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SUMMARY


Sen emerged triumphant, but victory is a doubled-edged sword…

Sen defeated an elder of the Soaring Skies Sect and saved the mortals in the Silver Crane. What should have been a moment to bask in success came crashing down around him when he inadvertently exposed a demonic cultivator cabal. Realizing that a moving target is harder to strike, Sen flees into the wilds with Lifen and Lo Meifeng in tow.

There, he’ll learn that not all enemies want to take your life and not every threat can be met with the edge of a blade. Sen must delve deeper inside himself and push his cultivation harder than ever before or risk losing something more precious than his life… He’ll lose his soul.


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

THE STORM
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Sen sat cross-legged on the deck of the ship with his senses and qi extended. The ship had many excellent qualities, or so Sen had told himself, but speed wasn’t one of them. Lo Meifeng admitted that the journey was moving slowly, even by the standards of sea travel. She also assured him that wasn’t entirely a bad thing. The longer they spent wholly unfindable, the more likely the demonic cultivators were to assume they’d made a mistake and redirect their forces elsewhere. Demonic cultivators lacked the numbers and structure of a sect or mortal government. They couldn’t deploy vast resources to track them down. They could hire people, she’d admitted, but hired help was always of questionable value and loyalty. So, despite having grown a little tired of the slow-moving ship, Sen had tried to make the best of the situation.

With so much water qi available, he’d started to make a study of it. It wasn’t his strongest qi affinity, but it didn’t need to be when there was an endless supply of the qi type. He’d started small, just trying to make water do simple things. He’d made balls of water appear over his hands. Then, he’d moved on to trying to make other shapes. While balls of water were easy, other geometric shapes proved much more difficult. The water didn’t like hard corners and straight lines. He learned how to force the water into shapes like squares, rectangles, and pyramids, but he’d also learned that the energy and effort necessary to do it was much more than would be practical literally anywhere except on the endless water qi supply of the ocean.

The only benefit of those exercises was that they improved his overall control over water qi. So, when he tried to adapt the idea of wind blades into water blades, it was much easier than he thought it would be. Some of it was the curved nature of the blades. The water didn’t resist that shape and all but lovingly embraced it. He also discovered that it was both easier and more difficult than expected to give those water blades a hard edge. When he tried to simply make the edge hard and sharp, the water resisted.

Of course, it took days to figure out how to actually do it. Once he mastered that, though, he found it was a snap to make devastatingly effective water whips. He even tested out running across the top of water. It was a little like using a qinggong technique, except he was hardening the water, rather than pooling qi. While it worked, he very quickly decided that it wasn’t something he wanted to try in rough seas. Running across water with comparatively gently rising and falling water was one thing, but the sailors had spent some of their time telling him tales of their narrow escapes in bad weather. He did not want to try running up a wave that was three times higher than the main mast.

While getting those techniques under his belt was satisfying, Sen spent most of his time simply observing how the water moved in the ocean. He was far less interested in the way the surface moved than the way the water moved beneath the surface. The surface conditions seemed to mostly depend on the surface weather. If the weather was nice, the waters tended to be calmer. If the weather was stormy or extremely windy, the surface was choppy. Yet, Sen could feel water moving beneath the surface on a scale that simply left him speechless. He didn’t even have words to describe the amount of water that moved in a specific direction, regardless of surface conditions. The qi that moved in those vast currents was simply frightening. Sen couldn’t imagine trying to wrestle that much qi under his control. He wasn’t sure anyone could. Maybe a god or one of the greater immortals could do it, but someone still locked into the mortal realm? Sen had his doubts.

Sen understood, on some level, that he was still looking for that last bit of enlightenment from the beach. He didn’t think that this was it, but there was something to learn from those massive qi flows deep beneath the water. So much of what he did with qi was, by comparison, quick and dirty. It was here one moment and gone the next. He’d never even considered what a sustained qi flow might accomplish for him. Of course, he’d also rarely been in a position where he could set up a sustained qi flow in advance of his need for it. Still, it was something to consider. He had a hard time imaging what a sustained flow of earth might do for him, so he wasn’t eager to experiment with it. He had a far too clear picture of what a sustained flow of fire qi might do. Air, though, might have some potential. It didn’t move exactly like water, but there were some similarities there. If he started setting up a sustained qi airflow fifty miles away from somewhere and built it as he went, could he hurl some kind of massive windstorm at his enemies?

Sen was annoyed as he tucked that idea away in a corner of his mind for later consideration. His deep communion with the ocean had revealed that there was a storm coming. If he was reading the water right, it was going to be one of those bad ones that didn’t treat seagoing vessels kindly. He went to the captain and let the man know about the oncoming storm and its severity. The first couple of times Sen had warned the man, the captain had dismissed it as nonsense. Now, though, the captain listened. He frowned and consulted several maps. He frowned even more deeply as he pointed at a spot.

“There’s a cove there where we could probably ride out a storm safely,” said the captain, “but it’s at least another six hours of sailing away. Do we have that long?”

Sen reflected on what he’d been getting from the water. It was hard for him to estimate things like distance and time. He simply didn’t have enough experience on the water. In the end, he gave a half shrug.

“I really don’t know. My instinct is to say no, but I can’t say for sure.”

“Damn. There are a few other places we could stop before then, but they don’t offer good protection from storms.”

Sen knew he had nothing to contribute to that discussion. “I’ll leave that in your hands.”

Sen withdrew from the deck and went to find Lifen and Lo Meifeng. They were both in the small galley, drinking tea, but not with each other. Sen wanted to give them both a slap to the back of the head. He wouldn’t actually do it, but only because he was certain it wouldn’t actually change anything. The two women simply didn’t like each other. Sen didn’t fully understand the reasons why. Lo Meifeng seemed annoyed by the fact that Lifen would potentially slow them down. Lifen seemed annoyed by Lo Meifeng’s annoyance that Lifen hadn’t progressed farther in cultivation. Yet, he got the distinct impression that those were reasons they were telling him, rather than the actual problem. Whatever was really bothering the women about each other, he was out of the loop. A place both Lifen and Lo Meifeng seemed determined to keep him.

Most of the time, he didn’t really care. It wasn’t like they’d ever been friends to begin with. There was no relationship to repair. On occasions where there might be danger approaching, though, he found their squabbling obnoxious. It made him either have the same conversation twice or made him force the women to interact with each other. He didn’t enjoy either option. Today, he wasn’t in the mood to have duplicate conversations.

“Lo Meifeng. Lifen. Would you join me please?”

The two women gave each other opaque looks before truculently rising to their feet and coming over to him. He glared at both of them. “Knock it off for the next two minutes.”

“But—” Lifen started to object.

Sen held up a hand. “Listen. There’s a storm coming.”

Both women stopped giving each other catty looks and focused entirely on him.

“How bad?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“Bad. The captain knows about a sheltered cove, but we may not make it there before the storm hits. I don’t know if he’ll try to make it there or look for somewhere closer, but it’s going to get rough before the day is out.”

There were several more questions from both women, most of which Sen answered with a shrug or a simple, “I don’t know.”

Once they got tired of asking him questions that he couldn’t really answer, the women went back to their cabins to do, well, Sen didn’t really know what. Put away breakable items, maybe? For his part, Sen returned to the deck and kept his eyes on the horizon. He saw the first edges of the storm in the distance and glanced over at the captain. The captain grimaced.

“We’re going to have to ride out part of that storm if we want to make it to that cove,” said the captain. “She’s a sturdy ship. As long as the seas don’t get too bad, we should be fine.”

After weeks aboard ship, Sen knew where he could stand and not get in the way. So, he took up station there and just watched as those ominous black clouds got closer and closer. He eyed the surface as the waves grew larger and more hostile. Then, the edge of the storm caught them. Sen watched as a hazy wall grew closer and then rain was crashing down on the ship. Sen’s mastery over water qi was good enough that he thought he could probably divert the rain away from the ship, for a while at least, but he didn’t want to burn through his available qi when some more desperate moment might arrive later. Instead, he limited it to keeping the rain off of him. What would have been a taxing exercise a few weeks earlier only required a casual effort after all of his recent practice with water qi. Even so, he watched the growing size of the waves and the ever-heavier rain with growing alarm. If this was the edge of the storm, he didn’t even want to imagine what the inner storm might look like.

He wasn’t sure exactly what alerted him to it, but something inside Sen warned him that there was danger nearby. He felt around with all of his senses, all of his qi, and his blood ran cold. There was foreign qi out there in the storm, part of the storm. Someone was making this storm happen. Worse still, he could feel them driving the worst of the storm at the ship he was on. Then, his vague sense of alarm became a blaring beacon of alarm. There was a wave, if anything that big could be called a wave, heading their way. If it crashed down on them, the ship wouldn’t survive. Hell, he’d be surprised if anyone aboard survived. Sen didn’t think about it. There was no time to warn anyone. He leapt to the center of the deck, threw his hands out to either side and cycled for water qi. It rushed into him, unbalanced his dantian almost immediately, but he’d have to worry about that later.

Uncertain that he’d have the strength to do what needed to be done, he sacrificed a drop of his liquid qi to the effort. Then, he hardened a shell of water around the ship. For a brief moment, there was quiet and calm as his technique cut off the fury of the storm. Then, there was screaming as sailors saw the colossal wave that was about to crash down on them. Sen gritted his teeth in preparation, but the true force of that wave descending on them very nearly made Sen lose his grip on the technique. He felt blood spurt from his nose, and he dropped to his knees. He was vaguely aware that the ship had been pushed beneath the surface of the ocean. The crushing pressure that now bore down on the fragile shell around them was proof enough of that. Darkness clouded the edges of Sen’s vision as he fought to hold the technique, to hold back the ocean itself. He could feel blood trickling from his eyes and ears now. Then, blessed relief, the pressure vanished from around the ship. Sen let the technique go before it failed on its own and hit him with a backlash. The last thing he remembered was a deluge of rainwater driving him to the deck and the captain screaming for someone to, “Grab that man!”


CHAPTER TWO

SHELTER
[image: ]


There were blurry spots of semi-conscious, semi-lucid understanding in Sen’s memory. He vaguely remembered being thrown over a shoulder. He recalled someone throwing him into a bunk. Then, it was just intermittent flashes of storm noises and people yelling about things. Mostly, though, it was darkness and pain. He’d hurt himself with that stunt on the deck. It had been necessary to save everyone, to save the ship, but he was paying a price for it. Flashes of agony would tear across his skull. Pain would shoot out into his body from his dantian. In his occasional lucid moments, Sen wondered if he’d finally pushed too hard, too far, and permanently injured himself. It would be terrible timing if he had. He had far too many people looking for him. Then, those thoughts would slip beneath the still waters of unconsciousness.

When he finally woke up, really woke up, Sen found himself curled up on a bunk, his cheek wet from a puddle of drool that formed on the pillow from his partially open mouth. Nothing like waking up with a bit of dignity, he thought. He pushed himself up into a sitting position, then grimaced as he tried to wipe his cheek clean. His head still hurt and his dantian was still sending out stabbing reminders that something was off there, but he pushed those concerns aside for a moment. The cabin was still intact, which meant that the ship was likely still intact. There were none of the sounds he associated with a storm. The ship also wasn’t bucking and heaving. It seemed they had found shelter, or the captain truly proved his superior skill and kept them afloat in the full fury of the storm. Satisfied that nothing in the outside world required his immediate attention, Sen tried to reassert normality in his personal world. He retrieved some water, soap, and a cloth from his storage ring. Then he stripped out of the robes that smelled none-too-fresh to his nose and washed himself down. He felt the hard brush of stubble on his face but didn’t plan on putting anything razor sharp that close to his skin until he felt a little better.

Satisfied that he no longer stank like a goat, Sen sat down on the bunk and did what he’d been avoiding. He looked inward. He wasn’t terribly surprised by what he saw. The qi in his dantian was completely out of balance. Water qi took up nearly half the available space for the misty environmental qi he typically used. Some of that would need to go and be replaced by other qi. Slowly, he bled some of that water qi away, letting it drift back out into the environment. Once the balance of qi types was restored, or mostly restored, he noticed something odd. There was something new floating around in his dantian.

It wasn’t compressed liquid qi, nor was it pure, differentiated environmental qi. Instead, it was a ribbon of something else, some other kind of qi he didn’t recognize. It floated in a ring around the outer edges of his dantian. He gently, oh so very gently, poked at it. The ring of new qi vibrated gently at his prodding, but it didn’t otherwise do anything. Sen let out the breath he’d been holding. He’d have to spend more time investigating that strange ribbon of qi, but it didn’t seem like it represented a problem that needed immediate attention. Simply offloading some of that water qi had made him feel a lot better, but he wasn’t healed by any stretch of the imagination. He could see that he’d strained his qi channels. He could also see spots in his body that had been damaged by his hastily constructed technique.

It seems like I get injured every time I need to do something new in a hurry, he complained to himself. He wanted to tell himself that the answer was to stop throwing techniques together at the last second, but life didn’t seem to work that way. He was depressingly certain that he would keep having to do similar things unless he decided to go into secluded cultivation. The idea was more tempting than he’d admit out loud to anyone. The closer he got to core formation, the more difficult it became to avoid using liquid qi for techniques. Simply finding his own mountain to retreat to, as Uncle Kho had done, would offer a solution. He’d be able to focus on his cultivation until he reached core formation. Of course, if he did that, he had the uncomfortable feeling that he’d be sacrificing any possibility of moments of enlightenment for the duration. He couldn’t figure out how he knew that it would go that way, but he knew it all the same.

Deciding that was a problem for another day, Sen headed to the galley. There were a few sailors there, and Sen studiously ignored the awed looks they gave him when he walked in. He didn’t want their awe, or their adoration, or anything else from them. He just wanted tea. The cook saw him and started to offer a bow, but Sen waved that off. He’d helped the man out enough times at the stoves that Sen had hoped they’d moved beyond such things, but he’d been wrong, apparently. The cook looked uncomfortable but stopped bowing. Sen asked for tea, and the cook immediately set about making a fresh pot. While he was tempted to stop him, Sen decided that fresh tea wasn’t too much of a reward for his stupidity. Once the cook brought the tea over, Sen sat in contemplative silence for a time. He didn’t try to solve any problems or work out the secrets of the universe. He just drank tea and let himself be for a little while. He might have also done a bit of quiet cultivation and soaked up some of the fire qi from the stove in the room, along with other bits of environmental qi. With healing to do, he’d need those later. Feeling more fortified and ready to face the trial of dealing with other people, Sen returned the teapot to the cook and went up on deck.

While things had been almost calm below decks, things were a flurry of activity on deck. After squinting for a moment in the bright sunlight, Sen could see that the ship was anchored. Walls of rock stretched high overhead on two sides, while a pleasant-looking beach backed by thick forest was off to a third. There was a narrow opening in the rock walls that faced out to the ocean. I guess we made it to that cove, after all, thought Sen. It was actually a rather beautiful little spot. Sen put the cove on the new mental list he’d started of places to consider building a little retreat from the world. After a few moments, Sen noticed that all the noise on deck had ground down to a heavy silence. Looking around, he saw that everyone was staring at him. That was something he found deeply uncomfortable, so he looked around for someone, anyone, he knew. He noticed Lo Meifeng, who had a hand on her hip.

“Well, look who finally decided to stop napping,” she said with a bit of a smirk.

“Everything was so calm and quiet. It seemed like a good time for one,” he answered.

“Get back to work!” bellowed the captain.

All of the sailors flinched as though they’d been hit and returned to their work, although more than a few kept giving Sen surreptitious glances. Sen sighed. He supposed that was what happened when cultivators did things that looked impressive. Considering that he’d collapsed immediately after, he was a little perplexed by their reactions. If he’d thrown up that water bubble and then casually walked away from it, that might have warranted the looks. Lo Meifeng had started to walk over to him but veered off when she saw the captain doing the same thing. The older man approached Sen like he wasn’t entirely sure how he should act around the cultivator. Rather than wait around for the captain to find something awkward to say, Sen gestured around them.

“I see you managed to bring us to safety. Is this the cove you were talking about?”

The captain looked around and seemed to relax. “Yes, it is. It was a close thing, but we got here. Though, as you can see, there was some damage.”

“Yes, I noticed that,” said Sen, frowning around at the men.

Some of the sailors were sewing what Sen assumed was the sail. Others were removing or replacing damaged pieces of wood from the deck itself. Still, the repairs seemed to be moving along smoothly to Sen’s admittedly untrained eyes.

“We’ll be underway again soon,” said the captain, a little nervously.

Sen shrugged. “You’re the captain here. We’ll go when you say the ship is safe to go.”

A bit more of the nervous tension drained away from the captain’s face.

“I appreciate that. I also wanted to thank you for what you did. I’ve never, well, I’ve never seen the likes before. I didn’t know that something like that was even possible.”

“To be honest, captain, neither did I. Not that I’m in a rush to try it again.”

“No, I don’t suppose you would be. Seemed to take a lot out of you. Still, you saved my men, you saved my ship. Plus, your,” the captain seemed to think hard before he discreetly gestured to Lo Meifeng, “companion stepped in after your collapsed. Fought off something out in the storm. I don’t know what it was, but things got a lot easier after she did. I don’t know how I can ever repay that debt to you, to either of you.”

Sen shook his head. “You don’t owe me anything, captain. I was standing on this ship when I helped out. It was as much for my own benefit as anyone else’s.”

The captain snorted at that. “Somehow, I think you’d have found it easier to just make one of those bubbles around yourself, instead of the whole ship. Even so, I thank you.”

The captain gave Sen one of those deep bows that always left him feeling like he should be looking over his shoulder for someone more important than him. He pushed that discomfort down and gave the captain a shallower bow in return, the way the man expected. Glancing at the beach, Sen gave the captain a speculative look.

“Just how long do you think repairs will take, captain?”

“Another day or two, I expect,” said the captain.

“Very well. Then, I think I may take a short trip to that beach over there.”


CHAPTER THREE

MOON CAKES
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Of course, it wasn’t that simple. No sooner had the captain walked away than Lifen appeared. She smiled at him, clearly happy to see him up and about, but there was a line of worry between her eyes. Sen gave a quick, longing glance at the beach before giving Lifen his full attention.

“I’m glad to see that you’re awake, but should you be up and about? Lo Meifeng seemed,” Lifen frowned a little, “concerned that you might have damaged yourself.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at that. After a moment of consideration, though, he supposed that Lo Meifeng wouldn’t have needed any kind of special knowledge to develop that concern. Bleeding from the eyes, ears, and nose, followed by unconsciousness rarely heralded good things for most people. She wasn’t even wrong. Sen had damaged himself. It just wasn’t the permanent kind of damage. At least, he didn’t think it was. He supposed that you never knew for sure until you tried to heal from something. He did his best to give Lifen a reassuring smile.

“I’m fine,” he said.

The skepticism on her face was so profound that it almost looked like parody to Sen.

“Fine? Really? So, if a giant wave came crashing into the cove, you’re all ready to protect us in another one of those bubbles?”

Sen coughed a little sheepishly. “No. I wouldn’t want to do that again. Not right now, at any rate.”

“Mmmm hmmmm,” said Lifen.

Sen held up a hand. “But, I’m not hurt in a way that needs bed rest. It’s nothing a bit of alchemy and a steady supply of qi won’t solve.”

Lifen looked dubious but relented. “Fine. It’s not like I could really stop you, anyway. How about you just try to not injure yourself any more for the next day or two.”

“I will do my utmost to avoid more injuries for at least a day or two,” said Sen, giving Lifen a little bow.

“Yeah, right,” she sighed.

“What are you doing up on deck, anyway?” asked Sen. “I figured you’d be tucked away somewhere with your cultivation manuals.”

“I’m helping.”

She said the words slowly, as though she might be speaking to a particularly dense horse.

“And that’s good, but why?”

Lifen rolled her eyes. “I might not be the cultivator Lo Meifeng is, or stack up against the might of Judgement’s Gale, but even my level of cultivation makes me stronger than most of the people on this ship. It gives me more endurance too.”

Sen blinked a couple of times in surprise. She wasn’t wrong. Somehow, he’d fallen into the trap of thinking of her as physically weak. And in comparison to a core cultivator or an advanced body cultivator, she was. Relative to mortals, though, she’d seem just as superhuman as Sen did. Just maybe a touch less flashy. Sen only had experience dealing with mortals as a foundation formation cultivator. He knew that even a casual blow from him could end a mortal life in a snap. He’d never dealt with mortals as a qi-condensing cultivator. He’d never had to consider their relative strength levels or relative durability. Yet, he supposed the gulf between mortals and qi-condensing cultivators must look about as wide as the gulf between foundation formation cultivators and core cultivators. Right up until you were closing in on bridging that divide, the gulf was vast.

Sen nodded. “That makes sense. I wasn’t thinking about it in those terms.”

“That’s because you, at times, are ridiculously bad at considering the practicalities.”

Sen laughed. “My grandmother would agree with you.”

Lifen stiffened and then let out an exasperated breath. “Honestly, I hate that woman sometimes. I can feel her glaring at me.”

Sen looked over Lifen’s shoulder and saw Lo Meifeng standing there, tapping her foot impatiently. A familiar impish feeling swelled in Sen’s chest. He was careful to keep it off his face as he leaned down and whispered in Lifen’s ear.

“Want to have a bit of fun at her expense?”

“Sure,” said Lifen, suddenly enthused. “What will we do?”

“Let’s pretend that we’re going to head back to the cabin and do some of that pillow biting she recommended.”

A tiny giggle escaped from Lifen’s mouth before she pressed her lips together and nodded. Standing back up straight, Sen offered Lifen his arm. She slipped her arm through his and directed such a lust-filled stare up at him that Sen found it so distracting he nearly tripped. They’d made it all of three steps before Lo Meifeng appeared before them in a burst of speed and wind.

“Oh no, you don’t,” the woman declared.

Sen and Lifen kept straight faces for about three seconds before a snort escaped Sen. Then, a giggle slipped through Lifen’s tightly compressed lips. Then, they were both laughing uproariously at the increasingly unamused Lo Meifeng. The woman glared at both of them before she realized that she’d been the butt of their joke. Then, she just looked exasperated.

“Children,” she muttered to herself. “Lifen, go back to being helpful if you please. I need a word with the young hero.”

Lifen looked like she might protest, but the young woman just couldn’t seem to sustain the annoyance through her mirth. She patted Sen’s arm before she wandered off to find some way to put her more-than-human strength to good use. Sen watched her go, appreciating the young woman’s curves. An annoyed cough brought his attention back to Lo Meifeng. She was glaring at him again.

“What?” he demanded. “She’s nice to look at.”

Lo Meifeng opened her mouth, thought for a moment, then sighed. “Fine. I suppose she is. If you’re done leering, though, we do need to talk.”

Sen groaned out loud. “Really? I’ve been out of bed for all of half an hour. Is this something that we need to discuss right now? Or is this just something that you’ve been chewing on for the last day or two that you want to unload on me now that I’m back on two feet?”

Without missing a beat, Lo Meifeng said, “Both.”

“Alright. Let’s have it.”

“Did you think that I was joking when I said that it was my job to keep you alive?”

Sen frowned at her. “No.”

“Okay. So, at what point did you decide that you’d take on a core cultivator in a monsoon?”

Sen snorted. “What makes you think I had a chance to decide any such thing?”

That seemed to throw Lo Meifeng off. “What?”

“The amount of time between when I realized that there was another cultivator out there and when there was a giant wave about to drive us to the bottom of the sea could be measured in seconds. I didn’t decide anything. I just acted. What happened to that other cultivator anyway?”

Lo Meifeng processed his words in silence for a moment before her lips turned up into a smug little smile. “He won’t be bothering us again.”

“Was it a demonic cultivator?” Sen asked in a hushed tone.

“No,” said Lo Meifeng. “Not that I could tell anyway. Still, it’d be awfully coincidental if he was just out here whipping up storms and trying to sink ships for fun.”

“Possibly. Unless he was out here trying to sink ships for profit. Most ships carry cargo. It’s easier to take if all those pesky crew members are dead.”

“There are easier targets than a ship with three cultivators on it.”

Sen sighed. “So, are we assuming they know where we are?”

Lo Meifeng paused then to consider her answer. Ultimately, she shook her head. “They may have suspected we left by ship, but I imagine whatever orders they handed out were something along the lines of sink any ship you find with cultivators aboard.”

“What if he reported back?”

“Unlikely. There aren’t that many long-distance communication treasures out there. Certainly not enough to hand them out to every would-be assassin. When he doesn’t report back in, they’ll know something happened, but even that’s not really proof it was us. Plus, we’ll be long gone by the time anyone comes looking.”

Sen didn’t really like it, but there also wasn’t much to be done about it. He might feel comfortable about hopping off the ship right then and there and taking his chances in the wilds, where no one was likely to find him. He’d only given Lo Meifeng even odds of surviving it. Lifen wouldn’t make it. That meant that they were stuck with the ship until they at least reached some kind of civilization and roads. He didn’t love the idea of traveling openly on the roads either, but they’d come a very long way from Emperor’s Bay. Demonic cultivators might have a long reach, but they couldn’t be everywhere, couldn’t watch every mile of road, every stretch of river, every possible means of travel.

“Very well,” said Sen, not doing much to hide his lack of enthusiasm for the plan.

Lo Meifeng arched an eyebrow at him. “I suppose you have a better solution.”

“I don’t. It doesn’t mean I love the one we have. If that’s all, I have some things I need to go and do.”

“Go?”

“To the beach. I need access to a steadier supply of all the types of qi than I can get out here on the water. Otherwise, it’ll take me five times as long to heal.”

“Fine, I’ll get a boat ready.”

“No need,” said Sen, and leapt over the side of the ship.

Even as he fell toward the water below, he could hear Lo Meifeng shouting after him.

“Damn it! I have to come with you!”

Feeling another surge of impishness, Sen shouted back a bunch of garbled nonsense with only one understandable phrase in the middle. “Moon cakes.”


CHAPTER FOUR

ELDER BO
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Sen found that the water stepping technique came easier to him than ever as he dashed from the side of the ship toward the beach. He didn’t think he’d broken through in any meaningful way, but it was still easier. Maybe he’d just reached an accommodation with water qi after using that technique to save the ship. The explanation sounded weak, even inside his own head, but it was the best he could come up with in the moment. He supposed he’d have plenty of time to think about it on the next leg of their journey. It wasn’t like the ship moved fast, even in the best conditions. Once he stepped off the water and onto the sand of the beach, he felt a little surge of relief. The qi balance on the beach still heavily favored water, but he could feel that the other four qi types were readily available. He let his passive qi-gathering technique get started while he went to work.

The first order of business was to acquire some new ingredients. He’d never gotten a chance to bolster his stock of medicinal plants and alchemical agents back on the beach at Emperor’s Bay, so this was the next best thing. He let his spiritual sense sweep around him in the nearby forest. He found a few spirit beasts nearby, but none that felt strong enough to pose a serious threat. More importantly, he could feel the presence of several qi-laden components out there. Nodding a little to himself, Sen set off into the trees. Gathering ingredients there was similar enough to gathering them on the mountain that Sen found himself smiling. Some of the things he found, he recognized, while others were a bit mysterious to him. Yet, he was experienced enough to identify the uses of some of the ones he didn’t recognize by the feel of the plants or their similarity to ones he did know. A handful he could recognize as poisonous on sight. He gathered a few of those as well. They were mostly curiosities to study later but might prove helpful someday.

While he hadn’t fully restored what he’d used up from his rings by any stretch of the imagination, he’d made a strong start. He made a mental note to be more proactive about gathering medicinal plants and reagents as he went. Although, even he was willing to recognize that he’d had a lot on his plate just recently. Satisfied with his efforts, Sen made his way back down to the beach. He was a little surprised that Lo Meifeng wasn’t waiting for him there. He glanced out over the water to make sure that the ship hadn’t spontaneously burst into flame or sailed off without him. A little part of him was disappointed to see the ship there. It would have solved a lot of his problems if they’d just left, but Sen didn’t think that the captain would actually do that except under dire threat. Sen walked up and down the beach gathering driftwood for the fire he would need.

It also gave him a little time to do some active cultivation, rather than depending on his passive cultivation technique to do all of the work. While the passive technique was adequate to draw in balanced amounts of the qi types, it was slower. Sen could gather more in an hour of active cultivation than he could normally get from three hours of passive cultivation. There was also something that was just satisfying about active cultivation in a place where, compared to the ship, all the qi types were readily available. He was even able to get some shadow qi from the nearby forest. Not that he planned to rely entirely on what he got from his own efforts. Once he had his small fire up and burning and got some water heating over it, he built a small qi-gathering formation. The sharp increase in the available qi around him almost made Sen feel a bit giddy. He’d tried something similar on the ship, but water qi simply overwhelmed all the other types of qi.

With everything prepared, Sen spent some time really examining his own condition. There was less damage to his qi channels than he’d initially feared. He supposed that he might chalk that up to having done some healing already while he slept. Still, it seemed less than it ought to be given how desperately he’d shoved as much qi as he could into that water shell. There was plenty of minor damage all over his body, though. The strain of the technique had burst blood vessels in more than just his nose and eyes. There was deep tissue damage in almost every part of his body. He even noticed nearly invisible fractures in most of his bones. He couldn’t be certain about the source, but he had the feeling that some part of the force of that wave crashing down on them, or the unspeakable pressure on the ship while it was under the water, had been transferred directly onto him. If not for his body cultivation, Sen wondered if that stunt might have killed him.

He did take a moment to study his dantian and the odd ribbon of new qi but left off almost immediately. There was no obvious damage to the dantian. Figuring out that new qi was important. He knew it. He also knew that it was something that he wasn’t going to understand with five minutes of casual study. Even so, it was an effort to turn his attention away from it. Any change in his dantian that he hadn’t initiated was a cause for concern. Changes could mean unexpected results, which he’d learned was almost always problematic. Still, he had pressing medical needs that required much more immediate attention. Turning to that issue, he let his mind slip into that hazy place of unfocused focus that let him pick the right ingredients for the problem at hand. He started with the base ingredients, wood-aligned ginseng for general purpose healing, wind-aligned five-flavor fruit for the blood, and sunflower root as a general reagent for the other ingredients.

After that, the ingredients became more specific to his needs. He used earth-aligned crown flower to help repair and reinforce his bones. Metal-aligned serpent weed would help balance the elixir. Ingredient after ingredient went into the pot until it felt right. Sen had been so consumed by the process that it took him completely off guard when a deep voice addressed him from a few feet away.

“What are you doing?”

Sen tried to spin, jump up, and raise his hands into a defensive gesture all at the same time. All he accomplished was falling onto his backside. He did, however, manage to bring the source of the voice into view. Standing just outside the formation was the biggest turtle Sen had ever seen. The turtle was nearly as large as a horse. How in the hells did he get so close without making any noise, Sen wondered. Yet, for all of his size, the turtle didn’t seem threatening. It simply regarded him with liquid black eyes that conveyed, if anything, some amusement. Trying to regain some dignity, Sen stood, brushed himself off, and offered the spirit beast a formal bow. Now that the turtle had come to his attention, Sen could feel his strength and the great age radiating from the beast.

“Hello, Elder. I am merely making a healing elixir. If this is your beach, I didn’t mean to intrude.”

The turtle looked from Sen to the pot and back again. Sen felt the turtle’s spiritual sense crash down on him. It was all he could do to stay on his feet beneath its weight. A moment of alarm shot through Sen as he realized that this might be one of the mythical, ancient, divine turtles. Encounters with them were exceedingly rare. While the divine turtles were generally benevolent, it was unwise to test their patience.

“Oh, I see,” said the turtle, the weight vanishing. “Hmmmm. It seems a wasted opportunity to me.”

“A wasted opportunity, Elder? I’m, that is—” Sen hesitated, not entirely sure about the protocol in that situation. “I’m not sure that I understand. What opportunity?”

“Call me Bo,” said the turtle.

“Of course, Elder Bo.”

“Your body is already injured and many steps into body refinement. Why not take the opportunity to push your body cultivation forward again?”

Sen thought hard for a moment about how to answer. “I lack the expertise.”

“Nonsense. You’re most of the way there with your elixir already. You need but two or three more ingredients.”

“What ingredients, if I might beg the Elder’s indulgence?”

The turtle’s gaze fell on Sen’s hand and its immense spiritual sense bore down on his storage rings. There was a brief pause before Elder Bo nodded his head in seeming understanding.

“Ah, you do not have what you need.”

A moment of disappointment flooded through Sen, but he suppressed it. While he might not turn down the opportunity to improve his body cultivation, it wasn’t actually what he’d come to the beach to do. If all he managed to do was heal himself, though, then he’d accomplished his goals. Sen was about to say as much when the divine turtle’s gaze moved off of him and onto the forest. Sen felt a surge of qi and then a root he didn’t recognize floated out of the forest and landed near him on the sand. A few moments and another surge of qi later, Sen watched as a flower floated out of the water of the cove and landed next to the root. Both root and flower radiated so much qi that they were very nearly divine treasures in their own right. Elder Bo nodded at the root and still dripping flower.

“Place a single petal from the flower in the pot. Shred some of the root into the mixture as well.”

“How much of the root?”

“Oh, about as much as one of your thumb claws,” said the turtle, before he muttered to himself, “such odd things, thumbs.”

Sen did as he was instructed, because one did not decline gifts or advice from divine turtles. Sen felt the very nature of the elixir change as soon as the new ingredients began to incorporate themselves into the mixture. Up until that moment, Sen had thought that he was making something fairly potent. Now, the elixir radiated qi and transformative power like a mystical bonfire. Sen glanced down at the remainder of the root and the sea flower and tried to resist the surge of greed that he felt deep in his soul. Suppressing that greed with a supreme effort of will, he gathered the plants up and held them out to the divine turtle. The turtle gave the plants a curious look.

“I do not require those,” said the turtle, before it turned its gaze back on the pot.

Sen didn’t need another invitation. He immediately put the unspeakably valuable plants in his storage ring. Then, he turned his own attention back to the pot, mixing it occasionally to ensure full distribution of the new ingredients.

“Elder Bo, if I might ask,” said Sen, curiosity getting the best of him, “why are helping me?”

The divine turtle was quiet for a time, as befitted its nature, before answering. “I was curious about you.”

“About me?”

“After you saved that boat out there. I’d never seen a technique quite like the one you used. So, I followed you. Then, you came here and started making something interesting. I decided to indulge my curiosity.”

“I am humbled by your interest.”

“It’s ready,” said Elder Bo, nodding at the pot.

Sen removed the pot from the fire and let it cool for a time. There were so many questions he wanted to ask the elder spirit beast, but respect and fear kept his lips closed. If the turtle wanted to talk, Sen expected it would be talking. Once the elixir cooled enough, Sen filtered the liquid through a cheesecloth and into a bottle. He studied the bottle and everything he felt radiating from it. He felt a mixture of excitement and trepidation.

“Should I drink all of it?” Sen asked.

“I would,” answered the turtle, sounding amused.

So, Sen tipped the bottle into his mouth and swallowed the still warm elixir.


CHAPTER FIVE

TRIBULATION
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Sen’s first thought after the elixir went to work on him was, I’ve made a terrible mistake.

No matter how powerful he’d imagined those extra ingredients were, it had been a pale, pale shadow of the truth. His previous body advancements had refined the tissues, the organs, even the bones. This refinement went so much further. He felt like it was ripping apart every cell in his body and rebuilding it from the ground up to be something better, more powerful, more efficient. While Sen was all for greater strength, power, and efficiency, he was less impressed with the pure physical torment of the process. The pain he had suffered before was a gentle breeze compared with this fresh hurricane of affliction. It felt like his eyes exploded and his fingernails ripped free from his fingers. His teeth actually shattered, although he couldn’t tell if that was from him clenching his jaw or was a byproduct of the elixir. For those first few heartbeats, Sen thought he was going to die.

Yet, slowly, he managed to claw his way back to some semblance of sanity. He started by focusing on just one bone in his arm, forced himself to watch what was happening, and made himself understand. It didn’t just feel like the elixir was rebuilding his cells from the ground up, it really was rebuilding them from the ground up. Even as he observed, barely clinging to some tiny shred of rational thought, the bone transformed. It had been a serviceable bone before. If it was one vastly stronger than a mortal bone, it had been one made of essentially the same material. Now, it was becoming something else altogether. He didn’t even have a name for the new material.

It reminded him of stone or some kind of crystal construction. It drew heavily from the earth qi of the root the divine turtle provided, but also from the water qi of the ocean flower. What might have become something strong, but brittle, instead became something just as strong yet flexible. Sen struggled to imagine the kind of force necessary to break that bone now. He let his awareness widen a little. He saw tiny threads of that strange new qi in his dantian flickering from cell to cell, igniting them to life. He didn’t see it, but he could sense some kind of similar transformation taking place in his marrow. Then, a new peak of agony washed over him, and he was lost in the pain again. Unable to focus on anything but a single thought, a single word.

“Survive.”

It was, in so many ways, the word that had defined his existence. Even when he’d been powerless, scavenging for food, it had all been in the service of survival. His almost obsessive practice on the mountain had, in the back of his mind, been about making sure that he wasn’t cast out to die. He had known that Master Feng wouldn’t really do that, that Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong would have forbidden it, but he’d been abandoned before. That fear had still lived inside of him long after his mind knew it wasn’t going to happen. So, he had worked, ceaselessly, relentlessly, all to survive. Even his reticence about engaging in lethal combat was at least partially driven by that basic need to survive. After all, he was much less likely to die if he didn’t fight other people and spirit beasts than if he did. It hadn’t worked out for him the way he hoped, but he understood where it came from. So, in the face of an agony that threatened to consume his sanity whole, he dug into that basic need, the primal urge, and made it his all-consuming goal. Survive.

Even by the standards of his own hellish experiences with body cultivation, the process seemed long to Sen. Maybe it was because the elixir was rebuilding so much of what he was. Maybe it was the pain distorting any understanding of the passage of time. He discarded worrying about the why because it wouldn’t help. He had to keep his mind focused on the immediate need to keep going for another second, another minute, another hour, however long it took to survive. After a week or year or ten thousand years, Sen slowly became aware that the pain was receding. Not nearly fast enough, oh it could never be fast enough, but it was slowly ebbing to a level where he could put three or four words together in a row and have them make sense.

He focused on breathing at first. He forced himself to breathe in steady rhythm, drawing the air deep inside his lungs, and then releasing it just as slowly. When he could maintain that steady breathing without having to give it his entire attention, he let a little piece of his mind start the process of cultivating. No matter how powerful or balanced that elixir had been, the body always drew on its own resources to drive advancement. He felt the environmental qi start to fill the empty space in his dantian, only for it to be immediately sucked away by everything. Every part of his body was desperate for every kind of qi he could absorb. As fast as he drew it in, his body ate it up. Sen found that disconcerting given that his body had never behaved that way before. Plus, he’d set up a qi-gathering formation, which meant his body was soaking in qi at an accelerated rate. Just as Sen started to worry that he’d need to provide his body with a constant supply of qi at that level, the demand started to fall off. Then, he was just filling his dantian. Somewhere in the midst of all of that, the last lingering vestiges of pain had slipped away.

Sen opened his eyes to find the turtle still sitting where he’d last seen it. The turtle was looking at him.

“That really hurt,” complained Sen, his mind veering away from even trying to remember the details.

“I expect it did. The Five-Fold Body Transformation isn’t for the weak. It is where your body transformation was headed, though. I just helped ensure that you made the last few steps. Although, speaking of pain, you should brace yourself,” warned Elder Bo.

“Brace myself? For what?” Sen asked, sitting up in alarm.

“Tribulation,” said the divine turtle.

Sen remembered Master Feng talking about tribulations. What had he said they usually were?

“Oh no,” said Sen, looking up at thick, dark clouds overhead. “Not lightning.”

As though his very words had triggered the event, Sen felt heavenly qi coalescing around him. He idly noted that his passive cultivation technique was greedily drawing that divine qi into his dantian as fast as it could. Sen couldn’t decide if that was a good thing, or a bad thing. Tribulations were supposed to be some kind of punishment. Would stealing some of that divine qi make it worse? Was it really stealing if they were just throwing it around in the environment? Sen wanted to think that it wasn’t, but he wasn’t a god or an immortal. He expected they made their own decisions about things like that. Even so, he started cycling earth qi. He reached down into the earth, beneath the sand and the soil, down to the rock below. He dragged it up and around himself, then slumped to his knees, exhausted by the effort.

He felt as much as heard the first lightning strike on his tiny makeshift fortress. All of the hair on his body tried to stand up straight, and he could smell the ozone. Then, there was a terrible crash as the lightning obliterated part of the stone. A second strike, and then a third carved pieces away from his protection. The stone wasn’t going to last much longer, so Sen cycled up his own lightning and called out the spear he’d gotten from the Soaring Skies Sect. He knew he couldn’t defeat heavenly lightning in a direct confrontation, but he might be able to redirect it using his own. When another strike ripped a giant hole in the stone around him, Sen didn’t wait around for another. He dove through the hole and rolled away, thanking Uncle Kho for all those lessons about how to handle a spear when in motion. He felt and heard another strike on the rock before there was a slight pause.

“Here it comes,” he whispered to himself.

Sen pushed lightning qi in the spearhead and held that spear so that the tip was a little over his head. Then, he got creative. He let the lightning in the spearhead seek the ground around him. It was more than a little unsettling for Sen to see a veritable curtain of lightning form a kind of barrier around him. Then, he was done being interested in his own technique as the first bolt of heavenly lightning crashed down onto his improvised defense. The idea worked, partially. The lightning from above did tend to follow his own lightning down to the ground. Yet, it was so powerful that parts of it still arced into him, searing skin and scorching flesh. He didn’t have a better idea though, so he pushed harder and tried to reinforce the lightning barrier as much as he could, shamelessly burning liquid qi to keep it going. For the next minute or two, lightning bolts fell on Sen like rain. By the end, he wasn’t standing anymore. He was on his knees, clutching the haft of the spear in a death grip meant as much to support himself as to keep it aimed upward. Eventually, he realized that there was no more lightning trying to end his life and let go of his own technique.

Sen collapsed sideways. He could smell the burned cloth, and his own charred body. Yet, as much as it hurt, he could feel his newly advanced body knitting itself back together. Not wanting to overtax it, he fumbled one of Auntie Caihong’s healing pills from his storage ring and choked it down. He was surprised to discover that his qi gathering formation had survived the tribulation, so he crawled inside of it, and just cultivated while his body put itself back together. Sen was really, really tired of pain. He decided that he could wait a while to advance his cultivation again, demonic cultivators be damned. When Sen made himself sit back up, the turtle was looking out at the cove, where Sen could see a small boat approaching fast.

“That woman needs another hobby,” muttered Sen.

The turtle snorted and turned back to Sen. “You survived your tribulation. Well done.”

“They say the first one is the hardest.”

Elder Bo gave Sen a sharp look, or what Sen felt must be a sharp look when coming from a leathery, black-eyed face.

“First,” said Elder Bo. “That was your first tribulation?”

Sen gave a tired nod. “It was.”

“What a very peculiar young cultivator. You’ll have to come back and visit me once you’ve reached core formation, so I can see how it went.”

“How will I find you?”

“Just come back here. I’ll know it’s you.”

With that, the turtle turned and walked into the ocean, not even leaving a ripple in his wake. Sen lay back in the sand, closed his eyes, and pretended he couldn’t hear Lo Meifeng shouting obscenities at him from the water.


CHAPTER SIX

CULTIVATION MYSTERIES
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Sen tried to get what rest he could while Lo Meifeng’s boat approached, because he suspected there would be little enough rest after she arrived. He made a point to commit the name Elder Bo had given him for the body cultivation technique he’d, almost accidentally, used. Five-Fold Body Transformation. Sen didn’t really understand what that meant, or even what it entailed for his current level of body cultivation. For that matter, he didn’t even know what relative stage of body cultivation he was in anymore. He had been in the body cultivation equivalent to foundation formation, but he’d also never faced a tribulation before. Master Feng hadn’t been terribly specific about them, other than to say that they could happen at any advancement, but they almost always happened between major stages of cultivation advancement.

Given that it had been Sen’s first tribulation ever, he suspected that his body cultivation had progressed to the equivalent of core formation. It did make him wonder what that actually meant, though. With core formation, there was a fundamental change in how the dantian operated, how one processed qi and used it. With body cultivation, though, it likely meant a similarly fundamental change in how the body worked. Of course, the only real way to understand any changes to his body would be to perform tests. With Lo Meifeng bearing down on him like an angry mother hen, he didn’t expect he’d get much opportunity for that. She’d want to stick him on the boat and take him back to the ship as soon as possible. He did try to take advantage of the few precious minutes of solitude he had available to him. One of the mysteries that had vexed Sen was why body cultivation and spirit cultivation operated separately. Granted, they had only diverged for him very recently, but for most cultivators following both paths, the advancements came entirely independently.

None of his teachers had a good explanation for why that was. Sure, the body and spirit were different, but they were also connected to each other in profound ways. That the entire cultivation world took it for granted that they should be developed independently bothered him. It seemed irrational to him. If anything, it seemed to him that every cultivator would want a cultivation development technique that helped them develop both simultaneously. Again, his own experiences with simultaneous advancement hadn’t been terribly pleasant, but he’d been doing it by accident. It seemed to him that a well-developed cultivation system would account for those realities and develop cultivation aids and resources to help limit the negative side effects. The longer Sen lay there pondering the oddities of cultivation, the more he found himself frowning over something Elder Bo had said in passing. As though elder divine spirit animals said anything in passing.

“Why was that my first tribulation?” Sen asked himself out loud.

He had passed from qi-condensing to foundation formation without a hint of heavenly lightning or any other kind of tribulation. What had been the difference? He’d had a divine turtle baby-stepping him through this advancement. If anything should have shielded him from heavenly retribution, it seemed that the presence of the turtle would have done it. Yet, it hadn’t seemed to slow down the tribulation at all. Unless, he thought, it did. It wasn’t like he had another tribulation to compare it to. Maybe that had been the heavens’ version of a light rebuke to acknowledge the turtle’s participation. That was an idea that put a chill in Sen’s soul. He’d survived the tribulation, but he thought it only would have taken another minute or two of those lightning strikes to kill him. His makeshift protection was on the verge of collapse at the end.

