control it, before having it veer off the road on the opposite side of where he planned to go. He made sure that it compressed some grass and broke some twigs. Sure signs that he’d left the road there. Using a bit more wind qi, he compressed the air around his body enough to keep his scent contained. He cycled up his shadow qi for a few moments and sent his shadows into the wooded area to judge the best place. After he got a running start, Sen and launched himself off the road into the forest.

It was only in those kinds of moments that Sen truly appreciated the advantages that body cultivation had provided him. He cut through the air, passing cleanly between trees and over bushes before landing nearly thirty feet away from the road. Granted, it wasn’t a perfect solution. If anyone spent enough time, energy, and resources, they would eventually figure out that he’d come this way. He was just betting that he’d be far enough away by then that he could vanish into the population of another town or city. Just one more wandering cultivator passing through. Or, he thought, I could pass myself off as a mortal instead. Nonstop hiding would be taxing, probably impossible. Still, if he could keep it up for a day or two in the next place he stopped, that would help muddy the waters even more.

Sen pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind and focused on what was before him. He planned to move through the forest for the next several hours, running parallel to the southern road. He checked his dantian and sighed. Using all of those techniques earlier had been effective, but it had also put a serious dent in his qi reserves. The qi gathering method that was always on in the background was doing its part to refill those reserves, but it was slower than Sen would like. He had never appreciated Uncle Kho’s formations properly until he left the mountain. There had always been abundant qi at that house up on the mountain. Even away from the house, the mountain was still rich in qi. In these tamer locations, the qi was thinner and less potent. When he could find the time and a safe location, Sen resolved to set up his own temporary qi gathering formation.

“Sure, safe,” he grumbled to himself. “Maybe just when I’m not in immediate danger.”

Still, while his reserves were lower than he’d like, he wasn’t out of qi by any means. He cycled a little bit of shadow qi to let him get a clear sense of what was in front of him for the next twenty or thirty feet, activated his qinggong technique, and started running. Much as he had when running all of those laps around Uncle Kho’s home, Sen fell into an almost meditative state. He reflexively adjusted course to avoid large obstacles and often went straight over small obstacles. He sensed spirit beasts a few times, but they seemed content to let him pass by unchallenged. When he knew that he’d left the city far, far behind, he edged his way over to the road proper. Checking that there was no one on the road, he stepped out to get a look at the sky. The canopy in the forest had largely obscured it, making it difficult for Sen to track the time. He grimaced at what he saw. He only had an hour or two before dawn.

While Sen’s body was keeping up with the demands just fine, constantly using qi techniques for that long wore the mind down. He needed sleep. He checked his dantian again. He needed more qi. Muttering under his breath about the angry swamp sect, Sen trudged back into the forest, well beyond the sight of anyone looking from the road. He almost mechanically put up his tent. Then, he rallied enough to concentrate on setting up a two-layer formation. The inner formation was a qi gathering formation. It wasn’t too powerful, but it ought to cut down on his recovery time a bit. The outer formation was an obscuring formation. Even someone using their spiritual sense would just see this little patch of ground as more forest unless they were dramatically more powerful and skilled than Sen. It would also encourage any spirit beasts to ignore this spot in the forest. It wasn’t perfect protection, but it was the best he could reasonably do with the resources he had to hand.

Sen took a few minutes to eat some of the rations he kept in his storage ring. He felt a surge of renewed anger at Cai Yuze, while also fully aware of the futility of that anger. Still, he hadn’t even gotten to finish his chicken and broccoli. It hadn’t been Auntie Caihong good, but it had been a lot better than the simple meals he’d eaten most nights while traveling with the caravan. He might not feel the need to eat quite so acutely or as often as he once had, but he was a long way from Master Feng’s ability to completely disregard food for long stretches of time. He also wasn’t beyond the basic pleasures that sitting and eating provided. There was something intrinsically, Sen considered the right word, human about it. While all living things ate, only human beings took the time to prepare their food in such complicated ways. At least, Sen wasn’t aware of anything else that did so. It transformed eating from a function that one had to do for survival, into an experience that one could enjoy in solitude or with others. Sighing in regret as he finished his rations, Sen settled down on his blankets. Satisfied that he’d done what he could to make himself safe, he let himself drift off into sleep.
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Despite his intention to simply sleep until he woke up, it was barely midmorning when angry shouting brought him to full consciousness. For a moment, he thought that someone had discovered his location. Then, he realized that the shouting was coming from the direction of the road. It wasn’t even really that close. He’d just unwittingly slipped back into the state of heightened awareness he’d all but lived in during those terrible days he spent forming his killing intent on the mountain. He rolled over and pulled a bit of blanket over his face. There was a chance he could still get a couple more hours of sleep. Frequently, it was simple heat that woke him when sleeping in a tent. Yet, while it was likely getting warm out on the road, he could tell that it was still fairly cool beneath the shadow of the forest canopy. He heard more shouting from the road and resisted the urge to go investigate.

“It’s not your business,” he muttered to himself. “Let those people sort out their own problems.”

That was when he started to imagine bandits killing off innocent caravan drivers and guards or kidnapping people. He countered his imagined scenarios by saying that people hired guards exactly because of the possibility of bandits. No one was paying him to intervene. Then, he imagined Grandmother Lu traveling down this exact road. While he knew she could take care of herself, it would only take one bandit with a crossbow getting lucky to kill her. Sen snarled at his own imagination for playing dirty. Grumbling to himself, he pushed the blankets off and slipped out of the tent. He felt a bit more moisture in the air than he expected and sighed. It was probably going to rain later that day. The rain itself wasn’t a problem. Sen was pretty certain that no amount of rain could actually make him sick anymore. He just didn’t enjoy getting soaked while walking.

Sen made sure that he hid before exiting the relative safety of his obscuring formation. His woodcraft was good enough that it wasn’t a real challenge to get close to the road without being seen. He half-expected to see bandits or some other kind of life-or-death situation, what he found was far more mundane. While he wouldn’t classify the small collection of wagons as a caravan, they were clearly carrying goods from somewhere to somewhere else. One of the wagons had a damaged wheel. Two men were standing by it, arguing with each other about what to do next. The younger of the pair was arguing that they should all stay until they had a chance to repair the wheel. The older man, a tall, gaunt figure who gave off an air of authority, was shaking his head.

“We can’t be late again, Bigan,” said the older man. “If we show up with most of the goods, they’ll likely accept the story that we had to leave a wagon behind to do repairs. If we all show up late, we could lose this contract. We can’t afford that.”

“If you leave me here, Uncle, you know I’ll get attacked on the road.”

“Then maybe you should have gotten that wheel fixed the way I told you to,” snapped the older man.

“I was just trying to save money,” said Bigan, his face going red.

“No, you were trying to keep the difference so you can marry that girl sooner. How well is that working out now? Maybe next time, if you survive, you’ll do as you’re told.”

The older man stormed away while the younger man spluttered ineffectual protests. Sen watched with a kind of stunned curiosity. He wondered if the others would really abandon the young man to his fate. They did. With barely a glance at the young man, the older man ordered the rest of the wagons to go around. Bigan stared forlornly after the other wagons as they slowly rolled away down the road. Sen considered what he had just witnessed. He did feel a little sympathy for the young man, but it also sounded like this was a disaster of his own making. It most certainly wasn’t Sen’s problem. Shrugging to himself, Sen returned to his tent and managed to drop off for a few more hours of sleep.
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Feeling much better after that extra sleep, Sen packed up his tent and took down his formations. He checked his dantian and was much happier with the amount of qi he found there. It wasn’t full by any stretch of the imagination, but Sen had enough that he could likely fight his way out of a bad situation if he had to. Still, he was starting to question the wisdom of increasing his dantian’s size the way he had. With the thinner qi in the area, he’d need to set up a formation nearly every night if he ever wanted to compress more liquid qi again. He hoped that the thin qi was just something natural to this area and not how things were across the continent. While advancing his cultivation level wasn’t at the top of his list of things to do, it was on the list. He didn’t want to stay a foundation formation stage cultivator forever. Maybe this was why people go into closed-door cultivation, he thought.

With that thought rolling around in his head, he made his way back out of the trees toward the road. He paused when he got close to it. Initially, he only meant to check and make sure that no one was coming in either direction, but he saw that the wagon with the damaged wheel was exactly where it had been several hours before. The young man, Bigan, was just sitting on the road and staring at the wheel, as though he could will it back into working order if he tried hard enough. Sen honestly didn’t know what to make of the absurd sight. He had imagined that the young man would have made some effort to repair the wheel, or at least move the wagon. The ox that was still hitched to the wagon was giving the grass by the side of the road a longing look. Sen frowned. It really wasn’t his problem. Still, he didn’t suppose it was right to leave the ox to suffer. While the young man may have brought this down on his own head, the ox didn’t have any say in the matter. Letting out an exasperated breath, Sen stepped out of the forest and walked up next to the young man.

“You should at least let that ox eat something,” said Sen.

“Yahhhhhh,” cried Bigan, falling over and scrambling away on all fours. “Where in all the hells did you come from? Are you a devil?”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at the young man. This guy actually convinced some girl to marry him, thought Sen. As unlikely as it seemed, the uncle had acted quite certain about it. When the young man just kept staring at him with half-terrified eyes, Sen walked over to the ox. The beast noticed him, and Sen watched as the sad look was replaced with a more hopeful one. He didn’t know a lot about oxen, but he’d paid attention while he’d been with the caravan. He had the harness untied and nearly off the beast before the kid found his voice.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

Sen gave Bigan a look, finished removing the harness, and then slowly led the ox over to the side of the road. He used a bit of rope to tie the ox to a nearby tree. The ox made a noise that Sen interpreted as happy before the beast lowered its head and began chewing on the long grass there.

“That ox isn’t yours,” said Bigan, pointing an accusing finger at Sen.

Sen frowned at the kid. “You’re not very bright, are you?”

Anger flashed across the kid’s face. “I’m smart enough not to let you steal my ox.”

“Steal,” repeated Sen.

He swung his gaze from the kid over to the ox that was tied to a tree, then back at the kid. When the kid just kept giving him an angry glare, Sen repeated the motion, more slowly and deliberately. Bigan finally seemed to realize what an absurd comment it had been. If Sen had been stealing the animal, he probably wouldn’t have tied it up to graze. An embarrassed expression crossed the kid’s face as Sen wandered over and took a closer look at the wheel. He could see where two of the spokes had broken, but replacing those probably should have been something the kid could accomplish.

Then, Sen saw the real problem. Part of the outer wheel had been damaged, which bent the iron tread inward. Without some basic woodworking and blacksmithing tools or, Sen sighed, cultivator strength, repairing the wheel would be all but impossible. Sen again gave serious consideration to just walking away. He’d only intended to get the ox something to eat. He’d accomplished that goal. He had not signed on to help this kid fix his mistakes. Considering what he’d seen so far, though, he expected that leaving the kid to his own devices was tantamount to a death sentence.

“Do you at least have some tools?” Sen asked, almost against his will.

“A few,” the kid admitted. “I have a small hammer and an axe.”

It wasn’t much, but it was something.

“Camping gear?” Sen asked.

If the kid had camping gear, at least there was a chance he’d survive. Bigan shook his head.

“It’s all with Uncle Chao.”

Sen considered the wheel again. He wasn’t much of a craftsman, but it wasn’t much of a wheel. If he actually tried, he suspected he could get the kid moving again in an hour or two. If Bigan was right, though, there would be bandits on the road ahead. Would helping him get the wagon moving be a genuine kindness if it just meant sending the kid straight into danger? The more Sen thought about it, the more work it sounded like a good deed would become. He’d end up having to escort the kid at least far enough that he could get a proper repair done on the wheel. Even then, unless they made very good time, it seemed unlikely that they would catch up with the other wagons. With an internal groan, Sen made his decision.

“Well, get your axe and hammer. This wheel won’t fix itself.”
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Fixing the wheel turned into a much longer production than Sen had originally intended for it to be. Initially, he’d been set on just doing the work himself. After all, the faster it got done, the faster that Sen could just hand this kid back off to his Uncle. The image of Bigan just sitting in the road, staring at the wheel with that helpless expression on his face nagged at Sen. Sure, he could just fix the wheel himself, but that would only help the kid learn to wait for other people to solve his problems. Or, Sen could limit himself to merely helping the kid fix the wheel. There were parts of the process that Bigan legitimately couldn’t do on his own. While they could use green wood to fix the wheel, Sen knew enough to know that was a bad fix for the problem. Sen could use his qi techniques to dry the wood. Sen could, however, make Bigan cut down the tree they would use. The kid could cut the pieces of wood they would need or at least the rough shapes.

Making the kid do that work would force him to consider what actions he could have taken before Sen showed up. It would show him that he could be proactive in bad situations. It just meant investing a lot more time than Sen wanted to invest. Especially if people are out looking for me, Sen thought. Of course, they probably wouldn’t expect to find him helping someone to fix a wagon wheel. They would likely consider that kind of work beneath a cultivator’s dignity. Still debating with himself internally, Sen led Bigan a little way into the woods and pointed to a tree.

“That one,” he said.

Bigan blinked at him a few times. “What about that one?”

Sen took a deep breath. “Cut it down.”

Bigan looked at the tree and then down at the axe in his hands. Then, he looked at Sen with a hopeful expression. That hope died a swift and terrible death when the kid saw the look on Sen’s face. Mumbling under his breath, the kid went over and started hacking at the tree. It was pretty clear that Bigan had never cut down a tree before. Either that, or he very much wanted Sen to think he had no experience with cutting down trees. Given how often the kid snuck looks at him, the latter seemed more likely. In fact, Sen had the sneaking suspicion that Bigan wasn’t actually stupid, so much as he was lazy and had been permitted to be lazy too many times.

After five full minutes of doing the job badly, Bigan seemed to realize that Sen wasn’t just going to take over the work. His swings took on a steady rhythm and a wedge shape of missing wood appeared in the tree. Sen waited until Bigan had cut that wedge shape around two-thirds of the way through the tree, then called for him to stop. The kid stepped back, wiping sweat from his face on a sleeve and then giving the wet patch a disgusted look. Sen took a little amusement from that. He walked over, examined the wedge, and then casually gave the tree a little push. It snapped off at the spot where the kid had cut the wedge and crashed to the forest floor. Bigan’s eyes went very wide and he dropped to his knees, pressing his head to the ground.

“Honored cultivator, forgive this Chu Bigan!”

“For being lazy or for trying to trick me?” Sen asked.

Bigan stammered and tried to come up with an answer that wouldn’t damn him in the cultivator’s eyes. Realizing the trap that Sen had set with his question, the kid pressed his head even harder into the ground.

“Both,” he whispered.

“We’ll see,” said Sen, content to let the kid languish in that fear for a while.

Sen thought that it might teach the kid a lesson, although he wasn’t holding out much hope of that. Maybe if Sen had a couple of months, or years, to work with the kid, it might help. He expected that Bigan would revert to laziness the very second he left Sen’s sight. Oh well, thought Sen, it’s not my job to fix every wrong in the world.

“Get off the ground,” ordered Sen. “You can’t work while you’re down there.”

Bigan jumped to his feet and gave Sen a fearful look. Sen had moved on from the kid and was considering the tree. He had some ideas about how to dry it, but he didn’t think most of them were safe to do in the forest proper. Reaching down, he seized one of the thicker limbs and proceeded to drag the felled tree out onto the road. Once it was away from all of those other fuel sources, Sen gestured at it.

“Cut all the limbs off and set the larger ones over there,” said Sen, pointing to a nearby spot on the road.”

Sen was amused to note that Bigan was suddenly very eager to be helpful and productive. That lasted for all of about ten minutes before the kid started grumbling about doing all of the work. Sen let that one go. He was making the kid do all of the work or the lion’s share of it at any rate. Removing the limbs took Bigan until the middle of the afternoon. It wasn’t that work was necessarily difficult, so much as Bigan needed to take frequent breaks. He clearly wasn’t used to that kind of sustained labor. The kid probably would have grumbled less if he knew how utterly frustrating it was for Sen to not intervene. It was an endurance test for them both, if of different kinds. The work was eventually done, much to Sen’s relief. He told Bigan to go rest and eat something.

It took Sen a little while to work out exactly how to do what he needed to do. In the end, he found himself alternating between using his water qi to draw moisture out of the wood, using his fire qi to heat the wood, and wind qi to help carry the excess moisture away. That last bit was harder than he would have liked. The air was already heavy with moisture as the likelihood of rain turned into a near inevitability. While he didn’t get the wood as dry as he would have liked it, it was more than dry enough to use for repairing the wagon wheel. He strongly considered making Bigan resume doing the hard work, but a quick glance at the sky told him that was just asking for trouble. Grabbing the axe, he sliced off a couple of neat rounds with a few deft swings. He grabbed the rounds and took them over to Bigan, who was staring at Sen in complete awe.

“Start shaping a replacement for the outer part of the wheel,” Sen ordered, dropping the rounds and the axe at Bigan’s feet.

Then, Sen turned his attention to the limbs. He picked out a few likely candidates and, having worked out the essentials of the process on the larger log, he proceeded to dry out the limbs. He had a small hatchet in his storage ring and pulled it out. He used the hatchet to clean up a few of the limbs and then shape them into replacement spokes. He only needed two, but it never hurt to have an extra part or two on hand. Having completed his self-assigned part of the work, he turned his attention back to Bigan. The young man seemed to have realized that there was rain coming based on the way he was alternating between hurrying on the work and staring up at the darkening sky. Even so, the work was proceeding far too slowly for Sen at that point. Teaching the kid a lesson about laziness was one thing, but fixing that wheel in the rain would just be Sen punishing himself. He took over the work at that point, completing in a few minutes what might have taken Bigan another hour.

He didn’t let Bigan off the hook entirely, but Sen had always known he’d have to do most of the work once it came to fixing the actual wheel. Sen cut another chunk off the log and used it to support the wagon while he affected repairs on the wheel. He did make Bigan hold and hand him things while he fitted the pieces into place. It did require Sen to heat and bend the iron tread out of the way so he could slide the spindles into place, then slide the outer wheel piece onto those spokes. Miraculously, Bigan did have some nails in the wagon, so Sen was able to fix the outer wheel piece in place. There were even holes in the iron tread that seemed to be for that exact purpose. Sen wouldn’t mistake this patch job for masterful work, but he thought it would hold up for long enough to get the wagon to a town or city.

“Get the ox harnessed again, while I deal with the rest of the wood,” Sen ordered.

For once, Bigan didn’t even grumble. He just jogged over to the ox, who had been watching them with a curious expression for a while. Sen used the axe to break down the rest of the log and pile it by the side of the road. Maybe some passing caravan would find it and pick it up. It seemed that caravans were always in dire need of dry wood for fires. Pausing to consider that, Sen dropped a few rounds of dry wood into his storage ring. It never hurt to have fire-ready wood on hand, especially when rain was on the way. Sen walked over to the wagon and climbed up into it. Bigan stared at him.

“What are you doing?” the young man asked.

“I don’t work for free,” said Sen. “You’re giving me a ride.”

“A ride?” repeated Bigan, as though the words were from a foreign language.

Laughing on the inside, Sen asked, “Didn’t anyone ever tell you to negotiate the price upfront?”
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For the first two hours, Bigan tried to talk to Sen. The cultivator indulged some questions, but mostly he just grunted noncommittal noises at the chatty wagon driver. The young man eventually figured out that Sen didn’t really want to chat about casual nothings. After that, he focused on driving the wagon and casting uncertain looks upward. The longer they stayed on the road, the more foreboding the sky grew. The clouds were heavy and black, casting the road into a kind of false dusk that seemed to bother Bigan more than Sen thought was warranted. When the ox started to balk at going any farther forward, though, Sen accepted the inevitable. They were in for a storm and likely a bad one.

“I’ll be right back,” Sen told Bigan, before leaping off the wagon and disappearing into the woods.

It took Sen a few minutes, but he found a spot where they’d be relatively sheltered from the storm. Sen knew from his time on the mountain that lightning tended to strike things that were exposed, so he had no intention of setting up camp on or near the road. He did take a little time to find a spot away from any of the taller trees, as those would be the most likely to draw lightning strikes. There was even some grass that the ox could eat, although Sen wasn’t sure how much grass the animal required. The oxen on the caravan that he’d traveled with had mostly been fed grains from stores that moved with the caravan. He wondered if Bigan had anything like that tucked away in his wagon. Probably not, Sen thought. Satisfied that the spot he’d picked was sufficient for riding out at least one night of bad weather, Sen returned to the road. Bigan had given up any pretense of looking at anything but the sky. His face was turned up and the ox had stopped moving, instead letting out a steady stream of low, unhappy mooing sounds.

“Bigan,” Sen called.

The young man let a terribly unmanly shriek of surprise and whirled to face Sen, who managed to keep a straight face only thanks to years of intense personal discipline.

“What?” Bigan almost screamed.

“Follow me.”

“Okay,” said Bigan, who started to climb down off the wagon.

Sen shook his head. “Bring the wagon, unless you don’t need any of the things in it.”

Bigan cast a guilty look at the covered back of the wagon before he sat back down on the driver’s seat. It took some coaxing, but Bigan managed to get the ox to turn off the road. Once the ox saw that they were headed for cover, it stopped fighting and picked up its pace a bit. Sen set Bigan the task of securing the wagon and the ox, while he set up the tent and, after considering Bigan for a long moment, the formation flags. Sen didn’t suppose that the young man would get any benefit from the extra qi, but it wouldn’t hurt him either. Since he had the time, Sen used a bit of earth qi to raise the dirt just beneath the tent several inches. It wouldn’t keep them dry if the whole area flooded, but it should keep most of the water out of the tent for anything short of flooding. Then, with nothing left to do but wait, Sen sat down on his blankets inside the tent and began to cultivate in earnest.

Bigan fearfully ducked into the tent a few minutes later, but Sen didn’t even look at the young man. Sen had provided them with shelter, which he considered to be the fulfillment of any vague obligation he might have to the wayward wagon driver. Unfortunately, Bigan seemed almost physically incapable of tolerating silence for any appreciable duration of time.

“Are you cultivating?” he asked Sen.

Sen didn’t open his eyes when he said, “Yes.”

Nearly a full minute of glorious quiet followed. Then, Bigan apparently grew bored again.

“I always wanted to be a cultivator.”

Sen just grunted at that comment. Sen was well aware that he had started late, very late really, in cultivation. If not for the focused attention of three elder nascent soul stage cultivators, he sincerely doubted he could have gotten as far as he had. For Bigan, the window to start cultivating and have even a chance at making real progress had closed around a decade before. If he started now, the man would be lucky if he could make any progress in first stage body or spirit cultivation. Most importantly for Sen, though, was the certainty that he had no intention of providing the kid with any advice about cultivation. After seeing how sect cultivators acted, and witnessing Bigan’s terrible judgment firsthand, Sen was very disinclined to ever provide anyone with advice about cultivation. Sadly, Sen’s disinterest didn’t seem to discourage Bigan at all. If anything, it encouraged the man.

“I always thought I’d make a great cultivator. Flying through the air on a sword. Righting wrongs. Blasting things with my qi.”

“You’ve heard too many stories,” said Sen.

“What? You can’t fly?”

Sen hesitated for a moment. He’d never tried to fly, on a sword or any other way. He honestly didn’t know if he could, although he wasn’t in a hurry to try either. It wasn’t an especially useful skill if you don’t want to draw attention.

“No,” said Sen. “I can’t fly.”

“But you do right wrongs. I mean, you’re helping me.”

“I was helping the ox,” said Sen.

“The ox?”

“Yes, the ox. You left it standing there in the road with no food or water for hours,” said Sen, and then a thought occurred to him. “You did give the ox something to eat and drink, right?”

Bigan got flustered and said he needed to take care of something outside. Sen rolled his eyes and went back to cultivating. About ten minutes later, a much damper Bigan crawled back inside the tent. His embarrassment kept the young man silent for almost half an hour. Then, as inevitable as the dawn itself, he started talking again.

“I’m really not stupid, you know.”

Sen let that statement hang in the air without comment.

“I just get distracted sometimes.”

More silence.

“And I forget about things. Important things.”

In his head, Sen kept repeating the same thing. This is not your problem. This is not your problem. This is not your problem. Yet, it seemed like no one else was willing to try anymore. Bigan might not have figured it out yet, but Sen had done the math. He was willing to bet that there was virtually nothing of any real value on the wagon. The boy’s uncle had abandoned the young man out there on the road to die, no doubt for the good of the family. Probably for the good of the girl that Bigan had convinced to marry him as well. If not for Sen’s intervention, the kid would probably be huddled in the back of his cart, still out there on the road, just waiting to be struck by lightning. Sen’s mind offered up one last, halfhearted, this is not your problem, before even it fell silent.

“What have you done about it?” Sen finally asked.

Bigan gave him a perplexed look. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you know this is a problem. What have you done to fix it? Have you done anything to fix it?”

“Of course, I have,” said Bigan, drawing himself up with a decent approximation of dignity before it all fell apart. “Well, I think I did. I meant to.”

The young man’s face went almost blank as he appeared to search through his own memories. A look of chagrin passed over his face. He silently shook his head, never quite managing to look at Sen’s face. Sen let the boy stew over that for a few minutes, at least in part to give himself time to think. If he had that problem, what would he have done about it? Sen had simply never had the luxury of distraction. As a child, he had to stay focused or go without food. On the mountain, there had been no room for it.

Tiredness could be forgiven, and often was, but not distraction. Distraction almost universally meant pain. Lose focus during sparring, and you would get hit. Lose focus while practicing forms, and you could injure yourself. Lose focus while reading, and you’d miss details that Uncle Kho would inevitably ask about. It was a different kind of pain, but embarrassment could sting almost as much as a practice blade upside the head. Often, the sting of embarrassment lingered for far longer as well. Sen regarded Bigan for a long moment before he decided to get more information.

“What do you think about that is so much more important than what’s right in front of you?”

Bigan stiffened a little, but he answered. “I think about the future.”

“What about it?”

“I think about what it’ll be like when I’m successful and rich.”

“How will you become successful and rich if you can’t even accomplish simple things that people ask you to do? Who will want to work with you if you never finish the things you start, or simply forget to do them altogether? You’re to be married, yes?”

“Yes, next year,” said Bigan proudly.

“Do you think your wife will understand if you forget to bring home food?”

That thought seemed to jar the young man in a way that nothing else had. “No. But I would never do something like that?”

“You’re sure? Sure enough to make a vow to the heavens right now?”

Bigan opened his mouth as though to make the vow, then, with an expression of near agony, he closed his mouth again. “No.”

Sen shrugged one shoulder as if the whole thing were a matter of no great weight. “Perhaps fate has written a mighty destiny for you. But, perhaps, you should consider ways that you might advance your own cause, on your own merits, first. If you wish to be a good husband, ask yourself what that means. Then, ask yourself if you meet that measure.”

Sen didn’t know if those words were wise or not. If they were, perhaps they would encourage the young man to spend more time thinking about what was happening in the present, and less time daydreaming about some imagined future. Either way, they did inspire Bigan to remain silent and lost in his own thoughts for the rest of the evening. Sen didn’t waste the opportunity and returned to his cultivation.


CHAPTER NINE







THE ROAD SOUTH, PART 4
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Sen was pleasantly surprised to discover that Bigan was far less chatty the next day. It seemed that the young man was struck by an unusual case of reflectiveness. It didn’t have the same kind of lost-to-the-world quality that his former daydreaming had, which gave Sen some tiny shred of hope that Bigan might make a breakthrough of his own. It wouldn’t be a cultivation breakthrough, for the young man truly was beyond any real hope of that. A small touch of enlightenment, though, that was always possible so long as body held breath. Sen didn’t push the boy to discuss his thoughts. In fact, Sen fervently hoped that Bigan would continue to remain abstracted and quiet. Yet, that reflectiveness did translate into a few minor benefits.

Bigan was up early and had the ox hitched to the wagon by the time Sen took down the tent and formation flags. Sen did take a moment to restore the soil that he had artificially raised to its former position. He wasn’t above making his own life a little more convenient, but that was no justification for permanently disrupting the local environment. Granted, it would be a small disruption, but Sen had an intuition that small disruptions had a way of cascading into larger disruptions. Assuming he had the opportunity to do so, it was better to leave things as he found them.

Bigan also pushed much harder on the road than Sen had expected. It was as if the young man were determined to catch up with his uncle that very day. It seemed unlikely to Sen. They simply had too great a lead barring some accident or disaster of their own on the road ahead. What did worry the cultivator was the well-being of the ox. In his experience, oxen were good at maintaining a steady, plodding pace. They could do it all day, provided sufficient water and food. Anything faster than that, though, and they were likely to tire or injure themselves. When it became clear that the young man wasn’t going to ease up, Sen finally spoke.

“You can’t push the ox that hard all day.”

Bigan snapped out of his reflective mindset for a moment. “What?”

“The ox. You’re pushing it too hard. It’s going to end up injuring itself.”

Bigan looked like he wanted to tell Sen to mind his own business, but then the young man turned his eyes forward and studied the ox. He grimaced a little and pulled back on the speed.

“Sorry,” Bigan muttered.

Sen offered the boy a sympathetic smile. “You weren’t hurting me, but I suspect you’ll want that ox in good health later.”

Bigan nodded. “I will. They’re expensive, and this one is still young. He could pull wagons for years yet.”

Bit by bit, though, over the next hour, Sen noticed Bigan reflexively encouraging the ox to greater speed. Sighing a little to himself, Sen thought about how best to do what he wanted to do. It took a bit of trial and error, but Sen eventually found that he could apply his qinggong technique to the wagon and the ox. It wasn’t like when he did it for himself. He could cover distance at frankly frightening speeds. The animal and wagon were far too heavy for that kind of manipulation, at least for any length of time. Sen discovered that he could reduce the overall load. He maintained a bit of qi where the wagon wheels made contact with the road and a bit around the ox’s hooves.

Sen actually relished the challenge of splitting his concentration in so many different ways. It became a sort of game to see how long he could maintain it, although it was a game with a deadly goal. The longer and more efficiently he could split his concentration, the more dangerous he would be against any future opponents. It also became an exercise in efficient qi usage. He didn’t want to drain himself dry just to make the ox’s life easier. A second night inside a qi gathering formation had done a lot to refill his dantian, especially with the storm scattering extra kinds of environmental qi all over the place. It had, of course, been heavy on water qi, but there had also been air qi, lightning qi, and something related to air qi that he suspected was thunder qi. All in all, it had been a boon for his cultivation.

While helping the cart along with his qinggong technique, he needed to keep it on a level of qi use that approximately matched what he passively drew in from the environment. Sen knew that was ultimately hopeless, the demands of qinggong techniques being fundamentally greater than his passive draw, but it was useful to see how close he could get the two and still provide the ox some relief. It also served as a kind of refining exercise for his passive cultivation. Most of the time, it simply happened in the background while he did other things that didn’t put any demands on his qi. This constant draw and pull helped him to see and correct little flaws in his passive gathering technique. The total gains were minor in the moment, but Sen had long ago learned not to discount the value of small improvements. Those improvements added up over time until, one day, the overall effects became something truly profound. He had seen it with his unarmed combat, his jian mastery, and even with reading. Master Feng had told Sen that most cultivators treat the process like a kind of race. They were always pushing to get to the next breakthrough as fast as possible, using cultivation aids as soon as they could afford them.

Yet, despite the often breakneck pace of his own advancement, Sen preferred the slower path. He knew that some of the speed of his advancement had been Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong pushing him to catch up to where they considered his peers to be. Some of it had come from lucky moments of enlightenment that pushed him along. Sometimes, though, it felt unnatural to him, and he wondered if something else was at play. For all the advantages that speed might have brought him, it was also a lot like running on a narrow board, blindfolded, over a pit filled with deadly vipers. Catastrophe was always a single misstep away. While Sen shouldn’t and wouldn’t ignore opportunities to advance if they presented themselves, he didn’t need to chase them. Not yet. Auntie Caihong had warned him that there was a threshold after which advancing to core formation would become substantially more difficult. Yet, that threshold was nearly a decade away. He could slow down a little and take fewer risks.

It was as if the universe had heard that thought and decided that Sen needed an object lesson in the dangers of, he didn’t know exactly what. Being alive, maybe? A group of men emerged from the woods on either side of the road, wielding a motley assortment of weapons. They were less ragged than Sen might have expected for men without a proper home. Then again, perhaps they simply stole other people’s clothes to replace their own. Sen withdrew his qinggong technique from the wagon and the ox, who let out a dissatisfied moo. Then, he let his spiritual sense sweep the area. There were two archers badly hidden in the woods, and a couple of the bandits were very low-level body cultivators. The leader of the bandits, one of the body cultivators, stepped out and held up a hand as though his wish were an absolute command to bring the wagon to a halt. Bigan gave Sen a desperate, questioning look. Sen looked at the lead bandit, gave him a cold smile, and spoke loudly enough to be heard.

“Run him down.”

The bandit leader gaped in utter shock at Sen for a moment. Apparently, there was some protocol to all of this that Sen was flagrantly disregarding. The bandit leader opened his mouth to give some order, which was enough for Sen. While the bandits had been posturing, Sen had been cycling up a couple of useful qi patterns. He didn’t intend to kill all of these people, although a part of him knew that the bandits probably had stolen from, injured, and killed countless people along this stretch of road. Yet, for him to simply butcher them would be no better. He would instead impart a lesson. Two wind blades shot out to either side of him and hurtled into the woods where the archers hid.

A pair of nearly simultaneous screams sent the bandits on the road into a panic with cries of, “Cultivator!”

Sen encouraged that panic by unleashing the tiniest bit of his killing intent. The handful of bandits who hadn’t simply panicked when Sen revealed himself as a cultivator let out terrified screams and fled into the forest. The only one Sen had, with a great deal of effort, excluded from his killing intent was the bandit leader. The man’s face showed disbelief, outrage, fury, and, when he turned to glare at Sen, an ugly hatred. Sen had no idea what that hate signified. Was it hatred for Sen for disrupting the robbery? Hatred at a more powerful cultivator for interfering in the affairs of mortals? Or, maybe it was simpler than that, and just the pure envious hatred of someone with little talent for someone else with more talent. Sen decided that it didn’t really matter.

He reached over and gently pulled back on the reins. The ox was happy enough to comply and drew to stop just short of the bandit leader. Sen hopped down off the cart. He walked toward the bandit, stopping for a moment to pat the ox’s head on his way. When he faced the bandit, he didn’t say anything, just stared at the man. Sen wasn’t surprised by what happened next. It all happened far too slowly to come as a surprise. The bandit leader jerked out a knife and tried to stab Sen in the chest with it. Sen watched the dull blade approach with an almost clinical disinterest before he reached out, wrapped his hand around the knife, and stopped it. Sen felt the knife’s edge trying to cut him but finding no purchase on his cultivation-hardened skin. The bandit leader snarled and tried to push the blade forward. He might as well have been trying to move a mountain.

“This is over,” said Sen.

“The hells it is!” roared the bandit leader.

“Are you so determined to die today?”

The bandit stared at Sen’s calm face, then his eyes drifted down to the immobile knife grasped in Sen’s hand. The bandit seemed to struggle with himself for a moment, then, with a look that suggested he didn’t quite believe what he was doing, released the hilt of the knife. The bandit stepped back.

“No. I can wait to meet King Yan.”

“Wise. You should join your men,” said Sen, gesturing to the forest.

The bandit took one last look at the knife Sen held, then ran into the forest. With a sigh that was part relief and part annoyance, Sen looked up. There was still enough daylight left for them to travel a bit farther. He climbed back onto the wagon, ignoring the flabbergasted expression on Bigan’s face, and gestured down the road. Bigan hurriedly urged the ox into motion again. As they moved away, Sen tossed the knife over to the side of the road.


CHAPTER TEN
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Sen and Bigan spent one final night camping. Yet, the young man had become all but mute in the wake of the confrontation with the bandits. Sen supposed that the facts of the situation had shattered some fond illusions. Bigan clearly believed that being a cultivator was some grand adventure like something from a story. Sen supposed that the young man had even had some fanciful notion of what it would be like to heroically drive off some bandits. The reality, unless Sen missed his guess, was both less and substantially more than the boy had ever considered. It was less in terms of exciting duels with grand pronouncements and decidedly more in terms of naked fear, screaming, and people fleeing for their lives. Yet, Sen couldn’t say that he was sorry that the boy had witnessed it. Exposure to that unvarnished truth, painful though it might be for Bigan, could well help him fix his mind on tending to those matters that most needed his attention. It seemed that not even fear could wholly steal the young man’s voice, though.

“You didn’t kill them,” said Bigan.

“Did you want me to?” Sen asked.

“I don’t know. I think I wanted you to. They’re thieves and murderers.”

“So, you hate them?”

“Yes.”

“Because they take by force. Because they kill.”

“Yes!”

“So, if I come along with my greater strength and take their lives by force, how am I different? Is it somehow cleaner because you hate them?”

“They’re criminals. It’s different.”

Much as he hated to admit it, a part of Sen agreed with Bigan. He’d even been tempted, for a moment or two, to simply end them all. The heavens knew that no one would miss them. They probably even deserved it. Yet, it was one thing to think that they deserved it. It was another thing entirely to wash his hands in their blood. More to the point, at least for Sen, was that they simply weren’t a threat to him. Individually or as a group, he doubted they could have even cut him, let alone killed him. It would have amounted to mindless butchery on his part, and that was a path he wanted no part of. If they had attacked him, or Bigan, Sen might have treated the matter differently. They had run away. That had been enough for Sen.

“Perhaps,” admitted Sen. “But their blood isn’t on my hands this way. You also haven’t considered what might have happened if it had turned into a fight. It wouldn’t have been them against me. It would have been them against us. I was almost certainly going to survive. I couldn’t guarantee that you would have. All it would have taken is one person and a lucky blow, and I’m delivering your corpse to your uncle.”

Bigan rocked back at that blunt assessment. He clearly hadn’t thought about the idea that the bandits would consider him a fair target. He went a little pale at the idea. The young man sat there for several minutes thinking things over before he abruptly turned away and stretched out on his blankets. Sen knew the boy was pretending to sleep, but it spared him any more awkward conversation. He wasn’t Bigan’s father or older brother. It wasn’t his responsibility to drag the boy into adulthood. Closing his eyes, Sen let himself drop into active cultivation. While the idea that the Stormy Ocean Sect might be hunting him still nagged at the edges of his mind, there had been no signs of pursuit that Sen could discern. The farther he traveled, the less likely it was that any pursuit would yield results. He always put up the obscuring formation at night, though, just to be on the safe side. For most of the afternoon, something else had been nagging at Sen. It was subtle at first. So subtle, in fact, that he’d thought he was imagining it. But as dusk approached, Sen became sure. He felt a gentle tugging. It was nothing like that insistent tugging he’d felt to go to the ocean, but it was there all the same. It was coming from ahead of them on the road somewhere. All he needed to do was find the source.
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“There’s a village coming up,” said Bigan the next morning as they pulled the wagon back onto the road.

“How far?” Sen asked.

Bigan shrugged. “About half a day.”

“Good,” said Sen.

“I should be able to find word about my uncle there. They might even still be at the village. We’ve been making very good time,” Bigan noted, giving Sen a suspicious look.

Sen sat there in beatific silence. Bigan snorted, but let it go. They rode in silence for the better part of the morning until hints of civilization started to spring up. They were sparse hints, at first. Sen spotted a broken-down fence that had been overtaken by the forest. Then, there was a fallow field. Finally, the forest started giving way to small farms. They seemed like desperate affairs to Sen, with small houses or huts that looked like the first bad storm would blow them over. The farmers themselves cast wary, hollow-eyed stares at the passing wagon. Sen did his best not to let his gaze linger. He didn’t mean to stop at those farms, so there was no reason to alarm the inhabitants.

The closer they got to the village proper, though, the tidier and better kept the farms became. Sen didn’t know if it was a case of the farms sitting on better land, or if the farmers there were better at their trade. He supposed it was probably some combination of the two. Sen had helped with the gardens up on the mountain. So, he had a passing understanding of soil quality, composting, and even crop rotation. He would never mistake himself for a farmer, though. He was no more equipped to judge the true inner workings of a farm than he was equipped to judge the inner workings of a forge. At best, he could make passing observations. Still, his passing observation was that the farms closer to the village were doing better than the ones on the outskirts. He supposed the inner farms faced fewer problems with things like spirit beast attacks. Most spirit beasts weren’t as intelligent as Falling Leaf, but they were more than smart enough to stick to the fringes of civilization unless pressed by some terrible need or outside force.

Once they reached the village proper, Sen let Bigan take the lead. The boy had pressing needs of his own, while Sen was distracted by that subtle tugging. As they approached the village, the direction had shifted from more or less ahead to somewhere a bit off to the west. Sen noted that there was a small road, more of a wagon path really, that headed out of the village and into the edges of the nearby forest. He made a mental note to inquire about what was out there. He was curious, but cautious as well. He thought that those tugs were a message of some kind that an opportunity existed somewhere. Yet, Sen wasn’t eager to discover in the moment that the opportunity would take the form of intense personal peril. He wouldn’t necessarily turn away from the opportunity if it involved danger. Sen just wanted to know about it ahead of time.

While Sen had been lost in his own thoughts, Bigan had apparently found his uncle. The boy let out a cry that was half relief, half surprise, and pulled the wagon to a stop. He jumped down and ran at the small collection of other wagons.

“Uncle,” Bigan shouted.

The tall, gaunt man that Sen remembered arguing with the boy turned and gaped at his nephew. The shock radiating from the man was almost palpable. The older man simply stared at the boy for a time while a torrent of words exploded from Bigan’s mouth. The boy’s uncle snapped his gaze over to where Sen sat at something the boy said. The man looked very nervous as he studied Sen, who did nothing to relieve the man of that concern. He just stared back, his expression empty. After the river of words slowed down, Sen saw Bigan’s expression change into something more serious. For around ten minutes, there was a low, intense conversation between the young man and his uncle. Then, the older man turned Bigan over to what appeared to be other family members who looked both happy and exasperated at the young man’s reappearance. The uncle made his way over to the wagon. Sen hopped down to the ground and waited. When the older man arrived, he seemed at a loss and fell back on formality, giving Sen a deep bow.

“Honored cultivator. You have returned my nephew to me through storm and trial it seems. I must thank you.”

Sen offered the man a much shallower bow and said, “The boy owes me a debt. One I’m sure that he doesn’t fully grasp, yet. I will return to collect on that debt. I would be very disappointed to discover on that day that someone had, for example, left him somewhere to die far from any aid. Do you understand?”

Every drop of blood drained from the older man’s face at those words. “I understand, honored cultivator.”

“Good,” said Sen, rubbing a spot between his eyes. “He doesn’t realize what you did. I have not told him. While it was done for the boy’s benefit, you will also benefit from that omission on my part. I will expect you to remember this courtesy, should our paths cross again.”

The older man offered another deep bow. “I will remember, honored cultivator.”

“Very well. I made a crude repair to the wheel, but it should be fixed by someone more knowledgeable.”

“I will see it done,” said Bigan’s uncle.

At that, Sen simply walked away. He’d done what he could for Bigan’s survival. As frustrating as Sen found the young man, the boy was basically decent. Perhaps his experience on the road would change him, perhaps not. Sen hoped it would, but it was ultimately in Bigan’s hands. In the meantime, he’d given the boy a patina of protection. The possibility of a wandering cultivator’s future wrath was a potent shield of protection, but also a fragile one. If it came to pass, the destruction it heralded could be vast. Yet, that threat was balanced against the low probability that the cultivator really would return one day. Yes, it was a terribly fragile shield, but it was the one that Sen had to offer.

He did wonder why he had bothered with getting Bigan home. Sen had been angry that Bigan’s family had simply abandoned him to die. Was that the whole of it? He didn’t think it was. Was it because it was the right thing to do? While Sen did think it had been the right thing, that answer felt a little hollow. In the end, Sen found his own motives as mysterious to himself as they likely had been to Bigan. With that matter finally settled as much as it could be settled, and a quick stop to pat the ox on the head, Sen turned his attention to finding out what lay to the west of the village.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE LUO FARM
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Sen passed a few hours at the small inn that seemed to pull triple duty as an inn, restaurant, and tavern for the locals. He finally managed to order and eat a hot meal that consisted of dumplings, fried rice, and some form of steamed fish he didn’t recognize. The fish seemed particularly fresh, so Sen concluded that there must be a river or possibly a lake nearby. The villagers and farmers who were in town were particularly cautious of him, possibly because word had spread that he was a cultivator, or maybe just because he was a stranger. After some time freely spending a bit of his coin to purchase wine for everyone, though, tensions eased a bit.

He found one old farmer who seemed starved for company. When Sen expressed an interest in the local area, the old man went on at length about where the best land was, where the best places to fish on the river were, and even what farms to steer clear of, lest Sen find himself accosted by dogs. Sen expressed interest, sometimes genuine, sometimes feigned, and would ask detailed questions. When the time seemed right, Sen asked if there was anything of interest to the west of the village.

The old farmer stroked his thin beard for a few moments before he shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t say so. There’s a few farms out that way, but they’re nothing to boast about.”

Then, to make sure that he covered his ground, Sen asked, “Is there anything dangerous out there? Spirit beasts or the like?”

“Oh, well, I suppose there’s always a chance of spirit beasts on the edge of the forest, but none in particular. Why do you ask?”

The old man wasn’t suspicious, yet, but Sen could see the inklings of it in the back of the farmer’s eyes. He decided to be honest, mostly.

“I’ve been on the road for a time now. I thought I might stay for a day or two before I move on. Explore the area. Maybe buy some fresh produce from the local farms. I just don’t want to step into danger because I didn’t think to ask.”

“Oh, that’s wise of you. Wish I’d been that wise in my youth. This leg,” said the farmer, tapping his right leg, “doesn’t work right. I could have avoided it if I’d done like you did and just asked. Not sure you’ll find much to buy, though. Not this early in the season. Planting is all done, but not much to harvest yet.”

Sen let a crestfallen look cross his face. “Well, I can always ask. If there’s nothing to buy, there’s nothing to buy.”

“Oh, sure, there’s no harm in asking. Sometimes people have things ready a bit early.”

Sen glanced out the window and saw that evening was well underway. Excusing himself, Sen went over and asked if there were any rooms to rent. Sen was perplexed when the owner went a little green in the face.

“Forgiveness, honored cultivator. There are no rooms left.”

Sen sighed but nodded. He’d thought that there might not be with Bigan’s family of traders in town. He looked toward the door.

“Is there a place nearby where I might set up camp that won’t cause trouble?”

Sen could see the inn owner’s mind racing before he held up a hand. “If the honored cultivator can be patient but for a short time, I believe arrangements can be made.”

Sen suppressed the desire to tell the man to stop calling him honored cultivator and nodded. “Of course.”

While Sen waited, the inn owner sent a young man out the door at a near sprint. Perhaps twenty minutes later, the boy came back puffing as though his life depended on it. After catching his breath, the boy had a whispered conversation with the inn owner, who sent the boy into the back. A young woman came out and took the inn owner’s place while the man came around the bar.

“If the honored cultivator will accompany me, I will show you the way.”

“Please,” said Sen, waving a hand vaguely at the door.

He pretended not to notice the young woman staring at him with her mouth hanging open. He reasoned that she would probably be embarrassed if she realized he saw her that way. The inn owner kept up a steady pace and a steady stream of meaningless chatter about the village and its history. Sen half-listened, just in case the man said something that was actually interesting, but otherwise just made an affirmative noise now and then. The man eventually led Sen up to one of the closer farms, where the farmer, a short, stout man, and his entire family were waiting for them. The whole family offered Sen deep bows. After a brief introduction, the inn owner hurried away.

“Where shall I set up my tent?” Sen asked. “I don’t wish to be in the way of your work in the morning.”

“Tent?” asked the farmer. “No, you must of course stay inside.”

What followed was one of the most aggravatingly polite arguments that Sen had ever engaged in, with him insisting he could stay outside, and the farmer absolutely insisting that the honored cultivator must stay inside. In the end, Sen relented. The argument had spiraled nearly to the level of absurdity by then, and he was mentally tired from the long conversation with the old farmer at the tavern. The family insisted on feeding him, which he tried to take with good humor. The youngest of the children, a small girl with enormous eyes, suddenly piped up with a question.

“Are cultivators bad?”

Sen felt the parents stiffen, and he thought he could smell the fear on them. He ignored them and focused on the girl.

“Some of them are, yes.”

“Are you?”

The mother actually stifled a horrified gasp and reached out to grab the child. Sen was both bemused and a little offended by the action. Did they really think he would hurt a child? Then again, maybe some cultivators would.

Sen just shook his head. “I try not to be.”

The little girl considered him for a moment before she nodded and thrust an almost shapeless stuffed toy at him. “This is Jin-Jin. She’s my dragon.”

“And a fine dragon she is,” said Sen, working very hard not to laugh.

Apparently satisfied that Sen was not about to kill them all for the offenses of a little girl, the family relaxed again. Sen asked to be shown where he’d sleep not too long after, assuming that everyone would be far more comfortable if he was at least out of sight. He wasn’t sure which family members he had displaced, but he was tired enough that he didn’t give it much thought. Sen just stretched out on the bed and was asleep in moments.
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As he drifted slowly back to consciousness, Sen became aware of a weight on his chest. He cracked an eye open and found the little girl sitting on him, waving her stuffed toy around like it was flying. He was quite certain that the girl’s parents had no idea where she was, or they’d likely have both dropped dead in terror or shame. Sen thought the whole thing was kind of funny.

“Is your dragon protecting my dreams?” he asked.

The little girl looked at him and shook her head. “No. She just likes flying.”

“I see. Did you need something?”

“Mama said it’s time to eat.”

It took Sen a moment to connect the dots. “Oh, so you came to tell me?”

The little girl nodded, her attention mostly back on the dragon toy. “Uh-huh.”

“Well, thank you very much, little sister.”

The little girl giggled before hopping off his chest and scampering away. Sen stayed to eat something and be polite. He only stopped long enough when leaving to give the little girl a bow, which made her giggle again.

“Goodbye, little sister. Goodbye, Jin-Jin.”

Then, he was off. Most of him was relieved to be away from the painfully polite family. Although, he was a bit amused by the fact that he might actually miss that little girl and her dragon toy a tiny bit. She’d been earnest in her bluntness and equally earnest in her friendliness. Sen had come to discover that earnestness was something in very short supply once people found out he was a cultivator. Free from the obligations of politeness, though, Sen could turn his attention almost fully to that faint tugging inside him. He followed the road into town and, ignoring the curious stares of the villagers, he turned west onto the path that led to those not-very-impressive farms that the old farmer had mentioned. He didn’t have a specific goal in mind, any more than he’d had a specific goal in mind when he’d come east to see the ocean. He was following that same feeling, that sense of a deeper, impossible-to-explain significance, and hoping it took him somewhere that a useful lesson might be learned. This time, he knew better than to assume success, but he did hope.

After a time, the tugging became ever more insistent that he leave the poorly maintained trail. He was still in comparatively tamed lands, but he did loosen his jian in its scabbard just in case. He didn’t relish the idea of recounting a tale to Master Feng where he was mauled by a spirit beast because his jian got stuck. He could just imagine the way that old cultivator would valiantly try to suppress his mirth before giving up and laughing outrageously at Sen’s self-inflicted misfortune. No, that was something Sen could do without. There was nothing malicious in his master’s laughter. The old man had told lots of stories where he came off looking the fool because of bad luck or bad choices. He’d made a point to remind Sen often that being a cultivator didn’t make you immune to human stupidity.

After a while, Sen started to really notice what was growing around him. The field he was in had fallen fallow long ago and was teetering right on the edge of going truly wild again. That meant an interesting mix of wild and more domesticated plants. At first, he just made note of them. After a while, as the density of the useful plants simply overwhelmed him, Sen began to harvest some of them. He remained cognizant that he was on someone else’s land, so he harvested sparingly. If there was only one of something, he left it, which proved painful on a few occasions. If there was a lot of something, he only took a small fraction. He became so engrossed in the process that he forgot about the tugging. He even forgot to pay attention to what was around him.

“Those aren’t yours to take,” said a woman from behind him.

Sen froze in place for a moment. The woman sounded young, maybe even as young as him, whoever she was. Resolving not to frighten the woman, he stood very slowly and with his hands out in the open. He thought hard about what to say before he said it.

“I’m not here to steal from you,” he said. “I’ll pay for everything I’ve harvested.”

“Oh, you’ll pay will you,” the woman said, and Sen could hear the sneer of disbelief in her voice. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Tired of having a conversation where he couldn’t see the other person, Sen calmly turned around. As he did, he summoned a bit of silver from his storage ring. He didn’t know if it was enough, but he suspected the gesture would mean more than the amount at this point. He’d been right, the woman was young, though not quite as young as Sen had imagined. She looked like she might be a few years older than he was. At that age, he thought, she’s probably married to the farmer who owns the place. Still, she was here and he wasn’t, so he held out the hand with the silver in it.

“As promised,” he said. “Not a thief.”

Sen had been so busy noting down clinical details, that he hadn’t really been gauging her response. At first, he thought she was just shocked that he’d actually produced money to pay her. Except, she wasn’t staring at the money. She was staring at him. It was becoming such a common occurrence that Sen was giving serious consideration to giving himself a nice scar on his face.

“What farm is this?” he asked, hoping to jar the woman back into talking.

She blinked a few times like she was coming out of a trance. “What?”

“What farm is this?” he repeated.

“My family’s farm,” she answered, before amending that when it clearly meant nothing to Sen. “The Luo farm.”

“Then, here,” he said, pushing the hand with the money a little closer to her. “My payment to the Luo farm.”

The girl’s eyes moved to his hand. Her head cocked to one side as if she didn’t really understand what she was seeing.

“Wait,” she said. “That’s actual money. You were serious?”
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It was Sen’s turn to cock his head to one side. The question struck him as absurd, given that he’d said he would pay and there was silver in his hand at that very moment. He decided to start over again. He’d just explain from the beginning and, maybe, after he did that, they’d finally be reading from the same scroll.

“I was just exploring the area. These fields seemed abandoned, so I didn’t think there would be any harm in gathering some medicinal plants. If this is your land, though, I’m happy to pay you for what I took.”

He pushed his hand out a little farther, almost desperately, hoping that she’d finally take the money or at least negotiate on the price. Instead, somewhere in the middle of his explanation, she’d looked at his face again and her expression had gone a little vacant. Foiled, he let his hand drop to his side. He wasn’t getting anywhere with this tack.

“My name is Lu Sen,” he tried. “What is your name?”

“My name?” she asked after an exceedingly long pause.

Sen nearly lost hope then. Maybe if he just threw the money at her, that would get the conversation started again. Thankfully, mercifully, reality seemed to take hold of the girl again at that point.

“My name,” she nearly cried. “My name is Luo Min.”

Sen offered her a polite bow. “I am pleased to meet you, Luo Min.”

His formality seemed to fluster her briefly before she offered her own awkward bow.

“I am pleased to meet you…” she trailed off.

Sen could see her desperately searching her memory for the name she knew he had given her. An annoyed, mean-spirited little part of him wanted to let her suffer, but he ruthlessly squashed that impulse. He was the offending party here. He had trespassed, however unintentionally, on her land.

“Lu Sen,” he offered again.

Cheeks going pink, she said, “I am pleased to meet you, Lu Sen.”

“Good,” he said, holding out his hand again. “About that payment.”

This time, the girl took a much more serious look at the money in his hand. She looked from the money to the field around them. A field that had clearly not suffered any major disruptions. She looked longingly at the money again, before she started to shake her head.

“It’s too much. I—” but never finished.

The girl’s head whipped around, and it looked like she was straining to catch the barest edges of something. Focusing his senses, Sen caught a distance call on the breeze.

“Min!”

Sen pointed in the direction the girl was looking. “Someone over there is calling for you.”

Without so much as a backward glance, the young woman was sprinting away from Sen toward whoever had called for her. The call had been so faint that Sen hadn’t been able to tell if it was a man or woman, an adult or a child. His gaze turned from her fast-disappearing form down to the hand holding the silver. He supposed he could just leave, but he owed this farm something. Besides, in all the excitement of finding fresh medicinal plants, he’d lost sight of why he’d come out in this direction in the first place. The gentle tug was there and, of course, it was pulling him in the direction that Luo Min had just run. Putting the silver back into his storage ring, he started walking in the direction she had gone. If he knew that it was some kind of emergency, he might have run, but it could well be a child who was hungry or some other minor matter.

A short time later, he found himself standing outside of a small hut. It looked as though someone had made a genuine, if inexpert, effort to maintain it. Yet, the structure was clearly old and had likely not been of quality construction even when new. It reminded him of the huts he had seen on the farms at the very edges of the forest. Looking around, he saw a few chickens wandering around in the grass, pecking at whatever insect life or worms they came across. The birds all looked healthy enough to Sen. He imagined that the insect population thrived even in this less hospitable plot of land. He thought he caught the sound of some other animal behind the house, a goat or cow perhaps. What he didn’t see was any people. Once more focusing his senses, he caught the sound of movement inside the hut.

Nodding to himself, he settled in to wait. Patience was a hard-won, but essential skill for any cultivator. Fortunately, when faced with a wait of indeterminate length, cultivators also had something to occupy their time. They cultivated. So, as the morning bled away toward afternoon, Sen waited and cultivated. He might not have been so patient in other circumstances, but that gentle tugging had stilled when he found himself outside the hut. Whatever small opportunity he had come out here to find, he had found it. Or, at least, he’d found the right place.

He was also a little surprised to discover that while the farm didn’t seem to boast exceptional soil, it did have thicker qi than anywhere else he’d been recently. He wondered if it had something to do with proximity to the forest or if something else was at work. Maybe it was the simple lack of active farming here. He’d noticed a few small fields of crops as he’d walked to the hut, but they looked to be barely enough to provide food for the following winter and, if they were lucky, provide a little extra to sell in the village. It struck Sen as a particularly unforgiving lifestyle and, yet, that lack of crops also raised questions.

They clearly owned substantially more land than they were using, but even crop rotation couldn’t explain why so many of their fields were on the verge of being wholly reclaimed by nature. If Luo Min had a husband, what did he spend his time doing? It very clearly wasn’t spent on farming. Did he have some other trade? If so, why did they own a farm at all? He supposed some people might decide to become farmers, but then they’d actually be farming, wouldn’t they? If they decided to abandon farming, why not sell the land? No, thought Sen, there is something else at work here that I don’t understand yet. Setting aside the minor mystery of why the farm was in the shape it was in, Sen returned his entire focus to cultivation. He thought he had reclaimed most of the qi that he’d spent helping the wagon along and scaring off the bandits when the door to the hut opened.

Luo Min stepped out of the hut, her expression worried and eyes far away. Then, she noticed Sen standing there. She jumped and let out a startled little yell.

“Why are you here?” she almost screamed at him.

It sounded a little angry to Sen, but he suspected that he’d simply frightened her. He offered her a gentle smile that seemed to wear away some of the harder edges of her emotions.

“We haven’t settled the matter of my payment to your farm for the plants,” he offered by way of explanation, however incomplete. “As I said, I am no thief.”

She stared hard at him for a moment, and Sen got the impression that she might be truly seeing him for the first time. She took in his robes, the ones that Auntie Caihong had gotten for him, and the jian on his hip. A sword that was clearly used on the regular to the eyes of anyone who knew what to look for. Sen didn’t know exactly what kind of figure he cut, but he supposed that he didn’t project the image of a peasant anymore. He certainly bore little resemblance to the alley-dwelling street rat he’d once been. Did he look like a merchant? Some minor noble? Maybe he just looked like a cultivator, although he wasn’t sure exactly what looking like a cultivator would mean in practice. Whatever image he was projecting, it made Luo Min very nervous. Not the charmed nervousness that he often saw on the faces of young women, but a far more serious nervousness, a bit like he might expect from an animal in a cage.

“The farm is not for sale,” she declared.

“I see,” said Sen, not seeing at all. “Still, the medicinal plants, I need to pay you for them.”

Once more summoning the silver from his storage ring, Sen held out his hand. This time, the girl looked at the money like it was some kind of trap. Now, Sen was certain that there was something else at play here to which he wasn’t privy. Luo Min hesitated and then, almost reluctantly, reached out for the money. Sen patiently waited for her, at this point basically praying that she’d just snatch the coins and run away.

“Min,” a voice cried from inside the house.

This time, Sen was close enough to make out the details. It was another woman, an older woman, and one who was clearly in some kind of pain. His eyes focused on the house, and he let his spiritual sense wash over it. There was only one person in the place, and even at a distance, Sen could tell that she wasn’t well. He wasn’t nearly adept enough to know what was wrong with her, but he could feel that her qi wasn’t flowing properly. It felt out of balance somehow. He fixed his gaze on Luo Min, whose eyes tracked back and forth between the door and him. He frowned at her.

“Why don’t you summon a doctor? She’s ill. I can feel it from here.”

Luo Min’s mouth dropped open. “How can you know that?”

Sen shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. She needs a doctor.”

The girl said nothing, but her eyes flicked ever so briefly to the hand holding the silver. Then, finally, Sen understood. The fallow fields, the poor repairs, they couldn’t afford to fix up their home or hire help to work the fields. Sen knew about doctors because Auntie Caihong had told him about them, but he didn’t know how much they cost. Based on the girl’s expression, they were expensive even in this relatively small place. There might not even be a doctor in the village, he realized. That would mean summoning one from somewhere else. Even Sen understood that would prove terribly expensive. This was exactly the position he’d never wanted to find himself in. He was confident that the woman in the hut needed medical attention and needed it immediately. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised that Auntie Caihong had been right. The universe had a way of pushing you into doing things you didn’t really want to do. Sen closed his eyes and sighed.

“Take me to her,” he said.

Luo Min stiffened. “Why?”

“I have some training as an alchemist. I’m no true master, but I should be able to provide her some temporary relief.”

“Alchemist,” the girl whispered.

Luo Min frowned for a long moment, and it seemed that she connected some disparate facts in her own mind. Her eyes went so wide it was almost comical to Sen. Then, she dropped to her knees and pressed her forehead against the ground.

“Forgiveness, honored cultivator. Forgive this lowly Luo Min for her disrespect,” the girl said, sounding like she was on the verge of tears.

Sen decided that he needed to put a stop to that nonsense. “Get up. I do not require or want such behavior.”

Luo Min stood, hesitantly, not meeting Sen’s eyes. “Yes, honored cultivator.”

“Just call me Sen.”

Sen could see immediately that the very idea made the young woman deeply uncomfortable.

“Fine,” he relented. “Call me Cultivator Lu if you must. Now, the woman inside?”

“My mother, honored, I mean Cultivator Lu.”

That cleared away some of the mysteries about the farm but opened up whole new lines of questions for Sen. Questions he didn’t have the time to indulge in at the moment.

“Take me to her. Do you have a cookstove inside?”

“Yes, Cultivator Lu,” said Luo Min, leading him to the door.

“Once you show me to your mother, stoke the fire. I’ll need it.”

“It will be as you say, Cultivator Lu.”

Sen tried to not grind his teeth together in annoyance and failed. If she insisted on calling him Cultivator Lu every time she talked to him, Sen might actually lose his mind.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN







THE LUO FARM, PART 3
[image: ]


The inside of the hut was little more than one big open space. Some attempts had been made to establish areas of privacy with old, tattered cloths hanging from the ceiling. It appeared that the sleeping area was off to the right, while the kitchen and literally all of the home’s storage were off to the left. The moment they walked in, Sen could smell the sickness in the place. Yet, he sensed nothing of it on Luo Min. Odd, he thought. She was young and, sometimes, that let people avoid or weather illnesses. Still, close proximity like the family had in the tiny hut tended to mean an almost inevitable spread of whatever illness affected anyone in the home. Luo Min saw him examining the space, and he could almost feel the embarrassment humming inside her body.

“Your mother,” he prompted.

“This way, Cultivator Lu,” she said.

She walked over to what Sen had thought of as the sleeping area and pulled back the tattered cloth that hung there. Sen ducked beneath it and found Luo Min’s mother. That there was something wrong with the woman was obvious. Her skin was sallow, and it hung too loosely on her face and arms. Sen made a mental note to ask if the woman was eating or not. He was having a hard time figuring out how old the woman was, even in general. She wasn’t deeply wrinkled, but she still gave off the air of someone whose every joint ached at every movement. Of course, at that moment, she was staring up at Sen with bewildered eyes.

“Min,” the older woman croaked.

“Yes, Mother,” said Min stepping up next to Sen.

There was so little room that her arm was pressed up hard against Sen’s.

“Who is this man?”

Sen bit back a moment of frustration. The older woman seemed afraid of him.

Min opened her mouth, but Sen cut her off before the girl could say anything about him being a cultivator. The last thing the sick woman needed was fear.

“This one is called Lu Sen, Madam Luo. I am but a humble student of alchemy. Your daughter asked me to come see if I might provide you some small bit of comfort.”

“Alchemy,” said the older woman, her tone a strange mix of wonder and disbelief. “Min, where did you meet him?”

Min froze, clearly uncertain about what to say. She was probably terrified to lie to her mother and equally terrified that she might offend the cultivator standing next to her. Sen took pity on her.

“By the road, honorable Madam. I was collecting medicinal herbs for my work.”

This exchange seemed to sap most of the older woman’s energy. “Min, I hurt. Bring me my medicine.”

The girl vanished for a few moments before bringing back a plain, stoppered bottle. When she uncorked it, Sen could detect a few medicinal herbs in the brew, but it seemed to consist mostly of some kind of strong alcohol. Sen maintained a rigidly neutral expression while the old woman took a few sips from the bottle with Luo Min’s assistance. With a guilty expression, the girl vanished with the bottle. Sen knelt down next to the older woman.

“Madam Luo, will you permit this one to examine you?”

The older woman gave him a dubious look, clearly doubtful that one so young could do anything to help, but she nodded. Sen gave her a short bow and then proceeded to do a mostly made-up examination. While he checked her pulse, looked at her eyes, and made a show of closely examining the joints of her fingers, he let a touch of his qi slip from his body into hers. There were problems everywhere, so many that it nearly overwhelmed Sen. He focused and began making a mental checklist of the things he found that were wrong. Slowly he began slotting them into different areas of concern, such as potentially lethal in the immediate future and potentially life-threatening in the long term. It was a testament to the damage inside the woman that Sen, with his vast inexperience, could so easily make such a list. Of course, the list was mostly to give Sen a way to organize and dismiss information. With something so widespread and damaging, there had to be a root cause. That was what he sought. In the end, his qi brought his attention to one of the woman’s legs.

“Madam, do your legs pain you?” he asked.

The older woman’s expression turned from doubtful to surprised and, unless Sen missed his guess, a touch hopeful.

“Yes, the one hurts me all the time.”

“May I see it?” he asked.

When the woman had trouble moving the blanket, he simply pointed to one leg and then the other. When she nodded, he gently lifted the blanket to one side to get a look at her leg. It was swollen and mottled. For a moment, Sen feared that some kind of rot might have set in, but things hadn’t progressed that far yet. A fist let go of his heart at that revelation. Auntie Caihong had set very few boundaries on what Sen could or couldn’t do with his studies, but she had issued one or two stern warnings.

She had told him coldly, “Alchemy and medicinal herbs can work many near-miraculous wonders, but every art has its limits. When the flesh begins to truly decay, there is very little to be done at that point except remove the limb.”

Even knowing it was the right thing to do at that point, Sen doubted he had the nerve to cut someone’s arm or leg off, at least outside the confines of a fight to the death. Doing his best not to let his overwhelming relief show on his face, he gave the woman another bow.

“Thank you for your patience, madam. I think I may be able to provide you with some small help.”

“Thank you,” the woman said.

Those words seemed to steal whatever tiny bits of energy the woman had left, and her eyes fluttered shut. Sen took a moment to compose himself before he slipped out of the meager privacy the tattered cloth provided. He found Luo Min dutifully stirring up a fire in the small stove. Sen gave it a hard look. The stove looked positively ancient. He cycled metal qi, and let it brush up against the stove. He was shocked to discover that it was basically sound. Still, there were a number of weaknesses in the metal, irregularities that would lead to uneven heating. That wasn’t a crisis, but it made brewing his elixirs more difficult. He walked over to the stove.

“A moment, please,” he said to Luo Min.

She stood back from the stove and then cried out when Sen placed his hand directly onto the hot metal. He supposed that he did notice a vague warmth in his hand, but he was far more concerned with sending his metal qi down into the metal of the stove. It was a hundred small things. Fuse together a tiny crack here, then there. Even out the metal there. Reinforce the whole thing. Done. Sen removed his unharmed hand from the stove and stepped back. He looked over at Luo Min who had a stunned look on her face.

“There. It should hold up for another hundred years now,” he said, before he went outside to think.

At first, he was just letting the information he’d gleaned from the woman’s body settle in his mind. There was just so much wrong. He took a breath and refocused. He didn’t need to fix everything, and certainly not immediately. Focus on the most pressing problems. Her leg was the true source of her illness, although Sen had not been able to see any specific cause for it. Had there been an injury of some kind? An animal bite? An insect bite that grew infected? As he started cataloging possibilities and brainstorming treatments, Luo Min came outside. She stood there in silence for a long while as Sen thought.

“I had to do something,” she said. “For her pain.”

The words actually made Sen jump. He’d been lost in the process of visualizing how he would make the elixir. So, it took him a moment to take his mind away from that and consider the young woman’s words. When he did, he felt the grimace cross his face. He understood why she had done what she did. He’d seen enough people on the streets dulling their pain with alcohol. Unfortunately, he also knew that it didn’t actually help. In the absence of a doctor or the ability to afford one, though, Sen didn’t know that he would have found a better solution. He just nodded.

“I understand. I’ll make you something else to give her for now. Something that won’t be as hard on her.”

Luo Min looked relieved. “Can you help her?”

For a moment, Sen wasn’t looking at Luo Min, but at his grandmother’s maid, Lin, as she asked virtually the same question about the injured Zhang Muchen. How he wished he were back there now. How simple those injuries seemed in comparison to all that ailed Luo Min’s mother.

“Her leg,” he said, stalling a little, “did she injure it somehow? Get bitten by something?”

Luo Min took a moment to gather her thoughts. “I believe so, Cultivator Lu, but I do not know for sure.”

“How long ago was this?”

“A few months ago.”

Sen rejected the idea of a bite. If she’d been bitten, it would have either healed by now or killed her. It didn’t tell Sen what had happened, but it did narrow down the possibilities. It also made treating the woman a little simpler. There were things he could try now that he wouldn’t have tried in the event of an animal bite. Hating every word that he was about to speak, Sen made himself do it anyway.

“I think I can help her, but I promise nothing. I’m no true healer. If you wish it, I will simply make you something to relieve her pain and be on my way.”

“That won’t help her, though?”

“No,” he admitted.

“She’s dying,” said Luo Min.

It wasn’t a question. The young woman just seemed to be admitting it out loud for the first time. Sen answered her anyway.

“Yes, she is.”

A part of him thought that he should just go fetch a doctor and pay the fee, whatever it was. Yet, that wasn’t sustainable. There would always be another sick person, another needy soul. While he was well-off compared to the Luo family, his funds were limited. His time, on the other hand, was a different matter. He could afford to spend the next week or three or five, if need be, brewing elixirs for Luo Min’s mother. He had no pressing work or destinations where people expected him. He had a few messages to deliver should he ever wander into specific parts of the continent, but even those were to be delivered if he found himself somewhere. Time, of all things, was something he had in abundance. For her part, Luo Min stood and studied Sen for a long time. Whatever questions she was asking herself or qualities she sought in Sen remained opaque to him. In the end, she nodded to herself.

“Will you try to help her, Cultivator Lu?”

Sen studied her back for a long moment. She seemed resolute to him, committed, but not overly optimistic. He was a desperate last chance. A gamble that she was willing to take in a bid to save her mother’s life. She wasn’t expecting a miracle from him. She might be hoping for one, in her deepest heart, but she wouldn’t feel betrayed if he failed.

“I will, on one condition.”

The young woman looked wary at that. “What condition?”

One final time, Sen summoned a handful of coins from his storage ring. He held his hand out to her. “I want you to take this damn money for those plants I harvested.”
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Luo Min made a few, very halfhearted attempts to refuse the money before she plucked the coins from Sen’s hand. Sen pretended he didn’t notice the way that a veritable mountain of stress seemed to evaporate from the young woman’s body. Sen expected that she was so busy being relieved by the money in her hand that she didn’t notice something unclenching inside Sen’s spirit. He hadn’t even noticed how much it was bothering him that he hadn’t made good on that offer to pay for what he’d taken until he followed through. With that bit of distraction dealt with, he was finally able to bring his full attention to bear on the problem of helping Luo Min’s mother. One thing was obvious. This wasn’t going to be like helping Zhang Muchen, where one simple elixir would do most of the work. He also wasn’t going to be able to simply hand the problem over to someone else. If he was going to help her, he’d have to commit to finishing the job. Of course, he thought, that’s assuming that I can finish the job. Sen was in no way certain about his capacity to do that.

“I’m going to be here a while,” he said. “Possibly weeks.”

Luo Min frowned at him. “We can’t offer you much hospitality. Not even a roof, really.”

Sen shook his head. “I don’t need anything from you except a place I can set up my tent that won’t be disturbed.”

The young woman considered that for a moment before she nodded. “There are a few places nearby where the animals shouldn’t disturb you, Cultivator Lu. Well, the farm animals shouldn’t. There are spirit beasts. Who knows what they’ll do.”

Sen waved that concern away. “I can deal with spirit beasts if I must.”

The young woman took Sen to a few places that were close enough to the hut that a firm shout would be enough to get his attention. He picked one that looked like it would get some shade in the afternoon and swiftly put up the tent. Practicalities, he thought, sending up a mental thank-you to Grandmother Lu. With his own sleeping arrangements dealt with, Sen let Luo Min take him back to the hut, where he settled in to do some work. The young woman watched him with a mixture of interest and doubt when she saw the plain, simple pot he produced from his storage ring. A little part of him was relieved that the first thing he had to make was something for pain.

He did need to be careful that he didn’t make the elixir too potent, or there could be other problems. He could put the woman into a permanent coma with something that wouldn’t even make a cultivator yawn. She might even grow addicted to the medication, although Sen doubted that anything he made would cause that. No, he liked starting with the painkiller because it was relatively simple. Unlike virtually everything else he would make for the older woman, the painkiller didn’t need to be tailor-made for her condition. By nature, most painkillers were meant to work on the whole body. That meant that there were actual recipes for them. Auntie Caihong had made him memorize about a dozen.

In a pinch, Sen could make one using the ingredients he found to hand, but there was something very comforting about following a recipe that someone older, wiser, and more experienced had created. Sadly, making that painkiller only took Sen about an hour. He filtered the final brew through a piece of cheesecloth and, once it cooled, tipped the pale green liquid into a stoppered bottle. He’d made a point to buy a supply of those back in Orchard’s Reach before he left, realizing that it wasn’t the kind of thing that most people just have lying around. He held the bottle out to Luo Min, who took it with care.

“A small spoonful should suffice,” he said. “Two, if she’s in a lot of pain. No more than three times per day.”

“Three times per day,” said Luo Min.

After a moment’s thought, Sen realized he should clarify. “Every eight hours or so.”

The sudden understanding on Luo Min’s face assured Sen that he’d been right to explain that a little more. He supposed for a farmer, a day meant dawn to dusk, not dawn to dawn. After a hasty explanation from Luo Min, Sen took the pot outside, drew up some water from a well, and scrubbed the pot clean. He took the opportunity to eat something and consider his strategy for dealing with the problem one last time. He’d have to deal with the leg first. It was the root of all the other problems. Even as he went through that thought process again, Sen also knew that he was stalling, stretching out the moments before he’d need to start doing things. Things that he knew could have irrevocable and potentially lethal results. The knowledge that doing nothing would have the same results didn’t assuage his fears much.

If he did nothing and the woman died, that was just the natural course of events. If he did something and she died, that was his fault. Sen wasn’t eager to assume that level of responsibility. Recognizing his stalling for the minor act of cowardice that it was, Sen poured a little water into the pot and took it back inside. The second round of work was substantially more complicated. He was slowly adding and cooking down a wide assortment of generic plants, not-so-generic plants, and alchemical agents into a kind of poultice.

Some ingredients were meant to do simple things, like reduce inflammation, while others were intended to draw out impurities, and still others would help to kill any infections. It was complicated, possibly one of the most complicated things that Sen had ever made. Keeping the mixture in balance was an effort that required constant attention and the liberal application of different kinds of qi. Many of the ingredients seemed to have a natural antipathy to each other, which meant that Sen had to almost beat the mixture into submission. When the cooking was done, Sen leaned back and let himself relax for a few minutes. The whole thing would need a little while to cool and thicken before he could apply it to the woman’s leg. With his whole focus no longer on the pot, he noticed that Luo Min was standing nearby, eyeing the pot with clear curiosity.

When she saw him looking her way, she blushed but gestured at the pot. “What is that?”

Knowing that he had a little time, Sen gave her a very basic explanation of what it was and what it should do. The young woman frowned at the pot.

“All of that from plants? Like the ones you were harvesting?”

Sen hesitated. It was a lot more complicated than that, but he wasn’t sure a full explanation would benefit the girl.

“In a way,” he conceded. “The plants themselves, even if you mixed them together, wouldn’t necessarily do all of that. I have to do things to the mixture to make it work the way this will. There are some other ingredients and I have to balance the qi.”

He cut the explanation off there because he could see that it was losing any real meaning for her. He supposed she knew what qi was, but that it was mostly theoretical to her. You couldn’t see it unless a cultivator did something flashy. You could feel it, although Sen wasn’t sure if that was even true for mortals. No, better to let it rest there. If the young woman really wanted to know more, she could ask more questions. Instead of asking more about the poultice, she asked what Sen realized was the much more pressing question for her.

“Will that help my mother?”

Sen sighed. Auntie Caihong had warned him about things like this. He needed to set the proper expectations.

“It’s a start. Assuming it works the way that I expect, it should take care of the root of the problem. You need to understand, though, that there is a lot of damage inside your mother’s body. Healing that will take time. Healing it entirely may not even be possible. You also need to know that she’s going to seem worse before she gets better.”

Luo Min seemed truly confused by that last comment.

“Why?” she asked.

“Healing is hard. It’s hard on the body. It’s hard on the mind. It takes a toll on a person’s qi, their life energy. When you’re healthy, you don’t notice so much. When you’re sick, there’s already strain on your body, mind, and life energy. Healing puts even more strain on you. That’s what will happen with your mother.”

The young woman’s gaze drifted over to the part of the hut where her mother was trying to rest behind a tattered cloth. Sen could see the indecision on the girl’s face. The idea of making her mother worse, even if it would ultimately benefit the older woman, didn’t rest easy on Luo Min’s heart. In the end, though, she nodded to Sen. He checked the temperature of the poultice. It had cooled enough.

“Then, let’s get started.”
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From nearly the moment Sen applied the poultice to the older woman’s leg, he was in crisis mode. It was a constant race between him and doom. He raced to make elixirs that would shore up the woman’s energy. He hurriedly threw together mixtures to combat her sudden fever. Then, he had to make what amounted to low-powered versions of cleansing pills in liquid form to help wash away the flood of impurities that suddenly crashed into her blood. By the time he managed that, he discovered that the poultice had soaked up its limit of whatever was damaging her leg. So, it was back to the stove to make a fresh poultice. On and on and on it went, always rushing to keep the woman alive, to keep just one step ahead of seemingly inevitable failure. For three days, that task consumed every waking moment and every ounce of concentration that Sen could muster.

He barely slept. If not for the superior recovery abilities that body cultivation offered and the ability to flood his body with qi, Sen never could have kept up the pace. After a while, Sen started to feel like he’d been trapped inside some kind of nightmare where there was no success, just a constant battle to stave off the worst. Yet, in the end, it wasn’t a nightmare and Sen did manage to succeed in keeping the older woman alive. In the late afternoon of the third day, Luo Min’s mother stabilized. Her color improved, her breathing eased, and the fever broke. He needed to change the poultice again, but even that wasn’t as bad as it had been. The flesh beneath was no longer mottled, and he thought he could see where the original injury was, although he still couldn’t tell what it had been. Even so, Sen couldn’t help but heave a sigh of relief as he checked the woman over with a brief sweep of his qi. There were a lot of problems left to deal with, but he thought that he could leave her unattended for a few hours while he got some sleep.

He left the older woman to her rest. She’d need to bathe the next day, but that was a problem that the older woman and her daughter could sort out for themselves. In fact, as far as Sen was concerned, the two women could sort out all of their own problems for at least the next three hours. He needed food and sleep, and he probably needed them in that order. He’d only managed to sneak a few bites of food here and there, and it was finally catching up with him. Unfortunately, Luo Min was waiting when Sen came out from the private sleeping area. He was tempted to simply ignore her and go sleep, but she looked even more exhausted than he felt. He paused on his way to the door and looked at her.

“How is she, Cultivator Lu?”

“She’s not healed, but she’s better. Stable. Enough that I’m not worried about leaving her to rest for the night without keeping a constant watch.”

“Will she live?”

Sen gave himself a moment to think that through. He wasn’t comfortable promising an outcome like that. Auntie Caihong had explicitly warned him not to do so.

He lifted one shoulder in a half-shrug. “I hope she will. I think she will, but I can’t guarantee it if that’s what you’re looking for.”

The young woman looked a little disappointed, but there was still some relief in her expression. “I understand. Thank you for helping her, Cultivator Lu.”

“You’re welcome,” said Sen, feeling inexplicably uncomfortable at the exchange.

With that, he retreated to his tent. He set up an obscuring formation out of pure habit, ate something from his storage ring that he didn’t even taste, and dropped into a dreamless slumber.
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While the next few days weren’t precisely easy for Sen, they were more structured. Bit by bit, he started to address the other problems that were plaguing the elder Luo woman, who was finally coherent enough that she told Sen her name, Luo Ping. In some ways, it was more mentally taxing for Sen because he now needed to calibrate the elixirs he made far more precisely than the ones he’d been throwing together in a panic during those first few days. Then, it had been one last ditch effort after another. Now, he had to weigh if the fix for one problem would exacerbate another.

With her system still weakened from the long-term illness, he needed to strengthen her heart and circulation, but he also needed her to eat. The usual components he would use for strengthening her heart would likely suppress her appetite or leave her feeling nauseous. So, he found himself wandering the fields of the Luo farm, searching for alternatives to what he had in his storage ring. On more than one occasion, Luo Min went with him on these rambling hikes. He’d describe the kind of conditions necessary for the sorts of plants he needed, then she would guide him to the right places on the farm. Sometimes, he found the things he needed, sometimes he stumbled across alternatives, and sometimes he failed. In the end, though, he succeeded often enough that Luo Ping was able to keep down some food.

As her strength slowly returned, Sen was able to finally spend a little time examining the original wound on her leg. While the flesh around it had mostly healed, that spot remained stubbornly inflamed and always on the cusp of setting off another storm of infection. After what Sen considered far too long a time staring at the obvious, he realized that there must still be something lodged in the flesh there. Knowing what that meant, he put off the conversation for nearly two hours. Then, it struck him that he was actively harming the woman by delaying the conversation. Kneeling next to Luo Ping, he tried to hide how grim he found the subject.

“I believe that the reason your leg isn’t healing properly is because there is still something in there. Something that continues to cause problems.”

The older woman gave him a level look before she said, “What does that mean?”

Sen just pushed the words out, fearing that any hesitation would mean abandoning the topic entirely. “I’d need to cut open your leg, at least a bit, and take out whatever is lodged in there.”

Luo Ping grimaced, but she didn’t seem surprised. “If it won’t heal as it is, then you can’t leave it like that, can you?”

Sen didn’t answer immediately. He could leave it that way, but he wouldn’t. Not unless the older woman told him to leave it be. He couldn’t force her to endure a process like getting cut open against her will. Well, he supposed he probably could if it came to it, but he wouldn’t.

“It would be best not to leave it as it is,” he said.

Luo Ping weighed those words for most of a minute before she answered. “Then, you’ll just have to do whatever’s necessary. My Min trusts you, so I’ll trust you.”

Sen found himself moved by that declaration. His experiences with other people since leaving the mountain had not left him with a positive view of people in general. Most of them had seemed selfish, stupid, or both to him. He wondered if it was just the sharp contrast that made that simple declaration of trust so much more powerful. It was a matter that he’d need to ponder later. Sen offered the woman a bow and explained what he planned to do and how. He wasn’t sure if the woman needed all the details, but he didn’t want to catch her off guard. She certainly looked like she would have preferred fewer details given how often she winced, but she just offered him a sharp nod when he was done.

“When will you do it?” she asked.

“Soon. Within the hour. I need to prepare some things first.”

Sen left Luo Ping to her own thoughts and started preparing what he’d need. Mostly, he needed something to numb the area around the old injury site. He could simply put her to sleep, but Sen was very hesitant to do that with someone who was so desperately ill, so very recently. No, he decided, numbing the area is the safer path. Much like the painkiller, though, he had a basic recipe for making this kind of solution. It took him around half an hour to make it, then he turned to the other problem.

He needed a blade, and one more delicate than his jian. Luo Min showed him the few knives that they had on hand. He picked the smallest of them and, promising to replace it, cycled up his metal qi. He used that energy to reshape the blade. He slowly thinned the metal down, while also reinforcing it. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen if the blade broke off in the woman’s leg. Then, he used a touch of fire qi to sterilize the blade. He glanced up to see a look of pure wonder on Luo Min’s face. She hurriedly looked away, but Sen felt a little smile cross his face. He supposed that there was something magical about watching someone remake a familiar tool into something quite different.

Gathering up the knife, the numbing agent, and a healing salve he’d made the day before, Sen went back to Luo Ping. He explained what he was doing as he slowly dripped the numbing solution over the area and then spread it out with a bit of cloth. He was very careful not to let the liquid touch his fingers, though. Losing sensation in his fingers while cutting into someone seemed like the height of folly to Sen. Before he made the incision, he turned to Luo Ping.

“If you feel any severe pain, tell me. I can always add more numbing agent, but that only works if I know that you need it.”

“I’ll tell you if it comes to that,” the stoic older woman said.

Sen had his doubts about that, but he proceeded anyway. For all of the stress and worry he put himself through, the whole thing took about five minutes. It turned out that a sharp little sliver of bone had gotten lodged into the flesh of the woman’s calf. It took a bit of effort and some very careful cutting, but Sen pulled the little piece of bone free. Then, he spread the salve over the cut. He followed that with a bandage that he gently secured in place. He had contemplated stitching the wound, but he truly did not trust his own skills in that area. As long as the woman didn’t thrash around, the incision should heal fine with the aid of the salve.

“That’s it?” Luo Ping asked.

“I believe so,” said Sen. “I suppose we’ll know by tomorrow.”
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Sen did know the next day. While Luo Ping’s leg hadn’t healed completely, nor had Sen expected it to, it was substantially better. Most of the inflammation was gone and Luo Ping herself reported that it felt markedly better. Whatever hesitation the woman had felt about him had also disappeared. Now, he caught her staring at him with an expression that he found uncomfortably close to reverence. So, rather than deal with that discomfort, he excused himself and went outside. There was another uncomfortable subject that he needed to address, and he’d struck on a thought that might make it easier for everyone involved.

He found Luo Min gathering up the sparse number of eggs that the chickens had laid overnight. He waited for her to notice him. When she did, she straightened up too fast and lost her grip on the basket holding the precious handful of eggs that she had found. Sen covered the distance fast enough to snatch up the basket before it struck the ground. He just handed it back to her without comment, while feigning interest in something off in the distance. When he finally turned back to her, there was still a faint tinge of pink in her cheeks. Otherwise, she seemed to have collected herself.

“Cultivator Lu,” she said, offering him a bow. “Can I help you with something?”

He gave Luo Min a smile. The mistake only became apparent when red rushed back into her cheeks. Sen didn’t sigh or let his smile slip, which he thought were true victories for his self-control. He nodded at her.

“There is. I need some things from the village, but I’m not comfortable leaving your mother unattended just yet. I need to be here in case she takes a turn. Would you be willing to go to the village and get them for me?”

The young woman only hesitated for a second or two before she nodded. “Of course, Cultivator Lu.”

“My thanks to you, Luo Min,” said Sen.

He handed her a list, which she examined with a frown. “This is mostly food.”

Sen nodded agreeably. “I’ve been eating travel rations. They’re adequate, but now I can set aside time to cook.”

The young woman gave him a steady look. “This is a lot of food for one person, Cultivator Lu.”

Sen maintained a perfectly innocent expression. “Is it? Well, I am a cultivator. Our appetites can be formidable.”

“Can they?”

There wasn’t a specific change in Luo Min that he could identify, but Sen somehow knew that the conversation had abruptly become about something else. Sen shrugged, but that was somehow the wrong thing to do. Luo Min’s expression became, he wasn’t quite sure what the expression was. Speculative, maybe? Sen was very certain he wanted to bring that conversation to a close as fast as possible. He held out some coins for her. It might be too much for what he asked her to buy. He really didn’t know. Sen made a mental note to spend some time getting familiar with the prices of things. Luo Min eyed the coins for a moment, clearly amused by something, but she took them. She handed him the basket of eggs. He took it but raised an eyebrow at her.

“If I’m going to town for supplies, I’ll need to take the cart. Those need to go inside.”

“Ah,” said Sen. “Of course.”

Taking the opportunity to nobly run away from the awkward turn the conversation had taken, Sen went back inside. While the conversation threatened to linger in his mind, he soon found himself caught up in the task of looking at Luo Ping’s condition with his qi and formulating an elixir for the day. He found himself thinking that it would be so much easier if the woman could cultivate. If she could cycle qi, he could make elixirs that she could activate inside of her. It would speed the healing along. But that was a useless thought. He might as well wish that fish had wings. He had to work with what was before him, not what he wished was before him. It was part of the reason he’d sent Luo Min after food. He noticed that the stores of food in the house were meager, at best. Even their rice supply was running low.

Of course, a steady supply of rice wasn’t enough to keep someone healthy. It could keep someone alive, but it couldn’t keep them healthy by itself. A healing body was even more demanding, requiring more of everything to repair and rebuild what had been broken. In short, Luo Ping needed vegetables, fruits, and some kind of meat. What a coincidence that all of those were on my list, thought Sen. Luo Min clearly suspected his intentions, but Sen didn’t mind all that much. As long as she played along, he would give them enough room to avoid embarrassment.

As he let a little corner of his mind wander over the question of food, the rest of his attention went to finishing that day’s elixir. It relied heavily on wood-attributed qi, primarily to stimulate the necessary growth that body repairs required when dealing with damaged tissues. He also needed to work in a bit of metal qi to help reinforce the older woman’s bones. They weren’t in terrible shape, but he’d noticed several weak spots. Yet, Sen was spotting more and more things the more often he examined the woman. He didn’t think he was getting better at reading people’s health with qi, not in a general sense. He’d just looked at Luo Ping so often that his understanding was growing through sheer repetition. He slipped a few minerals in that would temporarily bind the metal qi and make it easier for her bones to absorb. Then, came the boring part. Sen just stood by the stove and stirred the mixture as needed.

The good news, to Sen’s mind, was that his presence wouldn’t be required for much longer. While her recovery wasn’t as fast as Sen would like, she was still mending quickly. He thought it would be a few more days until the woman could move around as she wished, as long as she was careful. Give it another week, and Sen could simply prepare a few mixtures to leave with them. Beyond that, nature would have to take its course. He could shepherd the woman along and give her some advantages, but his active participation in her healing process would soon be unnecessary and even unhelpful.

“There is something every doctor, apothecary, and healer must come to learn,” Auntie Caihong had said.

“What’s that?” Sen remembered asking.

“When to stop. Look hard enough, and you’ll always discover something else to treat or try to fix. Sometimes, someone is so far gone that they simply cannot be helped by anything short of the intervention of the heavens. It’s a line that everyone draws in a different place, but it’s a crucial line. You need to figure out the point at which your help is no longer helping.”

It was one of many conversations on the mountain that Sen hadn’t really grasped at the time. A fact that Auntie Caihong no doubt knew full well. Yet, he hadn’t forgotten it either. Now, with Luo Ping, he finally understood at least some of what Auntie Caihong had been getting at. If he let himself, he could spend the next six months on this farm doing nothing but putting together treatments for the woman. Yet, those treatments wouldn’t substantially improve her life. She might experience fewer aches or see a slight improvement in her energy levels, but even cultivator alchemy couldn’t truly turn back the ravages of time for mortals.

Sen knew he hadn’t decided where the line was for him, or even if he believed he really needed one. He didn’t have plans to set himself up as a healer. He did, however, have a better idea of where he would eventually draw that line. Sen noticed that he’d filtered the elixir and put it into a small bottle without even realizing he was doing it. Frowning a little, Sen decided that he’d been doing far too much alchemy lately. Walking over to where Luo Ping sat in a chair near a window, he tried to ignore the intense look she gave him. She took the bottle when he handed it to her but didn’t drink it immediately.

“My Min thinks I’m blind to the truth, but I’m not. You’re a cultivator.”

Sen considered lying, but there was no point to it. He inclined his head to her.

“How did you know?”

“I wasn’t born here. I grew up in, well, that’s a different story. The point is, I’ve known a few alchemists. I never met one who would miss an opportunity to make a pill, but you haven’t made a single one. I also never met one who could do half the things you do with elixirs. The only way you could do what you’re doing and look as young as you do is if you’re a cultivator. You’re probably older than me, aren’t you?”

The question made perfect sense, from one angle, but it wasn’t an angle that Sen normally thought from. So, the question caught Sen off guard. He laughed as he shook his head. “No, Luo Ping, I am not older than you. I’m not even older than your daughter. I’ve told you no lies, except the one by omission.”

The older woman lifted an eyebrow at that. “You said you were a humble student of alchemy. Not a master alchemist.”

“I am but a humble student of alchemy. My knowledge is a shallow thing compared to the one who taught me. She is a true master alchemist.”

“I suppose you’re too young to understand what a frightening thing it is that you just said.”

Sen just blinked at her a few times. What was frightening about saying his teacher was a far more skilled alchemist?

Luo Ping nodded to herself. “I have to ask. Why have you done all of this? Do you mean to take Min as payment?”

“Take Min as payment,” repeated Sen.

He couldn’t make sense of the statement. The very idea of taking a person as payment was just absurd to him. Even if something like that were common practice somewhere, Sen would have no part in it. Sen felt himself getting angry. He glared at the older woman who shrank back from him.

Doing his best not to clench his teeth, he said, “No, I don’t intend to take your child as payment.”

While the woman was clearly frightened by Sen’s anger, she persisted.

“Then, why do all of this? Why go through all of this trouble for strangers?”

Sen was still angry about her thinking he’d take her child and almost said something cutting, but the woman wasn’t being unreasonable. When he looked at it from her point of view, he must have seemed like some kind of madman. A largely benevolent madman, perhaps, but a madman all the same. Who would go through all of that trouble for strangers? There had to be a reason. Like it or not, he was also a guest in her home. That it was a humble home didn’t change anything. She was the mistress here. If she wanted to understand his motives, he owed her some kind of explanation.

“I was led here, by power, by karma, by the heavens, I don’t truly know. I was brought here to learn something.”

“Learn what?”

He offered her a tired smile. “I don’t know. When I do, I expect that’s the day I’ll leave.”
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Sen made a point to put on a show of cooking for a few days. Somehow, he always managed to cook at least three times as much as he needed. Although, for Sen, it was only mostly a show. He did have a vested interest in making sure that Luo Ping got the things that her body needed to heal. Of course, the greater part of it was simply so everyone could pretend that he hadn’t bought them a truly absurd amount of food. He did store the meat in his storage ring, though. After all, there was no benefit to buying a bunch of food if it would just spoil. On days he didn’t cook, he made sure that some meat would appear near the stove when it was getting to be around the time for the evening meal. Sure, it was all a big piece of fiction, but one that left everyone’s dignity intact.

What Sen hadn’t expected was for people to start showing up at the farm looking for him. He’d been deeply wary the first time it happened. He’d assumed that the frothy pond sect had finally caught up with him. Except, it wasn’t them. It was a man in his middle years. When Sen approached, the man offered him a deep bow. Then, he launched into a detailed explanation of his medical problem. It took Sen’s stunned brain a few seconds to catch up with what was happening. It wasn’t the prelude to some devious attack. It was just a man looking to get some help. Once Sen realized that he wasn’t going to have to fight anyone, he really started listening to the man’s problem. After hearing the man out and examining him with his qi, Sen wondered why the man had come to him. It was a simple enough problem that any doctor should have been able to help with it.

“Have you seen a doctor about this?” Sen asked, mostly out of curiosity.

“What doctor? We might get one through here once, maybe twice a year, always on their way to somewhere else. Sometimes they see people, sometimes they don’t.”

The man didn’t even sound bitter about it, just resigned.

“What do you do when you have illnesses or injuries?”

The man shrugged. “Take care of it ourselves. People who can afford it go see a doctor in the city. The Widow Ang knows a little bit. She can stitch people up. Maybe give them some kind of herbal brew.”

Sen nodded along. He’d asked Luo Ping and Luo Min about it, and everything the man was saying was consistent with what they’d told him.

“I see. Well, yes, I can help you. It won’t taste good, though.”

The man blinked at Sen owlishly before he said, “You can?”

“I think so. I’m not sure I can resolve it completely, but I can certainly make it better.”

Sen did think he could resolve it completely, but better to set expectations low. He could be wrong, after all. An hour later, the man left with a stoppered bottle in hand and a smile. Sen was left with some money. He’d just picked a number out of the air that he thought sounded reasonable. The man had seemed happy enough to pay, which made Sen wonder if he’d grossly undercharged for it. Sen resolved then and there to visit the village and learn what things cost. After a few moments of thought, he decided that there was no time like the present. He told Luo Min where he was going and caught up with the recently departed, well, customer. With a potential solution to his medical problem in hand, the older man was happy to chat with Sen about mundane things like the price of rice and where Sen might find some medicinal herbs for sale.

The trip to town was an eye-opening experience for Sen. He’d been dramatically overestimating the cost of things like food. Yet, his sense of what medicinal herbs were worth was far too low. What little there was available in the village, most of it of only so-so quality, was selling for far more than Sen would have paid for it. Still, it did give him a better idea of how much he should be charging if he ever decided to sell his alchemical services again. Which he did three times the next day. After the last person left, he found himself frowning into the distance.

“How do all of these people know about me?” he asked the open air.

“That may be my fault,” said Luo Min from behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder to see Luo Min’s nervous eyes on him. She looked down when he looked back at her.

“Your fault? How is it your fault?”

“When I went to get food, I may have said something about how you saved Mother from death.”

Sen didn’t groan out loud, but he did let himself take a deep breath. Then, he looked down at the chicken that was passively sitting in the crook of his arm. It had been the only payment the old woman who had just left could reasonably afford. Sen had been wondering what he was going to do with a chicken, and now he knew.

“I see,” said Sen, and then he handed the chicken over to the startled young woman. “Your rumor, your responsibility. Enjoy your chicken.”

As Sen walked away, Luo Min called after him. “I can’t take this. Livestock is valuable.”

“What’s that?” Sen almost shouted. “I can’t hear you over the roar of that chicken.”

As Sen went back into the hut, he glanced back to see the dumbfounded expression on Luo Min’s face as she held a chicken. A chicken that, as far as Sen knew, had yet to make a sound. As one week turned into two, Sen found himself moving back and forth between accepting coins and bartering for his services. Except, Sen didn’t really need most of the things that people had to barter. It was a problem that vexed Sen until he realized that he was standing on a farm that was in dire need of just about everything. So, he stored the coins he got and bartered for the farm. It wasn’t a lot, individually. An hour or two of labor in a field or making minor repairs on the hut seemed like a good deal to the villagers, who were often lacking in coin. Luo Ping had to explain it to him.

“Farmers only really have coin to spend after the harvest comes in. They spend most of it getting ready for the next year. They buy seed, replace tools, whatever it is they put off for the rest of the year, they pay for then. At least, that’s how it works for most farms,” she amended.

Sen remembered some of the nicer places he’d passed on his way into the village. Yes, those farms looked like they probably had some extra money lying around for emergencies. Still, all of those small barters added up over time. The number of chickens around the place doubled, which led to Sen bartering for someone to build a proper coop for them. One family paid in bags of rice. Sen did keep one of those, depositing it in his storage ring as proof against some future bout of poverty. A few people even paid in seed, which Sen had needed to consult Luo Min about. When she’d given him an enthusiastic, almost desperate, yes, he’d accepted, and then handed off the profits to her safekeeping.

Of course, it wasn’t all positive. As the Luo Farm became visibly more prosperous, young men started turning up to, supposedly, court Luo Min. Sen found himself rather unimpressed with the quality of those young men. One of them had leered at the young woman like she was some tempting piece of food. Sen had quietly excused himself and waited outside. When the young man finally left, Sen spoke with him, feeling that some gentle chastisement was in order.

“If you ever look at her that way again,” said Sen in a calm, conversational tone, “I will remove your eyes. Do you understand?”

The abruptly pale, trembling young man moved his head up and down in tiny, jerking motions. “Yes. I understand.”

Sen supposed that the jian blade hovering a hair’s breadth from the eyes in question made more meaningful movements precarious. Still, the young man said that he understood. Sen decided that would have to be good enough.

“I’m glad to hear that. Now, leave. Do not return.”

When Sen pulled the jian away, the young man simply ran as fast as his legs would carry him. Sen watched him go, and the boy never even glanced back. Sen wasn’t sure if the real message would carry, but he expected that he’d only find it necessary to send that message one more time before everyone understood. Sen wasn’t entirely certain afterward if the universe was rewarding him for good deeds or punishing the young man who turned up the next day. He presented himself better than the first few who turned up, but there was something about him that set Sen on edge. When Luo Min and the young man stepped outside so that she could show him something about the farm, Sen traded a glance with Luo Ping and followed them out.

He kept his distance and hid his presence. He might be wrong, after all. There were bound to be people in the world he simply didn’t like who were still basically decent. Except, he wasn’t wrong this time. When the pair were far enough from the hut that any screams might go unheard, the young man grabbed at her robes and yanked. That was as far as he got. Sen had very nearly killed the young man on the spot, but he thought better of it at the last second. There was no need for Luo Min to witness that. He contented himself with grabbing the young man’s wrist and squeezing. Somewhere in the middle of the bones shattering and the screaming, the young man let go of Luo Min’s robes.

Sen’s opinion of the woman went up then. While she’d clearly been frightened by what had just happened, she was made of stern stuff. She drove her foot between the man’s legs hard enough that she could have broken a thick tree limb with the strike. It wasn’t artful, thought Sen, but, on reflection, it didn’t really need to be. The man lost consciousness at that point, which Sen felt was probably more mercy than he deserved. Sen gave Luo Min a nod and, to his surprise, she threw her arms around him. It was brief, just a few seconds, before she released him. Sen remembered when he’d craved a moment of comfort on the mountain. He couldn’t really fault her for taking one.

She glared down at the young man. “What will you do with him?”

Sen gave her half a smile. “Only what he deserves. You should head back now. I’m sure your mother needs your help with something.”

Sen considered what to do with the young man for several minutes. There were a number of possibilities, but most of them involved doing things to the young man that Sen simply preferred not to do. In the end, he decided to go with a balanced approach. Sen was leaning against a tree when the young man finally came around. He almost immediately started bellowing in pain. The appearance of a spearhead mere inches from his throat cut that down to groans.

“You like to stalk and ambush people. Well, consider yourself blessed. Today, you’ll get to see true masters of your craft at work. There are many beasts in this forest that like to do the same thing.”

The young man looked around with wild eyes. As understanding of where he truly was dawned on the young man, he started begging. “You can’t leave me out here! Not like this!”

Sen let the silence drag out before he spoke. “I suppose you’re right.”

Before the relief could even register on the young man’s face, Sen continued.

“I shouldn’t risk the slim possibility that you might reach safety.”

With a swift, smooth motion, Sen drove the spearhead through the young man’s calf. It didn’t quite sever the muscle, but there was a spray of blood when Sen pulled the weapon free. Sen ignored the howling and the curses laid on his house.

“You bastard!”

“You may be right about that,” said Sen. “I really don’t know.”

“This is murder. You’re murdering me! What kind of healer are you?”

“I’m not a healer. I’m a cultivator,” said Sen. “By the way, I’d start hobbling away now if I were you. All that blood is drawing some attention.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

SECT BUSINESS
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As he lifted the cup of Dragon Well tea to his lips, Elder He Mingze took a moment to enjoy the warmth of the cup and the smell of the tea. It was calming in its familiarity. He knew that the next report he heard would prove troublesome, and so he allowed himself this moment of relative peace first. Two months ago, he enjoyed this state of relative calm all of the time. That was before the incident or incidents, depending on how one chose to observe things. He was of the opinion that it was all one incident that escalated over the course of a single day, a single afternoon really, while others were of the opinion that it was two separate incidents. He took one more sip, then focused his attention on Lin Zimo, the core sect member tasked with finding the troubling wandering cultivator.

“Your report, Lin Zimo.”

The lean young man with the strange, pale eyes, a mark of some foreign blood hidden in his heritage somewhere, straightened slightly and offered a deep bow.

“Yes, Elder He. As you know, approximately one month ago, two inner sect disciples, one Zhu Fen and one Sun Xue, confronted a wandering cultivator on the beach outside the city. The purpose of this confrontation was to trade pointers in order to improve their cultivation.”

Elder He was impressed with the way that Lin Zimo managed to utter that last statement without expressing any feelings about it one way or the other. He knew that the younger man had opinions on the matter, but he didn’t let that interfere with his duty. Elder He also imagined that this repetition of known information frustrated the man. Yet, Elder He had learned long ago that one could glean new insight from hearing old information. He had also learned, through hard experience, that memory could warp information over time. So, he insisted on hearing the same information each time these reports were provided to him. It ensured that neither he, nor the person giving the report, consciously or unconsciously altered the known facts.

“The confrontation did not go as the disciples anticipated. The wandering cultivator, a supposed foundation formation stage cultivator, suppressed both Zhu Fen and Sun Xue. At least, that is what both disciples reported independently. Then, for reasons of his own, the wandering cultivator spared them.

“Later that day, another inner sect disciple, one Cai Yuze, found the wandering cultivator at the Sunset Inn. Information about that meeting is,” Lin Zimo hesitated before continuing, “less reliable. It appears that Cai Yuze made himself an unwelcome guest at the wandering cultivator’s table. The wandering cultivator indicated repeatedly that he wished Cai Yuze to leave. Invitations that Cai Yuze ignored.”

Lin Zimo couldn’t hide his distaste for that behavior. Elder He shared that opinion. Wandering cultivators might not be sect members, but they were still cultivators. They should be afforded some basic respect, such as an undisturbed meal.

“The wandering cultivator chose to remove himself from the situation at that point, leaving the inn entirely. Disciple Cai followed the man out of the inn. Facts about what followed are scarce. We know that there was a confrontation. There was damage to the surrounding buildings consistent with wind blades, a favorite tactic of Cai Yuze. The information about the wandering cultivator’s tactics is confused, conflicting, suggesting the presence of other cultivators, but all evidence points to the man being alone. We presume that Cai Yuze is dead. All the witness accounts are consistent that the wandering cultivator did something that appeared to utterly destroy the man.”

Elder He watched as Lin Zimo once again processed the implications of what he had just said. Battles between foundation formation stage cultivators tended to be long, drawn out, bloody affairs, more often decided by blade than by qi technique. That the wandering cultivator had ended the battle so decisively, with a single qi technique, a technique that no one could adequately describe, was suggestive. Elder He waited for the report to continue, but Lin Zimo seemed transfixed by the possibilities of what the wandering cultivator might have done.

Sighing, Elder He said, “Continue, Lin Zimo.”

The younger cultivator flinched as though he’d been struck. “Yes, Elder He. My apologies, Elder He. Following the death of Cai Yuze, the wandering cultivator left the city, bribing two guards to open the gate after hours. The guards were, as far as we can tell, unaware of the confrontation. They indicated that the cultivator headed north. Tracking efforts seemed to confirm this. His trail led north for miles before all traces of the man simply disappeared. The qi and scent trail led into the forest and just stopped, as though something reached down from the heavens and plucked the man from the face of the world. I personally traveled farther north, but there was no indication of the man anywhere. As a precaution, I sent trackers to the south, but there have been no definitive signs of him there either.”

Elder He digested the report, what little there was of it, and reflected. He had more facts about the events than Lin Zimo, if only a few. He also knew his own thoughts on the matter, but he found himself curious about what the promising cultivator thought of the incident and what followed.

“Tell me, Lin Zimo, what do you make of these events? What do you make of this wandering cultivator? Is this all an affront to the sect that requires reprisal?”

Again, to his credit, Lin Zimo considered his response. “An affront to the sect? Only at first glance, Elder He. It seems to me that, if there was an affront calling for reprisals, it was an affront given to the wandering cultivator, not by him. As for the events, it was a series of stupid decisions by our sect members that culminated in a, forgive my bluntness, well-earned death. I knew Cai Yuze a little. While I don’t know exactly why he went to see that wandering cultivator, I’m confident it was for his own benefit, not the sect’s benefit.

“As for the wandering cultivator himself, I don’t know what to make of him. He’s a walking contradiction. Disciples Zhu Fen and Sun Xue are convinced the man was a hidden master. The apparent ease with which he simultaneously suppressed them and his choice to spare them is consistent with that. Yet, the confrontation with Cai Yuze was fundamentally different. He seemingly made several attempts to avoid the confrontation, only to unleash catastrophic forces on the man. Why not simply suppress him as well and send him back to us as a warning?

“Then, to simply disappear that way. It’s like something out of a story, not something that happens in real life. Real people leave trails. Unless, of course, he really is some kind of hidden master or a cultivation genius the likes of which no one has seen in fifty generations.”

Elder He nodded. Working with the information he had available to him, Lin Zimo had drawn conclusions that weren’t far off from the ones Elder He himself had drawn.

“Elder He, do you think it might have been him?”

“Him?” asked Elder He, although he suspected he knew what Lin Zimo was referring to.

“The wandering cultivator that people are telling stories about. Judgment’s Gale.”

Elder He had heard those tales and dismissed them, at first. Yet, as the days and weeks dragged by with no sign of the wandering cultivator, he had started to wonder. Then, he had started to worry. Those tales had come out of the East. Elder He Mingze was well aware, as the elders of all nearby sects were, of who lived in that direction. Kho Jaw-Long. The Living Spear. The Storm’s Descent. Sects Bane. Every sect elder within hundreds of miles lived in absolute, mortal dread of drawing that man’s ire. The only thing worse than that would be drawing the anger of both Kho Jaw-Long and his oldest friend, Feng Ming. As terrifying as Kho Jaw-Long was to sects, well, basically everywhere, Elder He personally feared Feng Ming even more. Kho Jaw-Long would shatter a sect in an explosion of elemental fury and towering wrath, but, when that fury and wrath were spent, he would leave. Whoever survived could rebuild or move on without fear of the nascent soul stage cultivator’s return.

It was not so with Feng Ming. Once he set himself the task of ending you, it was like a decree of death from the heavens. He would never stop hunting you. Elder He had heard tales of cultivators who ran from Fate’s Razor for centuries, only to find him waiting for them the moment their attention slipped. The very idea of that man was enough to leave Elder He in a cold sweat. Yet, it was the notion that Kho Jaw-Long might have taken a student that had kept him up at night recently. What if this Judgment’s Gale was someone that Kho Jaw-Long had trained and then sent out into the world? What if he was one and the same as the wandering cultivator their inner sect disciples had so flagrantly offended? What would happen?

They needed to find this wandering cultivator. They needed to find him and, if possible, make amends. Even if he wasn’t tied to Kho Jaw-Long, he could have been, and those idiot inner sect disciples could have brought his vengeance down on their heads. Even if the wandering cultivator was just a random wandering cultivator, he was already frighteningly powerful. One of the things that Lin Zimo was not aware of was that both Zhu Fen and Sun Xue were still recovering from the mental trauma of confronting that man’s killing intent. If he really was only a foundation formation stage cultivator and wielding a killing intent like that, by the time he reached core formation, there was a good chance the man could crush the Stormy Ocean Sect single-handedly.

“I don’t know,” Elder He said. “Perhaps. Regardless, finding him is now your only responsibility.”

Lin Zimo nodded, even if he looked a bit pale. “Elder, I, what am I to do when I find him?”

“You are to do nothing. Don’t confront him. Don’t even speak to him if you can avoid it. Just send word to me. I will come and try to make peace with the man.”

The visibly relieved Lin Zimo bowed. “I will do as you bid, Elder He.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN







SETTLING ACCOUNTS, PART 1
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Sen breathed in and out, his mind guiding the ever-more precise execution of his cultivation pattern. Yet, for all that he had improved on using it, and all the flaws he could sense but not yet identify, Sen understood that this pattern could only serve him for so long. It might, might last him until core formation, but it couldn’t last beyond that. It was only barely able to keep pace with the demands Sen put on his qi now. If he could continue making small improvements, it might keep pace for a while yet. Unlike when Sen had first started using this pattern and was grateful simply to get it to work, he could see now that it had been specifically designed for foundation formation cultivators and ones with smaller dantians and qi channels than Sen possessed. The problem was that he didn’t know where to get another one. He supposed that he could try to design one himself, but he remembered all too well the endless hours he had spent learning the patterns for the qi types he knew. It was work that required a certain level of isolation and, more importantly, safety, neither of which he expected to find much of in the near future.

That led him to wonder just where Master Feng had gotten the manual for the technique in the first place. Did he have piles of technique manuals just sitting in a cave somewhere, looted from some sect he or Uncle Kho had liberated from the burden of existing? Did he barter for it with someone? Sen would have to write and ask for some guidance. While his need for a new cycling technique wasn’t a pressing matter yet, it would become one all too soon. Once he’d made that decision, though, he wondered how long it would take for his often-absent master to receive the letter. For that matter, Sen wasn’t altogether sure how anyone would get a response back to him. While Grandmother Lu’s shop in Orchard’s Reach was a convenient place for him to send things back, he’d made no arrangements for places where people could send things to him.

It was one of those practicalities that Grandmother Lu had kept insisting he wasn’t thinking hard enough about. It pricked his pride a tiny bit to see that she was right, again. Mostly, though, it just made him miss her. He hoped that she was well on her way to that warmer southern region she had spoken about. Then again, she might still be in Orchard’s Reach, spending some of that gold to expand the reach of her trading empire before she left. It would have been the practical thing to do. Of course, with all the upheaval in Orchard’s Reach, she might have made a temporary move to somewhere the government was more predictable or at least more bribable. He'd have to leave a note for her the next time he came across one of her shops. They’d know how to get it to her, eventually.

For all the introspection he was doing, Sen wasn’t wholly oblivious to the outside world. He had his spiritual sense extended. He was expecting something to happen and didn’t want to be surprised when it did. He’d risen early and taken up station outside the hut. He could feel that both of the women were still asleep inside the hut. That was unusual. Luo Min was an early riser by nature, and Luo Ping had seemed to be similar once she was truly on the mend again. She still tired easily, her stamina sapped by illness. Yet, he suspected that the real cause was the events of the previous day. Made of stern stuff or not, Luo Min had been attacked. It wasn’t the kind of thing a person just shrugs off. At least not the first twenty or thirty times it happens, Sen thought with a touch of bitterness. Luo Min had no doubt had trouble falling asleep. Her mother had no doubt stayed up to keep her daughter company.

Both had been asleep by the time Sen returned from the deeps of the forest. Unlike the garbage he’d left out there, the local spirit beasts did not find him a tempting target. He had, however, taken the young man well beyond any signs of human life. Then, he’d stayed out there until the spirit beasts tracked the blood trail and finished what Sen had begun. He hadn’t been willing to just trust that it would get done. Master Feng had a lot to say about leaving live enemies behind. He’d no doubt disapprove of the fact that Sen hadn’t dispatched those two on the beach. Yet, Sen was on a different path than Master Feng. For the elder cultivator, leaving those cultivators alive probably would have been a mistake, or at least violated the tenets of his cultivation in some way. For Sen, it might also prove a mistake, but offering mercy wasn’t inconsistent with the path he wanted to follow. He wasn’t endangering his cultivation by doing it.

“Only your life,” Sen could almost hear Master Feng say.

By keeping his spiritual sense extended, Sen felt someone approaching long before they arrived. Sen was just leaning on the hut’s wall when a furious man stormed up the road, a sharp axe in his hand. It only took a few moments of observation to tell that, while the man might be strong, he wasn’t trained to use that axe as a weapon. Taking a tiny measure of preemptive pity on the man, Sen summoned the extra spindle he’d made for Bigan’s damaged wagon wheel. He didn’t plan to kill the man, not if it wasn’t necessary, so either the jian or the spear was overkill. Sen studied the man as he approached. A dark stubble that didn’t quite qualify as a beard covered the man’s jaw. His eyes were narrow, and Sen could see the anger in them. It was an old, persistent anger that likely pervaded the man’s every action. As he drew close, he pointed the axe at Sen.

“Where’s my son?”

Sen considered trying to soften the blow, but he doubted that was possible. There was something a little haunted in the man’s expression. He already feared the worst, so there was little point in dragging out the confirmation.

“Your son is dead,” Sen answered.

Whatever tiny bit of restraint that the man had been nursing vanished. He took a wild swing at Sen. A quick parry with the spindle sent the axe flying, the pure force of Sen’s blow too much for the man’s strength. Shocked by the speed and force that Sen displayed, and deprived of his axe, the man just stared at Sen for a long moment. Then, the rage reasserted itself and the man started swinging. They were slow, poorly controlled punches that were meant to hit hard. Sen simply stepped out of the way of the blows. He didn’t attack in response. Just kept stepping out of the way until the man was swaying on his feet, barely able to lift his hands to continue the failed assault.

“You murdered my son.”

“I executed a rapist.”

“My son never raped anyone!”

There was a flicker of something in the man’s eyes, but Sen could read it clearly enough.

“You knew.”

It wasn’t a question.

“I didn’t know anything,” the man blustered, but there was no heat, no conviction in the words.

“You knew,” repeated Sen.

Sen’s hand seemed to move of its own volition. He seized the man by the throat and dragged him close.

“Let me go,” the man gasped, uselessly clawing at Sen’s arm.

“How many?”

“What?” the man croaked.

“How many girls did he rape while you pretended not to know?”

Sen realized the man’s face was turning purple under his grip. If he held on any longer or applied any more pressure, he’d probably kill the man. Sen released his grip. The other man collapsed to the ground, choking, coughing, and wheezing in whatever air he could pull through his damaged throat. The shreds of pity and compassion Sen had managed to scrounge together for this man burned away in the furnace of Sen’s fury. He placed the tip of the spindle directly over the man’s heart and started applying pressure, increasing it with each passing second. The man tried to squirm away, so Sen pressed down harder. It was hard enough that it pinned the man in place. Sen could feel bones shifting and bending in the man’s chest.

“It wasn’t enough to murder my son?” the man gasped. “You’re going to murder me too?”

“You say that word, murder, like it means something to me. Like it might somehow make me stop. Do you have any idea how often a cultivator must kill?”

“Cultivator?” the man said, any semblance of hope draining from his face.

“Compared with most cultivators,” Sen continued, “I’m a gentle, peaceful man. And even I’ve killed half a dozen people in the last few months. As for killing a man who let his son get away with rape, well, let me put it this way. My master would tell me to burn your family out, root and branch. Right now, I’m inclined to take that advice. Do you know what would happen to me afterward?”