Still, none of that explained why he hadn’t suffered under the heavens’ lash before this advancement. What had been different about those advancements? What had been different about this one? Sen hadn’t landed on a complete answer to that question by the time Lo Meifeng arrived, although he had an inkling about it. Once she arrived, though, he had to put those thoughts away. It was too hard to concentrate on them around all of her shouting. He let it go on for about five minutes before he lost his patience.

“Enough,” he commanded.

Lo Meifeng was so shocked by either the command or his tone that she fell silent. Instead, she just stared at him with an incredulous expression.

Sen took a breath and continued. “At no point did an older, more experienced cultivator warn me that there was an elder divine turtle following us around. Then again, I might have been even more eager to go if I’d known. You know that cultivation has risks. Some of those risks are bad, like offending demonic cultivators. Some of those risks are necessary, like following through on fortuitous encounters. If I was anyone else, would you really have discouraged me from taking the advice of a divine turtle?”

Lo Meifeng’s cheeks turned a little red in embarrassment when Sen pointed out that she should have known there was a vastly powerful spirit beast trailing them. When he asked flat out about taking the turtle’s advice, she sighed.

“No. I wouldn’t have. Only a fool ignores a divine turtle.”

“So, beyond that, what would have changed if you’d come along? Would you have prevented me from gathering medicinal plants? Refused to let me make a healing elixir?”

“No,” she admitted. “But that’s not the point. It’s my job to protect you. I can’t do that if you run off by yourself all the time. Especially when a divine turtle is going to trap us all on the damn ship.”

“Wait. What?”

“The turtle sealed us up on the ship for the entire duration of your little date on the beach. Now, imagine how that might have gone if it had been something less friendly and benevolent than a turtle. What if you’d caught the attention of a sea dragon instead?”

Sen really stopped to consider that possibility. Dragons weren’t innately hostile to humans, but they weren’t especially predisposed to like humans either. Dragons were proud, arrogant, and terrifyingly powerful by nature. In most myths and tales, encounters with dragons ended badly for the humans involved. Sen was good at some things, but he didn’t expect that he would have fared much better at keeping a dragon happy than the people in those stories.

“That would have been bad, probably,” he admitted. “But do you really think you could have protected me from a sea dragon?”

“Not a chance. Not for long anyway. But I could have bought you time to run away, to escape, to do that hiding thing that you do so well. I know you hate having me watching you all the time. I really do understand why it’s frustrating for you. But until something changes in the situation or my orders, it’s the reality for now. I’m not asking you to like it. I’m just asking that you don’t actively work against me doing my job.”

“I really don’t most of the time,” said Sen.

“I recognize and appreciate that. I just need you to recognize and appreciate that we assess risk differently. I have to think about the worst possible version of events. So, while something like this beach looks harmless enough to you, I see it as a pit filled with potential disaster and hordes of rampaging spirit beasts.”

There was a time, not that long ago, when Sen would have snickered at the idea of a horde of rampaging spirit beasts. After his experiences in that town that had been stripped of all human life, the possibility seemed all too real. Sen rubbed his eyes. His body had mostly finished healing, which was truly amazing and remarkable, but he’d been through a lot that day. He felt wrung out. He just wanted to sleep for a while and maybe roast an entire cow to eat. Maybe a boar would be good as well. Oh, and some ducks would be delicious. Sen forced his mind away from food with an effort. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so hungry. He’d gotten very used to being able to skip meals without consequence when necessary. At that moment, though, he felt like he could eat through everything in his storage ring. He made himself focus on Lo Meifeng.

“I will try to not make your job harder. I can’t promise I’ll succeed all the time, but I really will try.”

“That’s all I ask, that you try.”

“Fair enough. Now, seriously though, how did you miss that turtle?”

He’d meant it to poke a little fun at the woman, but he was also curious what she’d say. Instead of answering, she just lifted an eyebrow at him.

“How did you?”

Sen didn’t have an answer for that. True, he hadn’t been actively looking for spirit beasts, but he had been keeping a pretty close watch on the surrounding area. He supposed that the turtle must have been using some kind of technique like the one that Sen himself used. The turtle was, no doubt, a master of water qi. So, maybe there was some version of the technique that used water to blend a person into the background. Sen looked out to ship and sighed. He’d have plenty of opportunity to try to figure out how something like that might work. On the bright side, he should also have some time to try to decide just where and how enlightenment fit into the cultivation puzzle. If there was a reason that he hadn’t been suffering from tribulations so far, he thought that it was probably tied up with his active pursuit of moments of enlightenment.


CHAPTER SEVEN

PRACTICAL CONCERNS
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It turned out that Sen had spent almost two full days on that beach. Once the captain figured out that nobody was getting on or off the boat for a while, he just put his crew back to work on repairing the ship. So, the ship was underway again almost immediately after Sen and Lo Meifeng were back on the ship. For all that Sen desperately wanted to seclude himself in some quiet corner of the ship and consider his questions and theories about cultivation, there were practical concerns that couldn’t be ignored. After speaking with Lo Meifeng for a time, she’d decided that they would likely get off the ship sooner rather than later. She wasn’t sure where exactly. She wanted a port or harbor that was big enough that it would mask the exit of a few random travelers and let them disappear quietly into the night.

Yet, that decision pushed up something that Sen had been nudging down the road for a while now. He went looking for Lifen. He found her in their cabin, studying one of the cultivation manuals he’d gotten for her. She looked particularly focused, so he settled into a sitting position on the floor and waited until she was ready to put the manual away. While he was tempted to do a little cultivation or ponder cultivation mysteries, or maybe eat his body weight in food, Sen just let his head lean against the cabin wall. The gentle rocking of the ship, combined with Lifen’s soft breathing, and the quiet swish of a page turning occasionally lulled Sen into a semi-conscious, semi-meditative state. He drifted, blissfully free of any thoughts or concerns for a while, until Lifen finally nudged him with her foot. His eyes snapped open. She was giving him an unamused look.

“Enjoy your time on the beach?” she asked, a little waspishly.

“Did it look like I was having fun?” he retorted.

Lifen frowned a little. “I didn’t see anything. I wasn’t out on deck. Did you advance?”

Sen nodded. “My body cultivation this time.”

That got a speculative look from Lifen. “Really?”

Sen was a little tempted, but he wasn’t there for another exercise in pillow-biting. “I also had a discussion with Lo Meifeng about our next steps. We’re going to be leaving the ship. Probably soon.”

Lifen sat straight up at that announcement. “Where?”

“She hasn’t decided yet, but she said to expect it to happen in the next couple of weeks. I get the impression that she’s hedging her bets a little. I think she wants to see the ports. Maybe even leave the ship and look around a little before she decides. Which is probably a good idea.”

Lifen nodded. “I won’t be sad to get off this ship. But I’ll ride it for another month if it means getting off somewhere at least a little safe.”

“Hopefully, it won’t come to that. But, it also means that we need to discuss your training.”

“Training?”

“Combat training, I mean. I wasn’t kidding before when I said that you’d need to know how to use a weapon. We can’t turn you into a master swordsman or expert spear wielder in a couple of weeks, but we do need to start. Really, we should have already started.”

Her eyes narrowed at that. “Then why didn’t we?”

“Because it’s hard. I’ll have to correct you, constantly. Push you all the time. You’re going to dislike me by the end of most days. I’m not especially looking forward to that. But not teaching you is irresponsible. I’d ask Lo Meifeng to do it, but it’s a terrible idea given that you two hate each other. One of you would wind up stabbing the other.”

Lifen snickered. “You’re not wrong. She and I wouldn’t pick each other to know under other circumstances.”

“You say that like I picked her.”

Lifen blinked a few times. “You know, I do forget sometimes that you got stuck with her as much as I did. You’re easy in her company.”

“Is that how it looks from the outside? I’m putting on a better show than I thought. I’m really not easy in her company at all. It’s unnerving having someone watch you constantly. But, she’s had every opportunity to betray or kill me and hasn’t done it. Unless she’s playing some absurdly long game I can’t see, I know that I can trust her. Those people are in pretty short supply these days.”

“I guess that’s all true. I still don’t like her.”

Sen gave her a half-smile. “I’d never ask you to.”

“So, when does all of this training begin? Today?”

Sen shook his head. “Not today. We’ll start tomorrow. Getting hit with lightning a bunch of times kind of took it out of me.”

“Lightning?” Lifen almost shouted. “What lightning?”

“You know, from like an hour ago? The tribulation.”

Lifen’s eyes went wide. “I wasn’t out on deck, remember? You had a tribulation?”

“Oh, right. Yeah, I had a tribulation. It was just about as fun as you’d think it’d be. Lightning and pain and more lightning and pain. Maybe the heavens will pick something else next time.”

Lifen frowned a little. “I’ll have to do that someday.”

Sen was tempted to dismiss the concern, but that wouldn’t be doing her any favors. “Yes, probably. If you plan to keep advancing your cultivation.”

“How does body cultivation work?” Lifen asked.

The question seemed to come out of nowhere, so it took Sen a moment to make the mental shift. “Body cultivation. Well, it’s a bit like spirit cultivation. It tends to happen in major stages, with minor advancements in between. The first major stage of body cultivation is body cleansing.”

A hard shudder went through Sen as a bevy of miserable, unhappy, smelly memories rushed through his mind.

“What does that actually mean? In practice, I mean. It’s clearly more than just taking a bath.”

“It basically scours all of the impurities out of your body. It lets all your tissues, bones, and organs rebuild in a more perfect form. It also comes with the advantages you’d expect. It makes you faster, stronger, your body can take more punishment. It helps extend your life.”

Lifen thought for a little while before asking her next question. “But, what’s the end goal? I’ve never understood what body cultivators are aiming to accomplish.”

“They’re aiming for the same thing as spirit cultivators. Immortality. They’re just trying to get there another way. Spirit cultivators are trying to build a spirit, a soul, so powerful that it can ascend to the next realm. Body cultivators are trying to build an immortal body that can ascend and house their soul as it is.”

“And people like you? Who do both?”

“If, and it’s a very big if, you can keep both forms of cultivation advancing at approximately the same pace, you get an immortal body that can house the incredibly powerful soul that you built. I guess, it would make you kind of like a god. Don’t get me wrong, there are some short-term benefits too. The only reason I could kill that demonic core cultivator was that I was a body cultivator and a spirit cultivator. I couldn’t have kept up with him otherwise. As a rule, though, most people bottleneck somewhere along the way. Usually in both forms of cultivation.”

“But,” said Lifen slowly, “if you’re doing both, doesn’t that double your chances of actually ascending?”

Sen understood what she was getting at, and there was a kernel of truth in it. Following two paths did give you more than one way to get to immortality. Of course, it also split your focus. One kind of cultivation could become a distraction from the other. Or that was how Auntie Caihong had explained it to him. Sen had taken most of his body cultivation questions to her because she made the medicine. He reasoned that probably gave her the most insight into it. Looking back, he wished he’d asked her so many more questions about it.

“I think most people would say that it doubles your chances of failing. Still, I suppose you could look at it that way.”

“It’s painful, isn’t it?” asked Lifen.

“Yes. It’s excruciating every step of the way.”

“I’d be less of liability to you if I was a body cultivator too, wouldn’t I?”

Sen recognized how dangerous a question that really was, on so many levels. Lifen didn’t really understand the demands of body cultivation. She also didn’t understand how vulnerable she’d be during her breakthroughs. Sen had done most of his body cultivation in a safe, protected place. He couldn’t imagine trying to advance in body cultivation while simultaneously trying to stay away from demonic cultivators and anyone they hired. Of course, the dangers of it didn’t make her wrong. She would be less of a liability to him if she was also a body cultivator. Still, that didn’t make it a good choice for her.

“Technically, yes, you’d be less of a liability. But, if that’s the only reason you want to do it, then don’t. That’s not the kind of pain you take on for someone else’s benefit. You need to want to do it for yourself. It’s the only way you’ll make it through the process. Body cultivation can kill you if you’re not completely committed to it and your own survival.”

“So, you won’t help me do it if I ask?”

There was a challenge in those words that Sen didn’t fully understand, which made him very nervous. He also had a lot of doubts about her motives, which also made him nervous. Yet, as he’d had to remind himself more than once, cultivation was all about individual choice. It wasn’t for him to close off that road to her if she decided that she wanted to go down it. He did have to question how much responsibility he had to assist in those choices. Sen didn’t feel like he had much room to say no to Lifen, but that likely wouldn’t be the case for everyone. It was a problem that called for more reflection than he had time for at the moment. He decided he’d give Lifen one last warning. Then, he’d have to let her do what she would with the information.

“You’d be starting late. Very, very late. There’s a little more flexibility with body cultivation than spirit cultivation, but not a lot. It’s entirely possible that you’ll start and find that you can’t get beyond the first few steps, let alone get into the second or third stages.”

That revelation seemed to give her pause, but she just nodded. “I understand.”

“Then, think about it for the next week.”

“But—”

Sen held up a hand. “Think about it for the next week. Ask me all the questions that you haven’t thought of yet. Talk to Lo Meifeng about it. Yes, I know you hate her, but talk to her about it anyway. If, after all of that, you still want to walk down that path, we’ll talk about next steps.”

Lifen sighed in disappointment. “Alright. I’ll think about it.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

PORT
[image: ]


The next two weeks fell into something of a routine for Sen and Lifen. They’d get up each morning and cultivate for an hour on deck. Then, Sen began the grueling process of teaching and drilling Lifen on unarmed combat. It didn’t take long for the question Sen had been expecting to come up.

“I don’t understand,” said Lifen between puffing breaths. “I thought you were going to train me to use a weapon. Why am I learning all of this unarmed stuff?”

“What will you do if you lose your weapon or get disarmed?”

“Oh,” said Lifen, looking a little embarrassed. “Right. That makes sense. I guess I was just focused on the idea of a weapon.”

“We’ll get to that. Believe it or not, learning this will actually make learning that easier.”

Sen would keep her at training for most of the morning, before giving her a break and going to help prepare lunch. Sen found that letting her rest and get something to eat in the middle of the day dramatically improved her performance in the afternoon. Unlike his training days, he left her to her own devices in the evening, often choosing to cultivate on deck to gather qi from the deepening shadows. That particular choice also had the side benefit of letting her cool down for a while if she was harboring any resentment from the day’s training.

He hadn’t expected any real benefits to his qi cultivation from his recent body advancement, but he was pleasantly surprised to find one. While he still had to make a conscious effort to gather qi in the right balance, the work had become much easier. It felt as though his body had become a much more efficient conduit for qi. He just wasn’t entirely sure why. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the option to really investigate it and made a mental note to explore the issue when he had a touch more free time. That improved efficiency still wasn’t good enough to allow his passive cultivation to run in the background in the water qi rich environment. It did, however, cut down on the total amount of time he spent on cultivation each day. Then, he’d go back to the tiny cabin he shared with Lifen to find out what kind of mood she was in. Some days, when things had gone relatively well, she’d be in a good mood. On those days, she’d want to discuss the training or cultivation. On days when things had not gone well, he’d get icy looks or find her studiously ignoring him.

He took it all in stride as best as he could. Sen hadn’t known exactly how the young woman was going to react to getting training from him, but he had known it was going to mean a change. Yet, his taking on the role of teacher was the least bad option of a very limited set of choices. He expected it wouldn’t have been quite so bad if he wasn’t teaching her something so demanding. Martial skills were one area where, much like cultivation, a poor beginning often meant disaster later. As much as he might have preferred to go easy on her, that wouldn’t serve her well in a real fight. Plus, Sen expected that they would find themselves in a real fight at some point. They could probably run and hide for a while, but it would take an extraordinary amount of good fortune to avoid any contact with demonic cultivators. They couldn’t walk around in disguise all the time. If their descriptions had been sent out, and Sen had to assume they were, it only took one person recognizing them and it would be a chase or a fight. So, he continued to push.

The ship stopped twice in those two weeks. Both times, Lo Meifeng bid them to stay inside and then stole into the port towns to get a look around. Both times, she came back and simply shook her head. When Sen asked what was wrong, the older cultivator just shrugged.

“My instincts tell me that it’s a bad place for us. I’ve learned to trust those feelings over the years.”

While Sen would appreciate getting off of the ship, he wasn’t going to dismiss her concerns. He’d traveled clear from Orchard’s Reach to Tide’s Rest based on nothing more substantial than a feeling. While he had a limited pool of interactions with other cultivators to draw from, he got the impression that they all relied on their instincts and intuitions to help guide them through life. He didn’t know precisely what Lo Meifeng was sensing that gave her those warnings, but he was ready to give her the benefit of the doubt until those instincts proved faulty. Besides, he thought, it’s not like I’m any better equipped to identify these risks than she is. The simple fact that she had survived until the middle of core formation suggested that her survival instincts were probably pretty solid. If Sen’s experiences in the Jianghu were even a little bit representative, he had to accept Lo Meifeng had found a way to navigate or overcome a lot of dangers along the way.

So, he was a little surprised when, at the third stop, Lo Meifeng came back and told them to gather their things. It was a remarkably short process. Sen kept most of his belongings in his storage ring. He’d given Lifen one once it was clear that she’d be coming along, so she generally followed suit. Less than an hour after Lo Meifeng had come back, Sen was bidding farewell to the captain. The older man gave Sen a toothy grin.

“It’s been an experience having you on board, cultivator,” said the man. “I’ve got one hells of a tale to tell.”

Sen was suddenly alarmed at the idea of the captain and crew telling wild tales of the cultivator or cultivators who saved them. The captain must have read the distress on Sen’s face because he shook his head.

“Don’t worry,” said the man. “We’ll keep it quiet for a while. Those stories always work best when they’ve had a little time to fade.”

“I’d appreciate that, captain,” said Sen with a bit of relief.

“I’m not sure what you’re running from, but I hope you get away from it.”

Sen laughed a little. “Me too. Good luck to you, captain. I hope your future journeys are a bit less eventful.”

The captain shrugged at that. “That would be nice, but the sea is a dangerous occupation. You don’t become a sailor because you want a calm, boring life.”

The two men traded bows, and then Sen was walking off the ship with Lo Meifeng and Lifen. Sen did his best to ignore the smells that assaulted his heightened senses. There was the strong scent of the ocean, of course, which Sen actually liked. Unfortunately, there was also the smell of fresh and not-so-fresh fish all over the place. Beneath that were the smells that always came with having too many people crammed into too small a place. There was the reek of garbage, human waste, and the sour odor of unwashed human bodies. His recent advancement had made his senses even sharper than before, so it took a lot of effort to block out that stink that seemed to want to invade his nose and never leave.

For her part, Lifen looked around with curious eyes. The port city wasn’t nearly as large as Emperor’s Bay, so she wasn’t staring with wonder. But the architecture was a bit different. There was less stone and more wood to be seen. Thatch covered nearly every roof, save for on a few buildings in the distance that Sen suspected were owned by either the local government or the local wealthy. The local speech was slightly different as well. Sen wasn’t an expert in languages, so he had a hard time putting his finger on it. The best he could come up with was that the people sounded a little softer, almost like they were slurring their words a bit in spots where he wouldn’t. That reminded him that he had meant to ask someone about what languages were spoken on the continent. He turned to ask Lo Meifeng about it, but Lifen spoke first.

“Will we stay in the city tonight?” she asked.

Lo Meifeng started to say something before she frowned. In the end, she shook her head. “No, not in the city. Maybe somewhere in the outskirts. There are too many eyes here.”

Lifen looked a little disappointed, but she didn’t object. That made Sen happy. He had no desire to try and keep them from yelling at each other in public. People yelling at each other in the street was not low profile. Plus, Sen was already distracted. He’d been hiding since before they got off the ship. He understood why Lo Meifeng had suggested it, but it also made him nervous to have his cultivator senses so limited. He was also having to get used to walking on land again. His body had adapted to the rolling motion of the ship pretty quickly, but he hadn’t quite reverted back yet. On top of that, he was trying to keep his eyes open for trouble. He’d been pretty adept at spotting trouble when he’d been a street urchin, so he leaned hard on those rusty old skills.

Yet, despite Sen’s near certainty that they’d be discovered and attacked, the trip through the port city was quiet. They passed out of the gates with barely an acknowledgment from the guards, aside from one staring a little too long at Lifen’s body. Sen had spent enough time with her to see that she didn’t mean to say anything about it but that the leering bothered her. Sen gave the guard a look so hard that the man flinched, went pale, and immediately found somewhere else to direct his attention. As they moved away from the gate, Lifen gave Sen a bemused smile.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said.

“Probably not, but it was bothering you,” said Sen, as though that explained everything.

“Is that a good enough reason?”

Sen gave her a baffled look. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

Lifen looked a bit startled at those words, then a light blush tinged her cheeks. Sen didn’t really know what to make of that, so he added it to the long list of mysteries in his life that would probably never be solved.


CHAPTER NINE

CULTIVATOR CHOU
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Once they were out of the city proper, Lo Meifeng seemed to relax a little. At least, Sen thought she did. Her answers to the occasional questions that Sen or Lifen asked were less sharp and terse. It wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, but Sen liked to take his victories where he found them. Despite relaxing slightly, Lo Meifeng kept them moving until nearly sunset. At that point, they had moved beyond the city and the dense crush of buildings that had gone up beyond the city walls. Instead, they were traveling through the smaller towns and farming villages that seemed to dot the landscape beyond every city. While Sen would have been perfectly content to simply find a spot off the road, both of the women emphatically declined that option.

“Some of us require a proper bath from time to time,” said Lo Meifeng with an unimpressed look.

“Agreed,” said Lifen, giving Sen a nearly identical unimpressed expression.

Seeing those two women put forth a united front made the back of Sen’s neck itch and brought on vague worries about some kind of impending, world-destroying catastrophe. So, Sen promptly shut his mouth. It wasn’t as though he’d personally deprived them of baths. He actually liked baths. There just hadn’t been one on the ship, so everyone had to make do with scrubbing themselves down with a cloth and a small basin of water. Or, in Sen’s case, jumping down into the ocean for a brief swim most days. It wasn’t exactly the same as a bath. He’d still found it necessary to wash himself down occasionally to remove some of the lingering salt on his skin if nothing else. It was with those thoughts in his head that Sen walked along in the wake of Lo Meifeng and Lifen as they searched for a place to stay that had a bath.

Once they’d found a small inn with both free rooms and a bath, the decisions were made without much input by Sen. Before he knew it, they were checked in for the night, and Sen was left to his own devices while the women claimed the bath. Sen felt it was a true testament to their feelings on the matter that neither woman had sniped at the other even once after the subject of baths came up. Since he had no belongings to stow in his room, Sen made his way to the front of the inn in search of food. He’d finished his meal and was sipping on a mug of rice wine when the front door of the inn opened and a brute of a man with a thin beard and faded scar across one cheek sauntered in. Even with his hiding ability suppressing most of his senses, the man was close enough that Sen could tell he was a cultivator. Sen sighed and hoped that the man would just take a room and leave everyone be.

“I am Chou Bai, the wandering cultivator,” the man thundered to the room.

Sen lifted an eyebrow. The other people in the room looked nervous, but no one said anything. The wandering cultivator seemed to deflate a bit when no one seemed to know who he was. The man tried again.

“I am Chou Bai, the man who slew the dread lightning serpent of Eternity Pass.”

There was more silence until someone said, “Where’s Eternity Pass?”

The cultivator deflated even more, walked over to the owner and asked for a room. Sen felt a moment of relief, but then Lifen and Lo Meifeng came down the stairs, looking very refreshed from their baths. The wandering cultivator’s eyes fixed on them, his chest swelled, and he bellowed again.

“I am Chou Bai, the wandering cultivator.”

Lifen simply lifted an eyebrow at the man before she continued on toward Sen’s table. Lo Meifeng eyed the man up and down and sniffed.

“I,” she said, “am not interested.”

As she went to follow Lifen around the man, he reached out to grab her arm.

“There’s no need to rush,” said Cultivator Chou.

Sen saw what happened, but he doubted anyone else did. Lo Meifeng’s hand shot out, seized the wandering cultivator by the face so hard that Sen thought he heard bones crack, and then jerked her arm downward. The sheer speed and force of that motion pulled the wandering cultivator off his feet and sent him face-first onto the floor. A second later, she had a dagger pressed beneath his ear.

“The last man who tried to touch me without my permission lost that hand at the throat. Would you care to join him in Diyu?”

“No,” mumbled the chastised cultivator.

“Good. Now, apologize to these good people for being an insufferable boor.”

“I apologize,” he said.

When Lo Meifeng pressed the dagger a little harder beneath his ear, he hastily added, “For being an insufferable boor.”

“Good. Now begone from my sight before I lose my patience with you,” said Lo Meifeng, slipping the dagger into some hidden sheath in her robes.

Chou Bai got to his feet and stumbled up the stairs to his room. Lo Meifeng walked over to the table where Lifen and Sen were staring at her. She sat down and signaled for a server to come over. She and Lifen ordered food and more wine, while Sen continued to stare at his minder. Eventually, she grew tired of his relentless piercing gaze and turned to look at him.

“Yes?” she asked with all the sweetness in the world.

“I thought we were supposed to keep a low profile.”

“We are,” she sighed. “But some things you can’t let pass. It’s people like him that make a bad name for wandering cultivators. Plus, my cultivation is higher than his. If I hadn’t slapped him down, he would have known something strange was going on.”

Sen didn’t think that she was lying, specifically, but he also didn’t think he was getting the whole story there either. She’d jumped to physical violence a little too fast for someone who wanted to keep a low profile. Sen wondered if that poor fool had just caught the sharp edge of frustrations that Lo Meifeng couldn’t take out on him. Then again, the man had been obnoxious and had tried to grab Lo Meifeng. If she overreacted, it wasn’t necessarily by much. Probably not enough that it would make this a story that made people think of them. Lo Meifeng wasn’t the only woman core cultivator out there, nor did he think she was the only one who had little patience for handsy men. No, this would probably just go down as some funny story where a wandering cultivator got taught a lesson for being above his station. At least, Sen hoped that was how it would go.

Sen stayed and chatted with the women for a while before he excused himself to go make use of the bath. As had become his habit, he added some medicinal herbs to the water. While he couldn’t sense any lingering problems from the tribulation, there could still be damage hidden deep inside of him that he lacked the skill or understanding to recognize. As he soaked in the bath, he let his hiding slip away. He let out a breath of pure relaxation. He understood the need to keep himself hard to find but maintaining that skill most of the day had been an exercise in exhaustion. He let out another breath of relief as he cultivated. The much more balanced environmental qi slipped in his dantian without any need for him to micromanage the amounts. The cultivation exercise also helped draw in the healing properties of the plants and reagents he’d sprinkled into the hot water.

As he soaked, he let his senses bring him information from all over the inn. He could see the life force signatures of the people downstairs. Most of them were dull, but two stood out brighter than the others. Lifen and Lo Meifeng, he thought. There were a few life signatures upstairs in the rooms. Again, most were dull, but there was one bright life signature and, Sen sighed, it was heading straight for him. Sen made himself step out of the bath, and wrap a towel around his waist, before he summoned a jian from his storage ring. He didn’t especially want to kill the brash wandering cultivator. As far as Sen could tell, the man was just stupid, not malicious. Still, if he came through that door with a weapon in hand, Sen wasn’t going to hesitate. Just because he seemed stupid and not evil, it didn’t make the man an innocent. Sen settled into a stance, let his mind find its center, and then he waited, cycling lightning, poised on the edge of violence. The door swung open, and the wandering cultivator stepped into the room. Sen saw the glint of light on something in the man’s hand. That was enough.

Sen was across the distance in a move so fast that even the wandering cultivator was caught off guard. The man saw Sen closing on him, saw the jian, registered the lightning, and then, he screamed.

“Wait!” shouted the man, holding up a bottle of something.

By the time Sen registered that it was just a bottle of wine, it was nearly too late to abort his attack. As it was, his jian had sliced cleanly through the bottle. The ambient lightning around the blade vaporized the liquid instantly, which made the bath stink like alcohol. Sen arrested the blade’s motion a hair from the other cultivator’s throat. It was close enough that Sen could see and smell the skin scorching from the lightning he’d never stopped channeling. The wandering cultivator gritted his teeth against the pain but didn’t try to do anything.

“Why are you here?” Sen demanded.

“I thought you were her.”

“Her who?”

“From downstairs,” he said. “I brought the wine to apologize.”

“Given that I don’t believe that for a second, do you really think she would have?”

“It’s true.”

“So, you were just going to invite yourself in to watch her bathe?”

The implications of that hadn’t seemed to occur to the man before then because he turned bright red in embarrassment or shame.

“No. Of course not, I, I just didn’t think it all the way through.”

Sen frowned at the man. “Do you have some kind of death wish? I’m asking you, honestly. Because it’s the only explanation for intruding on the bath of a woman who slapped you around like a misbehaving puppy and threatened to cut your head off. So, if you do, just say so and I’ll end your pain right here.”

“No,” growled the man. “I do not have a death wish.”

Sen was minimally satisfied that the man wasn’t there to try to assassinate him, so he took his jian blade away from Cultivator Chou’s throat. The wandering cultivator took a deep breath and gingerly touched the burned spot on his neck. Sen took another step back and gave the man a firm look.

“In that case, here are two pieces of free, probably life-saving advice for you. First, don’t walk in on a stranger’s bath, ever. Two, you need to stay away from that woman downstairs. There is a near absolute certainty that if you bother her again, in any way, that she will literally cut your head off. Now, if you don’t mind,” said Sen, pointing to the door with his jian, “I’d like to finish my bath.”


CHAPTER TEN

SUNSET
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The next morning, Sen woke up early. He’d noticed it more and more since his body cultivation advancement. He needed less sleep, a lot less sleep. Even knowing that moving between major stages meant substantial changes, he’d been a bit hazier about what that meant for body cultivators. With spirit cultivation, he could feel the difference in power between himself and other cultivators. With this transition between body cultivation stages and solidifying the Five-Fold Body Transformation, he was still figuring out what it all meant. He’d gotten stronger and faster. Sen had seen that much with the idiot wandering cultivator who seemingly wanted to die at Lo Meifeng’s hands. He’d crossed the distance in a blink. He’d even noticed stress marks on the wooden floor from when he’d launched himself across the room. Once they were out on the road again, he’d have to find some quiet spot and truly test the upper limits of his strength and speed. Not knowing that kind of information could prove lethal for any warrior, let alone for a cultivator.

Sen had gone downstairs and fetched tea and some food for him and Lifen. He’d been so early that the kitchen had barely even opened. So, to amuse himself and to speed things along, he helped out in the kitchen for about an hour. The inn owners had gone from shock and horror that a guest was working in their kitchen, to eventual incredulity when they discovered he actually knew what he was doing. He’d just worked with a little smile on his face, remembering better times spent in the kitchen with Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong. When enough food was ready for himself and any other early risers, Sen gathered up a tray of food and tea. He returned to the room to find Lifen still sound asleep beneath the covers. He poured himself a cup of tea, then stored everything else in his storage ring.

He went over to the window, opened it, and let the cool morning air wash over him for a moment. They were still close enough that he could smell the ocean on the air, but without such a concentration of the intense unpleasant odors that had assaulted his sense of smell when they got off the ship. Then, he quietly moved the only chair in the room and just watched for a time as the small town came alive. Such moments were a rare luxury for Sen. Even when he was still, he was almost always still doing something. Cultivating if nothing else. Every once in a while, though, he found that he simply needed to stop, take a brief respite from the worries and demands of life, and just let himself be. He didn’t know if it made him a better cultivator or improved his chances at enlightenment, but he found he was less prone to making rash decisions when he allowed himself those moments.

He heard a rustling from the bed and looked over. Lifen stood and slowly stretched, her skin looking almost alabaster white in the morning light. She was making a bit more of a production of the stretch than seemed entirely necessary, and Sen caught her peeking over at him to see if he was watching. He gave her a wink and lifted the teacup in acknowledgment. Apparently satisfied that her performance had been appropriately appreciated, she mostly put on a light robe. It still left enough skin exposed that Sen caught his eyes drifting more than once, which brought a pleased little smirk to Lifen’s face. Before he got distracted again, Sen called the food and tea out of his storage ring. They ate and drank tea for a while before either of them spoke. Ultimately, it was Lifen who broke the silence.

“I really should get that turtle some kind of a thank you gift,” she said, a merry twinkle in her eyes.

“Ah, but what does one get for the divine turtle who needs nothing?” asked Sen philosophically.

“Sacred seaweed?”

The two shared a quiet laugh that was brought to an immediate halt when someone knocked on their door. Both Sen and Lifen stared at the door for a moment with a mixture of uncertainty, apprehension, and anger.

“Who’s there?” demanded Sen in a decidedly unfriendly tone.

“It’s me,” said Lo Meifeng from the other side of the door.

Lifen glared at the door, then stood, walked over to Sen, and draped herself across his lap in a fashion that even Sen realized would be absolutely scandalous in anything resembling polite company. Then, the impish part of him decided that he wasn’t really bothered by that idea.

“Come in,” he called.

Lo Meifeng came in and her footsteps stuttered a bit when she saw the two of them. For a few unguarded moments, the woman’s face went from surprise to shock, then to calculation, before settling on annoyed, frustrated acceptance. She closed the door behind her and smoothed her expression into rigid neutrality.

“I need to go back into the city today,” she announced.

“Why?” asked Sen. “We were just there.”

“Yes, exactly, we were there. I have to imagine that our demonic cultivator friends have their people looking for a man and two women traveling together. I needed to get you away from the city. Somewhere that even the two of you will probably see trouble coming. Now, I can go back and send my own report in.”

Sen found that his first instinct was to push back, but he was hard pressed to think of a good reason to do that. In the end, he realized that he just wanted to be contrary with her. He had done his best to bury his resentment of the woman, knowing full well that she was as stuck as he was, but that resentment still reared its head from time to time. Instead, he just nodded. Lo Meifeng looked a little off-balance, as though she’d planned for this to be a fight. Instead, Sen was just going along with it.

“Good. I should be back by the afternoon, evening at the latest. If I’m not back by then, you get out of here as fast as you can.”

That made Lifen sit up straight on Sen’s lap, which he found very distracting.

“Why should we leave?”

Lo Meifeng grimaced a little. “If I don’t come back, it means that someone either killed me or captured me. I’ll do my best to make sure that they have to kill me or try to kill myself if someone shows up looking for trouble. If they do manage to capture me, I expect that they’ll torture information out of me. I’ll hold out as long as I can to buy you time, but everyone breaks eventually.”

“How long should we wait until we go?” Sen asked, no longer distracted at all.

“Sunset. If I’m not back by sunset, just go.”

“Sunset. I’ll make sure we’re gone one minute after if it comes to that.”

Lo Meifeng seemed to search for something to add to those grim instructions and came up with nothing. She offered Sen and Lifen a shallow nod, then vanished from the room. There was a long, tense pause following the older cultivator’s departure. Then, Lifen stood up and returned to her breakfast. Well, she pretended to at any rate. She moved food around a bit, and took a few sips of tea, but Sen didn’t see her actually eat anything. Eventually, she looked up at Sen, and he saw a fear in her eyes that hadn’t existed before.

“I knew this was going to be dangerous, but I didn’t think about things like torture. Or someone else getting tortured to find out where we are.”

It was Sen’s turn to grimace. He’d been worried that Lifen hadn’t considered all of the possibilities. He had considered the very real possibility of a long, excruciating death at the hands of demonic cultivators. He hadn’t framed it to himself quite the way Lo Meifeng had, but he certainly didn’t plan on letting himself be captured alive. He’d kept those poisonous plants for a reason. There also wasn’t much he could do to alleviate Lifen’s fear and scarcer reasons to do so. She should be afraid. She should probably be more afraid than she was.

The only reason Sen wasn’t paralyzed by fear was the knowledge that he’d sent the names of those demonic cultivators to Master Feng and, almost certainly by proxy, Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong. He didn’t need a message back to know that those three would erase those demonic cultivators from existence. They’d consider it a duty and a public service, without even considering that it would help protect Sen. That knowledge reassured him that this chase wouldn’t last forever. He didn’t need to run for the rest of his life. He just needed to outpace the demonic cultivators until demigods of blade, lightning, and poison fell on them like the wrath of the heavens.

Sen decided to offer what comfort he could. “It won’t be like this all of the time.”

“How do you know?” she demanded.

“We know they’re hunting us. That’s bad, but it also means we’re on our guard. But I know what’s hunting them, and they don’t.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Old, powerful cultivators make a point to wipe out demonic cultivators at any and every opportunity. I don’t really know why, but I have it on the very best authority that it’s the case. I sent a message to some of those old monsters letting them know exactly where to find a whole bunch of demonic cultivators and who they are. It probably hasn’t started yet, but I expect that the next year or two will be very bad for demonic cultivation on this part of the continent.”

“So, what does that mean?”

“For right now, it means that we run any time any of us so much as gets a bad feeling. Down the road, I expect we’re going to move way down the priority list for those demonic cultivators as they get culled. I don’t know exactly how long it will take, but there will come a day when we can stop running and looking over our shoulders every second.”

It wasn’t much comfort, but it seemed that the mere promise of being able to stop running, eventually, was enough for Lifen. The rest of the day dragged out for Sen. After the first few hours of simply sitting around their room, counting the seconds, Sen announced that they were going to go for a walk. He’d thought Lifen might object, but she seemed as eager as he was to have something to do. They walked beyond the town proper and looked at the fields of crops. Sen told her what he knew about them, and she told him some things he didn’t know. When he gave her a surprised look, she offered him a sheepish shrug.

“I like plants. I read about them when I can find new scrolls or farming manuals.”

“Do you want to own a farm?”

It seemed like a strange goal for a cultivator, but no stranger than challenging the heavens. Lifen laughed then, seeming to finally shake off some of her dark thoughts.

“I’d be a terrible farmer,” she said. “Don’t get me wrong, I could probably do the work, but I’d get bored growing the same five crops year after year. I might grow flowers or medicinal herbs one day, though. Maybe a little garden. Find a spot somewhere that no one knows me, and no one will bother me. That would be nice, I think.”

“It can be,” said Sen.

Lifen gave him a questioning look. “Oh?”

“The people who trained me. They lived somewhere like that. So did I, for a long time.”

“Do you miss it?”

“I do. It was dangerous sometimes, but I miss it a lot.”

“How was it dangerous?”

“Uncle Kho built his home in the wilds. Deep enough that you pretty much had to be a core cultivator to even get there. It was safe enough inside the walls, but once you got outside there were a lot of spirit beasts.”

Lifen thought about that for a while before she said, “I might pick somewhere a little less hostile.”

Sen laughed. “That’s probably a good plan.”

As the day wore on, Sen slowly directed them back to the inn. When they returned, there was no sign of Lo Meifeng in the common area or her room. A brief chat with the owners revealed that they hadn’t seen her since she left that morning. As the afternoon inched its way toward evening, Sen’s tension rose and rose. Lifen looked equally unhappy. When sunset was almost on them, Sen turned to Lifen.

“Go get anything you left in the room.”

She gave him a quick nod and vanished up the stairs. She returned a few minutes later, having changed into clothes more appropriate for traveling. As the last lingering edges of the sun made their final descent over the horizon, Sen stood up from the table and gave Lifen a grim look.

“It’s time to leave.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

INTO THE NIGHT
[image: ]


Sen and Lifen left the inn quietly, only taking a moment to return their room key. The inn owners seemed startled but weren’t given a chance to protest before the two young guests vanished out the door. Once they got outside, Lifen turned a questioning gaze on Sen.

“Where will we go?”

“For now, we’ll keep heading south.”

“For how long?”

“There’s a western road ahead. It’ll take a while to get there, but it’ll give us options and make the search more difficult.”

Unlike a lot of towns, the one they were in didn’t have a wall or guards to slow them down. Sen assumed that was because the town was situated close enough to the city that the townspeople could retreat there if it became a necessity. He was just thankful that they weren’t going to leave behind guards with a story to tell about the pair of travelers leaving in the night. Sen almost automatically fell into the pace he used when traveling alone, but it quickly became apparent that Lifen couldn’t maintain that pace. Not that she complained. Lo Meifeng’s failure to return seemed to have given Lifen’s fears new life, and she pushed herself hard to keep up. Still, Sen knew there was no point in pushing her that hard if she was just going to collapse in an hour or two. Sen made a conscious and persistent effort to slow his pace to something that the young woman could reasonably keep for a while. She didn’t say anything, but she did offer him a grateful look.

Sen had traveled at night more than once, so he was used to the quiet and the occasional explosions of sound that shattered that near silence. Lifen didn’t have his experience. Every time an owl screeched out in the darkness, or some spirit beast roared in the distance, she jumped. Eventually, Sen reached back and took her hand. The contact seemed to reassure her and, while she still flinched at the unexpected noises, she no longer jumped or gasped in surprise. While night travel was unusual, even regular people did it sometimes. So, Sen never entirely let his guard down. He kept all of his senses extended out around him to provide the maximum possible warning of any unwanted attention from man or beast. He also hoped that it would give them sufficient warning to leave the road before anyone spotted them.

After four or five hours of walking, Sen could tell that Lifen was flagging. It wasn’t anything too obvious, but she was stumbling a little more often and spent most of her time looking down at the road, instead of looking around at their surroundings. Not that there was all that much to see in the darkness. There was only a sliver of moon overhead, so the world was even darker and more shadowy than it would have been with a full moon overhead. It took Sen another twenty minutes and pushing his senses hard, but he found what he was looking for. Using a bit of air and wind qi, he did what he could to obscure their trail and send people looking in the wrong places for them.

“We’ll stop for a bit,” he told her. “Eat something. Recover our strength.”

He led her off the road and much deeper into the woods than he probably would have just for himself. There was a small clearing and no signs of nearby spirit beasts but with good overhead coverage. Exerting himself a bit, Sen dragged a large stone up from beneath the soil to give Lifen somewhere to sit while he set up formations to obscure their existence from searching spiritual senses, as well as obscuring sound and light from inside the formation. By the time he was done, they and the clearing effectively vanished from the world. With that done, Sen made a small campfire to provide some light. Lifen immediately crouched near the fire and cast uncertain, fearful looks out into the darkness beyond the formations.

“Don’t worry,” said Sen. “The formations should keep anything or anyone from finding us.”

“Are you sure?”

“As sure as I can be. I’m not the formation master that Uncle Kho is, but he drilled the essentials into me. I expect it would take a peak core cultivator to even notice these formations, and they’d need to be looking hard.”

Those words seemed to do the trick. Lifen slumped over onto the ground next to the fire and put her head on her arm. She was asleep in seconds. Sen let her rest while he made some food. It wasn’t anything special, just some rice, vegetables, and meat with spices, but he knew from experience that it would provide energy and stave off the kind of gnawing hunger that extended walking could cause. When the food was ready, Sen gently shook Lifen’s shoulder. She jerked up to a sitting position, her eyes wild and frightened. Sen took a step back to let her calm down. After a few moments, she seemed to remember where she was and some of the fear and uncertainty drained away from her expression. She sniffed the air.

“What is that? It smells so good.”

“I made food. You need to eat. We’ve got plenty of cold meals ahead of us, but I figured that you could use something hot to eat today.”

Sen retrieved plates and utensils from his storage ring and dished food onto the plates. He wasn’t all that hungry, but eating wouldn’t hurt him. He took his time, but Lifen devoured the food on her plate like she hadn’t seen food in a week.

“Have as much as you want,” he told her. “This is plenty for me.”

“How can that possibly be true?” she demanded while loading her plate with another healthy serving.

Sen shrugged. “Body cultivation. I still need food, but not like before when I was mortal or even at lower stages of cultivation.”

“How long do you think you could go without eating? Days?”

Sen nodded. “Days. Maybe even a week if I was pushing it hard.”

“So, when do we start my body cultivation?”

Sen frowned at the question. He’d been idly wondering that himself. He didn’t dare start her on it in their current situation. There was too much uncertainty. He shrugged.

“When we find somewhere that’s a little safer. Somewhere I think we can stay for a week or two. Body cultivation is intense and grueling. You usually need a couple of days to recover afterward. The last thing you want is to come off a body cultivation advancement only to find yourself needing to walk twenty or thirty miles to escape some incoming threat.”

Lifen didn’t seem to like that answer, but she took it at face value. It wasn’t as though he said he wouldn’t help her with it. He just didn’t want to do it under the cloud of imminent danger. Sen watched as Lifen finished her second plate of food. The young woman was pensive, her thoughts clearly on something else. Eventually, she looked at Sen.

“Do you think she’s dead?”

Sen didn’t need to ask which she Lifen was referring to. She could only mean Lo Meifeng. Sen had managed to push those concerns to the back of his mind for most of the journey into the night. With Lifen asking about the missing cultivator, though, all of the fears and concerns rushed to the front of his mind.

“I honestly don’t know. I hope not.”

Lifen was quiet for a long time before she finally said, “Do you think we should go back? Try to rescue her?”

Sen was surprised that Lifen had suggested it. Part of Sen did want to go back and mount some kind of rescue operation. Of course, he also knew how futile the effort would be.

“Where would we look? I got some vague answers from Lo Meifeng about how she gives her reports, but it isn’t like she told me the name of her contact back in the city. There might be ways to quietly get that kind of information, but I don’t know them. If we went back, we’d have to be loud to find out what we want to know. Plus, if she is dead, that means she ran across people that she couldn’t handle. I don’t like our chances against people like that. Being loud would get their attention.”

“I just hate how it feels knowing we left her there to die. As much as I don’t like her, I wouldn’t have condemned her to that kind of death.”

“I understand that. I really do. I won’t pretend I’m okay with all of this because I’m not. But if we get ourselves caught or killed after she died trying to prevent that, what did she die for? Plus, we don’t know what happened. I don’t get the impression that she’s all that easy to kill, but something else might have delayed her. She may have decided to lead people away from us. She might have gone to ground somewhere to make sure no one could follow her to us. Since I don’t know, all we can do is what she told us to do. Run. So, we run, and I do my best to keep us alive.”

Lifen gave Sen a searching look. “Can you? Keep us alive?”

“I think so. I might have to do some things I don’t want to do. Take us places neither of us would want to go. But, yes, I think I can. For a while at least. Which reminds me, there’s something I need you to work on.”

Lifen lifted an eyebrow at him. “What’s that?”

“Cultivating while moving.”

“Nobody can do that.”

Sen just looked at her.

“Are you kidding me?!” she shouted at him. “You are the most ridiculously impossible person I’ve ever met!”

Sen gave her a faint smile. “That may well be true, but moving cultivation is entirely possible. And, you’re going to have a lot of opportunities to practice in the near future.”