“No,” snarled the man on the ground.

“Nothing. Nothing at all. Everyone would just pretend it never happened. The way you pretended it never happened.”

Sen pressed down a little harder on the spindle, and the man cried out in pain.

“Terrifying, isn’t it? Crying out in pain. Crying out for help. Knowing deep down inside that there’s absolutely nothing you can do to stop me. This is just a taste of what you helped your son get away with. I should just kill you and be done with it,” said Sen, as much to himself as to the man on the ground.

“Sen,” said a quiet voice from behind him.

Sen looked over his shoulder and saw Luo Min standing there. Her face was so white that she looked like she’d died.

“You should go back inside, Min. You don’t need to watch this.”

“That man didn’t hurt me. He doesn’t deserve to die.”

Sen didn’t agree. He didn’t agree at all. Yet, he had inserted himself into this situation. He hadn’t been harmed. He’d never been in danger at all. Luo Min was the one who had a grievance here, and she didn’t want this man dead. Sen wrestled with himself, with his own desire to take revenge. But whose revenge? Was any of this really about Luo Min? Or was it about him? Was he letting this man play substitute for those noble brats who had beaten him as a child? Was that why he was so angry with this man? Sen had thought he was past those feelings of helplessness. After all, he’d handed out beatings to those childhood assailants. It had been cathartic, but maybe he’d been too optimistic that he had been healed by that experience. It seemed that some kinds of pain lingered.

Still, he had let those bandits go, knowing they’d hurt others and might do so again. He’d let them go because they simply weren’t a threat. The man on the ground was no threat to him. He never had been, even with the axe in hand. Of course, Sen wouldn’t always be on the farm to serve as a shield against any would-be assailants. In fact, his intuition told him that his time in the village was swiftly coming to an end. While no threat to Sen, the man could easily become a threat to Luo Min and her mother. Sen could just make the decision and kill him anyway, but then Luo Min would have to live with it. He beat his own feelings back. It was hard, harder than he would have expected it to be, but he did it.

“Very well,” said Sen.

Sen put the spindle back into his storage ring. Before the man could so much as try to stand, Sen grabbed a fistful of robes and dragged him away from the hut. When he was beyond Luo Min’s earshot, Sen hauled the man to his feet and stared him in the eyes.

“That idea I see brewing in your eyes right now, kill it. If any harm comes to either of those women, I will turn your world into a graveyard.”

Then, with a kind of precision Sen didn’t even know he possessed, he let a sliver of his killing intent slip. He only let it loose for a moment, just long enough to let the man understand what he would have to look forward to if he defied Sen’s wishes in this. It had the desired effect. Before the man could talk his legs into running away, Sen grabbed his robes again.

“Never forget, you sorry excuse for a man, that you owe that girl a life debt.”


CHAPTER TWENTY
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Luo Ping was frowning down the road. “There’s a big part of me that wishes you had killed him.”

Sen gave her a sympathetic look. “I would have. Hells, I probably should have. At the end of the day, though, you and Min have to live here. I’m leaving.”

“Soon?”

Sen nodded. “Yes. It’s not time, yet, but soon. I’m still supposed to do something or learn something here. I’m just not quite sure what. Are you worried about him?”

“He’s the kind to hold a grudge,” said Luo Ping with a grimace. “He may blame you. He may blame us. I hope you won’t think too badly of me if I hope he blames you.”

Sen laughed. That was a kind of practicality that Grandmother Lu would have appreciated. It was also the best possible outcome, all things considered.

“I won’t. I hope he does, too. Still, I’ll pay him a visit before I go. His axe is over there somewhere,” said Sen, gesturing. “It’ll give me an excuse to stop by.”

“I never did thank you for helping me.”

Sen shrugged. “I’m glad I could help.”

“You’re different than I thought cultivators would be. I always thought they’d be,” she trailed off, a thoughtful look on her face.

“Arrogant. Violent. I am those things, sometimes, when I need to be. It’s just not all that I am. It cost me nothing to show compassion for your situation, except maybe a little lost sleep. I can afford to lose a little sleep now and then.”

“When you leave, do you know where you’ll go?”

Sen thought about it before he shook his head. “South, I expect, but that’s about as much as I’ve decided.”

“You don’t have a grand plan, then?”

“Grand plans are for sects and old monsters. I am a mere wandering cultivator. I make do with vague ideas.”

“Well, I hope your vague ideas get you to stay somewhere occasionally. It might seem small to you, but you helped a lot more people here than just me. Some of those problems you fixed were things people suffered with for years. You’re a bit of a hero in these parts.”

Sen snorted at that. “I’m no hero.”

“Maybe not to yourself. You’re a hero to Min, though. It’s going to break her heart a little when you leave.”

Sen sighed at that. “Perhaps, but it’s also best for her that I leave.”

“I wish I could say that you were wrong about that, but you aren’t. You’re too handsome for her own good. You’ll stay that way, too, won’t you? Isn’t that how cultivation works?”

“Not exactly, but close enough. Assuming I live, I’ll still look like this when she’s an old woman.”

Luo Ping shuddered. “What a terrible thing that would be.”

Sen almost asked what she meant, but he supposed he already knew. It would be terrible for any mortal to be confronted daily by the ever-youthful appearance of a cultivator. That pain would likely only be compounded for a lover. For a cultivator, the certain knowledge that they would have to bury any mortal they grew close to would serve as a permanent stone around their necks. It would be equally terrible, if terrible in a completely different way. Yet, the whole thing took on a depth for Sen that it hadn’t before. He’d known all of that the way he knew his numbers, in an impersonal and abstract way. Having spent weeks of his life living on this farm, getting to know Luo Min and Luo Ping, and indirectly participating in the community, he could get a taste of how terrible it would all feel in practice. He supposed that was why he never let himself acknowledge Min’s flirting. Indulging it would be an act of cruelty in the long run.

Sen knew that he was nowhere close to true immortality. As things stood now, he would live for centuries. At least, that was how Master Feng explained it. Yet, he might as well be immortal to the people who lived in this village. The thought of watching all of them wither and die, then watching their children wither and die left him feeling ill. The thought of standing the deathwatch over Luo Min wrenched at his heart. That brief, imagined future pain helped Sen understand the sects a little better. People surely came and went in the sects. People no doubt died sometimes, but there was a kind of continuity that you could expect. The faces around you would remain as ageless as your own. The decades and centuries would pass, and you would still have known at least some of the people in the sect the entire time you were there.

He understood Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong a little better, as well. Sen was aware that Uncle Kho had other reasons for staying isolated, but he suspected steering clear of attachments to mortals played a meaningful role in his choice to stay on his mountain. Withdrawing for years, even decades at a time, let Auntie Caihong keep a certain mental and emotional distance, even from the people who presumably ran her various businesses. Sen had to imagine that decades away did a lot to erode emotional bonds. To make matters more complicated, most of the relationships wandering cultivators formed would be with mortals. Sen planned to steer clear of sects moving forward, after all, which also meant steering clear of most of the other cultivators in the world.

Just like that, Sen knew why he’d been sent to this place, or at least a part of it. He’d needed to understand a key element of what being a wandering cultivator meant. While Sen could afford to be friendly with mortals, he couldn’t let them into his heart the same way he’d let people like Grandmother Lu, Master Feng, Auntie Caihong, and Uncle Kho into his heart. The sheer volume of loss as time moved inexorably forward would destroy him. It wouldn’t matter how strong he was. There would come a point where his life would feel like a constant funeral. Strong ties to lots of mortals just weren’t sustainable. Settling down somewhere among the mortals wasn’t sustainable. He knew himself well enough to know that he couldn’t live among mortals and not form relationships. Perhaps others could, or simply had more practice at keeping people at a certain remove, but Sen wasn’t among their numbers. For him, for the time being, travel was the answer. Moving on all the time would be the only way to preserve his sanity. It wasn’t enlightenment, but it was a lesson.

Of course, that didn’t mean he had the tools to simply ignore the relationships he had already formed. The people who lived on this farm, and in the village to a lesser extent, mattered to him. He could be a part of their lives. He couldn’t do it all the time, for that way lay madness, but certainly from time to time. This could be the place that he orbited from, venturing out into the world, maybe for years at a time, but always coming back. He could check in on Luo Min, like an older brother or an uncle, and ensure that she didn’t suffer a life of want or desperation. He could spend a week or two dispensing his elixirs to the villagers. Yes, he decided, he could be like a quiet blessing to this one village. It might not be the ideal solution, but the time for ideal solutions had come and gone already. It was a solution he could live with.

Even cultivators needed something to ground them in the world. Sen had seen in himself the possibility of losing his way in the constant pursuit of a more perfect cultivation method or simple fixation on challenging the heavens. Those higher pursuits could become obsessions if he let them. This little village, at least for the next few decades, could serve as the anchor that kept him tethered to the world. No, it certainly wasn’t a perfect solution, because it would mean that he’d eventually have to bury Luo Min, but Sen supposed that loss was a part of balance as well. He would enjoy a great many benefits from cultivation over the long years ahead, but those benefits had a cost. Suffering those losses, weathering them, that would be his cost. It wasn’t something he could look forward to, but it was something he could prepare himself for.

“You look like you just understood something very important,” said Luo Ping.

“I suppose I did. A piece of it anyway.”

“Care to share?”

Sen ran through what he’d gleaned and ultimately shook his head. “It wasn’t the kind of insight that translates especially well. It was a kind of lesson, but only for me, for my particular path through the world.”

“So, it helped?”

Sen offered the woman a half-smile. “It’ll take me a lifetime to answer that question. Maybe a couple of them. It did help me understand why I needed to come here, though. And what being a wandering cultivator will mean for me. So, yes, I guess it did help.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

RESTORING BALANCE
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Sen procrastinated for almost two weeks. He didn’t call it procrastination, of course, and he made good use of the time. He helped Luo Min and Luo Ping in their fields, doing more heavy labor in a few days than any normal paid labor could have done in a month. He cleared land, taking a bit of satisfaction in using the axe he hadn’t bothered to return yet. Then he used the drying technique that he’d mastered on the road to season the wood. Some of it he simply split into firewood for use the following winter. Some of it, though, he prepared into planks, boards, and beams. With Luo Ping’s rather stunned permission, he bartered with the local craftsman. Some of the prepared wood went into expanding the hut into something more like a home. The rest was used as payment for the work. Sen had considered building it himself, but while he had more than enough raw physical strength for the work, he lacked experience. He did, however, take time out every day to observe the craftsman at work. He asked the occasional question so he’d know what to do if he ever needed to build something for himself, even if only as a temporary shelter. While he didn’t master any skills, he did learn some fundamentals about what keeps a building from falling down.

He set up a qi gathering formation and obscuring formation, then went into seclusion in his tent for three days. He used two days of that time to form a few more drops of the precious liquid qi that would one day fill his dantian and become his core. The third day he used to partially replenish some of the vaporous qi that filled the rest of his dantian. Once again, he had far less of it than he was truly comfortable with. Yet even those few extra drops of liquid qi boosted the basic strength of everything he did. Unless he was called on to engage in an extended fight with another cultivator, he expected that what he had would suffice for now.

He was happy to see that the message he’d sent the village as a whole was finally being taken seriously. Far fewer young men showed up to the farm, but the ones who did were deeply respectful to Luo Min and Luo Ping. More important, both for Sen’s peace of mind and the long-term health prospects of those young men, was that none of them made him automatically uncomfortable. For his part, Sen hung back from those interactions. A few of the young men were obviously bad fits for Luo Min, but Sen decided that was a matter for Luo Ping and Luo Min to discuss for themselves. He’d interfered enough with their lives at this point.

He was overdue to leave. He knew it. He could feel it in his heart. There was a subtle but building pressure coming from somewhere urging him to go. He wasn’t staying for their benefit anymore, but to fulfill some need of his own that had nothing to do with enlightenment or cultivation. He was hanging on to them, to that little farm, to the almost-family they had formed. Some part of him wanted to stay. Worse, he knew that all it would take would be a single question from him to make it happen. Can I stay here, Luo Ping? She would say yes, for countless reasons. Her gratitude to him would play a role, certainly, but the presence of a cultivator would make countless other things easier for her. There was always hard work to be done on a farm. His mere presence would discourage spirit beasts from roaming their fields. His alchemical knowledge was a boon to the community. Keeping him there would be a benefit…right up until the moment it wasn’t.

Sooner or later, another cultivator with questionable intentions would pass through. Someone looking to challenge themselves or simply to fight because it was all they understood. Then, Sen’s presence would become an anchor that could drag the entire village down. Maybe he could lead the fight away from the village and farms, but maybe not. He’d seen firsthand how reckless other cultivators were when it came to the mortals around them. In the end, the simple fact of Sen’s existence was a threat to their peace, their livelihoods, and ultimately their lives. That was why he needed to leave. Yet, he lingered, unable or perhaps unwilling to shed the tiny slice of normalcy he’d found.

His encounters with the sect in Tide’s Rest had soured him on sects in general, and he feared that every visit to a city would end with him in conflict with one sect or another. He also knew that wasn’t a rational fear. Wandering cultivators weaker than himself successfully managed to avoid such problems, or so Master Feng and Auntie Caihong claimed. Uncle Kho had his own thoughts on the matter, which the elder cultivator freely admitted were biased. Looking back, Sen wasn’t especially thrilled with his own actions where Cai Yuze was concerned. He’d still been deeply angry when the other cultivator showed up at the inn. Sen had tried to avoid the fight in some senses, but hindsight let him know that he’d encouraged it in other ways. He’d been disdainful of the other cultivator. Given how entitled those disciples on the beach had been, it wasn’t much of a leap to understand that such disdain would likely set the man off. Then, when the predictable had happened, Sen had used it as an excuse. Granted, he couldn’t have known for sure at the time that he could take the other cultivator in a straight fight, but he hadn’t even tried. He’d gone directly to overwhelming force.

The truth was that he could have been more diplomatic. He just hadn’t wanted to be at that moment. Not that all the blame rested solely on him. The other cultivator hadn’t taken the obvious hints. He’d acted like an ass. He’d come charging out of the inn with his qi flaring and shouting nonsense about being Sen’s better. Oh, yes, there was plenty of blame to pass around for that particular incident, but Sen had to own his share of it. The prospect of entering another city and facing similar problems haunted him. Of course, he also wasn’t likely to have a moment of enlightenment interrupted like that again. Those moments came along rarely enough that the odds of another cultivator showing up at that exact moment to drop a challenge were exceedingly low. If there was a lesson to be drawn from that whole incident, it wasn’t that all sects and sect members were evil. It was that Sen should avoid them when possible and treat them with wary respect when it wasn’t possible. It wasn’t a foolproof plan. Some cultivators would always be itching for a fight, but Sen didn’t have to make starting those fights easy for them.

All that remained was to actually go out and do it. And that meant abandoning the safe little niche he’d carved out for himself in the quiet village and moving on. Sen took a deep breath, looked across the fields of the farm he’d been working on all day, and then nodded.

“It’s time to go,” he said.

Nothing changed. A nearby honeybee continued its business of gathering pollen from wildflowers. A bird hopped from one tree branch to another. The wind passed around Sen, gently moving his robes, before it rustled nearby leaves and grass. Sen smiled. This place would survive fine without him. Some would miss him. Some would curse him. Yet, the crops would still grow. The harvest would still come. People would still gather near stoves when snow blanketed the earth. Sen had disturbed the balance of this place with his arrival and his actions. For a short while, he even became part of that delicate balance. Now, it was time that he restore the balance to what it should be. Picking up the tools he had been using, Sen made his way back to the hut, which was looking ever more like a house.

Sen did something that he hadn’t done in a while, and he prepared dinner for Luo Min and Luo Ping. He prepared a small feast for them, within the limits of what they had on hand. Even at its most well-stocked, the little farm hut couldn’t hope to match what Auntie Caihong took for granted in her kitchen. Still, Sen prepared fish and pork, dumplings, fried rice, and even a version of those pineapple buns he’d enjoyed so much using a few apples that they had on hand. Both women made appreciative noises throughout the meal and lavished him with praise. He waved away those words, declaring that his skill was a meager thing. Then, having filled their stomachs with good food, Sen told them he was leaving the next day. Luo Ping didn’t look surprised, just a little sad at the news. Luo Min apparently hadn’t really prepared herself because she looked like she might cry.

“It’s not goodbye forever. I’m a wandering cultivator, after all. It stands to reason that I’ll wander this way again.”

“You better,” said Min.

“However, since I’ll miss your wedding, I’ve prepared gifts for you both.”

Sen handed them each a small wooden box that he’d made himself. It had taken a trip to the village to find red paper to wrap them with. Luo Ping lifted an eyebrow at him.

“Should we open them now?” she asked.

Sen shook his head. “No, wait until the day. You’ll understand then.”

Luo Min was staring at the little box as though she could see inside of it through sheer force of will. She glared at him.

“This is so unfair! I might have to wait years to open this!”

“Somehow, I doubt you’ll be waiting years,” said Sen with a laugh.

“Do you have to go?” Luo Min asked with sudden seriousness.

“I do. It’s long past time I move along and stop interfering in your lives. Your mother is well, which was all I meant to do. Now, I think, your farm will find itself in better circumstances come harvest and next spring.”

“Better circumstances,” said Luo Ping with a snort. “Yes, I suppose that’s one way to describe it. You’ve been a blessing on this house, Lu Sen.”

Sen bowed to Luo Ping. “And I wish for it to remain that way. If I stay, other cultivators will come. So, I choose to leave before that happens.”

The three stayed up late that night, talking, laughing, soaking up just a little more time together. Like so many things that people relish, though, that night had to end. In the morning, Sen put away his formation flags. He packed up his tent. Then, he said his goodbyes.

Sen offered Luo Ping a deep bow. “Goodbye, for now, Luo Ping.”

She offered him a similar bow and a mischievous smile. “Goodbye, for now, Lu Sen, humble student of alchemy.”

Then, he turned to Luo Min and offered her a bow. “Goodbye, for now, Sister Min.”

Luo Min put on a smile that looked to cost her something and bowed back. “Goodbye, for now, Brother Sen, wandering cultivator.”

Then, with nothing but an axe in his hand, Sen turned and left the Luo farm.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

ELDER SEN
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Sen made only two brief stops on his way out of the village. The first stop was at the small market to stock up on some extra food. Sen had acquired a bit of a taste for the local fish and suspected they might be hard to come by once he left. He’d also concluded that it was largely impossible to have too much fresh produce available while traveling. While it was still too early in the season for many of the locally grown crops, Sen purchased liberally from what was available. Not for the first time, he wondered how people got by without storage rings that could preserve food in a fresh state. Then again, most people didn’t spend weeks at a time away from the relative convenience of a market. They didn’t need a way to store fresh food the way he did.

His second stop was less friendly. He walked up to the unkempt-looking man standing outside the poorly maintained house and held out the axe. The man recoiled from the axe, or Sen, or possibly both as though Sen had issued a challenge to the death. Sen said nothing, just stood there, a flat expression on his face, and waited for the man to take the axe. As the man reached out, Sen infused a little of the qi he’d been cycling and lightning crackled around the axe head. The man yanked his hand back, the color bleeding away from his face at the reminder of Sen’s status as a cultivator. As satisfied as he could be that he’d reinforced his threats, Sen pulled the qi out of the axe. He waited there, patiently, until the man took the axe with a trembling hand.

His final task in the village completed, Sen turned south and began walking. He wasn’t in any particular hurry. Nor was he making great efforts to hide himself. The once persistent paranoia that cultivators from the Stormy Ocean Sect were relentlessly hunting him had faded over time. While Sen was reasonably confident in his woodcraft and hiding abilities, he wasn’t optimistic that he could elude a truly dedicated effort to find him. If there had been people looking for him, really looking for him, they would have found him by now. He hadn’t traveled so far or so fast that he would have lost all pursuit. No, the far more likely answer was the sect had decided that pursuing him simply wasn’t worth the effort. Maybe Cai Yuze had been unpopular. Maybe his choice to spare those girls on the beach had tempered their wrath in some way. He didn’t know, but he was willing to accept the apparent good luck and move on.

As the miles between him and the village grew, that sense of pressure that had been inexorably bearing down on him began to fade. It didn’t happen immediately or fast enough that it stopped him in his tracks. Instead, he slowly became aware over the course of several days that he felt lighter, less burdened. He had dallied, hiding from the necessities of being out in the world. Now that he was no longer hiding, the source of that growing pressure had released him from its grasp. Yet, for all that he was no longer hiding, Sen was also more cautious. He might exchange greetings with other travelers he met on the road, but he rarely invited conversations with them. Instead, he cultivated and idly speculated about why dominant qi types in a given area shifted from air to earth or earth to metal, while the forest that dominated the area around the road looked the same as it did for miles in any direction.

As he traveled, Sen also began to marvel at the sheer size of the continent. Uncle Kho had warned him that even good maps were rarely accurate about distances. Now, Sen understood why the elder cultivator had issued that warning. On a map, the distance between Tide’s Rest and the next major city, Emperor’s Bay, looked negligible. On land, that distance was probably hundreds of miles, which meant weeks of travel by foot. It didn’t bother Sen, as he had both time and the reinforcements of body cultivation to support his journey. Yet, if his guesses were accurate, that meant that the southern coast was thousands of miles away. It was no longer mysterious to him why the continent was divided into kingdoms. No one nation could possibly control such a vast territory. The time it would take for news to reach the ears of authority would make any relief sent in the wake of a disaster or uprising months too late.

Even for a cultivator who could, if he decided to, cover much more ground, much more quickly, there were limits. His qi stores would run low, at which point he would have to revert to the modes of travel that mortals favored. He could walk, get a cart, or learn to ride a horse. With this newfound appreciation of the pure size of the continent, he found himself struggling to believe that Master Feng had ever so much as visited the western coast of the continent, let alone owned a pastry shop there. Then, he began to wonder just how far Master Feng could travel in a day or a week. The gulf between the foundation formation stage and the nascent soul stage was so vast that Sen had no true sense of what that level of development allowed cultivators like Master Feng to do. He’d only ever seen tiny glimpses, hints of the power that cultivation level offered.

While Sen could, with careful management, keep up a qinggong technique for most of the day, he knew he couldn’t do it for three days, let alone a week. Yet, he suspected that Master Feng could literally fly. How long could the old cultivator maintain that? Was there even a functional limit? Sen reasoned that there must be a limit, but he was hard-pressed to imagine what that limit would even look like. As a rule, Sen hadn’t craved cultivation advancement purely for the sake of more power. Yet, as he considered the possibilities of traveling to anywhere on the continent that he wanted to go in a matter of days or weeks instead of months or even a year, he found a spark of ambition in himself that hadn’t been there before. The freedom that such power offered resonated with something in Sen’s soul. While he wouldn’t rush to advance, he found the desire to advance a much more palpable force within him..

Sen was so caught up in his visions of unrestricted travel that it took a few seconds before his mind truly registered what he was hearing. There was fighting ahead. Sen sighed. Some caravan had probably run afoul of bandits. Sen supposed it was inevitable that he’d run across more of the outlaws at some point. While he wasn’t really inclined to interfere, he also wasn’t inclined to let a bunch of mortals get killed for the great sin of using the road. Sen hid to ensure that he’d have the element of surprise with the bandits. He didn’t necessarily require the element of surprise, but he also saw no benefit in surrendering an advantage when he didn’t need to do so. When he rounded the bend in the road, though, what came into sight was not what he had expected. Instead of wagons being desperately defended by overmatched guards, he saw what looked like utter madness. There were perhaps eight people in the road, fighting each other in what looked like a very serious attempt to kill each other.

Based on the qi techniques he saw getting thrown around, they were all cultivators. Four of them were dressed in a motley assortment of colors and differently styled robes. The other four wore matched robes. A sect uniform, perhaps, Sen wondered. When Sen had first approached, he’d intended to intervene. Now, he wasn’t sure what, if anything, he should do. He’d felt an automatic dislike for the people he’d tentatively identified as sect members, but he knew where that came from. The reality was that he didn’t know what was happening in front of him. Maybe the sect cultivators really had initiated the fight because they were awful people, but the other cultivators could just as easily be criminals. Without something more tangible to go on besides his own dislike for sects, he couldn’t intervene in this. Plus, without more information, he wasn’t sure it was entirely wise to do so. Sen let his spiritual sense spread out briefly to get a feel for the other cultivators. All of them were in the qi-condensing or foundation formation stage. Sen frowned at the display. Was this some kind of cultivator tavern brawl, just played out at a safe distance from fragile mortal structures?

What he hadn’t expected was for all of the fighting to stop, immediately, when his spiritual sense briefly flickered through the crowd of battling cultivators. All of them were staring at him. He felt at least three different people’s spiritual senses wash over the area where he stood. Two were from foundation formation stage cultivators in sect robes, the other came from a hatchet-faced man in the mismatched group. All three of them immediately straightened up and looked worried when they discovered that, as far as their spiritual senses were concerned, Sen didn’t exist. He considered letting his hiding method drop, but it seemed to be the only thing keeping these people from killing each other. So, he let it persist. The cultivators had retreated from each other and stood in tightly huddled groups. They were all just staring at Sen, which made him deeply uncomfortable. He’d spent enough of his life hiding from the gazes of others that any kind of prolonged, focused attention made him feel like running away. Finally, a young-looking woman from the group of sect cultivators stepped forward.

She offered a tentative bow and said, “Forgiveness, elder? With your permission, we will clear away this rabble so you may pass unmolested.”

“Rabble!” roared the hatchet-faced man. “You attacked us for no reason, you sect bitch!”

The young woman whirled toward the hatchet-face man, white-hot fury on her face. “No reason? There are bounties for you in three kingdoms, you murderous piece of filth.”

The hatchet-faced man gave her a smug look. “Prove it.”

Looking just as smug, the young woman summoned a piece of paper from a storage treasure and showed it to the man. Then, realizing that she’d turned her back on someone who might well be her better, she spun back to Sen. She held up the paper for Sen to see. Cycling air qi, he gently lifted the paper from her hand and flew it over to himself. He looked down at the paper, where he saw a crude, but recognizable drawing of the hatchet-faced man. There was also a physical description of him and his companions, as well as a substantial list of their various crimes. A sum that even Sen could recognize as sizeable was listed for the man’s capture or death. With a casual gesture, he sent the paper back to the young woman. Part of him had really wanted her to be on the wrong side of this, but it seemed they were actually carrying out a public service. Sen weighed how best to handle it. Sighing to himself, Sen fixed his gaze on the hatchet-faced man.

“Put down your weapons,” ordered Sen.

“Those are lies! All lies!” screamed the man.

Sen drew his jian and strode up to within striking distance of the man. “Do it now.”

The hatchet-faced man didn’t hesitate, launching a furious attack with his own jian. Criminal or not, the man had been well-trained by someone. It was the first time that he had been truly pressed at all by someone since the last time he sparred with Master Feng. Sadly for the other man, he was no Master Feng. The exchange lasted for approximately ten seconds before Sen found the opening that he was looking for and neatly drove his blade into the man’s heart.

While most of Sen’s attention had been on the fight with the hatchet-faced man, he’d devoted a little attention to cycling earth qi. It wasn’t his favorite qi type. Using it was always so much harder than using fire or shadow or, these days, even lightning qi. Still, he could use it. So, while everyone watched the fight, Sen quietly sealed the feet of the hatchet-faced cultivator’s companions in hardened earth. He turned his gaze on those men. Two of them immediately dropped their weapons. The last tried to run and fell over. Sen heard muttering from the sect cultivators, including the phrase “sword genius.” What fools, he thought. Sen took a moment to wipe his jian clean before sheathing it. He turned to the sect cultivators and gestured at the corpse and the other men.

“There. Collect your bounty.”

The young woman who had spoken before gave him a much deeper bow and said, “I cannot, elder.”

With another sigh, Sen stopped hiding and said, “I’m not an elder.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

SOARING SKIES
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“Wait! Where are you going?” the woman from the sect shouted as she ran down the road after Sen.

Sen kept walking as he pointed down the road and said, “That direction.”

The stunned silence that had followed Sen’s revelation that he was just a foundation formation stage cultivator was followed by a more awkward silence as the seven surviving cultivators studied him. The men who had been with the hatchet-faced cultivator seemed absolutely baffled by Sen. They couldn’t seem to wrap their minds around the idea that he had beaten their leader. The sect cultivators were a little more varied. The young woman who was the apparent leader of the group eyed him carefully. A hulking man puffed himself up like he thought he could take Sen, right up until the moment Sen met his eyes. All of the pride seemed to drain out of the man under Sen’s cold, steady gaze. The other woman in the sect group was eyeing him, well, like she thought he’d be a delicious steak. It was a little unsettling. Sen had turned his eyes to the last of the sect party, and that young man had gone red to the tips of his ears. It took Sen a moment to recognize the reaction, and then he groaned internally. Sen decided that he needed to start wearing a mask or something. Maybe some kind of a cowl, he thought. Losing his patience a little, Sen pointed to the outlaw cultivators.

“Shouldn’t you tie them up or something?” he asked. “That dirt around their feet won’t hold them forever, you know.”

Those words seemed to remind the sect cultivators that they were there for an actual purpose. They descended on the three remaining criminals, tying them up and putting some kind of seal on them that seemed to repress their qi cycling. While the sect members had been busy with that, Sen had taken the opportunity to leave. He’d done his part and more in that little altercation. Let the sect lackeys deal with the mess. He’d gotten almost half a mile before the sect girl had caught up with him.

“Will you please just stop?” she asked, an almost plaintive edge to her voice.

Gritting his teeth, Sen stopped. “Yes?”

“Why are you leaving?”

“Because none of this is my business. I’d prefer to keep it that way.”

“But you killed Cheng Bojing. There’s a reward.”

That thought tempted Sen for all of about two seconds. The reward for the man’s death could likely fund his travels for some time to come. Then, reality settled over him again. Claiming that reward would mean dealing with these sect members, possibly for days or even weeks, and then likely dealing with their elders. Two things that Sen had zero interest in doing. Turning back to face the young woman, he gave her a small martial bow.

“Keep the reward with my blessing.”

Then, he turned and started walking down the road again. For a few glorious moments, he thought that it was going to work. Then, the girl jogged after him again.

“We can’t do that. We didn’t kill him.”

“And I’m telling you that you can. Let your masters lavish praise and resources down on you for a job well done. You did capture his gang,” said Sen and muttered under his breath, “technically.”

“Just come back to our sect with us. Claim what’s yours.”

At those words, Sen stopped short, and his hand dropped to his jian. “Do you mean to force me?”

The young woman looked genuinely shocked at the very suggestion. “No, of course not.”

Sen relaxed. “Then, thank you, but no thank you.”

He returned to his ground-consuming stride, but the girl from the sect kept pace with him. She didn’t speak for a time, just studied him from the corner of her eye. He bit back the urge to tell her to go away. He was doing his best to follow through on his decision to treat sect members with wary respect. After they’d covered another half mile, she broke the silence.

“Is it me? Do you think my promises aren’t binding on my sect?”

Sen blinked at the suggestion, then laughed. “No, at least that possibility hadn’t occurred to me. Although, I suppose I’ll have to bear it in mind in the future.”

She stiffened a little then and said, “Then you doubt the honor of the Soaring Skies Sect.”

Sen knew he was on dangerous ground there, but he also recognized the trap for what it was. If he said yes, she could challenge him to a duel on the spot. If he said no, she could insist that he return to their sect to be “honored.” Sen stopped walking and looked at the young woman. Sen didn’t know exactly what expression he was wearing, but it was enough of something to make the sect girl take a full step back from him.

“You misunderstand,” said Sen. “I don’t doubt the honor of your sect, in particular. When it comes to dealing fairly with wandering cultivators, I doubt the honor and good intentions of every single sect on this continent. So, will it be a challenge now?”

The girl didn’t say anything. She just stood there with her mouth hanging open a little, as though Sen’s words had stunned her into a stupor. Sen gave it a mental five count. She still hadn’t said anything.

Tired of this entire encounter, Sen said, “Quickly if you will. I’d prefer it if I didn’t have to kill your three friends as well.”

That seemed to snap the girl out of her daze. “Not all sects are filled with honorless dogs.”

“Let’s say that’s true. By what magical means am I to know which sects are trustworthy and which are not? Take your word for it?”

That problem had apparently not occurred to the young woman, because she didn’t have an answer.

“I have every reason to believe that if I’m stupid enough to walk into a sect compound, I shouldn’t expect to leave it. Now, if you don’t plan on challenging me, I’ll be on my way.”

“No, I don’t plan to challenge you.”

“Good,” said Sen and continued down the road.

“Wu Meng Yao,” the girl called after him.

Sen looked back at her. “What?”

“I am Wu Meng Yao. If you come to Emperor’s Bay, you can send me a message at the sect. I will personally deliver your rewards to you.”

Sen repressed the snort that tried to escape from him. He had the intuition that Wu Meng Yao might actually be as honorable as she seemed. He might trust her if the situation were dire. The rest of her sect was another story entirely. He gave her another small bow.

“Travel safely, Wu Meng Yao.”

“You won’t even tell me your name?”

He thought for a moment. “Will you share it with your sect?”

“Of course,” she said automatically.

Sen could see the moment she realized what she’d done. He watched as she winced at the knowledge. He could also see that she wanted to take the words back or, barring that, weaken the conviction with which she said them. Yet, she didn’t. His opinion of her rose a bit.

“Then, no, I’m afraid I won’t share that with you. I am but a mere wandering cultivator who came and went without ever introducing himself. After all, us wandering cultivators are all just poorly trained peasants. What can you expect?”

“No peasant taught you to fight like that,” said Wu Meng Yao.

Sen gave her a bright smile. “You cannot imagine how wrong you are about that.”

Laughing to himself, Sen set off down the road again. Yet, curiosity got the better of him. When he saw Wu Meng Yao had turned around and started back toward the other sect members, he slipped off the road. He hid and followed her back. He wanted to know if they’d try to track him or not. It might change how he dealt with things when he did eventually arrive in Emperor’s Bay. As Wu Meng Yao approached the waiting group, the other girl from the sect looked past her down the road.

“Meng Yao! Where’s that wandering cultivator?”

“He isn’t coming back.”

“What?” the other girl demanded. “If you didn’t want him, you could have at least brought him back for me. Did you see him?”

“He wasn’t that good-looking,” said the hulking sect member.

All of the other sect members and even one of the prisoners said, “Yes, he was.”

“Alright, fine, he was sort of good-looking,” said the hulking guy.

“What was his name?” the other girl asked. “Maybe I can find him.”

Sen tensed at those words.

“He wouldn’t tell me.”

“Did you bat your eyelashes at him?”

“It wouldn’t have mattered. He doesn’t trust sects.”

The hulking man piped up then, looking more than a little offended. “Why doesn’t he trust our sect?”

“Not our sect, Changpu. He doesn’t trust any sect. He basically said he’d expect to be killed if he ever entered a sect compound.”

“Oh,” said Changpu, his expression going pensive. “Well, he’s not wrong. I mean, obviously, we’d never do anything like that, but I’ve heard a lot of stories. Other sects just sending their outer disciples out to slaughter wandering cultivators for the experience. Okay, maybe not that guy. That scary bastard could probably cut his way out of most sects with a broken piece of pottery. But, yeah, I get where he’s coming from. Hells, I probably wouldn’t have told you my name either. Now that I think about it, I’m a little surprised he didn’t attack you for chasing him down the road like that. Imagine how that looked from his perspective.”

Wu Meng Yao jerked a little at those words, and a kind of horrified comprehension arced across her face. “I didn’t even consider that. Well, he’s gone now. I told him who I was and where to find me. Maybe he’ll come and collect his reward at some point.”

“You know,” said the other sect girl, “he basically said we could keep it.”

Having heard enough to satisfy himself, Sen faded back into the shadows of the forest.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR







SOARING SKIES, PART 2
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Despite Sen’s best intentions to simply avoid the Soaring Skies Sect members, it turned out to be a lot more difficult to achieve in practice than he expected. While he could hide from them, it wasn’t something he could do all the time. Nor, for that matter, was it something that he wanted to do all the time. Complicating things was the fact that they were heading in the same direction. While Sen could easily leave behind any mortal traveler that he came across, the sect members and even their prisoners were all cultivators in their own rights. They didn’t all have the body cultivation advantages that he did, but they could continue moving for longer and deeper into the night than any caravan or mortal lone traveler would dare.

So, they kept crossing each other’s paths. At first, Sen thought they were doing it on purpose. He wasted most of one afternoon trying to let them get ahead, only to run across them grudgingly tending the wounds of one of the prisoners who looked to have made an escape attempt while they set up their camp. Again, while he wanted to think there was something nefarious or duplicitous in their actions, it soon became clear that it was just one of those vagaries of travel. Unless he stopped for several days somewhere, it was going to keep happening. Of course, none of that made him any happier to deal with them. His grudging acceptance that maybe, just maybe, those specific members of that specific sect might not be insane and looking for a fight aside, Sen didn’t want to answer their questions. And they would have questions.

He’d seen the way they reacted to him after he defeated the hatchet-faced cultivator. Minimally, they’d want to know about his training. Worst case scenario, they’d want to trade pointers to try to glean some insight for themselves. Sen supposed he might be willing to trade pointers with Wu Meng Yao, if she asked nicely, but it wouldn’t go down like that. If he did that for her, they’d all want a turn. That would turn into a disaster. The hulking cultivator, Changpu, would probably try to prove some kind of point. What that point would be, Sen didn’t know, but he was confident it would happen. The other sect guy would get so embarrassed that he’d probably end up stabbing himself in his distraction. The other sect girl was straightforward enough in her intentions. She just wanted to go to bed with him. He found himself mulling that possibility over. He’d avoided the question up until then for the simple reason that he didn’t want to get involved with a mortal woman. Doing that would be too complicated.

The other sect girl was a different story. He got the impression that there would be zero complications there. No, he thought, not zero complications. He was quite sure that she wasn’t hunting for some kind of relationship. So, that was a problem dodged. Yet, he couldn’t help but think that there would be some other kind of complication from that. Still, it might be worth it. He was disciplined enough to ignore those urges when it was inappropriate or inadvisable, but he was still human. He still had those desires, and they had been piling up on him for years. Sen forcibly pushed those thoughts aside and got his mind back on cooking. Burning his food because he was distracted by the thought of a tryst, however willing the other person might be, wasn’t going to do him any favors. Besides, he thought, it’s not like she’s conveniently available right now anyway. Then, as if the universe wanted to let him know that it was paying special attention to him and took great glee in his discomfort, Sen heard a voice.

“I’m telling you. Someone is cooking something over here. I can smell it.”

Sen was almost sure he knew who that voice belonged to. A few moments later, the hulking form of Changpu stomped into view like a great, trundling beast. Sen checked those uncharitable thoughts. The big man was no more or less graceful than most of the cultivators Sen had seen. Granted, that was still a comparatively small number, but he was getting a feel for what was normal. The impossible standard for grace set by the elder cultivators who trained him was still a distant dream for Sen, but he could recognize that he was a good distance farther down that particular road than most of the people at his stage of cultivation. When the big man saw Sen sitting there, giving him a bland stare, Changpu stopped short. A second later, there was the sound of one body bumping into another.

“Oooff. Keep moving, you big oaf,” said a feminine voice from behind the large cultivator.

When Changpu started to move again, the other sect girl caught sight of Sen. Her expression melted from vague annoyance into delight. Wu Meng Yao came into sight next, herding the prisoners in front of her. To her credit, she looked embarrassed. She left the prisoners under the watchful eye of Changpu and came over to where Sen was cooking over a small fire. He eyed her, briefly, but didn’t say anything. Instead, he paid attention to his food. He saw her shift nervously a few times in his peripheral visions before she spoke.

“I didn’t know it was you,” she finally said.

“Would it have mattered?” Sen asked, more resigned than annoyed.

“Yes,” said Wu Meng Yao. “It really would have, but you have a knack for finding the best campsites.”

Sen lifted a shoulder in acknowledgment, trying to limit how much he engaged with these people. “I’ve had some practice.”

“Really,” said Wu Meng Yao, curiosity burning in her voice.

Sen gave her a flat look that said, in no uncertain terms, he didn’t plan to elaborate on that statement. The young woman’s face fell, but her eyes kept drifting down to the food he was cooking. There was naked yearning in that gaze. Sen glanced around. Everybody was staring at the food over the fire. He realized that none of the sect members must cook well. They’d probably been surviving on travel rations for weeks, or possibly even longer. He supposed he should be grateful that they didn’t descend on the food like a pack of ravenous wolves.

Wu Meng Yao forced her eyes back to Sen’s face. “Do you mind if we share your campsite? Just for the one night.”

Sen let an amused snort slip out. “Do you mean my campsite or my meal?”

Even in the dim light of evening, Sen could see the slight blush on Wu Meng Yao’s face.

“Both,” she admitted.

Sen thought it over. He didn’t love the idea, but he probably had picked out the best spot for camping within a solid mile. I’ll have to set some ground rules, he thought.

“Rule one,” he said. “No questions about me.”

He saw something that looked almost like physical pain cross the faces of the sect members. They had clearly thought this was a golden opportunity to persuade him to talk to them.

“Agreed,” said Wu Meng Yao with a disappointed sigh.

“Rule two, those prisoners are your responsibility. If I have to deal with them after they escape, I’ll be looking for people to vent my frustrations on.”

Changpu chimed in then. “We’ll keep them in line.”

“Final rule. I don’t do requests. I’ll cook enough for everyone, but it’s on you if you can’t find something you like in the choices.”

Wu Meng Yao let out a soft laugh. “At this point, any kind of hot meal will be like a gift from the heavens.”

“Fine,” said Sen gesturing to a nearby spot. “You’ll probably want to set up over there.”

“Why?” asked Changpu, sounding a little suspicious.

Sen rolled his eyes. “The ground’s a little higher, and it’s going to rain later. But you can set up anywhere you like.”

“How do you know it’s going to rain later?” Wu Meng Yao asked.

Sen looked at her for a moment, then smirked. “Didn’t take long to forget rule one, did it?”

The young woman threw her hands in the air and stalked away, muttering under her breath. Sen did his best to ignore the other people, and their constant glances at what he was cooking at the fire for the next hour. When considering the number of people, Sen had decided that simple foods were best. He pulled out his biggest pot and a tripod. He hung the pot over the fire, added some water, then started pulling ingredients out of his storage ring. Sen put together what he considered a merely passable pork stew, liberally fleshed out with root vegetables, and a combination of spices that he’d bought and harvested himself. When he deemed the stew cooked enough for human consumption, he called the sect members over. After a moment of quiet discussion, Changpu remained with the prisoners.

“I hope you all have bowls,” he said. “Otherwise, this is going to be a slow meal.”

The sect members dutifully produced enough bowls and spoons for themselves and even for the prisoners. Sen ladled a generous serving into each bowl and dished up a small serving for himself. He’d eaten the food he’d made for himself earlier in occasional bites, but he was curious how the stew had turned out. It smelled good, but sometimes that didn’t equate to food that actually tasted good. He took an experimental spoonful and decided that it was simply passable. A good stew really needed to simmer for a couple of hours, and he suspected there might have been violence if he’d made them all wait that long. The sect members and prisoners seemed to be enjoying it well enough. There wasn’t a word passed among them while they ate. Sen did catch an occasional sound of pleasure from them.

“Good enough,” he muttered.

A little while later, the young man from the sect whose name Sen didn’t know came over to the fire. There was more embarrassed blushing that Sen pretended not to see.

“Is it alright if I have another bowl?” the young man asked.

“I made that for you lot. You should finish it up if you can.”

That announcement led to a semi-orderly stampede to the pot. Everyone got another bowl. Wu Meng Yao even took pity on the prisoners and gave them a bit more. When the stew was gone, Sen casually reached out and grabbed the pot. He pulled it off the tripod and, with a quick flash of fire qi, turned the stew remnants into a fine ash. He turned the pot over and gave the bottom a smack to knock the ashes loose. He took a moment to bleed the heat away from the pot before he stored it and the tripod back in his storage ring. When he looked up, everyone was staring at him again. He could practically see all of the questions piling up behind their teeth. He just shrugged at them and sat back down by his little campfire. Maybe an hour later, the other sect girl came and sat down across from him.

“I’m Song Ling,” she said.

“Hello, Song Ling. Come to try your hand at asking me questions?”

She let out a little laugh. “I’m not going to ask you any personal questions. In fact, I’m not sure we really need to talk at all.”

Sen gave her a long, appraising look. She was pretty, with delicate features and something that reminded him a little of the fox, Laughing River, around her eyes.

“No,” he said, “I don’t imagine talking will really be necessary.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

COMPLICATIONS
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When Sen finally roused himself the next morning, he felt odd. It took him almost three full minutes to understand what had changed. He felt relaxed, possibly for the first time as an adult. He was willing to accept that there were probably benefits to abstinence. It was almost unbeatable as straight-up willpower training. Yet, he wasn’t about to pretend that he regretted being able to release that iron control he’d had to maintain for years. For his part, Sen hadn’t tried to hide his inexperience from Song Ling. She’d been surprised but also intrigued. He, naturally, had offered no explanations. What he had done was bring the same level of focused attention to what they were doing as he brought to martial training or cultivation. Song Ling had seemed to find him an adequate student. Enough so that she had seemed put out when Wu Meng Yao stood outside Sen’s tent and announced in an overly loud voice that it was Song Ling’s turn to watch over the prisoners.

“We should do this again sometime,” Song Ling had said, then her confident air cracked a little. “I mean, if you’re interested.”

“I’m sure you still have one or two things you can show me.”

Her confidence restored, she’d shot him a wicked grin. “Oh, one or two things for sure.”

Sen had slept a little later than usual that morning, so he half expected to find the sect cultivators and prisoners gone when he came out of his tent. Instead, he found those complications that he hadn’t been able to pin down the day before. For her part, Song Ling was walking around with an attitude of positively smug satisfaction. The hulking Changpu was looking at the sect girl with heartbroken eyes every few minutes. When the big cultivator spotted Sen, he grimaced and looked away. The other sect cultivator gave Sen a look that wasn’t sad, exactly, but more like the guy was resigning himself to something unfortunate. Sen was happy to see that the young man wasn’t blushing every time he looked Sen’s way anymore. The prisoners caught sight of him and started pointing and grinning. Sen wasn’t sure he’d be that cheerful on the way to what was probably an execution, but he supposed it was better than them plotting a bloody escape.

When Wu Meng Yao noticed him, she went from casting annoyed glares at the other sect members to directing an icy glare in his direction. Sen wasn’t sure exactly why she was glaring, but he didn’t have to wait long to find out. She walked over to him and, much to his shock, poked him in the chest.

“I hope you’re satisfied with yourself,” she said.

“About what?”

She poked him in the chest again. “About what? The state you left my team in. I still have to get them and those prisoners back to Emperor’s Bay.”

“No offense, but how am I responsible for any of that?”

“Changpu is heartbroken. Wang Chao is, well, not heartbroken, but disappointed. And Song Ling is unbearable right now.”

“Who’s Wang Chao?” asked Sen before it hit him. “Oh, right, blushing guy. As for the rest of it, I gathered all of that from looking at them. Again, though, how is any of that my responsibility? Song Ling is clearly someone who isn’t afraid to tell someone what she wants. If she wanted Changpu, she’d have had him by now. If he’s hanging on to some fantasy about her, that’s sad but not my problem. As for Wang Chao, I’m sure I’m not the first man who disappointed him by preferring women. Frustrating for him, maybe, but also not really my problem. I certainly didn’t encourage him.”

Sen could see Wu Meng Yao gritting her teeth, but all she said was, “That’s all true.”

“As for Song Ling, I may be part of the reason she’s acting that way, but I didn’t tell her to do that. I don’t think I can stop it without doing something everyone would object to. So, again, how is that my responsibility?”

Sen tried to stop and look at the problem from Wu Meng Yao’s position. She almost certainly knew that he wasn’t really to blame and that he hadn’t acted with any malice. Of course, it didn’t change the fact that her team was a mess at the moment. She’d wanted someone to blame, and it did all kind of circle back to him. She also had to know he couldn’t really do anything to fix it, either. So, what would he want to hear if he were in her position? What were her priorities? She had told him her priorities. Get the other cultivators and the prisoners back to Emperor’s Bay safely. He looked from her to the prisoners and then to the other sect cultivators.

“I get it,” he said. “You had them all working in some kind of equilibrium. I screwed that up. I didn’t set out to, but I did. It’s going to make getting them home safely harder for you. I am sorry about that part.”

Wu Meng Yao closed her eyes and let out a long breath. “You don’t understand how hard it was to get them working as a team. Changpu was following Ling around like a puppy at first. Wang Chao didn’t really care if we ever found these criminals. Ling didn’t really care either. She just wanted to go exploring. It took weeks to get them on task, and then it only happened after we ran across some of the gang’s victims. Now, everyone is distracted again.”

Wu Meng Yao shot another glare at him. He shrugged.

“I already apologized,” he said. “There’s not much more I can do.”

“This wouldn’t be so bad if you hadn’t slept with her.”

Sen frowned at that.

“Well, I suppose that’s probably true, but it’s not like there was another option. At least not one I cared for anyway,” he said, glancing over at Wang Chao.

When he looked back at Wu Meng Yao, she was back to glaring at him.

“No other option,” she said. “Am I so mannish that you don’t even consider me a woman?”

Sen rolled his eyes. “Stop trying to pick a fight. Song Ling made it perfectly clear that she was available. You didn’t. Besides, I don’t think you even really see me that way.”

“Don’t be an idiot. Very nearly everyone with a pulse sees you that way. Some of us just have a little more dignity than Song Ling.”

“Well, I guess you see what dignity gets you.”

Wu Meng Yao looked across the clearing at the other sect members. “I wish I could say you were wrong.”

Feeling that conversation probably couldn’t go anywhere good for him, Sen turned to his tent and started packing up.

“What are you doing?” asked Wu Meng Yao.

“Breaking camp. I do it every morning.”

“Wait, you can’t go.”

Sen looked over his shoulder at her. “I think you’ll find that I can.”

“I mean you can’t go until you help me fix this mess.”

Sen was quiet for a minute or two as he finished dealing with his tent. He didn’t know if she hadn’t thought it through or if Wu Meng Yao was being intentionally dense.

“Fix it?” he finally asked. “What do you imagine I can do to fix that mess?”

“You could guard the prisoners.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Until when? Actually, never mind. The answer is no.”

“You owe me.”

“I may owe you something, enough to cook you all dinner again, maybe. I don’t owe you nearly enough to make me travel all the way to Emperor’s Bay with you. Especially since I know it’s a ploy to try to get me to visit your sect. That’s never going to happen.”

“My sect isn’t your enemy.”

“They’re not my ally, either.”

“They can’t be your ally if you won’t even meet them.”

“They also can’t put me in a cage if I don’t meet them.”

“They wouldn’t do that.”

Sen sighed. “You think they wouldn’t do that. Do you actually know? I mean, have you ever actually asked your elders what they think of wandering cultivators?”

Wu Meng Yao stammered for a moment. “Well, not in so many words. I don’t really interact with the elders very often.”

“Plus, I know all of you have made a few guesses about how my cultivation works. Can you guarantee me that no one in your sect will want to make me into some kind of project?”

“No,” she admitted.

“There you go. Maybe your sect really is as honorable as you make it out to be, but it’s not your life or your freedom on the line. I intend to keep both of those things. That means not taking stupid, avoidable risks like walking into a sect compound of my own free will.”

“Fine,” said Wu Meng Yao.

“Great. Here’s what I will do for you. I will watch those prisoners for the next hour, so you can talk some sense into your people.”

The young woman looked like she wanted to object some more, but she ultimately just nodded. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” said Sen, retrieving his spear from his storage ring.

Wu Meng Yao eyed the spear and then him. “I thought you used the jian.”

“You say that like it’s only possible to use one weapon,” said Sen, walking over to the prisoners. “You should expand your horizons a little.”

Wu Meng Yao made good use of the hour that Sen bought her. While the other sect members weren’t exactly as they had been in the previous days, they did all seem more focused on the tasks at hand. When Wang Chao took over watching the prisoners, Sen took the opportunity to slip away. He was determined that he’d get far enough ahead that he wouldn’t have to deal with any more of their group nonsense. Sen did have a moment of vague regret that he wouldn’t do any more learning with Song Ling, but some things were just more trouble than they were worth.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

AN UNNATURAL SILENCE
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On previous days, Sen had been making only half-hearted attempts to avoid the Soaring Skies Sect members. While he hadn’t especially wanted their company, he also hadn’t worried that they were going to try to harm him. Wu Meng Yao was simply too earnest in her talk of honor. If nothing else, he believed that she would warn him if the others meant to do something to him. Well, if one of them planned on doing something violent anyway. Following the fallout of his decision, Sen decided it was high time to put some real distance between him and the sect members. Then, there would be no accidental encounters when it was time to set up camp. Although, ideally, Sen could find an inn somewhere. While the road was dominated by long stretches bereft of civilization, there were occasional villages and towns. He’d just keep going until it grew too late in the day, or he found one.

Just as importantly, he hadn’t been making use of his qinggong technique while walking. It soaked up more qi than he liked to use, but it was the ideal solution to the problem behind him. If the Soaring Skies Sect members and their prisoners could all use qinggong techniques to travel, he suspected they would have been. He’d seen no evidence of that, so he put the technique to good use. He didn’t use it to the technique’s maximum capacity. He reserved that for fights. He didn’t even use it to the level he had done when fleeing Tide’s Rest. There was no one pursuing him that he was aware of. Instead, he only used it enough that his passive intake of qi matched the amount he was using.

He didn’t have a good way to measure those amounts, and every small improvement in his cycling technique changed the math a little bit. Still, it gave him something to occupy his mind as the landscape flew by. After an hour or two of travel, he thought he was probably using the qinggong technique to somewhere between twenty and thirty percent of the maximum speed it allowed him. While it was accomplishing the goal of leaving miles between him and his very short-term companions, there was more than a little perfectionist living in Sen’s soul. As with most techniques, Sen had initially settled for just getting it to work. That was often a massive achievement in and of itself.

He’d been especially proud of getting that qinggong technique to work, though. Master Feng had said that most cultivators didn’t even bother with them until core formation, citing the ridiculous qi consumption using the full-blown technique demanded. Now that he had nothing better to do than attend to that technique for hours on end, Sen put his mind to work on making it work better for him. Sen felt he’d been relying too much on raw force and not enough on precision since leaving the mountain. It just wasn’t a winning long-term strategy. It was fine for when someone at his own stage challenged him, but he couldn’t depend on every cultivator he met being at his stage. It was only pure dumb luck, or perhaps some kind of intervention from the heavens, that had kept him out of the way of higher-stage cultivators so far. Although, once he reflected on it, maybe it hadn’t been as unlikely as he’d initially thought.

There were progressively fewer and fewer people in each major cultivation stage. There were lots and lots of people in the qi condensing stage running around out there. People at that stage formed the bulk of most sect memberships. They were outer disciples and the ones most likely to be sent out of the sect on tasks. That made the odds of running into one of them comparatively high. People who made it into the foundation formation stage were much rarer. Master Feng hadn’t known specific numbers, but Auntie Caihong suggested that the vast majority of cultivators reached a bottleneck at or near the peak of the qi condensing stage. She estimated that only ten percent of qi condensing cultivators made the transition into foundation formation. That was still a lot of people, and they made up the inner sect membership of most sects. Again, they were more likely to be sent on tasks, so he could expect to routinely come across people at that cultivation stage.

Auntie Caihong had said that she thought the failure rate to break through from foundation formation to core formation was even higher. While that didn’t make core formation cultivators impossible to find, they weren’t just running around everywhere. If sects sent them out, it was for very specific reasons. So, Sen reasoned, he probably didn’t need to constantly worry about higher-stage cultivators getting in his way. Even so, spending as much time traveling as he expected to meant that he would, inevitably, stumble across core formation cultivators at some point. Raw power wouldn’t win him a fight with those people. In fact, the odds were good that nothing could win him those fights except running away. Except, running away was no guarantee either, unless they decided to let him go. Most core formation cultivators could run a foundation formation cultivator to ground if they wanted to. The power level difference was just too large in most cases. Sen’s body cultivation could help him level that playing field, but it couldn’t bridge the gap entirely. No, if he wanted to stand a chance, he needed to be using his resources more efficiently than anyone else.

So, he spent most of the day looking for ways he could refine that qinggong technique. It was mostly an exercise in frustration. Constant use did expose a few ways he could improve his approach, but this was one case where the problem wasn’t his execution. His problem really was his cultivation stage. He was just underpowered to use the technique the way it was meant to be used. Sen supposed he should just be happy he had the technique to use at all. It was making his life easier that day. Not everyone had the option to literally run away from their frustrations with so little comparative effort. As the sun started to sink toward the horizon, though, Sen started to resign himself to the idea that he’d be camping again. He’d passed through a village earlier in the day, but it was close enough that the Soaring Skies group could have reasonably gotten that far by sunset. So, he’d continued forward.

With evening imminent, though, he needed to make a choice. Sen was perfectly capable of setting up camp at night. He’d done it before. Darkness just didn’t obscure his vision the way it once had. Plus, in a pinch, he could always use shadow qi to get a near-perfect sense of what was in an area. What Sen really wanted, though, was a place where he could shut out the world using a door. Not that a simple door or lock could really stop someone like Wu Meng Yao or Song Ling from barging in, but politeness would likely exert power over them where wood and metal would not. Then, much to Sen’s joy, he spotted the upper edges of a wall ahead. His map wasn’t large enough to do more than note the locations of relatively sizable cities, so this place wasn’t on it. Still, if he could see the wall from where he was, it probably meant a town big enough to have an inn.

Throwing a bit of caution to the wind, Sen increased the amount of qi he was pushing into the qinggong technique. It wasn’t balanced with his qi intake anymore, but he covered what would have been an hour of normal walking in five or ten minutes. A fair trade in his estimation. Yet, when the town proper came into view, Sen drew to a swift and complete halt. He’d grown up in a town and spent years out in nature. His senses were finely tuned for what should and shouldn’t be in both environments. An unnatural silence hung over that town and the entire surrounding area. At least, that was what had initially raised Sen’s suspicions. Now that he was studying the town, though, the other problems became apparent.

The gates to the town were open but unguarded. Granted, this town probably didn’t face spirit beast attacks as often as some places, but no town left its gates unguarded. If nothing else, the guards served as an early warning system if someone hostile showed up at the gate. There was no woodsmoke. He couldn’t see any rising from behind the walls, which wasn’t always a problem, but he couldn’t smell any smoke either. Even on the hottest days of the year, people needed to cook. That woodsmoke smell hung over every town without fail, except this one. Of course, the lack of people was the true warning sign. Even if Sen couldn’t see them from where he was, he should be able to hear people moving around, talking, laughing, shouting, or simply encouraging animals to get a cart from one part of the town to another. Yet, all that Sen heard was nothing.

He debated with himself about what to do. There was obviously something very wrong with the town. Part of Sen burned with curiosity. What could have left a town in such a state? Was it a monster of some kind? An illness? Had the wells simply run dry, and people moved on? There could be a challenge in that seemingly abandoned place, something that might let him move his cultivation forward. Although, Sen doubted that. If there was some kind of challenge in the town, it would probably just be a fight, and physical confrontations never gave him enlightenment. While part of him really wanted to know, Sen was less thrilled by the idea of a brand-new problem. Much like Changpu’s broken heart, the trouble in the town wasn’t his responsibility. Unlike so many things in life, whatever was happening behind those walls was something that he could simply walk away from.

Of course, if there was something truly dangerous in there, he probably had a better chance of surviving it than some random caravan drivers and guards. If it was too much for him, he could simply leave and alert the authorities. Let them hire some sect to deal with the problem if it was beyond Sen. While some other cultivators might feel like they had to stay and finish every fight, Sen didn’t subscribe to that idea. He firmly believed that if someone couldn’t reasonably win a fight but could escape, they probably should. Staying to die for honor alone was an idiotic way to end one’s life. Realizing that he’d already made his decision, Sen summoned his spear from his storage ring. He walked through the gate and into the eerie, silent town.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

BOULDER’S SHADOW
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The longer Sen stayed in the town, the more unsettled he became. It wasn’t a huge place, probably only home to a few thousand people. At least, that was Sen’s best guess. Of course, any place that was meant to house thousands of human beings became something wholly other when there was no one to be found. Oh, there was evidence that people had been there. There was also evidence of some violence. He’d seen dried blood that had splashed up onto walls or pooled in some places on the ground. The problem was that there simply wasn’t enough of it. He’d looked inside a few of the homes and everything was still there. Including the kinds of small treasures that no one parted with willingly. More importantly, there was no sign that the people had fled as a group. There were still carts on nearly every street. There just weren’t any people or animals. There weren’t even any birds or rodents.

Sen had extended his spiritual sense, looking for some kind of life, and found nothing. He tried to imagine what kind of threat might drive away all of the life in a place and simply couldn’t picture it. A monstrously powerful cultivator in the nascent soul stage might frighten away all of the people, and even drive most animals away. But, rodents tended to seek shelter in the face of danger. At first, Sen had thought that the people might have all fled to some central location and banded together for defense. Yet, the deeper he went into the town, the more of the same that he saw. Everything looked to be intact. The more everything looked intact, the more oppressive the place became to Sen. He swept the area with his spiritual sense, again, and came up with nothing. Nothing at all. The wrongness of that finally hit him. He’d been looking for signs of human beings, or dogs, or rodents, but he’d gotten too used to filtering out all of the other life that usually obscured the spiritual sense. Life teemed, most of it too small for the eyes to pick out, but there all the same. Except in the place where Sen stood. In that town, even all of that normally impossible-to-see life was gone too.

“Gone, or hidden,” whispered Sen.

Sen looked around himself. He’d stepped into a trap. He was sure of that. He just wasn’t sure that it was a trap meant specifically for him. If he’d been paying more attention, he would have recognized that wrongness almost immediately. If he had, he would have abandoned the town instantly and gone looking for help. Instead, he was either caught up in an illusion of some kind or someone was suppressing all the signs of life in the area. Neither of those possibilities boded especially well for him. None of his teachers was particularly skilled in illusions, so his training against them was very limited. If someone was suppressing all of the outward signs of life in the area, they were so far beyond Sen that any confrontation would only mean his death. Whatever was happening in the abandoned town, Sen decided it could be someone else’s problem. It was mostly curiosity that had brought him inside the wall in the first place. Solving the mystery wasn’t worth his life. Sen turned around and started walking back toward the gate.

“Damn, you figured it out. What gave it away?”

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere, and Sen suddenly felt a bit of empathy for Cai Yuze. It was creepy to hear a voice that behaved that way. It was like the world itself was talking to you. Although, the voice itself made Sen shiver a bit as well. It didn’t sound like a human being. It was like someone was trying to speak through a mouth with too many teeth in it. Sen did his best to suppress that idea before his imagination could do something truly horrifying with it. He needed to stay on guard. He cast a wary eye around him, even though he knew it was pointless. He considered just making a run for it. Whatever was here, it had made the town the focal point of its power. If he could get back outside the walls, there was a chance the thing might decide he was too much trouble to chase. Although, it seemed all too likely that his way out was going to be blocked in some way. It’s how he would have set up a trap like this. Better to keep the creepy voice talking, he thought.

“Hello. What’s your name?” asked Sen as he tried to remember what little advice he’d been given about illusions.

“Brave. Or are you stupid, little human?”

“Just curious.”

“Just curious,” repeated the voice. “I think curiosity is just a word you humans use when you mean stupid.”

You humans. Sen felt his heart sink a little at those words. He’d been hoping this was just another cultivator. There was always the possibility of bargaining with, or reasoning with, or deceiving another cultivator. If this was something else, a demon, a devil, Sen didn’t like his chances of talking it out of doing something that would bring a swift and brutal end to the very short tale of Sen the Cultivator.

“Sometimes,” Sen admitted, just trying to keep the thing talking for a few more seconds. “But sometimes it really is just curiosity. Aren’t you ever curious about things?”

“Oh, many things, little human. For example, I’m curious what your heart would taste like. I can smell the dual cultivation on you. I imagine it changes the flavor.”

“I expect it does. If you knew what they made me soak in, though, I’m probably pretty gamey.”

There was absolute silence for a long, long, heart-stoppingly long moment before a kind of roaring laughter cascaded down on Sen from everywhere. Sen remembered to breathe again at that point. The laughter carried on for a while before it finally died off.

“Oh, definitely brave. I may even come to regret having to kill you.”

“There is no quarrel between us that I know of. If there is, I’d be happy to try to make amends.”

There was another long moment of silence, then a figure stepped from nowhere into Sen’s line of sight. He just gaped for a moment. He hadn’t sensed any qi, and even with his spiritual sense bearing down on the entire area, he wouldn’t have known that the figure was there if he couldn’t see it with his own eyes. That told him everything he needed to know about how much further along the cultivation path this being was. Of course, that was almost the least interesting thing about the figure that stood before Sen. It was taller than Sen by at least half a foot, but it looked like a great cat had started a transformation into human form and, having reached some spot in the middle that it liked, stopped. Dark fur covered the entire being. The mouth and snout had been softened and flattened a bit to something that looked more human, but the ears were still pure cat, and they flicked occasionally. There was something painfully familiar in those features, something that made Sen wish he had never left the mountain at all.

“Ghost panther,” said Sen.

He’d mostly been talking to himself, but the figure went still at those words. Its feline eyes studied him like it meant to tear some piece of knowledge from Sen.

“Yes,” it said. “I was that, once. Now, I am simply Boulder’s Shadow.”

“You’ve ascended then?” Sen asked.

If he was going to die no matter what, Sen figured he might as well die with his curiosity satisfied.

“In a manner of speaking. It’s not ascension as you understand it. There are,” the spirit beast stopped and considered for a moment, “advantages to your form. I wished to partake of those advantages, although I had no desire to become as you are.”

“Advantages? Cultivation advantages?”

“Indeed,” said the spirit beast.

Sen did not want to fight this spirit beast for more than one reason, so he tried again. “As I said, if there is a quarrel between us, I will do my best to make amends.”

The beast approached him, slowly, and walked around Sen, as though it were as curious about Sen as Sen was about it. It finally spoke.

“I believe you, little human. You could have taken what passes for human riches from these buildings with none to see or know. You didn’t. Human honor is a pale thing, but you seem to possess it. Sadly, the quarrel is not between us.”

“Then, who is the quarrel between?”

“Your kind and my kind. Humans and spirit beasts. You hunt us, kill us, take our cores. For all things, there must be a balance.”

Those words resonated inside Sen. His whole journey as a cultivator had been a stumbling, inelegant attempt to find balance, within and without. He had just never considered that such things might play out on a stage as big as the world itself. Nor had he ever considered that he might end up as one of the dead in that large-scale attempt at rebalancing. Still, he supposed there was a kind of balance in that as well. How many spirit beasts had he personally killed up on the mountain? How many had he helped kill on the way to Tide’s Rest? The numbers were uncomfortably high.

“So, what will you do now?” Sen asked, both wanting and not wanting to know.

“I cannot stop what happens inside these walls. But I need not participate directly. If you can escape my brethren and get beyond the town walls, I will let you go.”

Sen wanted to feel hopeful about those words, but the spirit beast had sounded bleak to Sen. Like he was making an empty offer. Then, the illusion fell away, and Sen understood.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

FIVE MINUTES OF LIFE
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Sen leaned up against the wall and pressed a hand to his side. He could feel warm blood trickling between the fingers. His side wasn’t his only injury. It wasn’t even his worst injury. At least, Sen didn’t think so. It was just the one that hurt the most at that moment. He’d rolled over a table in a desperate bid to avoid an attack and rolled that open wound right over some spilled salt. For something that people sprinkle on their food, it shouldn’t hurt so damn much when it gets into cuts, thought Sen. He thought he might have a minute before something found him, so he pulled out a healing pill from his storage ring and choked it down. In truth, Sen was astounded to be alive at all.

When Boulder’s Shadow released the illusion that Sen had been walking through, the buildings didn’t change very much. They were all still there and intact. There was just a lot more blood on them. The fact that Sen hadn’t seen any bodies was something he was working very hard not to think about much. Of course, that had been made easier to ignore by the absolute horde of spirit beasts that surrounded him. He’d only recognized a handful of them. There was a demon crane perched on top of one building. He spotted a spirit goat like the one he’d fought on the mountain, only this one’s lone metal horn was nearly twice as long as the last one he’d seen. There were even spirit frogs the size of small cows, and spirit oxen that let out moos that shook the earth.

“Oxen!” complained Sen almost without thought. “Come on! I was nice to one of your mortal cousins not that long ago.”

Complaining or not, Sen wasn’t wasting time. He was getting two cycling patterns up and running even as he prepared to hide. He almost lost the threads of all of those things when the oxen, after seeming to consult with each other, withdrew.

The other spirit beasts started to let out protesting noises at the same time Sen called out a stunned, “Thank you.”

The largest of the spirit oxen let out a moo that sounded angry and glared around at the other spirit beasts. They all seemed to decide to be looking somewhere else at that moment. The small contingent of oxen vanished around a corner. The unexpected ox retreat seemed to throw off some kind of timing that the spirit beasts had going on because none of them made an immediate move. Sen decided to fill that void and cast the whole area into darkness. It was a calculated risk. Sen assumed that absolutely every one of those beasts would send an attack his way right after he blinded everyone. So, he needed a couple of things to go right. He flared his qi to give them all something to aim at while he sent a brutal arc of lightning at the beasts off to the right. Then, he hid and dashed in the same direction he’d sent the lightning.

Everything did not go right. A tongue of flame from something caught his calf, while a wind blade from something else opened a long cut across his chest. He felt other things just barely miss him. He didn’t know what they were exactly, but he felt earth qi, ice qi, and at least three other kinds of qi that weren’t immediately familiar. A tingling intuition made him lean left, so a column of water only spun him around and cracked a couple of ribs before he dropped to the ground. It turned out that was a lucky thing because it seemed that there was at least one spider spirit beast among them that wasn’t especially bothered by the dark. Sen felt the air move above him as his fall put him underneath the arc of its leaping attack.

Foregoing anything like subtlety, Sen cycled up fire qi and sent a massive fireball at the approximate spot it landed. There was a smell like burning hair, a furious clacking of what Sen assumed were massive mandibles, and a piercing sort of hissing wail that just went on and on and on. The limited omniscience that Sen got about his surroundings from the shadow blanket told him that the spider beast wasn’t moving, which might or might not be good, depending on whether it was planning another aerial assault. Fearing that he didn’t have the luxury of time, he lurched up into a staggering run. He dodged and weaved his way between the spirit beasts that didn’t seem able to see in the dark, lashing out at legs with the spear. When he sensed the spider move again, Sen grabbed the nearest spirit beast and hurled it into the path of the flying spider. The thing he’d grabbed had felt kind of leathery, so maybe he’d luck out and the spider and lizard would kill each other. Based on the noises from behind him, it sounded like they were trying.

He hadn’t gone to the right on a whim. Of all the nearest buildings, it was the only one that had an open door. He stepped through it and, slowing as much as he dared, he’d gone through the building and out the back. Then, he’d gone into the next building through an open window, only to discover that the thing he’d thought was a wall was actually a massive rock spirit beast. It had split his side open with a sharpened something. He wasn’t sure what and didn’t really care at that point. Sen had rolled over a table that had been covered in salt, suppressed a scream by the narrowest of margins, and eluded the rock beast by covering the floor behind him with ice. It had only slowed the beast down for a few moments as it adjusted to the slippery new surface, but that had been long enough for Sen to get away into the unnatural darkness.

He crossed a street, slipped into another building, and then let the shadow technique drop. He’d been holding it stationary and had reached the limit of his ability to keep it in place. He’d designed it to move with him, thinking he’d probably use it out in the forest where it would be difficult to keep track of it from above. In a town, with no forest canopy above, and true darkness still at least an hour or two away, well, it had limited value. It could hide him, but it also gave that terrifying tide of spirit beasts a very specific area to look in. He couldn’t rely on that technique and trying to modify it under the present circumstances seemed vaguely insane to Sen. No, he’d have to rely on other skills.

His most immediate problem was that he was bleeding, which would make it very easy for the beasts to track him. He didn’t have the time he needed to staunch the bleeding properly. He racked his mind for something else he could do to obscure that scent. Two ideas came to him. One that was workable and ought to buy him some time. The other one was stupidly dangerous for him if things went wrong but would probably turn out to be a necessity. Because of course it will, he mentally complained to whatever powers might be listening. He started with the less personally dangerous option and cycled up some wind qi. If he was going to bleed, he might as well make it as confusing as possible for the spirit beasts. He gathered up the scent of his own blood with the wind qi and sent it out in every direction. Air and wind qi were more flexible by nature than shadow qi, more prone to going everywhere, which dramatically enhanced the range of that technique.

He heard startled roars and shrieks and a lot of other noises he vaguely recognized as similar to sounds he’d heard on the mountain. The good news was that the sounds were now going in every direction. Thinning out the enemies could only work to his advantage. If they attacked as a group, he had no chance of defeating them. Most of them weren’t foundation formation stage, at least not that he could tell. But they didn’t need to be. If they worked as a group, they could drag him down by sheer weight of numbers. He could only switch qi types so fast, which meant he could only defend against so many things at once. That was without even considering the physical advantages that the spirit beasts had. Even if he was on their level or close to it in terms of physical strength and speed, he couldn’t fly. He didn’t have teeth or claws. He didn’t have a poisoned bite and probably a bunch of other things he wasn’t even considering. No, he needed to keep them separated out. If he only had to face a few at a time, there was a chance he could make it to the wall. If he could make it to the wall, there was a good chance he could make it over the wall. He checked his dantian and had to reassess that prediction.

He’d burned through a lot of qi just getting himself away from them long enough to confuse the issue. Sen tried to figure out how long ago that initial confrontation with the spirit beasts had been. His heart fell. By his estimation, all of his antics and burning through around half of his qi reserves had only bought him an extra five minutes of life. He leaned his head back against the wall and searched for hope or wisdom in his memories. To his surprise, he found some.

“You’re going to face overwhelming numbers,” said Uncle Kho. “It happens to every wandering cultivator sooner or later. I’m hoping it will be later for you, but it will happen. What you need to understand is that what kills most cultivators when facing overwhelming numbers isn’t the actual numbers. It’s the fact that it’s mentally overwhelming as much as it’s physically overwhelming. Your mind wants to fixate on the size of the problem instead of generating solutions. If you can survive the initial contact, though, then it’s just like any other task. Break it up into pieces. What’s the biggest threat to your survival? Deal with that first.”

“The birds,” whispered Sen. “I need to deal with the birds first.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

DESPERATE MEASURES
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The knowledge that the bird spirit beasts needed to go first did not fill Sen with happy feelings. To get the birds, he needed to limit visibility from the air in a way that didn’t pin down his exact location. That meant he needed to implement the other idea. The only upside to that idea was that it would further confuse his scent. The downside was that, once he started setting things on fire, he had limited control over how that fire spread. Of course, he also couldn’t keep going as he had been. He’d never even make it to the wall if he kept burning through qi at the same pace unless he started burning through some of his liquid qi.

Yet, that was problematic in its own way. He’d been conserving that liquid qi for the day when he’d form a core. Experimenting with it seemed wasteful to him, so he only had vague ideas of how powerful his techniques would be if he used liquid qi to fuel them. They could spin out of his control. That would make his own techniques as dangerous to him as they were to the spirit beasts. If he got desperate enough to take that route, though, he suspected he wouldn’t be in a position to worry about it. Recognizing that the problem wouldn’t get any easier to solve if he kept putting it off, Sen took a few moments to cautiously look out the windows and get a feel for the buildings around the one he was in. When he pinned the route that offered the most cover between buildings, he piled up a few of the more flammable things he could find and set them on fire.

After that, it became a dangerous game of getting out of one building and into another before one of the spirit beasts found him. He’d dash from building to building, setting one on fire from inside. Then, pushing the limits of his fire qi affinity, he’d set another building on fire at the very outer edges of what his techniques could reach. It didn’t take long before everything was in chaos. Some of the buildings went up in flames fast, while others took a while to really get rolling. A few of the spirit beasts with water qi affinities tried to douse the flames, but there were already too many buildings on fire for that to work. The good news, to Sen’s thinking, was that smoke was doing a better and better job of obscuring everything. Even if the spirit beast birds stayed in the air, they’d struggle to pick his movements out from the other spirit beasts or the smoke. The bad news to his mind was that the fire was spreading a lot faster than he expected it to.

He could see places at a distance where the fires in four of five buildings seemed to be almost feeding off of each other and creating a truly frightening inferno. From his hiding spot in a shadowy alley, he spotted at least a few spirit beasts simply fleeing the town. Part of him wanted to join that exodus, but he worried about leaving too soon. Indecision held him in place for most of a minute before he decided that there was never going to be an ideal time. It was a risk if he stayed, and a risk if he went. At least his fire-starting activities had gotten them all closer to sunset. The reduced light and smoke would give him a fighting chance of avoiding casual notice.

Committing to the decision, Sen did his best to mimic a ghost. He flitted from shadow to shadow. When he thought he heard spirit beasts nearby, he looked for garbage to help mask his scent. It likely wouldn’t have worked under normal circumstances, but there were enough other distractions that it seemed to keep them at bay. Sen could tell that the pressure of hiding nonstop for all that time was starting to wear him down, but he steadfastly refused to let that slip from his grasp. The extreme measure of setting off a conflagration in a town that he was inside of would mean nothing if he did. It would be child’s play for the spirit beasts to find him if his qi become visible again. It was still a double-edged sword for him, though. While it might keep him from showing up in the spirit beasts’ spiritual senses, it also severely limited his own ability to feel with his spiritual sense or his qi. The fires he’d set at a distance had largely been done blind, with Sen relying on years of practice and a clear knowledge of his own limits.

For the first time in years, Sen was relying almost entirely on his regular senses to keep him aware of what was nearby. There had been a time when those senses were finely honed. Forced to rely on them again, Sen realized how much he’d forsaken those old skills in favor of the cultivation skills he’d been learning. He knew, in his head, that his regular senses were actually better than they had ever been. He also knew that there had been limited choice in focusing on cultivation. There had simply been too few hours in the day to keep sharp with everything. Yet, that wasn’t the case when he considered the time since he’d been away from the mountain. There had been demands on him at points, certainly, but there had also been time to work on things like minding his senses more closely. Assuming he made it out of the town alive, he’d have to make that a priority. After all, he’d admonished Bigan to do something to fix his problems. Sen wasn’t enough of a hypocrite that he’d ignore his own advice.

While Sen had feared it would, and almost expected it to, he was still disappointed when his luck ran out. It was an unavoidable run across an open road in the town. He didn’t know if the spirit beast had just been looking his way or if something else had given him away, but the bear-cat had spotted him and let out a roar. Sen could actually see the wall from where he stood. It was close. It just wasn’t close enough. He couldn’t get there without something intercepting him. He was still injured, and all of the smoke was making it harder and harder to breathe. A sprint for the wall just wasn’t feasible. At least, it wasn’t if he tried to do it on the ground. A flash of memory showed Sen an image of Master Feng traveling parallel to the ground in the courtyard at Uncle Kho’s manor. Feats like that were still well beyond Sen, but a different idea took him. Turning away from the fast-approaching spirit bear and toward the town wall, Sen took off as fast as his injuries would let him. He dodged between two buildings and then, hoping it would work the way he planned, he fired up his qinggong technique.

He jumped, planted a foot against the wall of one building, then launched himself upward and toward the wall of the other building. He repeated the process two more times before the first qi technique nearly killed him. He felt the flare of metal qi only a second or two before the technique was on top of him. It was only the superior durability of the spear he held that saved his life. He whipped the spear around, bracing it against his own body, right before the spearhead and the metal qi technique collided. With nothing to brace himself against, Sen was flung away from the technique. Acting almost on instinct, he cycled the pattern for lightning and sent a bolt in the direction the metal qi technique came from. A pained bird call rang out a moment later, and Sen saw something fall from the smoke cloud hanging over the city. Then, he crashed through the wall of a building.

Sen was used to enduring pain, but there was a distinct difference between pain he realized was coming and pain that he didn’t expect. The latter always hit his mind a little harder. It always took him a bit longer to regroup. He was still up and moving fast, but it was a reflex. He didn’t have the wits about him to dodge the hail of stones that crashed through the hole in the wall that he’d just made. Most of them missed him, but a few bounced. One with a point buried itself in his right bicep. He nearly dropped the spear he carried before he could think to stow it in his storage ring. A second slammed into his already burned calf, injuring the muscle beneath the scorched skin. A final stone punched against his back with the audible sound of at least one rib breaking. He went down hard. Part of him wanted to just stay there for a moment, to rest, to let the pain ebb just a bit. His mind was tired. His entire body ached where it wasn’t in some kind of more desperate pain.

The rest of him knew that was a suicidal choice. He couldn’t sense the spirit beasts precisely, but he could feel the qi techniques they were preparing. He lurched to his feet, stumbling through the unfamiliar building and looking for a window that faced toward the town wall. This was going to be it. They knew where he was now. Whatever beasts were left in the city were no doubt gathering on his location, preparing to cut him apart with their techniques. Then, Sen heard breaking wood from somewhere below. Or, he thought grimly, they plan to do it the old-fashioned way and kill me with tooth and claw. The thought of it made him furious. This trap he was in hadn’t even been meant for him. He was just the first one stupid enough to walk into it. Stumbling up against a wall next to a window, he reached across his body and drew his jian with his left hand. He wasn’t as practiced with that hand, but he wasn’t really planning on using the jian as a sword, just as a conduit. He smashed out the window with an elbow, made sure it faced the town wall, and then did what he truly hadn’t wanted to do. He sent a drop of liquid qi into his channels and used it.

The raw power that thundered through him then was almost too much to control in his weakened state. He lost a precious second or two simply wrangling that power in the right direction, cycling it the way it needed to be cycled. Some of that power went into his qinggong technique. It was the only way he’d reach the wall. The rest of it went into cycling for lightning. He poured that lightning qi into the jian and poured his killing intent after it. When he heard the spirit beasts crashing through the floor he was on, Sen knew he had no time left. He planted his foot on the bottom of the window and launched himself into the air backed with the full force of his liquid-qi enhanced qinggong technique. Much as he feared it might, the liquid qi made the technique far more powerful than he expected. He shot through the air like he’d been launched from a crossbow. The spirit beasts let out a collective roar of fury as he flew beyond their grasp.

He still had one last thing to show them. Sen twisted in the air, struggling to maintain the technique that was overcharged from the liquid qi. He centered his mind for just a moment and then he launched Heavens’ Rebuke back at the building. Where he expected a beam of darkness like the one that had killed Cai Yuze, this time a sphere of darkness the size of a wagon hurtled back toward the town. Sen took a shuddering breath. He’d got the balance wrong again. He was over the wall and trying to figure out how to land without breaking even more bones when Heavens’ Rebuke detonated. The last thing he saw before blacking out was a huge chunk of the town wall shattered into pieces and launched out into the surrounding forest.


CHAPTER THIRTY

UNUSUAL KNOWLEDGE
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Sen woke up, which surprised him a little. Watching part of the town’s stone wall simply disintegrate into a rain of fast-moving projectiles had left him with the cold certainty that he was about to die. Yet, he hadn’t. Of course, not dying and being healthy were two wildly different things in Sen’s experience. He was not feeling especially healthy. He’d been hurt even before flinging himself over the town wall and releasing that monstrous version of Heavens’ Rebuke. Now, he felt like death might come calling at any minute. He had the suspicion that having Auntie Caihong’s healing pill in his system at the time might have been the thing that made the difference. It would have kept working on him even when he was unconscious.

Letting out a soft groan, he opened his eyes and immediately tried to scramble back from the looming figure of Boulder’s Shadow. Every part of him protested that attempt at movement as every variety of pain registered in his mind. When that haze of misery cleared a little, Sen finally processed the fact that Boulder’s Shadow wasn’t looming so much as leaning against the remains of a tree trunk. Sen squinted a little at the tree. It looked like something had knocked the top half of the tree off. He turned his head a little to look at the ground around him and things became a little clearer. He had knocked the top half of the tree off by crashing through it on his way to the ground. No wonder I hurt so much, he thought.

Sen wanted to get worked up about the fact that Boulder’s Shadow was standing there. Sen figured that the spirit beast had probably been waiting around for Sen to wake up. The more pressing issue was why the spirit beast was waiting for him. After a quick assessment of his condition, though, it became clear that getting worked up would accomplish nothing. Unless Sen planned to burn more liquid qi, he’d be performing exactly zero techniques. The spirit beast didn’t even look at Sen when he spoke.

“You live. I wondered if you would.”

“Well, if you came to finish the job, it won’t take much,” Sen wheezed around the stabbing pains in his chest.

“After I spent the night scaring off my wayward brethren? No. I keep my word, little human. You escaped the walls. You will be allowed to leave.”

Feeling at least vaguely more reassured that he wouldn’t die in the next few minutes, Sen fished another healing pill out of his storage ring. It was probably a little soon for another one, but his injuries were severe. He expected that his body had long since burned away whatever potency had remained in that first pill when he’d pulled his impersonation of an arrow in flight. It took some effort and a few sips of water to choke the pill down. It took a real mental effort for Sen not to gulp the water. His terrible thirst, which had been occupying a space somewhere in the back of his mind, surged to the front, followed closely by hunger. His body was using up resources like mad to keep him alive, which meant he had to do his part and provide more resources. He just couldn’t be stupid about it.

Once the healing pill reached his stomach, Sen spent a few minutes taking deep breaths. He’d been slowly tuning out the various pains in his body, but the pill set off an entirely new wave of pains as it encouraged his body to repair itself. Sen did the only thing he could other than breathing. He focused on cycling. He’d all but scoured his dantian clean of the normal environmental qi he was used to using. So, if he was going to be stuck somewhere for a while, he might as well do what he could to start refilling it. If nothing else, Sen thought it would help the healing process along if he had some available qi. He wasn’t wrong. His body or the pill siphoned away the qi almost as fast as he could gather it into his dantian. Sen winced when he felt bones snapping back into place, but he didn’t stop. After a while, Sen opened his eyes again and found Boulder’s Shadow still standing nearby.

“Are you still guarding me?” Sen asked.

“No. Most of my kind have fled from this place, knowing it was a foolish venture. I fear it will mean disaster.”

“If you knew it was foolish, why do it?”

“We must all bow to powers greater than ourselves, or face destruction. A lesson you should perhaps take to heart, little human.”

“What do you mean?” Sen asked, pushing himself up into a sitting position.

“Defiance is sometimes the right path, even the only path, as it was for you yesterday. Defiance was the only possible path to survival. Defiance done out of habit, or simply for its own sake, is a fool’s path.”

Sen felt the stirring of vague guilt deep down inside of him. He also felt the tingling edges of something in the spirit beast’s words, but he was too exhausted to delve into any of it. Instead, Sen focused on the part that mattered most to him at that moment.

“Why are you still here?”

“I wish to know something from you. You recognized what I once was virtually on sight. How? Did someone speak to you of my kind?”

Sen thought very hard about how he should answer that question. Boulder’s Shadow had, seemingly, kept his word, but Sen knew nothing about the spirit beast beyond that. He also knew nothing of ghost panther society, if they even had one. Talking about Falling Leaf could put her in danger or at least put her into a bad situation. Plus, if Sen wanted to get specific about it, several people had spoken to him about ghost panthers. He could simply say yes without lying.

“Yes,” said Sen, but didn’t elaborate.

Sen could see in the spirit beast’s eyes that it knew he was keeping things back. “Who spoke to you about us?”

“Feng Ming and Kho Jaw-Long.”

The spirit beast recoiled at those two names before glaring down at Sen and sniffing at the air. “You speak the truth, but this makes no sense! You are a cub. What business did you have with those old monsters?”

That question, at least, Sen was willing to answer. “They trained me.”

Boulder’s Shadow stared at Sen for so long that the young cultivator wondered if the spirit beast planned to kill him.

“Truly then, I have doomed us all,” said the ghost panther before vanishing into the trees.

Sen thought that the spirit beast was overestimating the danger. Uncle Kho almost never left the mountain, and the only way Master Feng could find out was if Sen told him. Sen thought that it would probably be best to keep this particular adventure to himself for a while. Yes, he’d wait to tell the tale until they could all look back and laugh and laugh at how foolish he’d been to walk into the trap. Sen decided that a hundred years ought to be long enough, then amended it to two hundred years, just to be on the safe side. With that decision made, he tried to figure out what he should do next. Somewhere between thinking about putting up his tent or some formation flags and actually doing it, exhaustion overwhelmed him again. When consciousness came back again, he heard a familiar voice.

“Is he dead?” asked a far too-hopeful Changpu.

“Don’t be dense,” said Wang Chao. “I can see him breathing.”

“Look at this place,” said Song Ling with a bit of awe in her voice. “What happened here?”

“He was clearly in some kind of fight,” said Wu Meng Yao. “I just can’t imagine with who.”

A deep frustration bubbled up inside of Sen. He’d put in a fair amount of effort to get away from the Soaring Skies Sect members only for circumstance to throw him right back in their midst. He felt like the universe was toying with him somehow, he just couldn’t understand to what end. Did the universe want Sen to destroy whatever relationships this group of people had with each other? That seemed like the most likely outcome to Sen if he kept spending time with them. Sen braced himself mentally for what he knew would come next.

“You four are really loud,” complained Sen. “You can’t even let a man take a quiet nap in his crater.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

WHAT COMES AFTER
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Sen had been right about what to expect. As soon as he stopped speaking, questions started pelting him like hail. Of course, he couldn’t understand any of the questions because the Soaring Skies Sect members were talking over each other, each one getting louder as they tried to be the one who got their question answered first. After a while, they weren’t even really directing questions at Sen, just yelling at each other to be quiet. Sen let the noise wash over him without paying attention to any of it. If they wanted to yell at each other, that was their business. Sen lifted an arm and draped it across his face. At that, the sect members fell silent.

“Well?” demanded Wu Meng Yao.

“Well, what?” asked Sen, not even bothering to move his arm.

“What happened here?”

Sen found it surprisingly difficult to keep a straight face when he said, “Rule one, Wu Meng Yao.”

“What?!” she all but shrieked at him. “You’re not going to explain any of this?”

“I wasn’t planning on it. As you can see, I’m very tired. And injured. Clearly in no shape to answer questions.”

The silence that followed that pronouncement was so profound that Sen actually moved his arm back out of the way so he could take a look around. Changpu looked like he wanted to throttle answers out of Sen and would enjoy doing it. Wang Chao had wandered away and was looking back and forth between Sen and the broken tree. Then, the young man’s eyes traced upwards toward the sky. Sen sighed. That one was quick. Wu Meng Yao looked thunderstruck, as though she just couldn’t comprehend the words that Sen had just spoken. Of them all, only Song Ling seemed to get the joke. She bit her lip and looked away.

Sen continued. “Wait until you see what’s down the road. When I won’t explain that, this will seem trivial.”

“What’s down the road?” asked Changpu.

Sen just shrugged. “See for yourselves.”

Much to Sen’s disappointment, they did not go see for themselves right away. Instead, they went back to asking him questions that he ignored. Realizing that they weren’t going to let him sleep if he just stayed in the crater, he pushed himself up. A lot of things still hurt. He checked inside himself. He was still almost out of the misty, environmental qi he depended on for most activities. It seemed his healing had snatched most of it away. He also discovered that the healing pill he’d taken earlier had been used up. He considered taking another, but he recognized that for the pure laziness it was. He had a finite supply of the pills crafted by Auntie Caihong. He was keeping those for emergencies since he trusted her skills more than his own.

He wasn’t in an emergency anymore. Using up one of those pills when he could very well make an elixir for himself was foolish. Making an elixir was less expensive since he could actually replace the ingredients without going all the way to the mountain. Sen also had the feeling that showing off one of those pills in front of sect members might be a bad idea. He knew that resources like pills were limited in sects, and he didn’t want to tempt the sect members into foolish decisions while he was injured. So, as Sen ignored all of them, he built a small fire and got out his elixir pot. The sect members seemed excited when they saw the pot, and then confused as Sen started dropping in medicinal plants and alchemical agents. He did it by feel, judging what he needed by what he felt was still wrong with his body.

While Changpu and Song Ling lost interest pretty quickly, Wang Chao was watching every one of Sen’s movements with an intensity that Sen found off-putting. Wu Meng Yao was also studying him, but it was more of an academic interest. More information for her to report, thought Sen. Every time he saw that look on her face, he became more certain that he must never, ever get anywhere near the Soaring Skies compound. As the elixir got closer to being done, all of the sect members became interested again. The elixir was soaking up qi from their surroundings with a little gentle guidance from Sen. When it was ready, Sen filtered the elixir through a cheesecloth into two small bottles. One he stored immediately after he stoppered it. He took a few minutes to clean up. Then, he picked the other bottle up.

Wang Chao hurried over. “Wait! Do you have any idea what something like that is worth?”

Sen poured the elixir down his throat to the horrified expressions of the sect members and said, “Yes. About an hour of my time.”

The elixir didn’t hit him as hard as the pills did. It had been custom-made for his exact current condition, while the pills had not. It also had a lot more qi in it, so it wasn’t pulling as hard on the finite store of qi in Sen’s dantian. Even if it was less powerful than Auntie Caihong’s pill in some respects, it still triggered an immediate improvement in Sen’s energy level. He could also feel some of the lesser injuries in his body starting to repair themselves. He just hurt less, which was a welcome relief. Looking around, Sen could see that his flippant response wasn’t going to be enough.

“What?” he said. “It’s basic alchemy. You can probably find every ingredient I used within two miles of this very spot.”

Sen privately admitted to himself that he might be slightly exaggerating the ease of getting some of those ingredients, but he stood by the general message.

“Basic alchemy,” said Wang Chao. “You consider that basic alchemy? Who in the hells are you?”

Sen ignored the question and started walking. “Come on, you may as well see the rest.”

The sect members fell in behind Sen with what he imagined were varying degrees of reluctance. Song Ling probably just shrugged and started walking. Wu Meng Yao almost certainly rolled her eyes or clenched her teeth before she started walking. Changpu likely spent five or ten seconds glaring at Sen’s back before he got moving. Based on the way Wang Chao had stared at him after he downed the elixir, Sen was willing to bet the man was still back where Sen had built his small fire for a good minute. He was probably just staring at the spot and imagining all kinds of missed opportunities. When the town wall came into view, though, the sect members drew to a collective halt. They gaped at the destruction Sen had wrought in the wall. In the cold light of day, even Sen was a bit unnerved by what he saw.

Yet, there was no taking it back after the fact. After letting the sect members stare and murmur among themselves for a few moments, Sen started walking again. When it had all been happening, Sen had been very focused on the moment. He hadn’t been taking long looks at his surroundings. Even having been there, he simply wasn’t prepared for the scale of the damage. Sen spoke in short, clipped sentences about what he found and didn’t find when he first entered the town. Changpu gave him suspicious looks until the big cultivator finally went into some of the undamaged buildings and came back out looking a little unnerved. Even then, the sect cultivators looked like they only half-believed him.

When they came to the spot where everything had first turned violent, though, the sect cultivators only had eyes for what was left of the street. Even Sen was a little bit curious. It had all been covered in shadow the last time he’d been there. He was surprised to see the corpses of the spider spirit beast and a big lizard spirit beast lying in the street. For some reason, he’d thought the other spirit beasts would take their dead away. The street beneath those corpses was little more than rubble, where it wasn’t scorched to cinders by fire, or seared by lightning, or scored by wind blades, or melted by acid, or any of the other dozen or so visible things that had happened in that spot. Sen gave them a general overview of the conversation between him and Boulder’s Shadow. Then, the reveal of all of the other spirit beasts.

“How did you escape all of,” Wu Meng Yao gestured around at the destruction, “this?”

“I was very lucky, and a tiny bit clever. I used a technique to confuse them briefly.”

“What technique?” demanded Wang Chao.

“The effective kind,” said Sen before he whirled on Changpu.

The big cultivator was crouched over the spirit beast bodies, clearly preparing to harvest from them. Sen fixed his gaze on Wu Meng Yao as he unsheathed his jian.

“If you don’t stop him,” said Sen, “I will.”

“Changpu! Stop!” the de facto leader of the sect cultivators ordered.

The big man looked over at Wu Meng Yao. Then, he noticed Sen’s furious expression. The big cultivator got a truculent look on his face.

“What? No use wasting their cores.”

“Indeed. Feel free to harvest from all the ones that you killed,” said Sen.

The big man smirked at Sen. “I don’t think you’ve got enough left to stop a butterfly, let alone me.”

As Sen stepped toward Changpu, Wu Meng Yao called out after him. “Wait!”

“You had your chance,” said Sen.

Changpu’s confident expression faded when he realized that the supposedly injured wandering cultivator he’d just been mocking was done talking. Instead, the man was covering the distance between them at a frightening speed. Sen had spent almost all his time since leaving the mountain trying to strike a balance. He had been failing. Some of it was his own fault. He’d told himself that he’d been trying to avoid the necessity of killing, but that wasn’t really true. He’d done plenty of killing already. He’d been trying to avoid accepting full responsibility for that killing. That basic imbalance in his thinking had led him to wax and wane between extremes. He waited until someone pushed him far enough, then he justified it all. Yet, he could see, looking back, that he should have killed those bandits he encountered on the road with Bigan. Regardless of the threat they posed to him, they posed a threat to every mortal who passed that way. Leaving them alive had been dooming someone to the fate of being robbed or murdered or worse.

The fight with the spirit beasts had clarified that imbalance in his thinking for him. If he had taken his usual approach, he would have died. Instead, he had acted. There was no room in the world of cultivation for half-measures, which meant that he couldn’t continue on in that world as he had been. It would mean disaster. He didn’t have to descend into mindless butchery, but he couldn’t keep hiding from the facts of the Jianghu. Strength ruled. Sometimes that meant acting, violently, decisively, and sometimes that meant bending beneath the weight of things more powerful than oneself, lest one be broken beneath that weight. In the case of someone stealing from you, flagrantly, as a petty revenge, knowing full well that your strength outstripped their own, there could be only one response. Make them bend or break them utterly.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

PUNISHMENT
[image: ]


Sen didn’t have a lot of qi to work with, so he decided that he wasn’t going to bother with complicated qi techniques. He wasn’t going to let Changpu use them either. Sen could feel the sect cultivator start to cycle qi as he bore down on the other man, so he let a little of his killing intent loose. It was just a moment, a flash really, but it shattered the man’s focus. Then, Sen was there. His fist connected with Changpu’s chest. The noise of that impact echoed through the empty town. The big cultivator flew away from the blow with his arms and legs flailing, right up until the moment the stone wall of one of the nearby buildings stopped his backward momentum. Sen was a bare second behind the impact with a kick that drove the big cultivator through the wall. Sen heard bones break as Changpu’s body proved inadequate to weather the blow and the resistance of the wall.

Stepping through the hole into the building, Sen found the other cultivator struggling to stand. Changpu was making another attempt to cycle his qi enough to perform a technique. Sen could respect the effort, but he wasn’t going to let that happen. He let his killing intent lash the other man’s mind again while plunging his jian into the man’s leg. Sen wasn’t sure if it was the stab wound or the mental assault that made the big man cry out in pain. In the end, he supposed it didn’t really matter all that much. Sen took a look at the man and realized that the fight was already over in all but name. With an annoyed sigh, Sen gave the man a halfhearted backhand that drove Changpu to the floor. Sen took a moment then to clean his jian on the sect cultivator’s robes. After a moment of consideration about how to get the most value from what had always been a pointless and one-sided fight, Sen grabbed a fistful of Changpu’s robe and bodily hurled the man back through the hole in the wall. Sen noted that his aim may have been slightly off, as the sect cultivator widened that hole on his way out.

Stepping through the hole, Sen could see the shock and fear on the faces of the other sect cultivators. Wu Meng Yao had a jian in her hand but seemed to have forgotten it entirely as she stared down Changpu’s limp form. Wang Chao held a guandao in front of him and had his wide eyes fixed on Sen. A rope dart hung from Song Ling’s hands, but she didn’t look any more ready to use it than Wu Meng Yao looked to use her jian. As Sen approached Changpu, Wu Meng Yao shook off her shock and held out a hand.

“You don’t need to do this,” she said.

“Like you would have stopped him if I were the one on the ground,” said Sen, not breaking his stride.

Wu Meng Yao looked like Sen had slapped her, but she didn’t deny the accusation. “No, I wouldn’t have. Not if you had challenged him the way he challenged you. Still, I’m asking you not to kill him.”

Sen did stop then. He stared at Wu Meng Yao while he took a breath and considered. “Why?”

“Politics. If he comes back injured, I can explain it away as the stupidity it was. If he dies, it gets complicated.”

“You mean your sect will declare war on me.”

Wu Meng Yao sighed but nodded. “Yes.”

“Those are the people you want me to trust with my life?”

Changpu saved Wu Meng Yao from answering that question. The big man had slowly started to regain consciousness and was pushing himself up from the ground. Sen walked over and slammed the big cultivator back down to the street with a foot on his back. Changpu let out a pitiful noise of pain and spat up a mouthful of blood. Sen was torn. He might already have one sect hunting him. He really didn’t need or want another one hounding his every step. On the other hand, Changpu’s choice to so blatantly challenge Sen called for something dramatic. Sen looked at Wu Meng Yao.

“Tell me. Your sect must have problems with thieves every so often. How do you deal with them?”

The sect cultivators exchanged uncomfortable looks and Wang Chao’s face went a little green. It didn’t take much interpretation on Sen’s part to realize that it must be something absolutely none of them wanted to do or see done to someone else. Wu Meng Yao took a breath before she answered.

“We cut off one of their arms.”

Then, Sen understood. Damage a limb, and you could heal. Even if you never recovered full use of the limb, you could potentially keep cultivating if the qi channels remained intact. Remove a limb, and you could stop someone’s cultivation journey forever. There were qi channels in the limbs. Removing a channel was a blow that most people couldn’t recover from. It wasn’t an absolute law. As Auntie Caihong had explained it, a few people had learned to work around it. Yet, it was very rare that someone did it. Sen understood how his own cultivation worked well enough, and had experimented often enough, that he thought he would have even odds of doing it. Well, he thought he would have even odds of doing it given enough time and ideal circumstances. Still, it wasn’t something he was eager to try. If that’s how their sect dealt with thieves, though, they’d have a hard time objecting to Sen carrying out their own punishment.

“Then so be it,” said Sen.

With a motion so fast that none of the other cultivators even saw Sen’s jian move, he severed Changpu’s left arm at the shoulder. Kicking the limb away, Sen cycled up fire qi and reduced the arm into ash. He didn’t know if the other sect cultivators would have tried to preserve the arm, but given the looks on their faces, he wouldn’t have put it past them. Depending on whether any of the young sect cultivators had a storage ring like his and how good the healers in their sect were, they might have even managed to reattach that arm. It wouldn’t have been a very effective punishment or lesson if their sect could undo what Sen had done. It was better to simply remove that temptation.

It took a moment or two for the pain or the horror of what had just happened to him to catch up with Changpu, but it finally did. He started screaming as the blood gushed from the open wound. Sen stepped back and looked at the pale-faced Wu Meng Yao.

“I’ve honored your wishes. He still lives. You should tend to him if you want to keep it that way.”

With that, Sen walked over to the spirit beast corpses and began the process of extracting the useful and valuable pieces from them. He didn’t speak to the sect cultivators again, just kept them in the periphery of his vision while he worked. Based on the level of care he was seeing, Sen didn’t give Changpu good odds of surviving. He found himself torn again. He could help ensure the man lived. He didn’t particularly want to help, but the same considerations were still in play. Keeping the idiot alive was, ultimately, more useful to Sen. When he was done harvesting pieces from the spider and lizard spirit beasts, he went looking for the weakest healing pill he had. The one he found was still more potent and probably more valuable than he wanted to waste on Changpu, but keeping the peace required sacrifices sometimes. He walked over to the other cultivators and tossed the pill to Song Ling. She caught it and then stared down at it with awe.

“Make sure he takes it, or he’s not going to make it back to your sect alive.”

With that, Sen walked away. As he retraced the path he’d taken through the town the night before, he found more dead spirit beasts than he expected. He didn’t remember fighting that many. Then again, there had been a lot of fire. It only made sense that some of them might have fallen to smoke and flame, rather than from his direct actions. For the most part, he simply added to his collection of cores. Even with two storage rings, he was working with a limited amount of space. While there certainly were other useful parts on most of the spirit beasts, the cores held the most value. So, he took those and left the rest. If the sect cultivators wanted to collect those other parts, they were welcome to do so.

As he worked, Sen tried to decide if he’d been put into this situation solely to bring him to terms with the realities of the Jianghu. He was willing to concede that maybe he had. While he wasn’t happy leaving Changpu alive behind him, he could already tell that he wouldn’t regret it the same way he regretted leaving those bandits alive. He’d left Changpu alive to, hopefully, prevent a much larger and less manageable problem from developing. Like it or not, he couldn’t challenge the might of most sects as he was. Even when he became a core formation cultivator, he’d need to tread with some care around sects. They had too many resources and too many people to keep making them angry everywhere he went. Maiming Changpu had been harsh but within the bounds of Soaring Skies Sect’s own rules. In a strange way, it had been a political answer to a personal problem. He just had to hope they saw it that way.

Sen’s mind was on sects when he first walked over to the spot where he’d made his mad leap over the wall. It was only when he nearly tripped over part of the body of a spirit beast that he finally looked around.

“Hells,” he whispered.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

PROJECTING STRENGTH
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Sen knew that using the liquid qi would make Heavens’ Rebuke more powerful, but he hadn’t fully appreciated how much more potent it would become. Add that in with the wrong balance between the lightning and killing intent, and he’d expected a lot of destruction. What he saw, though, was so far beyond his expectations that he didn’t know quite how to process it. The building that he’d leapt from was simply gone. In fact, most of the buildings in the immediate vicinity were gone. The destruction between where he stood and the wall seemed worse, though. Sen had been pretty focused on that wall at the time. He wondered if that had influenced the way the technique had expressed itself. Beyond the immediate ring of destruction, most of the buildings were little more than hollowed-out ruins with collapsed walls and roofs. In places, a partial second floor remained where he could see a bed or cabinet exposed to the air.

What captured his attention, though, were all of the dead spirit beasts. When he hid, he sacrificed access to a lot of information about the world nearby. Then, when he’d finally made his leap, he’d been almost entirely focused on his qinggong technique and controlling Heavens’ Rebuke, however ineptly. There had seemingly been more spirit beasts nearby than he knew, based on the sheer scale of the carnage. Sen couldn’t even guess at the actual number. There were some mostly or partially intact bodies on the ground. Yet, for each of those, there were countless pieces of spirit animals. Then, there was the blood. It was simply everywhere Sen looked. It covered the ground, the debris, and what intact walls were nearby.

The smell of the area was almost enough to overwhelm even Sen’s usually strong stomach. What he didn’t see were the insects he would have expected to be covering the area. With so much decaying flesh and blood around, the air should have been blackened with all the flies. Sen considered the idea that the lingering remnants of destructive qi in the area might be keeping them away. He supposed it was possible there was something about the spirit animal corpses themselves that kept the insects at bay, but that seemed less likely. As Sen took it all in, he wondered if he should swear off using Heavens’ Rebuke ever again.

That kind of destruction was too unpredictable, too widespread. It was just too much in every sense. Killing a specific person or spirit beast was one thing. It was unavoidable really, as he’d finally come to accept. Cultivators killed each other, even if Sen thought the reasons were often stupid. That was just the harsh reality of things, at least at Sen’s cultivation stage. He couldn’t change the rules of cultivation society by himself. One day, if he made it to the nascent soul stage, maybe he could decide not to kill or at least keep it to a minimum. Yet, he wasn’t entirely convinced it was completely avoidable even then. Master Feng didn’t talk about needing to deal with challenges that often, but that could just be a matter of the elder cultivator not finding them particularly noteworthy.

The very thought of becoming a nascent soul stage cultivator made Sen look around again and shudder. If he unleashed an attack like that as a core cultivator, let alone a nascent soul stage cultivator, he couldn’t even imagine what kind of destruction it would create. As it stood, if Sen launched a poorly controlled Heavens’ Rebuke in a place where people still lived, dozens of people could die. Maybe more. He might have to accept killing other cultivators, but it was all too easy to lose sight of how those fights could spill over onto the mortals. As much as Sen struggled with finding the right path, he thought that not killing a bunch of mortals as a side effect of his fights with other cultivators or spirit beasts was a reasonable expectation for himself. Not that he could really prevent other cultivators from doing stupid, destructive things that might endanger mortals, but that was simply beyond what he could reasonably take responsibility for.

Shaking off those ruminations, Sen considered how to handle the mess in front of him. He had zero desire to go walking through all of that blood and viscera. Yet, he wasn’t keen to leave the cores behind for someone less squeamish. He found himself thinking that if Changpu had simply been willing to wait, Sen probably would have let the man just have whatever cores the sect cultivator was willing to harvest from the disgusting mess. Sen settled for extending his spiritual sense over the area and sending out a little wind qi over the area. Between the two, he was able to pick out a number of cores both obvious and hidden. As he prepared to retrieve them, he felt someone approaching from behind. He called his spear out of his ring and turned to face Wu Meng Yao. She didn’t have a weapon drawn, but she didn’t necessarily need one. A cultivator with even a little qi in their dantian was always armed.

Yet, she barely looked at him. Instead, her eyes wandered over the catastrophic destruction behind Sen. By turns, she looked ill, horrified, and afraid. When she did finally turn her attention back to Sen, she gave him a very respectful bow.

“I wanted to thank you for the pill you provided. It probably saved his life.”

Sen shrugged. “Like you said, politics. I don’t need your sect breathing down my neck for the rest of time.”

Wu Meng Yao looked like she wanted to protest but couldn’t seem to come up with anything to actually say about that. So, she moved on and gestured to everything behind Sen.

“Did you do that?”

“Yes.”

She didn’t move or speak for a long moment as she really took it all in. When her gaze shifted to Sen, she looked confused. “How?”

“Carelessly,” answered Sen, turning back to what he was doing.

With a beckoning gesture, his wind qi scooped up the loose cores that were easily accessible. For the rest, it plunged into flesh or through loose stone to seize the cores. The cores flew to Sen from every direction. Some of them shed dirt or dust as they flew, while others dripped blood. Taking a moment to add a water qi cycling technique, Sen doused the lot of them and let the wind qi dry them off. Then, he added them to the rest in his storage ring. He really needed to take Auntie Caihong’s advice and find some down-on-its-luck alchemy shop that would take some of those cores in trade for part ownership. Sen had been uncomfortable with the volume of cores he had in the ring before he just added all the new ones. He had a legitimate fortune in that ring and, now, someone else knew about it. Sen heard Wu Meng Yao take a breath before she spoke again.

“I meant, how could you, a foundation formation stage cultivator, have caused this kind of destruction?”

“I knew what you meant,” said Sen walking over to stand by her. “I just don’t mean to give you any more information about me than I already have.”

“What if I promised not to tell anyone?”

“Is that a promise you really think you can keep? Honestly?”

She hemmed and hawed for a few seconds before she said, “Probably not.”

“You know what the sad part is? I actually like you. I think you mean the things you say about acting honorably. That’s part of why I won’t tell you anything else. You know what happened here with the spirit beasts. That’s the information you need to take back. Anything else you take back, especially about me, will almost certainly be to my detriment. The less you know, the less guilt you’ll have to carry if your sect does something unfortunate.”

Wu Meng Yao studied Sen’s face for a while before she said something that had clearly been on her mind. “You didn’t have to do what you did to Changpu. It was cruel.”

Sen regarded the young woman in much the same way she had him. “Yes, it was cruel. No, I didn’t have to do that. I’d already won. But tell me, when you all go back and talk about this, what would the rest of your sect have thought if I just slapped him around and then let it go? Do you think they would have respected that? Feared that? Or do you think they would have thought I was weak?”

“I don’t know,” answered Wu Meng Yao.

“Neither do I,” said Sen. “And that’s my problem. I must project strength. Even if I hate what that calls for me to do. Even when I think it’s stupid, or cruel, or unnecessary. I don’t have a sect backing me up out here. It’s just me. Now look at Changpu. I expect that most of the time, back at your sect, he’s considered a good guy, right?”

“He is.”

“Yet, the second he thought I was even a little weak, he turned on me because I got something he wanted. I genuinely hope that more of the people in your sect are like you, but I expect that most of them are like Changpu. Those people won’t respect mercy, only strength. So, I did something irrevocable to Changpu. I did it within the bounds of your sect protocols. I can only hope that it sends the message that coming after me will be more costly and more troublesome than it’s worth.”

Sen started to walk away at that point, but a thought occurred to him. He turned back and lifted an eyebrow at Wu Meng Yao. “Where are your prisoners? I can’t imagine you just left them tied up somewhere.”

The sect cultivator made an inarticulate noise of anger at that point. Gathering her control, she looked at Sen.

“They’re dead.”

“Dead? Why are they—” Sen paused then and shook his head. “No, that’s really none of my business.”

Wu Meng Yao waved it off. “It doesn’t matter if you know. After you left, Wang Chao wasn’t paying attention the way he should have been. They managed to free themselves.”

“So, they picked death out here over an execution back at your sect. Can’t say it’s necessarily what I would have done, but I understand it,” said Sen.

“I don’t,” snapped Wu Meng Yao.

“Sure, you do. They picked death on their own terms, instead of death on yours. Hells, it’s just about the most cultivator thing they could do. Everything in cultivation is about forging our own path in opposition to the path set forth by the heavens. So, they forged a path in opposition to the one set out by you.”

“I know,” sighed Wu Meng Yao.

Sen let his gaze linger on the sect girl for a moment before he dipped into a deep, respectful martial bow. “There may be cores and other useful materials left in the city. I’ve gathered what I mean to take, so the rest is yours. Perhaps you can win some favor with them in your sect. Travel safely, Wu Meng Yao. I hope I meet you again, one day, under less fraught circumstances.”

The young woman returned his bow. “Travel safely, whoever you really are. Perhaps, if fate wills it, we will meet again in a better time and place.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

PERSPECTIVE
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For the next three days, Sen used his qinggong technique almost nonstop, keeping it right at the edge of what his passive qi gathering could support. He stopped for nothing, often diverting into the forest to avoid contact with the people on the road or to skirt around the one village he saw. He took his time at night, setting up the most ironclad obscuring formations he could. In short, Sen wanted nothing to do with anyone. That desire for isolation was something new for Sen. Even when he’d been living on the streets, he hadn’t wanted isolation. It was just a necessity for personal safety. After years of daily interaction with Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong, he’d assumed his time of isolation was well and truly over. After that disaster with the spirit beasts, followed by the fight with Changpu, Sen wanted breathing room from others.

Some of it was simply to have time to sort out his own thoughts. It was difficult to maintain any kind of perspective in the moment. He wanted a little distance to decide if his new attitude about the Jianghu and other cultivators was rational or another overreaction. He was a little disappointed when he concluded that, barring some new information, his attitude probably was the rational approach. He worried that projecting strength all the time might invite challenges he didn’t want, but he was certain that simply letting things slide would provoke more challenges like Changpu’s. In a world where people worshipped strength more than anything else, it seemed unavoidable.

Yet, participating in constant personal tests of strength and skill was something that interested Sen very little. He might not be able to avoid it all the time, but he’d much rather spend his time pursuing those all-too-infrequent moments of enlightenment. The trick, he supposed, was figuring out how to limit one and increase the odds of the other. Unfortunately, his only guides to enlightenment were those occasional tugging feelings he got, and he wasn’t feeling very optimistic about those. Yes, they had inevitably led him to situations where he could learn things, and even to situations where enlightenment was a possibility, but they’d also led him straight into situations where violence was almost inevitable. He didn’t believe those things were inextricably linked. In fact, most of his moments of enlightenment had come in moments completely free of violence. Looking back on his recent experiences, he found he’d been happiest on the Luo farm. Although, he supposed it was easy to be happy when you spent most of your time helping people heal.

Unfortunately, he also knew that healing wasn’t his path, at least not as the thing he pursued all the time. It had been gratifying, and he was glad that his skills could help those people, but it had grated at him too. For all the good he might have done, he was only delaying the inevitable. Death loomed large over the mortals. They were simply too fragile, too easy to injure, and too prone to illness. He could help them, but he could never really save them from those frailties. If he tried to adopt that as a profession, he wouldn’t last. He could do it as a sideline, or intervene in an emergency, but it wasn’t a calling for him.

He also didn’t relish the idea of being a professional sellsword. Oh, Sen didn’t mind the idea of occasionally hiring himself out to protect a caravan or deal with an especially dangerous spirit beast. It was honest work. He was good enough with the jian and spear that he could likely keep himself employed that way full-time. Yet, it would become grating as well. Moving with caravans was boring and, he knew, would likely mean traveling between the same places constantly. Given his recent experiences, he wasn’t thrilled at the idea of revisiting the same places multiple times a year. No, moving on seemed like a better choice. As for dealing with rogue spirit beasts, he supposed that idea had some merit, but he would tire of the killing. In the end, he just wanted to see the world, to see the places that he’d heard about in the stories he’d heard on the mountain, and even to see places that his teachers hadn’t seen.

Wandering wasn’t a profession that would support him and none of the obvious options suited him. He didn’t wish to kill full-time, or heal full-time, or live in abject poverty full-time, so he’d need to carve out something new for himself. A sellsword healer, maybe, he mused. He couldn’t be the first to think of it, but he also hadn’t heard about anyone else doing it. He supposed it wasn’t a common combination of skills. Still, it would give him an excuse to move on whenever the feeling took him. There was always work for people with those skills, but the location of that work wasn’t consistent. And there was a kind of balance in it. If he couldn’t avoid the violence, he could at least add something beneficial to the world. The idea still felt incomplete to Sen, but it was at least a plan.

It was clear to him now that he’d been far too cavalier about setting out into the world. Worse, he knew that he wouldn’t have listened if others had warned him about it. No doubt that was why Master Feng, Auntie Caihong, and Uncle Kho hadn’t wasted their words. Grandmother Lu basically had warned him about it with all her talk about practicalities. It had been arrogance on his part. He’d just assumed that he understood how things worked. Why he’d thought that, Sen couldn’t imagine. Dumb luck had had more to do with his survival these last few months than anything else. Granted, he’d leveraged his skills and abilities as well as he could when one crisis or another arrived, but a little more thoughtfulness on his part could have made the road much smoother for him.

He’d lost sight of what he meant to do when he’d left the mountain, of what he meant to be. He could see, in hindsight, that he’d been too idealistic. Master Feng and Uncle Kho hadn’t sunk years of time into training him to fight for their own amusement. They had known combat was unavoidable and done their best to prepare him to survive those inevitable and, Sen sighed, likely frequent fights. He had to temper that desire to not be some reckless agent of chaos with his more realistic understanding of the demands of the Jianghu. His ideal had been one of pacifism, quietly moving from place to place, picking up enlightenment as he went. The world simply wasn’t going to accommodate that idea. He would have to fight. Some of those fights would come to him, regardless of his wishes, and the need to project strength would make it impossible to avoid others.

Yet, recent experience had shown him that he was all too capable of triggering fights with his poorly considered behaviors. Those fights were avoidable. It was on him to make sure he geared his behaviors and responses in a way that let him avoid them. It wasn’t the ideal he hoped for, and it meant more death in his life than he wanted. It was also more realistic. Short of locking himself away somewhere like a monk, he had to meet the world as he found it. That he found it exactly as full of the problems his teachers had warned him about was disappointing, but he couldn’t say it was unexpected. Some of those problems he would meet head-on, and some he would do his best to deescalate. He expected that he would fail at the latter sometimes, but at least it would be a failure in the service of trying to live as the person that he wanted to be.