Sen spent the next half hour telling Lifen what he understood about moving cultivation. He couldn’t explain the part about devoting part of his mind to it, since he didn’t really know how he’d done it in the first place. He did give her that information, though. When he’d answered what questions he could, Sen packed up their makeshift picnic site and got them back on the road. Even as they walked, Sen couldn’t help but wonder what had become of Lo Meifeng and if he was a coward for not going back to find out.


CHAPTER TWELVE

REST AND REFLECTION
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Sen kept them traveling at night. At first, it was simply to avoid other travelers, but things changed on the third day. While Lifen was sleeping the afternoon away in the tent, Sen felt a potent spiritual sense sweep over the entire area. It wasn’t enough to penetrate or collapse the obscuring formation he’d set up, but it was more than enough that Sen felt it strain the formation a bit. That put Sen’s nerves on edge. He waited for the spiritual sense to make another pass or focus on the area they were in, but it didn’t. While he managed to relax after another hour passed with no recurrence, it made getting any sleep at all much more difficult. That night, as much as he hated to do it, he hid almost the entire time they walked. He also warned Lifen to keep her qi as constrained as possible.

“Was it someone looking for us?” she’d asked.

“It might not have been, but I can’t say that I like the timing,” answered Sen. “I’d rather not take the chance.”

There was very little idle talk as they walked that night, with both of them focused on leaving as little evidence of their passage as possible. Sen also pushed them a little harder. He even entertained traveling exclusively in the forest by the road. Yet, while that might be feasible for him, it wasn’t realistic for Lifen to travel that way. She’d be entirely reliant on his senses and skills to keep moving forward. While that might work as long as there wasn’t trouble, she’d have to run blindly through the forest if he needed to fight someone or something. The benefits simply didn’t outweigh the potential costs. The pace of travel and sleeping during the day was already visibly wearing on Lifen. Even if she refused to say anything to him about it, his eyes worked fine. He saw the way she collapsed into nearly immediate sleep at the end of every night. He saw the shadows that were slowly getting darker beneath her eyes. He wasn’t willing to add something else that might make it worse for her.

After another three days of travel, though, it was clear that they needed to take a break. As much as Sen wanted to move faster, Lifen simply didn’t have the same kind of endurance that he did. She wasn’t walking anymore. She was trudging. Every step looked like an act of will. When he considered it, the pace he’d been setting would probably have killed a mortal. They’d also been eating as they walked, only rarely stopping for meals and even more rarely stopping to make hot food. When they stopped the next morning, Sen set up three layers of protective formations around their camp that, if he’d done it right, should keep anyone from detecting them using spiritual senses or mundane senses. Then, he cooked a huge, hot meal. Even through the haze of her fatigue, Lifen hovered by the fire the entire time he cooked. Once the food was ready, Sen fed her plate after plate of food until she waved him off.

“I’m going to explode if I eat any more,” she said.

“Fair enough.”

“What’s the occasion?” she asked, even as she tried to stifle a yawn.

“We’re going to stay here for a day or two,” announced Sen.

Lifen looked alarmed at that announcement. “Why?”

“Because we’re both tired. And while there isn’t a proper bath to hand, there is a small stream not too far from here. So, we’re going to stay for a day or two. We’ll sleep. We’ll eat. We’ll bathe. Then, when we’re both rested, we’ll move on again.”

Lifen looked torn between an intense desire to just agree and concern. “Is it safe?”

“No one else has come through searching the area with their spiritual sense in the last few days, so I think it’s safe enough.”

“I could use a bath,” murmured Lifen.

As she had pleasant thoughts about baths, Sen watched as her eyes drooped and then closed. He made sure she wasn’t going to topple over into the fire, then finished putting up the larger tent that he’d been gifted back in Emperor’s Bay. If he’d known how useful it was going to prove, he’d have thanked the person who gave it to him more than he had. Lifen didn’t even stir when he picked her up and settled her on some blankets inside the tent. He stayed up for another few hours, mostly to ensure that the formations were working properly. He adjusted them a little to tighten up minuscule gaps that he privately admitted might have only existed in his thoughts. With nothing left to occupy his mind, he doused the fire. He’d never shaken that fear of setting a fire in a forest that he wouldn’t be able to escape. With their safety locked down as tight as he could make it, Sen joined Lifen in the tent.

While he was certain that he’d only sleep for a few hours, Sen discovered that the pace he’d been setting had worn him down a bit too. By the time he woke, it was early evening. The sun wasn’t quite down, but it was dark beneath the forest canopy. Sen got back to work building a fresh fire and warming up some water for tea. He’d discovered long ago that he could simply warm the water for tea using qi, but he was equally certain that it changed the taste of the tea. By all rights, it shouldn’t make a difference, yet it did. So, he patiently waited for the water to warm over the fire. He had no idea how long Lifen would sleep, so he didn’t cook any food. He could cook once she woke. Once he had tea in hand, he started groping around mentally for something to do and came up empty. Usually, they broke camp around this time. Except, they were staying. Sen felt a little lost with no pressing activity to fill his time. They’d been going almost nonstop for six days. They’d push until the sun broke the horizon, then they’d get back on the road once true night fell.

In the end, Sen fell back on what he knew best. It hadn’t been intentional, but he’d made the formation bigger than usual because he knew they were staying. There was enough room for him to practice his forms. So, Sen started at the beginning. There was something comforting in the basic unarmed combat forms. The simplicity of the punches and kicks, the reaffirmation of years of disciplined training, it all grounded him, brought him back to a center that had been largely missing since he left the mountain. Even as his body almost rejoiced in the familiar motions, he let his mind drift over his recent memories. He didn’t try to evaluate them at first, just observe them, the way a bird might observe the landscape from the air. From that lofty vantage point, Sen was able to see some truths that he’d missed in the moment.

He’d spent so much time being disciplined and focused on the mountain that he’d pushed a lot of things down. Some of them had been purely physical needs, although those things didn’t trouble him so much. There hadn’t been any shortage of willing partners for those pursuits when he desired them or even when he didn’t. And those years of discipline made it easy to ignore those desires when they were inconvenient. Yet, he’d also pushed down a lot of emotions. He’d had a lot of anger and hazy but potent resentment lingering inside himself. There’d been no room for those things on the mountain. Once he’d been out in the world, though, they’d come bubbling up to the surface in a variety of ways. Sometimes, he’d lashed out too much at others. Sometimes, he’d been defiant when it wasn’t necessary. Without the counterweight of Master Feng’s, Uncle Kho’s, and Auntie Caihong’s expectations to keep him on course, he’d…Sen wasn’t even sure what the right term was for it.

He hadn’t exactly gone crazy. Little if anything he’d done was truly irrational. Yet, he hadn’t been acting in line with his own principles or even with his own best interests front and center. Of course, those principles had been too idealistic. He supposed that was part of growing up. You test your principles against the reality of the world and see how they hold up. His no killing stance hadn’t held up well. Not that he found killing especially palatable or pleasurable, but it had become painfully clear to him that it was necessary. Sometimes, it was necessary in the defense of one’s own life, and sometimes it was necessary in the defense of others. Sometimes, too often in Sen’s opinion, there truly were people whose death could only serve to improve the general state of the world. As much as it pained him, Sen could recognize and adapt to that truth.

Acting in ways that didn’t serve his own best interests, though? He struggled to understand why he, or anyone, would do that. Let alone do it as often as he had. Sen knew that there were times when honor might make such demands on a person, but his honor had rarely been at stake. He’d just been impulsive or stupid. Of all the mistakes he’d made, that was the type of mistake that had to stop. He’d been relying on others to rein him in before, but they couldn’t be there all the time to enforce emotional discipline. It also wasn’t fair of him to expect them to do that for him. He didn’t expect it to be easy or to happen overnight, but he’d done hard things before. Impossible things, to hear others tell the tale. If he could do the impossible, then keeping tabs on his own reactions shouldn’t even be in the top half of difficult things in his life. Yet, somehow, he knew that it would be. Still, he’d recognized the problem, and it was a problem. That was an important landmark. Now, he needed to do something to fix it.

Sen’s reverie was broken by Lifen’s voice. “Well, it makes me feel a little better to know that even the mighty Judgment’s Gale has to practice every once in a while.”

Sen sighed. “I really hate that name.”

Lifen giggled. “I know. That’s why it’s always so much fun to say it to you.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

HUNTER/PREY
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Lo Meifeng was tired. No, she thought, I’m exhausted. She hadn’t been this worn out since before she’d become a core formation cultivator. It wasn’t that she hadn’t slept in six days, although that was wearing on her a little. It was that she’d spent most of those days running from people, chasing people, and killing people. Part of her was frustrated by the whole thing, but part of her exulted in it too. As necessary as bodyguarding the kid might be, she wasn’t built for that kind of work. It was too hands-on, too public, and called for far too much personal interaction. She certainly hadn’t become a wandering cultivator because she liked people. In her opinion, interacting with most people wasn’t worth the energy it cost.

Although, as much of a pain in her ass as the kid was, she supposed she had developed a vague fondness for him. He was still so fresh, and so new, that he hadn’t really figured out who he was going to be yet. Lo Meifeng had never had or sought out the opportunity to watch someone become a person before. Right now, he was like bits and pieces of other people all jumbled up together, but they were slowly fusing into something else. She thought she’d seen hints of the future person he would become recently. If she’d seen correctly, he was going to be interesting. Not interesting in the way some novel invention was interesting but interesting in the, “May you live in interesting times,” kind of way. Give him another few decades, and he might even be someone that Lo Meifeng wanted to know.

Most of the time, though, he was a bit like a puppy, racing from here to there, crashing into things left and right, making messes, and cheerfully running off in some new direction without a care for what he left in his wake. Much like with a puppy, it was difficult to stay truly mad at him. Of course, that puppy metaphor only went so far. On those rare occasions when the kid got serious about things, he got deadly serious about them, and he had the power to back it up. No puppy in the history of ever had single-handedly driven off a spirit beast tide or backed a major sect into a corner the way he had. Lo Meifeng was still pretty confident that she could take the kid in a fight if it ever came down to that, but she was less confident about it now than she had been before.

Plus, there was that business with the divine turtle. What kind of foundation formation cultivator gets a helping hand from a divine turtle, she wondered. That was the stuff of myth and legend. People heard about it happening, but it was always Cho Jun’s friend’s cousin’s brother-in-law who supposedly wandered away from a caravan and found some ruins that no one could ever find again. There were never any witnesses, let alone a ship full of them. Lo Meifeng shook her head and leaned against a tree for a moment. She was losing focus and getting distracted. That would get her killed if she was too careless. Not that she was particularly worried about the people she was looking for now. She’d dealt with the real threats back in the city.

She thought she’d spotted a couple of people who were a little too interested in them in the city on their way out. It had only been a feeling, but she’d honed those intuitions over centuries and learned to rely on them. Leaving the kid and that girl at the inn had been a calculated risk. Lo Meifeng had needed to send in a report, but she could have conceivably taken them with her. Still, her intuition had screamed at her that taking them back into the city would have meant disaster. So, she’d left them behind. She had managed to make her report without getting spotted, but everything had gone to the hells after that.

She’d been heading for the gate again when her intuition warned her, that telltale tingle on the back of her neck that always meant someone wasn’t just watching her but targeting her. She’d immediately launched herself into a nearby alley. That had spared her from the spear of ice that would have probably wounded her, but probably not killed her. She’d led them on a chase through the city’s least desirable areas, only to switch gears and cut through a busy marketplace, then through a shop and back into the alleys. She was an old hand at these kinds of games, even if she was usually on the other side of the chase. She knew what worked, what didn’t, and what would get her killed. Most people eventually got tired of the chase and decided to make a stand.

It could work, but it was a desperation measure, usually taken by people who were getting tired. Lo Meifeng wasn’t going to get tired, at least not nearly soon enough to benefit the people who were trying to box her in. She was patient and perfectly content to keep running for as long as it took for her pursuers to get frustrated and make a mistake. She knew, if you could keep them chasing for long enough, they always made a mistake. It took hours. Night had fallen before it finally happened. The people who were out there looking for her were professionals, but even professionals had limits to their patience. When that moment came, Lo Meifeng finally got to put her real skills to work.

She couldn’t hide the way the kid could. Gods, what she wouldn’t give to be able to do that. She’d even grilled him on the technique for hours at one point. What she’d initially read as a cultivator’s mere reluctance to share a hard-won skill turned out to be a legitimate failure of knowledge. He truly didn’t know how it worked. That had been a crushing disappointment, but it wasn’t an entirely unknown phenomenon. Young cultivators, especially ones who had stumbled into cultivation without knowing it, often crafted these kinds of techniques with a combination of luck, instinct, and what Lo Meifeng had to assume was divine assistance. Even so, she had her own ways of avoiding notice. She could suppress her qi and spiritual sense enough to get close to most people, even other cultivators. For her, getting close was all she needed.

When her pursuers had finally lost patience, they made the mistake that every group of frustrated hunters make. They split up under the very bad assumption that the prey was running because they were too weak for a direct fight. The fools. The first one had died without even knowing they were under attack. Lo Meifeng had simply stepped out of a shadowed alley and drawn one blade across their throat while sliding another between their ribs. She couldn’t be sure, but Lo Meifeng suspected that woman died confused. Cultivators were hard to put down, but almost no one walked off having their throat slit and getting a blade in the heart. She’d only stopped long enough to grab the things she thought might be useful in the future. Storage treasures and a pouch. She’d even left the weapons behind, as they weren’t close to the level of quality that Lo Meifeng required.

The second had clearly sensed that something was wrong because he was warier. The man had his spear in hand, poised in a defensive stance. It didn’t help. An arrow in the eye from less than ten feet away ended his participation in the fight…and life in general. One by one, she stalked and ended them. It did descend into a fight once or twice, even though Lo Meifeng hated direct combat. It was loud. It drew attention. That made the odds of reinforcements arriving much higher. Most importantly, though, it made luck a much bigger factor. It was a sad truth of combat between relative equals that luck decided the outcome at least as often as pure skill or qi mastery did. A slick patch of ground, a distracting noise, anything could divert one’s balance or attention in the middle of a fight. For the competent opponent, a moment of distraction was all they needed. Lo Meifeng had enjoyed the benefits of such moments more than once in her life and had almost been killed by them on three separate occasions. No, given the choice, she’d much rather avoid the direct combat and skip right to the other person simply being dead. It was more practical.

She’d also made a point not to use her qi techniques until she was sure she’d gotten down to the last one. Fire was incredibly useful, but it was another one of those things that tended to draw the eye. The last thing she needed was a bunch of well-meaning and wholly useless city guards showing up and cluttering the field. She wasn’t above the occasional bit of collateral damage if it simply could not be avoided, but it wasn’t how she liked to operate. Cultivator fights should stay between cultivators, in her opinion.

The last of the people who had been hunting her was another core formation cultivator. He was a hard-faced man with a pair of jian, one on each hip. She’d gleaned his general cultivation level but didn’t dare try to get a read on the type of qi he used. Doing so would expose her exact position, and she wasn’t particularly inclined to do that. It would have made the obscuring formation she was standing inside of pointless. Instead, she finally started putting some of her own qi techniques to use. One moment, the man was stalking down an empty street, glaring into alleyways and every shadow. The next, the entire street was blindingly bright. Twenty small fireballs had appeared in a loose circle around the man. The man cycled up his own qi. With him actively using it, Lo Meifeng could finally identify it.

A metal qi cultivator, she thought. How unfortunate for him. Metal qi had a lot of utility value, but it wasn’t particularly good against fire qi techniques. It also suffered from a basic lack of range. It could make the man’s swords all but unbreakable, but that only mattered if someone got close and he noticed them. For the next few minutes, fireballs harassed and harried the man, slowly driving him to where Lo Meifeng wanted him to go. She’d been slowly ratcheting up the brightness of the fireballs in preparation. The man had been desperately sweeping the area with his spiritual sense. She’d felt it pass over the formation a half dozen times, but it seemed he wasn’t adept at spotting them or was too distracted to notice it. When he stepped within range, she dropped the fireball technique and tossed a rock. There was nothing special about the rock. It was just a rock she’d found sitting on the ground. It did have one very useful quality, though. It made a loud noise when it hit the street. The half-blind core cultivator spun toward the sound. Lo Meifeng struck, and a wetter, meatier sound followed as the cultivator’s head joined the rock on the ground.

She repeated her quick looting of useful items, then left the city as fast as her legs would carry her. The only true saving grace of that entire series of events was her discovery that the kid had actually done what she’d told him to do. She couldn’t believe it. She’d been certain that she’d find him at the inn or even coming back to the city in some ill-considered attempt at a rescue. Instead, the inn’s owners informed her that the kid and that girl had left at very nearly the moment of sunset the previous day. She could have kissed him for finally doing the smart thing. She knew perfectly well how hard he was to find out on the road, and that was when he was only sort of trying to keep a low profile. If he was really putting some effort into it, nobody was going to find him. Well, nobody short of a peak core cultivator or a nascent soul cultivator. Of course, that thought brought a sigh to her lips. While she was happy that he’d done as instructed, it also meant that she’d have to try to find him. She didn’t really give herself better odds than anyone else. Still, now the exciting stuff was over, it was time to get back to doing her job.

So, she’d spent the last six days looking for him. Of course, so had the demonic cultivators and their lackeys. It had been an ideal opportunity for her to hone her woodcraft, and she took it. She’d left a trail of corpses in the forest over the last two hundred miles or so. Part of her was a little happy that she hadn’t found the kid yet, because it let her do things that she was good at. Yet, she thought that was probably just about over. The numbers had dwindled substantially after the first few days. She suspected the five cultivators in the little camp she’d found were probably the last. She was tempted to just let them be. Three qi-condensing cultivators and two foundation formation cultivators had precisely zero chance of finding the kid, let alone beating him in a fight. But that was just the tiredness talking treason in her mind. She rolled her head to loosen up the muscles in her shoulders, stepped into the camp, and got back to work.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE WESTERN ROAD
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After their short break, during which Lifen slept almost nonstop, Sen had pushed hard for a few more days. Then, he started noticing the bodies. He didn’t point them out to Lifen because there was no benefit to that, but he’d formed a working theory about what was happening. He hoped that he was right. If he was, he’d be able to put away a vague, gnawing guilt that had been working on him since they’d decided to leave instead of going back to find Lo Meifeng. Unfortunately, he might also be wrong, which meant that he didn’t dare make it any easier to find them. Instead, he focused more on making sure that he found good places that were well off the road to set up camp. He took his time setting up the best formations he could to hide them.

While the repetition with the formations could prove tedious, Sen became increasingly adept with them. He even started having insights into how to make them better. He’d need to have a long discussion with Uncle Kho about formation theory when they next saw each other. While it had never been a particular focus of his education, Sen started working with offensive formations as well. He was almost certain that all those corpses meant that there were people searching for them. While he had a lot of faith in his obscuring formations, he didn’t see a good reason not to hedge his bets. If anyone managed to breach the obscuring formation, they’d get to enjoy a face full of fire and lightning.

He and Lifen also spent more time than necessary studying Sen’s map. While they poured over the map, and Sen started taking notes on the actual distances between locations he’d been, there weren’t really that many choices. The continent was vast, but poorly connected by a frustratingly small number of roads. Beyond those roads were the wilds, more often than not, and every so often there would be cities. Sen and Lifen were slowly, but surely, approaching the minor city of Heavens’ Virtue. Sen had no idea why it was named that, and his teachers had all shrugged at the question. Master Feng and Auntie Caihong had both been there in recent years and neither recalled anything particularly divine about the place.

“Try not to put too much stock in the names of cities,” Master Feng had said. “They tend to fall into two categories. Either they describe something specific about the city, like an event or a natural feature, or they reference something so obscure that even the people who live there don’t know why it’s called that. You can drive yourself half-mad trying to figure it out.”

Once they got to the city, though, there were only three things to do. They could stay for a while, which both of them agreed was a monumentally stupid plan. So, that was out. They could follow the road south, which was a possibility. Or they could take the road west toward the inner continent. Lifen was curious about everything, so she didn’t have a strong opinion one way or the other. Sen was increasingly convinced that they should go west.

“What’s to the west?” Lifen asked when he told her as much.

“Nothing specific,” he admitted, “but I’ve been traveling south ever since Tide’s Rest. It’s not much of a deception, but there’s a chance they’ll assume I’ve got a particular destination in the south somewhere. They may work harder to look for us on the road south. If we go west, we might throw them off a little.”

It was thin reasoning, but Lifen was content enough to go along with it. She seemed agreeable to just about anything that might throw off pursuit even a little bit. So, they made that their plan. The closer they got to Heavens’ Virtue, though, the more cautious Sen became. There was more traffic on the road, both in the evenings and at night. That made it more difficult for them to cover ground quickly. There were also more villages and small towns. While Sen wasn’t especially worried about those, where there were people, there were dogs. While most dogs seemed to like Sen, it didn’t stop them from barking up a storm when Sen and Lifen passed by in the night. It wouldn’t take many stories of a pair traveling at night to tip off the demonic cultivators. Even with all of those obstacles, they did eventually find themselves looking at the walls of Heavens Virtue from a distance in the dawn light.

“We should wait until there’s more traffic from the villages and then join them,” said Sen.

Lifen caught right on. “We’ll be less suspicious if we blend in with them.”

“Exactly. It’s certainly less suspicious than wandering around outside the walls at night. We’ll get onto the western road and then find somewhere to camp.”

“We should think about stopping in one of these villages and finding a market. I don’t know how big that storage ring of yours is, but I don’t want to run out of food on the road.”

Sen didn’t think it would be a problem, but he nodded. Stocking up now made sense. While there had been a fair number of villages and towns all the way down the coast so far, he didn’t know whether that would hold true on the western road. Even if he thought he could probably scavenge enough fruit and hunt enough meat, that took time. With no better strategy to hand, staying on the move was the best defense they had. Plus, strangers would draw less attention in villages this close to the city. With a tentative plan in place, they found a sheltered spot off the road that let them watch the traffic coming and going. At first, it was just a lone farmer with an ox-driven cart every now and then. Once true morning broke, though, they saw more farmers and, eventually, a caravan rolled by. Once the caravan had gone by and there was a little distance, Sen pulled Lifen with him onto the road. They kept up a fast walk until they were nearing the back of the caravan. The caravan guards eyed them, but seemed to relax when they realized that the two young travelers didn’t mean to get too close. Just close enough that everyone might enjoy a little mutual defense if bandits or a spirit beast showed up.

The caravan eventually passed through a village and stopped to do a little light trading. Sen and Lifen took advantage of the added confusion the caravanners caused to do some basic shopping for food items. Sen was careful not to spend too much money at any one place. Better to leave the sellers with a hazy recollection of a boy buying enough for two or three meals than a clear memory of a young man who bought out their entire stock. It slowed things down a bit, but Sen managed to accumulate enough food in his storage ring to keep them going for a few weeks. By then, the traffic toward the city was heavy enough that it didn’t take any real effort to blend in. They just became two more bodies drifting toward the city for their own reasons.

Sen gave serious consideration to bypassing the city entirely and just walking around the outside of the wall, but he worried that would make them too conspicuous. So, they endured the long wait at the gate, the obligatory bribe to the guards, and then walked into the city. Sen had his hiding skill working as hard as possible to avoid any interest from unfriendly cultivators, but he worried about Lifen. He had started having her practice again once he’d slowed their pace, but she was nowhere near ready to face off against another cultivator. If it was just trading pointers, then she would no doubt survive with nothing injured but her pride. Unfortunately, there was no way to know that was how it would go until after everything was all but finished.

Sen felt himself tense several times when he felt a spiritual sense wash over their general vicinity, but no one bothered them. Either the sects were more restrained in this city, or the cultivators weren’t interested in bothering someone who was only a qi-condensing cultivator. It was a minor bit of good fortune, but Sen was happy to take it. They didn’t linger in the city, only stopping at one market that was literally on the way to the western gate. It let Sen grab a few things that hadn’t been available in the village, like sesame oil, and a few spices. Lifen bought a few things, but Sen didn’t pry into what she’d gotten. He suspected it was a few small luxuries, and he could hardly begrudge her those. Luxury of any kind was scarce when traveling between the cities.

The passage out of the city was even less eventful than the passage into the city had been. The guards were almost wholly uninterested in people who were leaving the city of their own free will. Those people were fundamentally not the guards’ problem. The road west was almost identical to the road they had been traveling on to the south. Sen didn’t know exactly what was beneath, but the surface was made of stone blocks that looked to have been sealed together somehow. When he’d pushed his senses down into the earth a few times, he had felt layers of other things, such as crushed stone and what felt like tamped earth. He couldn’t pretend to understand their construction, but they did seem to make for durable roads. He had yet to see any serious damage to any of the surface stones beyond some basic weathering. Even if they were fewer and farther between than he might have preferred, he was grateful that the roads existed at all. They made travel faster and easier.

As the miles between them and the city grew, Sen relaxed a bit. He wasn’t certain that they’d managed to avoid detection, but he hadn’t seen anything that gave him pause. Almost at the very moment that he was going to let out a relieved breath, someone stepped out from the trees and gave them a considering look.

“It looks like I won that bet,” said Lo Meifeng.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE CALL
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For a few moments, Sen didn’t know how to feel as vying emotions went to war inside his chest. A small part of him rankled at the knowledge that he was, once more, under the watchful eyes of a minder. Even though he’d suspected all of those bodies had been Lo Meifeng’s work, he was still shocked to see that she was actually alive. Part of him had truly believed she was dead. An irrational piece of his heart was deeply angry at the woman for leaving them behind when she went back to the city. The feeling that won out, in the end, was a profound, overwhelming, complicated sort of relief.

The knowledge of her survival eased the guilt he’d been carrying around for weeks. The fact of her return lessened the burden of providing protection for him and Lifen. Mostly, though, he discovered that he was almost disturbingly relieved that he no longer needed to lead. Lifen had provided input and advice, but left the final decisions up to him, as though his handful of months on the road before somehow qualified him to ensure their survival. Sen had found it a task for which he felt wholly, utterly unfit. Not sure how he should treat the returned minder, Sen just cocked an eyebrow at her.

“What bet?”

“About which way you would go,” said an all-too-smug Lo Meifeng.

“So, I’m predictable,” said Sen. “That’s reassuring.”

“Not really. You only had so many options. Well, you only had so many sane options. You’re not stupid. You’ve been heading south for a long time now. Tactically speaking, a change in direction made sense. It was just a question of whether you’d do it here or farther south. I bet myself a silver tael that you’d pick here.”

“Congratulations?” asked Sen, not sure if it was entirely warranted.

“Thank you,” said Lo Meifeng. “So, what’s the plan?”

Sen stared at the woman in utter disbelief. “You’re joking, right?”

“Didn’t you figure it out, yet? My plan was only ever to keep you alive. Running away and hiding were the best ways to do that, so we’ve been running and hiding. My plan never went beyond that. As long as we’re going to keep doing that, I don’t need to call the shots.”

“We’ve been running and hiding. You’ve been doing other things. I saw your handiwork back there.”

Lifen piped up then. “Handiwork? What are you talking about?”

“You didn’t tell her?” asked Lo Meifeng with a bit of genuine surprise.

Sen shrugged. “They were dead. I didn’t see the point.”

“Who was dead?” demanded Lifen, her voice laced with concern and anger.

With a sigh, Sen explained. “Lo Meifeng has been busy on her vacation. If you went back and searched the woods around the road the way we came, you’d find bodies. A lot of them. I assume those were people hunting for us.”

Lo Meifeng nodded. “They were.”

Lifen punched Sen in the arm. Sen thought she must have put a lot of effort into that punch because he felt a bit of a sting where it landed.

“You didn’t tell me?!”

“Tell you what? You already knew we were being chased. Those people were already dead. Did you want to see the bodies?”

“You should have told me that they were that close.”

“Oh, by the countless hells. Why?”

Lifen seemed lost for a moment before she said, “So that I would know.”

“Again, why? What would knowing have accomplished other than making you worry more than you already were?”

“I had a right to know.”

Sen wanted to brush that aside but couldn’t. He’d kept the information back with the best intentions. He didn’t want to make a long, difficult journey more difficult for her by piling on extra mental and emotional pressure. Especially when there was exactly nothing that she could do with the information other than worry it like a dog with a bone. Still, he supposed that hadn’t really been his call to make. He’d been nominally in charge, but the fact that their enemies had been that close was relevant knowledge. In her place, he would have wanted to know, even if there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He’d been trying to protect her, but there had probably been a better way to go about doing it.

“You’re right,” admitted Sen. “You did have a right to know. I didn’t see any benefit for you in sharing it, so I held back. But it wasn’t my place to decide that for you. I’m sorry.”

Lifen still looked angry, but at least partially mollified. “Thank you. But I want a promise from you right now. No more secrets.”

“Don’t be stupid,” said Lo Meifeng.

“What?” shouted Lifen, incensed at the words.

“I said, don’t be stupid. We all have secrets. Some secrets we only share when we’re ready. Some we’ll never share. You don’t have a right to all of his secrets or anyone’s secrets. After all, are you prepared to tell him all of your secrets?”

Lifen went a little pale at those words and whispered, “No.”

“Then, don’t go demanding promises you wouldn’t make. We will all, however, share information relevant to our mutual safety from here on out. Agreed?”

Sen and Lifen murmured their agreements.

“Good,” said Lo Meifeng, fixing her gaze on Sen. “So, what’s the plan?”

Sen felt the unwelcome mantle of leadership drop back onto his shoulders like a mountain. Yet, it wasn’t like there were any real decisions to make at this point. He and Lifen had already made the decision. Gritting his teeth a little, he forced himself to stay calm. Being in charge doesn’t really change anything, he assured himself. It’s just like it was before she came back. Even in his own head, the words sounded like a lie.

“We go west,” he said.

Then, suiting actions to words, he started walking. They were a quiet group for the next few hours, each lost in their own thoughts. For Sen’s part, he kept thinking about his oh-so-inaccurate map. There were cities out to the west, but he was all too aware that those cities might well be hundreds of miles away. While he wasn’t eager to visit any more cities for the next, oh, one thousand years or so, resources were concentrated near cities. That made them an annoying, necessary risk. They didn’t necessarily need to go into the cities, but they had to get close. Getting close meant potentially exposing themselves to demonic cultivators or their agents. Sen chased that circle inside his head for a long time before Lo Meifeng stepped up beside him and matched his pace.

“I was happy that you left the inn when you said you would,” she said.

Sen found himself gritting his teeth again. “That makes one of us.”

She gave him a sidelong glance. “You weren’t?”

“I get that it was the smart move. Probably the safest move for me and Lifen.”

“But?”

“But I hated it,” snapped Sen. “You don’t really know me, yet. So, you’re probably not aware that I don’t know very many people. It’s more now than it was, but it’s not a lot. Leaving one of them behind, leaving them to die, it might not matter that much to some people, but it mattered to me.”

Lo Meifeng was quiet for a while before she said, “You felt guilty.”

“Yes.”

“But you did it anyway.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

The low burn of anger that had been building up inside of Sen vanished beneath a flood of emotional fatigue. “Because I knew going back was stupid. Getting Lifen killed, getting myself killed, all in some attempt to save someone who might not need saving, would have been stupid.”

“Yes, it would have been,” said Lo Meifeng. “Listen to me, Sen. Leaving people you know behind, especially when you think they’ll die, it’s hard. It should be hard. Cultivators treat life pretty cheaply a lot of the time. The heavens know that I do. Still, we make friends and form relationships. As hard as it is, though, leaving people behind is also necessary sometimes.”

“So, how are you supposed to live with it afterward?”

“Everyone finds their own way. For most people, it’s by doing their best to make sure those sacrifices weren’t for nothing.”

“For you?”

“Oh, well, I take a different approach.”

Sen gave her a sidelong glance. “Care to share?”

Lo Meifeng considered that question for almost a full mile before she answered. “When one of my friends gets killed, I find the people who did it.”

“And?”

She shrugged. “And what you’d expect. I murder them all.”

“Does it help?” asked Sen, not really surprised by the answer.

“It helps me. I’m not sure if it would help someone else.”

“What if they’re more powerful than you are?”

“That’s what lists, patience, and poison are for.”

Sen gave her a sharp look. “What exactly is it that you do for Master Feng?”

She smirked. “I solve problems.”

Sen decided not to pursue clarification about what that meant. They walked next to each other for a little way before Lo Meifeng bumped his arm with her shoulder. He glanced over at her.

“Yes?”

“I’m glad you didn’t go back looking for me. But I appreciate that you wanted to, even though you don’t like me.”

“Oh, I like you fine. It’s your job I can’t stand. Besides, even Lifen wanted to go back for you.”

That caught Lo Meifeng off guard, and she would have tripped if Sen hadn’t caught her arm. She gave him an incredulous look before sneaking a glance over her shoulder at the younger woman. She gave a frustrated shake of her head.

“I may have been a bit too hard on that girl.”

“How so?” asked Sen.

Lo Meifeng waved the question away. “I just said some things that, in hindsight, may have been ill-considered.”

With that, Lo Meifeng dropped back to walk with Lifen. Sen heard the quiet sounds of their voices but made a concerted effort not to listen in. He finally called up a light breeze to carry their voices away from him. It wasn’t that he wasn’t curious. He was burning with curiosity, but Lo Meifeng had clearly meant for it to be a private conversation. That made it something that was simply not his business. Instead, he focused inward for a time, consciously cultivating instead of letting his passive cultivation handle the process. He was about ready to condense a bit more liquid qi. Now that Lo Meifeng was back to pick up some of the slack for keeping them safe, he might even get the opportunity. He was idly poking at that ribbon of strange qi in his dantian when he felt something he hadn’t felt for months. He stopped in his tracks, his eyes focused on the distance. He’d felt a tug on his soul.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

RIDICULOUS
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Sen was so startled by the familiar but long-absent sensation that he completely lost track of everything around him. He focused on that tugging feeling, trying to pinpoint where it was coming from. That proved to be a somewhat useless exercise, as he didn’t glean anything except that it was somewhere farther west of them. He thought it might not be exactly, directly west, but they were going to need to travel for a while before he’d know for sure. Yet, the return of that tugging sensation reassured Sen in some intangible way that he was on the right track. The situation might be dire, and people might be hunting him, but he had a destination again. Knowing that there was an opportunity ahead to learn something important, maybe even glean a bit more enlightenment, gave him a purpose that went beyond mere survival. That bigger purpose focused him in a way that he hadn’t been focused in some time.

“What’s going on?” asked Lo Meifeng.

Her voice shattered the near-meditative state that Sen had been in for at least a short while. He glanced over at her and found the woman glaring forward, her eyes scanning the road, the trees, and the sky for whatever threat he had seen that she had missed. He shook his head.

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing bad. There’s just going to be an unexpected opportunity for me ahead.”

Both Lifen and Lo Meifeng were giving him looks like they thought maybe he’d injured his head in some way. Sighing audibly, Sen gestured that they should all start walking again and began explaining. He told them about that first tug back on the mountain and how it had led him to Tide’s Rest. Then, he told them about being led out to the Luo farm by a similar tug. He ended the explanation by giving them his theory that it was a call to opportunities for enlightenment.

“So, that’s why you went to Tide’s Rest and stood on that beach for so long,” said Lo Meifeng. “I always wondered what that was about.”

Sen eyed her. “You could have just asked.”

“I could have, but it wasn’t information I needed. Curiosity isn’t always a good enough reason to ask people about things. Some things just aren’t your business.”

Sen nodded in understanding. “I suppose that’s true enough.”

“Let me make sure I understand,” said Lifen. “You get random tugging sensations in your soul that lead you to moments of enlightenment?”

“Not exactly,” said Sen. “It leads me to opportunities to learn things. I didn’t actually get any enlightenment on that beach. And if there was enlightenment at the Luo farm, it was so subtle that I missed it. But, I did learn things at both places, even if it took me a while to understand what I learned.”

“So, you get random tugs on your soul that tell you where to go so you can potentially get enlightenment?”

“Well,” hedged Sen, “yeah, I think so.”

“Unbelievable. You’re, you’re, you’re ridiculous!” shouted Lifen.

She stomped down the road ahead of them, muttering what sounded like a string of very colorful profanity to Sen. He stared after her, a little shocked by the reaction.

“That seemed a little extreme,” he said.

“Did it?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“Well, yeah. Don’t you think so?”

“Not really. If I was her, I’d have probably tried to stab you by now.”

Sen gaped at the woman for a moment before he found his ability to speak again. “Why?”

“I’ve gathered enough from our conversation that I know you didn’t have what one might call a happy childhood. I also know that things look kind of bleak right now from your perspective. Yet, even with all of that, you look like you lead a pretty charmed life from the outside.”

“Charmed life? Are you kidding me? I grew up fighting rats and dogs for the right to eat garbage. I’ve got demonic cultivators breathing down my neck. If they catch me, I expect that the best possible outcome is that they kill me quickly. I’m literally running away right now. I’ve got no plan to deal with them, and I expect that, sooner or later, they’re going to send someone to find me who I can’t trick with a clever formation. When that day comes, I’ll have to fight and probably lose. What’s so charmed about that?”

Lo Meifeng let that all sink in for a moment before she responded. “That’s all true. But here are some other true things. You got taken in and personally trained by a nascent soul cultivator.”

“Three,” said Sen in a weary voice.

“What?”

“I got taken in and personally trained by three nascent soul cultivators.”

“Wait, wait, explain that.”

“Master Feng picked me up on the street, but then he took me up a mountain. He had a friend living up there.”

“A friend? Are you talking about Kho Jaw-Long?”

“Yeah, Uncle Kho. And Auntie Caihong was there later.”

“And they trained you, too?”

Sen nodded. “Uncle Kho taught me about the spear. Auntie Caihong taught me about alchemy.”

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “Sun Lifen is right. You are ridiculous. Okay, so, you got years of personal attention and training from three of the most powerful, dangerous, and feared people in the world. Which, by the way, is an opportunity that some sect patriarchs and matriarchs would sell their children to get. Then, within half a year or so, you cow a sect.”

“Two,” said Sen, sounding even more tired.

“Two what?”

“Two sects. I cowed two sects.”

“I,” Lo Meifeng said, “don’t even want to know. So, you cow two sects. You have a chance encounter with a divine turtle who helps you leapfrog, what, two or three steps in your body cultivation into the next major stage?”

“Something like that,” admitted Sen.

“And on top of all of that, you’ve apparently got the universe itself holding your hand and guiding you toward moments of enlightenment.”

Sen discovered that he was feeling a little sheepish and uncomfortable. “Well, when you put it like that, it does kind of sound like a lot of good fortune.”

“Doesn’t it just? Look, I get it. You didn’t really ask for most of those things. They were just things that happened to you. They also didn’t happen all at once. But most cultivators would look at all of that and wonder which god you saved from death in your last life to earn that kind of good luck. I also understand that most people at your cultivation level aren’t dealing with being hunted by a demonic cabal. Most of them don’t live with what, I assume, are the very heavy expectations of three people who are probably going to challenge the heavens and succeed. To me, it seems like you’re paying market value for your good fortune. For someone like Sun Lifen, though,” said Lo Meifeng, letting the words hang.

“Someone who couldn’t even get cultivation manuals without help from someone like me,” said Sen. “Yeah, it probably looks unfair.”

“It probably looks monumentally unfair. Just keep in mind, she’s only thinking about the benefits. I bet she hasn’t really thought about what it would be like to train under someone like Feng Ming, or Kho Jaw-Long, or,” Lo Meifeng visibly shuddered, “Ma Caihong as a qi-condensing cultivator or early-stage foundation formation cultivator. I’d be willing to bet that she hasn’t even thought about what going through a tribulation is like.”

“So, you’re saying that I should tell her about what it was like?”

“Well, I got most of my training from a peak core cultivator, and that was just about the hardest work I’ve ever done. Training with people a full stage beyond that, I honestly can’t even picture what that’d be like.”

“I guess it couldn’t hurt to offer her some cold, hard facts to offset that jealousy.”

“Well, it might not help. But, no, I don’t think it would hurt, either.”

Sen realized that Lifen was going to need more than a few minutes to cool down, so he busied himself looking for somewhere they could set up camp. He planned to get them back into the habit of traveling at night as soon as possible, but they’d both been up for nearly a full day and night. While Sen could shrug that off, it wasn’t as easy for Lifen. He didn’t see any value in pushing her that way unless it was necessary, and he didn’t think it was. Plus, Lo Meifeng looked tired to him. Given that he’d never seen her look tired before, it made him wonder just how taxing her vacation had been. A little sleep would do everyone some good.

When he found a good spot, he led them off the road and way back into the forest. It was almost deep enough that he might worry about spirit beasts taking an interest, but he set up the formations before anything else. Lo Meifeng watched him for a while before she came over and started asking questions.

“Why did you put the flag there? Isn’t it out of alignment?” she asked, pointing at the last flag he’d placed.

“Oh,” he said, only paying a little attention to her. “It’s because of the qi flow. If you look where the flag would normally go, there’s a minuscule eddy in the qi flow. It doesn’t look important, but it would have created fluctuations in the formation that would have gotten progressively worse the longer it was up. That’s the kind of thing that someone who knows what they’re doing might notice. Moving the flag here looks like it would weaken the formation, but the qi is actually about ten percent stronger in this spot. Although, I’m not sure why it’s stronger there. I suspect there’s probably something below that attracts it, but I’m only guessing. Anyway, that extra qi is sufficient to more than offset the variance created by the slightly misaligned flag. I’m actually going to get a stronger formation by doing it this way.”

Sen looked up to see Lo Meifeng staring at him with her mouth hanging open a little.

“What?” he asked.

“You can feel the qi flow well enough to identify that there’s an eddy in it, right there?” she said, once again pointing.

“Um, yes? I mean, can’t everyone?”

Lo Meifeng reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose for a moment before she uttered a single word.

“Ridiculous.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

COPING
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Traveling with Lo Meifeng again was both more and less frustrating than Sen expected. It was much more frustrating because she insisted on keeping up the farce that he was in charge. He loathed that extra responsibility. Sen didn’t want to wonder if every campsite he picked was going to be the one that the enemy found because he hadn’t chosen wisely enough. He didn’t want to imagine what would happen to them all if he made a bad call. Most of all, though, he didn’t like the false nature of it. He knew perfectly well that, if things went wrong, Lo Meifeng would take charge again. On the other hand, it was less frustrating because they could trade off on keeping watch, and she would frequently range ahead and behind to look for traps or pursuit. Sen had offered to do some of that himself, which Lo Meifeng immediately shut down as an idea.

“Absolutely not.”

“You know that I can avoid being noticed,” objected Sen.

“Yes, I do know that, but it’s not the point. The object of this whole exercise is to keep you alive. That means keeping you out of fights unless absolutely necessary. Sadly, it probably will become necessary at some point, but I want to put that off for as long as possible. I’m expendable. You’re not.”

Sen stiffened at those words and locked gazes with the woman. “No. You aren’t. I don’t care what orders you’re working under. You’ve been making me lead, and that means it’s my responsibility to make sure that we all survive. Including you.”

“I appreciate what you’re saying, but—” she offered.

“This isn’t up for debate. Don’t you dare throw your life away because you think it might buy me a little time. I need live allies, not dead friends.”

Lo Meifeng softened a bit at that. “Alright.”

Sen nodded. “Good. I’m glad we settled that nonsense.”

That extra free time in his day also let him do other important things, like continuing Lifen’s combat training. Sen knew that training was coming years too late to be helpful in their present circumstances. Still, it was laying a foundation for her survival in the Jianghu if they all managed to avoid extermination by demonic cultivator. Her feelings about how ridiculous he was faded into the background a lot once he started explaining to her exactly what his training had been like. The revelation that his training had consisted of nonstop drilling and sparring for as much as ten hours a day had cooled her temper. The two or three hours he put her through were, by comparison, light. Of course, he hadn’t been walking at a cultivator’s pace all day, every day either. He wasn’t sure how well it all balanced, but Lifen was probably better conditioned than she’d ever been before they left Emperor’s Bay. Conditioning wasn’t everything, but it was terribly helpful if you needed to run or fight.

However, nothing could cure the frayed patience that came with the certain knowledge that they were being hunted. That knowledge pressed down on them all. They each dealt with it in their own ways. Sen focused on the ever-stronger tugging in his soul. They’d covered enough distance that he could tell that, at some point, he’d have to leave the road and venture into the wilds. The road wasn’t a straight line from east to west, but it was close. The tugging was drawing him to a place that was a bit south of the road. That worried him a little. While he was ready to take that chance, and Lo Meifeng probably wouldn’t care, he wasn’t sure that he could take Lifen into that situation in good conscience.

If they got more than a mile or two from the road or civilization proper, there was a much higher chance of spirit beast attacks. She wouldn’t be entirely helpless in that situation, but she wasn’t really prepared for it either. A part of him wanted to start training her with a jian or spear, immediately, but he knew that was self-serving. She wasn’t ready yet, not really, and introducing a weapon would only serve as a distraction and weaken the foundation of her combat skills. It also meant that she’d be largely reliant on Sen and Lo Meifeng to protect her. They would, he knew, but he also knew how chaotic those fights could become. It would only take one lapse in attention for her to suffer a serious injury or even be killed. Sen didn’t think he could justify that in the name of his own advancement. So, he pondered about how he could both get what he wanted and still be a responsible “leader.”

Lo Meifeng seemingly dealt with the pressure by pretending it didn’t exist, right up until the moment she was ready to explode. Then, she’d vanish for several hours. Sen didn’t know exactly what she did during those side trips, but she always came back calmer. Sometimes, she came back with a freshly slain animal for them to butcher and eat. Sometimes, she came back with a contemplative look in her eyes. Sen thought about asking her where she went on more than one occasion, but she had been right. Curiosity wasn’t always a good enough reason to ask questions. Wherever she was going, whatever she was doing, it was her way of coping. If she wanted to tell him about it, he’d listen. If she didn’t want to tell him, well, it was her secret to keep.

Lifen coped by burying herself in cultivation practice. She’d seemingly settled on water qi as her preferred qi type and was practicing the methods set out in the water-focused cultivation manual Sen had procured for her. Getting a clear read on someone else’s progress with cultivation was something that Sen struggled with. While the qi flows in the ground might seem transparent to him, the qi inside others was often hazy or fully opaque without using his own qi to examine it. He thought she was improving and maybe even getting close to another breakthrough, but it was mostly speculation on his part. While she would no doubt let him look at her qi while she cultivated if he asked, he didn’t ask. It was her journey, and he needed to let her walk it in her own way. Much as with Lo Meifeng, he would talk with her about it if she decided she wanted to talk, but he wasn’t going to press her to discuss it.