Steering clear of others wasn’t just a way for Sen to give himself time to get perspective. It also gave him time to finish healing. Despite what it may have looked like to the other Soaring Skies Sect members, fighting with Changpu had been physically grueling for Sen. He’d kept it off his face, but his bones hadn’t been done healing, nor had his muscles or any other part of him. He’d set his own healing back a lot with that little display. As necessary as he still thought it had been, he’d paid a price for it. Avoiding others meant he could give his body the time it needed to put itself back together. It had taken several more elixirs to get the job mostly done. He’d considered making another, but there was a point at which even cultivators just had to let their bodies heal at their own pace. Whatever lingering pains or soreness he was experiencing, he was confident that he could defend himself if he needed to do so.

As he left his body to its healing, Sen pulled out his map. He had meant to go to Emperor’s Bay originally, mostly because he knew Grandmother Lu had a shop there, but he was strongly reconsidering the decision. Unfortunately, roads were all too few across the continent. Sen could cut across the wilderness, but that was risky. Along roads and near settled areas, spirit beasts tended to be weaker. They were hunted there, so they only tended to grow to a certain level of strength. In the deep wilds, though, Sen knew there were truly powerful spirit beasts that were the equivalent in strength to core stage and nascent soul stage cultivators. He didn’t like his chances of surviving an encounter with spirit beasts like that. Maybe he could hide from them, but it seemed like a terrible risk for a questionable reward. No, he would stick with his original destination. He was fairly certain he had a healthy lead on the Soaring Skies members. If he kept his visit to Emperor’s Bay short, he ought to be gone before that sect ever learned anything about him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

INFORMATION GATHERING
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Lo Meifeng was frustrated. Orders had come down from the top, the very top, that some kid was supposed to be kept under quiet observation, assisted if absolutely necessary, and efforts made to spread the silly name that a bunch of rural fools had given to him. Honestly, thought Lo Meifeng, why would anyone want to be called something like Judgment’s Gale? Then again, her entire organization took orders from a man called Fate’s Razor, so maybe she didn’t really have room to judge. What she didn’t understand was why they were bothering with some kid that nobody knew existed until a few months before. It had seemed like a fool’s errand and beneath the finely honed skills that Lo Meifeng had spent centuries perfecting on her way to core formation. Yet, orders were orders, and only the very foolish ignored orders from men like Feng Ming. If it was her job to babysit some kid, she’d take it as an easy assignment meant to give her some time to rest and recuperate. Or so she had imagined when first handed the orders.

Thinking back on it after the fact, she wondered if her superiors knew what an unbelievable pain this assignment would turn out to be. Following the kid had been simple enough, at first. He’d gotten himself attached to a caravan and those moved slow at the best of times. Then, things had gotten strange. The damn kid had run off into the forest and thrown down with some spirit beast that was stronger than he was by at least two or three in-stage cultivation levels. She’d almost intervened then, but the kid pulled out a victory with some damn technique that she’d never seen before. She might have been more impressed if he hadn’t nearly killed himself in the process.

Then, things had gone back to normal. At least until they got to Tide’s Rest, where the kid had stood on the beach and stared at the ocean for hours. There’d been that odd confrontation with the sect girls, where she still wasn’t entirely sure what had happened. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he suppressed them with killing intent, but it just wasn’t possible for a foundation formation stage to be wandering around with a killing intent that strong. Then, things had gotten really weird. He’d had a standoff with some other sect flunky while throwing around multiple kinds of qi. Something else she thought she knew was all but impossible. Then, he’d vaporized that poor sect bastard and just disappeared into the night like some kind of damn spirit.

Ever since then, she’d been desperately trying to find him. She’d wasted a lot of time in the north looking for him before finally heading south. She started catching hints of his presence there, but every time she thought she was close, she arrived to discover that he’d come and gone. He’d apparently saved some wagon driver on the road and earned himself a worshipper for life. The story struck her as patently bizarre. The wagon driver and his entire family were mortals. She couldn’t understand why the kid had bothered. After that, he’d spent some time in a small village. It seemed that he’d amused himself by dispensing alchemical miracles for a pittance, killing rapists, and anointing a local farm family into some kind of village royalty with the threat of his unending wrath for any who dared to harm them. The villagers there seemed to think he was some kind of saint. Still, orders were orders, so she made a point to drop the title of the man who had so dramatically altered their lives.

Now, there was this literal smoking ruin before her. She didn’t even need to wonder who had caused it. This had the kid’s fingerprints all over it. Lo Meifeng didn’t know how he was connected, but an empty town filled with burned-out buildings and what looked like an absurd number of dead spirit beasts, how could he not be connected? She wandered through the town, piecing together some of what had happened and feeling the blood in her veins run colder and colder. If things had been half as bad as it looked like they had been, this was exactly the kind of thing that she was supposed to intervene in. After a while, she found a group of sect kids pillaging spirit beast parts. Well, two of them were pillaging. One of them was sleeping off to one side with fresh bandages on the stump of an arm. Had they fought here as well, she wondered. It might help explain the sheer scope of the damage. She announced her presence with a pulse of her qi.

All three of them stumbled over to her as fast as their legs would carry them. She might not be in their sect, but they weren’t nearly far enough along in their cultivation to ignore anyone in the core cultivation stage. Some pointed questions got a very disjointed story out of the three. They had met her wayward charge. They didn’t spell it out, but there had been some interpersonal issues of some kind centered on the pretty girl who was very clearly not saying a lot. When it came to what had happened in the town, they didn’t really have a complete story. All that they did know was that her charge had come here, found the place empty of human life, filled with spirit beasts, and that he had fought them. Lo Meifeng took another long look at the destruction around her. He did all of this by himself?

He’d also apparently taken the big sect cultivator’s arm as an object lesson about stealing. Lo Meifeng didn’t know what to make of that. It seemed out of character for him. He had killed that rapist, but even that had come after the man had assaulted the farm girl. Or after the man tried to assault her at least. Lo Meifeng personally thought that the kid was a bit too forgiving and compassionate. Taking the arm was icy cold and calculated. The kind of thing designed to give people pause. Maybe he’s just growing up, thought Lo Meifeng. She’d have to ask him when she finally found him. It was clear that trailing him wasn’t going to work. She’d have to be more proactive.

“You’d have to talk to Wu Meng Yao to get the rest of the story. She talked to him last,” said the pretty girl.

“Where is she?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“She went ahead to report to the sect about the spirit beasts.”

And about the kid, thought Lo Meifeng with a grimace she didn’t let reach her features.

While she wasn’t satisfied that she had anything even close to the whole story, she was satisfied that she had enough of a picture to move on. She remembered her days as a foundation formation stage cultivator, and they had not looked anything like what this kid was going through. She couldn’t even begin to calculate the odds of any cultivator just wandering into a town where the entire population had been inexplicably massacred by spirit beasts. Then for him to single-handedly rain down enough destruction to send them packing, it defied explanation. Whatever details she was missing, she couldn’t waste any more time in the empty town. She needed to catch up with the kid or at least catch up with the other sect girl before she made her report. When it became obvious that she meant to leave, the big sect kid with the missing arm piped up.

“Who is he? What’s his name?”

Wishing that literally anyone else had been given this shit assignment, she faced the three sect cultivators. All of them had expressions that were equal parts wary and desperate to know. Lo Meifeng thought about just saying that she didn’t know. The sect kids wouldn’t know any differently. No one would know, a traitorous voice in her heart whispered. As much as she wanted to listen to that voice, she ignored it.

“They call him Judgment’s Gale,” said Lo Meifeng through mostly unclenched teeth.

As she all but flew out of the town using her qinggong technique, she desperately wondered how she was going to report all of this in a way that wouldn’t get her killed.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX







EMPEROR’S BAY, PART 1
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Sen didn’t maintain his absolute isolation stance the rest of the way to Emperor’s Bay, but he also didn’t make a point of interacting with anyone. He focused mostly on speed, only occasionally slowing or stopping if something caught his attention. He did, however, make a point to stop and intervene the one time he ran across bandits. Unlike the last time he saw bandits, he didn’t give them a choice to leave. While almost all of the caravanners made it out with minimal injury, none of the bandits survived. Sen did let the caravan people talk him into staying for a meal as a way to thank him. It was simple enough fare, but Sen was slowly learning to appreciate the joys of not having to cook every meal for himself.

When Emperor’s Bay did finally come into sight, Sen had to stop and simply stare at it for a while. Tide’s Rest had seemed big to him, dwarfing Orchard’s Reach many times over. In comparison, Emperor’s Bay was a giant among children. The main city covered miles in every direction before the outer wall formed a hard break. Yet, the city didn’t end there. Nestled in a shallow valley, smaller towns that spread out from the main city like roots breaking the surface of the earth at a distance from a tree. Most of the outer villages and communities looked like farming concerns, probably meant to supply the city itself. Sen struggled to imagine how so many people could all live in one place or why they would want to. Out in the bay itself, there were so many boats and ships that Sen knew it would be pointless to even try to count them.

Part of Sen wanted to simply avoid the main city, but it wasn’t practical. This was the first place he’d come to that Master Feng had given him some useful information about where to go. Beyond that, Grandmother Lu’s shop was located in that sprawling mess, somewhere. Sen shook off his hesitance. As vast and incomprehensible as the city looked, he knew that this wasn’t even close to the largest city on the continent. It wasn’t even the largest city in the kingdom. The capital city was supposedly much larger than Emperor’s Bay, not that Sen had any intention of visiting the capital. He suspected that there was nothing there for him to find except a lot of trouble. Seeing his extended visual inspection of the area for the stalling that it was, Sen got moving again. Sen chided himself for not asking Wu Meng Yao about any other sects in the city. Without that information, he couldn’t be sure if anyone would be waiting around for wandering cultivators near the gates the way people had been in Tide’s Rest. With that uncertainty in mind as he approached the city, he took the precaution he hadn’t thought was necessary in Tide’s Rest. He hid himself while still several miles out from the main wall.

He supposed that anyone who had been tracking him from inside the city would notice that he’d vanished. He doubted their observations were good enough to pick him out of the crowd of people he blended into as he approached the gate. He had expected some kind of trouble when he tried to enter the city, or at least a basic attempt to get a bribe from him. Auntie Caihong and Master Feng had told him that was fairly common practice at city gates. It seemed the guards at these gates were either more honorable or less ambitious than those kinds of guards. They stopped everyone and asked what business they had in the city. For farmers, merchants, and caravans, there was generally a quick inspection of their goods.

“Purpose of your visit?” asked the guard without even really looking at Sen.

“Shopping and running errands for my uncle,” replied Sen, figuring that it was close enough to true not to matter.

The guard’s eyes wandered over Sen for a moment, perhaps judging the quality of his clothes, before he nodded and gestured him through.

Sen paused for a moment and asked, “Can you tell me where to find the Pink Orchid district?”

The guard gave Sen a longer look then, which made Sen wonder if he’d made some kind of mistake. Then, the guard gave him a wink that Sen didn’t quite know how to interpret.

“Sure, kid,” said the guard, before giving him directions. “Enjoy your shopping.”

The guard chuckled quietly to himself as Sen passed through the gate and into the city. He was immediately glad that he’d asked for directions because the city was overwhelming to him. There were too many people packed into too little space. Smells that had lingered around Orchard’s Reach, trash, human waste, food, were overpowering Emperor’s Bay. Sen had to force his feet to keep moving for the first ten minutes he was in the city. He also caught no fewer than three street kids gently patting at his robes, looking for things to steal. If he hadn’t been a cultivator with heightened senses, he suspected he never would have even noticed. After the third time he grabbed a thin wrist, word must have gone out on whatever clandestine channels the thieves used that he was a bad target.

Not that it freed him entirely from unwanted attention. He caught a few rough-looking people eyeing him from alleyways and darkened alcoves. When he made very deliberate, very unfriendly eye contact with those people, they also found other things to be interested in. After the speed of his travel on the road, the pace of movement through the city felt agonizingly slow to Sen. Even so, he did make progress. He also discovered that once he got away from the main gate, the total foot traffic fell off to something a bit more reasonable. He wasn’t making great time, but he no longer felt like he was trapped in some slow-moving dream. Still, it was a relief to have more than a few inches of space between him and all of the other people. And there were so many people. Many of them wore the familiar robes that he was used to, but he also saw people wearing clothes that obviously came from far away and using languages he didn’t know. Sen made a mental note to start asking about what languages were used where across the continent. He didn’t think he possessed any great ability with language, but he suspected acquiring at least a basic working knowledge of the more common languages would prove a useful tool.

He was also surprised by all of the food. It seemed that there were people set up near every corner selling every type of food Sen could imagine, and some that were as alien to him as some of the clothes he’d seen. He almost stopped and got some kind of meat on a stick, before an old woman warned him off of eating from that particular stall.

“That isn’t pork,” the old woman said.

“What is it?”

“No one knows for sure, but I know pork when I taste it. That isn’t pork.”

Sen thanked the old woman and decided that he wouldn’t get any food at stalls until he found a local who could give him a bit of advice about where and, much more importantly, where not to eat. He really needed to find Grandmother Lu’s shop in the city. Sen suspected that she meant for the employees there to provide him with exactly that kind of basic guidance. Every time he turned around, it seemed, he grew to better understand and appreciate her focus on the practicalities. He wanted to feel a bit annoyed at Master Feng for not offering any advice about things like picking places to eat, but Sen couldn’t quite muster the feelings. It was entirely possible that Master Feng would visit a place like Emperor’s Bay for a week and never eat anything. He couldn’t really offer advice about activities he only participated in when other people reminded him.

When Sen passed into the Pink Orchid district, the wink the guard had given him started to make more sense. There wasn’t a huge change in anything obvious. The architecture remained more or less the same. There were still lots of people around. Yet, the change was there, subtle, almost beneath the senses. As Sen looked around, he could see that the number of young women and young men had risen dramatically. They also seemed to be making an effort to display themselves with fine silks, elaborate makeup, and complicated hairstyles. The suspicious part of Sen’s mind drew a conclusion or two about Master Feng’s intent in sending him here. Sen also felt a brief moment of panic. If the pattern held true, he could cause a riot in an area like this. Yet, as he looked around, he didn’t see the usual reaction to him. It wasn’t that he didn’t draw attention from the young people, but it wasn’t the stunned expression that he’d grown so weary of. Instead, he got looks of interest and appreciation.

Heaving a sigh of relief, he continued on his way. It soon became clear to Sen that while the guard’s direction to the district had been good, finding his way around in the district was beyond Sen. He finally stopped a young man and asked where to find a place called The Silver Crane. The young man looked disappointed when he heard where Sen was trying to go, but provided a succinct set of directions that put Sen in front a building with what could be a bird painted in silver on it. Shrugging, Sen went in and found a young woman seated just inside the door. She eyed him curiously.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“I’d like to speak with the manager, please,” said Sen, following Master Feng’s instructions.

The girl looked briefly concerned before her features smoothed out. “Is there a problem?”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Not that I’m aware of. I just have a message for them.”

A kind of invisible tension bled away from the young woman. “Of course. Wait here.”

The girl vanished for a minute or two before returning with an older woman who gave Sen a nearly identical look of curiosity as the one the young woman had given him. Sen looked back and forth between them before he realized that they were related, possibly mother and daughter. The older woman gave Sen a polite bow.

“I am the manager of this establishment. How may I assist the young master?”

Sen returned the bow and said, “I was instructed to tell you that Feng Ming sent me.”

Then, chaos erupted around Sen.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
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One moment, Sen was standing there. The next he was being ushered into the back of the establishment where he passed rooms that often seemed to have a preposterous amount of decoration and a host of young women and men. Some of them stared at Sen with pure curiosity, others with vaguely concerned looks, and one young man glared at him with open hostility. He barely had time to register any of that before the manager of the place was peppering him with questions, yet never letting him get a word in edgewise. The woman’s daughter, or niece, he hadn’t decided yet, was on the other side doing the same thing. The two women eventually showed him into a lavishly decorated room.

“Is the young master hungry? Or does he require a bath? Would he like the services of one of the young ladies or young men?” asked the manager of the place at a rapid-fire pace.

Sen held up a hand and the manager immediately fell silent. “I’m sorry, but I don’t really understand what’s happening.”

“Feng Ming is the patriarch of this establishment,” said the manager in a hushed, reverential tone. “He told us that if ever someone should arrive and say he had sent them, we were to provide that guest with all due courtesy and respect.”

“I…I see,” said Sen.

He had seen enough to understand that he was standing in a brothel and that this was likely some manner of joke on the part of Master Feng. Then again, maybe the old man just assumed that Sen would want some company. Even after years of knowing the man, Sen often struggled to discern Master Feng’s motives for anything. Sen wasn’t all that surprised to know that Master Feng had a hand in the ownership or operation of this place. If the man had once bought a pastry shop because a little girl called him grandpa, then he probably bought this place because one of the girls had a nice smile and offered him wine, or something equally unremarkable.

“Does the young master require anything?” the young woman asked.

“Just a place to sleep and a bath. Oh, and perhaps you can find the location of a business in the city for me.”

“Where does the young master wish to go?” asked the manager, looking relieved that Sen had finally said he wanted something.

“It’s a shop called Grandmother Lu’s Heavenly Wares. I have business there.”

“I will dispatch someone to find it for you immediately.”

“Oh, um, thank you. If they can find it for me by tomorrow, I expect that will be soon enough.”

“Of course. I’ll leave my daughter here to attend to your bath,” said the manager, vanishing out of the room before Sen could protest that all he really needed was directions.

The young woman issued whispered orders out the door to someone that Sen couldn’t see, then she just stood there, waiting expectantly for Sen to do, he didn’t know what. He occupied himself by looking around the room. Compared to the tent he’d been sleeping in recently, the place looked decadent to his eyes. Every bit of cloth was silk. All of the wood in the room was heavily carved and gilded. There were more pillows on the bed than any five people could possibly find a use for. There was even a dresser with a small mirror laid carefully on top. When he ran out of things to look at, Sen turned his gaze back to the young woman. She had been studying him but dropped her eyes immediately when he turned to her.

“This room is very nice but well beyond my needs or, I expect, my means.”

“You are a guest of Feng Ming’s. Anything you require will be provided free of charge,” said the young woman.

She had looked almost offended that Sen would suggest he might need to pay for something within the walls of the brothel. He supposed asking for a simpler room was likely out of the question as well. He was deeply relieved when he heard a whispered voice from the door. The manager’s daughter gestured toward the doorway.

“A bath has been prepared for you,” she said. “If you’ll follow me.”

Sen did as he was instructed and followed the girl. Since everything he owned was in his storage rings, he left the room precisely as he found it. The bath was located in a private room, which Sen suspected was reserved for the most important customers. He touched the water and found it pleasantly hot. It had been some time since he’d last had access to a proper bath, and he wanted to take advantage of it. He examined his own internal state. He was healed from the battle with the spirit beasts, at least in the most technical sense. His physical injuries no longer bothered him, yet he could tell that some things lingered, deep down in his tissues. After considering what might best help him, he began pulling ingredients from his storage ring and sprinkling them over the bath. When the mixture felt right to him, he straightened up and began undressing. Glancing over at the door, Sen was startled to see that the manager’s daughter was still there and had disrobed.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“You are an honored guest of The Silver Crane. Do you not wish company? If you do not find me pleasing, I can summon another.”

The girl seemed a little crestfallen that Sen might send her away. He thought for a moment, looking for a graceful way to say that he was just tired.

“I find you very pleasing,” he said, hoping to assuage any wounded self-worth. “I was injured recently. This is a medicinal bath.”

That seemed to pique the young woman’s interest. “Truly? Are you a healer?”

Sen finished undressing as he answered. “At times and at need.”

The girl walked over and looked down at the plants and herbs floating on the surface. “Will it harm me?”

Sen opened his mouth to say yes, but he honestly didn’t know. He let a bit of qi slip free from his control and wash over the girl. She spun to look at him, her eyes wide, but relaxed when his qi retreated a moment later. He was surprised to discover that she was a cultivator in her own right. She’d made some progress in the qi condensing stage. He’d been so distracted by everything and semi-blinded by his hiding that he just hadn’t spotted it. After a moment of reflection, he shook his head.

“No, I don’t suppose it will harm you. I just don’t know that it will help you, either.”

The girl shrugged and Sen found himself very distracted for a moment before he got his focus back in order. The medicinal herbs were potent, but that potency wouldn’t last forever. He stepped into the bath and sank down into the water, letting the heat and the smell of the medicinal plants wash over him. Sen felt it when the girl stepped into the water.

“If we’re going to bathe together, I suppose I should at least know what to call you,” said Sen, not even opening his eyes.

There was such a long pause that Sen did eventually open his eyes. The girl was studying him again, as though she could divine something from his features the way that some claimed to divine from tea leaves.

“You’re a cultivator?” she asked, instead of answering his question.

“I am.”

“Why can’t I sense you?”

“It’s a trick. Helps me avoid,” he weighed a few words that might be appropriate, “complications.”

“How advanced is your cultivation?” she asked, although she sounded nervous about it.

Sen supposed it was a common enough question among cultivators. Of course, most cultivators didn’t have Sen’s trick and could get a feel for the general level of advancement of other cultivators they met. If he was keeping himself hidden, she might think he was going to be annoyed with such questions. He waved a hand in the air.

“Foundation formation, somewhere in the middle stage.”

“This trick of yours, can all foundation formation cultivators do it?”

Sen let out a soft chuckle. “No. Just me, so far as I know.”

“Can you teach it?”

Sen shook his head. “It’s not that I’m unwilling to teach it. I don’t understand how I do it. Neither did my teachers. You can’t teach what you don’t truly understand.”

For a little while, they fell into silence. Sen let his cultivation stay a passive thing and slowly soak in whatever healing effects the bath might provide. For his part, Sen just enjoyed the way the muscles in his back and shoulders gradually lost some of the tension that had been building up in them for weeks now. He really hadn’t understood what a luxury it was to have easy access to a bathhouse every day at Uncle Kho’s home. He’d had to go traveling to truly understand what kind of simple luxury he’d given up.

“Have you traveled far?” asked the girl.

Sen looked over at her. “A ways. I came from Tide’s Reach.”

The girl frowned for a moment. “To the north of here?”

“Yes, I’ve been traveling for several weeks.”

“Through the wilds?” she asked, sounding both excited and unsettled at the idea.

“Well, I suppose you could call them that. The areas along the road aren’t really the wilds. There’s too much traffic, too much civilization, too much hunting. Where I grew up, that was much closer to the real wilds. Even there, spirit beast attacks weren’t all that common. Honestly, I think bandits are probably a bigger threat to travelers. You should cultivate, by the way. Even if you don’t get much from the bath, you’ll get more value if you cultivate.”

Now that he was looking for it, he felt her qi start to circulate through her body. There was a gentle pull in the water that dragged away some of what the plants were slowly releasing. With a moment of concentration, Sen cycled a touch of fire qi and added it to the water. Then, he leaned his head back and worked hard to not fall asleep.

“Sun Lifen,” said the girl. “My name is Sun Lifen.”

“Hello, Sun Lifen. My name is Lu Sen.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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Sen had only planned to soak in the bath long enough to extract some healing from the plants. Yet, once she got past her initial surprise at his status as a cultivator, Sun Lifen became quite conversational. She asked him so many questions about what it was like to travel and where he grew up that Sen had to heat up the water again and then a third time. Sen found himself asking her questions about what it was like to grow up in the city. He marveled at how she just took all of the other people for granted. He was amused at her disbelief about how quiet it could be while out camping on the road. He did think to ask her about what sects were in the city. It turned out that there were three.

“What can you tell me about them?” Sen asked.

“Only the Soaring Skies Sect really matters. They’re the largest and most powerful sect. The other two are little more than cultivator families. They’re not even really large enough to be called clans. You must, of course, be respectful if you meet them, but you’re unlikely to see members of those sects unless you intentionally visit the areas near their compounds. Soaring Skies Sect members are common around the city.”

“What do you think of the Soaring Skies Sect?”

Sun Lifen gave the question some serious thought before she answered. “They are considered an honorable sect. As a rule, their members are polite, pay for things, and do not abuse the mortals they meet.”

Sen frowned. “I sense that there’s more to that statement.”

“There are dishonorable people even in honorable sects. The sect is large. It moves slowly at times. When a member is a problem, it often takes a long time for the sect to deal with them. Other times, members hide behind the appearance or letter of honor, but they don’t observe its spirit.”

Sen noticed that a cloud seemed to pass over Sun Lifen’s expression at that last.

“I take it that this is the voice of experience, not merely rumor.”

Sun Lifen nodded. “We’ve had problems in the past with them.”

“Sect members come here?” said Sen, a little shocked.

“Of course, they do,” said Sun Lifen, giving Sen a little smirk. “You came here, didn’t you?”

Sen threw back his head and laughed. “I was told to come here. Besides, I’m not in a sect. Who cares what a mere wandering cultivator does?”

“Do you ever think about joining a sect? I expect most would be happy to have you if you’re already in foundation formation.”

Sen shook his head. “I haven’t been especially impressed with most of the sect members I’ve encountered so far, with one or two exceptions. I don’t imagine I’d fit in very well at a sect. What about you, though? You’re a cultivator and there are sects here. Why didn’t you join one?”

“The smaller sects rarely accept outsiders. The Soaring Skies Sect, well,” she looked away, “they won’t consider someone like me.”

“Someone like you?” asked Sen. “A commoner?”

“No, of course, they accept commoners.”

“Then, I don’t understand.”

“Think about where you are. They’re not interested in assisting a prostitute, even one who works here.”

Sen stared at the girl, who looked back at him with defiance in her eyes.

“Well,” said Sen, “that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“I don’t expect you to—” Sun Lifen started to protest before she registered Sen’s words. “Wait, what?”

“I said that’s stupid. It doesn’t have anything to do with whether you can cultivate or how well you cultivate. It doesn’t prevent you from receiving moments of enlightenment. It doesn’t stop you from learning a weapon. It literally has nothing to do with cultivation at all.”

“I,” she hesitated, “agree with you.”

“Good, because I’m right.”

Sun Lifen seemed utterly lost for words. Sen got the impression that she’d been preparing to have an argument with him about it, and he’d knocked her completely off course. He decided to give her something else to focus on.

“So, you’ll have to go somewhere else if you want to join a sect,” said Sen.

“That’s a possibility,” said Sun Lifen. “I would like to travel. I’ve never even been outside of the city walls.”

“Not even once?”

“There was never a need.”

“Not even to see the ocean? I mean, it’s only like two miles that way?” said Sen, pointing his finger.

“It’s just water, isn’t it?”

“I guess it’s just water in the same way that you’re just pretty. It’s true, and it also utterly fails to capture the depth of the experience.”

For the first time since Sen had met her, Sun Lifen seemed actually flustered. Her expression suggested that she was casting about for some response before she just gave up and said, “Thank you.”

“Thank me after we go out and see the ocean. I’m not planning on staying long, but I think that’s worth taking the time for.”

That seemed to fluster her even more. “That’s not necessary. You don’t need to be seen with me.”

“You don’t need to make excuses. I realize that I’m a hideous monstrosity. It’ll be a sacrifice for you, I know, but we all have to make a few of those in life.”

Sun Lifen seemed baffled, then bemused. “I’ll just have to do my best to persevere.”

“I have faith that you’ll find the strength, somehow.”

They lapsed back into a comfortable silence for a few minutes before Sun Lifen spoke again. “I suppose I could become a wandering cultivator like you if I can’t get into a sect.”

“Oh, don’t be a wandering cultivator like me. That’s a terrible plan.”

“Is it because I’m not advanced enough?”

“What? No, it’s because I’m constantly getting into trouble. There must be some other wandering cultivator you can be like who isn’t a danger magnet.”

Sun Lifen splashed some of the bathwater at him. “Very funny.”

Sen smiled, but then he got serious. “If you are going to be a wandering cultivator, though, you need to be able to protect yourself. Do you know how to use a weapon? Sword? Spear? War fans?”

Sun Lifen seemed a little taken aback. “No, not to speak of. Is it really that important?”

“It is. I wish it wasn’t, but that’s something that the stories got right. You will have to fight. Spirit beast attacks aren’t that common on the roads, but they are always a possibility. Plus, you never know when you’ll run across another cultivator who just won’t take no for an answer when they decide they want to trade pointers. If you don’t know how to use a weapon, you’ll have to find someone to teach you.”

“Is it difficult to learn?”

“Yes,” said Sen with no hesitation. “It took me years to learn the jian and the spear, and I was practicing on an almost daily basis. I don’t want to scare you off of it, but I won’t lie and tell you that it’s easy.”

“Better to know the truth,” she said.

Something Sen had meant to ask about earlier popped into his head. “Not to change the subject, but how are non-sect cultivators and wandering cultivators treated here? Do the sects harass them?”

The girl gave Sen a vaguely confused look. “I suppose there are occasional incidents, but the sects don’t usually interfere with other cultivators. Why?”

“I ran into some Soaring Skies Sect members on the road. Our interactions were, let’s say, a mixed bag.”

“You didn’t kill any of them, did you?”

“Kill? No. It didn’t go that far. I mean, technically, I helped them complete their mission. I’m just not sure how much goodwill that’s going to buy me.”

Sun Lifen frowned. “There’s no way to know for sure. I suppose it will depend on how you look when the sect gets a report.”

Sen sighed. “Yeah, I sort of thought that might be the case. Well, with any luck, I’ll be long gone by the time that happens.”

Deciding that he’d soaked for long enough, Sen pushed himself up and climbed out of the bath. When he saw Sun Lifen go to do the same, he waved her off.

“Those medicinal plants still have a bit of life left in them. You should stay and cultivate for a while. In fact,” murmured Sen, doing another quick scan of Sun Lifen, “let me add a few other things.”

Sen dropped a handful of herbs and minor reagents into the water that wouldn’t interfere with the plants he’d already added but should provide Sun Lifen with a bit more benefit. Then, he warmed the water up until it was probably verging on uncomfortable for the young woman.

“Okay,” said Sen, “Cultivate for another half hour, at least.”

“What will it do?”

“Worst case, it’ll do nothing, and you’ll just have taken a long hot bath. Best case, it might help clear up your qi channels a little bit. This is really more my Auntie Caihong’s area of expertise, but even I can help with channel clearing.”

“You didn’t need to do that,” protested Sun Lifen. “Cultivation resources are expensive.”

“They’re just plants. Don’t tell the sects,” said Sen in a conspiratorial whisper, “but they grow everywhere.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

HEAVENLY WARES
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Sen woke up the next morning with Sun Lifen wrapped around him. He hadn’t planned on having company the night before. In fact, he hadn’t planned on anything except maybe getting something to eat and sleeping. The food had been easy enough to get. He just asked if someone could find him something simple to eat. A minor feast was brought up to his room. He’d been made several offers of company, but politely declined them all with excuses about being weary from his long journey. He’d barely been eating for five minutes when Sun Lifen burst into his room, dripping wet, barely wrapped in a towel, and her eyes wild with excitement. Sen had shot to his feet, already reaching for his jian, and expecting an attack.

“I broke through,” she cried and literally threw herself at him.

On reflection, Sen thought that she’d given him a lot more credit than he deserved. If that bath he’d thrown together for her in thirty seconds had been enough to push her cultivation forward, even if it was just an in-stage advancement, she must have been on the cusp before he showed up. He tried to explain that to her, but every time he tried to say something, she just kissed him again. Recognizing a losing battle when he saw one, Sen decided not to fight it. On the downside, the food had gotten cold, but the two of them did eventually eat most of it. Sen managed to untangle himself from Sun Lifen with a little grudging help from the young woman. He went over and picked through the leftover food, managing to put together two plates’ worth that might pass as breakfast. Sun Lifen looked surprised and a little embarrassed when Sen sat down on the bed and handed her a plate.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said.

“Do what?”

“Be nice to me.”

Sen gave her a flat look. “Why wouldn’t I be nice to you?”

“You know why.”

“Have I done anything to make you think I care about that, even a little bit?”

Sun Lifen’s cheeks went red. “No.”

“Then, please make that the last time you insult me that way.”

The young woman opened and closed her mouth a few times before Sen took pity on her.

“Eat your breakfast,” he said. “We have things to do today.”

“We do?” she asked.

“Yes. I have business to attend to, and I said I needed to take you to see the ocean.”

Sun Lifen sat straight up and stared at Sen. The girl looked like she was on the verge of full-blown panic.

“I need to prepare,” she almost yelled at Sen.

When she started to move off the bed, he put a hand on her shoulder and held her there for a moment. He pointed at her plate.

“Food first. Then you can panic.”

She gave him an appalled look. That held for a few seconds before she snorted out a laugh. She picked up a piece of fruit and nibbled on it, eyeing Sen up and down. She giggled. Sen lifted a questioning eyebrow at her.

“I think we’ll both need another bath,” she said.

One bath and a conversation with Sun Lifen’s mother later, they were on their way. As promised, the employees of the Silver Crane had tracked down the location of Grandmother Lu’s shop in the city. It wasn’t too far away and the morning weather was cool, so the pair decided to walk. As they went, Sun Lifen pointed out little points of interest. Sometimes, it was a building that had some historical significance. Other times, it was just a restaurant that made something she liked. Sen mostly listened, but occasionally interjected with some relevant historical fact that he’d learned from one of Uncle Kho’s scrolls.

After one of those, the young woman had turned and given him a look. “How do you know these things?”

“My training took some interesting turns. One of my teachers used historical scrolls to help teach me how to read,” said Sen with a smile before gesturing ahead. “There it is.”

Grandmother Lu’s shop in Emperor’s Bay wasn’t quite as grand as the one in Orchard’s Reach, but it was clearly well-maintained. Sun Lifen eyed the place with keen interest.

“I’ve never been here before,” she said.

“I don’t suppose you’d have had a reason to,” offered Sen.

When they got inside, he was happy to see that the place seemed to be doing brisk business. Even so, their entrance got plenty of attention. It seemed that half the eyes in the place focused on the pair within seconds. Sen sighed a little.

“Everyone is staring at you,” whispered Sun Lifen.

“I doubt it,” said Sen. “Why would they look at me when you’re here?”

Sen put his hand on the small of Sun Lifen’s back and led her to where he could see a counter. The young man behind the counter couldn’t seem to decide who to stare at as they approached. Sen gave the flustered young man a smile.

“I’d like to speak with the manager, please,” he said.

“The manager is very busy, sir.”

“I’m sure they are, but they’ll want to see me.”

The young man clearly wanted to protest, but also didn’t want to cause a scene. “Very well. Who shall I say is here?”

“My name is Lu Sen.”

Sen doubted he could have stunned the man more effectively if he’d struck him across the face. For a moment, the employee’s face was just blank. Then, his mouth dropped open and his eyes went as wide as they could go. Finally, all the color drained from his face.

“At once, honored guest,” croaked the young man before he turned and ran into the back.

Sen noticed Sun Lifen staring after the man like he’d lost his mind. She turned her eyes on him. He answered the unspoken question.

“This business belongs to my grandmother.”

Sun Lifen nodded, then frowned, as though she couldn’t quite fit that new information into her mental picture of him. Before she could ask any follow-up questions, a heavyset man burst from the office in the back. The heavyset man looked around with wide eyes that locked on Sen. He hurried over and offered Sen a deep bow.

“Honored guest, this one is Li Fang, manager of this establishment. How may Grandmother Lu’s assist you today?”

Sen had noticed Sun Lifen eyeing some things as they walked over, so he gestured to her. “Please see to it that my companion has assistance finding anything that she needs.”

“At once, honored guest,” said the manager, before snapping his fingers.

A young woman appeared as if summoned by magic. She offered Sen and Sun Lifen a bow.

“How may I be of assistance today?” the young woman asked.

Sun Lifen seemed a little startled by all of the respectful attention she was getting, but she pulled it together enough to say, “I’d like to look at some of the silk fabric you have available.”

“Of course, honored guest, please follow me.”

Sun Lifen shot Sen an incredulous look as she walked away with the employee. Sen gave her a shrug before he turned back to the manager. The heavyset man looked unwell to Sen. He was a little green and there was sweat beading on the man’s forehead. Sen decided that he better get to the point before the man simply dropped dead where he stood.

“I only need assistance with a few minor matters,” said Sen.

“We are always at your service, young master,” said Li Fang.

“I wish to send two letters. One is to go to the Grandmother Lu’s shop in Orchard’s Reach. The other is to go to my grandmother herself,” said Sen, holding up a hand to forestall the other man. “I realize that she may be moving between locations at the moment. The letter isn’t urgent. I’d just like it to reach her when she does settle somewhere.”

The manager looked like he wanted to collapse in relief. Sen briefly wondered if Grandmother Lu had been spreading wild tales about him, or if her employees simply feared her wrath that much.

“Of course, young master. Do you have the letters prepared or do you need ink and scrolls?”

“I’ll need ink and scrolls please.”

The manager led Sen into the back. The heavyset man kept looking at Sen but seemed terrified to actually speak to him. Sen decided that he’d need to take the first step.

“The shop looks very well-maintained. I commend your efforts,” said Sen.

It seemed that Sen’s approval carried more weight than he expected because Li Fang seemed to calm considerably at those words.

“Thank you, young master. The employees here work very hard to uphold the reputation of our honored matriarch.”

“I will be sure to relay your excellent service to her in my letter.”

“We will all be most honored.”

After that, the manager became chattier. As he penned his letters to Grandmother Lu and his teachers back on the mountain, Sen asked some basic questions about the business, the customers, and what the manager thought of their future in the current location.

The manager seemed to hesitate at that last question before saying, “I believe that we will need to change locations eventually.”

“Oh,” said Sen. “Why is that?”

“This location is very good, excellent, but the shop is, perhaps, undersized for our needs now. When it is busy, the customers are often crowded.”

Sen nodded at the man’s words and added a few more lines to the letter to Grandmother Lu. He didn’t add an opinion, just passed along the manager’s concerns more or less as he’d stated them. Sen wasn’t in a position to judge how accurate or inaccurate they were, but he expected his grandmother would know how to treat those concerns. Once he finished and the ink was dried, he sealed the scrolls and indicated which should go where. The manager called another employee to the room, repeated the instructions, and handed the scrolls over.

“Are there any other ways in which Grandmother Lu’s can assist you today, young master?”

Sen thought for a moment before he nodded. “Maybe there is.”

The conversation that followed seemed to ignite the manager’s passion for business. The man’s eyes all but glowed with interest, and Sen suddenly understood why this man had been chosen to lead this particular branch of Grandmother Lu’s operation. Li Fang assured Sen that he would make quiet inquiries and pass along the information as soon as possible. When Sen told the man where messages could be sent, the manager didn’t even blink. In fact, he nodded in something that looked a bit like approval. When they reentered the public portion of the shop, Sen found Sun Lifen all but cradling a bolt of pale peach silk in her arms like a newborn baby. She kept running her hands over it.

“It’s pretty,” said Sen.

The young woman jumped a little at his words, his arrival having gone unnoticed in her adoration of the silk.

“It’s beautiful,” said Sun Lifen, sparing him only the briefest of looks.

“You should get it,” said Sen.

“I can’t. This is—” she trailed off, then squeaked in surprise as Sen grabbed the entire bolt and walked to the counter.

“Come on,” he said over his shoulder.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

Sen ignored her as he put the cloth down on the counter and asked the clerk, “How much?”

The employee backed away from the counter and held up his hands. “There is no charge for you, honored guest.”

Sen narrowed his eyes at the man. “My grandmother left orders, didn’t she?”


CHAPTER FORTY

THE ENORMITY OF SIMPLE THINGS
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With his minor business settled for the day, Sen and Sun Lifen left Grandmother Lu’s shop. Sen suspected that the employees who knew who he was were greatly relieved by that. He glanced over at the young woman who seemed both pleased and exasperated. He knew he shouldn’t feel that way, but he was still vaguely amused by her reaction. As if she could sense his amusement, she gave him a narrow-eyed look.

“Yes?” Sen asked.

“That wasn’t necessary.”

“Perhaps it wasn’t, Sun Lifen, but it didn’t hurt anyone either, did it?”

She frowned at that, then said, “No, it didn’t. I think you can just call me Lifen at this point, don’t you?”

“As you wish. But only if you call me Sen.”

She rolled her eyes at him but nodded. “Where to now, oh mighty and honorable Sen?”

“The ocean,” said Sen, “assuming we can find a ride there.”

“We can find a rickshaw,” said Lifen, glancing around as though she expected one to appear immediately.

While it took a bit more walking, Sen did manage to flag down a rickshaw. It was something of a novel experience for Sen. Except for a few times with the caravan and his brief time with Bigan, Sen had done nearly all of his traveling by foot. Simply sitting in a little covered cart and letting someone pull him along was odd and interesting. People tended to make way for carts and rickshaws, so they made better time than they would have on foot. Like so much else about the city, Lifen seemed to take this kind of travel for granted. She spent far more time being entertained by Sen’s reactions to the experience.

“You really did grow up in some rural town, didn’t you?” she asked.

“I did,” admitted Sen. “I never could have imagined a place like this when I was a child. My whole world existed in a place that wouldn’t even be big enough to be considered a district here. Honestly, it’s a bit much for my tastes. There are so many people here, and so many of them are unhappy.”

“Yes, many of them are,” said Lifen.

“Including you?” asked Sen.

“Including me,” she agreed. “Surviving here means doing what you must, and fate is often unkind in deciding what you must do.”

“Isn’t that why we become cultivators? To defy the heavens? To chart our own paths?”

Lifen gave Sen a weary, sad smile. “Perhaps that is so for you, but you are a foundation formation cultivator. A powerful one with knowledge of alchemy and the jian, a wealthy grandmother, and teachers. Not all of us enjoy such advantages.”

Sen snorted, which drew an irritated look from Lifen.

“You think such things do not matter?” she demanded.

“Oh, you misunderstand. I know they matter. It’s just that those advantages are relatively new things for me. Up until about six years ago, I was him,” said Sen, pointing at a skinny young man huddled back in the shadows of an alley. “Fate is often unkind, I agree, but not always. I became what I am because a cultivator chose me, trained me, and enlisted others to teach me. I owe him much, not that I can ever repay him or my other teachers.”

“Why is that?”

“I’ve nothing to offer people like them. Their power, it’s so far beyond me that I don’t even have words for it. They aren’t quite gods, but they’re the next best thing to it.”

Lifen was staring at him, her eyes wide. “I don’t understand.”

“My master is a nascent soul stage cultivator. All of my teachers were. I could live another thousand years and still have nothing to offer them. There is literally nothing I can do for them.”

“Perhaps they do not wish for you to do anything for them. Perhaps they just wish for you to be in the world.”

It was Sen’s turn to stare. “I don’t understand.”

“Your teachers, they are old and powerful, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Do they have children?”

Sen thought hard. “Not that I know of.”

“Other students?”

“Maybe once, long ago, but none that they spoke of. Certainly, none that I met.”

Lifen shrugged. “People want to leave legacies behind them. I don’t know your master or your teachers, but perhaps they mean for you to be that legacy. If they are to become true immortals, to ascend, they won’t get that opportunity again. Not in this world.”

Sen was suddenly very glad that he was sitting down. He’d spent years wondering why Master Feng had picked him, and why Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong had spent so much time on him. He’d crafted elaborate theories at times, ones that stretched all the bounds of logic. Yet, in all those years, he had never stumbled onto that simple explanation. It had never even occurred to him. With their apparent reputations, Sen had just assumed that they’d built the legacies they wanted to build. Yet, maybe they wanted a different kind of legacy, a living legacy that carried more than the stories people told but true memories of them. Someone who could speak of their strengths, and their weaknesses, and the kindnesses that the Jianghu so rarely permitted cultivators to indulge in.

He also hadn’t considered the press of time. For him, centuries still seemed like vast, incomprehensible stretches of time. For them, though, centuries likely flowed by in a blink. After thousands of years, the knowledge that they must either ascend or face a true death within a handful of centuries must weigh on them the way that mortals seemed to dread that passage of a few decades. Sen could see where the gap in his thinking had come from. Once he started down the path of cultivation, he knew that his life would be very long, but he hadn’t experienced enough of it for time to weigh down on him yet. He had simply been too young to understand. It was such a simple thing, yet the enormity of it left Sen speechless. He didn’t even remember the rest of the trip to the gate in the wall. If Lifen spoke to him, or if he answered, he could never recall after.

It was only as they approached the gate that Sen really came fully back into the moment. He braced himself for another explanation, as he’d been forced to give the guard in Tide’s Rest, but the guards simply looked at the two of them, drew their own conclusions, and waved them through. The city wall was set much farther away from the shore than it had been in Tide’s Rest. There was also a lot more vegetation around, and Sen made a mental note to wander through and look for medicinal plants later. Fortunately, there were established paths through the growth. So, the two of them walked in a comfortable silence for a time. It was only when Sen could hear the steady crash of the waves on the beach that he tried to make Lifen cover her eyes.

“I’m not going to cover my eyes,” she said. “It’s silly.”

“Then, be silly for a few minutes. I’m the only person who will see it.”

She rolled her eyes again, but finally acquiesced and put her hands over her eyes. Sen gently grasped her arm and led her the rest of the way down onto the shore. Once they were fully onto the beach, Sen let go of her arm.

“Okay,” he said. “Now look.”

Lifen lowered her hands. Her eyes widened and her lips parted slightly at the sight of all of that water. Sen took a moment to appreciate it. Even with all the ships and boats out there, the simple vastness of the ocean, the stretch of blue that extended out to the horizon and beyond, gave Sen a sense of perspective. As pressing as his own needs and concerns were, they were also nothing. Were he to die at that moment, the ocean would carry on. The sky would carry on. The land would persevere, and the plants would grow. The winds would race across the land and carry the scents of soil and humanity up to birds in the sky. As much as his own concerns mattered to him, as much as they occupied his thoughts, they were not the world itself.

“Can you feel it?” Sen asked, his senses extended.

Whatever opportunity had been at Tide’s Rest wasn’t present here, but the raw power of the ocean remained. Sen could feel it out there, could feel the push and pull of the tide, both threatening and beckoning, swelling and receding as though it couldn’t decide if it loved the land or hated it.

“I don’t even know what I’m looking for?” said Lifen.

“Push your senses out. Look below sound, beyond sight.”

Sen could feel Lifen trying to do as he asked and realized that it was beyond the limits of her cultivation. As he did with so many other things, Sen felt his way through the next few moments. He felt for the right combination of factors, for the right cycle of his qi, for the right moment. Then, he pressed his hand against her back, and let a bit of his qi flow into her. Lifen gasped as, for a few brief, precious seconds, she could feel what Sen felt, observe what he observed in the world beyond the limits of her own spiritual sense. Then, as the right alignment of factors passed, Sen pulled his qi back. Lifen seemed lost in her own world for a time, so Sen returned to simply looking at the ocean. He doubted it would be soon, but Sen decided that, one day, he would sail on those waters.

Eventually, Lifen turned to him. “Why did you show me that?”

Sen smiled. “Because it’s just water, and it isn’t. It’s also power, and beauty, and destruction. It’s immediate, and it’s eternal. Mostly, though, I showed it to you because cultivation makes it very easy to get lost in the internal. Our dantians are inside of us. Our channels are inside of us. We cycle inside of us. We spend so much time looking inward that we forget that we still exist in the world. It has things to tell us, too, if we look, and if we listen.”

“And what has the world told you?”

Sen considered that for a moment, weighing all of his experiences since he left the mountain, judging the good and the bad. “That I can be more than one thing without betraying myself. That the same hands can give and take. That simplicity can breed certainty, but it doesn’t necessarily breed truth.”

When the sudden rush of qi surrounded him, Lifen stumbled back, uncertain of what was happening. Sen knew, though, and felt another surge of irritation as the universe seemed to make him the object of some obscure joke.

“Really?” he said, glaring at the sky. “Again?”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

BEACHSIDE ADVANCEMENT
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Sen resisted the urge to start yelling at the heavens, but only because he had a number of more pressing concerns. Unlike the advancement in Orchard’s Reach, safety was not a short run away. It was happening on the beach, whether Sen liked it or not. He needed to protect himself from unwanted observation. Unfortunately, he also wasn’t alone. Lifen was standing a few feet away from him, having recovered from her initial shock, but still unclear about what was happening. He supposed he could send her back to the Silver Crane, but he didn’t know how safe it actually was for her to travel alone. Of course, the other option was that he kept her with him, on the beach, for however long it took him to consolidate this gain. Why is this always so damned inconvenient, thought Sen. Prioritizing his concerns, Sen turned to Lifen.

“This is the situation. I’ve experienced a moment of enlightenment and all of that qi you just felt is rolling through me right now. It’s going to mean a small advancement in my cultivation once I convert it into liquid qi. We don’t have time to get me somewhere less public, so I’m going to have to do it here.”

“Here? On the beach?”

“Unfortunately. I can hold off on it for a short time, but I’m going to be using that time to set up formations to keep me hidden.”

“You know how to use formations too?” demanded Lifen, sounding almost offended.

“Yes. It was part of my training. That’s not the point. I can’t escort you back to the Silver Crane. I can’t wait that long to do something with all of this qi. So, you have to decide what you want to do. You can head back on your own, if you think it’s safe enough, or you can stay here with me,” said Sen. “You don’t need to decide this very second, but you will need to decide before I activate the formations.”

A line formed between Lifen’s eyes, but she nodded. “I will consider this matter.”

Sen suspected that the young woman received less time than she expected to get as he all but flew through the process of setting up both a qi gathering formation and an obscuring formation. It took him a little longer than it might have out in the forest. The qi combination was dramatically different on the beach, much heavier in water and air, but dozens of repetitions at setting up those formations had made Sen a deft hand at evaluating those forces on the fly. He also needed to add in a more potent desire to steer clear of the area. Animals tended to react to even subtle pressures to avoid a place, while human beings tended to ignore that subtler warning.

While he didn’t know the young woman especially well, Sen had a suspicion about what Lifen was going to decide, so he made the formations a bit bigger than he might have done otherwise. As he worked, Lifen had watched him with intense eyes, like she could soak up his knowledge just by watching him. When he turned to her, he could see that she’d already decided what she was going to do. Still, he did her the courtesy of asking.

“So, will you stay or return to the Silver Crane?”

“I will stay,” she said.

Sen activated the formations, then only begrudging the lost time a little, set up his tent, and prepared a small fire. He didn’t light it but instead beckoned Lifen over to him. He handed her the fire qi device that he’d taken from that dead cultivator what felt like several lifetimes before and showed her how it worked. He’d left enough dried wood to last the entire night. He gave her blankets, travel rations, and a couple of gourds of water he had stored. He racked his brain for anything else she might need but came up empty. Sen realized that it was only long practice and the benefits of body cultivation that let him finish it all fast enough. Without both of those, he’d probably have had to leave her far less prepared to deal with whatever happened over the rest of the day and night.

“Don’t step outside of the flags,” he warned her. “If you do, it will likely break the formation.”

“I won’t,” Lifen hurriedly agreed, seemingly sensing Sen’s impatience.

“Oh,” said Sen, “the inner formation is a qi gathering formation. So, you should think about doing some cultivating while I consolidate this advancement.”

“I will,” she said, seeming to take it as more of a command than a suggestion.

Sen didn’t have any time left to think about Lifen, though. His dantian and his channels were overstuffed with qi. Stepping a short distance away from the girl, Sen sank down into the lotus position and focused inward. For Sen, this advancement was strange. Up until then, his body and spirit cultivation had advanced in perfect lockstep. Sen didn’t know if that was because of some clever design by Master Feng, or just a quirk of his personal cultivation experience. Yet, this advancement was purely a spiritual advancement. Oh, his body cultivation would enjoy a few secondary benefits from the addition of new, potent liquid qi, but it wouldn’t advance in itself. Sen found that it was actually a bit of a relief.

Simultaneously managing the strains on his spirit and body had been, in hindsight, one of the bigger challenges of any cultivation advancement. Of course, he hadn’t really understood that the two could be separated until after he’d broken into foundation formation and been given a much more thorough explanation about cultivation stages and advancement. Able to focus entirely on his dantian and channels made converting all that fresh environmental and heavenly qi into liquid qi a much smoother process. It didn’t make the actual conversion any easier. Conversion remained a battle to maintain constant or increasing pressure on the qi. What it did mean was that Sen could spare a little attention for watching his channels and managing the flow of qi so that he didn’t strain those channels.

Part of what had made previous advancements so painful was that he always came out of them in need of healing. He simply didn’t have the mental resources to watch everything. So, he’d strain channels, or overtax body parts, or both. This time, he remained in full control of the process. As the droplets of liquid qi slowly formed and accumulated in his dantian, he could feel the extra qi around him, courtesy of the formation, and drew that in as fast as his limited attention would allow. He couldn’t extend the process indefinitely, but he could extend it for a time. Sen doubted that cultivation advancement would ever become the all-consuming, singular focus of his existence the way it seemed to be for most cultivators. Still, he wasn’t stupid enough to let an opportunity to push his cultivation forward slip by without at least a minor effort to wring the most value from it.

On the periphery of his senses, he could feel Lifen cultivating at times. He’d notice a slight dip in the available qi, although it was largely trivial, given that the formation was gathering more than either of them could reasonably use up. Yet, it also made him aware of time in a way that he wasn’t used to during an advancement. His particular cultivation let him go without sleep or even food, if necessary, for days at a time. Lifen’s cultivation wasn’t advanced enough to let her do the same. Sen’s concentration wavered for a moment as he wondered if he’d left her enough food and water, but he distinctly remembered handing her enough of both to last for at least two or three days. Firewood was a different matter, but she did have shelter available. Satisfied that he hadn’t left the girl in dire straits, he sank fully back into his cultivation. When he did finally rise out of his cultivation trance, he found Lifen sitting nearby, looking a little bored. When she noticed him looking at her, she leapt to her feet.

“I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up,” she declared. “For the heavens’ sake, does it always take that long?”

Sen shrugged. “Probably.”

As he always did after an advancement, he let a little of the liquid qi cycle through his channels, spreading the latent power out into his muscles and organs. He froze when he felt just how potent that latent power was. He’d been thinking of liquid qi as something with a stable level of power, but it seemed he’d been very wrong about that. It was cumulative. The more he had, the more powerful it became. He didn’t know if it was a matter of density, but he’d need to be very careful about using that liquid qi to do anything. Once he examined his dantian, though, he was satisfied that he had broken through to late-stage foundation formation. Between the qi from his insight, the qi the formation had let him tap into, and the more incremental advancements he’d made on his own, his dantian was nearly three-quarters full with liquid qi.

“How long has it been anyway?”

“Two days,” said an annoyed Lifen. “My mother is going to have things to say about this.”

Sen hadn’t considered that before, so all he could think to say was, “Oh.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

ANTS
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Sen bought himself a few minutes by cleaning up the impromptu campsite. Once he had everything stowed again, though, there was no getting around it. Heaving a small breath, he turned to look at Lifen.

“Just how angry do you think she’s going to be?” he asked, as an unfamiliar nervousness took root in his chest.

Lifen pursed her lips. “Less angry than she’d be if you weren’t Feng Ming’s guest, but she won’t be pleased.”

“That’s just what I need,” muttered Sen as he eyed the formation flags. “Another person in the world who doesn’t like me.”

“I don’t think she’s really your biggest problem.”

Sen’s head snapped around. “What do you mean?”

“Well, that little moment of enlightenment you got, it didn’t go unnoticed.”

“How so?”

“Oh, that first day, there were people from all three sects crawling all over this beach like ants. They were definitely looking for something, or,” she pointed at Sen, “someone.”

Sen did the math in his head. He’d bought himself a few days with his qinggong technique on the way to Emperor’s Bay, but he also hadn’t planned on burning two days advancing his cultivation. It wasn’t likely, but it was possible that Wu Meng Yao and the other Soaring Skies Sect members had reached the city. If that was the case, he wouldn’t be just another anonymous person in the crowd. He grimaced. To the extent that it was possible for him to remain anonymous and unnoticed. He thought again that maybe a mask would be a good idea. He hadn’t seen anyone else wearing one, but he wasn’t convinced that wearing one would make him more noticeable. It would definitely make him less recognizable. Of course, he didn’t have a mask to wear, so it was a bit of a moot point.

More concerning to him was that people from all three sects had come to the beach looking for whatever cultivator had found a moment of enlightenment. It couldn’t really be that rare, could it, thought Sen. Not enough to make three sects mobilize to search for whoever managed it. He’d also gotten himself and Lifen behind that obscuring formation pretty fast. So, why all of the attention? Had the Soaring Skies Sect called in some kind of obligation to get more bodies out looking? Of course, if they had, that would mean that they knew he was here and were looking for him specifically. Realizing that he was about to start running in mental circles, Sen forced himself to take a couple of calming breaths and pull back from those thoughts that threatened to spin out of control into full-blown paranoia.

There were only a few likely options. Option one was that bursts of enlightenment simply were rare enough that all the sects wanted a chance to try to recruit or capture whoever had one on the beach. Option two was that the Soaring Skies Sect knew he was in the city, or had been recently, and was leveraging whatever resources they could to find him. Option three was a combination of those two possibilities. It could very well be that the Soaring Skies Sect had sent people here looking for him, while the other sects had simply come looking to find someone. Sen discovered that he wasn’t thrilled by any of those possibilities. He’d been looking to avoid sect entanglements and get on his way. All of the attention threatened that plan.

He caught his gaze drifting out to the bay and all of those ships. It was a potential option, except Sen knew nothing about how one got passage on one. There were people in the city who would likely help him with that, but it would take time. Sen didn’t understand how a cultivator so early in his development could always feel so short of time. To his mind, time ought to feel like a nearly limitless resource. Yet, more often than not, it seemed like time meant to work against him, rather than for him. Even if he did know where to go to get passage on a ship, he still needed to ensure that Lifen made it safely back to the Silver Crane.

While Sen was quite sure that she had stayed to try to learn something, he didn’t think that was all of it. Staying had created problems for her, problems that could have been easily avoided by just going home when Sen’s enlightenment had first struck. That suggested to him that she was at least somewhat uncertain about her safety if she traveled back alone. Sen had been the one to bring her out to the beach. His enlightenment had delayed her return. It was on him to make sure that she actually reached the Silver Crane safely and with the minimum number of hassles. Once he did that, he could worry about getting himself out of the city as quickly and quietly as he could. Settled on a course of action, he took the preemptive measure of hiding. Then, he took down the formations and stowed the flags in his storage ring.

“We should see about getting you home,” he said to Lifen.

She gave him a quizzical look. “Aren’t you worried about the sects?”

“I am, but I suspect that will hold for an hour or two. After all,” Sen puffed out his chest and adopted his young master persona, “honor demands that I see you safely returned to your home.”

Lifen giggled at his ridiculous posturing, but she didn’t raise any more objections. Taking a steady, but unhurried pace, they made their way toward the paths that led back to the city.

“Did it work, then?” Lifen asked. “Were you able to, how did you put it, consolidate your advancement?”

Sen nodded. “It did work. I was able to push it a little farther along with help from that qi-gathering formation. I’m pretty sure that I’m a late-stage foundation formation cultivator now.”

“I can’t even imagine what that must be like,” said Lifen, a mixture of wistfulness and bitterness in her voice.

Sen eyed her. “There’s nothing stopping you. I mean, there’s nothing obvious in your cultivation to prevent it. I don’t see any insurmountable blockages. You don’t seem to be suffering from qi deviation.”

Lifen sighed. “What I’m suffering from is a lack of information. The sects hoard the training manuals. When they do become available to the public, there’s a bidding war.”

Sen could appreciate that problem. He was getting closer and closer to needing to deal with the same issue himself. He wished he could do something to help her. Then, almost unwillingly, he realized that he probably could do something to help her. He couldn’t give her a true cultivation path like the ones that manuals offered. Those were complex things that went beyond simple patterns and included philosophical considerations and insight. What he could do was try to help her find her qi affinities. Depending on what they were, he did have cycling patterns that he could give her. It wasn’t a true solution, but it was more than she had now. The right cycling patterns would let her focus her cultivation. She could spend more time cycling to gather the right kind of qi for her needs. Of course, it also meant spending more time in the city. Time that he didn’t think he had.

Sen felt Lifen stiffen slightly beside him and had to stop himself from grinding his teeth. He glanced up the trail and saw a pair of young men in all-too-familiar-looking robes waiting for them.

“Keep moving,” said Sen in a quiet whisper.

As they approached the pair, the one on the right held up a hand to stop them. Sen gave the young man a look filled with so much violent hostility that the sect cultivator took a step back.

“You’re blocking the path,” said Sen, keeping his voice flat and even.

“We must speak with you,” said the sect member on the right, regaining a bit of his composure.

Sen reminded himself that not everything needed to turn into a fight. He’d made his anger at being stopped clear. That would be enough for now.

“Regarding?” said Sen.

“Are you the one who experienced the moment of enlightenment two days ago?”

Sen let the feeling of his quickly dissipating patience fill the air between them. “And if I was?”

“Then you will come with us to—” started the sect member.

“No. Move aside.”

It seemed that no wasn’t a word that the sect members heard very often because both of their mouths dropped open in shock. Sen had to check a laugh as the two of them reminded him of a pair of fish. The one on the left recovered first and drew himself up.

“An invitation from the elders of the Soaring Skies Sect is not to be ignored,” he declared, in the same way one might announce that water is wet.

“I have not ignored it. Tell your elders that while I appreciate their invitation, I must respectfully decline. I have urgent business elsewhere that will not wait.”

“With a filthy whore,” muttered the one on the right.

No one saw Sen move. They only saw the aftermath. One second, the sect member on the right was standing there with a look of dawning realization on his face. The next, he was ten feet away on the ground, spitting up blood and clutching at his misshapen chest. Sen turned his attention to the sect member on the left, who hurriedly took two steps back.

“Is this the honor of the Soaring Skies Sect? To insult my companion when you don’t get what you wish?”

“But she is a whore,” protested the remaining sect member.

“No. When she stands beside me, she is an empress, and you are ants,” said Sen, his eyes moving over to the injured sect member. “Out of respect for your elders, I spared his life. I suggest he be given remedial lessons on politeness.”

Sen held out a hand to Lifen. She took it, and the two of them walked away projecting a dignity that could rival the immortals.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

PREPARATIONS
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Once they reentered the city, Sen gave Lifen a sheepish look.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?”

“I don’t think I did you or the Silver Crane any favors there.”

“I don’t care.”

Sen was so shocked that he stopped walking. “You don’t care?”

Lifen, who had taken a few more steps, turned back to him. “Don’t misunderstand. I’ll care tomorrow. It’s almost certainly going to be a problem.”

“Yeah, I can’t imagine the sect is going to like any of that.”

“They won’t,” she agreed before she gave him a big smile. “Today, though, I don’t care. Today, I get to be satisfied that someone who meant to shame me is suffering. Today, I get to be an empress.”

Sen was quiet for a moment before he laughed and gave Lifen a bow. “Indeed, your imperial majesty. Shall I escort you back to the palace?”

“Yes, I grow weary of the sun. Let us return,” she answered in imperious tones before she started giggling at their faux seriousness.

Sen was happy that there weren’t more sect members hanging around to bother them, mostly because he didn’t trust himself to not send them back to their masters with grievous injuries. He’d had every intention of being polite, of treating the sects with caution, but that went out the window when those fools started issuing orders and insults. Sen was willing to meet people halfway if it meant avoiding unnecessary violence. It was something else entirely to give lackeys a free pass to say whatever they wanted to whoever they wanted. Still, that meant that he was going to have to deal with the problem of the Soaring Skies Sect. He hadn’t wanted to get involved with them, but it seemed that there was no getting around it. They weren’t going to leave him be, not after that display on the beach.

More importantly, he didn’t want to drag the people at the Silver Crane into his problems. Although, he feared it might well be too late for that. Those two on the beach had clearly known who Lifen was, at least by reputation. That meant that the Silver Crane as a whole was likely to become a target for reprisal if the Soaring Skies elders decided that they wanted to send a message at least. Sen supposed that would be the real test. If they did send people, then Uncle Kho would be proven right. The honor of sects was nothing but a mirage to hide their evil. If they didn’t send people, Sen might have to extend them a little bit more faith. He honestly wasn’t sure which he would prefer.

If it was the former, then he could find himself in something of a war. Sen doubted he would survive a conflict like that. He recognized that he was potent for his cultivation stage and could punch above his weight. That didn’t mean he could trade blows with peak core cultivators or nascent soul stage cultivators. Cultivators who had advanced that far would crush him as an afterthought. Even so, he would die with at least one solace in his heart. When word eventually reached Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong, it was unlikely that anyone from the Soaring Skies Sect would survive the cataclysm that would fall on them.

Of course, that plan did have some drawbacks. One, he would have to die. He didn’t know for sure, but Sen assumed that it was hard to be smug when you were dead. Two, he didn’t actually hate everyone from the Soaring Skies Sect. He didn’t think particularly well of the lackeys from the beach. He could take or leave Changpu. The other Soaring Skies Sect members he’d met out on the road were a different story. Wang Chao hadn’t left a particularly bad impression on Sen. The man might be a little lazy when he was doing things he didn’t want to do, but that was a pretty minor character flaw in Sen’s opinion. He’d liked Song Ling because she’d been straightforward. He truly didn’t want to see any harm come to Wu Meng Yao. Of the group, she was the one who had made the best impression on him. She’d been sincere, held to her convictions, and almost honest to a fault. No, he didn’t want to see harm come to them.

So, he needed to find some other way to deal with the sect that didn’t involve summoning absolute destruction to their doorstep. Before any of that, though, he needed to get Lifen back to her mother and whatever lecture awaited them there. Then, he had to make sure that the brothel survived the night. If retribution were going to come, he suspected it would come swiftly. As Sen looked around for a rickshaw to return them to the Silver Crane, Sun Lifen walked close to him, smiling at everyone and looking like she’d just been handed an actual throne. Sen didn’t begrudge her that happiness, so he kept his thoughts to himself as they rode back. Once they got to the brothel, though, Lifen looked a lot less happy and a lot more nervous. Sen eyed her for a moment.

“This is going to be bad, isn’t it?” he asked.

Lifen looked like she really wanted to deny it, but she reluctantly nodded. “Yeah. It’s going to be bad.”

“Well, waiting won’t make it any better. Let’s just get it over with.”

The two walked up to the door and entered together. Really, thought Sen, how bad could it actually be?
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An hour later, Sen knew how bad it could be. Lifen’s mother hadn’t been angry. No, anger was much, much too kind a word to describe the woman’s emotional state. She was livid. She was infuriated. She was enraged. And she directed all of it at Lifen and Sen. After the first few seconds of yelling, Sen understood that there was nothing to be done until after the woman had vented her feelings on the matter. As the minutes ticked away, he’d started to wonder if she would ever run out of fury. When, at last, she wound down her tirade, she glared at the two of them.

“Well, do you two have anything to say for yourselves?” she demanded.

Sen and Lifen traded a quick look and came to a mute agreement that Lifen would do the talking. She told the story in concise terms, starting with their visit to Grandmother Lu’s, then on to Sen’s moment of enlightenment, and ending with the confrontation on the beach. Sen thought he came out sounding a bit more heroic than he’d actually been, but he considered that it might have looked a little different from the outside. Or maybe Lifen just knew how she needed to present things to her mother. Whatever the reason, Sen didn’t try to correct the story. Once the story wound down to a close, silence reigned as Sun Lifen’s mother processed all of the implications.

When she finally spoke, it was in strained tones. “This isn’t good.”

“I’d suggest that you close your doors for the night,” offered Sen.

“Why?” asked the older woman, her eyes suspicious.

“If they send people tonight, it will help to ensure that I don’t accidentally kill the wrong people.”

“Kill?” asked Lifen.

“It’s not a guarantee that the sect will send people. If they do, though, they won’t be coming here to scare you. They’ll be coming here to kill you, and likely burn this place to the ground. If they do, I intend to stop them. For your part, though,” said Sen, gesturing at Lifen’s mother, “you aren’t going to want your customers here getting caught in the middle. For that matter, it’d probably be best if your employees were somewhere else as well. Is there somewhere they can go?”

“No. I mean, a few of them have places they can go, but most of them live here.”

“Complicated,” murmured Sen. “Do you have guards here?”

“We keep some body cultivators around to encourage unruly guests to behave. They aren’t a match for sect cultivators.”

“I don’t expect them to fight,” said Sen. “You probably will want to send them out to get as much water as you can get. If a fire starts in here, you’re going to want to be able to put it out fast.”

“Should we fortify somehow?” Lifen asked.

Sen shook his head. “It wouldn’t help. Anything you could set up in the next few hours wouldn’t even slow them down. I’ll set up some formations that should help.”

“What if you left?” asked Lifen’s mother.

Sen considered the woman. He could see that she was looking for a way out of this mess. He didn’t blame her for thinking that if Sen was gone the trouble might follow him.

“Do you really think that will help?” Sen asked.

“No, but I’m not sure what making a stand here will accomplish either.”

“Right now, I have very little leverage with the Soaring Skies Sect,” said Sen. “Granted, if they don’t send anyone, it’ll open up some other options. If they do send people, though, well, that’s an opportunity to manufacture some leverage.”

“How so?”

“If they send people here and I leave a big pile of corpses in the street, that’s bad for any organization. It makes them look weak or incompetent or like they just don’t care about their disciples. Rumors like that have a way of sticking around. Makes recruiting harder. It makes people trust the sect leadership less. Granted, it’s not an overnight thing, but it’s still bad for them. Mostly, though, it should encourage whoever they send next to talk, rather than fight. Once the real talking starts, there’s a fair chance that I can shut this whole thing down.”

“How?” asked Lifen.

“I’ll say two names.”

“You think two names can stop all of this?” Lifen’s mother asked.

Sen raised an eyebrow at her. “If they’re the right names, I know they will.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR







THE SIEGE OF THE SILVER CRANE, PART 1
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In the end, Lifen’s mother took Sen’s advice. What customers were still at the Silver Crane were sent home. The employees who had somewhere else to go went there. The guards fetched water by the barrel and, later, Sen remembered to ask them to find some buckets. One of the more enterprising guards took it upon herself to acquire a cartload of sandbags. Sen took a moment to praise that woman and dropped a silver tael in her hand. That was the kind of helpful thinking that Sen wanted to encourage before a crisis. Sen spent his time setting up the most complex formation he’d ever attempted. Most formations were more passive than active by nature. They redirected things, like energy or attention, rather than creating something. Sen wanted this formation to create something.

He wanted a barrier that would block physical and qi attacks from getting into the building. He couldn’t make something like that permanent because the energy costs were so high. He didn’t even try to fuel it with environmental qi. It took concentrated qi sources for that kind of formation. Fortunately, Sen had an absurd number of beast cores sitting in his storage ring. He sorted through and picked out a number of the more common qi attribute cores. There was a bit of guesswork involved, but he thought that he could make the barrier last through the night with the cores he had on hand. At least, he could if the barrier didn’t come under sustained, direct assault too many times. Of course, that also assumed no high-level core formation stage cultivators showed up. If that happened, all bets were off and Sen was going to have to fall back onto plans b and c, neither of which he liked.

Eventually, Sen found himself leaning against a window frame, brooding out at the street. He despised waiting around for someone else to start a fight that might never even come. Yet, his intuition told him that the fight would come, one way or another. The goal was to make sure as few mortals got caught up in the mess as possible. That meant the people inside the Silver Crane, but it also meant the other mortals in the surrounding area. Sen couldn’t go detonating a malformed Heavens’ Rebuke here. Everything he did would have to stay under the tightest possible control. Unfortunately, he could only control what he did. If other cultivators started tossing off wild techniques, there was very little he could do about it. There were limits to his abilities, and shutting down all of the techniques that four or five or six other cultivators were throwing around was beyond him.

It wasn’t even necessarily the raw power required, but the limits of his concentration and the number of parallel qi patterns he could cycle at one time. He thought that three was probably the hard cap if he wanted to do anything meaningful with a given kind of qi. It was definitely the limit for his concentration. For a while, he’d thought it was a matter of practice, but experimentation had shown him otherwise. In the end, the human mind or, minimally, his mind, just couldn’t sustain more than those three. He thought that he might be able to do four, but only if he was willing to devote every last speck of his attention to it. It could make an interesting thing to test one day, but it wasn’t useful in situations where he needed to act.

“You’re worried about what’s going to happen,” said Lifen.

“I am,” admitted Sen. “A situation like this was exactly the kind of thing I hoped to avoid.”

“It also seems like something you were going to face at some point, no matter what.”

Sen snorted. “Why is that?”

“You aren’t willing enough to bend the knee to any sect.”

“I was willing to bend the knee.”

“Not really. You were willing to extend a certain level of respect, but they always want blind obedience. You’re never going to give that to them. So, eventually, you were going to end up in a situation like this.”

“Yeah, that’s probably true. It doesn’t mean you need to be in it. You really should just go take a room somewhere under some other name.”

Sen had tried to talk Lifen and her mother into leaving, several times, but neither would hear a word of it. He didn’t really expect a final plea to work, but he didn’t think he could live with himself if he didn’t at least try. Lifen was shaking her head before he even finished the statement.

“No. I will leave this place if and when I decide to leave this place. I will not be driven from it by others,” she said before she looked out the window at the slowly darkening street. “Do you think they’ll really come?”

Sen nodded. “I do. It’s the wrong move on their part, but I think they’ll do it anyway.”

“Honor,” said Lifen with a sigh.

“Pride,” corrected Sen. “They might call it honor, but it’s really just pride. I’ve stung that pride a couple of times now. If they’re like most people, they won’t be able to look past it. They’ll feel like they need to punish me for it. If they can’t get at me, they’ll settle for anyone close to me that they can find. I already sent word to Grandmother Lu’s to shut down early, and to make sure everyone scatters for the night. I don’t think they can connect me to the place, but it’s not worth taking the chance.”

“Is that why you’re here? Because they can connect you to this place?”

“Yeah. They saw you. They know you, which means they know about the Silver Crane. It’s too easy, too tempting a target.”

“When do you think they’ll come?” asked Lifen.

“After dark. Probably around midnight.”

“Where will you be then?”

Sen gave Lifen a smile that made her blood run just a little colder.

“Me? I’ll be in the dark, waiting for them.”
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Sen wasn’t sure if he’d underestimated their anger or overestimated their patience, but the first sect members turned up a good hour before he expected them. Fortunately, Sen was cautious. He’d been outside, cloaked in shadows, and hiding since nearly an hour before that. He gave them the opportunity to demonstrate their intent before he acted. They’d walked right up to the brothel and tried to kick the door in. Well, he thought, intent doesn’t get much clearer than that. When it became obvious that they weren’t going to be able to force the door open, the apparent leader snarled at the others.

“Find a way in. Then, we’ll teach these fools a lesson about crossing the Soaring Skies Sect.”

Sen had been expecting it, but he was still disappointed. He’d wanted Wu Meng Yao to be right about her sect. It would have been one thing if they’d shown up and demanded that Sen be turned over to them. He wouldn’t have gone with them, but he would have dragged the fight to somewhere else, content in the knowledge that the people in the Silver Crane would go unharmed. Even with his senses limited, though, he could tell these were all qi-condensing cultivators. He had to wonder if these people had come on orders from the elders, or on orders from someone a lot farther down the sect food chain. He supposed it didn’t make a difference at this point, not for these cultivators. They were already dead. Sen just needed to make it a formality.

For once, it seemed the heavens were cutting Sen a break because there was nearly total cloud cover. With no moon or stars overhead, there was so much darkness to work with that four of the sect cultivators died without even realizing he was there. He didn’t drag it out or try to punish them. It was nothing but a hand over their mouths and a quick thrust with the jian to stop their hearts. The fifth sect cultivator seemed more prepared. She had a spear out and was watching the darkness around her with careful eyes. Sen summoned his own spear and let the shadows slip away from him. Her eyes went wide, and he could feel her less developed spiritual sense trying to find what her eyes told her was in front of her.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Sen shook his head. “You shouldn’t have come here. Slaughtering mortals? Petty revenge? Is that what you joined a sect to do?”

The woman looked away. “I took an oath.”

“I’m sure you did,” said Sen.

He’d mostly been killing time, waiting for the last sect member to finish trying to sneak up on him. When Sen judged that they were about the right distance away, he spun and sent his own spear on an arc that very nearly cut the sneaking cultivator in half. Sen wasn’t without pity, so he ended the man’s suffering before turning his gaze back to the woman he’d been speaking to. He could see her trembling in shock or fear from where he stood.

“Go back and tell whoever sent you that this is a fool’s errand. If they send more, I will spare none,” said Sen and pointed down the street with the still-dripping spear. “Go.”

The woman seemed more than happy to seize the opportunity to leave and took off at a sprint. Sen wanted to think it would end there, but he didn’t. It had gone too far. He needed to jar the senses of the next batch they sent. After considering for a moment, he decided to do exactly what he had told Lifen’s mother he would do. He made a pile out of the corpses in the street right in front of the brothel. There was no dignity or honor in it. They were just tossed there like trash. It would incense some, which would make them easier to fight. Angry people did stupid things. It would frighten the rest. Scared people hesitated, and hesitation meant death in combat. Using his qinggong technique, Sen bounced back and forth between buildings until he could take up station on a nearby rooftop. As much as he hated the futility of what he expected to come, there was no escaping it. All that was left to him was to survive it. So, he waited, and cultivated, and steeled his mind.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE







THE SIEGE OF THE SILVER CRANE, PART 2
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Sen couldn’t believe his eyes when the second set of Soaring Skies cultivators arrived. It seemed that whoever was in charge thought the first group had been incompetent, because they sent another group of six qi condensing cultivators, including the one he’d spared. There were no tricks or games with shadows that time. He simply dropped from the roof and positioned himself in front of the Silver Crane. He watched the six approach and spared a disappointed look at the woman he let go earlier. She lowered her gaze in obvious shame. The one they’d put in charge this time took a step forward.

“I am—” they started.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Sen in a tired voice. “Your seniors must dislike you, for they sent you here to die.”

Then, Sen pointed to the pile of bodies he’d made. The lead sect cultivator’s face darkened in obvious anger.

The man drew the jian at his side and pointed it at Sen. “I will strike you down for this affront myself! For the honor of the Soaring Skies!”

The man threw himself at Sen, who didn’t even bother drawing his own jian. The man’s thrusts and slashes were wild, obvious from a mile away, so Sen stepped out of the way or simply pushed the blade off course with a pair of fingers. This seemed to incense the sect cultivator even more.

“You will fight me with honor!” the man bellowed.

“Honor? You come to slaughter mortals in their sleep. What honor should I grant those who engage in such cowardice? No, there will be no honor here. Only the mercy of a swift death, which is more than you deserve.”

The sect cultivator’s rage was almost palpable as he charged Sen, who stood in a calm, nearly meditative state. Sen slipped beneath another wild slash and then struck the cultivator. Once. He turned his attention to the remaining cultivators. He was surprised to see that the woman he’d spoken to earlier was kneeling, her spear set to one side. The other sect cultivators glared at her.

“What are you doing, Shen Mingxia? Pick up your spear!” barked one of the others. “Help us fight!”

“I cannot,” she said. “He spared me. I owe him a life debt. I cannot raise my weapon or qi against him.”

Sen stared at the woman, almost as stunned as her fellow sect members. He thought she meant what she said, but he also knew what it would mean for her, what she would have to watch. Considering how ill she looked to Sen’s sharpened senses, it seemed that she knew it too. A small wave of compassion for her flowed through Sen. He met her gaze.

“You should look away,” he said, as gently as he could manage.

Almost as if he’d given her a kind of permission that she desperately wanted, she closed her eyes and lowered her head. Sen turned his gaze to the other four. One of them cursed the woman as a coward and tried to cut her down with a guandao. Sen sent a wind blade to intercept the guandao. He might have put a bit too much energy into it because the guandao cracked and the wielder was hurled against a nearby building. Sen drew his jian. He saw no point in dragging things out any more than he had to. This exercise in brutality had never really appealed to him, and he was already tired of it. The last three sect members charged him. The first two died beneath two clean cuts from his jian. The last, who looked young even to Sen, managed to hold his own against Sen in direct jian-to-jian combat for ten seconds. That one has the makings of a true sword genius, thought Sen. What a waste.

“Find me in your next life, and we’ll see if we can’t find you better teachers,” Sen told the young man.

Then, Sen moved faster than qi condensing eyes could register, and it was over. Sen looked around at the bodies, feeling disgusted with himself, with them, with the Soaring Skies Sect. About the only thing he wasn’t feeling disgusted by was the woman kneeling nearby, tears slowly leaking from her closed eyes. Gritting his teeth, Sen added the new bodies to the pile. He took a long moment to wipe the blood from the jian. Finally, not able to find another excuse to put it off, he walked over to the kneeling woman.

“Your name is Shen Mingxia?”

“Yes,” said the woman in a hoarse whisper.

“Who sent you here tonight?” asked Sen.

“My senior, Han Jun.”

He was half-surprised to find out that it wasn’t Changpu, but he may have been letting his dislike cloud his judgment. He regarded Shen Mingxia for a long moment.

“You relayed my message to him?”

“I did.”

“And he sent you back here anyway?”

“Yes.”

Sen wavered for a moment before he spoke. “You should leave this city. Find another sect, or at least find teachers who value you more than the ones you have now. Your senior sent you here to die.”

“I know, but I cannot leave.”

“Your vow?”

She nodded. Sen felt a sudden, irrational urge to slap the back of the woman’s head, as though it might literally knock better sense into her. She was determined to hold true to a vow of loyalty to which her fellow sect members clearly paid only lip service. Sen found himself wishing that she’d fallen in with better company, but what better company was available for aspiring cultivators in the city? There was only one major sect in the place. It was the Soaring Skies Sect or nothing.

“If you insist on staying, you should move over there,” said Sen, pointing to a spot near the entrance of the Silver Crane. “It won’t be safe, precisely, but you’ll be less likely to die from a random technique.”

The woman said nothing, simply grasped her spear and moved to the spot that Sen had indicated. While he’d been trying to hide his presence or be circumspect before, he’d abandoned any pretense by the time the next group arrived. It seemed that they were taking the matter more seriously because the new group consisted of four foundation formation stage cultivators. Sen was sitting on the steps of the brothel when they arrived. One of the cultivators was glaring at Shen Mingxia, so Sen tentatively labeled him as Han Jun. The other three were staring at the pile of bodies with a mix of expressions ranging from anger to horror to barely concealed panic. Sen waited until the one he thought was probably Han Jun went to say something to Shen Mingxia before speaking himself.

“You should all return to your sect and send me an elder before this escalates any more than it has.”

“You may have succeeded against those outer disciples,” said the one that Sen had dubbed Han Jun, “or most of them. But you will not succeed against us, you murderous dog.”

“And you are?” Sen asked.

“I am Han Jun,” sneered the man.

Sen let the full weight of his killing intent settle onto Han Jun. While Han Jun dropped to the ground, screaming, bleeding from his eyes, nose, and ears, and clawing at his own face, Sen turned his attention to the other three.

“Perhaps the three of you are wiser,” mused Sen aloud. “Will you follow the example of Han Jun, or will you do as I ask?”

There was a long pause as the three foundation formation cultivators carried on a silent conversation with their eyes. For a moment, Sen held out hope that they might take the wiser path. The keening noises that Han Jun was making certainly seemed to have the panicked-looking one ready to flee. The other two ultimately prevailed and all three of them summoned weapons from storage rings of their own. Sen regarded them with a flat stare before he rose from the steps, cycled for lightning, and summoned his spear. He’d spent a lot of time thinking about the technique that Uncle Kho had used to vaporize those sect members who showed up on the mountain. He thought he had an idea of how to do it, or at least how to do something similar.

Pushing lightning qi into the spearhead, Sen thrust the spear skyward. Lightning lanced from the spearhead up into the clouds overhead, where it seemed to bounce around, lighting up the clouds from within. Sen knew that it was gathering strength, harnessing the power held in those clouds, waiting for a direction to unleash that force. The sect cultivators were staring upwards, no doubt sensing the doom that gathered there. With a sad look, Sen lowered the spearhead and pointed it at them. Sen didn’t have the kind of raw power that Uncle Kho did, so he didn’t expect to vaporize the cultivators. Of course, he didn’t need to vaporize them. He only needed to kill them. Lightning fell from the sky onto the sect cultivators like divine judgment. The one he was pointing at died instantly.

The other two received only indirect strikes, but it was enough to scorch them raw and hurl them away. Sen marched wearily toward one of the cultivators who had been sent flying. She was still stunned or in so much agony from the burns that she didn’t even register Sen’s presence. He drove his spear through her heart and paused long enough to make sure the life faded from her eyes. He turned to where the other one had been thrown. He wasn’t sure if they’d taken a lesser hit or were simply made of sterner stuff, but that man was on his feet, staggering toward Sen with dao in hand. He could feel the man gathering up power for some kind of qi technique, but he wasn’t sure exactly what it was. He’d never felt anything quite like it before. The man gave Sen a manic grin that bordered on madness, then thrust the dao in Sen’s direction.

A large ball of something shot toward Sen. Unwilling to find out firsthand what the ball was actually made of, Sen rolled to the side. When the ball struck the street, it popped, and a bitter, caustic smell filled the air. Sen could hear the stone of the street hissing and popping beneath the liquid. The cultivator was already generating another of the balls of acid. Sen narrowed his eyes and waited for the right moment. When he judged that the other cultivator was almost ready to launch, Sen crafted a wind blade. Rather than send it toward the other cultivator, he sent it at the ball. The other man seemed to realize what Sen planned to do, but not fast enough to get clear. The wind blade shattered the integrity of the ball. While the acid or poison was hard on the stones that made up the street, it was catastrophic for flesh. There was a brief, horrific scream, and then what was left of that acid-wielding cultivator collapsed to the ground.

Sen eyed the remains for a moment, not sure if he should feel bad or not. He eventually settled on not feeling bad. He hadn’t summoned the acid. Sen trudged over to Han Jun, who was no longer screaming or clawing at himself. The man’s eyes had rolled up and he was convulsing. Sen separated the man’s head from his body and released his killing intent. He just stood there, staring down at the decapitated Han Jun, and trying to find a way to justify all this death to himself. It had sounded simple enough when he was explaining it. He supposed it was still simple. It just wasn’t easy. He’d meant to avoid exactly this kind of mindless, purposeless killing when he’d set out from the mountain.

He wondered if he could have avoided the fight. It was possible, but only if he’d been willing to put himself into the hands of the sect. Based on how these cultivators behaved, that would have been a terrible mistake. He didn’t know that he’d be a prisoner of one kind or another, but it seemed all too probable. He’d also have had to let the insult to Sun Lifen pass, and that wasn’t in him. Lifen had been right. It might not be every sect, but the Soaring Skies Sect expected blind obedience, even from those not in their sect. Sen only owed that to one person in the world. No, the fight had always been coming, if not here, then somewhere else. The pile of bodies grew a little larger, and Sen returned to his spot on the steps. If he’d been paying a little more attention, Sen would have heard Shen Mingxia quietly imploring the heavens to intervene.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
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As the night slowly slipped away toward morning, Sen sat on the steps and cultivated. He couldn’t know for sure, but he had an intuition that the next fight, if it came, would not be so easy. It might even well be one he couldn’t win. Shen Mingxia knelt to one side, always in the periphery of Sen’s senses. Unwilling to forsake her vow to the sect, and unable to confront him directly, she hovered there in a kind of moral limbo. He supposed that the night’s events would ultimately free her from those constraints, one way or the other. The wise thing for her to do would be to leave, no, to flee from the city as fast as her legs could carry her. If Sen ultimately prevailed in this conflict, she would still owe him a debt, still be forever compromised in the eyes of the sect. There was every possibility that they would cast her out.

If he lost, Sen thought that her prospects were much worse. There was an equally likely possibility that they would kill her in that event. Kill her for refusing to lift her spear against him, for honoring what she saw as a life debt. They would only see her betrayal, not her honor. Then, they would kill her in the name of honor, but not in its spirit. He turned to look at her and wondered what she was thinking right then. Had she come to the same conclusions he had? Was she simply awaiting her death? Was she hoping for it? He supposed that she might be. Honor had forced her to stay her hand but watching him cut down other members of her sect must have cost her something dear. She might have been close to some of them, a martial sister or even a lover. He’d cut down Han Jun, who seemed to be something of a teacher to her, although he hoped she wasn’t mourning that loss too greatly.

He decided to try one last time. “You must know that your time with the Soaring Skies Sect is over.”

Her shoulders slumped. “I know.”

“Then, why stay? It gains you nothing. It serves nothing. They broke faith with your vow. If they cut me down, you will likely follow a moment later. It’s a waste of life.”

Shen Mingxia’s eyes blazed with fury as she stabbed a finger at the pile of bodies. “A waste of life? That is a waste of life. You didn’t have to kill them. You chose to kill them.”

“Yes, it is a waste of life, but don’t forget that I didn’t come to your sect and start killing randomly. Your sect came here. You came to what is, however briefly, my home. Tell me, what were your orders regarding the people inside? How many would you have spared?”

Shen Mingxia’s dropped her gaze. “We were to spare none.”

“And would that not have been a waste of life?”

“They’re just—” Shen Mingxia started to say but cut herself off.

“Just whores? So, they deserved to die beneath a cultivator’s blade because someone got offended that I said no? By that logic, should I write off the deaths of your sect mates as meaningless because they were just qi-condensing cultivators? Their cultivation was beneath mine, so they didn’t matter, didn’t warrant consideration?”

“That’s, it’s different,” whispered Shen Mingxia.

Sen stood as he sensed what was coming. “It’s always different when you know the people who died.”

Sen had felt the power of core cultivators before, and that’s what was heading his way. Yet, it was off, wrong somehow, but he couldn’t put his finger on how. The cultivator was still too far away, but there was something in that approaching energy, something that raised Sen’s hackles. He frowned and let his hand drop to his jian. He started cycling for wind and, after a moment of consideration, started a second cycle for shadow. In the corner of his eye, he saw Shen Mingxia’s head jerk toward him and her mouth drop open. She didn’t speak, but he saw her mouth a single word. How? He didn’t have the luxury to address her question or her apparent shock. The closer that core cultivator got, the more unsettled Sen became. It wasn’t the power of the cultivator. By Sen’s estimation, they were probably only just into core cultivation. It was the growing sense of wrongness about that cultivator’s power that was consuming Sen’s attention.

A minute or two later, the core cultivator flew over a building and hovered above Sen and Shen Mingxia. If Sen hadn’t spent so much time on the Luo farm looking at wounds, examining injuries, and crafting remedies, he might have simply written off his intuition. Yet, he had spent that time and begun to hone the beginnings of the kind of understanding that Auntie Caihong took for granted. As Sen locked his gaze on the floating core cultivator, he could feel that there was something corrupt in the man, not just in his body, but in his cultivation. It wasn’t obvious. It might even be something that could go unnoticed by others if it had happened slowly enough, written off as a slow change in the man’s cultivation or a byproduct of his development of a core. Of course, Sen had been there for none of that, so it scraped against his senses, his understanding of how the body and the spirit should feel when they were healthy. He didn’t even know he was going to speak until the words were out of his mouth.

“What have you done to yourself? Why have you corrupted yourself this way?”

The arrogant sneer that the core cultivator had worn was wiped away in an instant. His shock was so complete that he fell out of the air, only barely managing to cushion his fall at the last second. When the man had steadied himself, his eyes locked not on Sen, but on Shen Mingxia. And it was a look of fear. Sen understood then. He had exposed something dangerous, something that this core cultivator wanted kept quiet. Worse, he’d exposed it in front of another sect member. Sen’s body was in motion before his mind caught up, acting on an intuitive understanding of what the core cultivator would do. Sen dipped low, caught the shocked Shen Mingxia in his arms, and activated his qinggong technique to hurl them both away from where she had been sitting. A split second later, a pillar of fire slammed into the protective barrier that Sen had established earlier. Sen could almost hear the formation straining, but he was more preoccupied with shielding himself and the woman in his arms from the wash of scalding heat that rolled over them. He looked Shen Mingxia square in the eye and spoke a single word.

“Run.”

Then, the fight was on. There was a flurry of motion, blade meeting blade in patterns burned into muscle and tendon. There was no thought, no consideration, just a swift, fierce meeting that tested the limits of Sen’s years of training. When the pair split apart, Sen had a shallow cut along the ribs on his left side. The core cultivator had a similar cut along one cheekbone that left half his face a wet mess that would no doubt have been bright red in the daylight. The core cultivator glared at Sen as he futilely wiped blood from his cheek.

“You doomed her when you opened your mouth. She can’t run fast enough to get away from me.”

“You’d have killed her anyway,” said Sen. “Besides, I’m pretty sure I can buy her a little more time.”

“You have some minor skill with the blade, but you’re no core cultivator. You can’t hope to stand against me.”

Now that he’d had a moment to breathe, and to think, Sen thought he’d figured out at least some of what was going on. Every cultivator used some kind of cultivation resources to drive or progress their advancement. Sen had adopted the least aggressive approach, relying almost exclusively on plants and alchemical agents used in elixirs. Most others relied on the more aggressive approach of using pills. It was harsher on the cultivator, but arguably more reliable. Of course, even cultivation had shortcuts if you were willing to pay the price. There were questionable ingredients that you could use in pills that would sometimes drive someone forward at a faster pace or even facilitate a breakthrough. The price for such shortcuts, the price the core cultivator Sen faced had paid, was corruption. The more questionable the ingredients, the deeper and more destructive the corruption became. Sen had no experience with such corruption. He’d only learned about it secondhand from Auntie Caihong, so there was no chance he could identify the corruption himself. Still, he might be able to get the man to tell him.

“What do I have to fear from a cultivator who used demonic ingredients to make a false core?” asked Sen.

It was only a guess on his part, and just barely better than a wild stab in the dark. Of course, his only real goal was to keep the man talking. Sen had always rejected the idea that one could advance through combat. He’d never understood what he could learn from combat, what kind of enlightenment he might gain through violence, that he would want. Over time, though, he had seen a sliver of something that he might gain. The violence itself, the fighting itself, was and likely always would be a failed source of insight for him. He despised it too much. There was, however, a clarity to combat, a focus that could drive creativity. If nothing else, combat provided an opportunity to test ideas that would be dangerous or too costly in other circumstances. Sen was preparing to test an idea, but he needed more time.

“I had to,” the cultivator almost screamed. “I had to do it. There was no other way, no other, no other way. I had to.”

To Sen, it sounded like the man was trying to convince himself. It also sounded like he was at least a little unhinged. The man’s behavior did help Sen understand what seemed to be a stark divide between what people told him the Soaring Skies Sect was, and what he’d seen the Soaring Skies Sect do. If this half-mad, demonically influenced creature was an elder, it could go a long way to explain how so much dishonorable behavior had gone unnoticed and unaddressed. While Sen hadn’t sensed similar literal corruption in any of the other sect cultivators, corruption could happen in a lot of ways. He supposed that this core cultivator could have been encouraging it without even being fully aware of his actions. Not that it mattered much to Sen. Only one of them was going to walk away from the fight, and Sen was determined that he would be the one. Then, as if someone had blown out a candle, the expression on the core cultivator’s face went blank, and there were no more words.

The two were back to fighting a heartbeat later. Almost all of Sen’s attention had to stay fixed on the fight with the core cultivator. The other man was faster, his qi more powerful, but it was a more balanced fight than most people would expect. What Sen lacked in raw speed, he made up for with superior training. What he lacked in pure qi power, his body cultivation helped to offset. Still, Sen recognized that he wasn’t going to win the fight cleanly. He’d already picked up half a dozen shallow cuts and two deeper wounds from thrusts he couldn’t completely avoid. His hands and arms ached from parrying blows. In a straight conflict, Sen would lose against this man. Worse, Sen could feel the other cultivator getting ready to launch some kind of qi attack. It was something else Sen didn’t recognize, which made him very nervous. He doubted he’d be able to just roll out of the way of whatever the core cultivator planned on hitting him with.

For all of that, though, Sen hadn’t been idle. He’d been cycling shadow the whole time and reinforcing his jian with metal qi. He’d also been slowly fusing some of that metal qi into the shadows he was manipulating. It was difficult. The two qi types didn’t want to blend. A part of Sen desperately wanted to fall back on Heavens’ Rebuke, but he didn’t dare unleash it with so many mortals around. If he lost control, the loss of life would be a full-blown tragedy. So, he persevered, forced the shadow and metal qi to twist together, to fuse. Then, taking a slight bit of inspiration from Heavens’ Rebuke, he let a tiny fraction of his killing intent bleed into the new technique.

Sen simultaneously triggered the new technique and threw himself back from the other cultivator. It saved his life, but Sen wasn’t able to completely avoid the outer edges of the other cultivator’s attack. The ground where Sen had been standing exploded upward as a small column of fire reached for the sky. The force of the attack had shattered the stone of the street. Sen felt it as a shard of that stone punched into his chest. Breathing became almost impossible, the pain threatened to splinter his concentration, but he clung to his control of his own technique. Half a dozen spears of solid shadow, metal qi, and killing intent drove through the core cultivator. As abruptly as that pillar of fire had appeared, it vanished. The fire had left Sen temporarily blinded, but his night vision slowly reasserted itself. When he could see that the only thing holding up the core cultivator were the spears that Sen was maintaining by the skin of his teeth, he released the technique.

Feeling that this was one of those times when it was appropriate, Sen took out one of Auntie Caihong’s healing pills and made himself swallow it. Swallowing was agony. Breathing was agony, but he made himself do it until he felt the wash of qi through his body. Then, gritting his teeth, he seized the stone that was currently lodged in his lung and jerked it free. Consciousness teetered on the brink for most of a minute, but the healing pill was doing its job and mending his lung. As breathing became easier and the pain receded, Sen forced himself to stand and stagger over to the core cultivator. Much to Sen’s intense disappointment, the man wasn’t actually dead, just the next best thing to it. Sen gave serious consideration to ending the man right then and there. It would be so, so much easier. But, sadly, the man was more useful to Sen alive. Muttering hate beneath his breath, Sen began setting up a suppression formation around the core cultivator. When he finished that, he staggered to the front door of the brothel. When someone tentatively opened the door, Sen suggested that they send a message to the Soaring Skies Sect asking them to kindly retrieve their demonic elder.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

PEACE TALKS
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As much as Sen wanted to sleep, wanted to rest, he didn’t dare, because as much as he wanted to believe the danger had finally passed, he knew it hadn’t. If anything, the danger was even greater now, just not necessarily as immediate. So, he went inside long enough to dress his wounds and see if he could reinforce the formation protecting the Silver Crane. The people inside the brothel were very, very quiet around him. Even Lifen didn’t seem to know exactly what to say to him. Then again, even if it was dark outside, the pile of bodies had gotten hard to miss. It would be sobering to know that all of those people had been sent to kill you. Although, it was probably just as sobering for them to realize that he had killed all of those people by himself. He’d done it in their defense, but that was still a lot of dead people. Sen decided he was glad that none of them really wanted to talk. He was still in a truly staggering amount of pain. Auntie Caihong’s pill was working its literal and metaphorical magic, but it wasn’t anything like an instant cure. The body needed time and it needed resources, and Sen didn’t dare to stop long enough to give it either. By now, word would have started to spread, even without the messenger he’d sent to the sect.

Like it or not, someone from the Soaring Skies Sect would be coming and, likely, it would be someone Sen couldn’t fight to a standstill or defeat. It might not have looked that way to anyone that was watching, but he knew exactly how close that last fight had been, just how narrow his victory had been. If he’d been a second or two slower, if his concentration had slipped just a hair at any point, he’d be dead. Of course, he also hadn’t used his most powerful technique either. If the next person who came was determined to fight, he might not have that choice. Sen didn’t know if Heavens’ Rebuke could actually kill a middle-stage or late-stage core formation cultivator. He couldn’t even really be sure it would hurt them, although he struggled to imagine anyone short of the nascent soul stage simply walking off that attack. In the end, if it became a true choice between survival and destruction, he would use it. He just prayed that he wouldn’t have to.

He did manage to reinforce the barrier a bit, although he had his doubts that his formation would prove more than a brief frustration for higher-level core cultivators. On the other hand, Sen hoped that most sect elders would find murdering a bunch of mortals in what would soon be broad daylight beneath their dignity. For a moment, true fatigue overcame Sen and he had to lean against a wall to keep himself upright. Sighing, Sen retrieved the elixir he’d made back at the camp with the Soaring Skies members from his storage ring and downed it. It wasn’t exactly the right fix for his current problems, but it would have to do. Then, though it grated on him to do so, he separated a drop of liquid qi and let it course through his channel, slowly feeling it burn away as the pill and his own elixir greedily snatched its power to fuel his recovery. The sudden burst of qi in his system and the abrupt reduction in pain gave him a temporary boost, but he knew how temporary it really was. Sen grudgingly took a minute to mechanically chew and swallow some travel rations that he didn’t taste. Then, he went back outside.

Shen Mingxia had returned at some point and was kneeling near the door. Sen just gaped at her. He couldn’t imagine what she was thinking. Leaning on his spear for a bit of support, Sen sighed and addressed the woman.

“Why are you here?”

Shen Mingxia had a complicated look on her face when she answered. “Three times.”

“What?” Sen asked.

“I owe you my life three times over. Once, you spared me. Twice you prevented members of my own sect from striking me down. I don’t know that I can ever repay that debt.”

Sen’s tired mind just didn’t know what to do with that, so he shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”

“I can’t ignore it,” said the woman.

Sen waved her off. “Another of your elders is coming. I can feel them. I give it fifty-fifty odds we’ll both be dead in the next five minutes. So, don’t worry about it. If we die, I release you from all obligations. If, by some miracle, we manage to survive, you can buy me dinner or something and we’ll call it even.”

“Buy you dinner and call it even? If you think I value my honor so cheaply,” Shen Mingxia started yelling, only to cut herself off and stare toward the spot where Sen was looking.

The cultivator that was approaching them wasn’t some middle-stage or late-stage core cultivator. Sen was certain that they were a peak core cultivator, probably right on the cusp of the nascent soul stage. That elder’s power pressed down on huge tracts of the city like a blanket. Sen didn’t shrug it off, because no one just shrugged something like that off, but he didn’t drop to his knees the way the elder no doubt planned. Sen had been trained under much greater powers than that. He’d been forced to run forms, even to spar beneath the weight of both Master Feng and Uncle Kho’s unveiled power. He supposed he’d developed a partial mental immunity to it. Of course, a partial mental immunity only helped him shed the worst of the effects. The pains in his already injured body redoubled, and he had to bite back on the grunt that tried to escape his lips.

Sen could see that Shen Mingxia hadn’t had the benefits of similar training. She was sprawled out on the ground, her breathing shallow, and barely conscious. Sen suspected that the same was true for everyone inside the Silver Crane. As much as he wanted to help them, there was nothing he could do. His own resilience wasn’t something he could pass on. When the elder flew into view, he certainly met Sen’s expectations about what an elder should look like. His hair floated around him like a white halo and a beard flowed down over his chest. The man looked imperiously over the scene below him. There was a moment of bewilderment on the old man’s face when his eyes landed on the still-standing Sen. Sen felt a moment of vicious satisfaction.

“I am Elder Deng, of the Soaring Skies Sect,” said the man in a smooth, deep voice. “I have come to put a stop to this nonsense.”

“Nonsense? Having your outer and inner disciples sent out to murder mortals by the score is nonsense? You feel that having a demonic cultivator in your sect is nonsense?”

“That is absurd.”

“Is it?” asked Sen.

He hadn’t meant for it to happen, but something of the banked fury inside of Sen must have burned itself into those two simple words, because Elder Deng’s eyes snapped onto Sen. Sen gestured with his spear to the core cultivator stuck inside the suppression formation and said, “Examine him for yourself.”

Elder Deng bristled at the commanding tone in Sen’s words, but he drifted down and landed next to the suppressed core cultivator. There was a moment of silence, and then Sen saw Elder Deng twitch. The elder stood there for a long moment before he turned his dark gaze back on Sen. The elder’s eyes flickered across the entire scene, no doubt making note of the damage that scored the walls and the street. His eyes rested for a long time on the pile of bodies.

“You have killed many of my sect this night,” said Elder Deng.

“I defended the mortals inside this place from your sect. There is a difference. I also sent warnings. I tried to send them back to fetch an elder. They chose to fight instead.”

“Your word, and nothing more,” said Elder Deng.

“And hers,” said Sen, pointing at the prone form of Shen Mingxia. “Unless, of course, you plan to call your own sect members liars to cover up your failings.”

“Our failings,” roared Elder Deng, and Sen felt the man’s qi circulate.

“Demonic cultivators, in your honorable Soaring Skies Sect!” Sen bellowed back, using a flicker of air qi to ensure his voice carried for half a mile in every direction. “People keep telling me about the honor of your sect. Yet, I’ve seen them do virtually nothing but try to lie, steal, intimidate, and murder. In fact, I can count on three fingers the number of Soaring Skies Sect members I’ve seen act with true honor. As far as I can tell, your sect is corrupt to the core.”

Elder Deng’s face had gone white under Sen’s barrage, although Sen had no clue about the cause. Was it rage or simply shock that Sen had made a point of exposing the sect’s secrets so publicly? Maybe it was something else altogether. No matter the cause, Sen wondered if he’d just killed himself, Shen Mingxia, and everyone inside the Silver Crane. Elder Deng didn’t move, didn’t avert his eyes from Sen, for the longest thirty seconds of Sen’s life. Then, slowly, so slowly, his eyes turned to Shen Mingxia. Abruptly, the palpable, overwhelming presence of Elder Deng’s power vanished. Sen almost staggered to one side as the pressure lifted.

Sen was left completely in the dark as the elder roused Shen Mingxia and pulled her away to have a conversation that Sen couldn’t hear. The woman looked terrified to be getting the direct attention of an elder of her sect. Even so, she seemed to be telling a story, pointing at the pile of bodies a few times, at Sen himself repeatedly, and at the suppressed demonic cultivator. She even took a moment to spit on the demonic cultivator who had tried to murder her. When she was done, the elder waved her away. She came and stood next to Sen. He lifted an eyebrow in her direction.

“I did what I could,” she said, a hint of apology in her tone.

The elder spent another five minutes with his head bowed in some kind of silent contemplation, or perhaps he knew some method of communicating over a distance with qi. Sen knew such things were possible, but he lacked the power to do them yet. Master Feng had made some vague comments about teaching them to Sen down the road, which might have meant a couple of years, or a couple of centuries. Elder Deng finally turned and walked over to Sen. The man looked troubled, angry, but not like someone on the cusp of violence.

“It seems we owe you a debt, for exposing this corruption in our midst,” said Elder Deng. “Although, given how many people you killed to send the message, it might be wise to wait a time before trying to collect on that debt.”

“I want nothing from your sect, save your word that the Silver Crane and its employees will be left unmolested.”

Elder Deng waved a hand as though it were trivial. “They will not be harmed. For, despite your claims, there is still honor in the Soaring Skies Sect. Although, perhaps less honor than I once believed. You wish nothing else from us?”

“Only what I always wanted. To be left alone.”

Elder Deng studied Sen for a long moment before he nodded. “As you wish. And what of you Disciple Shen? What would you ask of the sect in recompense for the, apparently, many sins it has committed against you?”

“I only wish to learn,” said Shen Mingxia. “I need a teacher. A real teacher.”

Sen interjected then. “Wu Meng Yao.”

Shen Mingxia turned a baffled look on Sen, but the elder’s gaze was sharp.

Sen shrugged. “You can trust in her honor.”

From the darkness, a voice called out. “A wise choice, Elder Deng. Wise indeed. I assure you that you’d much prefer the tender mercies of Judgment’s Gale to those of his master.”

Sen, Elder Deng, and Shen Mingxia all turned and watched as a woman emerged from the darkness. Sen didn’t have the faintest idea of who she was, or what a judgment’s gale was, or why this insane woman was threatening to upend the delicately balanced peace he’d just forged with the sect elder. The woman gave them all a martial bow. Sen felt a steady gaze boring a hole into the side of his head, so he turned to see Elder Deng giving him an intense look.

“You’re Judgment’s Gale?” the elder demanded.

Sen started to deny it, but the woman cut him off. “He is, although I’m not entirely certain he knows it.”

“Then, who is his master?”

The woman gave the elder a bleak smile. “Feng Ming, known to some as Fate’s Razor.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

BY RIGHT OF COMBAT
[image: ]


Sen was a little surprised to hear the woman identify him as Feng Ming’s student, but that was nothing compared to Elder Deng’s reaction. Sen could almost hear the elder’s heart rate triple, and he saw the sweat beading on the man’s forehead. The elder looked at Sen.

“Is that true?”

“It is. Since we’re sharing secrets, apparently,” said Sen, shooting the new woman a look, “you should probably know that Master Feng owns the Silver Crane.”

“What?” Elder Deng demanded.

“I didn’t pick this place at random from all the places in the city,” said Sen. “I was sent here.”

“I see,” said the elder, raising a trembling hand to wipe at his face.

“My question is, who are you?” asked Sen, pointing at the new woman.

“This one is called Lo Meifeng. I am but a humble servant of Feng Ming.”

That raised a lot of questions in Sen’s mind, but most of them were questions he didn’t especially want to ask in front of the Soaring Skies elder or even Shen Mingxia, for whom he actually had a modicum of trust. Instead, he just shot the woman a look that promised her he’d be asking all of those questions in a more private setting. Sen also had some doubts about how humble a servant she was. Humility and being a core formation stage cultivator didn’t seem to be things that went hand-in-hand, and Lo Meifeng was a core formation cultivator. She wasn’t at the peak of core formation like Elder Deng, but she wasn’t fresh to it like the man Sen had beaten either. There was more going on, and it made Sen more than a little edgy.

On top of that, whatever little boost he’d gotten from burning up a drop of liquid qi was fast ebbing. He needed to get all of these people to leave. Then, he needed to find a bed and sleep. Sen tried to figure out the fastest way to make that happen. He’d avoided looking at the pile of bodies, but there was light on the horizon. People would follow that light soon enough, especially with Sen casting his voice across a big piece of the nearby area of the city. He gestured to the pile, and to the suppressed elder in the formation.

“They should be removed and laid to rest in whatever way seems most appropriate to you,” said Sen.

“Yes,” said Elder Deng, who still looked shaken. “I’ll have our people come and collect the bodies. I’ll deal with transporting that traitorous abomination personally. The sect will have many questions for him.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” asked Lo Meifeng.

Sen thought that she was speaking to the elder about some protocol he didn’t know about. It took him a moment to realize that she was looking at him, expectantly.

“Am I?” asked Sen.

He cast a sidelong look at Shen Mingxia, who gave him a tiny shrug of one shoulder.

“Indeed. You defeated all of these cultivators. What was theirs is now yours. You must claim it.”

Sen knew that looting the dead and defeated was something of a tradition among cultivators, but he hated it. He didn’t even really like harvesting parts from defeated spirit beasts, although Falling Leaf hadn’t let him get away without developing some acceptance of it. He glanced at Elder Deng. The old man grimaced, but he gave Sen a short nod. Sen supposed he could understand the old man’s reluctance. Anything Sen took was something that the sect couldn’t reclaim. While it probably wouldn’t amount to much from the qi condensing cultivators, the formation foundation cultivators had all possessed storage treasures. There could be nearly anything in those.

Sen didn’t relish the idea of pawing through that pile of bodies, so he did with them much as he did with the spirit beast corpses in the abandoned town. He cycled air qi to generate wind and sent his spiritual sense looking for things of relative value. Using that combination, Sen retrieved half a dozen storage rings, ten pouches that he assumed contained money, and about a dozen other objects that had radiated qi on some level. He also retrieved a few of the better weapons from the foundation formation stage cultivators he’d killed. As for the core formation elder, he’d have to do that with a more hands-on inspection. The suppression field kept Sen’s air qi wind techniques out as effectively as it kept out pretty much every other kind of environmental qi.

The injured elder had lost consciousness at some point, so it wasn’t difficult to search him. Sen made a point to claim that man’s jian, which was at least as good as Sen’s own. He also found no less than four storage rings on the man. Sen couldn’t help but wonder what the man could possibly need so much storage for. He plucked a pouch from the man’s robe that felt unnaturally heavy to him. Opening it, he found it stuffed with gold taels. That seemed like far too much money for the man to have, even as an elder. Sen surreptitiously slipped that pouch into his own storage ring before anyone could see it. There was a mystery of some kind there and this wasn’t the first time he’d found someone with more gold than they should have. But he was too tired to give it any real consideration at that moment. The last item of interest he found was a jade carving of a dragon in flight over a city. Sen peered down at it and, unless he missed his guess, the city was Emperor’s Bay.

Suspicious, Sen stood and showed the carving to Elder Deng. The old cultivator’s eyes went wide, and fury radiated off of the man. He pointed at the carving.

“Give that to me!” the man commanded.

“No,” said Lo Meifeng. “It is his by right of combat.”

“It is a treasure that creature stole from the Soaring Skies Sect.”

“Perhaps, but it was not stolen by my master’s student. It is not his responsibility to return what you could not secure within your own walls. Would you return a treasure you won in combat, simply because the person you got it from was a thief? I think not.”

Elder Deng directed a glare at Lo Meifeng that could shatter stone, but the woman remained magnificently indifferent to his ire. For all his initial bluster, though, he didn’t raise any additional objections. Sen was about to move away from the suppressed elder when Lo Meifeng pointed at the man’s ankle.

“What?” Sen asked, confused.

“You missed something,” she said.

There was a kind of malicious glee in the woman’s eyes, which made Sen suspect that he was about to uncover another sect treasure. From the way that Elder Deng was grinding his teeth, the man knew it, too. Sen pulled the suppressed elder’s robe up to reveal a heavy silver anklet. It was also heavily carved with a dragon as the most prominent element. It took a moment, but Sen managed to find the catch and release it. He didn’t ask what it was, simply put it and the jade carving into his storage ring. Stepping away from the suppressed cultivator, Sen deactivated the formation.

“I’m done,” he said to Elder Deng.

“He might be willing to return the treasures,” mused Lo Meifeng to no one in particular, “if he was offered something of sufficient value in trade.”

Elder Deng spared one last glare for Lo Meifeng before he seized the demonic cultivator by the throat and flew off. Sen watched the advanced qinggong technique in action with more than a little envy. Not quite ready to deal with the strangeness that was everything about Lo Meifeng, Sen turned to Shen Mingxia.

“It seems you’ll retain your place with the sect, after all.”

The woman seemed pensive, almost abstracted now that the danger had truly passed. She gave Sen a searching look. “You knew he was corrupted. You knew he was a demonic cultivator. How? How could you know that when an entire sect, when sect elders an entire stage higher than you managed to overlook it?”

Sen gave the matter a long moment of thought, trying to decide how many secrets he wanted to reveal. “I knew he was corrupted. As for the demonic part, I was just guessing. His first instinct was to try to murder you when I exposed him. You don’t go straight to killing to protect a secret unless it’s a big secret. A this-will-end-my-life-if-it-comes-out kind of secret.”

Shen Mingxia nodded. “I suppose that follows. What about the rest?”

“As for how I knew and why your elders overlooked it,” Sen just shrugged. “Maybe we were looking for different things.”

“Or maybe he wasn’t the only one,” she said.

Sen let that hang in the air for a long moment, trying to decide how best to play it. It was a possibility. It was also a problem he wanted no part of. By telling him that she thought it, Sen suspected that Shen Mingxia was looking for, or maybe just hoping for, someone she could call for help if it turned out to be true. And there he was, fresh off of defeating one sect elder right before her eyes. He supposed he could see her reasoning. He was a cultivator with no strong ties to her sect but ties to a terrifying old monster that would likely take a dim view of demonic cultivators wherever they were found. To a qi-condensing stage cultivator, he must look like a potent ally. If she only understood the true depth of the differences between foundation stage cultivators and core cultivators. Even as something of an aberration, with a lot of advantages, he still wasn’t really a match for even an initial core cultivator with some experience. His victory had been luck as much as skill.

Yet, all of his many attempts to stay out of it, no matter what it had been, had largely blown up in his face. In fact, they had often left him in situations that were worse than simply meeting the problems head-on would have been. Those worse situations, in turn, had put him in positions to make bad choices, choices driven by anger, choices driven by fear, choices driven by pride. He had killed those who likely hadn’t deserved it. He had spared those who certainly hadn’t deserved it. He’d tried to assuage that guilt on the Luo farm, helping the villagers with his alchemy. He didn’t regret that choice, nor would he ignore them in the future, but he’d been out of balance even there.

There was a choice to be made here, as well. He could choose to acknowledge Shen Mingxia’s words and, in doing so, form a kind of implicit agreement to come back if the need arose. Or he could ignore it because he feared to get involved. He’d thought of the wandering cultivator’s life as a constant process of moving on, and it was, but he hadn’t been moving on. He’d been in a constant process of running away. Sometimes he’d run away from what he’d done. Sometimes he’d run away from what he didn’t want to do. He could move on from here, or he could run away, again. It was a simple choice, and it was all up to him.

“Yes,” Sen agreed, “or maybe he wasn’t the only one.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

THE THREAT OF IRRESISTIBLE FORCE
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One of the things that Sen hated about coming out the other side of a fight was that, when it was over, it wasn’t actually over. There were always a hundred little details to take care of before you could finally collapse somewhere and rest. As much as he just wanted to shoo Shen Mingxia back to her sect with instructions to come see him the next day, that wasn’t going to suffice. She wanted to talk and ask about how to get in touch with him if there was some dire emergency. He answered her questions with as much patience as he could muster, but he drew the line when she tried to bring up her life debt to him. He held up a hand to stop her.

“I appreciate that all of these things are important to you, Shen Mingxia. Still, you do realize that I’m injured, don’t you?”

Her eyes went a little wide and a blush crept across her cheeks. She offered him a deep bow. “Apologies, Senior. These things can, of course, wait until you are recovered.”

“My appreciation,” said Sen.

By that point, other members of the Soaring Skies Sect were trickling into view, no doubt there to recover the bodies of their fallen sect mates. Sen didn’t really want to be at hand while they dealt with that grisly task. Regardless of the official ceasefire between him and the sect, hard feelings were bound to be at play. Better not to be a convenient target of opportunity if he didn’t have to be one. Shen Mingxia offered him another bow before she went off to greet the other members of her sect. One problem down, Sen moved on to the next, much easier problem. He retrieved the formation flags he used to suppress the demonic cultivator. That was a disappointingly brief task, which put him face-to-face with a much more complicated and troubling task. Lo Meifeng had quietly watched Sen dismiss Shen Mingxia and gather his formation flags with a look of quiet bemusement on her face. Given how much pain he was still in, the expression annoyed Sen. Unfortunately, he also knew it was the pain making him grouchy, so he didn’t really feel like he could take his frustrations out on her, as much as he wanted to. Sighing, he nodded at the Silver Crane.

“I guess we need to talk, at least briefly, but I wasn’t joking with Shen Mingxia. I really am injured. I need sleep even more than I need answers from you. And that’s saying something because I need many answers from you.”

As nonchalant as the woman had been about Elder Deng’s fury, she seemed far less impervious to Sen’s casual annoyance. If anything, her demeanor suggested that she was a little bit afraid of him, which struck Sen as absurd. At least, it did until reason caught up with him. It’s not me she’s afraid of, he realized. She’s afraid of what Master Feng might do based on what I tell him. That was a useful tidbit to have tucked away for future consideration, but Sen was beyond the point of playing those kinds of games with anyone. He felt like he’d fall asleep where he was if he stopped moving for too long. With an effort of will and qi, Sen triggered the formation protecting the Silver Crane to turn itself off.