Part of Sen wondered how long they could keep up this lifestyle. While he might be okay essentially living in the forest nearly full-time, he didn’t expect that held true for either Lo Meifeng or Lifen. It wasn’t really a life the way that Sen understood most people thought of a life. Lifen had been surrounded by countless people basically every single day of her life. Lo Meifeng was far too comfortable in cities to be anything but someone who spent most of her time in them. For Sen, relative solitude was a relief. For them, he expected it was just another burden. And even he grew weary of the lack of conveniences. There had been little enough strain on his qi resources lately that he’d been able to compress more ambient qi into liquid qi several times. In fact, he’d been forced to do it more and more often as space grew increasingly limited in his dantian.

With the right situation and the right resources, he suspected that he could probably break through to core formation without overly taxing his system. Yet, the situation was not ideal for either him or Lifen to have a major breakthrough. Plus, there was that ribbon of qi in his dantian. With Lo Meifeng’s return, he’d finally been able to devote some real time to examining it. Yet, all of his examinations, poking, prodding, and pondering had generated precious few solid answers. Every time he considered it, he desperately wished that Master Feng, Uncle Kho, or Auntie Caihong were on hand to answer questions, or even just for him to bounce ideas off of for a while. He’d considered talking about it with Lo Meifeng, but he was hesitant to reveal that much about his cultivation to her. He had talked about it a bit with Lifen, which had oddly seemed to win him some extra affection and tolerance from her, but she’d been as baffled by his descriptions as he was by direct examination.

When he peered into his dantian, that ribbon looked almost iridescent. Closer examination seemed to indicate that it was some kind of fusion of all of the qi types he used. Yet, it wasn’t like the liquid qi. It had its own flavor, its own feel, like it was something truly separate and meant to be separate. Without understanding what it was, or what it could do, he was leery about breaking through again. Mostly because he didn’t know if it would interfere with the process, enhance the process, or remain wholly untouched by the process. With something as dangerous and potentially life-ending as a breakthrough, to say nothing of the tribulation that would almost certainly follow, that kind of uncertainty bordered on the terrifying. Yet, there would soon come a point when he would simply have to hazard it or remain forever trapped as a peak foundation formation cultivator. With so many potential threats and enemies facing him, it wasn’t really a choice at all. He had to break through when the opportunity arose. Leaving power he could claim sitting on the table was just asking to die, and Sen planned to live. Sen was so caught up in his own thoughts that it wasn’t until the offensive formation exploded into life and turned some hapless cultivator into charcoal that Sen realized they were under attack.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

PASSING JUDGMENT
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It seemed that no one was expecting the offensive formation or the ruinous, charred remains of the first person to find it, which was lucky for Sen. The second or two it took him to engage his brain with the idea that it was time to fight were seconds he might not have otherwise gotten without that shock of the sudden death. Of course, the reactions of his body and his subconscious had been forged in the fires of Master Feng’s training. He was up and moving even while his mind tried to take in everything that was happening. Sen had had a long time to think up contingencies for this exact scenario, and he’d used his time well. By the time his brain finally caught up, he was dumping beast cores he long ago separated out into a sacrificial formation that had only one purpose. To make the lethal offensive formation even more lethal.

While the lightning and fire formation might work one or two more times using environmental qi, the fight would probably be over long before it ran out of qi from those beast cores. Two more people tried to breach the formation. One was reduced to fine ash and the other was left a writhing, screaming mass of blackened flesh. With that formation as ready as he could make it, Sen dumped a separate pile of beast cores into another sacrificial formation. He let it start feeding energy to the larger formation, the one he’d set up while Lifen and Lo Meifeng were occupied with their own concerns, but he didn’t trigger it yet. That task complete, Sen started processing what he’d seen around them. There were at least eight people out there that he could see, which almost certainly meant that there were more hidden out there behind formations of their own or just using the forest as cover.

Sen had summoned a spear and started cycling lightning qi without even realizing it. Still, it was handy. Even as he started a separate cycling pattern for wind, he launched a bolt of lightning at one of the nearby attackers. It seemed they’d thought they were safe because they didn’t even raise a defense as the bolt drove into their eye and did what lightning does best, it went looking for ground. The man’s entire body locked up even as the mystical lightning literally and figurately burned its way through his body. By the time the man collapsed into a smoking pile, Sen was already sweeping his spear in an arc and launching three wind blades. One took off someone’s hand and disrupted their own qi technique, which must have been powerful based on the eruption of blood from their mouth and ears. The second blade buried itself in someone’s stomach and, at a hasty last-second instruction from Sen, exploded. The third blade was batted aside by a woman who seemed to have air qi as her main qi type. Sen was a little disappointed, but he knew that it wasn’t realistic to expect every shot to land.

Knowing he’d been standing in one place for too long, Sen leapt from where he’d been near the edge of the formation and landed next to Lifen. She was staring in horror at the carnage outside the formation. It seemed that Lo Meifeng had been busy as well. She had a bow in one hand and Sen could see one corpse on the ground and another person desperately trying to crawl away. Lo Meifeng paused for half a heartbeat, the fletching at her ear, before the arrow punched through the man and pinned him to the ground. Sen heard an unholy shriek as the formation consumed some technique that someone had thrown at them. Lo Meifeng looked to where it had happened, then looked at Sen with new respect in her eyes.

“You set it up to do that?”

“Yeah. I thought it might be handy. How many, do you think?”

“My initial count was ten. But I’m not feeling especially lucky today. How about you?”

Sen shook his head. “No. I’m not feeling very lucky at all. Which means there are probably twenty more out there we can’t see, including someone who can break that formation. Fire and lightning are good against most things. That’s why I picked them. But watch out for earth techniques. Those will probably pass through just fine.”

“Any thoughts on how they found us? Your obscuring formations are top shelf. I know from personal experience.”

Sen shrugged. “No idea. Hell, I’m not even sure these people were sent by demonic cultivators. They could just be a bandit gang.”

Lo Meifeng shook her head and loosed another arrow that set off some wailing screams. “Too many cultivators. No, these are our demonic pals.”

Sen glanced at Lifen. She had her hand over her mouth, and she was still staring out at the bodies. Sen grabbed her arm and forcibly turned her to look at him.

“Lifen,” he shouted from mere inches away, even as he lobbed a fireball at someone he only felt approaching in his blind spot.

The girl blinked a few times, then jerked free, turned, and vomited. Sen felt a brief pang of sympathy for her, but that was about all he could allow himself or her. Before she’d even had a chance to wipe her mouth, Sen snaked an arm around her waist and jumped back. A sharpened spike of rock as big around as Sen’s forearm shot up from the ground where Lifen had just been bent over. She screamed as they flew back from the spike, only to have it cut off when they landed harder than Sen would have preferred. He gave her a moment to straighten up. Then he looked at her pale face. Sen knew right then that she wasn’t ready. He hadn’t had enough time with her yet, not that he would have had enough even if he’d started on the day they met. He withdrew a pair of daggers that he’d lifted from one of the Soaring Skies Sect members he’d been forced to kill and pressed the hilts into her hands. Her hands closed reflexively at the unfamiliar pressure. She looked down at the blades.

“I don’t know how—” she started, but Sen cut her off.

“Stab and slash. Always keep one close to your body. Only use them if you absolutely have to. Otherwise, just try to stay near me.”

Even while he was talking to her, Sen was sweeping the area with his spiritual sense. No point in being subtle and hamstringing himself now. The enemy knew where they were, so he needed to leverage every advantage. Cycling water qi, he used it to seize the water he’d been planning to use to make dinner and sent it shooting out into the woods beyond where he could see to where he’d sensed a body. Then, using lessons he’d mastered during all those weeks on the ship, he turned that ball of scalding liquid into sharpened whips of boiling water. The scream that echoed out of the woods from that attack was enough to bring everything to a halt for a few moments. It hadn’t been pain or anguish. It had been the deepest kind of unspeakable agony. Sen considered that for a moment, and then let it slip away. He didn’t have time for compassion or second thoughts here. These people had come to kill them or capture them and then kill them slowly. They got what they got, as far as Sen was concerned.

Even as part of him was dispassionately analyzing the situation, another part of him was getting angrier and angrier. These people had hounded them, hunted them. Now, Sen realized, they were an immediate danger, but they were also in reach. These weren’t faceless, identity-less names on a list. These weren’t bodies in the forest that Lo Meifeng had gotten on what had surely been a dark and terrible day for those poor, dead bastards. These were living, breathing enemies that Sen could see, could touch, could kill. That deadly anger inside of Sen crystallized into something different, something with edges so fine that it could peel away the layers of reality itself. If they want to call me Judgment’s Gale, then so be it. I will judge them all.

Sen had been paying enough attention that he knew his killing intent was something to be reckoned with. At the very least, it was stronger than it probably had any right to be, but he’d never really dared to unleash it at full strength on anyone since he’d left the mountain. The few times he had used it had been jarring, to say the least. Yet, for the first time, there was an entire group of people for whom Sen had no lenience in his soul. It might well be the best or even only opportunity he might ever have to let go of that restraint and see what his killing intent could really do. Sen took a step away from Lo Meifeng and Lifen to ensure they didn’t accidentally get caught up in what he was about to try. Lo Meifeng seemed to intuit that Sen was about to attempt something drastic.

“What are you doing, Sen?” she demanded.

“Passing judgment,” he said.

Then, he unleashed the full, awful weight of that killing intent. It crashed down on the forest around them like a tidal wave, and it offered about as much mercy. Where before there had been intermittent yells or groans, now, there was only screaming. It was terrified, abject screaming that went on and on and on. Sen didn’t let up, not even for a moment. Unlike his qi reserves, his killing intent didn’t run out. He kept that merciless pressure crushing their enemies until the screaming stopped. All of it. Only then did he withdraw that killing intent back, only he didn’t pin it down inside him. He pushed it into the spearhead. This had all been too easy. He returned to cycling lightning, preparing himself for what he hoped would be the last technique used in this fight. He could feel Lifen and Lo Meifeng staring at him.

“Sen,” whispered Lifen.

“It’s not over,” said Sen.

“Impressive, boy,” said a smooth, rich voice from the forest.

A slim man who looked like he might be thirty stepped out of the shadows and paced casually up to the offensive formation. He stopped just short of activating it. He regarded the three of them with cool, gray eyes. There was no emotion in those eyes. Nothing that anyone might mistake for human empathy. If it had ever been there, time, or experience, or the demand of demonic cultivation had burned it all out of the man. Sen gritted his teeth as he felt the corruption all but oozing from the man’s pores. The man seemed to dismiss Lifen out of hand, which was actually a relief to Sen. The more the man focused on him and Lo Meifeng the better. The man spent almost half a minute studying Lo Meifeng before he spoke to her.

“Who are you?” he asked her.

“Me? I’m just a humble babysitter.”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t be trite, woman. You’re not in a good bargaining position.”

Sen could almost see Lo Meifeng’s anger around her like an aura. “Why would I give information to the enemy?”

“Who says we’re enemies?” asked the man with a smile. “We don’t need to be.”

“All the murderous assassins seem to suggest otherwise.”

“They’re not for you. They’re not even for the whore. They’re just for him. Let me have him, and the two of you can go.”

“Hmmm, tempting, except I’m not an idiot. You’re going to try to kill us all no matter what I do, so I might as well make it as hard as possible for you. Besides. No matter how terrible you think you’ll make my death, I promise you this. It will be nothing, nothing at all, compared to what Fate’s Razor would do to me if I let you have him.”

“What?” demanded the man.

“Oh, come on,” said Lo Meifeng. “You didn’t think he warranted protection as good as me on his own merits, did you? You lot have picked a fight you cannot win. That boy you’re so eager to kill is Feng Ming’s sole disciple. So, go ahead. You might be able to take us all. Of course, then you get to spend the rest of forever wondering when Feng Ming will find you. And you know that he will find you. That’s assuming that The Living Spear or Alchemy’s Handmaiden don’t find you first. Our boy here was a popular student among the demigods.”

“You lie.”

The man tried to make it sound like he meant it, but he’d gone so pale that he looked like a corpse.

“I don’t,” said Lo Meifeng, feigning an air of nonchalance. “And, to top it all off, you’re demonic cultivators. Kho Jaw-Long has barely come down off his mountain for most of a century, but for demonic cultivators, I bet he’s sharpening his spears right now. Hell, given how bored nascent soul cultivators usually are, I bet they threw a damn party when they found out about you lot. Not just a demonic cultivator, but a whole cabal. They’re going to invent a whole new sport out of scraping your filth from the world. If I was you, I’d already be running.”

The demonic cultivator glared at Lo Meifeng like he wanted to cut her into tiny pieces. He transferred that glare to Sen, only to flinch at whatever he saw in Sen’s eyes. Sen wished he knew, so he could store that look up for future use.

“This isn’t over. And if you think I can’t make your death worse than that old man, you’ve got a poor imagination.”

The man turned as though he meant to leave, but Sen wondered why the man had even bothered with the theatrics. That corrupted thing masquerading as a person had no intention of leaving until they were all dead. As soon as Sen sensed the man’s qi shift, the second the demonic cultivator started to turn back toward them, Sen activated the other formation with a flicker of his own qi. The formation that had been slowly building up power unleashed its full fury in one fell burst. There was very nearly an explosion of metal qi and a small forest of metal spikes shot up out of the ground in a perfect circle around the offensive formation. The demonic cultivator had expected something and taken precautions, but there had been too many spikes and he’d been impaled in half a dozen places. Sen didn’t wait around to see if the demonic cultivator had some trick up his sleeve. He lowered his spear toward the man and let lightning qi flow into the spearhead until it clicked together with his killing intent.

“Heavens’ Rebuke,” whispered Sen.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE FLOWER OF STRANGE FORTUNE
[image: ]


Control. So much in cultivation depended on it. Without it, strikes would not find their mark, or be turned aside with ease. Without it, one could shred their qi channels to uselessness. Without control, techniques could run out of control. That was a lesson Sen had learned the hard way. Seeing the destruction he’d wrought in that abandoned town with his poorly controlled use of Heavens’ Rebuke had very nearly convinced him to swear it off altogether. Even as he directed the same technique at the thrashing, howling, impaled demonic cultivator, he focused on control. He would kill this man, Sen promised himself, not vaporize half a mile of forest. Yet, for all that cultivation called for control, for all that cultivators relied on it, there had to be room for the unknown, for the unpredictable, for the flower of strange fortune to bloom in their lives. Sen had been the recipient of that as well. However, in the moment, the blooming of that flower could look like a hideous, terrifying loss of control.

That was what Sen experienced as, in the barest sliver of time before Heavens’ Rebuke flew from the spearhead, something he didn’t plan for happened. To his horror, a tiny thread from that ribbon of strange qi flew free and lodged itself in the heart of his technique. There was no time to stop it, or even consider what it meant. There was only time for one brief upswell of uncertainty and fear as Sen felt the technique fundamentally change. Then, it was loosed on the demonic cultivator. Sen expected a lance of purple-hued blackness with lightning crackling around it, but what he got was a beam of iridescent light wreathed in that purple-hued black lightning. Sen was at a loss to even understand what happened next. While he hadn’t intentionally aimed for it, the beam punched into the demonic cultivator’s dantian. Sen flinched when he heard the man’s core shatter.

That alone was enough to end the fight. The man would likely never cultivate again. Yet, it seemed the technique wasn’t through with him. Iridescent light suffused the former cultivator from the inside out. Then, he started screaming. Foulness the likes of which Sen had never seen was pushed out of the man’s body, only to be hungrily consumed by the purpled-hued black lightening that wreathed the man. The lightning left nothing behind, not even ash. When it seemed that the light had pushed every last trace of corruption out of the man, it faded away, only for the lightning to shoot into the man and take its terrible due. Without the benefits of an intact core to support his body, the lightning acted more like a pack of ravenous animals than anything else. It simply consumed the man from the outside in until nothing remained but a few charred and smoking bone fragments.

When it was over, Sen found himself staring at those bone fragments. He had done that. Somehow, someway, that technique had been born inside of him. He didn’t have words for what he felt. He wasn’t sorry that the man was dead. He wasn’t even sorry for how he’d killed him. Sen was absolutely certain that the man had gotten off easier than he deserved. Only countless acts of utter depravity, cultivation with components that no sane person would use, could possibly account for the corruption that had poured from that man’s skin. No, the problem was that Sen was all too certain that technique would have similar results on normal cultivators as well. What he’d just done hadn’t been killing. It hadn’t even been an execution. He had destroyed everything that man had ever been. And he’d done it in seconds.

The full weight of what he’d done descended on him. The danger of it bloomed fully formed in his mind. No one could know about that technique. Not that Sen planned to ever use it again. It seemed that every time he did, it got more wildly, insanely dangerous. Still, if word ever spread, if people ever found out that he could shatter their cultivation with one technique, he’d never be able to stop running. No threat of vengeance from terrifying nascent soul cultivators would be enough to shield him. Entire packs of core cultivators would hunt him down and destroy him. He’d never be safe again. Just as that realization struck home, a powerful hand seized his robes and spun him around. Lo Meifeng was staring at him, her eyes wild, afraid, and confused.

“What in all of the countless hells was that?” she screamed, jerking him back and forth by the robes. “You aren’t some random cultivator that Feng Ming picked as a hobby. You tell me who you are! You tell me now!”

Sen firmed his expression. “Stop.”

Lo Meifeng looked like she wanted to yell again, then seemed to realize what she’d been doing. Her face blanched, and she hurriedly stepped back. While she took a moment to visibly get ahold of herself, Sen looked over to Lifen. He struggled to pin down what her expression meant. It wasn’t fear, for which he was enormously grateful, but it was definitely something. It was a jumble of things. There were hints of awe in there, which he needed to put a stop to as soon as possible. There was also consideration in her eyes as if she’d thought she understood him and was reevaluating that. There were other things in there, too, and Sen didn’t have the experience or the mental resources to devote to sorting it all out. He did find it odd that, after her initial shock and horror at the bloodshed, she seemed calmer about all of it than the much more experienced Lo Meifeng. Maybe that’s the difference, thought Sen. Lo Meifeng has the experience to understand how bad this could all get.

“I apologize,” said Lo Meifeng, her face a calm mask. “I let my surprise get the better of me. Still, the questions stand. What did you just do?”

“It never happened,” said Sen.

“What?” asked both Lifen and Lo Meifeng at the same time.

“It never happened. We will talk about it here, now, once. Then, I will have an oath from both of you that you will never discuss it with anyone without my express permission.”

“Why?” asked Lifen.

“Because, if knowledge about it spreads, his death becomes a certainty,” answered Lo Meifeng. “Every core stage cultivator on the continent will be baying for his blood.”

Given that clue, Lifen’s face lit up with understanding, and then immediately went dark with a different kind of understanding. She considered all of it for a moment before she gave Sen a hard look.

“You don’t trust us to keep quiet.”

Sen shook his head. “I trust you to keep quiet in normal circumstances. I need that oath to ensure that no one can force the information from you.”

Lifen didn’t need any help connecting those dots. She grimaced, then nodded in understanding. “I can see why you’d think that was a possibility, given everything.”

“Yeah,” said Sen, more than a little bitter, before he looked at Lo Meifeng. “I’ll start with your second question since it’s easier. I’m no one.”

“Seriously, I’ll add it to my oath.”

“There’s nothing to add. I really am no one. I was living on the streets when Master Feng found me.”

“What about before that?”

“What about it? I’m not some lost prince or the scion of some great noble house if that’s what you’re thinking. Or, if I was, no one ever came looking for me.”

“That you know of,” offered Lifen.

Sen grudgingly conceded that point. “Yes, that I know of. But, really, even I know that’s just something that happens in stories. Can either of you think of a single time that something like that happened in the real world?”

Both women thought hard for a moment. Lifen shook her head.

“No, I guess I can’t,” said Lo Meifeng.

“Exactly. I’m confident that if someone managed to find out where I came from, they’d find out that my parents were just peasants who died young. Or they were peasants who abandoned me. Or some variation on that.”

“Fine,” said Lo Meifeng. “I’ll accept that, for the moment. Now, explain exactly what it is that you just did to that man.”

So, Sen laid out the essentials, which didn’t really take that long. Of course, there were lots of questions, most of which elicited shrugs from Sen. He was short on useful facts about the technique. When he’d answered, or failed to have answers, for all of their questions, he extracted oaths from them both, sworn to the heavens and on their cultivation to never reveal any of what he’d just told them. After that, he looked out at the surrounding forest and sighed.

“What’s wrong?” asked Lifen.

“There’s a chance there’s still a few of them alive out there. I should go finish them off.”

“I can do it,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen shot her a grateful look but declined. “If they’re alive, they’re probably half-mad or catatonic. I did that to them, so I should be the one to finish the job.”

With that, Sen walked into the trees to finish what he was trying very hard not to think of as a massacre at his hands.


CHAPTER TWENTY

LESSONS
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Falling Leaf glared across the table at the Caihong and resisted the urge to smash the teapot. No, she reminded herself for the hundredth time, Ma Caihong. She was so frustrated with the woman, with the situation, with the countless, stupid human rules that she had to learn. They had rules for everything. They had rules about when to sleep. Rules about when to eat. Rules about how to eat. And so many rules about bowing. She honestly didn’t know how they kept track of it all, let alone why they’d want to make their lives so complex. Then, there were the clothes. Those were so complicated, and her graceless human body didn’t help with that. To make it worse, she knew that this was forever. As soon as she had done it, she knew. She’d never be able to go back. She’d mourned that loss for so many days. No, she reminded herself, weeks. The humans call them weeks.

That was something else she struggled to understand. The humans were obsessed with naming time. For Falling Leaf, time was simple. There was day. There was night. There were seasons. That had always been enough. Now, though, there weren’t just days. There were specific days, and they had names that she needed to remember. Those days happened in a specific order, and the humans put great stock in that fact for some unfathomable reason. But the humans couldn’t stop their madness there. No, they had to break their days up into some made-up thing called hours, as though there was a real difference between time in the morning and time in the evening. There was just day and night. She knew this. She had always known this. But Ma Caihong insisted that this was something that Falling Leaf needed to know.

The worst part, though, was that she had to learn how to fight. She remembered how to fight, but the way she fought wouldn’t work in this new body. She had to learn how the humans used their metal claws, and how they used their qi. At least that part hadn’t been so bad, she thought. She’d been pleasantly surprised to learn that gathering qi and using it in her human body was easier than it had ever been in her beautiful, lost panther body. She actually enjoyed learning about that, which Ma Caihong had figured out all too quickly. Now, the woman wouldn’t teach her about qi or fighting unless she made progress with all of the other stupid human things.

The worst part, though, was that she’d made this change so she could go to her human boy, and that seemed farther away now than it had on the day she changed. There were times when she felt defeated, lost in a tide of things she didn’t understand and didn’t want to understand. But she had to learn. She had made this choice. There was no going back, so she must go forward. Grimacing, she turned her attention back to the teapot and started over.
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Feng Ming was thinking about pastries. He hadn’t been back to that little shop in years, and that was unfortunate. They had been a nice family. Just as importantly, they had real skill in their craft. So many people made a hash of their professions, squeaking by with barely adequate results. He truly didn’t understand why someone would put so little effort into something they would spend so much time doing. Of course, he also understood that many mortals found themselves doing work they didn’t wish to do, but he wasn’t certain that was really a good enough excuse to do the work badly. After all, he’d never particularly enjoyed practicing the jian, but it was the weapon his master had chosen to train him in. He’d been diligent about it and invested himself in it as thoroughly as he invested himself in his cultivation exercises. He thought that the results spoke for themselves. He wasn’t so arrogant as to believe that he was the greatest swordsman alive, but he thought he could reasonably claim to be among the top ten.

That was something he’d appreciated the entire time he’d been teaching Sen. That boy’s dedication and drive were simply unparalleled in Feng Ming’s experience. He’d been relentless. No, thought Feng Ming, relentless doesn’t do it justice. That boy had been pitiless with himself. If Feng Ming had been half so driven in his youth, he would have ascended four thousand years ago. Although, that would have been a pity. He would have missed out on so many interesting things. He’d have barely gotten to know Kho Jaw-Long or Ma Caihong. There were students he would never have trained. There would certainly be a lot more people alive that the world was a better place without. There had also been hard times in there. Friends lost to wars, to other cultivators, even to his own stupidity. Yet, those losses, the poignance of them, gave him a much deeper appreciation for all the grand wonders and tiny miracles he had witnessed in his long life. In the end, he was glad he’d taken his time.

He suspected that Sen wouldn’t. It would be too much like a half-measure, and if there was one thing that boy hated, it was half-measures. Although, Feng Ming suspected Sen would deny that. There was a streak of kindness in that boy that Feng Ming had worked exceedingly hard not to extinguish. It occasionally made the boy make bad choices, but also did a lot of work to soften the other thing that Feng Ming saw in him. There was a tower carved of pure diamond that ran straight through that young man. It wasn’t always obvious, and he’d personally witnessed Sen try to hide it, but that obdurate, unbreakable hardness was there, obvious to those with eyes to see. That was why the boy had been able to endure all those double advancements. It was why he’d been able to train like a pack of devils was waiting for him to take a break. It was also why the boy had found himself in his current predicament.

That thought brought Feng Ming back into the moment. He’d only been half paying attention to the demonic cultivator that had been waving a jian at him like a toddler and throwing pitiful qi techniques at him for the last few minutes. Sighing to himself, he decided that it was high time to end this charade. Feng Ming moved his arm in a casual thrust. The thrust sheared the other man’s blade in half, shattered three separate defensive techniques, punched through the man’s chest, and severed his spine. Feng Ming withdrew the blade and peered down at the man on the ground.

“A lesson for you to take into your next life,” said Feng Ming. “A lesson all warriors must eventually learn, or it will kill them. Know your enemy.”

Then, with a casual flick of his wrist, he deprived the man’s body of its head. As he casually looked around at the smoldering ruins that had once been the sect the demonic cultivator was hiding in, Feng Ming wondered if he had the time to visit that pastry shop.
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Kho Jaw-Long couldn’t remember the last time he’d had this much fun. Not that he wasn’t concerned about the boy. He was very worried about Sen. The boy was almost freakishly talented. That much had been obvious with the way he’d taken to alchemy. It was only his own hangups about pills that had bottlenecked him there, but Caihong said he’d started doing things with elixirs that she’d found fascinating. He could appreciate what she meant. Sen had soaked up formation knowledge like a sponge. If he could have had five more years with the boy, he’d have turned him into a formation master like nothing the world had seen in five hundred years. The threat of losing a talent like that alone was bad enough, but the strange, half-starved, nearly feral boy that Ming had dragged up the mountain had filled an empty place in Kho Jaw-Long’s heart that he hadn’t even realized was there. He was more son than student, and Kho Jaw-Long would, by the heavens, protect what was his.

Of course, that didn’t mean he couldn’t have a good time while he protected what was his. And, if someone couldn’t have a good time killing demonic cultivators, they were just doing it wrong. Fortunately, he knew how to do it right. It helped that there just wasn’t a group of people more rightly deserving of grisly deaths than demonic cultivators. That was how Kho Jaw-Long found himself hovering in the air over a sect, lightning wrapped around him so tightly that he blazed like the sun, issuing threats and demands. Below, he saw the sect members running around like headless chickens, while elders tried to put up formations that would keep him out. Like those fools even knew a formation that could stop him.

“Just send her out,” shouted Kho Jaw-Long, his voice amplified with a bit of air qi.

He’d taken a page out of Sen’s book and started cultivating a bit of other kinds of qi. He’d never be able to do the kinds of things Sen did. He’d started too late for that. But he could pull together enough qi of different types for little tricks. Of course, that little trick sent off wholesale wailing and terror below as they thought he was one of the rare prodigies who successfully cultivated multiple qi types. He let them think it.

“You cannot have her,” shouted back one of the elders. “You cannot hope to defeat the might of the entire Thundering Mountain Sect!”

At those words, Kho Jaw-Long threw back his head and laughed. Then, he descended on them. Their formations broke, shattered, or burned away without slowing him by a moment. He landed in front of the elder who had just spoken. The man’s eyes looked like they were about to fall out of his skull, which made it hard for Kho Jaw-Long to keep a straight face, but he mastered his glee and put on an appropriately stern expression.

“I assure you, I can,” he said. “Although, if you’ve called out all of this much force to protect a demonic cultivator, perhaps I should just cull the entire sect. You’re probably all corrupt.”

Exactly one minute later, the demonic cultivator was dragged before Kho Jaw-Long. Five seconds after that, her smoldering skeleton was dragged away to be, well, probably thrown on a trash pile somewhere if there was justice in the universe. He looked over at the elder and nodded.

“I see that you’ve learned at least one lesson today.”

“What lesson is that, honored cultivator?” asked a pale-faced elder in a shaky voice.

“Not everything is worth dying for.”

Then, he was flying away on a platform of qi. The list Sen had sent was long, and Kho Jaw-Long was in a mood to travel.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

A DIFFERENT PATH
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Where Sen had set a brisk pace before, he set a brutal pace now. He wanted as much physical and psychological distance from that fight as he could get. Although, he wanted those distances for very different reasons. The physical distance was practicality at work. Someone sent those people, and Sen was already wishing that they’d captured someone alive and sane enough to ask them questions about that person. He knew that probably wasn’t realistic, that trying to do that would likely have ended with their captures or death, but he was feeling very information-starved at the moment.

Whoever that order-issuing person was, they were going to notice when two dozen qi-condensing and foundation formation cultivators, to say nothing of a full-blown demonic core formation cultivator, just never came back. They might as well have thrown a sign up into the air that said, “We are here.” Then again, the murderous trail that Lo Meifeng left in their wake probably did the same thing. Either way, they needed to get away from the actual site of that last piece of slaughter before someone turned up that they couldn’t fight. Of course, up until the end of that fight, Sen would have said that they didn’t really stand a good chance against a late-stage core cultivator of any stripe.

That thought brought him back around to why he wanted psychological distance from that fight. There was too much he didn’t understand about what had happened. He’d known that Heavens’ Rebuke was powerful. He’d expected it to do a lot of damage, even to that late-stage core cultivator. What it had actually done, no one could have predicted that. Of course, that was part of the problem. The technique he’d actually used wasn’t Heavens’ Rebuke. Not really. Not the way he’d intended it. It was more like Heavens’ Rebuke’s older, angrier, much more hideously deadly sister. And the worst part was, he didn’t know how he’d done it. He wasn’t entirely convinced that he had done it. He’d gone over the last moments before he’d launched that technique a hundred times.

It had all happened so fast that he couldn’t be certain, but it seemed like that ribbon of strange qi in his dantian had acted on its own. That was absurd because qi wasn’t sentient. It didn’t make decisions. Yet, Sen was almost positive, that was what had happened. He knew for damned sure that he would never have introduced a new variable into a technique at that moment. Especially since he knew how dangerous it was when that specific technique was poorly controlled. He would have considered adding anything to it in the moments before he launched it as an invitation to blow himself up. That he hadn’t gotten blown up had, at first, seemed like pure good fortune. Now, he wasn’t so sure. He had theories, so many theories, but they were all so outlandish that he didn’t even bother considering them again. Still, he had to know if that qi was, despite all information running to the contrary, somehow self-aware. He looked inside himself, almost glaring at that ribbon.

“Can you hear me?” he thought at it.

The ribbon continued in its lazy rotation around the edges of his dantian. Sen frowned, not sure if he should feel relieved or disappointed. If it had reacted in some way, at least he’d have an explanation for what had happened back in that clearing. He tried again.

“Are you aware?” he asked it, giving the ribbon a little poke.

The ribbon did nothing. Sen let himself feel the tiniest bit of relief. Of course, that only left him with even more ridiculous ideas that he liked even less than the idea of self-aware qi living in his dantian. If self-aware qi wasn’t the answer, and he hadn’t done it, that only left some outside force acting through him. That idea was disturbing for Sen on a lot of levels. The very idea that some other power could reach inside him and make his qi act outside of his control was frightening. Sure, it had been helpful, sort of, this time, but that didn’t mean it would be helpful every time. Even more importantly, he couldn’t imagine what kind of being or force could do such a thing. Maybe the heavens could do it, but he really didn’t know. That absence of knowledge drove a sliver of ice into his heart.

If he couldn’t trust that his qi was under his control, then he couldn’t fight. And Sen needed to be able to fight. It wasn’t optional. His survival hinged on it. So, in the absence of good answers, or any answers, he did the only thing he could think to do. He ran. It was a short-term solution, but it beat the other options. He just wished that he had somewhere to run to, somewhere he knew would be safe for him, Lifen, and Lo Meifeng. Not a forever place, since he doubted such a place even existed, but somewhere they could stop for a week or two without their paranoia on full burn for the whole time. He knew that Lifen couldn’t keep the pace he was setting forever. She fell asleep very nearly the minute they stopped each day, usually pausing only long enough to eat and bathe. Although, she hadn’t uttered so much as a word of complaint. She’d gotten a close and personal look at what they were up against, and it had frightened her. She was just as motivated to put some distance between them and their enemies as Sen.

Lo Meifeng was keeping up okay, but even she was looking tired. Of course, she’d looked tired when they reunited. Sen was pretty sure that she wasn’t a body cultivator, but her more advanced spirit cultivation was enough to bridge the gap, at least for a while. Even so, Sen knew that they needed a plan with some details. Run and hide was great as a big-picture strategy, but it didn’t offer much in terms of day-to-day tactics. Plus, behind it all, there was that tugging on his soul getting stronger and stronger the farther west they went. Part of him thought they should just follow that tugging. It had led him to relative safety before. Of course, it had also led him straight into conflict with the Stormy Seas Sect. That tugging didn’t seem to particularly take his safety into account. It was more neutral than that, simply pointing out places he could learn things. Unfortunately, he could theoretically learn things fighting for his life, just as easily as he could learn things holed up in a cave and cultivating.

All of those thoughts kept churning through his head as they raced down the road in the moonlight. It might have driven him mad, eventually, but Lo Meifeng dropped into place beside him. He glanced over at her, but she didn’t say anything for a while. He couldn’t tell if she was gathering her thoughts or had just gotten tired of running with Lifen. In the end, she did speak.

“Have you given any thought to how they found us?” she asked.

Sen clenched his teeth in frustration. He had given that problem some thought. He just hadn’t gotten anywhere with it.

“I honestly don’t know. My formations are as tight as I can make them. I hide as much as I dare. Even Lifen has tightened up her qi presence. Your influence?”

“I might have shown her something,” said Lo Meifeng with a practiced nonchalance.

“So, no, I don’t have any ideas. I also don’t have any ideas about how to keep it from happening again. I am open to theories and suggestions.”

Lo Meifeng was quiet for a long time before she finally said, “We’re too close to the road. Granted, you do a good job of finding us camping spots well away from the road itself, but you’re cautious about not taking us too deep into the forest.”

“I—” started Sen.

“I know why you do it. Normally, I’d even agree. But no matter how good we are, we can’t avoid leaving some signs that we entered or left the forest. If they send out enough experienced hunters and trackers up and down the road, they can narrow our location.”

“So, you think we should travel through the forest itself?”

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “I think we should cut through the wilds. At least for a while.”

Sen glared at her. “I seem to recall you saying something along the lines of that being insane.”

“And it was, when the threats were still vague, and people weren’t attacking us at our campsite. Now, the risks have changed.”

“Lifen’s cultivation hasn’t. Not enough,” said Sen quietly. “Her combat training hasn’t. We’d be taking her somewhere she couldn’t possibly survive on her own. If she got separated from us or if you and I both died, she’d be doomed. Honestly, I’m not even sure how likely your survival is.”

Lo Meifeng gave him a mirthless smile. “And what about you? Do you think you’ll just take a stroll and come out the other side?”

Sen huffed something that might have been a laugh. “Not likely. I’d only give me even odds, maybe a touch better with the new body cultivation advancement. Besides, where would we go? At the end of the day, our destination is always going to be somewhere along the road.”

“We’ll go wherever it is that you keep looking over there,” she said, gesturing to the southwest.

Sen jerked a little. “What do you mean?”

“Any time you get distracted, you start looking in that direction like there’s something to find. So, we’ll go there and find it.”

Sen shook his head. “It’s another one of those soul tugs. I’m sure that there’s something to find there, but that doesn’t mean we want to find it.”

Lo Meifeng shrugged, “We aren’t going to find anything else that we want to find heading straight down this road, either. We need to change the field.”

Sen pondered on the possibility for a while before shaking his head again. “I can’t make this decision by myself. I know where you stand. I’m going to talk to Lifen about this. She’s going to be in the most danger, so I’m going to leave it in her hands.”

Lo Meifeng looked frustrated by that pronouncement, but she nodded. “I suppose she should get input in the decision.”

Sen dropped back to jog beside Lifen. She spared him a brief smile but seemed to be devoting most of her attention to keeping pace. Sen put a hand on her arm and slowed to walk. Lo Meifeng noticed and stopped.

“I’ll scout ahead,” she said and took off down the road.

Lifen took a few moments to catch her breath before she looked at Sen. He could see the curiosity in her eyes and some trepidation. That’s odd, he thought. I didn’t expect that until after I explained things.

“So, here’s the situation as Lo Meifeng sees it,” said Sen.

He laid out the problem for her, and then he told her Lo Meifeng’s proposed solution. Lifen paled as he described the plan of action. Once he was done, he gave her a few moments to process it.

“Through the wilds,” said Lifen. “She wants to go through the wilds.”

“That’s the simple version, yes,” answered Sen.

“Is she insane?”

Sen hesitated. “Probably not. She’s sort of hard to read sometimes.”

Lifen rolled her eyes, but the moment of levity did seem to help. She paced back and forth on the road for most of a minute, her brow furrowed, and her lower lip caught between her teeth. If things hadn’t been so serious, Sen might have found the expression charming. She finally came to a stop and looked at him.

“I’m already a liability on the road. I’d be utterly useless to you in the wilds. You and Lo Meifeng would have to protect me constantly. I’d slow you down even more than I do right now.”

“That might be true, but it’s also irrelevant.”

“You could just leave me behind,” she said, putting on a brave face.

“They know about you. That means you have to come with us, whatever we finally decide. We can’t just stick you somewhere and hurry away because there’s nowhere safe to leave you. They found us out here in the middle of absolutely nowhere. They’d find you in any town or city we passed through. For now, at least, we stick together. The question is, how do we proceed? Do we continue on the road, or follow Crazy Lo Meifeng’s advice and cut through the wilds?”

Lifen laughed, but Sen caught more than a few hints of hysteria in the laugh. “Don’t ever let her hear you call her that.”

Sen winked. “I’ll keep it between us. So, what do you think?”

“I get a vote?” she asked, seeming surprised.

“No, not exactly. This time, you get to decide. Lo Meifeng and I can probably survive the trip. It’ll be dangerous for us, but it’s theoretically doable. You’re the one taking the most risk if we follow her plan, so you get to make the call.”

Lifen spent a long, long time staring out at the moonlit forest. “It’ll keep happening, won’t it?”

“What?”

“The attacks. They’ll keep finding us on the road, won’t they?”

Sen weighed his words carefully. He didn’t want to sway her decision with his own preferences, but he didn’t want to lie, either. “It seems likely. If we go through the wilds, though, there will still be attacks. It’ll just be spirit beasts instead of people. There’s danger either way.”

Lifen bowed her head, considering, praying, Sen wasn’t sure, before she nodded to herself. “We go through the wilds.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

RESTRAINT
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With the decision made, they didn’t waste any time. Sen spent longer than he probably should have picking the spot where they would leave the road. Then, he used every trick he’d picked up since leaving the mountain, every bit of woodcraft he’d learned from Falling Leaf, to obscure their trail. Then, when he’d done everything he could think of, they started off into the wilds. Sen had decided that, for that night, they wouldn’t go too deep, just deep enough that no one would dare to follow them. There were a lot of reasons for it, not the least of which was that, in Sen’s experience, the most dangerous things hunted at night. Not that things would really be that much less dangerous in the daylight, but they might at least have a better shot at spotting those dangers during the day.

For the first time in a long time, Sen felt like they actually got a little bit lucky. Nothing took notice of them, attacked them, or seemed to stalk them. When they’d gone far enough that even Sen’s paranoia didn’t think anyone would follow them, and then gone a few more miles, he finally picked a spot and set up camp. He took extra time and care setting up the obscuring and offensive formations. Lifen was already sitting with her back against a rock, nearly asleep, but Lo Meifeng was watching as he planted flags. When he didn’t set up the spike forest formation, she finally spoke up.

“Not doing that other formation? I mean, I know you’re probably tired, but that was a really useful formation.”

“It is useful. It also takes a lot of metal qi to make it work in most places. I mean, if we were camping in a smith’s shop, I could probably make it work with nothing but environmental qi. Out here, I need metal-aligned beast cores to power it. I mostly drained the ones I have making it work that one time. I can maybe make it work one more time. I want to save it for when we know we’re in trouble. So, unless you have extra metal-aligned cores, or you want to go hunting for beasts with that kind of core, there’s not much point in setting it up.”

Lo Meifeng made a vaguely unhappy noise. “I don’t, sadly. Formations weren’t really part of my training, at least, not beyond the basics. How the hell did they manage to turn you into a master alchemist and formation master in what, five years?”

“Six years. And I’m no master alchemist. I’m certainly not a formation master. You should see the things that Uncle Kho can do with formations.”

Lo Meifeng lifted an eyebrow at him. “No offense, but you may be setting the bar a little high for what you consider a master. If your baseline for mastery is what thousands of years old nascent soul cultivators can do, nobody is going to qualify as a master in your world.”

Sen stopped what he was doing, frowned, and then looked at Lo Meifeng. “You may have a point. Then again, isn’t that the kind of mastery we should all be aiming for?”

It was Lo Meifeng’s turn to frown. “Maybe so.”

“You should get some sleep while you can,” said Sen. “We both know that this bit of peace and quiet we’ve got right now isn’t going to last.”

“Yeah, I know. I’m just trying to enjoy it for a few minutes,” said Lo Meifeng. “Can I ask you something?”

Sen planted one last flag and ran his qi through the formation to test it. Satisfied with his work, he activated it. He turned to Lo Meifeng.

“Sure, go ahead.”

“Feng Ming trained you with the jian, right?”

Sen nodded, a little confused by the question. “He did.”

“Why don’t you ever use it?”

“Oh,” said Sen, finally understanding. “The jian works best in specific kinds of fights. I find it’s best for close-range combat with one or two opponents. All my fights recently have been with groups. The spear helps me keep my distance. Plus, I’ve used it more for lightning. I can channel lightning with it a hair faster. Meaningless most of the time, but,” Sen drew out the last word.

“But any advantage in a fight.”

“Exactly. If I find myself in a duel, though, I’ll use the jian. I killed some outlaw with it a while back. What was his name?” Sen muttered to himself before snapping his fingers. “Cheng Bojing! That was it. I dueled him with the jian.”

“Wait? That was you? I thought some of those Soaring Skies Sect punks got him and his gang.”

“I didn’t want to go to their sect to collect the reward. I also didn’t want any more attention. I told them to take the credit. Why?”

“He had a reputation as a swordsman. He was supposed to be quite good.”

Sen lifted a shoulder. “He wasn’t terrible. I mean, he was no Master Feng.”

“Again, you may be setting your bar for mastery a little high.”

“Not really. I mean, I beat him. He couldn’t have been that good.”

Lo Meifeng just stared at him for a few seconds before she started to rub at her temple like she had a pain in her head. “Yeah, that must be the explanation. Alright, I’m going to get some sleep. Are you going to keep watch?”

Sen nodded and pointed at the gently snoring Lifen. “Once I get her settled on something a little softer than a rock, anyway.”

Lo Meifeng let out a soft chuckle and climbed into the small tent that she kept in her own storage ring. It seemed that Sen wasn’t the only person who liked to be prepared for a lot of potential situations. He quickly assembled his own tent and put Lifen onto some blankets, then he settled in to keep watch. Although, keeping watch was a bit of a misnomer. The formations would do most of that work for them. Sen was really there as a first line of defense in case anything managed to get through the offensive formation. Instead, he settled into actively cycling qi. He’d become more and more sparing with his active qi cycling because he was so very close to breaking through again. The last thing he wanted to do was break into core formation and face a tribulation in the wilds. That would probably draw every spirit beast within a hundred miles looking for something weak and injured to eat.

Yet, he found it almost physically painful to not cycle qi. He’d been cultivating daily for so long that it actually felt wrong not to. Plus, there was a part of him that wanted to break through into core formation. That wouldn’t put him on the same level of peak core formation cultivators, but it would narrow that distance a lot. Maybe enough to give him a fighting chance without using Heavens’ Rebuke. That was the real attraction, he admitted to himself. He didn’t trust that technique anymore. The sheer destructive potential of it frightened him. Equally important, he didn’t trust himself to use it wisely. Something that could shatter cores was a temptation, as much as it was a tool. It was too easy to think of it as a card he could play if he was desperate. And, as long as that gulf existed between foundation formation and core cultivators, he’d always be desperate in those fights. Good preparation had saved them last time, but he couldn’t depend on there always being formations around to do half the work for him.

Besides, at the rate he was going, the next time, the hunting party would be nothing but core formation cultivators. They couldn’t survive against that. Not as they were. Even as he debated about what was best with part of his mind, the rest of his mind had turned to the struggle to condense environmental qi into liquid qi. Over time, it hadn’t gotten easier, precisely, but he’d just become more accustomed to the demands. It didn’t require every ounce of concentration anymore. He almost didn’t notice when a few more drops of the precious liquid qi were added to the growing store in his dantian. As the last drop joined with what he had been gathering, he knew. It was enough. He could try to break through right then and there. The temptation was so overpowering that sweat beaded on his forehead as he fought it away.

Worse still was the knowledge that the pill Auntie Caihong had given to him for his next breakthrough was just sitting in his storage ring, waiting to be used. It hadn’t occurred to him to use it on the beach with the divine turtle, and he realized afterward that it had been for the best. He’d had ample time to study that pill. He didn’t understand exactly what it was supposed to do, but he had figured out that it was specifically meant to help him advance his spirit cultivation. That realization had made him wonder if Auntie Caihong had known that his advancements would diverge, or if it had simply been a quirk of the pill creation process. Either way, it was there, waiting, almost begging him to use it. He nearly summoned it from his ring but stopped himself at the last second. If he took it out, he’d use it. He knew he would.