It was one of those little tricks that Uncle Kho had made him practice. Most formations would stay on until they ran out of power. At least, they would if they were set up the way Sen had set that formation up, with a set of beast cores to keep it going. That was fine if you were inside the formation, but supremely unhelpful if you needed to be outside of it. It was a problem that had vexed Uncle Kho for a long time before he finally came up with a solution. Tucked away in an obscure little spot was a tiny snarl of qi that was keyed to Sen’s unique qi makeup. It let him, and only him, deactivate the formation at will. It seemed that Lo Meifeng had never encountered such a thing before because she stared at him.

“How in the hells did you do that?” she asked.

“Trade secret,” said Sen, pushing open the door to the Silver Crane and stepping inside.

Lo Meifeng had followed him inside and almost walked straight into his motionless back. Sen was staring at the collected employees of the place. They were all bowing at the waist to him, their upper bodies nearly parallel to the floor. Sen’s tired mind didn’t know what to do with the sight, so it just sort of stuttered to a stop. At least, it did until Lo Meifeng’s whispered words launched his mind back into some semblance of activity.

“You don’t see that every day,” she said in tones so low that Sen was certain only he could hear her speak.

“Please, rise,” said Sen. “This isn’t necessary.”

What followed was an exercise in politeness that strained the limits of Sen’s little remaining patience. He had to endure their profuse exclamations of eternal gratitude. Then, he had to explain that the Soaring Skies Sect would bother them no more. This was followed by even more expressions of gratitude and relief, along with a lot more bowing. Sen did his best to look composed and friendly, but he eventually had to beg off with excuses about his injuries and a deep need for rest. The only person who appeared less than thrilled was Lifen. She was directing her unfriendly glare at Lo Meifeng, though, so Sen was fine with that state of affairs. He stopped long enough to tell her that his master had sent the woman and that he needed to speak with Lo Meifeng privately for a few moments. Lifen sniffed, gave the other woman a final, hostile glare, and went to speak with her mother. Sen walked into the first empty room he found and gestured that Lo Meifeng should join him. She gave the room a dubious look.

“I’m not that kind of servant,” said Lo Meifeng.

“That’s good because I’m not particularly attracted to you,” said Sen.

She directed a narrowed-eyed look at Sen that gave her a vaguely feline air. “One might interpret that as a comment on my appearance.”

“Or one might interpret that as a comment on my preferences. You’re a core formation cultivator, somewhere in the middle stage, right?”

“I am.”

“And you work for Master Feng in some capacity. Those two facts suggest that you are almost certainly much older than your appearance suggests. Am I wrong?”

Lo Meifeng tilted her head to one side, but said, “You are not.”

“Well, I am exactly as old as I look, and recent events have shown me just how much life experience matters, and how it can change a person. In short, you’re just too old for me, all other things being equal.”

Lo Meifeng studied him for a few moments before she laughed. “Well, that’s an oddly reasonable way to look at it. Good for you.”

“Thanks,” said Sen, his tone dry. “Now, tell me why you’re here. If possible, do it in under a minute.”

“I was sent to keep an eye on you. If you got into real trouble, I was to intervene, and,” she winced, “I was supposed to spread that name around.”

“Judgment’s Gale?”

“Yes, that one.”

“Why would anyone want to be called that?” Sen demanded.

“I didn’t pick it,” said Lo Meifeng. “I was just tasked to spread it around.”

“And keep an eye on me.”

“Yes.”

“You’re doing a really great job so far,” observed Sen.

“Hey, I’m not the one who vanished into the wilds without a trace on the road north,” said Lo Meifeng, pointing at him. “That was all you. It took me this long to catch up with you and, in case you haven’t noticed, this isn’t a one-inn village. It wasn’t like I could just ask where you were at the gate.”

“Why didn’t you come straight here?”

“Because I didn’t know it existed. Do you have any idea how much property, how many businesses, your master owns?”

Sen shrugged. “No.”

“Well, neither do I. I know about some, but this wasn’t one of them. Honestly, I’m not sure that anyone in the world except your master has a complete list. That’s assuming he hasn’t forgotten about a bunch of them.”

Sen opened his mouth to defend his master’s mildly-slighted honor, but the woman was probably right. Master Feng likely had forgotten about a bunch of places that he owned. Sen nodded in acknowledgment of the point.

“Okay, fine, I can own up to the fact that I may have made it hard for you to find me. Yet, I feel like most of the guilt is wiped away by the fact that I didn’t know about you. How long have you been following me?”

“Since Orchard’s Reach.”

“And you just couldn’t be bothered to say hello?”

“You weren’t supposed to know about me unless you got yourself into some serious trouble.”

“You felt like the moments after I managed to secure a truce with the Soaring Skies Sect was the time to intervene.”

“Sects are complicated. That elder might have meant what he said, he might not have. Well, I’ll give Elder Deng the benefit of the doubt that he meant it. He seemed honorable enough in his way. But there was nothing to stop them from changing their minds tomorrow or a week from now, or for a hidden faction of demonic cultivators in the sect to come after you again. Calling you out as Master Feng’s student makes you, at least by proxy, the threat of irresistible force. Even demonic cultivators are going to think very long and very hard about making serious attempts on your life now.”

Sen let her words settle into his mind. He tried to look at them objectively. As much as he wanted to think that he’d brokered a lasting peace with the sect, he couldn’t deny that having the threat of Master Feng’s wrath hanging in the background almost certainly made that deal more likely to stick. Nor was Sen so prideful as to think that he needed to accomplish every achievement on his own. He might one day face the heavens alone, but that didn’t mean he had to face everything alone. A helping hand now and then, well, that was something that Sen could live with. Even so, Lo Meifeng was still a lingering problem.

“So, you’re what? My minder? My keeper? Should I expect to find you hanging around in the background everywhere I go?”

Sen could tell that the woman was looking for the right words and her expression suggested she wasn’t finding them. After a pregnant pause, she sighed. “Yes, essentially.”

“Well,” said Sen, pinching the bridge of his nose, “won’t that be just delightful for both of us? Fine. I’m too tired and hurt to argue about this right now. So, minder, I’m going to go and sleep for the next day or two. I’ll be here if you need me for something.”

Lo Meifeng was very still for a moment before she ducked her head a little and said, “Very well.”

Having at least temporarily solved that problem, Sen went and dealt with his last outstanding task. He collected up the formation flags and beast cores he’d used to protect the Silver Crane. With everything that absolutely needed to be handled, handled, Sen stumbled up to his room and collapsed toward the bed. He was out before his head even touched the pillow.


CHAPTER FIFTY

RECOVERY
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While Sen had thought he was exaggerating about how long he would sleep, he did spend nearly a full day doing nothing but sleeping. He only came around a few times. He found food and drink waiting for him, fell onto it like a ravenous beast, and dropped almost immediately back into deep unconsciousness. He didn’t really wake up like a human being until the next evening. Even then, he barely spoke with anyone for more than a moment or two. Instead, he found his way into their kitchen, commandeered a spot on the stove, and began making himself an elixir. His needs were varied enough that it took him three full hours to fashion something that would do all of the work. His concentration was so absolute that he didn’t even realize that Lifen came in and watched nearly the entire process with a concentration that almost matched his own.

When it was finally done, the elixir glowed a pure sapphire blue. Sen did take a moment or two to appreciate the beauty of the thing. Then, with zero ceremony, he upended it into his mouth and swallowed. It was only Lifen’s distressed cry that brought her to his attention. He blinked at her a few times, trying to understand the horror on her face. She pointed at him, seemed to grope around for words, and finally yelled at him.

“You drank it!”

The incredulity in her voice was so profound that Sen didn’t quite have a place in his mind to slot the reaction. So, he fell back on stating the obvious. “It was an elixir. What else was I supposed to do with it?”

“But it was beautiful,” she objected.

Sen started to think that he might still be asleep. “I repeat, it was an elixir. One made specifically for me. If I didn’t drink it, it didn’t have a reason to exist.”

That answer didn’t seem to satisfy Lifen at all, because she sniffed, and walked out of the kitchen muttering something under her breath about men. Still not entirely sure he was awake, Sen pinched his own arm. Hard. The bright little flash of pain was a relief because it reassured him that he hadn’t so badly misjudged his own state. Yet, it wasn’t a relief because it meant that surreal little episode with Lifen had actually just happened. She’d been legitimately upset that he’d drank that elixir because, as near as he could tell, she thought it was pretty. Deciding that he must still need more sleep, Sen returned to his room. He expected that he’d have some trouble dropping off after sleeping nearly an entire day away, but he slipped into unconsciousness within moments of climbing back into bed.

He had strange dreams that night, although he’d never remember more than fragments of them after the fact. All he could really hang onto was a feeling of intense dread, the image of ruins deep in the desert, and the disquieting certainty that his steps would lead him there one day. When he woke up again, Sen made a firm commitment to himself to avoid the desert, if not for as long as possible, at least until he’d managed to reach core formation and, ideally, not until he reached the nascent soul stage. He wasn’t sure what was waiting in those ruins, or why he needed to go there, but he was damned certain he wanted as much power available to him as possible when he did eventually go there. He had tried to decide that he just wouldn’t go, but his intuition told him that fate had other plans in store for him on that front. All the stories held one thing as true. You could run from fate, but you couldn’t avoid it forever.

Those gloomy thoughts made going back to sleep an impossibility, so he dragged himself out of bed. After examining himself, he decided that a bath was not only in order but a priority. It was only after he’d gotten clean that he really felt like he was awake enough to interact with other people in a reasonable and coherent way. He made his way downstairs and found Lifen’s mother. She looked him up and down before nodding.

“You seem almost human again,” she said conversationally.

“I almost feel that way, too,” replied Sen with a smile. “I hope nothing interesting happened while I was sleeping.”

Lifen’s mother snorted, then pulled out a small basket that was filled with scrolls and envelopes. She offered it to Sen. “These came for you. Well, they came for someone called Judgment’s Gale. I assume that’s another of the young master’s names.”

Sen stepped back from the basket as though it contained nothing but venomous snakes. “Not me. Must be a mistake.”

The older woman rolled her eyes and pushed the basket a little closer to him. “You’ll have to deal with it sooner or later. Might as well get started now.”

Sen thought that maybe he’d decided too quickly that more sleep was out of the question. He could probably make an elixir that would put him out for another day or five. It was a pleasant fantasy that he let himself hold in his heart for three whole seconds before he reluctantly took the basket from the woman.

“I’m going to have tea first,” he announced, almost managing not to sound like a small child avoiding his chores.

“Of course, young master,” said the woman with an all-too-knowing look at him.

Even if it was a shameless dodge to avoid what was sure to be a literal basket full of headaches, Sen really did need tea. Of course, his grand plan to make himself a pot of tea was almost instantly shattered by a lot of well-meaning, grateful young men and women who seemingly saw him as some kind of savior. They insisted on making the tea and even pouring it for him. Sen tried to accept their help with good grace and smiles. They clearly wanted to do something to thank him. He supposed it wasn’t that big a personal trial to let them make him bad tea and pretend to enjoy it. They felt good about it and, well, he imagined that Grandmother Lu would approve of him watching for social cues. Even a month or two prior, Sen would have sent them all scurrying with a comment about being able to make his own tea.

After several rather disappointing cups of tea, Sen retreated to his room with the cursed basket. He just stared at the basket for almost fifteen minutes before he reached into it and pulled out a scroll at random. He broke the seal, which he didn’t recognize, and was treated to an invitation to visit one of the sects that Lifen had identified as a family sect. Sen tossed the invitation to one side. He couldn’t ignore it, but he didn’t have to decide right that second. He reached in and pulled out an envelope with another seal he didn’t recognize. That one was an invitation to dine with some local family. He didn’t know them but assumed they were prominent. And so it went, invitation after invitation from families, from politicians, from the other family sect, and even from a couple of organizations that Sen didn’t recognize.

Sen didn’t need any help recognizing that he was in over his head. This had swiftly evolved from a conflict between cultivators into some kind of political game. Sen had a lot of useful skills, but politics wasn’t one of them. There had simply been no opportunity to practice it on the mountain. He had some theoretical knowledge about how governments worked. He had a lot of training in tactics and strategy. All of that information could apply in these situations, but Sen didn’t think that a learn-by-doing approach was going to serve him especially well in this situation. He needed help. Since he loathed the idea of asking Lo Meifeng for help, and Lifen had a lot more local knowledge, he’d ask her to help him sort through the invitations. If nothing else, she could probably tell him which of the invitations it would be catastrophic to ignore.

Before he called her in, though, he should finish sorting through the missives. At the very bottom of the basket, Sen found what he considered to be a divine lifeline of procrastination. There was a letter from the manager of Grandmother Lu’s local shop. May the gods bless that man a thousand times, thought Sen. Not only had the man done as Sen asked, but he had inadvertently given Sen the perfect excuse to ignore all of those invitations and go do something that he actually wanted to do. It might even be something he needed to do. Feeling much more cheerful, Sen dressed in clean robes, arranged his hair into some semblance of order, and went looking for Lifen. He found her issuing some polite commands to some of the servants who worked in the Silver Crane. He waited patiently until she finished before he approached her. He gave her a bright smile. She looked back at him warily.

“What?” she asked.

“How do you feel about helping me pick out an alchemist’s shop to buy?”

Lifen’s eyes narrowed a little. “Are you sure you don’t need more rest?”

“Okay. Okay. I’m not going to buy a whole shop, just half of one. It’ll be something of an investment for me.”

“But how are you going to buy half of an alchemist’s shop?”

“With beast cores. Dozens of them.”

“What? Where did you get dozens of beast cores?”

“Oh, that’s a funny story,” said Sen, before a flurry of memories forced him to reconsider. “Well, it’s a story anyway. Get your things, I’ll tell you on the way.”

While Sen got the impression that Lifen was convinced more by his manic energy than anything else, they were soon on their way to the first of three shops that might be open to an investor.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

PRISM
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Elder Deng’s fist slammed into the wall. If he’d been in any other room, anywhere else in the sect, that stone would have shattered and likely sent a cloud of deadly shrapnel into some unsuspecting junior sect members. That was why the room existed. It had been reinforced with countless formations to withstand the fury of even peak core cultivators. And Elder Deng was furious about so many things. He was furious that a demonic cultivator had been in their ranks, had even been a recently elevated elder, and somehow escaped detection. There were supposed to be safeguards in place to prevent such things. That they had all seemingly failed meant this demonic cultivator was especially skilled or that the Soaring Skies Sect had become lazy.

Much to Elder Deng’s continued frustration, the evidence seemed to suggest the latter. After all, the traitorous little weasel had gotten himself defeated by a mere late-stage foundation formation cultivator. That thought cooled Elder Deng’s fury right off with a cold wave of fear. No, he thought, the traitorous little weasel didn’t get defeated by some random foundation formation wandering cultivator. He’d been defeated by a folk hero whose name had started showing up everywhere over the last month. He’d been defeated by a student of Feng Ming. Training at the hands of that blood-soaked figure of cultivator myth could go a long way toward explaining how an initial core cultivator had suffered such a decisive loss to someone a full stage behind him.

The very name Feng Ming was enough to conjure nightmarish images in Elder Deng’s mind. There were stories, so many stories, of the lengths that Fate’s Razor had gone to redress slights against him. Tales of what he’d done in the north had found their way back to Emperor’s Bay. He’d simply wiped an entire sect from existence, and no mere sect. He’d dismantled the Coiled Dragon sect by himself. That sect had practically been a government in its own right. For all the chaos he left in his wake, Feng Ming might as well have executed an entire royal family and every noble in a kingdom. Elder Deng shuddered. The Soaring Skies Sect couldn’t stand against that kind of power, and the idiot demonic cultivator had ordered attacks against a business owned by the man. He just hoped that word would get back to the old monster that no real harm had been done.

No real harm, Elder Deng thought bitterly. Over a dozen inner and outer sect members were dead, including one very promising sword artist that Elder Deng had been planning on training himself one day. That loss alone was enough to reignite his fury, and he punched the wall again. If only the wandering cultivator hadn’t been so public, so skilled…so frightening, Elder Deng finally admitted to himself. It wasn’t that the boy was an active threat to someone like the elder himself, but he shouldn’t have been a threat against the numbers sent against him. He shouldn’t have been able to calmly withstand the pressure of a peak core cultivator’s power. He certainly shouldn’t have been able to single-handedly defeat a demonic core cultivator. If the boy was like that now, what would he become in the future?

Yet, for all that, Elder Deng was having a difficult time being angry with the boy called Judgment’s Gale. If anything, the boy’s responses had been restrained. He tried to avoid the fight. He spared the one who chose not to fight. He didn’t try to extort the sect. Elder Deng gritted his teeth. No, that damnable woman had taken care of that part. The boy would have just let him take the dead, and the demonic cultivator, and leave. She had been the one who insisted that the boy take his due. Two priceless sect treasures lost in one fell swoop. Granted, the boy didn’t seem especially attached to those treasures, so he probably would trade them back to the sect for something he did want more. Still, if she hadn’t intervened, the bargain wouldn’t have been necessary at all. Elder Deng’s fists lashed out again in a quick series of strikes. Boom. Boom. Boom.

At the end of the day, though, it was the demonic cultivator that gave the elder fits. Worse, they didn’t know if he was the only one. They could hope that he was, but there were dark days ahead for everyone in the sect, particularly for those who had been closest to the traitorous little weasel. There would be hard questions. There would be tests. No one would be spared from those, not even the elders. With at least some of his towering rage spent, Elder Deng braced himself. It was time to question the demonic cultivator. That would be a long, unpleasant task, and one the core cultivator was unlikely to survive. Best to just get it over with, the elder thought, before Feng Ming decides to kill us all.
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Elder Gao Ah Cy of the Wandering Winds Sect was positively ecstatic. She’d spent the last few days smiling at her extended family in the sect and even bestowing gifts. After decades of watching the self-righteous Soaring Skies Sect flaunt their supposed superiority, they’d been brought down a notch or three by a wandering cultivator. A wandering cultivator. It was so delicious that she could almost eat it with a spoon. And, as if that wasn’t good enough, the cultivator was also some kind of folk hero. They called him Judgment’s Gale and, as far as Elder Gao was concerned, judgment couldn’t have fallen on the heads of a more deserving group than the Soaring Skies Sect. Of course, there were those troubling rumors of demonic cultivators hiding in that sect. That wasn’t just trouble for that sect, but trouble for every cultivator in the city. If some old monster decided to wipe the infection clean, they might not bother to discriminate between the Soaring Skies Sect and the other sects in the city.

That was why she had resolved to befriend the wandering cultivator who had bestowed this long dreamt-of gift upon her. Anyone who could bring the Soaring Skies Sect low and live to tell the tale, well, they must have powerful backing of their own. It never hurt to curry a little favor with the mighty. Of course, it was curiosity more than anything else that made her want to meet the young man. She struggled to picture the kind of person who could do what he had seemingly done. Was he just that powerful in his own right or was his backing even more impressive than she expected? Could it be both? The Wandering Winds Sect rarely opened their doors to outsiders, but for him, well, exceptions could be made for the truly gifted. If his acceptance into the sect might also bring along the ancillary benefits of implicit or explicit support from his powerful backers, that was even better.

Of course, that all depended on the boy actually accepting their invitation. Elder Gao wondered if she should send another.
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Elder He Mingze wished he had arrived in Emperor’s Bay sooner. If he had, he might have avoided hearing the news that left him trembling. He’d come all this way as fast as his cultivation could carry him, covering hundreds of miles in mere days, only to discover that the wandering cultivator he’d come to find had, seemingly, brought the largest local sect to heel. Worse, he’d done it on the edge of his sword, leaving dozens dead, including an elder, if the reports were true. Lin Zimo hadn’t been able to confirm the stories beyond a few sketchy details. There had been an altercation with sect members. The wandering cultivator had cut them down. Then, when a senior elder had arrived, the wandering cultivator had negotiated some kind of peace with the man.

This was all of He Mingze’s worst nightmares come true. The Soaring Skies Sect could swallow the Stormy Ocean sect whole without a hint of indigestion. That the wandering cultivator could openly challenge them, slay their members, and survive the experience, did not bode well for the future of the Stormy Ocean sect. The elder could easily picture the day when the wandering cultivator returned to Tide’s Rest to burn the Stormy Ocean sect to the ground. He needed to get to the young man before his legend grew any bigger and make peace, at whatever price the wandering cultivator demanded. Far better to suffer a humiliation now, than face utter destruction later.
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Lo Meifeng was annoyed, again. She had watched the steady stream of messengers coming and going from the brothel, no doubt leaving scores of invitations for Lu Sen. No, she corrected herself, for Judgment’s Gale. The smart thing for him to do was to consult her about which invitations to accept. She wasn’t an expert on the local politics, but she was more than adept enough to see which invitations were traps and which were just posturing games by the local power players. She could have guided him to the best outcome, possibly with some assistance from that girl who had attached herself to the young man. Then again, maybe not. The girl had taken a very obvious dislike to Lo Meifeng, although the reasons seemed a bit obscure. Lo Meifeng had no designs on the boy, except perhaps to tease him once in a while. Was the girl just in love with him? She supposed it was possible, young hearts being as fickle as they were.

Still, there was important business to be about, so what was the boy doing? He was visiting alchemist shops. Of all of the random things he could have chosen to do, he was visiting shops that sold products he clearly didn’t need to buy from them. Based on the secondhand information she’d gotten about the remedies he’d been handing out like candy in that village, his own skills likely dwarfed those of the people who owned those shops. Not for the first time, she wondered why fate or the gods had saddled her with the thankless task of watching over this kid.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

OLD BUSINESS
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“So, just like that, you own half of this place?” Lifen asked.

She gave the rundown alchemist’s shop they had just exited a sidelong glance. Sen followed her eyes and gave her a half-smile.

“Yeah, something like that.”

Lifen sighed. “The other two places were better.”

“No,” disagreed Sen, “they were nicer, which is another way of saying that they didn’t need the resources quite as badly as this place. Plus, the couple who run this place are the best alchemists of the lot. They’ll make better stuff out of those beast cores I gave them, which means that they’ll make more money from them. Besides, I did give them some money to fix the place up.”

Lifen lifted an eyebrow at him. “I noticed. Where does a wandering cultivator get enough gold that they can afford to give some of it away.’

“Invest, my lovely Lifen. Invest.”

“It’s only an investment if you actually get something back from it someday.”

Sen considered that for a moment before conceding the point. “That’s true enough. Although, I suspect that this will turn out to be profitable for me in the long run.”

Lifen gave him a smirk. “You dodged the question.”

“Did I? Forgive me. Yes, you are truly as beautiful as an orchid blooming beneath the moon.”

Lifen actually stumbled a little bit at that, before she shot him a look. “Stop trying to distract me. I didn’t ask for compliments.”

“How fortunate for me that I didn’t give you any.”

That seemed to leave the young woman mute for a few moments. She tried to give him a glare, but the corners of her mouth kept creeping upward, ruining the effect.

“You could have just said it’s a secret.”

“Secret might be a strong word. Let’s just say that I’m not announcing it. It’s not good for people to assume that wandering cultivators are carrying around a lot of wealth.”

It had been a profound relief for Sen to hand over better than half of the beast cores he had to the alchemists. In reality, he’d probably grossly overpaid for his stake in the alchemist shop. On the other hand, not having a fortune in beast cores in his storage ring eased a worry in his chest that had been lingering for months. Of course, having a pouch full of gold had taken the place of that worry, but he’d have to address that another day. He hadn’t even looked inside all of the storage rings he’d collected from the Soaring Skies members he’d killed yet. The idea felt morbid to him, so he kept putting it off, but he’d have to deal with it sooner rather than later. Having a few spare storage rings would be nice but wandering around with a collection of them seemed like asking for trouble.

“Are you, though?”

“Am I what?” asked Sen.

“Are you really just a wandering cultivator now? I mean, aren’t you Judgment’s Gale, hero of the people, bane of sects?”

Sen groaned, “Not you too.”

Lifen burst into laughter. “To think, I met a legend and didn’t even know it.”

“I am not a legend or a hero for that matter.”

Lifen peered at him from the corner of her eye and said, “You saved the mortals. You opposed a powerful sect. You lived to tell the tale. What do you imagine heroes and legends are?”

Sen had no answer for that, so he looked for some other subject to discuss. “Did you see that basket of invitations I got?”

“I did. Are you going to take any of them?”

“I don’t know. I’m kind of tempted to just ignore them and hope it all goes away.”

“Yes, because ignoring problems is always the best way to solve them.”

“I know. I know,” said Sen. “It’s just that it’s all political stuff. It’s not my kind of fight. I don’t understand those fights. I don’t suppose you’d care to offer some input.”

“I can help. At least, I can help you understand the local politics a bit, but I think you need someone with more experience than me.”

Sen gave her a flat look. “No, not her.”

“I’m not going to pretend that I like her, because I don’t, but your master sent her. Surely, it’s worth at least asking her opinion. If she’s useless, you can send her away again.”

“I just hate that she’s watching me all the time. I feel like I need to be constantly looking over my shoulder.”

“Maybe not the worst survival trait for a wandering hero of legend,” said Lifen with a twinkle in her eye.

Sen groaned again, much to Lifen’s delight, and they passed the rest of the walk back to the Silver Crane with light conversation. Once they arrived, though, the demands of the real world reasserted themselves on Sen. Lifen’s mother simply handed him another scroll without comment. He broke the seal and unrolled it, idly reading it as he walked toward the stairs. He stopped so abruptly that Lifen gave him a look.

“What is it?” she asked, the concern in her voice obvious.

Sen closed his eyes for a moment and took a breath. “It’s old business, but I guess I can’t ignore it.”

The rest of the afternoon was spent trading messages and working out the details. That was how Sen found himself walking into a tea house and looking around. A server walked up to him and bowed.

“Can I help you?” the young man asked.

“I’m here to meet one Elder He Mingze,” said Sen, hoping the elder had announced himself.

The server bowed again. “Of course, if the young master will follow me.”

Sen trailed the server, who led him into a private room. A man who looked to be in his middle years noticed them arrive and stood. The man asked for the server to bring fresh tea and then turned his attention to Sen. The two studied each other for a long moment before the elder spoke.

“I half expected you to be twice the size of a normal man,” said the elder.

Sen snorted at that. “I’m rather glad the descriptions of me are so inaccurate.”

“Please,” said the elder, gesturing to a chair, “sit.”

Sen did as he was asked, and an awkward silence fell between the two. It was finally relieved when the server brought in fresh tea. The server poured them both a cup and then retreated from the private room, softly closing the door behind him. The elder picked up his cup and sipped at the tea, obviously relishing it. Sen didn’t even glance at his tea. The elder noticed the untouched tea and lifted an eyebrow at Sen.

“Do you not enjoy tea?”

“I enjoy tea,” said Sen. “I’m not sure how I’d feel about poison.”

The older man looked offended for a moment before a more resigned expression settled onto his features. “I suppose my sect made a rather poor impression on you.”

“That would be,” Sen softened what he had been about to say, “accurate.”

“My purpose here isn’t to kill you,” said He Mingze. “My purpose here is to try to make amends if amends can be made.”

A rapid tumble of emotions rolled through Sen. Part of him was still angry about that moment of lost enlightenment on the beach. That part of him wanted to punish the sect and exact some onerous form of compensation. Part of him felt a stab of guilt over how he’d killed Cai Yuze in what, reflecting on the event, had been a moment of childish pique. That part of him wanted to simply brush the whole thing aside as a bit of bad business for all involved. He took a moment, forcing himself to calm down, and thought. He didn’t think either extreme was appropriate. There was fault on both sides, but Sen hadn’t been the one to initiate that chain of events. That fault was completely on the Stormy Ocean sect.

“How much do you know about what happened?” Sen finally asked.

The elder walked Sen through what he knew about the events. Sen was impressed by whoever had done their investigation. They’d been thorough and, all things considered, remarkably unbiased. Even so, there were some holes in the story, some context that the elder didn’t have. So, in the name of fairness if nothing else, Sen walked the elder through the events as he’d experienced them. The elder took in the new information with a calm that Sen envied. He supposed that was the gift of experience at work. The elder ruminated for several minutes, sipping his tea absently, and occasionally tapping the table in what looked like an unconscious gesture to Sen.

“Troubling,” said the elder. “All of it is troubling.”

“Indeed,” said Sen. “I suppose that there are amends to be made, but I’m not sure I know how to portion it out. So, I will not ask you for some impossible thing. I will not require that you do anything that will embarrass your sect. I will ask only this. Put a stop to the practice of hounding wandering cultivators from the moment they enter your city. I know it won’t stop every challenge. Nothing will do that. But if wandering cultivators wish to conduct their business and leave without the burden of challenges, they should have at least a chance to do so.”

He Mingze looked both startled and very relieved by Sen’s words. “That can be done, but do you wish nothing else? A lost moment of enlightenment is no small matter. There are punishments that might be doled out. Compensations that might be provided.”

That urge to lash out and punish tried to rear up again, and Sen ruthlessly pushed it down. “Punishing those girls won’t accomplish anything. They were foolish, irresponsible, and, all too likely, following the advice given them by those who should have known better.”

Elder He grimaced. “I fear that you probably have the right of it.”

An idea struck Sen then. “Instead of punishing them, tell them this. That when the wind next blows Judgment’s Gale through Tide’s Rest, I will test their characters and hope they aren’t found wanting.”

Elder He frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t have the faintest idea,” admitted Sen. “And neither will they. But it certainly sounds ominous, doesn’t it?”

“Oh,” said Elder He, chuckling a little. “A prod to force them to search within and burn away that which is unworthy. What a terrible, devious thing to do to them.”

“Devious and terrible, but only to their own betterment.”

Feeling that they had accomplished all that they were going to accomplish, Sen stood to leave. Elder He raised a hand to stop him.

“A personal question, if I might?” asked Elder He.

“Alright,” said Sen, suddenly wary.

“Are you a student of Kho Jaw-Long?”

An impish impulse took Sen, and he shook his head. “No.”

“Oh, I see. It was a matter of some speculation.”

“No, Uncle Kho only taught me the spear. My true master is Feng Ming.”

Elder He blanched at those words and Sen felt a little bad about his joke. He was starting to understand just what a bogeyman his master was to other cultivators.

“Actually,” said Sen, something occurring to him.

“Yes?” asked Elder He, his voice a little shaky.

“I thought of something you could do for me. I need cultivation manuals.”

“Cultivation manuals for one at your level of advancement,” said Elder He, “are often closely guarded sect resources.”

“Oh, no, not for me. I need ones that are appropriate for a qi condensing stage cultivator. They’re difficult to come by here, but I thought you might have a more liberal policy.”

Elder He visibly relaxed. “Yes, I expect we have any number of manuals appropriate for cultivators at that stage. Any affinity in particular?”

“Water and metal,” said Sen.

He wasn’t completely sure that those were right for Lifen, but those seemed the most likely affinities for her based on what he’d seen of her qi usage.

“I’ll have them sent as soon as possible. Where should they go?”

“You can have them delivered to the Silver Crane. I fear I’ll be stuck here for a time yet.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE







NEW BUSINESS, PART 1
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In the end, Sen took Lifen’s advice and brought in Lo Meifeng to help him sort through the various invitations he’d received. Together with Lifen’s practical insights into the local state of affairs, Sen wound up declining about half of the invitations. He was surprised when Lo Meifeng suggested he accept the invitations from the other sects.

“Why? How are those not traps?” Sen asked.

“I suppose it’s possible that they might be, but it’s far more likely that it’s just the other sects doing a little bit of one-upmanship. After all, you aren’t going to visit the Soaring Skies Sect, are you?”

“Heavens no. Even I know that’s like asking to be murdered.”

“There you go. If you visit the other sects, it’s a way for them to claim some extra face. You don’t trust the Soaring Skies Sect enough to even step inside their compound, but you trust the other sects enough to let them fete you. It’s petty, but everyone will understand what’s happening.”

“Won’t that offend the Soaring Skies Sect?”

“Do you care?” asked Lo Meifeng, genuine curiosity on her face.

Sen thought it over. Did he care? “No, I don’t suppose that I do. Plus, I can always cite concerns about other demonic cultivators looking for vengeance. It might even be true. Still, I see what the other sects get out of it. I’m not sure what I’m getting out of it.”

“Mostly, you’re cultivating some goodwill on their part. You’re bound to come back here someday. It’s helpful to have a local power base that is well-disposed toward you. Since you’ve well and truly burned your bridges with the Soaring Skies Sect for at least a generation or two, the other sects are the next best thing. Besides, they’ll be sure to lavish gifts on you.”

“Gifts? Like what?”

“The usual, I expect. Fine clothes, weapons, and possibly cultivation resources of some kind. They’ll be looking to recruit you, so they’ll want to make it clear what kind of advantages they bring to the table.”

“I’m not interested in being recruited,” said Sen, suddenly feeling a lot less certain about accepting those invitations.

“They almost certainly know that, but it doesn’t mean they won’t make the attempt. After all, there’s no harm in trying to recruit you. If they succeed, it’s a huge coup for them, at least in terms of inter-sect politics. So, it’s worth the attempt, even knowing it probably won’t succeed. As long as they’re polite about it, and as long as you decline politely, it hurts no one.”

Sen sighed. “This sounds complicated.”

“It is, and it isn’t. As long as you make no promises or agreements, it’s very simple for you. You go, make small talk, eat their expensive food, and graciously accept whatever gifts they offer you.”

“So, why am I not accepting these other invitations?” asked Sen.

Sen asked more out of annoyance than any lack of understanding. He just wasn’t happy to be accepting any of them. He’d really hoped he’d be able to manufacture enough excuses to avoid dealing with anyone before he slipped away into the darkness one fine evening. Lo Meifeng had disabused him of that idea immediately. If he had meant to handle things that way, he’d missed his opportunity. If he tried that now, it would just offend the sects and every other local power player.

“Because they’re all tied up with mortal politics in one way or another. Take this as a warning or a life lesson, stay out of mortal politics. If you can’t avoid it completely, only deal with the established authority in an area. Even if you don’t agree with their policies, it’s the safest course of action. If the local political situation is in flux, avoid it completely.”

Sen almost asked why, but it only took him a moment to understand the wisdom of it. As powerful as cultivators could be, they didn’t want the massed forces of a government coming against them. If they stayed out of politics or only occasionally interacted with the current government, it meant those governments had no pressing reason to act directly against them or recruit other cultivators to hunt them. If he made a habit of meddling with local politics, that could change. After all, Sen had seen firsthand evidence that, when pushed far enough, governments would make it worth a sect’s time to hunt down people they considered rogue cultivators. They might be a little more indirect when dealing with someone who messed with politics instead of engaging in open banditry, but the end results would likely be the same.

“Fair enough,” said Sen. “It’s not like I want to get involved with politics. I’m still not sure it’s a good idea to take the mayor up on his invitation. I haven’t had good experiences with mayors.”

“It’s unavoidable. You made too much noise here and didn’t flee immediately. Now, you have to deal with the local politicians. Make them feel safe. Assure them the danger has passed and that you won’t be making more piles of corpses in their streets.”

Sen winced at the reminder. The Soaring Skies Sect had come to claim their dead fairly quickly, but enough mortals had seen the pile of dead sect members that the news had spread like fire through dry tinder. By now, everyone in the city had heard about the bodies, if not about why it had happened. There were already wild rumors spreading that had only the thinnest connection to reality. Sen supposed that he did owe the local authorities some reassurances that he wasn’t planning a repeat performance. For all that the violence had been contained to a relatively small area, there had still been substantial damage to the streets and some of the nearby buildings. Sen had, very quietly, taken steps to compensate the owners of those buildings for the necessary repairs.

As for the streets, those were maintained by the city. He’d considered the possibility of compensation for the city, but he ultimately rejected that idea. The city had let sects set up shop and stay. No doubt that discouraged roaming bands of cultivator outlaws from visiting and wreaking havoc. It also meant the city had someone to turn to if an especially powerful spirit beast came calling. To Sen’s way of thinking, having those benefits meant that the city leadership assumed some risk that cultivators would occasionally break things during fights. It might be an occasional strain on their finances, but that wasn’t really Sen’s problem. If the last several months had taught him anything, it was that choices have consequences. If he had to suffer the consequences of his choices and attend a bunch of dinners, the city leadership could suffer the consequences of their choices and pay for street repairs.

Having settled on a final list of invitations to accept and decline, Sen began the boring process of writing out his responses. Lo Meifeng watched him for a time before she spoke up.

“I’m curious. What made you ask me to advise you about this?”

Sen paused his writing for a moment. “It was Lifen’s idea. She thought I needed a, let’s say, more seasoned opinion.”

“Really?” said Lo Meifeng. “How refreshingly pragmatic. I didn’t think she cared for me.”

“She doesn’t. At all. Why do you think she left the second she wasn’t needed anymore? She just didn’t let her loathing for you stand in the way.”

“I think I’m actually more impressed with her now. I’m also impressed you took the advice.”

“I didn’t let my loathing for you stand in the way either.”

“I know why you don’t like me,” said an unperturbed Lo Meifeng. “No one wants a keeper dogging their steps. Why does she dislike me?”

“I don’t actually know,” said Sen, only then realizing that he’d taken Lifen’s dislike for the woman for granted. “I never asked her about it.”

“Maybe I’ll have a chat with the girl. See if we can’t clear the air between us.”

“Yes! That’s an excellent idea. You should do that immediately,” agreed Sen.

Lo Meifeng favored Sen with an unimpressed expression. “You could be a little less enthusiastic about sending me away. I’m not your enemy. For that matter, the person you dislike only exists in your head.”

Sen frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

“Aside from the fact that I’m a cultivator, my appearance, and that Feng Ming sent me, can you name a single thing you know about me?”

After searching his memory, Sen came up blank. “No.”

“Exactly,” said Lo Meifeng before she left Sen to his own devices.

Sen went back to work on his replies, but he couldn’t quite make himself ignore Lo Meifeng’s words. He didn’t know her. He hated what she was there to do, but he’d let that hate bleed over into his treatment of the woman herself. Someone who was, in the end, just doing what his master had told her to do. I guess it wouldn’t kill me to be a little nicer to her, thought Sen. He started to work on the invitation responses, but a soft knock at the door interrupted him. Beating down an impulse to tell whoever it was to go away, Sen called out.

“Yes?”

The door opened and one of the servants ducked partway through the door. “There is a visitor here to see you.”

“I’m not seeing any visitors,” said Sen, repeating an instruction he’d given a few days earlier.

“I know, young master, but it’s an elder from the Soaring Skies Sect. He said he’s here about sect treasures.”

Sen sat up a little straighter. He’d all but forgotten about those treasures he’d stuck into his storage ring. Lo Meifeng had suggested to Elder Deng that Sen might barter them back for the right incentives. He wasn’t especially eager to deal with anyone from the Soaring Skies Sect again, but adding insult to injury at this point wasn’t just unnecessary, it was stupid. The tentative peace between him and the sect had held, as far as he could tell, and he wanted to keep it that way.

“Very well,” said Sen. “I’ll be right down.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR







NEW BUSINESS, PART 2
[image: ]


Sen wasn’t particularly looking forward to meeting with the elder, at least in part because he’d meant to take a closer look at the sect treasures. If nothing else, he would have liked to discover what they did but there had constantly been something else more pressing. Now, he was out of time. Then again, knowing what they did might have made him less inclined to give them up, which could create problems later. While the sect might not act immediately or directly against him to retrieve those treasures, he suspected that they would do something to get them back. No, it was better to simply bargain in good faith for something he wanted. It wouldn’t necessarily win him any points with the rank and file of the Soaring Skies Sect, but it could ease relations between himself and the sect leadership.

One of the things that had surprised Sen about the Silver Crane was that it had rooms that served as makeshift offices. When he’d asked why, Lifen had arched an eyebrow and informed him that even brothels had everyday business to conduct. He’d felt a little embarrassed after that. It stood to reason that the place needed to purchase food, and substantially more than a servant could simply carry back on a daily basis, as well as other necessities like wood to burn during the cold weather. Having a basic office or two for those kinds of meetings was practical and, once he’d given it two seconds of real thought, obvious. So, he wasn’t particularly surprised when Lifen’s mother pointed him toward one of those offices.

What did surprise him when he entered the office was the presence of Wu Meng Yao with Elder Deng. He did his best to mask his surprise by offering them both a martial bow. Wu Meng Yao offered him a bow that he thought was probably deeper than necessary, but he couldn’t decide what her expression meant either. Elder Deng wore a businesslike expression and simply inclined his head to Sen. That annoyed Sen a little, but he saw that as the petty feeling that it was. Whatever Sen might think of the Soaring Skies Sect, Elder Deng was his superior in cultivation by a huge margin. A nod to someone at Sen’s level of cultivation advancement was the man being polite.

“Elder Deng,” said Sen, “I hope this day finds you in good health.”

A look of frustration warped the man’s features, but he seemed to realize that Sen was making an honest effort to be polite. “As well as can be expected. And yourself? Are you healing well?”

“I am. A bit of judicious alchemy has sped my way. And you, Wu Meng Yao, are you well?”

She seemed startled to be addressed but hurriedly nodded. “I am well. I thank you for asking.”

Sen frowned at her formality, but let it go. He turned his attention back to Elder Deng. “You’re here about the sect treasures.”

“I am. You still have them?” asked Elder Deng, more than a trace of concern in his voice.

“I do.”

The elder hesitated for a moment, almost looking like he was arguing with himself, before he said, “May I see them?”

Ah, thought Sen, he was deciding how rude to be. Lo Meifeng had warned him that the elder might try something like this. Try to assert a position of dominance by bringing Sen’s honor into question. Sen weighed what his response should be. It had been more than a passive insult but came just short of a slight to his honor that would call for violence. He could justify some outrage since the elder had at least implied he might be lying. He could probably even call the meeting to a close and announce that he would not return the treasures. Instead, Sen said nothing. He continued saying nothing for long enough that the elder would know that he was deciding what he wanted to do. After that, he offered Wu Meng Yao a brief bow.

“It was a pleasure to see you again, Wu Meng Yao,” said Sen and turned toward the door.

“What?” demanded Elder Deng, trying to sound incensed and not quite pulling it off.

Sen gave the man a cool look. “I’m sure that the Wandering Winds Sect or the Celestial Arch Sect will be happy to take them off my hands. You can no doubt negotiate their return from them for only mildly extortionate prices.”

Elder Deng waved it away. “I suppose I should have expected that woman to prepare you. Very well, I accept that you still have the treasures and apologize for my insult to your honor.”

Sen briefly considered leaving the room anyway and making the man come back some other day. It would be a way he could assert dominance and might even be expected. Except, Sen didn’t want the man coming back some other day. He wanted to be done with the Soaring Skies Sect. Really, he just wanted to be done with Emperor’s Bay. It seemed that every additional hour he spent in the city compounded his troubles and obligations. So, he nodded his acceptance of the apology.

“Shall we proceed?” asked Sen.

“Yes,” answered the elder.

The elder summoned a jian from a storage ring and presented it to Sen. It took a massive effort of will on Sen’s part to keep his expression neutral. The sword wasn’t a spirit-level jian. The raw power the weapon passively generated told Sen that it was a step higher and in the ascendant weapon realm. Sen reached out and took the ascendant-level blade from the elder. He drew the weapon from the scabbard. Its balance was a little different from the blade he used, the weight a little more, but it nestled in his hand like it belonged there. He stepped back from the other two cultivators and took the blade through the first few moves of one of his basic jian forms. The weapon all but sang as it cut through the air. Sen sheathed the blade, a little reluctantly, and handed it back to the elder.

“A fine weapon,” said Sen.

Elder Deng gave Sen a half-smile, as though the older cultivator could read Sen’s true thoughts. The elder passed the blade to Wu Meng Yao. The young woman looked a little glassy-eyed, as though she’d briefly glimpsed something transcendent and was trying desperately to commit it to memory. That struck Sen as a bit odd, but maybe she was just overwhelmed by being in the presence of a sect elder. Shen Mingxia had certainly seemed stunned by interacting directly with the man.

“I am told that your skill with the spear matches your skill with the jian,” said the elder.

“I was fortunate enough to have some minor training in the spear by a true master.”

“Indeed,” said Elder Deng with obvious interest. “May I ask who?”

“Kho Jaw-Long.”

Elder Deng kept his composure better than Elder He Mingze had, but he was a little paler and much less sure of himself after that revelation. It seemed that the reach of Uncle Kho’s reputation was long indeed. If the elder had anything he meant to say after that, he either forgot it entirely or decided to keep his words to himself. He simply summoned a spear from his storage ring and held it out to Sen. Much like the jian, it was an ascendant-level weapon. There wasn’t enough room in the small office to really do anything other than hold the spear, but holding it was enough. The spear was a work of art as much as it was a weapon. The haft of the spear was decorated with complex silver filigree that, after a few moments of study, Sen realized was a series of characters intended to make qi transfer easier. The spearhead was longer and broader than the ones Sen had trained with, more like a short sword blade, but even that was inlaid with white jade.

Sen had no idea if these weapons were as valuable as the sect treasures if they were put up for auction, but they were just as valuable to Sen. Ascendant-level weapons were designed for core cultivators and Sen suspected that these were weapons of the highest possible quality. While the jian and spear might not carry him all the way to the nascent soul stage, they would certainly carry him for the foreseeable future. Part of him wanted to summon the sect treasures immediately before the elder changed his mind and took the weapons away. Yet, Lo Meifeng had warned him about being too eager. He gave the spear an appreciative look that it well deserved before he held the weapon out to the elder. Elder Deng seemed slightly startled that Sen had returned the spear. A long moment of silence dragged out before the elder sighed and summoned a final item from his storage ring.

Sen was a bit amused to see that it was a pouch. The elder handed it to Sen, who looked inside with curiosity. There was a substantial collection of gold and silver tael in the pouch, a fortune really. It would have been an incomprehensible sum to the Sen who once lived on the streets of Orchard’s Reach. He considered the pouch and its contents before he shook his head. He handed the pouch back. The elder seemed like he would explode in genuine anger until Sen held up a hand. He’d only wanted to get a sense of how much they valued the treasures, and now he knew.

“Peace, elder. I will return the treasures to your sect, in exchange for the jian and the spear. But I do not wish gold or silver from you. I have a different need.”

The elder immediately calmed when he realized that the negotiations hadn’t failed, merely moved into the phase of things where details were decided. It took some time to pin down the details, with promises extracted and given. Yet, in the end, the elder received his sect treasures, and Sen claimed his new spear and jian. As the elder went to leave, he seemed to remember that there was a third person in the room. He gestured to Wu Meng Yao.

“Disciple Wu has business with you as well. Disciple, return to the sect when your business here is complete.”

“Yes, elder,” said Wu Meng Yao.

The elder left at such speed that Sen wondered if the man was worried that Sen himself might change his mind. Well, thought Sen, I don’t suppose that I really drove a hard bargain. He turned his attention back to the young woman he’d met on the road what seemed like a lifetime ago. He offered her a small smile, but that seemed to unsettle her. Sen couldn’t help but wonder what had happened since he last saw her to make her that nervous around him. Then again, maybe he didn’t need to wonder that hard.

“I see you made it back safely. Did the others make it back as well?” he asked, trying to break the ice a little.

Wu Meng Yao shuffled a little under Sen’s gaze as if the question made her uncomfortable. “I came ahead to, that is, I came to report. The others returned yesterday.”

“You came to report about me,” said Sen.

The young woman flinched at those words.

“I didn’t know,” she whispered, sounding desperate for him to understand. “I didn’t know who you were. Who you really were. None of us did.”

Sen sighed internally as he finally understood what was going on. She was worried that she’d offended him, no, that she’d offended Judgment’s Gale. He wanted to think that it was some kind of baseless concern on her part, but she’d probably gotten back just in time for all of the killing. If he’d killed all of those other cultivators just for attacking some mortals, what would he do to someone who talked about him to the sect that launched that attack? Sure, he’d been polite enough to an elder, but that was an elder. Wu Meng Yao was just some lowly foundation formation cultivator, barely a member of the inner sect. From her point of view, it probably seemed entirely possible that he could kill her without any repercussions. Sen knew that wasn’t true, but fear and knowledge often worked at cross purposes.

“Do I seem so different to you? I mean, now that you know who I really am,” he said with as much disdain as he could summon.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Not really, but I wouldn’t have thought that the person I met on the road could have done what you did in that abandoned city. I wouldn’t have imagined that you could stand off four foundation formation cultivators, let alone kill a core formation cultivator. Then, there are the stories.”

“They’re just stories, Meng Yao,” said Sen. “Most of them aren’t even true.”

Wu Meng Yao stared at him for a long time. “What you can do. What you’ve done. You frighten me.”

The words hit harder than Sen ever would have credited until he heard them. They hurt. He hadn’t exactly thought of Wu Meng Yao as a friend, but he did respect her, like her even. Seeing that fear in her eyes, that fear of him, it felt like getting stabbed. Sen looked away and took a moment before he buried that hurt, before he buried Lu Sen, and consciously took on the mask of Judgment’s Gale for the first time. When he looked back at Wu Meng Yao, it was clear that she could see the change in him because she took a step back.

“Very well. You say we have business. Let’s settle it.”

Sen’s voice sounded alien to him. Cold. Distant. Wu Meng Yao produced a pouch from inside her robes and held it out to Sen. He took the pouch but lifted an eyebrow at her.

“It’s the reward for killing Cheng Bojing,” she said.

“I see,” said Sen.

Wu Meng Yao seemed to be waiting for Sen to speak. When he said nothing, she offered him a bow and walked toward the door.

“Wait,” Sen finally said.

He opened the pouch and removed a single silver tael. Then, he closed the pouch and tossed it back to the young woman. She frowned at the pouch, and then at him.

“I don’t understand.”

“I did nothing but strike the final blow. It was you and your sect mates who chased the man, hounded him, put in all of the effort. Effort should be rewarded.”

She looked like she wanted to say a lot of things, but the cold expression on Sen’s face seemed to stop her. She seemed to recognize that she had broken something between them, maybe irreparably. In the end, she simply bowed to him again.

“Thank you, Judgment’s Gale.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

DANCING MONKEY
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Sen flopped back on the bed and let out a relieved sigh. He’d spent the last week attending one lunch, dinner, or function after another. He’d met so many people that their names and faces had all blurred together into an undifferentiated mass that he just labeled vaguely important people. If not for his body cultivation, he would have been drunk almost nonstop for that entire week. The fact that he simply shrugged off the many cups of wine that had been pressed on him seemed to fluster some and annoy others. Why anyone would want to get him drunk was beyond him, but he’d grown exceedingly tired of alcohol.

Yet, for all that, he hadn’t really gotten to what he thought of as the difficult dinners. He still had to navigate visiting both the Wandering Winds Sect and the Celestial Arch Sect. The more he thought about visiting those sects, the less happy he was about it. Even if the sects were on their best behavior, it only took one idiot to turn the whole thing into a disaster. Even worse, he could turn out to be that idiot if he said the wrong thing to the wrong person. Still, there was no getting around it at this point. He couldn’t change his mind after accepting so many other invitations without causing problems for himself.

Despite his own whining to himself, the experiences hadn’t been entirely bad. He’d been gifted a number of fine robes, small pieces of art, and one particularly insightful host had provided him with a larger tent. While Sen didn’t expect to use it all that often, it showed that the person had given some real consideration to a wandering cultivator’s lifestyle. There had been other gifts that Sen simply had no use for, most of which had found their way into the hands of the Silver Crane or its employees. Although, he had exhorted them not to be too brazen about displaying those gifts.

Yet, of all the things that Sen had received in the previous days, the ones that interested him the most were the cultivation manuals he’d bargained for from the Soaring Skies Sect. Some of them were for Lifen’s use, and he’d handed them off to her with the not particularly sage advice to read them over and see if any of them felt right. He had his own opinions and would provide them if she asked, but cultivators had to decide for themselves which path they wanted to follow. The sect also had three manuals that might suit him. He didn’t get the originals, because no sect would part with those willingly, but he had gotten copies. There had been ironclad agreements between him and the sect about what he could do with those more advanced manuals. The end result was mostly that he could use them for himself but couldn’t pass them on to anyone else. He was also bound to either destroy them or return them once he was finished with them. Sen thought that was taking things a bit too far, but it was hard to complain much when he was getting what he wanted.

He had been happy to discover that these manuals didn’t work quite so hard to obscure their meanings as the last manual he had received. That didn’t make them especially accessible, but he’d been able to untangle them enough to know that there was probably something useful for him in them. Even if he couldn’t use the techniques directly, he expected that he could cobble something together that would work for him beyond the foundation formation stage. That alone would make slogging through the manuals worth the effort. He didn’t necessarily need them to provide him with a perfect-fit solution, so long as they could point him in the right direction. Sen had worked out cultivation problems on his own before and knew that it was a murderously difficult task. With a few helpful road signs, though, he gave himself good odds of success.

He was starting to drift off to sleep when the door to his room opened and Lifen stepped inside.

“It’s time,” she said.

“No. I don’t want to,” he complained.

She smirked at him. “Oh, the trials of being a hero and legend.”

“You go. You’re better with people than I am, anyway.”

Lifen rolled her eyes. “I somehow doubt that sending me in your place is going to leave the Wandering Winds Sect happy.”

“They’ll get over it.”

“Think of the gifts. You know you love gifts.”

“I actually don’t. That’s you.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said Lifen. “Well, think of how much I’ll love all those gifts you don’t want.”

“I see how it is. The minute the gifts dry up, you’ll be done with me.”

Lifen beamed at him. “Of course. You’re far too much trouble to keep around without some kind of compensation.”

“Gah, you fiend! You mean to say that my sparkling company isn’t enough for you? Oh, how you tear my heart from my chest!”

“I suppose you’ll just have to survive on glory and the adoration of strangers.”

Sen shuddered. “I think I’ll pass on that.”

Pushing himself up off the bed, he pulled out a fresh set of dark gray robes. Lifen immediately snatched them away from him and shook her head.

“The blue ones. You have to wear the blue ones,” she commanded.

“Why?”

“Because all of the stories say that’s what you wear.”

“Seriously?”

“You have to live up to the image a little bit,” Lifen said, not without some sympathy.

“Fine,” said Sen, pulling out the robes that Auntie Caihong had given him.

He’d been reluctant to wear them, mostly because he’d been wearing them a lot. He worried that all the laundering was going to wear them out, but they seemed to be holding up so far. Lifen fussed around him, adjusting the robes or his hair, until he fit into the picture she had in her head. She smiled at her work and nodded.

“There’s a rickshaw waiting for you downstairs.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come to one of these things with me? Keep me out of trouble.”

Her expression became opaque for a moment, and she shook her head. “It wouldn’t be appropriate.”

They’d had a couple of mild arguments about it, with Sen pointing out that he was just a street rat. Lifen had shot that idea down hard by pointing out that, whatever he’d started out as, he’d outgrown it. He’d had no good reply to that, so she’d won mostly by default. He didn’t press the issue. Just gave her a quick smile and went down to take his ride to the Wandering Winds Sect. The sect compound was big, taking up enough space to house at least a dozen buildings the size of the Silver Crane. It had high walls and Sen spotted signs of a number of formations as the rickshaw pulled to a stop at the compound gate. Sen paid the driver and walked up to the guards. They stared at him, making no move to open the gates, nor even asking him to identify himself. After half a minute of that nonsense, Sen felt a surge of relief. He had an excuse to leave.

“Fine,” said Sen. “You can explain to your elders why I wasn’t in attendance.”

He turned on his heel and started walking away.

“Wait,” ordered one of the guards.

Sen ignored the man.

“Please,” shouted the other, not even trying to hide their desperation.

Sen paused and looked back. Both of the guards looked worried now. They’d clearly been given orders by someone, but Sen wasn’t playing along the way they thought he would. He was, no doubt, supposed to rage and rail and make a spectacle of himself at the gate. If he simply left without making a scene, the guards would have to explain why he felt compelled to leave. Sen felt rather certain that explanation would be followed almost immediately by some kind of violent chastisement. It seemed that the guards had drawn a similar conclusion because their expressions were slowly transitioning from worry into dread.

“Who put you up to this?” Sen asked. “Tell me their name, and I may forget you played a part in this stupidity.”

When the guards hesitated, Sen didn’t even give it a heartbeat before he started walking again.

“Shen Kang,” the more panicked of the two guards said.

Sen turned around and came back. When he stood in front of the guards again, he simply said, “Open the gate.”

The guards didn’t hesitate that time, jerking open the gate as fast as they could and bowing Sen inside. There was a servant waiting for him who looked suddenly very nervous. Sen didn’t give them the time to make excuses. He fixed the young woman with a hard gaze.

“You will conduct me to Elder Gao Ah Cy. You will do it now.”

Whatever promises of reward or threats that had been levied against the servant must have paled in comparison with the grim resolve on Sen’s face, because the servant did exactly what she was told. A short walk later and Sen found himself presented to a woman who simply radiated power. Sen gave her a deep bow and patently ignored the young man, presumably Shen Kang, who was glaring daggers at the servant.

“Elder Gao Ah Cy, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

The woman offered him a grandmotherly smile. “And you must be Judgment’s Gale, my very favorite wandering cultivator in the world. Welcome to the Wandering Winds Sect.”

For the next two hours, Sen more or less played escort to the elder. He found himself being introduced to what he assumed were influential members of the sect. Although, he did note that the elder made a point to introduce him to a number of young women who were, remarkably, all unattached. Sen also noted that Shen Kang spent that entire time directing hateful looks at him. It didn’t take much intuition to figure out what was going on. Shen Kang was no doubt the sect’s golden boy. Sen had, however temporarily, supplanted that role. Although, it was also clear that Elder Gao Ah Cy wanted to recruit Sen into their ranks. If that happened, Sen could very well replace the young man as the sect favorite.

So, it wasn’t much of a surprise to Sen that Shen Kang made a point to disparage wandering cultivators at every opportunity during dinner. Sen let the remarks pass without comment or even acknowledgment. That seemed to enrage the young sect cultivator, who continued making increasingly rude remarks until even the other sect cultivators started shooting him looks intended to make him be silent. He ignored those looks and continued trying to bait Sen, who took a kind of satisfaction in pretending the young man didn’t exist. In the end, it proved too much for the young sect cultivator who shot to his feet and pointed a trembling finger at Sen.

“Have you nothing to say?” demanded Shen Kang.

Sen gave him a bland look. “About what?”

The entire room burst into laughter at the stunned look on Shen Kang’s face.

“That all wandering cultivators are poorly trained cowards.”

“My little sister believes her toy dragon, Jin-Jin, can fly,” said Sen. “I could, of course, tell her the truth, but it would serve nothing but to wound her feelings.”

“What are you talking about?” demanded Shen Kang.

“What I mean is that I’ve found it is best to indulge children in their fantasies. If a man had spoken as you did to me, I would have been forced to remove his head from his body,” answered Sen, releasing a little of his killing intent on the boy.

Shen Kang’s legs gave out and he dropped back into his chair. The young man’s mouth opened and closed a few times, but nothing coherent came out. When a thin trickle of blood leaked from the boy’s nose, Sen withdrew his killing intent.

“This is, however, a cordial gathering,” continued Sen. “So, I’ve chosen to view your words as those of a child, or perhaps one who overindulged in their wine. In doing so, I can spare your life and preserve the cordial nature of this dinner. Elder Gao, please forgive this interruption.”

Elder Gao inclined her head to Sen. Sen glanced around the room at the other guests. Some were pointing and snickering at the semi-conscious Shen Kang. Sen thought that perhaps the young man wasn’t terribly well-liked among his peers. A few people were giving him looks that promised all sorts of things. Among the elders, though, he saw speculation and interest. Their passive intentions to try to recruit him looked like they’d just become a more active interest. Sen spent the rest of the evening accepting gifts, dodging invitations for private chats, and politely but firmly resisting any attempts to bring him into the Wandering Winds Sect. It was an utterly exhausting exercise. Sen was rarely so happy to see a bed as he was when he returned to the Silver Crane that night.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

THE DANGER IS WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW
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It took another week to fulfill the last of his invitation obligations. Fortunately, no one else tried some stupid power play like Shen Kang had. Instead, most of those meals and events were simply boring. Yet, the dinner with the Celestial Arch Sect was by far the oddest of the lot. While Sen had expected something like the Wandering Winds Sect, what he got struck him as more of a religious order. The lack of ego on display was so profound that it made Sen feel almost self-conscious, like simply by having an ego he was somehow disrupting their well-ordered world. If he hadn’t known that they were cultivators, felt core cultivators in the room with him, he would have assumed that he’d stumbled into some kind of bizarre temple.