It wasn’t a decision he could make on his own. It wasn’t just his life he’d be risking by advancing at that moment or in that place. He suspected that both Lifen and Lo Meifeng would tell him to do it, that having another core cultivator improved their odds of survival out in the wilds. They might even be right, but there were the beasts to consider. There were the cultivators hunting them to consider. He’d led them a good way off the road, but his formation wasn’t designed to hide a breakthrough to a core. It’d be like sending up a signal into the air. No, he needed to wait. He needed to exercise restraint. Just because he could, potentially, advance now, it didn’t mean that he should.

Racing headlong into situations without full consideration had caused him no end of problems. It wouldn’t hurt him, for once, to take the slow path. Talk with the others. Make a plan for how to do it in a way that would maximize their safety, and his, before he made the plunge. If that meant he had to put off advancing for weeks, maybe months, he could do that. People waited for a lot longer than that to advance, or so he was given to understand. His own pace of advancement had been abnormal at best, buoyed by excellent training, ready access to good resources, and probably more than his fair share of moments of enlightenment. In fact, he reasoned, waiting might even be good for me. Help me bring my cultivation experience into better balance. While his desperation to advance certainly had some roots in very real and present problems, those weren’t the only reasons.

There was a part of him that wanted to advance simply because he was a person, and all people craved power at some level. For some, it was about safety. More power made you safer, or so people believed. Sen thought it would make him safer, but he couldn’t help but wonder if that was just an excuse. For others, it was about having power over other people. Sen didn’t particularly crave power for that reason. He would exercise power over others if it seemed necessary, but he didn’t want followers or lackeys or victims. His experience leading this tiny group of people had proven that to him quite thoroughly. He hated being in charge of things. There was another reason that he craved advancement. For all that Sen kept an iron fist wrapped around it, his curiosity was alive and well. Part of him wanted to advance just because he was curious what being a core formation cultivator was like. How would it change things? What things would remain the same?

He wanted to think that it would change how everything looked to him. He wanted to believe becoming a core cultivator would reshape his relationship with the world, with reality, and with the universe itself. Yet, the last few months had forged and tempered him in the more pragmatic truths of the world. As much as he wanted to believe advancement would prove a transcendent experience, the core cultivators he had met had seemed largely the same as the foundation formation cultivators he’d met. They seemed to possess no additional wisdom, no special insights, except perhaps in their specializations. That truth made holding back on advancing a bit easier. Perhaps the advancement would change him or provide some insight into the world he was lacking, but he suspected that he would be much the same person after the advancement. If he wanted some kind of overwhelming, identity-changing insight, he’d need to do what he’d done for nearly all of the biggest changes in his life. He’d have to put in the work. When he considered that proposition, it wasn’t as disheartening as he expected it to be. Sen wasn’t afraid of hard work. Satisfied that he’d gotten over the worst of his own temptation, Sen relaxed a little.

“Yes,” he murmured aloud, “restraint is the best course of action.”

Sen realized his mistake as soon as the words left his mouth. It was as though the universe had simply been waiting for him to throw down a challenge to its superior judgment and power. He almost felt the cosmos whip its attention around and focus on him. For several, terrible moments, nothing happened. Sen held his breath, silently begging for nothing to happen.

Then, he almost heard the universe say, “Oh yeah? Watch this.”

And heavenly qi crashed down on him like a landslide.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

FIGHTING THE INEVITABLE
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Sen briefly wondered, Is the universe trying to get me killed? Then, he had other things to worry about. That amount of any kind of qi, let alone heavenly qi, was enough to obliterate the obscuring formation if Sen didn’t contain it. Unfortunately, there was really only one way to contain it in a hurry. Bracing himself, Sen started drawing the heavenly qi into himself. He let it fill what little space there was left in his dantian. When the pressure there built to first uncomfortable and then painful levels, he started directing it out into his channels. Those were soon bursting with heavenly qi as well. He let the qi saturate his muscles, tendons, organs, bones, and even let it slip into his bone marrow. It suffused his blood. Sen was a little surprised by how greedily his body soaked up that heavenly qi, but it was a brief blessing that only took some of the pressure off of his dantian and channels.

Even so, he couldn’t help but be a little bit uncertain about giving his body all of that qi. He could feel things changing, shifting, not in any monumental way, but still changing in ways he was struggling to understand or even keep track of. Some of it was obvious enough. Heavenly qi was, by its very nature, a beneficent force. So, it helped reinforce his body. He felt his muscles grow so dense that they resembled bone more than flesh, and his tendons and ligaments felt like they were transformed into steel cords. His bones, so recently improved by the advancement in the Five-Fold Body Transformation were not changed, so much as perfected into something that might rival diamonds for strength. His organs underwent similar transformations, becoming models of efficiency. He felt like he was drawing more benefit from every breath. Every heartbeat drove his blood through his veins and arteries like a raging river after torrential rain. And his blood, he wasn’t even certain if he could rightly call it blood anymore. It was still liquid. He knew that much, but he strongly suspected that the next time he suffered an injury, what came out would no longer look like human blood. He just didn’t know what it would look like. He could also tell that his blood was providing his body with more of something.

Yet, for all that his body was changing, it was a secondary concern that he’d pushed mostly to the back of his head. Sen needed to deal with the problem in front of him. That problem was the waves of heavenly qi still crashing down on him. For a moment, he was startled that it was still happening. Then, he realized, it had only actually been a couple of seconds. It seemed his brain had benefitted from some of the recent changes, as well. Not that it helped him manage all of the extra qi that was swiftly building up in his dantian and channels again. He could feel the heavenly qi compressing all of that liquid qi as it tried to make room for itself. Sen desperately tried to force the heavenly qi to the outer edges of his dantian, but he might as well have tried to hold back the ocean. He needed somewhere else to put some of this qi. His mind raced. Did he have any kind of storage that might hold heavenly qi?

A moment of inspiration struck, and he shook the mostly expended beast cores from his storage ring. As soon as they were exposed, he started shoving the heavenly qi at them. A few of them simply cracked or shattered, sending the qi right back at him like tiny lances made of heavenly will. It hurt when that qi fell on him again. Yet, the plan was working. The cores soaked up the heavenly qi, but they were soon bursting with energy. What else could he do with that qi? He supposed he could just drive it into the ground. It’d probably make this spot a semi-sacred clearing for the foreseeable future, but that might not be so bad. Of course, he wasn’t sure he could control it well enough to keep the formations intact. There had to be another option. He knew he was missing something, something obvious, some perfectly natural place that the qi could go.

Then, Lifen stumbled out of the tent, looking around wildly, barely even conscious. Lo Meifeng shot out of her tent a moment later, looking much more awake if no less frantic. Sen’s heart soared as the obvious became apparent to him. There was somewhere else that qi could go. Two perfectly suitable recipients were right there. Sen stood and raced over to them. They both flinched back as he stopped in front of them. He didn’t have time to explain everything. He didn’t really have time to explain anything. If he didn’t offload some of that qi immediately, his core was going to start forming. He took one precious second to look them each in the eyes.

“Trust me,” he said.

He slapped an open palm against each of their stomachs, right over their navels, and poured heavenly qi into them. He had one brief moment of worry that he might be breaking some kind of celestial rule. Yet, as the qi poured out of him and into them, finally letting some of the pressure off of him, he glanced upward. No divine spears fell from on high. No lightning crashed into him. No divine wind came to strip him of his flesh or soul. It wasn’t exactly permission, but Sen took it as the heavens turning a blind eye. Sen looked at Lifen’s and Lo Meifeng’s faces and realized something. They weren’t doing anything. Their eyes were huge and almost blank. Lo Meifeng’s lips were pressed into a hard line, almost like she was in pain, while Lifen’s lips were parted in a kind of surprised O shape. Neither of them was doing the one thing they should have both known to do.

“Cultivate!” Sen shouted at them.

Sen did feel a bit of sympathy for them. He’d caught them as off guard as all of that heavenly qi had caught him off guard. Still, if they didn’t do something with it, it was kind of pointless. Lifen blinked at him a few times. Then, her eyes got that abstracted look that all cultivators get when they’re concentrating on their cultivation, and she got to work. Lo Meifeng flinched a little at his shout before realization hit.

“Oh, right!” she said before she also started cultivating.

For perhaps five beautiful seconds, Sen thought it was going to work. Then, he started getting resistance. First, it was Lifen, who looked like she was verging on physical agony. Then, Lo Meifeng started grimacing. A part of Sen wanted to just keep pushing the qi into them, but better sense won out. Heavenly qi might be beneficent, but it wasn’t harmless. Too much would damage both women if he overloaded them with it. Reluctantly, Sen withdrew his hands. Both women seemed to relax as they were able to stabilize the new qi inside of them, rather than trying to manage a steady influx of more qi. Oh, how Sen envied them. The pressure had already started building inside him again, threatening to set off core formation.

He wondered if he was simply fighting a losing battle against forces much bigger than him. After all, the heavens could just keep raining qi down on him until he started core formation. He’d recognized that sometimes you had no choice but to bend before forces greater than yourself, however bad he’d been at actually doing it. Sen just wished that he knew if this was one of those times. He revisited the idea of simply pushing the excess qi into the ground, but part of him rebelled against that kind of waste. It was one thing to store the qi for some later use, or even to share it with Lifen and Lo Meifeng. It was something else to just throw it away like that. That might actually trigger an angry response from the heavens.

No, he was going to have to do something with that qi. If he couldn’t offload it, and he didn’t want to let it trigger core formation, what else could he do? A mad idea came to him. He could compress environmental qi. Could he do the same with heavenly qi? He decided that there was no harm in trying. If he failed, he’d be no worse off than he was. Sen dropped back into a sitting position and focused inward. Reaching into his dantian with a precision that no physical hand could ever have managed, he seized a big portion of that heavenly qi and squeezed. It fought him, but so had the environmental qi. He ignored the pushback from the qi and squeezed harder. He bent every ounce of willpower, focused every bit of his discipline, every iota of sheer stubborn determination in him, and he squeezed.

A second passed, and then two, with Sen and the qi locked in a stalemate. Then, the qi gave a little, then a little more. Sen dug deep and found a few extra shreds of willpower hiding somewhere and squeezed again. The qi snapped into a different shape. It didn’t become liquid like the environmental qi. Instead, it snapped into a familiar ribbon shape. The instant that Sen released his grip on it, the new ribbon shot to the outer edges of his dantian. The ribbon of strange qi and the ribbon of heavenly qi seemed to regard each other warily for a moment before they spun around one another forming a kind of double helix that floated in a circle around the edge of his dantian. Sen wasn’t quite certain what to make of that, and he didn’t have time to study it. The excess heavenly qi in his body was suddenly drawn into the empty space between the ribbons, and that seemed to do what Sen could not. It condensed that heavenly qi into a liquid. Sen heaved a sigh of relief as the ever-mounting pressure ticked slowly down. That relief was, however, short-lived as the divine liquid qi started dripping down onto the environmental liquid qi that Sen had so painstakingly gathered.

A deep, terrible shudder ran through Sen as the liquid heavenly qi kickstarted the very process Sen had been trying so hard to avoid. Accepting that his advancement was happening no matter what, Sen took what remedial actions he could to minimize the damage. He withdrew some extra formation flags from his storage ring and put together a containment formation. It would only blunt the evidence of his advancement, but it was the best he could do on short notice. If he’d had a day to plan it out, he might have contained all the evidence, but Sen worked with what he had. Next, he withdrew the stone vial that Auntie Caihong had given him. Sen regarded that vial for a moment before he removed the top and upended the vial. A pill the color of night dropped into his hand. He could feel the different qi types in it, but shadow most of all. He wondered if she would have made the same pill for him now, but that was a useless, distracting thought. Bracing himself, Sen put the pill in his mouth and swallowed it.

Sen had tried everything he could to prevent himself from going into core formation short of literally throwing away all of that heavenly qi. It wasn’t always true, but sometimes, when faced with the inevitable, all one could do was bend. As the pill reached his stomach, Sen took a deep breath. Nothing left but the work, he thought. Then, a whole new explosion of qi raced through his body and crashed down into his dantian.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CORE
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Sen hadn’t expected to reach core formation as fast as he did. Even so, he had done a little preparation. He’d quizzed Lo Meifeng about her experience with it. She had added a ton of qualifiers about how everyone’s core advancement was different, but there were some features that held true. While the process would start on its own, Sen couldn’t expect it to finish on its own. Much like forming liquid qi, he needed to do his part to condense the liquid qi until it solidified. Of course, he’d never been expecting to contend with liquified heavenly qi or the mind-numbing amount of shadow qi that was inundating his dantian. Still, the prospect of utter failure helped to keep his mind focused on the task at hand. Reaching out with his will, he seized all of the liquid qi and the shadow in his dantian, and he bore down on it.

It was so much more difficult than working with environmental qi. The liquid qi sought any fissure, any crack in his attention, and sprayed out of his grasp, forcing him to start over and gather the qi again. Sen did everything in his power to narrow his attention and make the pressure he exerted a sphere of perfect force. As he slowly increased the pressure, he could see that strange things were happening. Strange things were at the very bottom of his list of desirable outcomes during core formation. While the environmental liquid qi compressed smoothly, the liquid heavenly qi rose to the surface, like a shimmering sphere of liquid around the slowly condensing environmental liquid qi. On top of that, the shadow qi was swirling around the core like some kind of thick, smoky ghost. It was unnerving to witness and to feel. That haze of shadow qi made everything inside of it feel oddly insubstantial and spongy. On the one hand, Sen knew that the core forming beneath that haze wasn’t actually spongy, but the very idea of it frightened him. A spongy core was an invitation to disaster because it would never protect the nascent soul that would develop inside of it.

While those thoughts flitted across the surface of his mind, the rest of his attention was bent toward the almost impossible task of compressing that liquid qi into a core. Sen didn’t know how much time was passing in the outside world. There had been a couple of moments when he thought he sensed surges of qi from outside of him somewhere, but he simply didn’t have the mental space to deal with that information. He had to stay focused on the task at hand. Even as he had that thought, though, he knew it wasn’t enough. Forming a core wasn’t just a mechanical process. If it was, more people would succeed at it.

Core formation was when a cultivator made hard choices about just who they intended to become. Sen had thought that he knew who he meant to become, but reality had fractured that self-image into a million pieces. He wanted to mourn that imaginary person he’d meant to become, but that was a person who couldn’t have survived in the world as he found it. In some other world, some kinder world, that person might have thrived. In a world with the Jianghu, with demonic cultivators, with sects that treated wandering cultivators as training dummies for the outer sect members, with spirit beast tides that emptied entire towns of life, Sen needed to be something else. Sometimes, that meant being someone harder and more ruthless. But, sometimes, it meant exercising this strength and power to the benefit of those with neither. He supposed that his wish for balance hadn’t been misguided, but misaligned. He hadn’t understood what things needed to be balanced.

He’d imagined that he could balance the occasional killing with the periods of pacifism or, barring that, passivity. That had been a doomed project from the start because he hadn’t understood his own nature. He wasn’t skilled at being passive, and pacifism ran counter to his sense of justice. He’d seen enough now, done enough now, to recognize that his sense of justice wasn’t particularly sophisticated. In fact, it was exactly the kind of brutal, eye-for-eye justice that one might expect from someone who took their most primal lessons from living on the street. He’d fought against that, tried to hide from it, but it showed through time and again. He supposed that there was something vaguely noble in trying to elevate oneself, but there was no benefit in lying to oneself. He had been lying to himself. But, if there was ever a time when honesty mattered, it was when he was forming his core.

He recalled the conversation that he’d had with Lifen on the beach. She had asked him what the world told him. He could hear his own words echoing back to him from that beach.

“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.”

He had been right then, even if he’d missed the full import of his own words. He could be more than one thing. He supposed that there might be saints or divine beings out there who were only one thing, but he wasn’t one of them. He was someone who could be kind, who could help, who could bestow largesse on those he deemed worthy. He was also someone who could calmly drag a rapist into the deep wilds and watch him die for his sins without losing sleep. He’d struggled to reconcile those people, to make them one thing, but the struggle was false. It had always been false. He didn’t need to be one thing. For that matter, he didn’t particularly want to be just one thing. He could be the killer, or the healer, and neither of those things was false. Hadn’t his entire cultivation journey been a lesson in that? He cultivated more than one type of qi. He followed the paths of spirit cultivation and body cultivation. He hadn’t found the balance between all of those things yet, but there could be balance. He felt it, sensed it, knew it in a way that transcended normal human understanding. Of course, it wasn’t enough to just think it. Thoughts were quicksilver, here and gone. He needed to declare his understanding.

“I can be more than one thing,” he said out loud, imprinting his will on the earth around him, the air before him, on the universe at large, and on himself.

Inside his dantian, those words rang like the voice of heaven itself. Everything inside of him paused for just a moment. Then, the layer of shimmering, liquid heavenly qi launched itself off of the quickly hardening core of environmental qi. The heavenly qi was caught in the shadow qi, or caught by it, Sen wasn’t sure, and the two merged. Sen couldn’t adequately describe the process he witnessed in his own dantian. It was as though the smoky shadow qi was absorbed into that liquid heavenly qi. Except, it was more than that. It wasn’t that shadow qi vanished, but rather that the purpose and intent of the shadow qi became part of the heavenly qi, transforming it, transmuting it, making it into something that Sen could use or would use. What remained was neither the hazy smoke nor the shimmering liquid, but something in between. It was a hundred, a thousand, an infinite variety of shades of liquid gray, some of them so dark they might as well have been void black and some of them so close to white that they almost gleamed.

Then, that swirling mass of liquid gray succumbed to the pressure that Sen was exerting and descended on his still-forming core. The new qi didn’t quite mix with the hardening environmental qi, but it did change it. Sen felt that much, felt some kind of fundamental shift in the nature of his core, but he didn’t have the chance to fully understand it before the liquid coated the core. He could tell it still wasn’t quite done. He gathered everything left inside him, every bit of mental strength, every scrap of emotion, everything he dredged up from every corner of his being, and he squeezed that developing core one last time. The core trembled, shivered, and compressed. Then, that coating of liquid gray solidified into a shell that Sen knew would be profoundly difficult to damage. Oddly enough, it still looked to his inner eye like it was made of liquid. Two words came unbidden to his mind when he looked at that gray coating.

“Heavenly shadow,” he said aloud, as if to affirm to the world at large that he had recognized the existence of some truth, even if he had yet to parse its meaning.

Then, it was done. His dantian, which had seemed so full and overstuffed, now felt vast and empty. He pulled hard on the environmental qi around him and felt it rush in to fill that empty void. Yet, even when he felt as though he’d all but exhausted the qi around him, it had barely put more than the thinnest mist of qi in his dantian. Well, there was always more work. Taking a deep breath, he opened his eyes. After a startled moment when he couldn’t really believe what he was seeing, Sen shot to his feet. Then, he promptly fell over as exhaustion clubbed him over the head.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

RUDE AWAKENING
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Under normal conditions, waking up was something Sen let himself do slowly. It was a gentle rise from the wild fantasies of dreaming into the less fantastical demands of reality. He found that gentle rise to be a fine way to start his day because it was often the last restful moment he would have until the next time he slept. It was with fond feelings that Sen remembered those moments after he was yanked out of sleep by some kind of body landing on him. Even that might not have been so bad, except the body had seemingly been mangled badly and proceeded to leak blood all over him. A part of Sen was momentarily bitter about being woken up in such gruesome fashion before the implications sank home. Then, it all came rushing back to him. What he’d seen during his brief moment of lucidity between forming his core and passing out. It had been exactly as feared it would be. There had been spirit beasts, countless spirit beasts, surrounding the campsite and braving the offensive formation.

Sen seized the body and hurled it away from him. It was only after he’d taken his feet and drew his jian on reflex that he realized that body had been wearing a robe. He swiveled his head back and forth in a search for Lifen and Lo Meifeng and took in the chaos around him. And it was chaos. There were spirit beasts everywhere. There were also cultivators everywhere. There were spirit beasts fighting cultivators. Spirit beasts fighting each other. There! He spotted Lifen being cornered by two cultivators. She was desperately swinging some kind of metal club to keep them at bay. Sen heard what sounded like thunder, but way too close. His eyes shot upward. He saw Lo Meifeng and another cultivator actually flying above the chaos. They mostly dodged each other, but every time their weapons met, there was another thunderous noise. Lo Meifeng looked like she was holding her own, so that made his decision for him.

Sen raced toward Lifen and her two attackers, cycling fire and lightning as he went. Some kind of serpent with jaws big enough to enclose Sen’s entire head launched itself at him only to get incinerated from the inside out as he sent a stream of fire down its gullet. One of those odd bear-cat hybrids he’d fought on the way to Tide’s Rest tried to pull the same trick from the other side. Sen backhanded it and was stunned when the front half of the creature simply exploded. He didn’t stop, though. He’d covered most of the distance between him and Lifen when the two cultivators noticed him. One threw himself at Sen, while the other kept attacking Lifen.

Sen took the half-heartbeat he needed to assess the cultivator attacking him. Peak foundation formation, he thought. The man threw a fireball at Sen. Sen used his own fire qi to bat it aside into a spirit beast that was trying to flank him, and advanced on the cultivator with murder in his heart. Three more fireballs followed. Sen batted the first two aside, but the last one he seized with his own qi. He ripped the technique away from the other man, who staggered in shock and pain. By the time the man had gathered his wits enough to sense the danger, Sen’s jian was passing cleanly through his neck. He looked over to see how Lifen was faring. She was holding her own against the cultivator, which surprised him a little, but she didn’t have the attention to spare for anything else. So, she missed the person aiming a crossbow at her back. Sen didn’t.

Sen activated his qinggong technique and shot toward the spot between Lifen and the woman with the crossbow. He moved way faster than he expected, but his reflexes and senses were still apparently good enough to keep pace. He reached out and grabbed the bolt from the air as he all but flew by. The woman with the crossbow didn’t even have time to register his presence before he drove the bolt into her heart, fletching first. Then, he snapped her neck for good measure. Sen spared a moment for another look upwards. Lo Meifeng looked like she might be on the back foot up there, so Sen pointed his jian at the other cultivator and launched a lightning bolt at the man. The man managed to deflect the bolt, but Sen didn’t care about that. It had done its job and given Lo Meifeng a moment to regroup and take the initiative.

Turning his attention back to Lifen, he saw that a massive spirit ox had gored the man attacking Lifen and taken up a defensive position in front of her. Lifen looked both relieved and a little awestruck, but Sen found himself grinning. He strode toward them, cutting down or contemptuously batting aside anything that got in his way. The ox noticed him first and let out a moo of greeting. Sen couldn’t say how he knew, but he knew that this ox was female. He took a moment to offer the ox a deep bow of respect.

“My gratitude, elder sister,” said Sen.

The ox inclined her head to Sen, then charged back into the fray. The next moment, Sen found himself getting hit with a small, furious fist while Lifen shouted at him.

“What took you so long!”

“I don’t even know how long it’s been. I just woke up,” said Sen, futilely trying to stop Lifen. “Will you stop hitting me, please?”

Lifen kept her glare burning at full fury, but she did stop hitting him. He finally got a good look at her, and she looked beyond exhausted. The bags under her eyes were dark blue and her skin looked pale even for her. It was almost a grayish color. Sen hadn’t really taken in the full details, but when he really looked around, it was obvious that this chaos had been going on for a while. Half the trees in at least a half mile in every direction had been shattered, cut to pieces, or burned. There wasn’t a stalk of grass or ground cover plant that hadn’t been smashed, trampled, burned, or otherwise damaged, where there weren’t simply giant tracts of exposed soil. Huge rocks had been reduced to gravel. There were even sinkholes in some places. This wasn’t the kind of damage that you got from a fast and furious fight. He gave Lifen a serious look.

“How long has this been going on?”

“Days,” Lifen slurred, swaying on her feet. “Three, four, I don’t even know anymore.”

“How did we survive all of this?”

“We,” said Lifen as she slumped back against the remains of a tree trunk, “no, too tired. Luck, mostly. We can’t keep going like this. You have to do something.”

Sen searched through his storage ring, looking for something that could help Lifen right now, without him needing to take an hour to process it. He pulled a couple of roots out of his storage ring.

“Here. Eat these. They’re going to taste terrible. Eat them anyway. They’ll help.”

He took a few seconds to throw together an obscuring formation around her and the tree trunk. It wasn’t particularly subtle, and it wouldn’t really hide her, but it would encourage people to look elsewhere. He was hoping that in the chaos of the battle, everything and everyone would be too distracted to realize their perceptions were being altered. She wants me to do something about all of this, he thought. What in the hells am I supposed to do about a three-way fight between us, spirit beasts, and what I assume must be demonic cultivators? If it had been nothing but bad guys out there, Sen might have tried the same kind of trick he pulled in their last fight and just blanketed the area with his killing intent. Unfortunately, that wasn’t going to work in this situation. He’d have to do it in every direction, and he wasn’t skilled enough to exclude Lifen from that effect.

Plus, there was at least one friendly spirit ox out there he didn’t want to harm. Sen didn’t know if there was an oxen deity out there, but it had just gone to the top of his list of priorities to find out. That was the second time spirit oxen had done him a good turn. Sure, he’d been nice to that one ox, but he felt like he wasn’t really doing much to earn the amount of goodwill they’d shown him. He’d have to do something about that. Still, that was a tomorrow problem, and it hinged on surviving the crisis in front of him. If he couldn’t go throwing around techniques that affected everyone, what could he do to change the situation? Sen sighed. If he couldn’t do it all at once, he’d have to do it the hard way.

He checked his dantian. It wasn’t full by any means, but he had apparently been soaking up the environmental qi for days now, and there was a lot of it. He made a mental effort to haul on that environmental qi, harder than he normally would, and it rushed into him at painful levels. He also wasn’t as careful to balance it as he’d usually be, but that seemed to be less of a problem now that he had a core. He was briefly tempted to draw on the qi in his core, but he didn’t want to strain it so soon after formation. Besides, he was pretty sure he could get most of the work done without leaning on new tricks. He’d lean on some old tricks instead. Sen rolled his neck, then set his priorities. The spirit beasts were a threat, but they weren’t coordinated. He’d kill the ones that attacked him. Other than that, his objective was the demonic cultivators. He swept the area with his spiritual sense, pinpointing at least half a dozen life signatures that looked human to him.

“Time to do my part,” he muttered.

Picking one of the human life signatures, he dashed in that direction. He found a huge cultivator surrounded by spirit beast corpses. The man was tearing a spirit stag in half, laughing like a madman as blood sprayed his face. Well, thought Sen, I won’t need to lose any sleep over killing this tribute to humanity. The massive cultivator caught sight of Sen and grinned.

“I knew it would be me. Know that it is Chen Huan who will snuff out your life. Be honored to know that when—” the hulking cultivator was saying before he was cut off by a bolt of lightning that hit him in the mouth.

While the giant cultivator was thrashing and howling, Sen was covering the distance with his qinggong technique. Since he didn’t know his own strength at the moment, Sen decided not to meet the man in a contest of strength. Instead, he would take a cue from Auntie Caihong and meet brute force with icy finesse. As he approached, the giant swung at him. It was the kind of heavy blow that all large, powerful cultivators seemed to favor, big on force and short on technique. Sen painted the edges of his jian with fire and tilted his head just enough to let the blow slide by. Then, one short flick of his jian severed the tendons in the man’s right wrist and cauterized the wound. The giant howled in agony and horror as his massive hand began to flop around at the end of his arm, but Sen was already focused elsewhere.

As the giant made a furious grab at him with his good hand, Sen rolled out the way. His jian snaked back, severing the tendons in the man’s left ankle. Sen knew not to give the man time. He had no idea what kind of cultivation the man practiced, and it wouldn’t do to find out that his body healed in moments, instead of in weeks, or never. With the giant substantially crippled on both sides now, Sen wasn’t about to let the man gather a qi technique to hurl at him. Sen dropped a column of fire on the man that was so hot that it burned blue. When the technique cleared, all that remained was ash and a pair of smoldering storage rings. A wave of his hand sapped the heat from the rings, and Sen pocketed them.

Sen headed in the direction of the next cultivator that he’d seen with his spiritual sense. Sen hid as he approached, which made getting close almost absurdly easy. Unlike the giant, who had just seemed evil because he liked it, this woman actually reeked of corruption. She was also distracted by the attacks of two potent spirit beasts. One was a goat that looked all too familiar to Sen with its metal hooves and the lone metal horn spouting from its head. The other was a giant frog of some kind, although it didn’t have eyes. Instead, there was what looked like mist or maybe some kind of swamp gas swirling in the otherwise empty sockets. Sen thought it looked creepy, but he kept his attention on the cultivator. He was half-tempted to just leave her to the spirit beasts, but it looked like she was holding her own. Better safe than sorry, he thought. There was no real art to that kill. He just walked up behind her, a blank spot in reality, and split the woman in half down the middle. He idly looted her remains, picking up some odds and ends.

The spirit beasts focused on where he was, seemingly confused by the disconnect between their spiritual and physical senses. He stopped hiding and waited to see what the beasts would do. They regarded him for a long moment, traded looks, and then slowly backed away several feet before giving him what might generously be called bows. He inclined his head to them, incinerated what was left of the woman, and moved on to his next victim. He killed most of them from ambush. Sometimes, he relied on his jian, and other times, he simply launched a technique when they were too busy to defend themselves. There wasn’t much honor in it, but he didn’t really think that mattered when dealing with demonic cultivators. The more demonic cultivators he killed, the thinner on the ground the spirit beasts seemed to become. Maybe they were tired of the fighting as well. When he was certain that he’d gotten all of the cultivators on the ground, he turned his full attention to the cultivator fighting with Lo Meifeng overhead.

“How am I going to deal with that?” he wondered out loud.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CREATIVE SOLUTIONS
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Sen wasn’t given very much time to think about what he was going to do about the flying demonic cultivator before he was forced to worry about his own survival. While there were fewer spirit beasts floating around, that didn’t mean that there were none. And while some of them had seemed to make common cause against the demonic cultivators, because everyone hated demonic cultivators, that didn’t make them all friendly to Sen. It was a lesson that he very nearly paid with his life to learn. One second, he was glaring up at the demonic cultivator in the sky. The next, his every instinct was screaming at him that danger was incoming from behind. Sen dove forward. Even so, he felt several sharp lines of fire as claws opened wounds across his shoulders. If he’d been a heartbeat slower, those claws might well have taken his head off. He sent a fireball back because that was what he happened to be cycling at the moment. There was an angry roar and the stench of burned fur filled the air.

Sen had a new appreciation for his body cultivation as he felt the wounds on his back closing up, but he didn’t let that distract him. As soon as he completed his diving roll, he did another in a different direction. His spiritual awareness informed him that whatever it was had landed in the spot he’d just vacated. Although, the massive tremor he felt in the ground could have provided the same information just as easily. Betting that the spirit beast couldn’t change directions quite as quickly as he had, he let the roll carry him up onto his feet, then launched himself up and at an angle. His left hand seized a thick branch high up in one of the rare, undamaged trees, and he planted his feet on the trunk, stabilizing himself even as he hung off the side of the tree at an almost horizontal angle.

Just like a Sen-shaped branch, he thought. He shook off the random thought and focused down on where he’d just been. Oh, come on, he whined mentally. What is it with these bear-cat things? Is the entire species holding a grudge? After a moment of consideration, though, the thought sounded less ludicrous than it had. The oxen all seemed to know who he was. He supposed that word could have gotten around that he’d killed that bear-cat back on the road to Tide’s Rest. Then again, it was also possible that they were all just jerks. He had been attacked by every single one of them that he’d seen so far. While a swift backhand had dealt with the last one he’d fought, he didn’t think that was going to work with this one. It was very, very big. It was also more powerful. He was actually better at figuring out the relative power levels of spirit beasts than he was with cultivators, and this one was at least as powerful as he was. Wait, he thought, no, as I was.

Even so, that meant he was probably dealing with something he should treat as an equal. He considered what he might do if his prey had climbed a tree, and then immediately launched himself off the tree. A bare second or two later, the lower portion of the tree simply exploded as the bear-cat swiped at it. While most people would probably have concerned themselves with where they were going to land, or even how they were going to land, Sen had been trained by people who considered being airborne nothing but an opportunity. Sen considered and discarded a few possibilities before he settled on something he’d done back in Emperor’s Bay. He cycled shadow and metal and forced them together with his will. It came a lot easier this time, although he didn’t have the luxury of examining why. He aimed the technique down at the bear-cat and launched it. A dozen spears of metal-infused shadow bore down on the spirit beast like malevolent meteors. It dodged a couple and batted away a few more, but the anguished noises it made told Sen that at least some of the spears had struck true.

Content that the bear-cat would be preoccupied for at least the next few seconds, Sen turned his attention to the problem of falling toward the ground at high speed. He added a wind qi cycle to his collection and let a tightly packed column of air catch and cushion his fall. He didn’t make the column of air so thick that he floated down. That would just make him a target of opportunity. He just let it slow him enough that he was able to roll with the impact and not worry about pesky things like shattering his legs or spreading his brains out across some rocks. He came to his feet, only to find himself surrounded by a small pack of wolves. Enormous, black-furred dire wolves with eyes that sparked yellow with lightning in them. Sen lost his patience at that point.

He unleashed his killing intent but focused it on an area that only included him and the wolves. Three of the wolves let out terrified yips as blood poured from their ears and mouths. Those three bounded away into the forest in terror. The last wolf, maybe the alpha of the group, was apparently tougher than the other three. It crouched low, ears laid back, but even it wasn’t immune to Sen’s killing intent. Blood trickled from around its eyes and from its nose. Sen stared at it, trying to decide what to do. The wolves hadn’t actually attacked him. He’d landed in the middle of their group. Deciding that he didn’t actually need another whole species of spirit beasts angry with him, he decided to take a second and try diplomacy.

“I have no grievances with you,” Sen said, releasing his killing intent. “If you wish to go, go. I won’t stop you.”

No longer beneath the crushing force of Sen’s killing intent, the wolf straightened back up to its full height. It eyed him warily, seemingly looking for the trap or the lie. Then, it cautiously took a step backward. It paused, never letting its gaze leave Sen, before it took another step. When Sen did nothing but look at it, the wolf took a few more cautious steps away. Then, turning, it bounded into what was left of the forest. Sen watched it for a moment before he turned his attention back to where he’d last seen the bear-cat. He marched in that direction, determined to finish it off if it wasn’t already dead. He could have saved himself the walking, though. The thing was well and truly dead. Sen spread out his spiritual awareness to ensure that nothing else snuck up on him and turned his attention skyward again.

Sen didn’t know if the demonic cultivator outclassed Lo Meifeng, or if she was just running on empty the way that Lifen had been, but she seemed to have taken to acting defensively. Well, that won’t solve the problem, thought Sen. He once more weighed his options. Lightning hadn’t worked so well against the demonic cultivator. Since he was already cycling metal and shadow, he decided there was no harm in trying that. He took careful aim and then sent a barrage of shadowy spears skyward. He was amused to note that they glinted here and there in the sunlight. The demonic cultivator either wasn’t paying attention or hadn’t considered Sen a threat, because those spears very nearly ended him. It was a last-second dodge and fast work with a dao that saved the man. Since he had the man’s attention, he sent another barrage. Then, Sen felt the vast swell of the man’s qi above him. He could feel that it was earth qi, but he wasn’t sure exactly what it was going to do.

Not wanting to find out if the demonic cultivator was about to break his technique, Sen released the second wave of shadow-metal spears and activated his qinggong technique. There was no benefit in making himself an easy target. Plus, running around on the ground at speed might help keep the man distracted. While Sen had hoped that Lo Meifeng would take advantage of the distraction, it seemed like she was mostly taking a moment to catch her breath and down something. Sen made a mental note to ask what it was. He’d heard about things like qi restoration pills and even been fed them by Auntie Caihong a few times, but he’d never made time to examine one up close. If he was her, that’s about the only thing that he’d take time out from a fight to choke down. Then, Sen had to focus on surviving again.

What felt to Sen like an endless supply of stone spikes started shooting up out of the ground. That wouldn’t have been so bad, but the technique seemed to be attached to him somehow, so it was everything he could do to keep one step ahead of the spikes. As he raced across the forest, dodging and weaving, he searched his body and his energy for whatever the demonic cultivator had used to target him specifically. When he finally found it, he was impressed. It was subtle, the tiniest little hook of earth qi. It was so small and so fundamentally not dangerous in and of itself, that he hadn’t even noticed it. Once he’d found it, it was easy enough to dislodge. Of course, that distraction on Sen’s part let the demonic cultivator focus on Lo Meifeng again. She seemed to be doing better. She was launching offensive strikes, rather than fighting entirely defensively, but Sen understood how pills and elixirs worked well enough to know that it was a short-term fix. Best case scenario, Lo Meifeng had bought herself five or ten minutes of extra fighting time.

Sen knew that he could end that fight. He had the means at his disposal, but he wasn’t sure he dared to do it. Even before his advancement, he hadn’t understood what was happening with Heavens’ Rebuke. Now, he had a core and a whole new kind of energetic ribbon in his dantian. He shuddered to imagine what he might generate if both those ribbons of energy decided to jump into the technique at the last minute. Still, he might have to do it. If it came down to a choice between letting Lo Meifeng die or using a technique that frightened him, he’d use the technique. But he still had a minute or two to at least try something else. A glance upward showed Sen that the demonic cultivator had dismissed him completely in favor of concentrating on Lo Meifeng. Time to get creative, Sen told himself.

He'd had some success fusing qi types into something more deadly than single qi techniques usually provided. If he could do it with two types of qi, could he do it with three? Of course, it couldn’t just be any qi types. He didn’t want to use earth, since the demonic cultivator was strong in earth. Metal and fire didn’t mix well, so that was out. Sen hesitated at that thought. They didn’t mix well because fire tended to damage metal, but a technique typically only lasted a few seconds. What would he get if he mixed fire and metal with his wind blade technique? Sen started cycling for wind, fire, and metal. He could tell that he was pulling hard on his reserves at this point, but it wasn’t going to matter soon. Forcing the fire and metal qi together with the wind qi was profoundly more difficult than fusing shadow and metal. Still, he kept at it, bending his not inconsiderable will to the task. Slowly, grudgingly, almost angrily, the qi fused into something that felt wild, unstable, and ridiculously dangerous to Sen.

He didn’t stop to examine it. He just looked up and launched the technique. The demonic cultivator tried to counter the blazing curve of metal, fire, and wind that hurtled toward him, but the technique was so unstable that it exploded in the cultivator’s face. Even on the ground, Sen heard the demonic cultivator’s screams. When the smoke and light cleared, Sen could see exposed bone and seared flesh. When the demonic cultivator fixed him with eyes driven mad with pain and anguish, a cold shiver ran through Sen’s entire body. Fortunately, Lo Meifeng had been ready that time. A lance of fire punched through the demonic cultivator’s chest. For a long moment, the demonic cultivator just hung limply, suspended in the air by that fire. Then, with a scream driven by hate and rage and exhaustion, Lo Meifeng burned the body to ash.

As relieved as he was that Lo Meifeng had survived and that she had finished the man off, Sen was most relieved that he hadn’t needed to fall back on Heavens’ Rebuke. Lo Meifeng slowly drifted down to land by Sen. She looked him up and down, then sniffed. She didn’t look quite as bad as Lifen had, but she still looked ready for a week of sleep. As if to punctuate that thought for him, Lo Meifeng sagged a little and took a few halting steps over to a tree. She put a hand on it to steady herself.

“You took your sweet time waking up,” she said.

“You know how it is when you’re having a nice dream,” said Sen with a shrug.

The older cultivator glared at him and said, “I will stab you.”

Sen held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Sorry. We should probably go find Lifen before some spirit beast sees through the formation I hid her in.”

Lo Meifeng nodded and, with words that seemed to make her want to cry, she said, “Then, we need to get the hells away from here.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

ELIXIRS AND CORES
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Sen and a weary Lo Meifeng made their way back toward Lifen. Most of the spirit beasts seemed to have decided that the fighting and destruction weren’t worth whatever had brought them there in the first place. For the few that stuck around looking for trouble, judicious use of his killing intent sent most of them scurrying away. The rest were dealt with using jian, spear, and the occasional qi technique. When they finally reached the spot where Sen had left Lifen, he found not one, but a group of three spirit oxen hovering nearby. They weren’t doing anything specific, just being watchful. Sen gestured for Lo Meifeng to wait and approached the oxen. He offered them another deep bow.

“I am most grateful for your assistance,” he said. “Is there anything I might do to repay your kindness?”

The biggest of the oxen, the one he’d encountered before, seemed to think it over before shaking her massive head. Sen inclined his head to the group.

“In that case, I will look for opportunities to be of assistance to you and yours in the future.”

The ox let out a gentle moo and then led her companions away. There was a brief moment of blessed silence before Lo Meifeng spoke.

“I’ll probably hate the answer you give to this question, but why did spirit oxen help out?”

“I was nice to an ox once,” said Sen. “It seems the spirit oxen take that kind of thing seriously.”

“You were nice? To an ox?”

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ll just bet it is.”

Sen ignored that and went over to where his formation was still encouraging everything to look somewhere else. He deactivated the formation and found Lifen curled up and asleep at the base of what was left of a tree. It looked like she had actually eaten the roots he’d given her because her skin had lost that grayish cast, but there was only so much that unprocessed medicinal roots could do for overwhelming exhaustion. Sen collected the formation flags and scooped Lifen up into his arms. It was a testament to just how tired she was that being lifted off the ground didn’t even make her stir.

“Come on,” said Sen to Lo Meifeng. “I think we’ve probably got a little time. Enough that I can do something for both of you before we get moving again.”

The group trudged back to what was left of their campsite. Both tents had been trampled by something at some point, although Sen didn’t notice any obvious rips or tears after a cursory examination. The small fire pit they’d put together had been simply obliterated, spreading ash in every direction. Sen put Lifen down in a relatively clean spot and took a couple of minutes to reassemble his tent with branches he scavenged from all the nearby destruction. He dropped a bunch of blankets into the tent, moved Lifen in, and gestured that Lo Meifeng should join her.

“I’m fine,” said Lo Meifeng.

“Yes, I’m sure you are. Now, go sleep for an hour. It’ll take that long to get everything sorted out, and I need that time to do some alchemy. Go. Sleep.”

Lo Meifeng tried to glare at him, but her eyes kept drifting back to the tent. “Fine, but if anything happens, you wake me up.”

“Of course,” lied Sen.

She gave him a knowing look, then yawned, and finally just accepted the inevitable. While the women took much-needed and well-earned naps, Sen organized his mental to-do list. Lo Meifeng was right that they needed to get moving, but that was only going to work if they could all keep moving for long enough to put some real distance between them and this spot. They’d also need some kind of cover once they got wherever they decided to stop. Sen wavered for a moment before he just picked a task and started. The first thing he did was to neatly fold Lo Meifeng’s tent and blankets. Then, he made a new, if shallow, fire pit and got a fire going. There was so much wood debris around that finding fuel wasn’t a problem. He needed to artificially season some of it, but he’d gotten pretty adept at that.

Once the fire was going, he set up his tripod and pot. He put some water in the pot and let it start warming up while he turned his attention outward. It took a little while to gather up his formation flags. Some of them had been all but buried in the fighting. Most of the flags had suffered at least some minor damage. Some of them had been damaged beyond repair. That hurt because they weren’t that easy to replace. It would have been easier in a large enough town or city. Out in the wilds, though, once something like that was gone, it was just gone. He supposed he could fashion some kind of formation plates out of stone or, if he worked hard enough at it, metal that he dredged up from the ground. He also knew that both of those options would be time- and work-intensive. No, what he had was what he had for now.

He stored all of the flags that he’d recovered, even the ones that looked beyond hope. Just because he couldn’t necessarily fix them, it didn’t mean there wasn’t some other use for them. By then, the water over the fire was at a gentle boil, so Sen settled in to do some basic alchemy. He didn’t think any of them wanted to take the time he’d need to craft elixirs designed for each woman, so he fell back on general principles. He assumed that they could probably both use some basic healing, but the main goal was to provide them with energy. He found one of the more potent ginseng plants in his storage ring that was heavily wood-aligned. That would serve as an excellent foundation for both healing and providing energy. From there, he added petals from the dragon’s breath flower for fire, also good for energy, and a few water-aligned leaves from a river fern to provide a balancing component for the dragon’s breath petals. He kept digging through his storage ring, adding things here and there he knew would provide specific benefits, or that felt right for this elixir.

Finally, he took out one of the heavenly qi-infused beast cores that he hadn’t even remembered picking up and crushed it into the elixir. It was something he did on instinct, rather than out of any established principle of alchemy. He suspected that the addition of heavenly qi to the mixture would serve as a catalyst that enhanced all of the other properties that he’d been aiming to give the elixir. Even if it didn’t work, though, a bit of extra heavenly qi would only benefit Lifen and Lo Meifeng. Then, he waited and stirred as the elixir transformed itself from a motley assortment of ingredients into something that transcended all of those components. It happened slowly at first, and then increased in speed as the liquid in the pot converted from a brown sludge into an amber color, and then the heavenly qi went to work on it, and the mixture turned golden.

Sen didn’t need any hints to know that it was done. He removed the pot from the fire and, after a moment of consideration, used his fire qi to bleed away the heat from the pot. He didn’t like to do that with elixirs because, sometimes, that fast cooling could alter the mixture. This time, though, it didn’t seem to have an effect. He strained the liquid into two vials and then discarded the rest. He crawled into the tent and gently shook Lo Meifeng’s shoulder. He only narrowly dodged the punch she threw at him. It was only after he shook off his shock that he realized that she hadn’t even woken up. Sighing, he took another tack.

“Wake up!” he shouted at them.

Lo Meifeng snapped out of her unconscious state, looking around wildly, before thought finally caught up with her. She glared promises of ugly death at Sen until he held out the vial to her. She eyed it dubiously for a moment, then took it. She hesitated for a moment, then downed the liquid. Sen turned his attention to Lifen, who hadn’t even twitched at his shout. He shook, shouted, and finally managed to rouse her enough that he could give her the vial.

“Whas thish?” she mumbled.

“An elixir. It’ll help,” said Sen.

Unlike Lo Meifeng, Lifen just tipped the liquid into her mouth, and almost instantly went back to sleep. Sen crawled back out of the tent. He figured it would take a little while for the elixirs to really hit, so he might as well make use of the time. There were a lot of dead spirit beasts nearby, and he had a feeling that they were going to need those spirit beast cores before this little jaunt through the wilds was over. He moved out from the camp in a spiral, harvesting cores whenever he came across a dead spirit beast. He made sure to keep them separate from his own supply. While he might find them useful, the vast majority of them belonged to Lifen and Lo Meifeng. He also knew that they were valuable. Maybe even valuable enough for Lifen to start that different life she wanted. He had no clue what Lo Meifeng wanted, but he expected that she liked money as much as the next person. He also made a point not to move beyond the reach of his spiritual sense. As long as he could feel what was happening back at the campsite, he figured that he could get back there fast enough to intervene if necessary.

He was tempted to do a more thorough harvesting of the spirit beasts, but it was a balancing act between gathering valuable resources and using time efficiently. He doubted he was even going to have the time to harvest all of the cores in his self-imposed radius before Lo Meifeng and Lifen were up and about. He was right about that. It only took about twenty minutes before he sensed the two women moving around in the campsite. He made his way back. He found them disassembling his tent and folding up the blankets they’d been sleeping on. He took over that duty and deposited a pile of beast cores on the ground.

“Those belong to you two,” he said.

He could tell that they were still a bit tired and groggy because they both just sort of stared at the pile for a while. Eventually, they went over and started some kind of discussion that seemed almost, but not exactly, like haggling. Most of the cores disappeared into their respective storage rings, but a small handful of the cores were left behind. Sen lifted an eyebrow at them.

“For that offensive formation of yours,” said Lifen. “Wealth is great and all, but not if we don’t live to spend it.”

Sen walked over to the cores and found that they were all either fire- or lightning-aligned. They would help fuel that formation.

“You’re sure?” he asked.

They both nodded.

“Alright. There’s one more core I want to grab,” he said, thinking of that bear-cat, “but I’m more than ready to leave this catastrophe behind if you are.”

“Please,” said Lifen.

“Yes, now, immediately please,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen suppressed a smile and headed in the direction of the bear-cat spirit beast he’d killed. Lifen and Lo Meifeng followed closely behind.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
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There was very little talking as the three of them left the site of the battle behind and for the rest of the day. While Sen’s elixir had done a lot to restore Lifen’s and Lo Meifeng’s energy, letting them stay awake, it wasn’t a substitute for genuine rest. So, while Sen had a number of pressing questions on his mind, he kept them to himself and focused on keeping watch both ahead and behind them. For all that getting away from the location of all that fighting felt like a boost in safety, they were still traveling deeper into the wilds. That sense of safety was temporary at best, and a complete illusion at worst. There were true and terrible powers in the deep wilds. Sen had met at least one of them in Boulder’s Shadow. Even after having advanced to core formation, Sen knew that he would stand no chance against powers like that, Heavens’ Rebuke or not.

Yet, for that day at least, all seemed quiet. Sen pushed and prodded them along until he thought Lifen and Lo Meifeng might revolt and murder him. Then, he found them a semi-sheltered spot to set up camp. While the women dozed in semi-consciousness by the fire, Sen did his best to set up an obscuring formation. He kept checking it and rechecking it, looking for some flaw, some error on his part that might let someone find them. Discovering none, he reluctantly activated the formation and returned to the fire. He didn’t stint on the food even a little, instead preparing several courses, liberally doctored with some of the more palatable herbs from his storage ring. He wanted the meal to taste good, but he wanted it to help them all recover even more.

While Sen hadn’t spent days fighting, he had just gone through a major advancement. Those were taxing at best, and he was nowhere near to being back to full strength. Nor did he feel confident that he knew his limits anymore. Still, he was obviously in the best condition of their little trio, so he took it on himself to handle as many of the mundane duties as possible. After he passed out plates of food, he busied himself with putting up the tents, after prodding Lo Meifeng to produce hers from her storage ring. He also put up a blanket and left water behind it so the woman could bathe in relative privacy. He didn’t think Lifen would care about modesty, all things considered, but he assumed Lo Meifeng would prefer some discretion. After devouring everything that Sen put in front of them, they took turns bathing before collapsing into their tents.

Sen kept watch all night, actively cultivating. He’d fallen back on his old cultivation technique, but it was clear to him that it wasn’t sufficient for his new level of advancement. He’d already been struggling to fill his dantian. Now, he had a core soaking up much of the environmental qi he took in. On top of that, that double helix of strange qi and heavenly qi was also stealing away some of the environmental qi and condensing it into liquid qi. He just wished he knew why it was doing that. Some of the liquid qi dripped down to make a shallow pool in the bottom of his dantian, but some of it was also soaked up by his core. He needed a new cultivation technique sooner rather than later. So, he pulled out the copies of core-level cultivation manuals he’d procured from the Soaring Skies Sect and started digging into them.

He’d known from the beginning that none of the approaches was right for him. That would have been too easy. For all the apparent favor he enjoyed from the heavens or the universe or whatever, that favor seemed to come bundled with a lot of other hurdles. Still, it wasn’t like he had something better to be doing at the moment. So, he read. He considered. He hypothesized. Then, he tested his best guesses over and over. He met with a lot of failure, as he’d expected. Sometimes, he’d see a partial success, only for it to dead-end with more tweaking. He’d forgotten how wearisome this kind of approach was, and he was doing it with some guideposts to point him in the right direction. Even so, Sen resigned himself to the very real possibility that this would be work that might take him months to complete. He made himself forget about the end goal and focus on the process. It helped a little. By the time morning rolled around and he heard Lo Meifeng stirring, he was ready to take a break.

He resumed his old cultivation approach and set himself to making breakfast. He made rice porridge liberally spruced up with some pork. Then, he prepared tea. Camp tea was always inferior because making tea properly was simply too complicated, even if there was a traditional tea set available. Yet, Sen had long ago determined that breakfast without tea was just another way of ensuring a disastrous day. So, he made the inferior tea. Lo Meifeng appeared first and went straight for the food. A few minutes later, Lifen came out. While she looked like she’d rather still be sleeping, she no longer had the air of someone who was gripping consciousness by her fingertips. She joined them for breakfast and even seemed to perk up a bit after eating and having several cups of tea. When he thought that they were both truly conscious, Sen finally started to get at what had been on his mind since he woke up.

“So, I have some questions,” he said.

“You have questions?” retorted Lifen. “That’s hilarious because I have some questions. Top of the list, why did you decide to advance there? Next up, what kind of enlightenment drops so much qi on you that it’s enough to drive your core formation and push my advancement and let Lo Meifeng advance too? Finally, were you trying to get us murdered by spirit beasts and demonic cultivators?”

After staring at the fuming Lifen for a moment, Sen realized that he should have expected exactly those questions. They were not only obvious questions, but they were fair questions, at least if someone was only looking at what had happened from outside of his head.

“I didn’t decide to advance there. In fact, I was trying not to advance. The enlightenment was, I don’t even know what that was. Truly. I’m as baffled by it as you are. I was just sitting there, thinking that wanting to advance wasn’t a good enough reason to do it. I was thinking that I should loop the two of you in and make an actual plan for when and how to do it. Mostly, I was thinking that I should exercise some restraint for the good of us all. Then, we were all in the middle of a heavenly qi storm, and I was advancing against my own will. So, in sum, I wasn’t trying to get us all murdered.”

“You got all of that enlightenment qi for deciding to be reasonable, for once?” demanded Lo Meifeng.

“Well, I might not phrase it exactly like that,” hedged Sen. “Still, yeah, that’s probably accurate.”

“That is so unfair that no words exist to describe it,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen glanced over at Lifen, only to find her nodding along. Sen repressed an urge to be angry with them. They’d had a hard few days.

“I’ll remind you that all that “good fortune” left me unconscious and helpless for days in the middle of a huge fight. Would either of you have traded places with me in that situation?”

That seemed to sober the pair up a bit.

“I suppose not,” admitted Lo Meifeng.

“Yeah,” said Lifen slowly. “When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound so good.”

“Which brings me to what is probably the only question I have that really matters. Seriously, how in all the countless hells did I possibly survive all of that? I mean, helpless, unconscious, I should have been dead five minutes into that fight.”

“It seems your good fortune didn’t abandon you entirely when you took your very inconveniently timed nap,” said Lo Meifeng with a shake of her head.

“It was just a few spirit beasts at first,” said Lifen. “That was lucky for us because they really didn’t like that offensive formation you put up. One of them would try it every few hours, get horribly burned, and hit with lightning. Then, they’d all just mill around for a while. When more and more of them showed up, they spent more time fighting with each other than trying to get at us. Gave us time to deal with our own advancements.”

“What were those advancements?” asked Sen.

Lifen’s face brightened up, but Lo Meifeng cut her off before she could start. “Let’s finish the how did we survive story first.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Lifen. “Things didn’t really get ugly until the demonic cultivators showed up. Good news for us was that the spirit beasts wanted them dead just as much as they wanted us dead. Maybe more. And, unlike us, they weren’t all in a scary formation. That fighting went on for quite a while, but the demonic cultivators eventually concentrated enough force to break the formation. That’s when things got really serious.”

“When was that?” asked Sen.

“Maybe a day in?” Lifen half said, half asked.

“Something like that,” said Lo Meifeng, taking over the story. “After that, we got to do some of the fighting.”

“So, I spent two days just lying there, in the middle of all of that, and nobody tried to off me? No spirit beasts took a swipe at me?”

“Are you kidding me?” asked Lo Meifeng. “Everything and everyone tried to kill you. It turns out, spirit oxen are positively terrifying when they’re in a mood to fight. You owe them, Sen. We couldn’t have kept you alive. We barely kept ourselves alive. Those oxen stood guard over you for damn near the entire time you were out. The only part I played in keeping you alive was keeping that demonic core cultivator too busy to go after you.”

Sen glanced over at Lifen.

“I mostly hit people over the head with a club when they got too close,” she offered. “Then, I’d run away. They’d usually chase me until something more dangerous attacked them.”

“You spent two days doing that? Just buying time?”

“Not the whole two days,” said Lifen. “The demonic cultivators would back off for a while sometimes. The spirit beasts kept their distance once those oxen showed up. Let us take a breather now and then.”

Sen let all of that sink in for a while before he spoke. “I’m sorry that all of that happened. Genuinely. I am sorry. Once it started, I did everything I could think of to try to stop it. I just…failed. Thank you for watching over me, as much as you could.”

“Yeah, well, you should be sorry,” said Lo Meifeng, although it didn’t seem like her heart was in it. “It’d be a lot easier to be mad at you if I hadn’t been on the receiving end of you very obviously trying to stall that advancement to core formation.”

“I’ve never seen him look so panicked,” said Lifen.

Lo Meifeng laughed. “I know, right? He looked like someone who just got caught stealing something really valuable.”

Sen decided to let them have their fun at his expense. They’d probably earned it, all things considered. If he found their explanation of their survival less than satisfactory, they didn’t need to know that. They’d been very busy, while he’d just come in at the end. Sen could recognize that there had been another hand at work in their survival. It hadn’t been overt, but it had been there. It was the only plausible explanation for how they actually survived. He even had a suspicion about who. After all, how many people in the world knew that he was, apparently, on very good terms with the spirit oxen?


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

INJURIES AND CLOSE ENCOUNTERS
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Even with all of their advantages, traveling through the wilds was slow going. They had moved beyond the semi-tame portions into the true wilds. By Sen’s estimation, they were spending the same amount of time to move half the distance or less each day. Despite Sen’s deep and abiding worry that they’d be attacked at every turn on their journey, though, the next three weeks passed by largely without incident save for two exceptions. The first incident happened four days out from the battle. Sen had taken the lead position, but the lack of violence had briefly lulled him out of the hypervigilant state he usually maintained. He’d gotten distracted by an idea he had for building a new cultivation method. So, he all but missed it when another of those bear-cat spirit beasts exploded from the heavy undergrowth. As fast and as strong as he was, as well trained as he was, Sen was as capable of being surprised as anyone else. He’d jerked back from the attack, earning himself a series of deep gashes that ran vertically down his chest and stomach. If not for that last-second move, though, he’d have probably been split open like a ripe melon. The bear-cat hadn’t been discouraged by its lack of success. It lunged for his throat.

Sen’s thinking had finally started to catch up with the situation when the lunge happened. He didn’t have time to cycle anything up. He didn’t even have time to draw a weapon. He did the only thing he could do. He shoved his left arm in the way. The spirit beast’s jaws closed on his arm like a vise filled with razors. The explosion of pain from his arm threatened to obliterate all rational thought. Roaring with fury, Sen did the first thing that came to his mind. It was the most brutal, primal response available to a person. He punched the bear-cat in the side of the head. That loosened the spirit beast’s jaw, so he punched it again. The bear-cat stumbled away, while Sen lurched backward from the stunned creature. A hot, red anger swelled in Sen’s chest, and with it came an unfamiliar feeling. He wanted to hurt this thing. Sen seized the hilt of his jian, determined to make the beast suffer. He took one step toward it when something blurred past him. There was a spray of blood as Lo Meifeng opened the beast’s throat with her own jian. The woman executed a smooth twist and drove her blade into the bear-cat’s body.

For a second or two, Sen’s anger was transferred to Lo Meifeng. How dare she steal his kill? That thought was short-lived as fresh surges of pain tore through the haze of his anger. The wounds on his chest burned, but that was nothing compared to the stabbing, jangling pain that raced from his wounded arm into his head. He winced and hissed a little as he sheathed his jian. He was sure of it now. The bear-cats were all holding a grudge. He looked over at Lo Meifeng.

“Thanks,” he said.

“Sure. We should probably find somewhere to settle in for the rest of the day. You heal fast, but that thing’s bite might have carried some kind of poison, or venom, or infection. Best not to linger about treating those wounds.”

Lo Meifeng’s words turned out to be a bit prophetic. There had been something in that bite that hit Sen hard. Unfortunately, because he was the one with the alchemy expertise, he had to mix elixirs for himself. That proved much, much harder to do while feverish and shaking uncontrollably. It took him nearly two days to finally find something that worked. It might have gone faster, but he had to keep making things to treat the symptoms. It was only then that he could be functional enough to look for the cause of the symptoms. Lifen and Lo Meifeng were both as helpful as they could be, but it mostly amounted to fetching plants in the immediate area that Sen found with his spiritual sense. Still, he was grateful to them. The thought of having to get those plants himself had been almost overwhelming in his state. In the end, it had been an infection. Once that was purged, his recovery progressed very quickly. Getting wounded had given him the opportunity to get a good look at his blood. It was still red, technically, but it had a silvery sheen to it that, frankly, made him uncomfortable every time he saw it. He added that to a growing list of questions he needed to pose to his teachers.

The second incident had, thankfully, not resulted in any injuries. It had just scared the three of them nearly to death. For most of a day, a nascent soul-level beast had stalked them. It never attacked. They never even caught sight of it during that day. They just felt it observing them, no doubt because it wanted them to feel it. Sen’s recent advancement, to say nothing of Lo Meifeng’s and Lifen’s advancements, meant exactly nothing in the face of that kind of power. If that beast decided to kill them, they would die. While Sen might be able to get away by hiding, he wasn’t going to leave the other two as sacrifices to let him escape. In the end, the nascent soul beast seemed to grow bored with its game. That was when a small—if anything nearly forty feet long could be called small—dragon flew up into the sky. The most frightening thing about the whole event was that it had risen from the forest less than a hundred feet from where they stood staring up at it in mute awe and fear. It did one lazy circle above them, then flew off to do whatever dragons did to amuse themselves when not terrifying lowly humans.

As chilling as that close encounter with the dragon had been, the general lack of spirit beast interest in them reinforced Sen’s belief that someone or something was intervening on their behalf. He suspected it was Boulder’s Shadow. If it was Boulder’s Shadow, Sen was unclear about the evolved spirit beast’s motivation. It might be nothing more than trying to curry favor with Feng Ming, but that only worked if Sen knew it was Boulder’s Shadow. There were several clues, but clues weren’t proof. Then again, it might just be some kind of residual guilt for participating, however indirectly, in the deaths of all of those innocents back in that town. If the panther-man was trying to pay down some kind of karmic debt by indirectly aiding some humans, that might explain why he hadn’t made himself known. The other possibility was that someone else was intervening. The problem with that idea was that Sen couldn’t imagine who would be acting on their behalf or why.

Through all of it, though, Sen had been following that tugging in his soul. Much as it had on the way to Tide’s Rest, it grew stronger and more insistent the closer they got. He had been leading them on a slightly southwestern path, but he hadn’t wanted to stray so far from the road that they couldn’t get back to it if dire need arose. Of course, close was relative. It’d probably take them a day to reach it if they made a straight line for the road. So, it was with some confusion that Sen abruptly stopped walking. The tugging in his soul was pulling him almost directly south, which meant it was time to turn that direction and head deeper into the wilds. Yet, he couldn’t make sense of what he felt beneath his feet. He stamped his foot down a couple of times. Then, he turned to Lifen and Lo Meifeng.

“Do you feel that?” he asked, stamping his foot again.

The two women traded a look and followed his lead. Each of them stamping a foot down hard. Lo Meifeng frowned. Lifen stared down at the ground like it was telling her lies. Crouching down, the young woman started pulling at the grass and soil. After a minute or two of work, she stood up looking proud of herself. She pointed at what her work had exposed.

“What do you make of that?” she asked.

Sen and Lo Meifeng walked over to take a look. Buried beneath what must have been decades, if not centuries, of slowly encroaching soil and grass were the remains of a road. The three of them spent the next half hour slowly testing the ground in the area to see what direction the road took. In the end, Sen was both surprised and not surprised to discover that it led from north to south. He shook his head a little.

“What?” asked Lifen.

“We need to go that way?” said Sen, gesturing south. “So, you know, it’s not at all suspicious that there’s an abandoned road heading that way.”

Lifen gave Sen a look. “Don’t abandoned roads always lead somewhere terrible, or haunted, or haunted and terrible in the stories?”

“And treasure,” said Sen with a grin, even if he didn’t really believe it.

Lifen brightened up at that. “You know I love treasures.”

“I do,” said Sen. “My dearest Lady Sun Lifen, would you care to join me on a historic quest to find the lost treasure of the creepy abandoned road?”

He offered her his hand. For the first time in what seemed like a year, Lifen beamed at him and took his hand.

“How could I resist an offer like that from such a handsome, mysterious,” Lifen got a mischievous gleam in her eye, “legendary hero?”

Lo Meifeng rolled her eyes. “I think there might be something wrong with you two.”

“My venerable Lo Meifeng, there’s always room for another adventurer on our grand quest.”

“Venerable?” asked Lo Meifeng.

Lo Meifeng walked over to Lifen and Sen, who were both failing to keep straight faces. Then, she kicked Sen in the shin hard enough that it would have shattered a brick wall. Sen let out a cry of shock and hopped around on one foot while Lifen pointed and laughed.

“How’s that for venerable? You ass,” said Lo Meifeng with a deeply self-satisfied look on her face.


CHAPTER THIRTY

THE TEMPLE OF ETERNITY’S EDGE
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While their brief moment of playfulness had helped lift everyone’s spirits, they all grew warier and warier as they traveled even deeper into the wilds. Every noise caught Sen’s attention. He refused to even entertain thoughts about his cultivation method after the ambush attack by the bear-cat. Of course, it wasn’t the attack that bothered him. He wasn’t above being ambushed or caught off guard. No one could be perfectly attentive at every moment. Human minds weren’t meant for that kind of singular vigilance all the time. If they were, there would never be new inventions or new ideas. Human minds wander and sometimes those internal journeys bore interesting fruit. No, what he kept coming back to was that flash of anger he’d felt at Lo Meifeng when she’d killed the spirit beast before he could.

At first, he’d just chalked it up to being all wound up in the wake of the attack. The more he thought about it, though, the less true that felt to him. He had been wound up, but he couldn’t even remember a time when he’d felt possessive about who got to kill something. Normally, he’d feel relieved that someone else did the killing. It wasn’t that he’d push that kind of thing off onto other people because that wasn’t his way. In a fluid situation like that one had been, though, it shouldn’t have mattered to him who resolved the fight, just that the fight was resolved. So, he found himself revisiting that moment in his mind again and again. He tried to dissect it, to understand where that feeling had come from, but he got nowhere. He couldn’t identify a specific source for his response. He’d just been angry, in general, that she’d stolen the kill.

Yet, even the idea that she’d stolen something from him struck him as foreign. No matter which way he turned the moment over in his mind, though, he couldn’t find a reason that he’d reacted that way. The fact of that reaction bothered him. The nature of that reaction bothered him. His inability to trace it to anything specific bothered him more. He hoped that it was just an aberrant moment brought on by surprise, trauma, and the infection that had already been burning in his body. Yet, he didn’t think that was the case, which bothered him most of all. Yet, he saw few avenues that he could take to pursue the seemingly minor problem. All he could do was watch himself for similar reactions in the future to ward against some kind of rash action on his part.

While a little piece of his mind chewed over that problem, he scanned the forest around them. The tugging inside of him was getting so strong that it had almost taken on an audible humming noise. On top of that, there seemed to be a pressure emanating from the forest. It wasn’t the kind of pressure he’d expect from high-level spirit beasts. It was too diffuse for that, but it weighed on him all the same. Glances at Lifen and Lo Meifeng showed telltale signs that they were also operating beneath some kind of pressure. It wasn’t obvious, and no one had raised a fuss, but he could see tightness around their eyes. Their lips would often press into hard lines like they were concentrating on ignoring something. Those dual pressures from outside and inside left him torn. One part of him desperately wanted to just call the whole mad idea off, turn around, and take his chances with the demonic cultivators. The other part of him was all but screaming at him to keep going, to hurry, to race ahead and discover whatever knowledge or enlightenment was waiting ahead. He did neither. Instead, he kept a steady pace and let the miles of forest trail out behind him. Finally, Lifen stopped dead in her tracks.

“What’s out there?” she demanded.

Sen and Lo Meifeng looked back at her with puzzled expressions.

“Sorry,” said Lo Meifeng. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Look, you both have way higher cultivation than me, which means your spiritual senses are better than mine. I can’t figure out what’s out there. So, just tell me. Not knowing is making it a hundred times worse.”

Lo Meifeng traded a look with Sen that asked if he wanted to handle it or not. Sen frowned, then turned his attention to Lifen.

“The pressure you’re feeling isn’t a spirit beast if that’s what you mean. At least, not one that I’ve been able to identify. In fact, I haven’t so much as sensed a spirit beast in the last day or two. What about you Lo Meifeng?”

“I know it’s not a spirit beast, but that’s all I know. It certainly doesn’t feel friendly, though.”

“No,” agreed Sen. “It doesn’t.”

“Then why are we going there? Yes, I know why. Sen is having some kind of spiritual experience, but even he said those tugging feelings don’t always work out that well. This feels like one of those things that isn’t going to work out to me. No offense, but we’ve already got plenty of problems. I don’t see much benefit in going somewhere else where we’re likely to find more problems. Maybe we should just go, you know, anywhere else.”

Sen was struck silent for a long moment. Lifen had never objected to anything before. This staunch stand against going forward was such a surprise that Sen didn’t know how to react to it. He wasn’t even really opposed to the suggestion. He’d been caught up in the possibility of gaining knowledge, but even he was torn about reaching the finish line on this one. He looked from Lifen to Lo Meifeng.

“I know this was my suggestion,” said Lo Meifeng, “but she’s got a point. I go where you go. So, if you keep going, I pretty much have to go. If you decide we should take a pass, and I really want you to decide that, I will gladly slog through another hundred miles of this forsaken forest in any other direction.”

Sen kept his mouth shut for a minute and tried to think it through. That tugging inside his chest had turned into a relentless feeling that almost dragged him along. Yet, there was no guarantee that he was going to get anything of value if they reached the right destination. Even more importantly, the others weren’t experiencing that tugging feeling. Even if he got something valuable from it, there was a good chance that they wouldn’t. That oppressive feeling that just got worse and worse the farther they went was a pretty solid indication that something or someone ahead did not want to be bothered. Even a month ago, Sen might have pressed forward regardless of anything anyone else had to say. This time, he reminded himself of the lesson he’d struggled toward during his core formation. I can be more than one thing. He could be reckless and headstrong, but he didn’t have to be that way all the time. He could also be the kind of person who did silly things like listening to good advice. He looked in the direction they’d been heading, then made his choice.

“Then we go somewhere else,” he said.

“What? Really?” asked Lifen, sounding a little stunned.

“You made your case. Lo Meifeng agrees with you wholeheartedly. I’m not dumb enough to think I know better than everyone else.”

“They are wise to fear this place,” said a voice from the trees.

Sen let his spiritual sense and qi swirl out all around them, but he sensed nothing. The voice continued.

“You are wise in that you would have heeded their advice. Unfortunately, it’s too late for that. You have come too far. Now, you must finish the journey.”

The oldest-looking person that Sen had ever seen seemed to step into existence from nothing right in front of him. The man was tiny, shorter even than Lifen, and so thin it looked like any random breeze might knock him over. He wore peasant robes that had dirt stains on them where the man might have knelt near a garden. Sen wasn’t sure what to make of the man or his proclamations. He offered the man a polite bow.

“Greetings, Elder. While I do not wish to be rude, it is not for you to demand that we go anywhere.”

The old man gave Sen a smile that was equal parts amusement and pity. “Young man, you speak as if you have a choice to leave. You do not. You will continue on or be made to continue. That is the only choice available to you.”

Sen decided that the old man must simply be insane, and he’d learned long ago not to entertain the ramblings of crazy people. Instead, he offered the man another polite bow.

“Good day to you, Elder,” he said and turned to the others. “Let’s go.”

He tried to step past the old man, only to find himself flying through the air and crashing through a tree. He lay there in stunned bewilderment for a moment, more in shock than pain, before he lurched back to his feet. Then he gaped as Lo Meifeng came flying through the air at him. He caught her more out of reflex than anything else. He stood there with her slender frame in his arms and watched as the old man casually deflected Lifen’s primitive strikes with that big metal club of hers. Sen wondered just where she’d gotten that club in the first place. Sen jerked a little as a finger poked the side of his head. He looked down to see Lo Meifeng giving him an annoyed look.

“At this point, you either need to put me down or kiss me.”

Sen stared at Lo Meifeng. Was she serious? Was she making a joke?

“Put me down, idiot!” she yelled.

Sen put her down on the ground and asked, “What just happened?”

“I have no idea. Maybe that guy will be more talkative after we have a violent chat with him.”

Sen balked. “But he’s old.”

“That old man just tossed you through a tree.”

“That’s a good point.”

Sen and Lo Meifeng stalked toward the old man. After that, things happened so fast that they became a chaotic blur, even in Sen’s memories. All he did remember was crashing through another tree. Then, Lo Meifeng landed on him. Then, Lifen landed on her. When the three of them managed to find their feet, Lo Meifeng looked livid.

“I’m going to end this,” she declared.

Sen felt her cycling qi and, a moment later, dozens of fireballs appeared in the air. They were so hot that nearby trees caught fire and lesser plants were turned to ash. The old man looked at the fireballs with mild interest, then waved a hand. The fireballs vanished and Lo Meifeng staggered to one side as blood spurted from her nose. Sen stared at the man. He’d felt nothing. Sensed nothing. Is this what it’s like fighting me when I’m hiding, he wondered. Still, just because the old man had dealt with fire, it didn’t mean he could cope with lightning. Sen withdrew the ascendant-level spear he’d gotten from the Soaring Skies Sect and cycled for lightning. If he didn’t know better, he’d have sworn that the spear was eager for the fight the way it soaked up his qi. He focused on the technique and a lance of lightning covered the distance between him and the old man. The old man simply batted aside the lightning with his bare hand. Between his surprise and the backlash, Sen didn’t have the mental resources to object as the old man firmly herded them farther south down the road.

Sen considered other attacks, or more powerful attacks, but ultimately rejected them. The old man, whatever he was, clearly outclassed them all both individually and collectively. Instead, Sen focused on ignoring that oppressive feeling and giving Lifen encouraging looks. The concerned expression she’d worn before had become one of tightly controlled fear. Sen stole a glance at the old man, who caught him. The old man studied Sen with considering eyes.

“You three are strange,” said the old man. “So much power, and yet so little understanding. None of you has the faintest idea about how to wield the paths you walk. Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter now.”

Sen gave the man a sharp look. “Why doesn’t it matter?”

He was so busy looking at the old man that he almost knocked Lo Meifeng down. He caught her and looked ahead to what appeared to be some kind of temple. It took him a second to realize that Lo Meifeng hadn’t even chided him for being clumsy. He glanced at her, and now she wore that look of tightly controlled fear.

“It doesn’t matter because this is the Temple of Eternity’s Edge,” said the old man. “And of all those who come here, almost none ever leave.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

PRISONERS
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Lo Meifeng turned to Sen and said, “We can’t let him take us in there. Better by far to die out here.”

Lifen looked appalled by Lo Meifeng’s words. The old man looked sad and a little disappointed. Sen just evaluated what he saw in Lo Meifeng’s eyes. She meant it. She believed with absolute certainty that death was preferable to stepping foot inside that temple. Lo Meifeng obviously knew things about the temple that Sen didn’t. After all, he didn’t think he would have just said that out loud where their captor could hear it. Given that she’d been ready to face being tortured to death to buy him time to escape, though, he couldn’t imagine what could possibly be worse than that. He didn’t want to find out. Lo Meifeng had done more than enough to earn some credit with Sen. If she said death was better, he was prepared to take her word for it. It was with a kind of grim finality that Sen turned his eyes to Lifen.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t expect it to come to this.”

“Before any of you do anything foolish, or irrevocable, you must realize you cannot defeat me. Even if you did manage it, you’d simply be caught and brought back by others. Fate brought you here. You cannot escape it.”

“You’re wrong, old man,” said Lo Meifeng with a flat, deadly expression. “We don’t need to defeat you. Defeating fate is easy. I just need to kill them, and then myself.”

While Lo Meifeng had the old man’s attention, Sen started cycling lightning and gathering his killing intent. If he was departing for his next life, here and now, he meant to take the old man with him. He also reasoned that he only really had one attack that might slow the old man down. He and Lo Meifeng drew their jian at exactly the same moment. Sen started feeding killing intent and lightning qi into the sword, while Lo Meifeng went into an all-out offensive against the old man. It only took a few seconds for the right amounts of qi and killing intent to gather in the jian, but, to Sen’s horror, the technique refused to coalesce. He tried again. Nothing. He didn’t understand what was happening, but he didn’t have time to figure it out. He withdrew his killing intent and qi from the jian. If he couldn’t use Heavens’ Rebuke, he’d go out fighting the old way.

He launched himself into a gap he spotted between Lo Meifeng and the old man, but it was like trying to land a blow on a ghost. The old man was never where Sen expected him to be. Lifen, perhaps recognizing that she’d be more of an impediment than a help, kept her distance. But she had retrieved her club from her storage ring. Sen had wondered why they were allowed to keep their weapons, and now he knew. The old man simply hadn’t cared that they had their weapons. They were no threat to him. Realizing the futility of keeping the fight going, Sen called out to Lo Meifeng.

“Kill me first,” he shouted. “I’ll keep him occupied.”

“No,” said the old man, and his voice resounded like a divine gong. “Fate will not be denied.”

The old man moved so fast that even Sen’s enhanced vision couldn’t track him. Then, Lo Meifeng went flying toward the temple in a spray of blood. Sen might have tried to help her, but it was his turn next. He never saw the old man. Never heard him. He only felt it when the fist connected with his chest. He heard his hardened bones snap with sounds like stone breaking. The force of that blow launched him into the air. He heard Lifen scream his name, but it was distant, distorted, like something he might hear through a wall. In the last moment of lucidity before the pain of that blow reached his brain, Sen thought that no one had ever hit him that hard before. Then, he crashed face-first into that metaphorical wall of pain. It was beyond anything he’d experienced before. That blow hadn’t just broken bones. It had shredded muscles and damaged the organs in his chest. Then, Sen’s body connected with something, and the world went black.
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Sen wandered in and out of something adjacent to consciousness for a while. He’d hear people talking, sometimes about him, sometimes not, but the words were like motes of dust in the air. He was aware of them, but they had no meaning or relevance. He was constantly aware that he was in pain, terrible pain, and his mind shied back from it, keeping him asleep, at a remove from full comprehension of that pain. So, he drifted, floating along on the surface of a sea of imagination and dreams. He experienced wonders in that state. He saw worlds beyond his world. Worlds where miracles the likes of which he’d never known were commonplace, and the cultivators wielded a kind of might that his world could never contain or survive. He saw terrible things as well. Dark worlds teeming with demons, where humans were herded like cattle, and slaughtered with as little regard.

And he saw himself as a stranger might. He saw the strengths in his body cultivation, as well as the weaknesses. The Five-Fold Body Transformation was mighty, but it was a mere stepping stone to other things if he could reach them. Yet, his body cultivation was also strange. It had been blessed, or at least altered, with heavenly qi. Refinement by heavenly qi wasn’t part of the Five-Fold Body Transformation. Had he stepped off the road onto a truly new body cultivation path, or was this simply a variation? Could he complete the other steps in the path as intended? The stranger that was himself didn’t know. He observed his spirit cultivation. It was potent, flexible, but there was a certain fragility in it. There were things missing, things that would make it more durable and more resilient. He could sense those things, but, again, didn’t know what they were.

Eventually, though, he couldn’t remain asleep. He was pushed or pulled up to actual wakefulness. He braced himself for the agony he expected but was surprised and relieved to discover that the pain he’d felt, however distantly, was gone. He gingerly pressed a finger to his chest. The bones were healed and felt strong. He let his qi wash through his body, looking as deeply as he could at his muscles and organs. They seemed repaired as well. Although, he wouldn’t trust that until he’d mixed his own healing elixir and let it do its work. He looked around and found himself in what he could only describe as a cell. The walls were stone blocks and unmarred by decorations. He lay on a pallet on the floor. He’d been covered with a thin blanket and there was some kind of pad or pillow beneath his head. Still, Sen could do the math easily enough.

It was perhaps an hour later when the same old man who’d defeated him and Lo Meifeng with such casual disregard entered the cell. He had a tray with food and water on it. He set the tray next to Sen’s pallet and then sat down.

“I am Lan Zi Rui.”

Sen said nothing.

The old man sighed. “I know you can speak. Are you so rude that will not even introduce yourself?”

Sen looked at the man. “Prisoners have no need of politeness.”

“You are not a prisoner.”

“Can I leave?”

“No.”

“Can I see my friends?”

“No.”

“Then, you are a liar. I am a prisoner. One that you forced to come here.”

“Fate brought you here.”

Sen offered no reply.

“This defiance serves no purpose. It only harms you.”

When Sen once more refused to speak, Lan Zi Rui sighed, rose, and went to the door. “I will return tomorrow and try again.”

“Save us both time and don’t bother. I will not cooperate with you.”

“Perhaps,” said the old man, and left the room.

Once the old man had been gone for long enough that Sen was confident he wasn’t going to come back immediately, he rose from the pallet. He searched every inch of the room. Save for the pallet and a narrow window far too small to climb through, there was nothing. He looked at the tray but found nothing useful on it. He even tried the door. He was vaguely disappointed to discover that it had been latched or barred from the outside. Having inventoried the room, Sen inventoried himself. He was dressed in plain robes, but he’d been deprived of his jian and his storage rings. So, they’re thieves as well, he thought with some bitterness. Although, he could only be so angry, having taken a great many things from the bodies of his fallen opponents. With nothing else to do, he began a close examination of the stone blocks using his earth qi. He was looking for signs of weakness that he could exploit but found none. He was going to have to get out the hard way. Yet, the moment he tried to use his qi to weaken or alter the stone blocks, his qi drained away somewhere, as though pulled down by a whirlpool. He knew that there were ways of suppressing qi, but he’d never heard of anything even remotely like what was happening.

He had similar results using other kinds of qi. He briefly flirted with the idea of trying Heavens’ Rebuke but didn’t dare try it without something to use as a focus other than his body. That only left his body. He tried punching the wall with little to show for it. Sighing, Sen tried kicking the wall. When that accomplished nothing, he tried kicking the wall as hard as he could. He thought that the wall might have shuddered slightly. At that rate, assuming they’d let him just keep kicking the wall for as long as he wanted to, he might escape in a few decades. Granted, he had a few decades to spare. Given the option, though, he’d prefer to spend that time somewhere else. Sen looked at the door again. He hadn’t tried kicking that. Walking over to the door, he lashed out at it with his most powerful kick. There was a boom that seemed to reverberate through the entire building, but the door itself looked unharmed. Sen frowned. He tried using qi on the door with similarly fruitless results.

In the end, he decided that the door was probably the weakest link in the chain of his imprisonment. So, he began to kick it at a steady pace. If one kick didn’t do the job, then maybe a hundred would, he thought. Plus, there was also the possibility that he’d annoy someone. If someone other than the old man came to check on him, Sen might stand a chance in a fight. Clinging desperately to those thin strands of hope, Sen continued his assault on the door. Kick. Kick. Kick.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

DILEMMA
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Sen kept up his kicking at the door until he eventually grew so bored with it that he was feeling tired. By then, it was late into the night, so he ignored the tray of food and settled onto the pallet. It wasn’t comfortable, but his body had been remade so often now that he doubted it would bother him to sleep outside in the middle of a torrential downpour. He slept for two hours, which was apparently all that he required, and then he resumed his assault on the door. Since he couldn’t use his qi to assess the door, he just had to hope that this nearly relentless assault would produce a result. Ideally, the door would eventually give way. That would give him a chance to find Lifen and Lo Meifeng. It didn’t seem especially likely, but maybe the three of them could figure out a way to escape. Less ideally, his captor would grow so weary of the noise that it would provoke a response. Sen accepted that the response might well be violent, but that could create opportunities in its own right. Plus, Sen would take some small measure of petty joy out of frustrating his captors.

From time to time, he would switch off legs just to even out the exercise he was getting. After a time, though, the kicking became like a meditation for him. At first, his thoughts raced from topic to topic, from implausible plan to even more implausible plan, and from memory to memory. He wondered how disappointed Master Feng would be once he learned that Sen let himself get caught and imprisoned. That entire line of thought was so disheartening and disquieting that he had to forcibly shove it away, lest it steal his motivation. Yet, as the hours wore on, the thoughts became fewer and fewer, the ridiculous plans faded away to nothing, and all that was left was a smooth, unperturbed emptiness in his heart, mind, and soul. Left to his own devices, Sen might well have continued on like that for days or weeks, but he wasn’t left to his own devices. When midday came, Sen found himself forcibly driven back from the door by something he could physically feel, but that refused to yield any secrets to his qi or his spiritual sense. It felt like a wall was slowly driving him across the room.

When Sen had been pushed all the way back to the pallet, Lan Zi Rui entered the room carrying another tray. As if to mock Sen’s efforts, the door swung shut behind the old man with a soft click. He offered Sen a smile that went unreturned. Then, his eyes fell on the tray from the previous day. He frowned at the untouched food and water. The old man sat down and placed the new tray next to the previous day’s tray.

“I know our food is simple, but it is filling.”

Sen didn’t dignify the statement with a response.

“Will you not speak with me?”

“Return what you stole from me. Release me and my friends from this imprisonment. Then, perhaps, we will have something to discuss.”

“We have stolen nothing from you. We merely safeguard it.”

Sen rolled his eyes at that doublespeak.

“Why do you rail against fate—” started the old man, only for Sen to raise a hand.

“Do not speak to me about fate. It’s the easiest excuse in the world for justifying doing whatever you want to do.”

“You don’t believe in fate?”

Sen felt the overwhelming urge to answer, but he pushed that down hard. The old man waited, apparently expecting Sen to answer. Then, he shook his head.

“This hostility is unnecessary.”

Sen didn’t need to say anything that time. The fury he felt at being captured and held radiated off of him like a physical presence. The old man was quiet for a time before he gestured at the tray.

“Will you not eat something?”

“Resist. Escape.”

“What?”

“Those are the obligations of a prisoner. Resist and escape. That makes anything you want, by definition, something I oppose.”

“You don’t know what I want,” said Lan Zi Rui.

“Wrong. I don’t care what you want.”

“Even if what I want is to your benefit?”

“Let me guess. All I need to do to reap these benefits is comply, right?”

“You make it sound so—” Lan Zi Rui hesitated.

“Accurate. Factual. Truthful.”

“Dirty,” said Lan Zi Rui. “Compliance isn’t always evil. After all, students comply with their masters.”

Without even meaning for it to happen, Sen’s killing intent filled the room. He found himself screaming at the old man, who didn’t seem harmed but definitely looked alarmed.

“You are not my master! You will never be my master! I will starve to death in this cell before I do anything you want!”

Sen tried to hurl himself at the old man, but once more found himself blocked by the invisible wall. Sen battered at that wall with his fists, with his feet, with lightning, with fire, and with wind blades. At first, the old man seemed like he planned to patiently wait out the storm. When it became clear that Sen had no intention of stopping, Lan Zi Rui sighed and rose to his feet.

“I will come back tomorrow and try again.”

“Don’t bother,” growled Sen.

After that, Sen was more determined than ever to break down the door, or at least to try until his body gave out. He started cultivating, less because he thought it would do anything and more out of habit. He was surprised to find that he had ready access to environmental qi. He wouldn’t have left a prisoner that option. So, Sen kicked the door, over and over, and he cultivated, sinking deeper and deeper into the cultivation trance. When he found himself being pushed back from the door, he simply retreated to the pallet, sank into a kneeling position, and let himself drop deeper into the trance. The old man came and went. He talked at Sen, who was so deep into his cultivation that he didn’t hear any of it. When Lan Zi Rui eventually grew bored and left, Sen returned to the door. With nothing but time to burn, he experimented with all of the ideas he’d had about a new cultivation method. He tried things that might have sounded insane to him at other times.

At first, he simply experimented with new routes that his qi could take through his channels. After that, he experimented with separating out specific kinds of qi and sending them on different paths through his channels at the same time. Then, he tried braiding those separate strands of individual qi and sending the braided qi through his channels along different paths. That had startling results. He found that sending it along certain routes through his channels seemed to supplement his body the way that food might otherwise do. It wasn’t exactly the same. He didn’t stop wanting food, but as the weeks passed, he found that he no longer craved food or water. It seemed that man could live by qi alone if his cultivation was advanced enough. When he sent that braided qi along a different path, it actually merged into more of that strange qi. He stopped that almost as soon as he figured out what was happening. The strange qi he produced almost by accident immediately joined the existing ribbon that orbited the outer edges of his dantian. That ribbon of strange, fused qi was in a kind of balance with his ribbon of heavenly qi, and he was very nervous about doing anything that might upset that balance.

When he ran out of things to do with environmental qi, he turned his attention to the slowly growing pool of liquid qi in his dantian. He tried mixing it with environmental qi and sending the mixture along different paths through his channels. That met with mixed results. Some were encouraging, and some were painful. Eventually, he tried it with just the liquid qi. He’d always been cautious about using that liquid qi before, so cautious that it had become an ingrained habit. Yet, now, with his core already formed and seemingly stabilized, he was more willing to try things with that liquid qi. Especially with the double helix of strange qi and heavenly qi doing all the heavy lifting of making more liquid qi. Again, he found interesting results. Cycling liquid qi could empower his body, although still not enough to break through the door. He even burned up a few drops of liquid qi to add further strength to his kicks, but that plain wooden door remained immune to harm.

When he ran out of ideas to try with liquid qi, he went back to basics. He’d tried running a couple of kinds of qi in parallel through his channels, but he wasn’t just cultivating two types of qi. He was cultivating all five major types of qi and a few others to boot. If he was going to advance again any time in the next hundred years, he needed something that addressed all of those types of qi. Sen had thought a lot about the cultivation techniques he’d read for people like him at the core formation stage. He didn’t have access to the manuals themselves anymore, but he had a good memory. He feared he knew what was required of him, and that those demands were simply beyond his capabilities. It was then, after months of ceaseless kicking, that Sen returned to his dusty pallet and stretched out. There wasn’t going to be room for anything else if he was right. Sen let himself drop completely into the cultivation trance. The outside world didn’t simply cease to have meaning for him. It ceased to exist as a thought or an idea in his head.

He knew that what he was trying to do was risky. Cultivators had gotten lost forever in trances that weren’t even as deep as the one he’d been living in full-time for months. Then again, it wasn’t as though he really had anything to lose. He was almost absolutely certain that he would never leave that cell. In those circumstances, a dive into the purest depths of a cultivation trance, something he would never have even contemplated in the outside world, became simply one more thing. If he got lost and never woke up, he wouldn’t lose anything. If he succeeded, he would emerge with a cultivation technique that should carry him through a complete stage of advancement. He hovered inside his own being, a whisper from fully committing to the course of action. If he did get lost, he wouldn’t be able to help Lo Meifeng or Lifen. Of course, he couldn’t help them now. Nor did he see a way that he’d ever be able to help as he was. His existing cultivation method was too slow. If he had to do any kind of sustained qi techniques, he doubted he’d be able to last more than half a day. Then, he’d need weeks to recover. A better cultivation technique might not empower him to a level where he could fight his way out of the damned cell, but it was a step in that direction. Shaking off the last of his doubts, Sen committed fully to the trance.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

FEAR ITSELF
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Hong Fu had spent most of his long life in positions of relative power and safety. He’d spent his childhood protected by his noble status, which had partially carried over into the sect that he’d joined. His quiet conversion to a demonic cultivator had fueled rapid, if somewhat unstable, growth in his cultivation. That had allowed for swift advancement in the sect. He wasn’t the most powerful elder in his sect, but that was by design. Better by far to allow others to draw the light of attention. He worked in the background. Reliable, indispensable to his peers and those above him, but largely unnoticed by most inside and outside the sect. It was the perfect camouflage for his work of undermining the moral center of the sect an inch at a time. It was the work of centuries, but work that would weaken the heavens by depriving it of righteous men and women. Then, when the time was right, he’d give the sect that one final push that would see it crumble into nothing or fall to demonic cultivation.