The meal they ate was simple, brown rice, steamed vegetables, and some kind of steamed fish that Sen didn’t recognize. He reasoned that it was most likely some kind of ocean fish. This was followed up by a serving of fruit. There was plenty of it, but it was unadorned by dressings, sauces, or even sugar. There was a kind of calm about the whole thing that Sen enjoyed. He wasn’t forced to stop eating every few seconds to answer some new variation on a question he’d already answered at least four other times. In fact, almost no one spoke while they ate. There was no rush to finish before a new dish was served. After the fruit was served, someone that Sen assumed was an elder asked him a few questions that didn’t make much sense to him. He answered as well as he could. Then, a different elder asked him questions he did understand, about progressing cultivation through moments of enlightenment. Sen shared a few examples from his own life, and that seemed to finally generate some interest in the group.

He ended up staying far later than he expected to, settling into a long conversation with an elder, two core formation cultivators, and another foundation formation cultivator who looked stunned to be included. Sen used the opportunity to explore some ideas he’d had about the nature of enlightenment. Deep rumination was useful for cultivators, but sometimes simply having someone else knowledgeable around to bounce ideas off of was invaluable. Sen fielded several questions about how useful he considered travel to be in prompting those moments of enlightenment. Once he discovered that even the elder had only left the city a handful of times, Sen gave very straightforward answers to questions about the dangers of travel. He didn’t know if his answers would change anything for the sect or its junior members, but he wasn’t about to encourage people to travel without giving them fair warning about what could happen.

“In the end, the biggest danger in travel is simply the unknown,” said Sen. “Dangers you know about, you can prepare for in general or in specific. If you know that an area is populated with spirit beasts that use fire qi, you can prepare defenses for fire attacks. If you know that there are bandits in a specific area, you can arm yourself or hire guards. Honing your martial prowess and your qi techniques prepares you in general. It’s all of the other things, the things you don’t know, that put you in real danger. If you don’t know that the next fresh water is a week’s travel away, you can find yourself slowly dehydrating to death. If don’t know that a place is prone to rockslides, you can find yourself buried in your sleep. In the end, you can never assume that you’re safe.”

The other foundation formation cultivator, who had remained largely silent throughout the conversation, look at him with her brow furrowed. “If it’s so dangerous, then why would you risk it?”

He gave her a half-smile and paraphrased something Uncle Kho had told him once. “Where you find danger, you also find opportunities.”

That comment seemed to confuse her even more. “Opportunities to what? Die?”

Sen laughed. “Well, yes, I suppose so, but also opportunities to change, to grow, to see yourself in a fresh light. Something I learned the hard way is that it’s easy to convince yourself of ideals when there’s nothing around to challenge those ideals. It’s easy to think that you’re above doing something when there’s no chance that you’ll ever be put in a position to do that exact thing. When you travel, when you face new circumstances, the world has a way of confronting you with those choices. You’ll frequently discover that you’re not as committed to an ideal or a course of action as you imagined you were. Especially when your life is the cost.”

“And this leads you to enlightenment?” asked the elder.

“Sometimes. There are no guarantees, just opportunities. Sometimes, those opportunities pay off,” said Sen, and then he sighed. “Sometimes, they don’t.”

When he got back to the Silver Crane that night, he found Lifen waiting for him. She didn’t say anything, just helped him undress and then pushed him into the bed. She crawled onto the bed after him.

“Finally,” she muttered. “I didn’t think you were ever going to get back.”
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The next morning, Sen found his mind drifting back to his own words from the night before about the biggest danger coming from the unknown. His thoughts turned to a small pouch in his robes that he had been very actively trying to not consider. Yet, he also knew it was something he couldn’t keep avoiding. With the last of the cursed social engagements finished, his time in Emperor’s Bay was swiftly coming to an end. Yet, he also knew he couldn’t leave with a clear conscience until he dealt with that last lingering problem. Muttering to himself, he pulled the pouch from his robes and just held it for a while. Considering how little it weighed, the pouch felt terribly heavy in his hand. Finally, Sen just upended the pouch onto the bed.

A brief rain of storage rings dropped onto the blanket. He’d carefully marked the rings from the demonic core cultivator with a bit of chalk, and he separated those out to do last. He wasn’t sure what he’d find in them, but he suspected none of it would be personal. He wasn’t nearly so confident about that with the rest of the rings. He hesitated again, feeling vaguely ghoulish, before he picked up the first ring. While every storage ring worked in approximately the same way, they weren’t identical. Different makers added their own little twists, maybe even their own perspectives, to the process. So, he had to learn how each ring worked one at a time.

He was deeply relieved when the first few rings contained nothing but practical items. There was food in some, a smattering of coins in others, and even a few weapons. Although, most of those were mortal-grade weapons that Sen would need to simply get rid of somewhere. He supposed there were smiths or weapons shops in the city that would take them off his hands. The next ring was a different matter. While it contained practical items, it also contained letters. Some were from the previous owner’s family, while others were clearly from a lover. Sen did little more than skim the first line or two of those, just enough to establish that they ought to be returned. He set the letters aside into their own pile. The next few rings contained a few things that looked like mementos. One such memento was a small piece of jade carved to look like a rooster. A zodiac sign, perhaps, Sen wondered. Another contained a small painted portrait of a very young boy. Probably a younger sibling, thought Sen.

It was very clear to Sen when he reached the rings he’d taken off of the foundation formation cultivators he’d killed. Those rings contained fewer personal things, but items of more value. He found cultivation manuals, higher-grade weapons, money, and even a handful of pills and elixirs. The few personal items went into the pile with the letters and mementos. Sen sat back and just stared at the piles. On the one hand, it was troubling to see people’s lives parceled out this way, into piles of things that Sen wanted, didn’t want, or meant to return. On the other hand, it gave him pause that so many lives could be parceled out into such small piles. Intellectually, Sen knew that they surely had other belongings stored at the sect, other things to mark the passage of their lives through the world, but maybe not. After all, everything he owned in the world was in his storage ring.

Picking one of the now empty rings, Sen stored the personal items he intended to return to the sect inside of it, then slipped it onto one of his fingers. Next, he considered the other storage rings. He certainly didn’t need all of them or want them for that matter. Too many storage rings seemed like a great way to invite trouble he didn’t want. He’d never considered the problem of too many storage rings before, so he didn’t have a plan in place to deal with them. He supposed he could just gift them to one of the sects. Even if they didn’t have an immediate use for them, they would eventually hand them out to people. Sen shook his head. He was putting off looking at the last four rings. He was honest enough with himself to know that he was a little worried about what he might find in those rings. The actual information he had about demonic cultivators and their practices was thin. Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong had all said the same thing when he’d asked about demonic cultivators.

“Kill them all.”

While Sen appreciated their straightforward advice, he realized that it hadn’t prepared him particularly well for dealing with what those cultivators left behind. Forcing his hand to remain steady, he reached for the first ring. When he finally managed to access the ring and poured the contents out, he let out an explosive breath that he’d been holding. In his imagination, he’d been expecting something truly terrible, like severed body parts, or pickled organs, or, or, he didn’t even know. That ring contained much the same things that Sen had in his own ring. There were supplies for a long trip, such as a tent, basic camping tools, and easily stored food. There were even some formation flags, although there was something about those flags that left Sen a little unsettled. He put everything back into the ring and, after a moment of thought, put it into an inside pocket in his robe. It never hurt to have backup supplies.

The next two rings contained things that mostly held limited interest for Sen. One seemed to contain the cultivator’s entire wardrobe. The other seemed devoted entirely to weapons, but only a couple of them were spirit-grade weapons. He set those aside for his own use and added the rest to the pile of weapons to discard. The final ring was an entirely different story. That ring contained cultivation manuals, but not like any manuals Sen had ever seen. The covers felt strange to Sen, like some kind of leather. When he finally realized that the covers were made from human skin, he had to fight the urge to burn them immediately, not trusting that he wouldn’t burn down the Silver Crane in his zeal to destroy the disgusting things.

He found pills of all kinds, and every last one of them gave off a sense of wrongness that grated on Sen’s soul. He even found alchemy components, but they had all been corrupted somehow. Sen wouldn’t have sworn an oath on it, but he was convinced that at least some of the plants had been grown with human blood as part of their food supply. The last two things that had fallen out of the ring were pouches. Sen groaned to himself, fearing that he’d find yet more gold. It wasn’t that Sen was philosophically opposed to gold, but rather that it was uncommon. Having it marked a person in ways that Sen preferred not to be marked. Opening the first pouch, he was relieved to see that, while it contained money, it was the usual assortment of bronze and silver tael that normal people carried around. Picking up the second pouch, he opened it and found a small notebook inside. Curious, he flipped through a few pages.

The cold that ran through him as he read had nothing to do with the temperature in the room. The words contained in that little notebook were worth more than his life. Just having it put him in danger. His first impulse was to send it to Master Feng. Yet, that would mean weeks with the notebook riding around with whatever courier Sen could find. That courier would make an easy target. No, he needed to get this information out of his hands and into the hands of someone capable of doing something with it. Barring that, he needed to put it in the hands of someone capable of protecting it. There were limited options available to him. Gritting his teeth, he put everything except the money back into the ring. Then, still deeply frustrated, he started writing a message to the last person he wanted to see again.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

ALLIANCES OF NECESSITY
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Sen waited patiently while Lo Meifeng examined the contents of the demonic cultivator’s storage ring. He was pleased to note that she looked as disturbed by the pills as he had been. When she got to the small notebook, though, she looked downright alarmed. By the time she finished skimming through it, she looked both outraged and more than a little afraid. When she turned her gaze on him, he could see a host of unasked questions in her eyes. Yet, to her credit, she focused on the most important question.

“Why show this to me?”

“Because I assume you have faster ways of getting in touch with Master Feng than I do.”

Her brow furrowed for a moment, but she nodded. “Yes, I expect that’s probably true. You want me to get this ring of abominations to him?”

Sen shook his head and handed her a stack of loose papers. “No, I want you to get those to him, along with an explanation of the circumstances.”

She skimmed through the first two pages before glancing up at him. “Alright. I can do that. I can even understand why you want me to. But you can’t possibly be thinking about keeping all of this filth. Especially the notebook. Surely, you see the dangers of having it.”

“I do. Honestly, I wish I hadn’t read it. It’s one thing to know that there are demonic cultivators out there. It’s something else entirely to know their names and sects. So, no, I don’t plan on keeping it. Not that I expect that to protect me all that much. I’ve had that ring for a couple of weeks now. Anyone who went looking for that notebook in his belongings will know I had it.”

“So, what do you plan to do with all of this? Destroy it?”

Sen grimaced a little. “No. I’m going to give it to the Soaring Skies Sect. Well, I’m going to give it to one of their elders. One I’m at least half sure isn’t a demonic cultivator.”

“Deng?” Lo Meifeng asked.

Sen nodded. “I don’t especially like the man, and I suspect that he hates me more than a little, but I think we can probably find common ground with this.”

“Just because he isn’t on this list, it doesn’t mean he’s not one of them,” warned Lo Meifeng.

“I know. But I’ve been this close to the man a couple of times and didn’t get a whiff of corruption from him. Yes, it’s possible he was doing a better job of hiding it, but my intuition says he’s not corrupted. He’s just an ass.”

Lo Meifeng snorted. “He’s a sect elder. Of course, he’s an ass. It’s a job requirement.”

Sen waved that off. “I haven’t met enough to know. I’ll take your word for it.”

Lo Meifeng looked down at the stack of paper in her hand. “You know this changes things, right?”

Sen nodded. “I know.”

“I can’t be hanging back a mile while you travel or leaning in an alley that’s just barely within sight of you. You’re going to be in danger. I need to be close by.”

“Yeah, I assumed you were going to say that.”

“Are you going to fight me on this?”

Sen looked the woman in the eyes. There was no give in her steady gaze, no room for negotiation. She had a job and, as much as Sen was certain she didn’t want it, she was determined that she would do it. A tiny little part of him wanted to argue about it, but that was the same part of him that liked to make bad decisions. The dangers he’d faced before had been hypothetical. He’d known he might face sect cultivators or other wandering cultivators, but they were just cultivators. Likely as not, they’d just want to trade pointers, and maybe burnish their egos a bit. The demonic cultivators on that list wouldn’t come to spar with him. They would come to kill him, and they’d come in force. Trying to push aside help from a core cultivator was beyond stupid. In his circumstances, it was suicidal. He was amazed that someone hadn’t shown up to kill him already.

“No, I’m not going to fight you on it. Of course, it does beg the question of where to go next. Part of me thinks that I should go back to the mountain. Any demonic cultivators who show up there are going to regret it for the rest of their incredibly short lives.”

“I thought about it,” admitted Lo Meifeng. “The problem is, I doubt we’d make it there. They’ve had weeks to set up traps from here to Orchard’s Reach. Of course, the road south is equally problematic. If I was them, I’d have traps set up there as well.”

“Are you suggesting we travel cross-country? Through the wilds?”

Lo Meifeng’s jaw actually dropped a little. “Gods, no! Why would you even suggest such insanity?”

Sen shrugged. “I was just asking. What’s your plan, then?”

“We leave on a ship. Or, rather, we leave on ten of them.”

Sen squinted at the woman. “You lost me there.”

“I’m saying we book passage on ten ships, then we pick one of them and get on it.”

“Won’t it be easy for them to tell which one we got on?”

“Yeah, this is where it gets complicated. We’ll probably need your girlfriend to help us out.”

“Girlfriend?” asked Sen.

“Oh please, you’re not that naïve.”

“I just hadn’t really thought that much about it.”

“Have you at least thought about what you’re going to say when she asks to come with you? Because she is going to ask to come with you.”

“I, well,” Sen sighed, “not really.”

“Well, give it some thought because the question is coming.”

“Wouldn’t it be, you know, reckless and dangerous to bring her along?”

“You’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t on that one. If you bring her along, you’re probably going to end up putting her in danger just because she’s near you. Of course, if you leave her behind, you’re probably going to put her in danger of being grabbed and used against you as leverage.”

“What’s the third option? Isn’t there always a third option?”

“You stay in Emperor’s Bay and set up shop. It means your enemies know where to find you, but you’ll be around to protect the girl.”

“Except I can’t possibly guard her around the clock,” said Sen. “At least, not and let her have a life here.”

“Yes, you seem to have the reality of things surrounded there.”

“So, three bad options?”

“Better three bad options than zero options at all. It can always be worse. When are you meeting with Deng?”

Sen glanced out the window. “Soon.”

“Well, best to get on with it then.”
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Sen had arranged to meet Deng at the same tea shop where he’d met Elder He. It wasn’t precisely convenient for Sen, but he knew that they had a private room he could use. He arrived first and set about preparing the room for the meeting. Elder Deng might not care about privacy, but Sen did. He set up a version of his obscuring formation in the little room, modifying it to dampen sound as well as obscuring their qi signatures. It wasn’t foolproof, and anyone could have followed Sen there, but he wasn’t worried about being found so much as he was about being overheard. When Elder Deng arrived, Sen gave him the option of sharing the tea that Sen had ordered or ordering his own. Sen was amused when the elder gave the teapot on the table a distrustful look and ordered his own. Once the new tea arrived, Sen activated the formation. The elder gave the formation an appraising look but opted not to comment.

“Why am I here, boy?” asked Elder Deng. “I thought we’d concluded all the business there was between us.”

“As did I, but I was wrong. The first thing is, well, here,” said Sen, handing over a storage ring.

The elder frowned at him but took the ring. Once he assessed the contents, his eyebrows shot up. “I’m surprised that you’d return these things.”

“Keeping them would feel like keeping trophies and that doesn’t strike me as something that a healthy mind would do. Yet, they’re personal enough that throwing them away seemed cruel and unnecessary. What else was there to do but return them?”

The elder eyed Sen, maybe looking for some kind of duplicity, but didn’t seem to find any. He nodded and tucked the ring away inside his robe. The elder gestured to the formation.

“I assume there’s more. This level of privacy isn’t really necessary to return a few personal items.”

“There is, but I feel like I should give you a choice about whether you want to hear it.”

Elder Deng frowned. “Explain.”

“The demonic cultivator I fought. He had information, information about other demonic cultivators, in one of his storage rings.”

Elder Deng looked momentarily eager, then cautious, and then grim. “Did he?”

“He did. I can tell by your expression that you understand what having that information will mean.”

“I do understand. So, why offer it to me?”

“My resources are limited. My reach is limited. I’m one man. One wandering cultivator. Sure, I can call for aid, but I can’t predict when it will come. Since you’ve survived the exposure of a demonic cultivator in your sect, I have to assume some kind of witch-hunt or culling is ongoing.”

“It is,” said Elder Deng with a stony expression.

“Then, of the people I have immediate access to, you and your sect are the best positioned to do something with the information. Maybe you act on it directly. Maybe you pass it on to others who can do something with it. Either way, it’s more useful than it would be in my hands.”

“And, once you hand the information over, what will you do?”

“I think it’s called running for my life. Even if I hand the information over, I’m still a threat. They aren’t just going to let me go off and live my life.”

Elder Deng leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “At least you aren’t stupid. They’ll hunt you, boy. There may not be a place on this half of the continent where you’d be safe.”

“Perhaps, but catching me isn’t going to be easy. And, even if they do, they may come to regret it.”

“Of that, I’m certain,” muttered Elder Deng.

He sat there for a long time with his eyes closed, seeming to meditate on the problem. When he did finally open his eyes, there was a certainty in them. He held out his hand.

“Very well. Give me the information.”

Sen put the storage ring with the notebook and demonic cultivation resources in the elder’s hand. “There are other things in that ring, pills and the like.”

The elder winced a little at that. “I’ll see that they’re destroyed.”

Nodding, Sen stood and deactivated the formation. He gathered up the flags and stored them in one of his rings. He bowed to the Soaring Skies elder.

“I wish you good fortune,” he said to the elder.

“I don’t like you,” said Elder Deng. “But I don’t think I wish you dead. Watch your back out there, boy.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

THE QUESTION
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There had been no real hiding it once Sen started preparing to leave. If it had just been him, and he’d been planning to vanish into the night, that would have been one thing. When he gave it some thought, he even gave himself even odds of getting away if he went alone. He could hide and set up effective obscuring formations. Of course, if he was wrong about how effective either the technique or the formations were, he’d face his enemies alone. If he was willing to leverage every combat technique at his disposal, he’d give himself fair chances, even against an initial core cultivator. Of course, that would leave a very obvious path of destruction for people to follow. Plus, the odds that he’d face only one enemy at a time seemed dismally low to him. Freedom and autonomy were all well and good, but Sen was going to prioritize survival for the moment.

That meant going along with Lo Meifeng’s plan. That meant enlisting the help of others to pull off her ridiculous plan. As it was, Sen had been haunting the main gateway into the city, talking with the caravans that came in, asking about the schedules, and hinting that he might be willing to provide some additional security if they didn’t mind him tagging along when they left. Lo Meifeng had been off investigating the possibility of buying horses or perhaps purchasing some kind of carriage they could use for travel. Both of them made a point of being very obvious about their intentions to leave the city.

Meanwhile, Lifen had been very quietly sending out trusted servants to inquire with ship captains about their schedules or to speak with local theater troupes. When Lo Meifeng had first described her plan to Sen, it had sounded ridiculously complicated and unworkable. Yet, as the information poured in, and tentative agreements were struck, it sounded increasingly feasible. Of course, that also meant that Sen could see the unasked question in Lifen’s eyes. For the first day or two, he thought she was just building up the courage to ask. Then, the truth struck him. She wanted him to ask her to go with them. Unwilling to bear the looks she was giving him, he sat her down one night after a long day of pretending to look for work as security for a caravan.

Sen didn’t really know how to ease into the conversation. He’d imagined trying to open with a casual question or three, but it always sounded awkward and unnatural in his head. In the end, he decided that being straightforward about the whole thing would just be easier for everyone.

“You want to go with me,” he said.

Lifen looked a little startled. He supposed that she’d been expecting him to ask her to go, rather than observing that she wanted to go. She took a moment to compose herself before she nodded.

“Yes.”

Sen couldn’t quite suppress the sigh that escaped his lips. He held up a hand when he saw the hurt on Lifen’s face.

“You don’t have all the information, yet,” said Sen. “If you leave with me, you aren’t just signing on to the life of a wandering cultivator. If that’s all it was, I’d be happy to have you along. As it stands, well, you’re going to be in danger no matter what you do.”

“Why would I be in danger?”

So, Sen laid out the entire situation for her. He explained about what he’d found in the demonic cultivator’s storage ring and the information he now had locked up in his head. He told her what he’d done with the notebook and tainted cultivation resources. He held back that he’d sent a copy of the information off to Master Feng. The fewer people who knew about that, the better. Then, he explained the likely responses of the demonic cultivators. He was as blunt about the dangers as he could be, both if she came with him, and if she stayed in Emperor’s Bay. She’d remained largely silent through the explanation, a faint line appearing between her eyes from time to time. Once Sen was finished, she sat quietly for a time, lost in her own thoughts.

“So, coming with you means going on the run and, in all likelihood, staying on the run for the foreseeable future?”

“Yes, that’s about the size of it. We won’t necessarily be hiding out in the wilds all the time, but we won’t be settling in anywhere, not anytime soon. We’ll always be moving on. Trying to limit our involvement with what’s happening wherever we land. It’s not that big a deal to me because that was already what I was doing. For you, though, it’ll be a big change. There will be a lot that you’ll have to learn about staying safe away from the protection of city walls.”

Lifen snorted. “You call this limiting your involvement?”

“I’m not always successful,” admitted Sen with a bit of a wince, “but that’s the goal.”

“I’d be a liability to you out there, wouldn’t I? At my cultivation stage, you’d have to watch out for me all the time. I’d be useless to you in a fight. I don’t even know how to fight.”

Sen shrugged. “In my experience, travel has a way of driving cultivation forward. That reminds me.”

Sen tossed Lifen one of the extra storage rings he had sitting around. He reminded himself, again, that he needed to get rid of the rest of them. Lifen caught the ring, puzzled over it briefly, and then pulled a couple of cultivation manuals out of it. She looked up in surprise.

“More manuals? Where did these come from?”

“The Stormy Ocean Sect. It was their way of making amends. You should have a manual for each of the main qi types now. It’s enough to get started with, anyway, I think.”

She frowned down at the manuals. “Amends? They didn’t do anything to me.”

“No, but they did some things to me. And I did some things to them. I didn’t really want anything for myself, but I saw an opportunity to help you. So, I took it.”

The young woman seemed conflicted but shook that off. “Thank you. I couldn’t have gotten these on my own.”

“Oh, I expect that you would have found a way. You’re resourceful.”

She smiled at him, then it faltered. “These will help with cultivation, but I still can’t fight.”

“You say that like it’s something people either can do or can’t do. Fighting is a skill. You can learn. It’s not like I knew how to fight before someone taught me.”

Lifen fell silent again for a time. “If I stay, I’m still a liability to you. Worse, I’m a liability to the people here. If someone comes to take me, I doubt they’re going to care much if they have to cut their way through everyone else to find me.”

Sen wanted to reassure her that wouldn’t happen, but he was worried that was exactly what would happen.

“Probably, but it’s not a certainty that they’ll come here or even come looking for you. If I don’t take you, they may think that you were—” Sen paused.

“Just a whore you enjoyed?” Lifen finished for him, smirking a little. “You don’t have to try to spare my feelings. It’s not like you ever treated me that way. Hells, you may even be right. People tend to see what they expect to see. If you just leave me behind like some prostitute you’re done with, they might assume that I’m nothing to you.”

Sen shrugged. “Yes, it’s a possibility.”

“So, I come with you, and I’m a liability. I stay here, and I’m probably a liability. But, if I stay here, they may not come.”

Sen didn’t say anything. Lifen was clearly working something out in her own head.

“Is your life always like this?” she asked.

“Like what?”

“Filled with nothing but bad options?”

Sen theatrically pressed a hand to his chest and put on an exaggerated version of a wounded expression. “You’re saying my company is a bad option?”

Lifen hit him in the face with a pillow.

“I’m being serious,” she said.

Sen tossed the pillow from hand to hand for a few seconds to buy himself a moment to think. Eventually, he nodded.

“Yes. I mean, no, it’s not always like this, but it’s like this more often than I’d like.”

“For the record, that would have been the ideal moment to tell me a comforting lie.”

“Duly noted. Listen, this isn’t something you have to decide right this second. Don’t rush the choice. Take the night. Think it over. Talk to your mother. There may be some other option, a safer option, that Lo Meifeng and I overlooked. We’ve tried to look at all the angles, but it doesn’t mean we covered them. If you decide to come, we’ll figure it out. If you don’t, I’ll try to give you whatever cover I can.”

A look of relief and gratitude suffused Lifen’s expression. “Thank you.”

Sen blinked at that. “For what? I brought this disaster down on your head.”

Lifen laughed. “Well, that’s the heavens’ own truth. I meant thank you for giving me the information and time I need to make the best choice for me.”

“Oh, well, yeah. It’s what I’d want someone to do for me.”

As Sen tried and failed to sleep that night, a part of him desperately hoped that Lifen’s mother would have some other option, some way to smuggle Lifen away from the city and off to somewhere else. Yet, he wasn’t sure how much that would help or if it would just slow down a search for the young woman. He supposed it was out of his hands. Lifen would make the choice she made. He’d given her the information, and she had to decide what she’d do with it. It’s what every cultivator did in the end. Yet, for all that he hoped that she might choose to stay or find some other option, he couldn’t say that he was surprised when she came to him with her decision the next day.

“I want to go with you,” she said.

He regarded her for a long moment. “I truly hope that you’re doing this for you and not for me. For all that can be healed, there is no medicine for regret.”

She gave him an odd little smile then, one that he didn’t understand, and said, “No, there certainly isn’t.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

GETTING OUT, WHILE THE GETTING’S GOOD
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Lo Meifeng had explained her plan to get out of the city to Sen several times, and he finally decided that he just needed to know his part. He was happy to discover that, aside from putting up a little bit of the gold he’d “acquired” from the demonic cultivator, his part was mostly to do nothing special. Instead, he was to spend his day visiting places he’d been to before, get seen by people, and then very publicly arrive back at the Silver Crane. That worked out for Sen since he actually had a few errands to run. His first stop was the alchemist shop he’d acquired a stake in. He was happy to discover that the husband-and-wife alchemist team who ran the place had already started putting his investment to good use. The front of the shop had been cleaned up, repaired, and given a fresh coat of paint. The interior had new shelving, and Sen caught the lingering scent of freshly sawed wood in the air.

The couple were eager to show him around and point out the improvements. Yet, their real joy wasn’t in the shop itself, but in the space where they did their alchemy work. They showed him several of the powerful pills and elixirs they’d made with the beast cores and a handful of other ingredients he’d left behind. They also explained that they’d sold a few new pills and potions and that new orders from more affluent customers were starting to arrive. When they tried to press some money on him, he waved them off.

“I don’t need it right now. Invest it in the business instead. Buy more components. Set something aside for me every few months, if you have something to spare. If you don’t see me for a year, take my share to Grandmother Lu’s Heavenly Wares. They can hold it for me, or see to it that I get it eventually.”

Satisfied that the couple was putting his investment to good use, Sen made a quick stop at Grandmother Lu’s. He didn’t have anything specific he needed to do there. It was just somewhere he’d been before. He reassured himself that it didn’t have anything to do with feeling a little closer to home and everything he missed there. The manager of the place almost flew out of the back office to greet him.

“Honored guest,” said Li Fang. “How may I be of assistance to you today.”

“No assistance is necessary. I just came by to thank you for the excellent research you did for me. I did end up investing in one of those alchemist shops you pointed me to. The one run by the husband and wife. They may come by occasionally to leave money for me with you. I trust that you can hold it or see to it that it’s passed on to me?”

“Of course, honored guest. I am most pleased that my assistance was useful to you.”

Sen paused to look at the man for a moment, and an idea struck him. He took the manager into the back and handed the man a meaningful amount of the gold he had stuck in his storage ring. The manager’s eyes looked like they might fall out of his head as he took the gold in trembling hands.

“If you come across other opportunities like the one I invested in, I’d like you to make similar investments for me. You can keep,” Sen paused, “what’s a fair percentage of the profit for that kind of work.”

The manager’s eyes were still incredibly wide when he said, “Ten percent?”

Sen didn’t know if that was actually a fair number, but it wasn’t like it was really his money he was throwing around. “Fine. You can keep ten percent of the overall profits if there are any.”

“What should I do with the rest?”

Sen frowned. “Set aside ten percent for me. Reinvest the rest.”

“Honored guest, what if I fail?”

Sen shrugged. “Then, you fail. As long as you do so honestly, you’ve nothing to fear from me.”

From there, Sen made his way back to the tea shop where he’d met not one, but two sect elders. He was developing a taste for a particular brew they made there. He made a mental note to see if they would sell him some of the blend. He’d been seated for several minutes when he got the distinct impression that he was being watched. Well, he’d expected as much. He gave it five minutes before he began a casual inspection of his surroundings. While he’d expected to see some shadowy figure lurking at a corner or in an alley, what he found was Wu Meng Yao. She was sitting at a table across the room. When she saw him notice her, she hurriedly looked away.

Sen debated with himself about whether to go speak with her. He hadn’t been particularly happy with how their last meeting had ended. Yet, he didn’t know how to fix it, either. He didn’t even know if it could be fixed. He hadn’t specifically done anything to her. It wasn’t like there was some easy apology he could offer that would make it better. It was the fact of his existence that seemed to unsettle her. That was ultimately a her problem, and she would have to resolve it or fail to resolve it on her own. Nothing Sen could say or do in that tea shop was going to help her in that task, so he simply finished his tea. When he left, he paused long enough to nod at her and then went on his way. He hoped that in a few years, or a few decades, they’d cross paths again and things would be different.

Sen’s final stop of the day was at the Celestial Arch Sect. The guards stopped him at the gate, but they seemed regretful about it. He dismissed their concerns with a casual shake of his head.

“It’s nothing to concern yourselves about. I don’t need to go inside. I’d just like to get a message to one of your elders. I have a gift for them.”

The guards perked right up at Sen’s nonchalant attitude and one of them cheerfully took the message inside. Perhaps five minutes later, the guard returned with a bemused-looking elder in tow. The elder gave Sen a gracious nod in acknowledgment of Sen’s bow.

“I must say, I did not expect to see you again this soon,” said the elder, his eyes crinkling at the corners.

“It was a last-minute thought on my part. A gift for your sect to say thank you for an excellent dinner and enlightening conversation.”

Sen held out a small pouch that the elder gently grasped. Giving Sen a curious look, the elder turned the pouch over and stared down at the small pile of rings that dropped into his palm. It only took the elder a moment to understand what he held. He immediately tried to give them back. Sen calmly put his hands behind his back and smiled at the elder.

“I have no need of them,” said Sen. “Put them to good use, and I’ll be satisfied.”

The elder made another half-hearted attempt to give the storage treasures back, but Sen politely insisted that the sect keep them.

“I take it from this gift, you’ll be leaving the city soon?” the elder asked.

“I am. You know how us wandering cultivators are. Always off to cause trouble in the next place.”

The elder snorted out a laugh. “Well, perhaps, you’ll find a bit more enlightenment and a bit less excitement at your next stop.”

“One can always hope. Until I see you again,” said Sen, offering another bow.

“Travel safely if you can,” said the elder, offering Sen a bow in return.

The last of his errands run, Sen returned to the Silver Crane for what he expected would probably be the last time for some time. While the outside looked the same as always, the interior was barely controlled pandemonium. There were people everywhere, chatting, eating from a buffet that someone had set up, and Sen didn’t recognize nearly any of them. As he slipped through the crowd, though, he did notice that almost all of the new people were about his age. That was when he remembered the other part of Lo Meifeng’s plan. Sen opted to steer clear of the chaos and went up to his room, where he found Lo Meifeng standing and glaring down at the floor.

“What are you doing?” asked Sen, baffled by her presence and her apparent new loathing for wooden floors.

“They’re so loud,” she complained, gesturing downward.

“Ahhhh,” said Sen, finally understanding. “Yes, I noticed that on the way up. We are compensating the Silver Crane for this massive disruption, aren’t we? It’s not like they can do business with all of those people down there.”

Lo Meifeng gave a tired nod. “I worked out the details with the manager. She didn’t want to take anything, but I told her that you insisted. You insisted, by the way, in case she asks.”

“Noted. So, now what?”

“Now, I try to make it until morning without murdering all of those actors.”

Sen smirked a little and asked, “How are the odds on that looking?”

“Bad,” growled Lo Meifeng.

“Just don’t scare them all away,” said Sen, flopping back onto the bed.

She turned a glare on him. “You could always help me wrangle them.”

“Really?” asked Sen, a little amused. “You want me to go downstairs and talk with all of those young men and women?”

Lo Meifeng stared at him for a long moment, then shuddered. “No. Gods, no. You stay up here and out of sight.”

Much to Sen’s surprise, Lo Meifeng managed to keep her murderous impulses in check the whole night. Things were still pandemonium the next day, but it was a much more structured pandemonium. The young men were all wearing blue robes that looked enough like Sen’s to pass for identical, at least at a distance. The young women were all wearing dresses that looked like things that he’d seen Lifen wearing. He pulled Lo Meifeng aside.

“Where did all these clothes come from?”

“What do you think I spent all of that money on?”

Then, as if a signal had been given, the young men and women paired off and lined up by the door. There was another brief pause, then they started leaving.

“Where are they all going?” Sen asked.

Lo Meifeng laughed. “I think a better question is where aren’t they going? They’re going to the city gates, to local restaurants, to wander around in circles, to visit markets, and a bunch of other places I can’t remember right now.”

Then, she had him and Lifen dress in peasant clothes. After that, she had someone come in and put cosmetics on their faces. That was all topped off by a wig. Sen found a small mirror and got a look at himself. He looked old, and so did Lifen. Lo Meifeng had opted to change her clothes to something nicer than what Sen was wearing, but not nearly nice enough to draw notice. She and Sen waited by the back door, as Lifen had a short, emotional conversation with her mother. That conversation was followed by Sen being called over. The older woman gave him the hardest look he’d ever gotten from someone who wasn’t actively trying to kill him.

“I’m putting her in your care. Do not fail in that duty.”

Sen was momentarily taken aback by her vehemence, but not by her words. He offered her a deep bow. “I will see to her safety.”

With that, the trio were off. They walked at a casual pace, even going so far as to stop and look at things in windows from time to time, but they did eventually find their way to the harbor. While Sen had no clue where they were supposed to go, Lo Meifeng seemed to have a very specific destination in mind. The ship they boarded wasn’t the nicest ship he saw, nor was it the most weathered. It was altogether unremarkable in color, shape, and even in the appearance of the crew. Lo Meifeng had a brief conversation with someone that Sen assumed was the captain before they were led below to a pair of very cramped cabins. Lo Meifeng pointed to one of the cabins.

“That one is for you two. Ships are small places, by the way. Sound carries. So, bite down on a pillow or something.”

When Sen clearly had no clue what she was getting at, Lo Meifeng looked at Lifen. “You explain it to him. And both of you stay off the deck until we’re out at sea. And don’t bother me for anything short of an attack, the ship sinking, or food until tomorrow. I need a break from people.”

With that, the core cultivator stepped into her cabin and closed the door firmly behind her. Sen frowned at the door.

“She’s kind of weird,” he said to Lifen.

“I can hear you,” shouted Lo Meifeng through the door loudly enough that Sen jumped a little.

“Come on,” said Lifen, “I’ll show you what she meant about the pillow.”


CHAPTER SIXTY

PASSAGE
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Sen was pleased to discover that being on a ship didn’t bother him particularly. It took him a few hours to get used to the motion of the ship. After that, though, he was fine. He chalked it up to his body cultivation. Lifen, on the other hand, wasn’t that lucky. She was ill for days. So, Sen divided his time between cultivating and making sure the poor girl drank some water or ate some weak broth. Cultivating at sea was a wholly different experience from cultivating on land. On land, there was always a mix of qi types. The exact mix would change based on factors like geography or what was trapped in the soil in a given area, but there was a mix. At sea, there was almost nothing but water and air qi available. Of everything else, there were only hints. For pure air or water qi cultivators, it would be a boon. For Sen, it was a constant challenge. He could let his qi become a little unbalanced based on immediate need, but only a little.

If he let that imbalance get too pronounced, it would be bad for him. He’d made that mistake on the mountain, once, and had no intention of doing it again. It forced him to get creative, in some ways, and it forced him to push his limits. To get access to fire qi, he volunteered to help in the galley. Even on a ship, where fire was an existential threat if it ever got out of control, men expected hot meals. Volunteering let him stay close to the stoves and soak up enough fire qi to keep himself in the proper balance. To cultivate shadow qi, he just needed to wait for dusk. Metal qi was trickier. There was very little metal on the ship or in the water. For that, he needed to pull out all of the weapons he had in his storage ring and very nearly sit on top of them while cultivating.

The biggest challenge, though, was finding earth qi. They were too far from land for it to just show up in the environmental qi. There were no ready sources of earth on the ship save for some sandbags, and even those were very poor sources of earth qi. They’d been separated from true earth for too long, exposed to too much water, and so they served as little more than a weight to keep the ship balanced. For that, Sen had to push himself hard. He’d been forced to drive his senses, his qi, down through the endless expanse of water beneath the ship. He’d very nearly given up, always finding nothing but more water. Perhaps there is no bottom, he thought. Finally, though, he’d cracked through some internal limit, pushed his awareness down a little farther, and found what he’d been looking for.

There was earth qi to be had, profound, untouched, nearly limitless earth qi for that matter. It was just trapped beneath an incalculable amount of water. It had been such a relief to feel that rush of pure, stable earth qi into his dantian that Sen almost overcorrected in the wrong direction. He had to forcibly cut himself off from that pure wellspring of earth qi before he damaged his own cultivation. So, much as he had back on the mountain, Sen forged himself a new routine. Early in the morning, he’d help in the galley to collect fire qi. Then, he’d sit on deck and drive his awareness down beneath the water of the sea to gather earth qi. Back to the galley to help with lunch, then he’d gather water and air qi. After dinner, he’d sit in the cabin and gather metal and shadow qi. There was enough wood in the ship that he could passively gather that as he went through the day.

Lifen spent most of her time in their cabin, reading through the cultivation manuals Sen had found for her. Sometimes, he’d find her practicing the techniques and offer the occasional insight if he had one. Mostly, though, he left her alone. He well understood the challenges of unraveling a cultivation manual. It could take an absurd amount of time and sustained concentration, depending on how obscure the manual author decided to be. He didn’t think any of the manuals Lifen had were quite as bad as the one he’d worked from, but it was hard to judge. He needed different things from his manuals than she did.

She did seem to be making progress, though. Depending on the day, he’d find her with an abundance of one kind of qi or another in her system. She had, wisely in Sen’s opinion, set aside the manual focused on fire qi until they got back onto land. She did seem to have a strong affinity for water qi, but it was also absurdly easy to access water qi out on the sea. Even so, she didn’t seem to have to work quite so hard to gather it and store it as she did with the other qi types. He’d decided he’d give her another week to play around with the manuals and different qi types before asking her if she had any preferences. He had considered talking to her about using multiple qi types, but that was his path and a difficult one. He wasn’t sure if he should talk to her about it. On the one hand, he thought he should present the option, so she had a full understanding of the choices available. On the other hand, most people seemed to have enough trouble just dealing with one qi type. He set the question aside to be dealt with later.

As for Lo Meifeng, she seemed to revel in the opportunity not to have to deal with anyone for the first several days. She only came out of her cabin occasionally to have something to eat and, seemingly, to make sure Sen hadn’t fallen overboard or gotten himself eaten by some kind of sea monster. Then, she’d vanish again. It turned out that even her desire for solitude had limits. After five days of largely ignoring everyone, she came out on deck one afternoon to find Sen. He’d meant to be gathering water and air qi, but there was something off about them that day. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Sighing, he looked up at Lo Meifeng.

“I never did ask,” he said. “Where is this ship going?”

Lo Meifeng laughed. “It’s only occurring to you to ask about that now?”

Sen shrugged. “I never had a destination to begin with. The clue is in the name, wandering cultivator. I was just seeing the world. This ship is going somewhere. It’s somewhere I’ve never been. That seemed good enough.”

Lo Meifeng had a thoughtful look when she answered. “I’ve booked us passage as far as the southern coast. We don’t have to go that far, but we can. The ship will stop in a couple of ports along the way. We can just pick one of those at random and leave, or we can ride it all the way down the coast. I’d prefer to pick a port somewhere, but that’s just me.”

Sen lifted a shoulder in an I-don’t-care gesture. “It’s all the same to me. As long as you think we’ve put enough distance between us and whoever might be looking for us to give us a head start, I’m fine with it.”

“It’s always hard to know about that. We left a lot of confusion in our wake back in Emperor’s Bay, but someone determined enough might still manage to untangle the mess. It’s an open question about how long it will take them to sort through the information. This ship is privately owned by the captain, so there shouldn’t be a record of us taking passage on it but,” Lo Meifeng shrugged that time, “there’s no real way to know. No matter where we disembark, we’re taking a chance that someone will be waiting for us there.”

Sen stood, stretched, and leaned against the railing. Part of his mind was still preoccupied with the strange impressions he was getting from the water and air qi.

“Use your best judgment. I know almost nothing about avoiding pursuit. I’ll follow your lead as far as that goes.”

“You aren’t as reckless as I thought you were,” she observed.

She gave him a sidelong glance, almost like she wanted to see how he’d react to her words.

Sen gave her a wan smile. “I probably am, sometimes, but I try to avoid being a complete moron. I intend to survive this. If that means listening to someone else, I can do that. If that means running away in the middle of the night because things feel wrong, I can do that too.”

“Good, because you probably will have to do exactly that, and a lot of other unpleasant things. You know this will get bloody sometimes, right?”

Sen made a sour face but nodded. “Yeah, I assumed it would.”

“You can’t hesitate because they definitely won’t. That girl down in the cabin can’t afford for you to hesitate. Second-guessing because you aren’t certain you’re standing on the moral high ground will get you killed. It will probably get us all killed.”

Sen loathed what those words implied, but he also knew that the woman was probably right. He’d have to make some hard choices. Sometimes, he’d have to make those choices without all of the information. He was very sure that it would make sleeping at night harder but better to be tired than dead.

“I understand,” he said.

“I hope so.”

They stood there at the railing for a time in silence. Sen frowned down at the water and then out at the horizon. Lo Meifeng noticed.

“Is there something wrong?” she asked.

Sen cocked his head a little to one side, as though it would help him hear the messages the qi was carrying better. He couldn’t be sure, but he thought he knew what was happening.

“I think there’s a storm brewing out there,” he said, gesturing to the horizon.

“There’s always a storm brewing,” she said. “Always.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

CHANGE
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Falling Leaf was bored. She’d gone through her usual morning. She caught a rabbit to eat. Then, she’d gone and let the Kho give her treats. Sometimes the Caihong would join him, but she hadn’t that morning. Then, Falling Leaf had snuck into the house and stolen one of the Kho’s snacks from his plate. She always found the look on his face when he saw the empty plate funny. Then, she’d gone and watched the Caihong work her strange alchemy. It was equal parts fascinating and disturbing to watch the woman convert beast cores, cores like the one inside Falling Leaf herself, into pills, potions, and elixirs. On the one hand, Falling Leaf didn’t understand why they bothered. Simply consuming the cores was always sufficient for spirit beasts to advance. Although, she could sense that the pills and elixirs were more potent than the cores themselves, at least in some ways. She didn’t think that she’d want to try them, though.

After that, she’d found a nice sunny spot on a rock to stretch out on. She used to just drop right off into a nice semi-conscious state, but not anymore. Now, she wondered about things. The Feng came and went, but he hadn’t been back in long enough that Falling Leaf was starting to wonder what had become of him. Except, she knew that wasn’t entirely true. The Feng was interesting because he was so powerful, but she didn’t actually care about what happened to him. When he came back, he often carried news about her human boy. She’d been bored ever since he left. Before, she always had him to watch as he trained or as he fumbled his way toward mastery of cultivation exercises. And they would do things together. She’d tried running around the wall by herself, but it wasn’t the same. Plus, he would bring her new things to eat. Except, she knew that wasn’t the real problem either.

She missed the Sen. She worried about the Sen. The news that the Feng brought back with him was always equal parts reassuring and alarming. It was always reassuring because it meant her human boy was still alive. Yet, the things he’d been doing, fighting by himself, without her to ensure that nothing ambushed him. It made her heart ache. It made her want to find things to hunt, and hurt, and kill. But that wouldn’t make it better. She’d learned that the hard way. It distracted her, briefly, but the worry always came back. That terrible, gnawing worry that was like hunger, except no food could make it go away. Part of her, most of her, wished that she had gone with him when he asked. She’d had good reasons not to go. She couldn’t have gone with him as she was now. To go would have meant to change.

She knew it could be done. She was even relatively certain that she could do it. The problem was that she didn’t know if, once done, it could be undone. No one seemed to know. She had sought out elder spirit beasts, those who wouldn’t fell her on sight, and asked them. She had even, with difficulty, carried out conversations with the Caihong, the Kho, and the Feng about it. They didn’t know either. Falling Leaf liked herself as she was. If she could change and then change back, well, that would just be interesting. She liked interesting things. If she changed and could never make the conversion back, that would not be interesting. That would be terrible. To never feel her body coil and leap again, to never know what was around her from the merest touch of wind on her whiskers again, to never be that silent presence in the night again, it was a magnitude of loss that Falling Leaf could not even begin to process. And the very idea terrified her.

A little piece of her felt shame over that fear. Of course, the Sen wouldn’t have wanted her to change knowing what it might mean. She knew him well enough to know that. He might have even forbidden her from doing it. The silly creature, thinking he could command a ghost panther. Nothing could command a ghost panther, except, possibly, another ghost panther. They were too independent to ever willingly serve another. Of course, that was also why they were almost extinct. Falling Leaf knew that she might even be the last of the ghost panthers. There was a kind of sadness in that, but she didn’t think it was sadness like the humans felt. She understood that all things eventually passed. All people, all creatures, all species would eventually fail. Not because they were weak, or because they didn’t deserve to live, but because nature was ever-changing, ever-evolving, and a time always came when living things lost the race to keep up with that change.

Of course, that wasn’t what had happened to her kind. They had been hunted, and not even by cultivators, but by other spirit beasts. Those who believed that all should serve beneath a single master, a single pride leader, who would lead them against humanity. Her people had laughed at that. The time to cull the humans had come and gone, long, long ago. They were too many, and their cultivators too common. The best that the spirit beasts could ever hope for was to find a kind of balance with the humans. To lay claim to territory and defend it vigorously enough that the humans and cultivators chose to go elsewhere. Falling Leaf doubted that even that would be sufficient. She believed a day would come, not in her lifetime, nor likely the lifetimes of even her great-grandcubs, should she be lucky enough to have them, but a day would come when the only way that spirit beasts would survive would be because the humans decided to let them survive. She sincerely hoped that she wouldn’t live to see that dark day.

A quivering in her senses made Falling Leaf jump to her paws. There was no mistaking that presence. The Feng was returning. He thought he could mask himself and perhaps he could from the sense-blind humans, but not from her. When he moved, the very world shivered at his passing. She was off like an arrow in flight, moving in a straight line toward the Kho den. Occasional trees would get in her way and be batted aside like the nuisances they were. She leapt over the wall thing, bypassed the formations with a thought, and landed on the stones at the same time as the Feng. The old cultivator frightened her a little. He had the power of an ancient dragon, maybe more, and yet he masqueraded as a frail, old human man. She didn’t understand if it was a ruse, some kind of camouflage, or one of those human jokes that never made sense to her. He gave her a look, part bemused, part mystified.

“How do you always know?” he asked.

It was too much work to actually explain with words, so she did the shrug thing that she’d learned from the Sen. The Feng sighed.

“That boy was a bad influence on you,” he muttered.

She followed the Feng inside the den and waited while the humans said unimportant human things to each other. Then, finally, the Feng started talking about the Sen.

“It seems our boy has gotten himself in over his head.”

The Kho laughed. “Well, that didn’t take long. Do we need to go crack some sect heads?”

The Feng shook his head. “No, this is real trouble. Somehow, and I don’t know exactly how, he managed to expose an entire damn cabal of demonic cultivators.”

“What?” demanded the Caihong.

“Like I said, I don’t know all the details. He got into it with some sect down in Emperor’s Bay and killed an elder.”

The Kho and the Caihong immediately started yelling things at the Feng. The noise hurt her ears, so she hissed at them. Everyone immediately stopped talking. Falling Leaf glared at the Feng. He got the message.

“Believe it or not, that’s not actually the important part. The important part is that the elder was a demonic cultivator, and he had himself a whole list of other demonic cultivators in a little notebook. No, I don’t know why about that, either. So, don’t ask. He handed a copy of the list off to the person I have watching him. They got it to me.”

The Feng pulled out a stack of pages and handed them to the Kho and the Caihong. Falling Leaf felt panic clawing its way up her throat. Even spirit beasts knew about demonic cultivators. They were predators, the worst kind of predators. They would hunt her human boy. She needed to get outside. Slipping away from the humans, she opened the door with her jaws and stumbled out onto the stones. Her heart wouldn’t stop racing. She’d let the Sen go off by himself, and now he was going to be hunted like prey. He wasn’t ready to fight that kind of battle. He was too kind, too quick to show mercy. They would use that against him. They would kill him. There had been a hundred reasons not to change, to stay as she was, to let him go off by himself. And none of that mattered anymore.

While a human might have wavered or second-guessed, Falling Leaf was ultimately a spirit beast. Once the course was set, there was no reason to wait. Sadly, that didn’t mean she was prepared for what it meant. When she ignited her core, sent qi blazing through her body, commanded the change, she could never have understood the pain it would bring. Muscles and tendons were shredded under that irrevocable command. Bones broke and shattered, only to be reformed. It felt to her as though everything inside of her was on fire, and drowning, and being struck by the Kho’s lightning, all at the same time. She remembered the Sen screaming after taking pills, and now she thought she understood why. But that was a vague thought, lost somewhere in the back of her mind, hidden behind the twin pillars of agony and determination.

Falling Leaf understood that any hesitation, any slackening of her will would mean death, or something truly grotesque. There was nowhere to go but forward. So, she pushed, willing the change, willing her body to become something other than it had been, something that could pass among the humans. She endured the pain, endured the fire, and eventually, when all thought had been consumed in the inferno, she simply endured. Then, as abruptly as it had all started, it was over. It was all she could do to keep breathing. It felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. Her body was wrong. Nothing moved the way it should. She couldn’t smell everything anymore. She felt deaf. What if it didn’t work, she thought in horror.

“What in all the hells were you thinking?” shouted the Feng.

It all came rushing back to her. The Sen. The demonic cultivators. She lurched to her feet, only for her balance to give out. The Feng caught one of her arms. She fixed her gaze on him, eyes burning with need and fury.

“You will take me to him! You will take me to him, now!”

Then, Falling Leaf’s eyes rolled up into her head and she collapsed. The last things she remembered were being caught in strong arms and the Feng’s aggravated voice wafting out of the darkness that was quickly overtaking her.

“Well, that’s not going to complicate things at all.”

THE END
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Zhu Fen had been on the receiving end of killing intent before. At least, she thought she had. The sect had all their disciples train against it with those of a higher cultivation stage, just to prepare them for the possibility. The sheer weight of the killing intent that landed on her in that moment wasn’t simply vast, it was beyond overwhelming. By itself, that would have been enough. Of course, that wasn’t how it worked. The dread was already coursing through her when the sense of his killing intent blazed through her mind. And it was terrifying. It was a world of shadow, flame, towering edifices of stone, and blades so sharp that they could cleave mind from body or soul from fate. And, as consciousness faded, Zhu Fen heard the wandering cultivator speak.

“Oh crap.”

Then, Zhu Fen exploded.
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So, he let the lightning qi build up in strength until it was where he wanted it and let it seep into the jian blade. While he couldn’t see in the blanket of shadow, he could feel it, could hear that subtle crackling around the blade. Then, he slowly started fusing his killing intent into the technique. Sen assumed that he’d need about half of his killing intent, enough to balance the lightning. Yet, it took far, far less than that before he felt the technique lock together into something he could control and direct. Up until that moment, he’d largely shared Master Feng’s belief that giving everything a name was absurd. Yet, this felt different, special somehow. Sen had no intention of yelling the name at every opponent he met as though he was a toddler who needed a reminder of what he was doing. But it was something he could call the technique in his own head or pull out for special occasions.

He pointed the jian at the spot where Cai Yuze’s personal bubble of control sat. Then, Sen let the shadow technique drop. Cai Yuze was facing in the opposite direction, his head whipping back and forth to try to find Sen. When Sen used lightning, it usually had a blue-white color or, occasionally, a yellowish cast. The lightning arcing around his blade this time was pitch black. Sen couldn’t be entirely sure, but he thought it gave off a kind of purple tinge around the edges. Cai Yuze finally spun to face Sen. The man’s eyes locked on Sen’s jian, on the technique that crackled around it, and he started to say or scream something. Sen never did learn what. Sen lifted the Jian toward the sky and unleashed his will with a cry of…

“Death From Above!”

There was a terrible groaning, as though the technique had strained reality itself. Then, with the beat of mighty wings, a bird made of celestial light descended on Cai Yuze and pecked him to death.

Sen sniffed in derision and said, “No one expects the Celestial Doom Chicken.”
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“You should at least let that ox eat something,” said Sen.

“Yahhhhhh,” cried Bigan, falling over and scrambling away on all fours. “Where in all the hells did you come from? Are you a devil?”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at the young man. This guy actually convinced some girl to marry him, thought Sen. As unlikely as it seemed, the uncle had acted quite certain about it. When the young man just kept staring at him with half-terrified eyes, Sen walked over to the ox. The beast noticed him, and Sen watched as the sad look was replaced with a more hopeful one. He didn’t know a lot about oxen, but he’d paid attention while he’d been with the caravan. He had the harness untied and nearly off the beast before the kid found his voice.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

The ox snorted and, with a start, Sen felt a massive surge of qi from the beast. It glared at Bigan and let out a moo that split the earth. With a wide-eyed yelp, Bigan fell into a freshly opened cavern. Before Sen could even go and look into the cavern, it snapped shut. Sen looked over his shoulder to see the ox smashing the cart into tiny pieces. With each blow, Sen saw a transcendent light rise from the splinters and, faintly, so faintly, a distant moo of relief. When it was done, the ox turned to Sen with an air of infinite dignity.

“Brave cultivator, I must thank you for freeing me from the devil Bigan and his infamous Cart of Eternal Servitude. All of oxen-kind are forever in your debt. Now, come with me, and I will teach you a technique worthy of your honor. The Heavenly Oxen Horn Strike.”

For a second, Sen hesitated, but he felt a sense of karmic rightness settle around him, as though he’d evaded some terrible and onerous task. Plus, he wasn’t going to dig that annoying kid up.
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“That may be my fault,” said Luo Min from behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder to see Luo Min’s nervous eyes on him. She looked down when he looked back at her.

“Your fault? How is it your fault?”

“When I went to get food, I may have said something about how you saved Mother from death.”

Sen didn’t groan out loud, but he did let himself take a deep breath. Then, he looked down at the goose that was passively sitting in the crook of his arm. It had been the only payment the old woman who had just left could reasonably afford. Sen had been wondering what he was going to do with a goose, and now he knew.

“I see,” said Sen, and then he handed the bird over to the startled young woman. “Your rumor, your responsibility. Enjoy your goose.”

The very second the bird left his hands, it went wild. Honking and biting at Luo Min. In a state of pure calm, Sen went inside, while Luo Min fled, screaming and shrieking, from the furious demonic spirit beast goose.
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Sen did not want to fight this spirit beast for more than one reason, so he tried again. “As I said, if there is a quarrel between us, I will do my best to make amends.”

The beast approached him, slowly, and walked around Sen, as though it were as curious about Sen as Sen was about it. It finally spoke.

“I believe you, little human. You could have taken what passes for human riches from these buildings with none to see or know. You didn’t. Human honor is a pale thing, but you seem to possess it. Sadly, the quarrel is not between us.”

“Then, who is the quarrel between?”

“Your kind and my kind. Humans and spirit beasts. You hunt us, kill us, take our cores. For all things, there must be a balance.”

Those words resonated inside Sen. His whole journey as a cultivator had been a stumbling, inelegant attempt to find balance, within and without. He had just never considered that such things might play out on a stage as big as the world itself. Nor had he ever considered that he might end up as one of the dead in that large-scale attempt at rebalancing. Still, he supposed there was a kind of balance in that as well. How many spirit beasts had he personally killed up on the mountain? How many had he helped kill on the way to Tide’s Rest? The numbers were uncomfortably high.

“So, what will you do now?” Sen asked, both wanting and not wanting to know.

“I cannot stop what happens inside these walls. But I need not participate directly. If you can escape my brethren and get beyond the town walls, I will let you go.”

“Or,” said Sen, thinking fast, “I could flip you for it.”

“Flip me for it?” asked the perplexed Boulder’s Shadow.

“Heads you let me go, tails I accept my grisly fate?”

Boulder’s Shadow seemed to think it over. Then, he shrugged. “Okay.”

Sen found a coin in one of his pockets and showed it to the panther-man. Satisfied that the coin was unaltered, Boulder’s Shadow nodded. Sen flipped the coin in the air, confident that the gods were on his side. The coin landed, bounced once, and came to a stop. Sen couldn’t believe it.

He hurriedly started to say, “Best two out of…arghhghh.”
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Feeling that they had accomplished all that they were going to accomplish, Sen stood to leave. Elder He raised a hand to stop him.

“A personal question, if I might?” asked Elder He.

“Alright,” said Sen, suddenly wary.

“Are you a student of Kho Jaw-Long?”

An impish impulse took Sen, and he shook his head. “No.”

“Oh, I see. It was a matter of some speculation.”

“No, Uncle Kho only taught me the spear. My true master is Feng Ming.”

Elder He blanched at those words and there was a strange sound from the man’s stomach. Sen felt a little bad about his joke. He was about to apologize when he noticed that the elder was no longer sitting quite so comfortably.

“Are you alright, Elder He?” Sen asked.

“I’m,” the elder shifted on his chair again, “I’m fine.”

“If you say so. So, listen, I thought of something else you could,” Sen paused and sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”

Elder He shot to his feet and began backing out of the room. “Forgiveness. I will return in an hour. I just recalled some pressing business I forgot.”

Sen watched as the elder fled the room. “What a weird guy.”
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Falling Leaf understood that any hesitation, any slackening of her will would mean death, or something truly grotesque. There was nowhere to go but forward. So, she pushed, willing the change, willing her body to become something other than it had been, something that could pass among the humans. She endured the pain, endured the fire, and eventually, when all thought had been consumed in the inferno, she simply endured. Then, as abruptly as it had all started, it was over. It was all she could do to keep breathing. Breathing felt wrong. Everything felt wrong. Her body was wrong. Nothing moved the way it should. She couldn’t smell everything anymore. Her vision was blurry, and she couldn’t seem to focus her eyes. She felt deaf. What if it didn’t work, she thought in horror.

The Feng’s tired, paternal voice said, “Why in the world would you want to turn yourself into a giant frog?”

Falling Leaf opened her mouth to protest but all that came out was, “Ribbit.”
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