The quiet, unassuming life that allowed him to do all those unsavory, unspeakable things required of a demonic cultivator had come crashing down around his head a year ago. Word had spread through the questionable but all-important back channels demonic cultivators maintained that someone had made a list of every demonic cultivator they were aware of. Hong Fu could only assume that the list had been intended as some kind of leverage down the road. A way to extract favors or treasures that would give the holder of the list a better position with the true demons. Hong Fu might have even done the same if he’d thought of it. The list itself wasn’t the problem. The problem was that the fool who wrote it got himself killed, and the list was exposed. Unfortunately, no one had seen the list, which meant that there was no way to know if his name was on it. At first, Hong Fu had focused on tracking down and killing the boy who exposed the list. Some folk hero called Judgment’s Gale. Yet, like the list itself, the boy turned out to be more dangerous than he appeared.

It was believed that he was personally responsible for killing at least two core formation demonic cultivators and an unreasonable number of underlings and hired killers. Worse still, he was traveling with some woman who had proven herself positively lethal. She had slaughtered people by the score, yet no one seemed to know who she was. Even that wasn’t the worst of it. At first, there were just rumors, but those rumors had slowly evolved into a set of facts that made Hong Fu’s blood run cold. That boy, the ridiculous foundation formation child who could somehow kill core formation demonic cultivators, had gotten the list to Fate’s Razor. That old monster had shared the list with The Living Spear, and the two of them had gone on a killing spree the likes of which the continent hadn’t experienced in centuries. Demonic cultivators were being driven into virtual extinction east of the Mountains of Sorrow. That had been terrifying enough, but then the boy went missing. No one knew where he was. In the wake of that disappearance, the nascent soul demigods had simply gone mad. Where there had been two of them hunting before, now there were three. Alchemy’s Handmaiden had joined in their insanity, wielding poison and rage like they belonged to her and her alone. At her side, there was a green-eyed girl who matched her mistress’ rage with cold ruthlessness and calculated mercilessness. There were stories about the things that girl had done that were enough to make even Hong Fu shudder. They said that she only ever asked one question.

“Where is Lu Sen?”

When those stories had started to circulate, Hong Fu had reached out to the one who brought him into demonic cultivation. He’d been looking for protection or, barring that, advice. Yet, there was no response. She had either severed ties with him, been cut down by the murderous nascent soul cultivators, or fled. Not that it really mattered what had happened. The end result was the same for him. With nowhere to turn, he made his decision. He ran. He ran to the west. Ran away from the slaughter and madness. He ran for his life. He’d shed all signs of his sect affiliation, changed his name, and even altered his appearance as much as he could. He’d started identifying himself as a wandering cultivator just passing through on his way to some randomly selected destination. For all that he didn’t know for sure that he was being hunted, he couldn’t shake the paranoia. He had left the need for daily sleep behind long ago, but now he didn’t sleep at all, save for brief, fitful snatches at night by his small campfire.

He had hunted people before, but he’d never been on this side of a hunt. He’d never appreciated how truly awful it was. The constant panic anytime he heard a noise he didn’t expect. The inability to rest. The fraying remnants of his ability to interact with others in a reasonable way. He’d killed more than one person who had, in hindsight, merely startled him. Of course, he was a core formation cultivator, so there were few willing to challenge his actions. Yet, those deaths were a sign of his passage, a clue that an observant or obsessed person might pick up on. They were a way to track him. He’d been able to simply hide the deaths that occurred in the empty spaces between cities and towns, but it was worse when he was in a city or town. The low-simmering paranoia always swelled into a full boil, which made him edgier and more prone to rash violence. His demonic cultivation didn’t help with that either. His entire cultivation base was built on violence, bloodshed, and the death of innocents. It wanted to hurt people and eagerly responded any time his inclinations went in that direction. Unfortunately, deaths by cultivator hands in major towns and cities didn’t go unremarked or unnoticed. The guards and sects might not act against him, but it didn’t mean they weren’t paying attention.

He ran harder and moved faster. The continent was truly vast, so it took even core formation cultivators time to cross it. Yet, as the Mountains of Sorrow drew closer, Hong Fu’s fears slowly diminished. The amount of violence near those mountains had been comparatively sparse. It stood to reason that proximity to them was its own protection. He started to sleep again, a little. That was a relief. While he might not absolutely require sleep, it was a respite from his constantly churning thoughts and the draining presence of fear itself. He started to make vague plans. Demonic cultivators didn’t work together as a rule. They were too unpredictable in most cases. In some cases, they were too mentally unstable to maintain anything like a peaceful alliance. Their path had a higher price for some than others. Still, there were a few small enclaves of demonic cultivators, the more stable ones, spread out across the continent. He knew of one to the west of the mountains. He might go there. They would likely take him in, as long as he could demonstrate better-than-average self-control for a demonic cultivator. He’d successfully passed himself off as a regular cultivator in a sect for two hundred years, so he gave himself good odds.

His mood improved as the mountains grew larger and larger on the horizon. He was almost there. The mountains were treacherous, even for core cultivators, but they were passable. Even the mortals had found one or two safe routes through. If they could make their way over the mountains successfully, he was confident that he could do it. He started to debate with himself about what name he should give when he got across the mountains. A part of him was still attached to the name Hong Fu. It had been with him most of his life, but that seemed like an unnecessary risk. No, better to just wipe himself clean of that identity. Demonic cultivators in the enclave wouldn’t care about his name. His cultivation path was the only identification they would need. He would choose a new name. Something short, simple, and easy for him and everyone else to remember. Lia Bo, perhaps. He’d have to spend some time repeating that name to himself, both in his head and out loud. It wouldn’t do to introduce himself that way and then never react when people said it. Yes, he’d go with Lia Bo.

He’d barely had that thought when he found himself driven to the ground by the crushing weight of a will and a power that vastly exceeded his own. His eyes turned to the mountains. He had been so close to escape, to freedom, to a new life. He found himself hoping that it was Fate’s Razor or The Living Spear. They were straightforward, in their way. They might ask him a few questions, but then they’d just destroy him. That thin, vague hope died a whimpering death when two women walked up to him. The older of the two regarded him with open hatred on her face, but it was the young woman, the young woman with green eyes, that frightened him more. She looked down at him like he was some kind of rodent that she intended to play with for a long, long time before she finally let him die. The young woman cocked her head a little to one side and spoke to him in a lilting, musical voice that made the words themselves infinitely more terrible.

“Where is Lu Sen?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

THE BURDEN OF TIME
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As relentless as Sen had been during his years training on the mountain, there had been also quiet moments. Moments of reflection, on his part, and on the part of his teachers. Master Feng, Auntie Caihong, and Uncle Kho had all spoken to him at different points about what it meant to live as long as they had lived. They spoke of the benefits, but they also spoke about the costs. Master Feng had summed it up in one brief phrase. He called it the burden of time. Sen had listened attentively, recognizing that he might one day face the same kind of pressures, even if he didn’t grasp what those pressures truly meant. It wasn’t until he found himself ceaselessly kicking a door that wouldn’t move, isolated from every living thing save an old man he neither liked nor trusted, that he began to understand what Master Feng had meant about the burden of time. Master Feng had framed it in different terms from those Sen understood, but there was a common thread. Master Feng spoke of the mountain of losses that weigh you down as friends who reached bottlenecks withered and eventually died. He spoke of the way that nations and cultures change and take with them all the things that were once familiar. As new things rose up to replace them, you become burdened by the persistence of change that time brings.

While Sen lacked firsthand experience with those burdens, he had finally begun to understand the deeper truth behind those words. The true burden of time was isolation. The longer you lived, the more powerful you became, the more isolated you were. It was no longer mysterious to him why, despite their differences, Auntie Caihong and Master Feng tolerated each other. They were rare, steady islands of familiarity on the ocean of time that they sailed. Trapped in his cell, Sen hadn’t had even the comfort of one island of familiarity. There had only been an enemy. So, he cast himself into a cultivation trance and subsumed himself in his inner world. Yet, even there, he found the burden of time waiting for him.

Still, it wasn’t as bad when he inhabited his inner world. He had his mindscape to explore. It was a place of limitless possibility where anything he could imagine could become real. There was his dantian, his core, and those strange ribbons of energy. For the first time, he was deep enough inside to truly examine them up close, rather than from the bird’s eye perspective he normally used. There was the potential for insight, for understanding, for growth in the situation he had created for himself. And there was work to do. But the isolation remained. While he could imagine other people, he could not give them life. They could not say things he didn’t expect, because they were just mirrors of himself. He pretended for a time but soon recognized that such behaviors could threaten his sanity. In the end, there was only him inside that world, no matter how badly he yearned for the company of his teachers, Lifen, Lo Meifeng, and Falling Leaf most of all. He wallowed in that loneliness for days or weeks or months, or perhaps it was only a few seconds. Those measurements of time meant little within the confines of that inner space.

There were moments, or years, where he railed against the situation, furious at himself for leading them all into this imprisonment. He was even more furious at the simple unfairness of it. If they had walked up to the front gate and demanded entry, that would have been one thing. That damnable old man had stolen Sen’s choice from him after he’d made it. A spark of hatred was born in Sen over that injustice. It was a spark he fanned into a flame. He knew that he lacked the strength to do anything about it now, but perhaps “fate” had a bitter end in mind for that old man. If not, Sen might see what he could do to arrange for that bitter end anyway. Eventually, though, he ran out of things to be sad about. He ran out of things to be angry about. He ran out of distractions and excuses. When that happened, the work still needed to be done. So, Sen turned his focus and his energy to doing the work.

The first order of business was building a new cultivation technique. He wouldn’t have dared to try what he was about to try before core formation and before advancing his body cultivation. Those two advancements had strengthened and reinforced his qi channels, which was a critical element in what he meant to do. Beyond that, though, he didn’t think he would have had the mental dexterity for what came next. In fact, he was pretty sure he still didn’t, but he did think he could train himself to it. He started with shadow, as it was both a qi type for which he had a very strong affinity, and it was central to the nature of his core. He’d spent those months kicking the door testing out different patterns of drawing in and refining qi, which had let him narrow down options by not only comfort but their overall efficiency. He started pulling in shadow qi and cycling it along the most efficient path. When that was moving along smoothly, he started drawing in and cycling flame qi, again choosing the most efficient path.

One by one, he added parallel flows of qi with each following its own pattern. When he got to four types of qi, it was hard. When he added a fifth, it was all but impossible to maintain. While his channels could take the strain of the process, the mental effort it called for was nearly beyond his limits. He held it for as long as he could. Then, the process collapsed. When that happened, he moved the mental projection or avatar or whatever it was he was operating as down into his dantian. He sat cross-legged in the pool of liquid qi that rested in the bottom of his dantian. It covered his legs almost completely and soaked him up to his stomach. He sat there, bathing in the light and warmth of that liquid qi, and meditated. He felt the liquid qi try to press into his avatar as he meditated and, after a moment of initial, instinctual resistance to the unfamiliar, he let the worries go. The liquid qi passed into him, through him, reinforcing things he couldn’t even name and didn’t try to perceive. He simply meditated and let himself recover.

Then, he started over again. Repetition after repetition, he failed to maintain five parallel flows. Yet, with each repetition, his endurance grew. With every attempt, he felt himself crawl a hair closer to ultimate success. The effort required grew less and less until he could maintain five flows as easily as he’d once maintained two. He let himself bask in the joy of that moment and appreciate that success for the triumph over self that it was. It had been so hard to keep going, to keep making himself try, but he had done it. He had burned some tiny bit of weakness out of himself and achieved his goal. Yet, as success tends to do, it reminded him so keenly of the burden of time and how desperately he missed the others. He once more lowered himself into the pool of liquid qi and meditated until his mind was as still and empty as the void. Only then did he start again and try to add a sixth flow.

There was no sleep in his inner world. It was night or day as he wished it, but there was no escaping the facts. He was aware at all times, even if he didn’t know how much time was passing in the outside world. The meditation helped, serving as a means of maintaining equilibrium, but what he wouldn’t have given for a simple dream. It was a forlorn hope. Dreams had abandoned him. So, he worked. He drove himself harder and harder, unwilling to accept modest success. Only perfection would do. The moment finally came when he was actively drawing in and cycling a dozen different types of qi on a dozen different paths. In another time, another life, he would have considered this a monumental achievement. Perhaps it even was. It was a viable cultivation method for him. He thought he could even keep it up if he were awake and interacting with the world. Yet, he could feel that it wasn’t the best solution. He’d substituted pure will, concentration, and a mountain of effort for a more elegant, less cripplingly demanding approach.

So, he settled himself in the pool of liquid qi and meditated. He sat and watched as that double helix of ribbons compressed environmental qi into liquid qi. The longer he watched, the more certain he became that the answer was floating there in front of him. Like everyone else, he had brute forced his way through liquid qi creation, but those ribbons took him all but out of the equation. It stood to reason that a similar, or at least similarly simple, solution existed for his current problem. He floated up and examined those ribbons up close. He didn’t learn anything new. The strange qi remained what it had always been, a fused combination of the five main types of qi. The heavenly qi ribbon was just that, heavenly qi pressed into a specific form. Yet, together, they did something Sen could never have anticipated. He looked closer and truly observed what was happening from the moment that environment qi was dragged into the center of that double helix. It wasn’t just pressure. The qi was twisting in on itself, over and over until it couldn’t keep itself apart and fused.

“How can I use this?” he asked.

He couldn’t see a way to use it directly. He didn’t need additional force. He needed a way to regulate, differentiate, and refine the environmental qi he drew in. He closed his eyes and let himself relax. If he was going to perform a task like that in the real world, how would he do it? He’d use a formation. It would be an unbelievably complicated formation to handle so many different types of qi, but that wasn’t as big a problem. In here, he could imagine anything he wanted and, within a few practical limits, make it happen. He imagined that it was akin to what it must feel like to be a god. He started imagining the formation. He imagined it with flags because that was what he was used to, but he supposed it could be anything. He might use something a bit more interesting instead, such as dragon’s breath flowers. It was his inner world, and he felt like there was no good reason to make it drab when he could add something that was nice to look at, like those flowers.

Halfway through the process, he realized that it wouldn’t work the way he wanted it to. The formation could regulate and differentiate the qi, but it couldn’t do the work of refining it. It took cycling through the specific qi paths to accomplish that. Even after recognizing the problem, Sen still took the time to finish imagining the formation. Just because it wasn’t a complete solution, it didn’t mean the formation had no merit. In fact, now that he considered it, he could likely set up a lot of formations in his inner world to protect vital areas like his dantian, his mind, and his soul from attacks. While the formation didn’t do everything he wanted, it did take enough pressure off of him that he could cycle that qi and do other things. So, he pushed the problem of an easier solution to the back of his mind and went about setting up those protections for his most vital areas. It was trickier than he imagined it would be. He also suspected that there were more elegant solutions to the problems he was trying to solve. But an imperfect fix was better than no fix at all when it came to preserving his mind, soul, and dantian. If better solutions presented themselves later, he’d use them.

Focusing on other problems also let that part of him that came up with crazy, stupid, and occasionally brilliant ideas poke and prod at the problem of qi refinement. It didn’t happen quickly. He spent what felt like weeks soaking and meditating in that pool of liquid qi before anything came to him. In the end, it was a simple question. Why does every type of qi need to follow the most efficient path? Sen sat and pondered that question for a long time. Efficiency maximized the value he got from each type of qi, but his approach aimed for perfect balance between the qi types. In most cases, perfect balance was preferable where qi was concerned, but was it necessary? More importantly, was it necessary for him? His affinities weren’t in perfect balance, so did his qi need to be in perfect balance? If anything, perfectly balanced qi might actually work against him.

So began a new round of testing. With the formation he’d imagined into a kind of pseudo-reality, qi was being drawn into him without much interference on his part. He just needed to direct it. So he started pairing off types of qi that were closely related to each other and sending them on the same paths through his qi channels. He did lose some efficiency, but not nearly as much as he imagined. Soon, he had his cultivation approach down to six paths. Then, he got it back down to four paths. It wasn’t perfect. The farther away from the ideal qi type for each path, the higher the efficiency loss. Sending three types of qi through the right set of channels wasn’t as easy as sending one, but the total mental investment was so much lower that he didn’t care. He watched in pure awe as refined qi of the right types and in the approximately right proportions poured into his dantian. That misty-looking qi he’d come to associate with his dantian began swirling around his core. The steady dripping of liquid qi became a steady rain.

He stood there beneath that golden rain and let it wash over him and through him. Then, he felt a pulsing thrum from his core as it started drawing in the refined qi and began the true process of creating core-level qi. A new kind of strength bled into him as that qi accumulated in his core. In that moment, it all became worth it as he was lit from within by pure joy. He had suffered beneath the burden of time and bent that suffering to his own advantage. Sen had become a core cultivator in more than just name. Now, he was a core cultivator in truth. It might not be enough to escape, but he also knew in every fiber of his being that he had done all he could in his inner world for now. It was time to wake up.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

DEFIANCE AND COMPLIANCE
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After spending what felt like years in a place where his will and imagination made almost anything possible, waking up into the real world again was a bit of a disappointment for Sen. He immediately missed the godlike ability to alter his environment to suit his whims. Instead, he was still stuck in his cell, although it wasn’t exactly as he remembered it. Unlike when he’d let himself drop into that cultivation trance, there was now a fine layer of dust covering everything, including him. They couldn’t even dust me off, he thought. If ever there was proof that he was a captive, that was it. Still, that wasn’t his most immediate concern. If he’d been there long enough for dust to accumulate on him, how long had he been in that trance? Had it been weeks? Longer? It had been long enough that the old man was clearly no longer visiting daily to say things that Sen wasn’t hearing and wouldn’t have cared about if he had heard. That wasn’t a bad thing, though. It likely meant that Sen had a bit of breathing room before the aggravations started piling up.

Still, he wondered what Lifen and Lo Meifeng thought had become of him. What had become of them? Sen didn’t think they’d been killed. He doubted either of them had done something more obnoxious than kicking a door nonstop for weeks. If that hadn’t been enough to provoke a violent response, he wasn’t sure what would. The old man, whoever, whatever he was, seemed more intent on converting them to his way of thinking. It was difficult to make converts of the dead. Sen let those ideas soothe his concerns. He had more immediate concerns to manage. First things first, he needed to make sure that he hadn’t done some kind of damage to his body with his extended nap. He had continued to feed his body using qi, but that had been an experiment at best. Sen pushed himself up into a sitting position, first, and then made himself stand.

That turned out to be more uncomfortable than he’d expected. It seemed that even his core equivalent body cultivation wasn’t up to the challenge of preventing his muscles from getting stiff after…however long he’d been sprawled out on that pallet. He twisted, bent, and stretched for a while. It seemed his diet of pure qi had been sufficient to keep him alive and physically stable. He didn’t notice any particular loss of muscle mass and the bout of stretching soon revealed that he remained as flexible as he had been before. If anything, he felt physically stronger. He paced back and forth as much as the cell would allow for, just to enjoy the sensation of moving his physical body again. While he did that, he cultivated using his new approach. It was a bit more demanding than the old method he’d used, but it was working.

More importantly, he could tell that he had more than enough mental energy and focus to manage qi techniques. That had been an open question to him while he occupied his inner world. That interior space was so responsive to him that he couldn’t trust that things would translate the way he expected in the exterior world. He did nothing to draw attention to himself for several days, using that time to top up his qi reserves. When he finally felt ready to face whatever would come next, Sen grinned to himself. He knew the perfect way to announce himself. He walked over to the door and started kicking it. He could tell that giving his core what it needed had been a boon for his body cultivation. It wasn’t an advancement, not really. The higher density qi had simply boosted the baseline for everything he did a bit. The door still resisted his blows, but it wasn’t shrugging them off anymore. The entire room shuddered with each blow, and he could see strain marks in the door itself at his repeated assaults.

It didn’t take long for Lan Zi Rui to show up. Sen once more found himself pushed back from the door by that wall of force. Yet, while it had been invisible to him before, it seemed he’d refined his skills in some way while occupying his inner world. Instead of being a mysterious wall of force, Sen could see the wall form. It was still indistinct, little more than a flat gray haze, but he could see it. He couldn’t be sure that it would help, but information always had the potential to create an advantage. He let himself be forced back from the door and leaned against the back wall of his cell. The old man entered the room. He offered Sen a friendly smile that died on the man’s face almost instantly when he saw that Sen was, if anything, even more hostile and disinterested than he had been before his long sleep.

“It’s time to let me go,” said Sen.

“That isn’t how things work here.”

“No, I think that’s exactly how things work here. You brought us here, against our wills, and I think that you’re the one keeping us here. It’s obvious you mean to brainwash us to your cause,” Sen lifted a hand before the old man could speak. “Whatever that cause is, don’t bother telling me about it. I will never join your cult, or temple, or whatever you call this place. I will never be anything but a disruption and problem for you, so you may as well just let me go.”

“I could simply kill you,” said the old man, all friendliness vanishing from his expression.

“Then get on with it,” said Sen, staring at the old man. “I’m sick of this room.”

“You,” said the old man sounding weary. “You and that woman. You would both rather end your lives than even listen to my words.”

“What in the hells did you expect? You shattered my rib cage and dragged me into this prison. You stole from me. You kept me apart from my friends. The time for discussion was over before it started.”

“Who made the two of you, I wonder, to have no compromise in your souls?”

“I can’t speak for anyone else. But I was trained by Feng Ming, Kho Jaw-Long, and Ma Caihong. As for compromise, what insanity could possibly drive me to compromise with you?”

The old man didn’t say anything for nearly a minute after that revelation. Sen hadn’t planned on dropping their names, but if there was ever a moment to invoke the implied wrath of three nascent soul cultivators, this was that moment. Sen wanted out of this place. If those names would do it for him, he’d take the win. The old man seemed to shrink into himself a little as he turned and gestured to the door.

“Then, if you can go, I will take no actions to stop you.”

“The things you stole?” asked Sen, his voice as cold as deepest winter.

Sighing, Lan Zi Rui gestured and a neat pile of robes, storage rings, and Sen’s jian appeared.

“I didn’t steal—” said the old man.

“When you take something and refuse to return it when asked, that’s stealing,” said Sen.

He took his things and examined them in detail. He found no evidence of tampering, and they had at least had the courtesy to clean his robes. He put them on and belted his jian around his waist. The familiar weight at his hip left Sen with a deep and profound sense of comfort. Next, he turned his attention to his storage rings. He sank his awareness into each ring, comparing what he found against his mental inventory of what had been there before. He glared at the old man when he realized what was missing.

“The rest of it,” he demanded.

“You mean the beast cores you somehow filled with heavenly qi. That is a resource far too precious to be left in the hands of one so young, regardless of talent. I will not return them.”

No sooner had the words left the old man’s mouth than a blast of thunder exploded into life. It was so loud and so close it threatened to shake the building apart. Lan Zi Rui stared upward in mute disbelief at the overwhelming warning from the heavens. There was no mistaking their fierce displeasure at what the old man planned to do. Sen never took his eyes off the man.

“It seems the heavens don’t approve when you try to steal the fruits of another man’s enlightenment. The beast cores if you please.”

“Enlightenment? You saved that qi from enlightenments? How many?”

“One,” said Sen, and extended his hand.

“One,” whispered Lan Zi Rui. “All of that from one enlightenment? Who are you?”

“I am impatient to have my property returned.”

Clearly frustrated, Lan Zi Rui plucked a storage ring from his finger and handed it to Sen. Sen had worked with so many storage rings at this point that it was a matter of a second or two to access the storage space inside and examine its contents. He thought the number looked right, so he slipped the ring onto one of his own fingers. Another cataclysmically loud thunderclap hit the building, and Sen saw cracks appear in the cell wall. The old man glared skyward before, after considering for a moment, he plucked another storage ring from a finger and held it out to Sen. Sen simply took the ring and glanced upward, waiting to see what would happen. When no additional chastisements were forthcoming, he just put the ring on. He could see what was inside of it later.

“Now, take me to the others.”

Lan Zi Rui led Sen to another part of the building and opened a door. Sen saw Lo Meifeng sitting on the floor, legs crossed, and clearly cultivating. She’d always been slender, but now she looked almost gaunt. Sen spared a look for the old man before he spoke.

“Hey! Wake up! It’s time to go,” shouted Sen.

Lo Meifeng’s eyes snapped open. She stared at Sen for what felt like an uncomfortably long time to him before she shook herself a little. Sen turned to Lan Zi Rui.

“Her things,” he demanded.

Once more, the old man produced a neat pile of robes, rings, and weapons. Lo Meifeng stalked over and snatched the pile from the man’s hand. The look she gave the old man was an absolute vow to the heavens that, as far as she was concerned, this incident wouldn’t be over until she stood over his corpse. Sen and the old man stepped back into the hall before Sen called into the room.

“Check your storage rings. It seems the old man here likes to keep things that don’t belong to him.”

With a glance up, Lan Zi Rui produced another ring from a pocket and tossed it to Lo Meifeng. If she’d been angry before, the revelation that the man had planned to keep things of hers was enough that a halo of fire burst into existence around her. Sen held up a hand to stop her from doing something stupid or just useless.

“I know,” he said in commiserating tones. “I get it. Let’s just get out of here.”

Lo Meifeng clenched her jaw and her fists, but she nodded. “Fine.”

Sen closed the door to give her some privacy and then shook his head at Lan Zi Rui. “You made an enemy until the end of time with that stunt.”

The old man seemed disinterested and almost pouty when he answered. “I don’t fear her.”

“Then you are a fool. You said there is no compromise in us. Well, there is also no forgiveness in her. Consider that.”

A heavy silence fell over the two after that pronouncement. The door swung open and Lo Meifeng stormed into the hall, her eyes lit with anger that Sen didn’t believe for a second she had under control. He decided that he needed to direct where this went before Lo Meifeng took it somewhere he didn’t want to go.

“Now, take us to Lifen.”

The old man opened his mouth to say something but closed it again at the twin glares from Sen and Lo Meifeng. Shrugging, he took them out of the building and into the temple compound. There were more people than Sen expected, if far fewer than the temple appeared ready to accommodate. They followed Lan Zi Rui to a field where monks, sect members, cultists…Sen struggled to find the right term for them…were tending to a massive vegetable garden. Does that old man have Lifen doing forced labor, Sen wondered.

“Sun Lifen, come here, please,” shouted Lan Zi Rui.

A head popped up and looked their way. A huge smile broke over Lifen’s face when she saw Sen and Lo Meifeng. She ran over to them, seemingly oblivious to the rage that burned inside of Sen when he saw her wearing robes that were identical to the other temple members. Before she could get a word out, before she could reveal the truth that Sen saw in her eyes, he spoke.

“Get your things,” he told her. “We’re leaving.”

Lifen shot a nervous look at Lan Zi Rui and said, “But I want to stay.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

THE CHOICES OF OTHERS
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The argument had lasted for nearly half an hour and Sen hadn’t gotten anywhere with Lifen. She’d dug in her heels about staying and the worst part was that Sen couldn’t refute most of what she was saying. Yet, he could also see tendrils of that same gray energy floating around her heart and her head. She might not have been completely brainwashed, but she had most certainly been influenced strongly by someone else. Sen wanted to be surprised, but he’d pieced together enough context clues to know that he’d been in that cultivation trance for months, maybe even as much as half a year. The old man and his followers had had plenty of time to reinforce their view of the world. Yet, the reasons she was giving him weren’t entirely without merit. Case in point.

“But I’ll be safe here,” she insisted. “No demonic cultivator will ever come this far out into the wilds looking for me. They don’t care about me. They just want to get at you. You said it yourself. There’s nowhere you can leave me that will be safe out in the regular world.”

“Maybe so. But there has to be a better choice than this cult.”

“It’s not a cult!” she screamed at him.

“Not wanting it to be a cult isn’t the same thing as it not being one. More to the point, did you forget how we ended up here? Did you forget that old man beat me within an inch of my life to force me to come here?”

“That was a misunderstanding,” said Lifen with absolute confidence.

“No, it wasn’t. He very clearly meant to force us to come here. And when we said no, he shattered my rib cage. If I hadn’t been a body cultivator, that hit would have killed me, Lifen.”

For the first time, she seemed uncertain. “I didn’t know that your injuries were that bad.”

“Of course, you didn’t because that’s how you wear someone’s resistance down. You keep them separated, alone, lonely. You make them so desperate for the company of others that they’ll do almost anything to get it.”

“So, you’re saying that the only reason I’m saying these things is because I was too weak and stupid to resist. Not like you and Lo Meifeng. The core cultivators. The ones that got picked to be special. Master Lan was right about you. You’re so sure you’re right about everything. So sure that you know what’s best. There’s no room for anyone else’s thoughts or ideas.”

Sen wanted to blame all of the poison that just spilled from Lifen’s lips on Lan Zi Rui, but he didn’t think he could. That dead man walking had no doubt helped put some spin on her words, but the naked jealousy Lifen felt toward him and Lo Meifeng looked and felt all too genuine. He’d seen hints and signs of it before. Cutting remarks here and there. He’d just thought it would pass. He’d assumed that, as she advanced, she would grow more comfortable with the nature and vagaries of cultivation as a process. It was clear that hadn’t happened, and Lan Zi Rui had had months to help stoke those flames. Oh, he was sure all would be forgiven if he decided to stay, but that was the trap.

The old man had created a situation where Sen would have to choose between going against his own better judgment or abandoning Lifen to whatever fate she would have with the cult. He understood now that no words he said would sway her. They had distorted the truth just enough, mixed it up just enough with her real feelings, that she was absolutely certain that he was wrong, and she was right. Even worse, he knew that he couldn’t just force her to leave with them. If he did, she’d see it as the kidnapping that Lan Zi Rui had actually committed. She’d leave and try to come back to the temple at the first opportunity, and probably get herself killed in the process. He’d been hemmed in by the choices of others. He regarded her for a moment, letting the silence build while he weighed his options. He couldn’t do what he thought was right, but maybe he could provide her with a shield of sorts.

“Very well,” he said and started to walk away.

“Where are you going?” she demanded. “We’re not done.”

Sen looked back at her and said, “Aren’t we? I certainly am. Or did you have more insults you wanted to get off your chest before I go?”

“Go?” she asked, the reality that he was actually going to leave seeming to dawn on her. “What do you mean?”

“You say that you want to stay, then so be it. Being a cultivator is about choosing your path. If this is yours, then I have nothing more to say about it. I, however, have no interest in staying here with that creepy old man and his cult. So, I’m leaving.”

“He said you’d do this. That you’d pick advancing your own power over the good of the world.”

“The good of the world? What nonsense is that?”

“That’s what this place is. It’s a training ground for the righteous. It’s a place where we can learn to defend the world.”

“Defend the world? Really? That’s the line he gave you? Alright. When was the last time you saw someone leave on a mission or quest or journey to defend the world? For that matter, when was the last time you saw someone leave at all? What training are you getting to enhance your cultivation? What training is anyone getting in combat? Offensive qi techniques? Have you done anything but manual labor since you got here?”

“I’m still too new for that,” said Lifen with a defiant look.

“Too new? For combat training? Outer sect disciples who can barely condense qi get that kind of training. I don’t know what this temple was originally for, but that old man is a cancer that has infected this place.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” shouted Lifen. “He’s a good man. A better man than you’ll ever be!”

“When did I ever claim to be a good man?” asked Sen in a flat voice.

Lifen faltered at that. “I…I just meant…”

“I know what you meant,” said Sen in a tone that made Lifen flinch. “Let me tell you what a good man would do right now. A good man would try to make you leave because this place is compromised. A good man would die nobly trying to defeat Lan Zi Rui when he didn’t have the strength to do it. A good man would become a cautionary tale. So, no, I am not a good man. I’m going to do the practical thing. I’m going to leave you here, just like you’ve asked me to do. I’m going to go away and stay away. Then, when I have the strength, I’m going to come back here, murder that old thief, and burn this place to the ground if the heavens permit it. That’s what a practical man does.”

At that, Sen spun on his heel and covered the distance to where Lo Meifeng was quietly saying things to Lan Zi Rui that had made the man go very pale. When the old man saw Sen approaching, his eyes flicked to where Lifen still stood. He started to give Sen a satisfied smirk until he saw the black lightning flickering around the jian in Sen’s hand. Sen came to a halt less than ten feet from the pair.

“When I come back here,” said Sen in a calm, conversational voice, “and rest assured I am coming back, I will not find so much as a whisper of your energy on that girl. If I do find your energy on her, I will make your death the longest, most drawn out, most excruciating exercise in unspeakable agony that I can devise. Do you think I’m lying to you?”

The old man’s face twisted with rage until Sen casually touched the point of his jian to the wall of force that stood between him and the old man. The condensed power of Heaven’s Rebuke, the version he’d originally created, interacted with the energies of the wall. Sen felt the strain on his technique. He tapped into the qi in his core for the first time and slowly trickled it into jian and into the technique. He also carefully trickled in additional killing intent, keeping the technique locked in perfect control. The addition of more potent qi and extra killing intent was enough that the wall of force shattered. The old man’s head snapped back like he’d been hit with an uppercut. Sen still wasn’t sure exactly what kind of energy the old man was using, so he hadn’t been entirely certain that backlash would work the same way. He was happy that it did. He walked toward the old man.

“I truly hope you don’t think I’m lying.”

“It doesn’t matter,” coughed the old man. “It’s not like you can get out of here.”

“No?” said Sen. “Do you think I can’t recognize a formation when I see one?”

Once Sen had learned how to identify the old man’s energy, it had been easy enough to see it all over the temple compound. Most importantly, Sen had seen the shimmering curtain of energy around the compound. The old man had been so certain that Sen wouldn’t be able to actually leave, and that curtain explained why. While Sen couldn’t identify specifically what it was designed to do, he could make a few educated guesses. He’d be willing to bet the curtain only let out the people that Lan Zi Rui decided it would let out. He probably fed the people here some story about how only the righteous, meaning the most effectively brainwashed, could pass outside of the compound. When the old man heard the word formation, his eyes jerked up to Sen.

“Yeah,” said Sen. “I saw it.”

Then, he withdrew his killing intent so that he was only cycling lightning. Normally, that would be a mindlessly easy task for Sen, but not when he was directing nine distinct flows of it. Even with his newly improved ability to split his focus, that took work. He lifted his jian skyward and a bolt of lightning pierced the sky. Then, nine smaller bolts fell from on high onto specific points inside the temple compound. There were shouts and screams as nine carefully placed stone statues exploded into shards and dust. There was murmuring and confusion as the curtain of energy flickered into and out of visibility before it collapsed with an audible pop. Despite the casual way that Sen carried off the entire act, it had been a carefully calculated choice to destroy only nine of the statues. He needed enough of them gone to bring the curtain down so he and Lo Meifeng could leave. But he suspected that field did as much to keep powerful spirit beasts out as people in, so he didn’t want to bring it down forever.

“You wretched boy,” shouted Lan Zi Rui. “I’ll tear out your soul for this.”

“The heavens have already chastised you twice today. Are you really willing to test their patience again?”

Sen could almost see the corrupt old man try to find a way to justify attacking them then and there. But the memory of those world-shaking thunderclaps was just too fresh in the man’s mind. He bared his teeth at Sen.

“Get out of my temple.”

Sen considered tossing off one last parting shot at the old man, but he didn’t really want to fight him. The threat of heavenly retribution was a convenient bluff, but not one Sen had any confidence in. The heavens were a fickle ally at best. Sure, they hadn’t been happy with the old man trying to steal heavenly qi, but they had also let the old man capture Sen, Lifen, and Lo Meifeng in the first place. It was better to just leave before the old man’s rage faded enough for him to make the same calculations Sen just had. Sen turned to Lo Meifeng.

“Shall we?”

Her eyes shifted to a spot over Sen’s shoulder. He looked back and saw Lifen there directing a baleful look at him. He sighed and answered the unasked question.

“She’s not coming.”

Sen watched as a dozen unasked questions passed through Lo Meifeng’s mind. Then, her lips pressed into a hard line, and she nodded. Without a backward glance, the pair left the awful temple, the old cult leader, and his victims behind.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

SHARED EXPERIENCES
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Once Sen and Lo Meifeng were out of sight of the temple, they abandoned their casual saunter in favor of qi techniques. With core qi finally available to him, the pair made incredibly fast time as they fled back the way they had come. Sen had a working theory that once they got beyond the range of the field of oppressive energy, they would also move beyond the range of Lan Zi Rui’s senses. Within a few hours, they had passed back into the more mundane, if still hideously potent, dangers of the wilds. Sen kept them moving, though, not trusting that the cult leader wouldn’t still try to track them down and kill them. Sen kept his spiritual sense on full burn and let his killing intent sweep out into the old forest at times to encourage the spirit beasts he sensed to go bother someone less prepared to rain down destruction.

He had them change directions frequently once they moved beyond that field of oppression. Sometimes they went west, sometimes they went south again, deeper into the wilds, and sometimes he brought them close enough to the road people still used that it made him uncomfortable that they might get noticed. Then, he’d have them double back, only to double back again and head off in a different direction. Anyone trying to follow their qi traces would literally find themselves running in circles through some deeply unfriendly territory. It was the best he could do to provide them with a buffer until he could work out something better.

While they didn’t talk, Sen kept a close eye on Lo Meifeng. Her qi reserves seemed as healthy as his own, but she didn’t look healthy. He wondered if she had eaten anything while they were at that awful temple. He hadn’t eaten real food for so long that he wondered if his body would even remember what to do with it. Then again, it wasn’t like he was a normal human being anymore. Neither was Lo Meifeng. He suspected that they’d handle the transition back to regular meals without too much trouble. When the light faded so much that it was threatening to turn into true night, he found them a place to set up camp. It took longer than he would have liked to get everything set up. The once familiar habits that made the process nearly automatic before had gone stale during his lengthy visit to his interior world. Still, they started to come back when he got the fire going and started cooking food. He mentally thanked Feng Ming for giving him a storage ring that preserved food.

At first, Lo Meifeng seemed disinterested in the meal. Once the smell of the stew he was making started wafting around the campsite, though, it seemed to reawaken her native hunger. She showed an un-Lo Meifeng-like impatience about it, asking several times if it was done yet. Sen just shook his head and continued stirring the contents of the pot occasionally. When it was finally done, he dished up some of the stew for both of them and found some bread in his storage ring that he split between them. It seemed that, despite her hunger, Lo Meifeng was concerned about how her body was going to react to food. Sen could see the woman forcing herself to eat slowly, only taking a few bites of stew or bread and waiting. It took her nearly a half an hour to finish what was in her bowl. Then, she waited another half hour with a semi-expectant look on her face. When nothing terrible occurred, she let her hunger loose and swiftly consumed two more bowls of the stew. Sen pulled out some fruit and gave that to her.

“I missed food so much,” she said, eying her empty bowl like it offended her. “How did you manage to eat their food and stay sane?”

“Eat? I didn’t eat anything there,” said Sen, before he popped a piece of melon in his mouth.

“Then how—” she paused. “Is it because of your body cultivation?”

Sen shrugged. “Maybe, partly. I mostly sustained myself on qi.”

Lo Meifeng sighed. “Of course, because why wouldn’t you just devise a way to do that while in captivity?”

“I’ll tell you how to do it if you want.”

Lo Meifeng shook her head but then seemed to reconsider. “How complicated is it?”

Sen thought it over. “It’s not especially complicated, it’s just hard.”

“I can work hard but not tonight. I’m exhausted.”

Sen nodded. Physically, he felt fine. Mentally and emotionally, he felt drained. “Yeah. I know what you mean.”

Lo Meifeng looked uncomfortable when she spoke again. “So, about Lifen? I’m surprised you left her there.”

Sen gritted his teeth in frustration. “It was the only way. She wasn’t going to come willingly. That would have meant a fight, maybe with her, and almost certainly with that old bastard. I don’t think we could have won that fight. I, we, can’t help her if we’re dead.”

“You’re not wrong,” said Lo Meifeng with pursed lips. “Even when we go back, though, she won’t thank us for killing him. She’ll probably try to protect him like everyone else in that cult will try to protect him.”

“I know, but it still needs to be done. I’m not sure exactly what Lan Zi Rui is, but I know that he needs to be dead,” said Sen, giving Lo Meifeng a speculative look. “So, it’s we, is it? You’re going with me when the time comes.”

Lo Meifeng gave him a savage smile made all the more unsettling by her gauntness. “You’re not the only one with a grudge there. I’m going to slow-roast that piece of shit over a bed of coals for a week. Then, I’m going to get mean.”

“Glad we’re on the same page about that. I was just going to crucify him and cut pieces off until he finally bled to death.”

“Nice,” said Lo Meifeng in genuine appreciation. “For someone like him, that would probably take a long time.”

“That’s what I was going for,” said Sen with a half-smile. “You don’t need to answer this, but I know what happened to me. What happened to you?”

Lo Meifeng idly flicked small pieces of dead grass into the fire for a while before she spoke.

“Nothing special. They didn’t try to torture me or anything like that. They were drugging the food, though. I could deal with it, but not too often. So,” she gestured to her face, “this. That old man came to my cell every day for months, trying to get me to sign on with him. That was tedious. Beyond that, well, you were stuck in a cell for months as well.”

“Yeah. That was lonely.”

The conversation faltered there for a little while before Lo Meifeng gave him a considering look. “Still, it seems like your experience was a little different from mine. You learned something while you were in that cell.”

Sen nodded. “I learned a few things.”

Sen talked to her about the cultivation trance, subsuming himself in his inner world, and developing a new cultivation method that worked with his core. She listened attentively, only rarely asking questions to clarify some point she didn’t quite understand. After he finished, she cocked her head to one side and then the other.

“So, what was the me that you imagined like?” she asked.

“Really? All of that, and the thing you care about is what my imaginary you was like?”

“What? Wouldn’t you want to know?”

Sen thought it over for a moment. “Yeah, I guess I would. Well, she was pretty much the same as you, but less interesting. And she wore her hair differently.”

Lo Meifeng’s hand shot up to her hair. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

“Nothing. I just wondered how it would look if you wore it loose. So, that’s how I imagined you.”

Lo Meifeng frowned at him, while her hand kept reaching up to touch her hair. Sen wasn’t even sure she knew she was doing it.

“Why was I less interesting?” she asked.

“Those imaginary people could only do and say things that I could imagine them doing and saying. Real people are more unpredictable. The less you know someone, the more unpredictable they are. I don’t really know you that well, so you surprise me pretty regularly. That imaginary version of you, she never surprised me.”

“Is that why you stopped imagining people? They were boring?”

Sen shook his head. “No. I stopped because I wanted them to be real too much. At some point, I was going to start letting myself think they were real. If that happened, I knew I’d never wake up again.”

“No wonder everyone says that deep cultivation trances are so dangerous.”

“I think you’d be okay. Assuming you did it under slightly better conditions.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Staying sane enough to do what you’re there to do, waking up when it’s over, depends on a strong sense of self. You clearly have that.”

Lo Meifeng let out a quick laugh. “Thanks, but I think I’ll still pass.”

“Too risky?” asked Sen.

“Not enough benefit, at least for me. It’s possible that you actually needed to do that to get a cultivation method that worked for you. I’m just a lowly fire qi wielder. There’s plenty of manuals out there for people like me.”

“Lowly?”

“Compared to people like Feng Ming, yeah.”

Sen recalled something that Lo Meifeng had said to him once. “You may be setting the bar a little high there.”

Lo Meifeng clearly recalled the same conversation because she smirked. “You don’t have the corner on that particular market. Still, now that we’re back in the world, what’s the plan?”

“I don’t know. I doubt those demonic cultivators are still scouring that road looking for us. Not after all this time. But they probably are still looking in bigger cities and towns.”

“We need to stop somewhere so I can send in a report. We didn’t just vanish for the demonic cultivators. We vanished for everyone. What do you imagine your Master has been doing the last six months?”

A chill went straight through Sen’s heart. “Probably leaving a trail of destruction a mile wide looking for us.”

“Pretty much what I thought, too.”

“Alright, we’ll stop somewhere, but we’re not going anywhere near civilization for at least a few weeks.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re going to draw a lot of the wrong kind of attention in a city looking that gaunt.”

“Oh, right. I don’t feel different, so I keep forgetting. So, we take a little time to fatten me up and then go?”

Sen stared at her. “Come on, even I know that’s a trap.”

“They grow up so fast,” said Lo Meifeng in a mournful voice. “Still, we should make some kind of plan beyond stopping in a city to send a message.”

“Frankly, I’m not all that impressed by what my plans have led to so far. So, what do you think we should do? Where do you want to go?”

Lo Meifeng’s brow furrowed as she considered the problem. Sen didn’t rush her, content to just sit by the fire and feel the breeze gently pass over his face. He saw her look at him, uncertainty writ large across her features.

“There is one place we could go. It’s a place I always wanted to go. There are people there who could teach me some things. You too, I expect. It’ll take a while to get there.”

“I don’t mind long trips. What is this place?”

“It’s called Inferno’s Vale.”

“That doesn’t sound like a friendly place.”

Lo Meifeng laughed. “It’s just got a lot of natural fire qi. Someone decided to get poetic about naming the place. There’s supposed to be a, not a sect exactly, but an order of people there. People who specialize in fire qi.”

Sen didn’t even think about it. One destination was as good as another as far as he was concerned. More importantly, anywhere he could learn to become stronger and more dangerous was a place he wanted to go. It was a step on the path to the destruction of Lan Zi Rui.

“Inferno’s Vale, it is.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

AUTONOMY
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While Sen made sure that they stayed well clear of civilization, he also made sure that they kept moving away from the Temple of Eternity’s Edge. While it seemed less and less likely that Lan Zi Rui was going to chase them down, Sen didn’t feel like making it any easier than necessary if the old man changed his mind. One pleasant surprise during those few weeks was how few spirit beasts attacked them. He wondered if whatever edict that protected them before was still in effect, or if the spirit beasts could just sense that he and Lo Meifeng would relish a chance to vent their anger on something or anything that gave them an excuse. They didn’t talk much. Sen was too used to just not interacting with anyone. He fell back on silence as a default and toyed with ideas about his cultivation. Lo Meifeng seemed consumed with her own thoughts, and Sen didn’t see a need to pry. She was an adult, more of one than he was, so she could share or not share as she saw fit.

The good news was that after a few weeks of steady meals and moving to a new location on a daily basis, Lo Meifeng had put enough weight back on that she no longer looked like she was lounging on the threshold of imminent death. Sen thought she still looked a little thin, but not enough to draw comment or focused attention. It just looked like she might have missed some meals recently. That was common enough that it might even help her blend in with poor villagers. At that point, Sen finally brought up the topic of getting her to a place where she could send a message off to whoever it was that she sent messages. Sen assumed those messages didn’t go directly to Master Feng. An idea that Lo Meifeng confirmed.

“I have a,” she snorted, “well, he’s sort of like my minder. Except for the part where he only cares about whether I complete my tasks.”

“You make him sound like a real delight.”

“He’s not really good with human beings, or animals,” she squinted in thought, “or anything that’s alive really. He is good at keeping track of details, though, which makes him ideal for his job. Anyway, I send reports to him, and he gets them to Feng Ming. I don’t know how he does that, but he gets it done. That’s the important part.”

“Fair enough. Where do you need to go to get a message out to him?”

“That road we were on before our little cult adventures leads to Lin Wen’s Redoubt. We’re not too far from there unless you’ve taken us a lot farther than I thought.”

“It’s maybe two days away, for us at least.”

“Then, that’s where we’ll go.”

Sen frowned. “Don’t you think that they’ll have people there watching for us, just in case?”

“Sure, but they’re going to be looking for three people. A mid-stage core cultivator,” she said, pointing at herself. “A late-stage foundation formation cultivator,” she pointed at Sen. “A qi-condensing young woman,” she held her hands out to either side.

Both of them fell silent for a moment at the reminder of Lifen. Sen forced himself to shake it off. There was nothing to be done about it, yet.

“Okay. Your point?” he asked.

“They aren’t going to be looking for a pair of core cultivators. The only people who know you’re a core cultivator now, and who are still alive, are in this forest. It’s not perfect camouflage by any stretch of the imagination, and it won’t last forever. People will figure out that it’s just the two of us after a while. For right now, though, it should be good enough to get into the city, send a message, and get out. Especially if we’re nice and quiet.”

Sen nodded. “I guess that holds up. Do you want to go in by yourself, like last time?”

“Hells no. I want you in sight at all times. If you start hiding out in the wilds again with the strength of a core cultivator at your disposal, I’ll never find you again.”

Sen just nodded absently at that. He’d long since given up on any notion of making her job harder. It had been childish and only designed to aggravate her. With some time to reflect, the stupidity of aggravating the only person he could absolutely rely on to protect him had become patently apparent. Instead, his mind had turned to a different consideration. It was something he’d been thinking about ever since they left Lifen behind. He looked over at Lo Meifeng, who frowned at him.

“What?” she asked. “Don’t tell me you think I’m still too thin to pass as normal.”

“No, it’s not that. I’ve been thinking lately about, damn, what’s that word Uncle Kho used?” Sen bent his mind to remembering. “Autonomy.”

“What about it?”

“I’ve been thinking that I worked pretty hard to give Lifen as much autonomy as I could, in terms of her decisions. It didn’t really work out all that great, but that’s not really the point.”

“I should hope not, or this is going to get very depressing, very fast,” said Lo Meifeng.

Sen shot her a look and then carried on. “The point is that you never got that kind of autonomy. You got stuck with me, which is maybe part of your job, but then you got stuck with trying to keep me alive. I’m pretty sure fighting off demonic cultivators, their lackeys, and facing imprisonment by a cult wasn’t part of the deal. Am I wrong?”

“You aren’t,” said Lo Meifeng in a carefully neutral tone. “Where are you going with this?”

“If you’re going to send a message to your minder and Master Feng anyway, you could always ask them to send someone to replace you. I just think you should get some choice about whether you carry on with this insanity you never asked for.”

Lo Meifeng was quiet for several minutes while she made up things to do around the campsite. Sen supposed she was thinking about what she wanted to do or maybe just what she wanted to say. It wasn’t an empty offer, either. If he said that he wanted them to let her go back to doing whatever she was doing before and send him someone else, he was pretty sure that Master Feng would respect that request. Just as importantly, he thought that Lo Meifeng realized that. After she’d had time to think about it, she came back over to the fire and sat down. She looked at him with a completely neutral expression. It was so neutral that it looked unnatural. Her features expressed nothing when she spoke.

“Is that what you want me to do? Ask them to send a replacement?”

“Not really.”

Something in her posture shifted a little and she seemed more relaxed to Sen. “Then why bring it up?”

“Because every time I turn around, I’m falling into one kind of life-threatening danger or another. You’ve seen how it is around me. Sure, some improbable good things come my way, but so do improbable bad things. I mean, seriously, what were the odds that I’d kill what was probably the only demonic cultivator in the entire Soaring Skies Sect, and he just happened to have a list of other demonic cultivators on his person? Forget killing him. What were the odds that I’d even encounter that person out of all of the people in the Soaring Skies Sect?

“What were the odds that I’d lead us straight to the door of a cult in the middle of the wilds? I’d be surprised if the math exists to even calculate that. It’s not all the time. At least, I don’t think it is, but I’m clearly being nudged around by…something. Maybe it’s just karma or fate, but maybe it isn’t. I don’t think that’s going to change. If those kinds of threats are going to be my life, I don’t think that’s the kind of thing you can order someone to participate in. At least, I couldn’t order someone to do that. So, if you want to get out, I’ll do what I can to make that happen. Don’t get me wrong, I’d sort of miss you. You’re almost like a friend now,” said Sen, grinning at her.

“Wow, I’m almost touched by your consideration,” she said, shooting him a grin of her own.

“Anyway, just think about it,” said Sen. “Let me know what you decide.”

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “Nah. I don’t need to think about it.”

Sen’s heart sank a little at that. If she decided that fast, it almost certainly meant she was going to ask to leave. He couldn’t blame her. He’d want out if he was her. He hadn’t been lying, though. She was more like a friend than a minder at this point. You could only face so much danger and misery together without forming a bond with someone.

“Okay,” said Sen.

“I’ll stick around.”

“I understand that, wait, what? You’re staying?”

“Oh, you are a pain in the ass of mythological proportions. I gave real consideration to smothering the life out of you while you slept in the early days. But do you know what you aren’t?”

“Not really,” said Sen as he imagined her suffocating him with a pillow.

“You are not boring. At all.”

“And that’s a good enough reason to stick around?”

“You’re right that a lot of improbably bad things happen around you. But, as you point out, it’s not all bad. I got to see a divine turtle, Sen. I know you got advice from one, but do you have any idea how rare it is to even see one? With that alone, I became part of a very small, very elite group of people. I got to watch a kid who should be trying to impress some wandering cultivator girl his own age protect a ship that was completely underwater. I got to find out that there’s a creepy cult out in the wilds where nothing at all should be. I saw the biggest and most powerful sect in Emperor’s Bay back down from a foundation formation cultivator. I advanced from the secondhand heavenly qi that you got from an enlightenment. I even got to kill a genuine demonic cultivator or two, which probably washed away about three lifetimes worth of bad karma for me. That’s just this year. Imagine what I’ll have seen and done in another year. Hells, I figure if I can survive hanging around you long enough, there’s a decent chance that you’ll take me along for the ride when you ascend.”

“What about all that ‘you face the heavens alone’ stuff? I can’t take anyone with me when I go,” said Sen, who frowned at the smirk on Lo Meifeng’s face. “Do you know something I don’t know?”

“So, so very many things.”

“I meant about ascending.”

“I might know something you don’t, but I can’t really tell you about it. I can’t even really give you any details about why I can’t tell you about it. I know that’s eating you alive already, but I literally cannot tell you.”

Sen’s rising frustration suddenly abated. “Oh, it’s one of those kinds of things.”

“It is. On the upside, if you eventually figure it out on your own, then I can talk to you about it.”

“Good to know. I guess. Well, if you’re sure you want to stick around, I’m not going to try to talk you out of it.”

Lo Meifeng’s smirk evaporated, and her expression got very serious. “I appreciate that you offered more than you can know. Most people wouldn’t have even thought about it. They’d have taken my presence, my protection, me for granted. Autonomy isn’t everything, but it’s always easier to do the hard things when you make a choice to be around for them. Thank you for letting me make the choice.”

“You’re welcome,” said Sen.

There was a pregnant pause before Lo Meifeng said, “This is awkward now, right?”

“Yes. So awkward.”

“Well,” said Lo Meifeng, brightening, “at least it’s not just me suffering.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CONTACT
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After weeks spent running around in the wilds, it wasn’t difficult for Sen and Lo Meifeng to pass themselves off as weary travelers looking for an inn at the gates of Lin Wen’s Redoubt. The guards waved them through without so much as a second glance. Old feelings of unease rose up in Sen on reflex as they entered the small city, but they struck him as more reflexive than real. He was hiding, and Lo Meifeng was doing something to keep her presence muted. Sen made a mental note to ask her about it later. While his approach was highly effective, it was also taxing and dampened his senses more than he was comfortable with in a potentially hostile environment. Although, being uncomfortable on a lot of levels was becoming a depressingly familiar state of affairs. Still, if he could learn a different way to obscure his presence, that could only be a good thing.

They quickly blended into the throng of other people going about their daily lives. At least they tried to blend in. They had spent so much time away from people that he’d forgotten that his appearance often provoked strong reactions. He started doing his best to keep his head down like he was deep in thought or exceptionally tired. He heard Lo Meifeng make a disgruntled noise. He glanced her way, but she just shook her head. Apparently, she’d forgotten about that problem as well. The head down technique wasn’t foolproof by any measure, but it did help. After she was confident that they hadn’t drawn any unwanted attention, Lo Meifeng had them stop and get food at a cart in a small market. They made their way over to a wall to, in theory, eat the food. They waited until an argument broke out between one of the vendors and a customer. Sen and Lo Meifeng took that opportunity to scan the crowd. No one was paying them any attention, so they slipped into a nearby alley.

After that, they made much better time and drew less attention as they moved from alley to alley. The only downside was that they were forced to beat a few thugs with poor survival instincts into unconsciousness. Sen felt a slight pang of sympathy for those thugs. He could easily have become one of them if Master Feng hadn’t changed the course of his life. It wasn’t enough sympathy to stay his hand, but he might have pulled his punches a little more than he otherwise would have. It seemed Lo Meifeng noticed because she lifted an eyebrow at him.

“Are these your cousins or something?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then why are you going so easy on them?”

“These people didn’t come looking for us. We invaded their territory. I’m not going to break their bones just because they annoyed me.”

Lo Meifeng thought that over for a moment. “Alright. I guess that’s fair.”

Twenty minutes and a few more pointless scuffles later, they slipped out of an alley and made their way into a nondescript-looking little shop. Lo Meifeng spoke briefly with the woman at the counter before the pair of them were ushered into a back room. A profoundly obese man sat in the room, looking very put upon. There were teacups scattered everywhere, some still half-full, and others holding down piles of paper. He held a steaming cup in one hand as he squinted down at a scroll and made some kind of notes on it. He glanced up as Sen and Lo Meifeng entered the room and let out a frustrated breath.

“What do you want?” the obese man demanded, his eyes narrowing so much that they all but disappeared into the fat on his face.

“No viper is so deadly as the one you never see,” said Lo Meifeng.

The man sat straight up in his chair. “No den is as secure as the one hidden in plain view.”

“I need to send a message,” said Lo Meifeng.

“Recipient?” asked the man.

“The Patriarch.”

The fat man glanced up at her, then his eyes shifted to Sen. There was a moment of confusion as he glanced back and forth between Sen and Lo Meifeng. The dawning realization on the man’s face was almost comical to Sen. The man tried to stand up, bow, and put his teacup down all at the same time. He mostly just succeeded in spilling his tea on scrolls that Sen hoped weren’t important. They waited as the man cursed, called for an assistant, and eventually managed to clean up the worst of the spill. Once that was accomplished and the assistant dismissed, the man turned his attention back to his guests.

“You are Lo Meifeng?” the man asked.

“I am.”

“Then, you are Judgment’s Gale?”

Sen almost suppressed his frustrated sigh. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“Then, this is a blessed day, indeed.”

“Why is that?” asked Sen.

“The Patriarch believed you both dead. His anger has been,” the man searched for a word to encapsulate it, “profound.”

Sen grimaced. “I hope he hasn’t taken that anger out on his employees.”

The obese man shook his head. “Not specifically, but we’ve all done our best to soften any bad news as much as possible.”

“Probably wise,” said Lo Meifeng. “Now, a scroll, brush, and ink, if you please. We aren’t planning to stay long.”

“You must stay!” cried the man.

Sen and Lo Meifeng traded perplexed looks.

“Why?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“The Patriarch will be enraged if one of us knew where you were and then let you leave.”

“He won’t be,” said Lo Meifeng. “He’ll understand after he receives the message. Now, scroll, ink, and a brush. Please.”

The obese man continued his protests, but he did as he was asked. Sen decided to keep out of the odd, almost-argument that was happening between Lo Meifeng and her contact. He knew full well how it was going to play out, and Lo Meifeng didn’t need his help. Her contact was underequipped to win in any battle of wills with the woman. For her part, Lo Meifeng kept up a steady stream of denials and verbal diversions as she also wrote out a message. While Sen was used to controlling multiple flows of qi at a time, even while fighting, he’d never really tried to do more than one mundane task at a time. It looked difficult. He supposed it was the kind of thing that you had to practice, and he never had. He figured he should remedy that. Singular focus was a good thing for some situations, but he could see the advantages of being able to divide his attention like Lo Meifeng was doing.

When she’d finished writing, she dried the ink with a tiny burst of her qi. Then, she sealed the scroll with both qi and wax, before she handed it over to the still-protesting man. Sen frowned at that. It felt to him like the man was trying too hard to get them to stay. Sen walked over to the table and glared at the man, who went very still under Sen’s intense expression.

“Who did you tell we were here?” Sen asked.

Lo Meifeng shot Sen a sharp look, then seemed to mentally step back from the immediate situation. Her glare joined Sen’s. The obese man held his hands up in front of him and started laughing. Sen supposed it was meant to be disarming, but it came across as pure hysteria.

“No one,” the contact declared. “I told no one.”

Sen nodded and then drew his jian. The contact’s eyes went wide at the sight of the blade.

“Now, I start cutting off a limb for every lie. Who did you tell we were here?”

The obese man’s eyes never left the jian. He started shaking. “I, I…”

“If you don’t answer the question, I’m going to consider that a lie,” noted Sen in a bored voice as he lifted the sword a little.

“Yeung Fen!” shrieked the man.

“And who is Yeung Fen?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“A merchant! She’s a local merchant.”

“And why would a woman who’s just a local merchant know or care about us?” asked Sen.

“Equally important, how would she know about you?” Lo Meifeng asked as a compact fireball ignited less than six inches from the contact’s face.

“She approached me,” said the contact as an unhealthy flush crept up his face.

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “I hope it was a lot of money and that you left it somewhere your family can find it.”

“You don’t understand!” shouted the contact.

“I think we do. Should I do it?” Sen asked Lo Meifeng.

“No,” she said. “This one is on me.”

Sen stepped back as the fireball transformed into a tiny shaft of white flame and drove itself through the man’s forehead. The obese man collapsed backward. The stink of burning hair and charred flesh started filling the room. Sen wrinkled his nose in disgust as he gestured at the scroll.

“Should we destroy that?”

“No. I want them to find it.”

It was Sen’s turn to give Lo Meifeng a sharp look. “You knew?”

“I suspected. He was trying way too hard to get us to stay. If he’d made a few protests, it would have made sense. Going on and on that way, he had to be up to something. I assume that’s what gave it away to you.”

“Yeah. I’m kind of surprised, though. I’d have thought that the threat of Master Feng’s vengeance would have deterred this sort of thing.”

“It usually does,” said Lo Meifeng. “But money right now can overcome someone’s fear of a distant threat, no matter how inevitable and inexorable that threat might be.”

“So, basically, some people are stupid and weak-willed. Still, this all feels a little unlikely to me.”

“No, you’re honestly overthinking this one. We were heading this way and your associations were becoming known. I bet those demonic cultivators spent a lot of time and money on preparing the ground here six or eight months ago. It’s pretty clear that this guy,” she gestured at the smoldering corpse, “was indiscrete. It wouldn’t have been hard for people to figure out who and what he was.”

“I guess that could be true.”

“It’s the likeliest scenario. Now, let’s go before we have to fight our way out of this city.”

Sen snorted. “Do you really think we’re getting out of this city without a fight?”

“Maybe, if we hurry.”

What she left unsaid, but Sen understood all the same, was that they’d just be putting the fight off until they were away from the city. But Sen would rather fight out in the wilds than in a city anyway. He could do things in the wilds that were impractical, if not impossible, in a city. Sen inclined his head to her.

“Lead the way, oh venerable one.”

“Do you want to get kicked again? Because I’d be happy to make that happen.”


CHAPTER FORTY

THREATS?
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Sen and Lo Meifeng found a back way out of the building and took off for the western wall as fast as they reasonably could in the confines of the alley. After the second time they had to chastise some would-be thugs, they transitioned to the rooftops. They were a bit more obvious, but also moved a lot faster. Sen was happy to note that they didn’t seem to be drawing any meaningful attention, let alone violent attacks. They approached the western gate out of the city and dropped back down to street level. As soon as they tried to join the people on the street, though, someone shouted.

“Now!”

Everyone who had been walking toward the gate scattered in every direction, leaving Sen and Lo Meifeng standing alone. As soon as the last of the people got far enough away, a formation activated. Sen cocked an eyebrow at the shoddy work. He thought it was, maybe, supposed to suppress their access to qi. Although, it wasn’t doing that at all. Maybe it’s meant to contain us, he thought. Reaching down, Sen picked up a loose bit of stone and tossed it at the formation. The stone passed cleanly through the formation boundary. Sen was baffled. Anything potent enough to contain them should contain everything else as well. Sen let his spiritual sense expand until it hit the formation, at which point a flood of useful information came back. He’d been right the first time. It was supposed to suppress their qi. It just wasn’t made very well. Lo Meifeng looked over at him.

“What’s the formation do?”

Sen kept his voice quiet when he answered. “Nothing. Whoever put it together was really, really bad at formations. I’m sort of surprised it hasn’t collapsed already.”

“Odd,” said Lo Meifeng. “Should we just go?”

“If you like. I’m kind of curious to see who will show up.”

“Well, it’s not like we’re on a schedule.”

After nearly a full minute had passed, Lo Meifeng sighed. “This is a terrible ambush.”

“Yeah, there should have been someone here by now to try to threaten us.”

“Or kill us.”

“Or that. I mean, who shows up late to their own ambush?”

Right around then, a woman in expensive-looking robes finally walked up to the edge of the formation. Men and women with crossbows appeared on rooftops and in alleys all around. Sen waited for a core cultivator or six to show up, but none did. He traded a look with Lo Meifeng, but she looked as baffled as he felt. Sen focused most of his attention on the woman while he cycled up wind and fire qi. She appeared to be mortal, in her early middle years, although holding up well. She wasn’t beautiful, or even pretty, but she possessed a kind of stern gravitas that lent her otherwise ordinary looks some interest. She glared at Sen.

“You are the one they call Judgment’s Gale?”

Sen shrugged. “Sure. Some people call me that.”

“I have to say, that I’m less than impressed. From your reputation, I thought you’d be harder to capture. Still, you’re worth a lot of money to me, so I’m not going to complain.”

Sen stared at the woman for a moment before he whispered to Lo Meifeng. “Do you think this is some kind of elaborate joke that someone is playing on us?”

The mystified Lo Meifeng shrugged. “I have no idea.”

Turning back to the woman outside the formation, Sen asked, “I assume you’re Yeung Fen.”

The woman smirked. “So, you’ve heard of me?”

“Not really,” said Sen, making the woman scowl. “A dead man sold you out.”

“It doesn’t matter. You’re in there and I’m out here.”

Sen nodded. “That does appear to be the case. Idle curiosity. Were you planning to sell me to someone specific or was it going to happen some other way? An auction, perhaps?”

Yeung Fen frowned at Sen, and then at Lo Meifeng. It finally seemed to register with the woman that neither of her captives looked even the tiniest bit concerned about their capture.

“Why should I answer any of your questions?”

“If you answer my questions, it’ll put me in a better mood,” said Sen.

“What difference does that make?”

“Well, in my current mood, I’ll probably kill all of your people in the next two minutes or so. If you answer my questions, I may only disable them. You can think of it as a gesture of courtesy for your cooperation.”

“Even if you could escape, you expect me to believe that you’d just kill all of these mortals?”

Sen let his face go stony. “Judgment comes for everyone.”

“Brave words for a man trapped in a formation.”

Sen sauntered over to the edge of the formation and smiled at the woman from less than three feet away. “Trapped? Whatever made you think I was trapped?”

Then, he reached out and touched the curtain of energy that had “trapped” them. He let lightning arc into that curtain. The formation collapsed almost instantly. The woman’s eyes went as big around as saucers and she screamed.

“Kill them!”

Close to two dozen crossbow bolts flew at Sen and Lo Meifeng. Sen seized around half of them with wind and sent them hurtling back at the people who fired them. Lo Meifeng simply burned the rest up. Sen walked over to Yeung Fen, who looked so afraid that Sen was worried she’d pass out if he moved too fast. He stared down at her as Lo Meifeng did things behind him that caused what sounded like an excessive amount of screaming.

“Who were you planning to sell me to, Yeung Fen?”

The woman swallowed hard and said, “His name is Suen Hai.”

“And who is that?” Sen asked, pointing a finger at a particular dark spot in an alley and loosing a lightning bolt that left another would-be attacker a smoldering heap of ashy bones.

Yeung Fen was breathing so fast that it was a wonder to Sen that she could speak at all, but she found the air somewhere.

“He’s a merchant prince from the capital. You cost him a lot of money when you exposed the demonic cultivators.”

Sen nodded and sent wind blades to cut down three people who had escaped Lo Meifeng’s wrath. Yeung Fen flinched at the wet sounds of the pieces of their bodies hitting the ground.

“Tell me, Yeung Fen. Was this your plan, or did someone suggest this madness to you?”

“It was suggested to me.”

“Interesting. And did they provide you with the formation?”

Yeung Fen’s eyes narrowed. “They did. Why?”

“It just seems that I’m not the only person with enemies. Whoever suggested this to you clearly meant for you to die. That formation couldn’t have held a qi-condensing cultivator for more than a few moments, to say nothing of me. If I were you, I’d take whatever wealth I could find and disappear with it before whoever it is tries a more direct method of removing me from the board.”

“What would you do then?”

“Me? I’d probably just stay gone, but that’s because I really don’t like violence. If you were her, though,” said Sen, gesturing at the approaching form of Lo Meifeng, “you’d probably find yourself a good assassin to take care of whoever sent you down this path.”

“He’s right,” said Lo Meifeng, brushing some ash from her robes. “That is what I’d do, assuming I didn’t kill them personally.”

“Are there any left?” Sen asked.

“There’s a couple of them hiding and,” she cocked her head to listen, “crying, I think. Well, and there’s her.”

“Yeah. Her,” said Sen, tapping his chin. “What should we do with her?”

Lo Meifeng played her part like they’d scripted the whole thing. “We should probably cut off her head as a warning to anyone else dumb enough to try something like this.”

What little blood had remained in Yeung Fen’s face disappeared. Sen nodded like he was considering it.

“We could. Although, it seems kind of pointless now. Besides, it appears we have a common enemy. Whoever set this up may have thought that one of those crossbows would get lucky and take us out.”

“Maybe,” said Lo Meifeng, although her doubt was clear.

“I say we let her go,” announced Sen.

“If we must,” agreed Lo Meifeng in her most put-out voice.

Yeung Fen sagged in relief.

“But,” continued Sen, “this mercy will not be granted a second time. I suggest you use your time well, Yeung Fen. If you cannot use it well, then use it productively. In either case, it would be for the best if our paths didn’t cross again. Don’t you agree?”

Yeung Fen nodded furiously. “Yes, I agree! You’ll never see me again. Never.”

“Then go and find what fortunes fate sees fit to bestow.”

Yeung Fen ran from Sen and Lo Meifeng as fast as she could. They stood there in silence for a moment.

“She could be a problem for us later,” noted Lo Meifeng.

“I know. She could, but someone clearly wanted us to do their dirty work for them. She knows who it is. I suspect that she’s going to bend most of her efforts toward destroying that person. That should have the nice side effect of keeping her and them out of our way for the time being.”

“You are a bizarre man, sometimes.”

Sen laughed. “Why is that?”

“There are times when you act exactly the way I expect someone your age to act. Then, there are times when you talk like you’re some kind of veteran of court intrigue. Who taught you to think like this?”

“Uncle Kho, I guess. Well, it was indirect. When he was teaching me to read, most of what he had around were scrolls about history. Most history is about war and political intrigue.”

“Well, that’s a cheerful thought. On the upside, if these are the kinds of threats we’re facing now, I’m a lot less worried.”

“Yeah, me too. I mean, we should still be mindful. Honestly, though, I almost feel bad about this.”

“They would have happily captured and sold us or killed us. These weren’t innocents.”

“I did say almost. Anyway, on to Inferno’s Vale.”

Lo Meifeng’s expression fell. “It doesn’t seem like it’s necessary anymore. I mean, most of the reason to go there was because it’s out of the way.”

Sen shrugged. “So? You wanted to go there to learn things. Let’s go learn things about fire. It should come in handy when I burn down that cult temple. Master Feng can come find us there as easily as anywhere else. Besides, we don’t actually know for certain the real threats are gone, do we?”

Lo Meifeng grinned at him. “That’s the kind of doublespeak that will probably get us both killed by Feng Ming.”

“I’m not going to tell him we knew we were safe. Are you?”

“Hells no. Alright, let’s get out of here before someone official and tedious shows up demanding answers about all of this.”

Sen looked around at the damage the two of them had done. “Yeah, we should go.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

AN OLD FACE
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With the threat of demonic cultivators if not entirely gone then largely neutralized, Sen’s and Lo Meifeng’s journey became a more relaxed affair. They still kept up a fast pace, but it wasn’t the kind of brutal pace that Sen would have demanded if they were still being actively hunted by a cabal of core formation cultivators. Of course, being able to use the roads most of the time hastened their journey a lot. There were a few times that they thought they were being followed, and they fell back on their old routine of camping deeper in the forests than most people would dare to travel and leaning on Sen’s formation skills. Most of the time, though, they would stay at inns when they were available. Both of them liked hot baths too much to pass up the opportunity to get one. While Sen liked cooking, he wasn’t sad to pass that duty off to others on occasion. Bit by bit, mile by unencumbered mile, the accumulated stress of the last year drained out of Sen. The fate of Lifen still weighed on him, but Sen reminded himself that going back before he was ready was foolhardy.

For all that Sen was more relaxed, he recognized that he’d been permanently changed by the experience of being hunted. There was a part of him that was always wary, always on alert, always looking for things that didn’t fit or didn’t make sense. He understood where it came from, and even saw the value in it from a pure survival perspective. Yet, he couldn’t help but feel like he’d lost something important in the exchange. Another piece of what remained of my battered innocence, probably, he thought. It was that heightened wariness that alerted him to the fact that he was being watched in the common room of the inn. Lo Meifeng had been sipping on some drink that smelled of strong alcohol, although he couldn’t see any sign that it was actually having an effect on her. She certainly noticed his change in demeanor almost instantly.

“What is it?” she asked, putting the cup down on the table.

Sen noticed her slip a hand inside her robe, no doubt grasping for one of the daggers she kept hidden. Her eyes swept the room, looking for some obvious signs of danger and, finding none, she turned a questioning gaze on him. He indicated the corner of the room, where a big man sat at a table and tried to be surreptitious about studying Sen.

“Do you know him?” Lo Meifeng asked.

“You could say that,” said Sen. “He used to help beat me up when we were kids. I helped him get out from under a debt before I left Orchard’s Reach.”

“Why?”

“One of those soul-tugging things,” muttered Sen.

Lo Meifeng grimaced. “I’m going to be honest. I haven’t been terribly impressed by the results of those so far.”

“That makes two of us. Although, it hasn’t been all bad where those are concerned.”

“Really? Because experience suggests that he’s going to pick a fight with you and this whole place is going to end up in flames. Then, when we go outside, there’s going to be a hundred people we’ll need to kill.”

“Come on. That’s…probably overstating things a little,” said Sen before he really thought it through. “You didn’t leave anything in your room, did you?”

“Do I ever?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“How would I know?”

Lo Meifeng blinked a couple of times. “Oh, I guess you wouldn’t, would you? For the record, I never leave anything in a room that I’m not willing to abandon.”

“Good to know.”

“So, how do you want to handle this? Do you want to talk to him? Leave immediately? Start the fire yourself?”

Sen rolled his eyes at her. “I’m not sure. I don’t really want to talk to him, but I don’t want to leave if it’s unnecessary. We already paid for the rooms.”

“And, I haven’t gotten my food yet,” said Lo Meifeng.

“Yes, your dinner is my highest priority.”

“As well it should be. I get mean when I’m hungry.”

“Behold my shock,” said Sen while holding a perfectly neutral expression.

Lo Meifeng snorted. “I don’t know how you keep a straight face like that. Is it some kind of special skill you get from body cultivation?”

“Probably not,” said Sen.

“I guess we’re about to find out what he wants,” said Lo Meifeng, nodding at the approaching man.

It took Sen a moment to dredge the man’s name up from his memory. I’m pretty sure it’s Wu Gang, thought Sen. As the man got closer, Sen had to work hard not to laugh. Wu Gang was aimed at him, but his eyes kept drifting to Lo Meifeng. Sen thought he had a pretty good idea about how well that was going to go. Then, the big man was standing next to their table, trying to not stare at Lo Meifeng with lovestruck eyes and failing miserably. Lo Meifeng looked at the poor man and shook her head.

“You have a better chance with one of the horses in the stable,” she said.

Sen was a little stunned at her bluntness. It was simultaneously a heartlessly cruel and kind statement. She’d crushed him mercilessly, but also left exactly zero room for doubt. At least he wouldn’t waste time trying to pursue a hopeless quest. Sen hoped he wouldn’t, at any rate. It would become painful watching her crush the man’s heart over and over again. Sen waited a few seconds while the big man tried to put away his embarrassment at being so obvious and being denied so emphatically. When the wait stretched out to an uncomfortable length, Sen loudly cleared his throat. Wu Gang jerked a little bit and shifted his gaze to Sen. The big man shook his head a little, like he was trying to clear it, and offered Sen a bow.

Sen inclined his head. “Wu Gang.”

The big man seemed surprised that Sen knew his name. This led to another long moment of silence before the big man spoke.

“Sen. Lu Sen,” the man corrected himself.

“How can I help you?” Sen asked, wanting to move things along.

“I just,” the man’s eyes flicked toward Lo Meifeng and back to Sen. “You said that you expected to see me out on the road. I just wanted you to know that I’ve done as you said.”

Sen thought back. Had he told the man to do anything specific? Beyond telling the man not to make him regret helping, Sen couldn’t think of anything. Had there been something implied? Sen gestured to the unoccupied chair across from them.

“Why don’t you sit and tell me what you’ve been doing this last year or so,” said Sen.

The big man hesitated for a moment before he sat. He took a moment to collect his thoughts.

“After you helped my family, I left the way I said I would. I became a wandering cultivator.”

Sen nodded. “And how have you spent your time?”

Wu Gang’s eyes went a little distant. “At first, I just wandered. You know how it is when you first leave. Everything is new. New people. New places. New customs. I made some mistakes. Got into some fights I could probably have avoided if I used my brain more than my arms.”

Lo Meifeng only half-stifled her laugh. Wu Gang seemed confused and unsure if he should be offended. She pointed at Sen.

“He knows all about getting into fights he should avoid.”

Wu Gang glanced nervously at Sen. Sen shrugged.

“She’s not wrong. I expect it happens to every wandering cultivator at some point. After that, though, what did you do?”

“Once I’d been out in the world for a while, I started to see things a bit clearer. There are a lot of people out there who need help. People who can’t get it.”

Sen wanted to lift an eyebrow. This wasn’t what he’d expected from the boy he remembered or the man he’d briefly fought back in Orchard’s Reach. He had expected that the man would pick fights and get in trouble. This person felt like a stranger to Sen. Someone who seemed reflective and concerned with others.

“That’s true,” admitted Sen. “There are a lot of people in one kind of trouble or another.”

Wu Gang nodded eagerly at that. “I help them. When I can, I mean. It’s not like you. I hear the stories about you. Fighting sects. Destroying beast tides. Challenging demonic cultivators. Saving princesses.”

Lo Meifeng had just taken a sip from her cup when the man had said that bit about princesses. She choked and sprayed half the table with the liquor, while Sen stared at Wu Gang.

“Saving princesses?” Sen asked.

“Oh yeah. They talk all about how you’re always saving beautiful princesses and carrying them away from danger. You know, like her,” said Wu Gang, gesturing at the still-coughing Lo Meifeng.

Part of Sen thought he should correct Wu Gang, but an impish part of him he’d thought was dead peeked out from wherever it had been hiding in his heart. He nodded at Wu Gang.

“I guess we couldn’t keep it a secret forever, your highness,” said Sen, giving Lo Meifeng an apologetic look.

She shot him a glare that promised certain death if he ever repeated those words to her. Sen immediately committed to calling her “your highness” at every opportunity. He turned his gaze back to Wu Gang.

“Okay, so you’re not saving princesses or challenging sects. What have you been doing to help?”

“It’s just small things,” said Wu Gang. “I help farmers get their goods to market when they don’t have help. I killed a spirit beast that was threatening a village. I helped one place rebuild after a spirit beast attack. I don’t know much about carpentry or masonry, but I’m strong. I could carry five times as much as anyone else. Hold things up that no one else could. They said I helped them save weeks of time,” he paused and gave Sen a serious look. “I just wanted you to know that I’m doing my best to make sure you don’t regret helping me.”

Sen leaned back in his chair and regarded the man. They were about the same age, but Sen felt like Wu Gang somehow saw him as older, or wiser, or maybe both. More importantly, it was clear that man was desperate for some kind of approval from Sen. He wanted some kind of validation that he was doing the right things and on the right path. Sen searched inside himself, hoping for some kind of guidance. He didn’t find insight or inspiration. Then again, maybe he didn’t need it. This wasn’t some hideously complicated situation with layers of politics and finance attached. Wu Gang wasn’t looking for profound wisdom or the secrets of enlightenment. He was just a person trying to do what he thought he should. A man trying to keep his word to someone he didn’t really know but felt a debt toward. Sen couldn’t know that any of what the man had said was true, but that was a kind of cynicism that he wasn’t ready to embrace. He felt that he’d gotten the truth from Wu Gang, or at least what Wu Gang thought was true. That was enough. And maybe, thought Sen, this is more for my benefit than his. A sign from the world that not everything turns out badly in the end.

“I don’t regret helping you,” said Sen. “Honestly, you’ve probably done more good in the world than I have. I hope you’ll keep helping people who need it.”

Wu Gang broke out into a bright smile and nodded. “I will. Just you wait. Someday, people will talk about all the people I’ve helped like they talk about you.”

Sen hoped, for Wu Gang’s sake, that wasn’t the case. Because Sen knew what kinds of things you had to do, what kinds of dangers you had to face, to get people talking about you like that. He wouldn’t wish that on the man sitting across from him. Of course, he couldn’t say any of that because Wu Gang wouldn’t, maybe even couldn’t, understand. So, Sen just smiled and nodded.

“I’ll keep my ears open for the tales of Righteous Wu Gang,” said Sen.
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Sen was crouched down, carefully removing the roots of a medicinal plant from the ground, when Lo Meifeng wandered over to him. He glanced up at her, but she looked to just be curious about what he was doing.

“I have to make elixirs from something,” he offered.

“I know. I just wondered what caught your attention.”

“It’s called a coiled serpent root,” said Sen.

He lifted it out of the ground and brushed the dirt away from it. It really did look like a coiled serpent. He trimmed the plant away and buried it where he’d pulled the root up. That approach didn’t always work, and the plants didn’t always grow back. For the coiled serpent root, though, it often did. He pulled out a water gourd, rinsed off the root, and gave the freshly buried plant a healthy drink. Once he put the root into his storage ring, he started back toward what he’d decided to generously call a road. It was more of a well-established path where the trees had been cleared and traffic kept the dirt tamped down hard.

“What’s it for?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“The root?”

“Yeah.”

“A bunch of different things. It’s probably best known as a catch-all treatment for poison.”

“Does it work?”

Sen waggled a hand in the air. “Depends. It will slow most poisons. So, it’s a good thing to have on hand if you’re traveling. It buys you time to get to a doctor or alchemist. It’s also good for buying time to figure out what the specific poison was if the person doesn’t know. It will cure some poisons, but not as many as people think. It’s also good against some kinds of snake bites.”

“And you know which poisons it cures, and which snake bites it helps with?”

Sen nodded absently. “Yeah.”

Lo Meifeng pointed at a random berry by the side of the road. “What’s that good for?”

Sen looked at it, then at her, and then he laughed.

“What?” she demanded.

“In very small doses, it helps with constipation. If the dosage is too high, though, it’ll get messy.”

Lo Meifeng squinted at him for a moment and then her eyes went wide. “I’m glad I never ate any of those.”

“I’m sure.”

“So, if you wanted something to help advance someone’s cultivation, you could just walk out into these woods and find what you need?”

Sen eyed her. “Are you asking me to make you something to help you advance?”

Lo Meifeng rolled her eyes. “No. I expect I’m years away from my next advancement. I’m just trying to get a handle on what you can do.”

Sen let his spiritual sense spread out into the surrounding forest. He poked, prodded, and probed for a few moments before he withdrew it. Then, he nodded.

“Yeah, probably, depending on what they needed. It’s not like everyone gets the same pills or, in my case, elixirs. For example, the kinds of cultivation aids you need would be pretty easy to make with what’s here because your main qi type is fire. There are a lot of fire-attributed plants and reagents floating around this area.”

“Not for you, though?”

“There are things here I could use, but I couldn’t find even close to everything I needed for my spirit cultivation. As for my body cultivation, I won’t be touching that until I can find a manual for it.”

“Why’s that?”

“I didn’t even have a name for it before we bumped into that turtle. And then, I think I may have accidentally gone off the prescribed path for it during that enlightenment. I need information before I do anything else. I don’t want to find out I’m about to dead-end my body cultivation in ten years because I didn’t bother to find out what should be happening with it now.”

“That makes sense. Is your spirit cultivation really that much more complicated than mine?”

“Oh, I couldn’t speak to that. For all I know what you’re doing as your cultivation method is actually harder than what I’m doing. Advancing it, though? Yeah, that’s way more complicated because I need to balance out way more things. Why the sudden interest?”

Lo Meifeng shrugged. “We always had other, bigger concerns before. We never really talked about these things. I’m surprised you never asked about my cultivation. You’re pretty curious, even if you keep it on a tight leash.”

“Honestly, it just didn’t seem like it was my business.”

“You stuck your nose in a lot of things that weren’t your business.”

“I got dragged into more things than I stuck my nose into,” said Sen. “I just wanted to travel. See new things. Find balance.”

“How’s that working out?”

“It’s definitely a work in progress,” said Sen before he came to an abrupt stop. “I think we’re here, but our timing may have been a bit bad.”

“What?” asked Lo Meifeng, looking up sharply. “Why?”

Sen stared down into the valley that, unfortunately, seemed to be living up to the name Inferno’s Vale. It looked like half the valley was on fire and, where there wasn’t fire, there was fighting. Most of it was too distant even for Sen’s enhanced eyes to make out much. What he saw looked like a pitched battle between fire cultivators and water cultivators. He supposed there was some kind of logic to that. Those elements didn’t normally interact well, but to see it played out along military lines seemed to be taking the conflict to absurd levels. Were they opposing sects? Was this some kind of long-standing feud that sparked periodic reprisals? Does it really matter to us, wondered Sen. Having been dragged unwillingly into several conflicts, Sen was perfectly ready to turn around and go somewhere else. Whatever conflict was playing out in the valley had nothing to do with him. Then, Lo Meifeng punched him in the arm so hard that it probably would have snapped if not for all the reinforcements his bones had undergone over the years.

“Ouch! What was that for?” he demanded.

“This is your fault!” she said, waving a hand in the general direction of the fighting below.

Sen glared at her. “We literally just got here. How could any of that possibly be my fault?”

“Because things are on fire and people are fighting. Those are always your fault.”

“Yeah, except I didn’t bring us here. We weren’t following one of my questionable soul tugs. I just came along for the ride. Which means that this probably isn’t my fault, for once.”

“Maybe,” admitted Lo Meifeng.

They stood there for a few minutes, watching the battle lines slowly shift back and forth as what Sen thought had to be advanced core cultivators reinforced the lines in one place, while the opposing side lost ground in others. No one seemed to have a clear advantage, which surprised Sen. It looked like this fight had been going on for a while. In long fights, it usually became obvious which side was going to win after a while. Here, though, unless something fundamental changed, it looked like they were going to continue fighting for a while. It wasn’t quite on the scale of some of the military engagements he’d read about in Uncle Kho’s scrolls, but there had to be at least a thousand people running around down there between the two sides. Lo Meifeng was scowling down into the valley like she could glare both sides into submission. For his part, Sen started looking around for a good campsite. When he actually started putting a tent up, she looked at him like he’d lost his mind.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Exactly what it looks like I’m doing. Setting up camp.”

“Yes, I can see that much. I meant, why are you doing that?”

“Because I’d like for there to be somewhere to cook and sleep tonight. What do you think I should be doing?”

“We need to make a plan,” said Lo Meifeng.

“To do what?”

“To help.”

“Help?” asked Sen, suddenly very confused. “Help who?”

“The fire cultivators, obviously. They can’t teach us anything if they’re all dead.”

“They also can’t teach us anything if we’re dead. We don’t know anything about what’s going on down there or even why it’s happening. Going down there now would be stupid. You know this. In another day or two, that fight will be over. Then, we can go down and help the survivors.”

Lo Meifeng looked like she was ready to stab him in the throat. Sen frowned at her, then down into the valley. Then, he glared at her.

“What’s really going on here, Meifeng? You didn’t just pick this place because they’re fire cultivators in an out-of-the-way spot, did you?”

The angry bluster went out of Lo Meifeng. She suddenly looked…sheepish.

“I might have left out a detail or five.”

A dark thought crossed Sen’s mind. “Did you know this was happening? Did you bring me here to fight someone else’s battles?”

“No! I swear to you, I didn’t know anything about this fight.”

“Then, spill it. Why are you all fired up to race headlong into a pitched battle?”

Lo Meifeng looked away and Sen could practically see her talking herself into telling him the truth. She finally looked at him again.

“I wanted to come here because my brother is here. If I brought you, then I had an excuse.”

“Why would you need an excuse to come see your brother?”

“We had a falling out. We haven’t seen each other in a long time. That’s not the point. He’s down there fighting, right now. We need to go,” she said, turning toward the valley.

“Wait!” ordered Sen. “How long has it been? A year? Five? How furious is he going to be when he sees you?”

Lo Meifeng mumbled something that Sen couldn’t make out.

“What?” he asked.

“I said a century. It’s been a hundred years.”

“A hundred years? What? How does that even happen?”

“We were both angry. That made it pretty easy at the beginning. Then, life happened. Can we go now, please?”

“Life happened,” repeated Sen. “I don’t even know what to do with that. Listen, I’m going to have a lot of questions, but they’ll hold. We can go. Quietly, if you please. We can’t help him if we don’t reach him.”

As they started making their way into the valley and toward the battle, Sen mumbled things under his breath. The word century played a prominent role in those quiet mutterings.
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Sen knew that going into the valley was a bad idea. He also knew that Lo Meifeng was going to go down there and throw herself into the fight anyway. She had at least listened to his advice to approach quietly, suppressing her presence as much as she could. Sen was full-on hiding. His only consolation was that, since advancing his body and spirit cultivation, hiding no longer blinded his senses so badly. Granted, they only really functioned the way he was used to in a forty-foot radius, but that was almost enough to give him some breathing room. Sen’s real concern was that he had zero experience with this kind of large-scale fighting and no clue about Lo Meifeng’s experience with it. He was aware of things like battle strategy, but that didn’t make him competent to simply insert himself into a battle. He didn’t have the background to assess the field and make judgment calls. He could just as easily disrupt a carefully planned trap as save lives.

Of equal importance, he was quite sure that there were cultivators in that battle who were peak core formation cultivators. He could probably distract people like that for a little while, but he didn’t like his chances taking them on head-to-head. Not without falling back on a technique that he had no intention of showing off to a thousand people. His only relief was that he was also pretty sure there were no nascent soul cultivators out there. At least, if there were, they weren’t participating directly. If they had been, he doubted that there would be anything left of the valley or much of anything else within ten miles of the valley in any direction. Even having multiple core formation cultivators on the field threatened everything nearby. Sen knew how much damage he could do all by himself and that was before he advanced. He tried to imagine what ten or fifteen people like him, only more powerful, could do to the countryside. Of course, he didn’t plan to start throwing around powerful techniques right out of the gate. Crushing force was all well and good against one opponent or even a handful. When killing ten people wouldn’t even put a dent in the opposition, though, there was little value in draining his qi reserves for a big, showy display of power.

His most immediate concern, however, was their lack of information about the locations of the fighting. He’d been able to spot the core of the battle, but there had been a lot of skirmishes happening away from that main battle. He didn’t want to find himself confronted with a group of hostile cultivators from either side as they made their approach. He also didn’t think that either group was going to react well to them just appearing out of nowhere. If they’d taken a little time to talk out an approach, they might have thought of some way to avoid these kinds of problems, but Lo Meifeng had clearly been in no mood to wait. Instead, they were covering ground as fast as their qinggong techniques would let them. Sen thought it was nothing short of miraculous that no one had seen them yet, but that couldn’t last. The only piece of good luck in the whole mess, as far as Sen was concerned, was that they got to jump in and look like heroes to the fire cultivators when they did stumble across people who were fighting.

Sen had caught the sounds of fighting before Lo Meifeng and grabbed her arm. She dropped her qinggong technique and lifted an eyebrow at him in lieu of speaking. He pointed to his ear and then forward and to the left. Lo Meifeng cocked her head and closed her eyes. After a few seconds, she opened her eyes again and shook her head. Sen leaned in so he could whisper next to her ear at near-inaudible levels.

“There’s fighting up ahead. Stay here. I’ll go take a look.”

She scowled at him and mouthed the words, “Why you?”

“You’re kidding, right?” whispered Sen.

“Oh, right,” whispered Lo Meifeng at that same barely perceptible level. “Sorry.”

Sen mouthed the words, “Be right back,” and started moving forward between the sparse trees in a crouch. It didn’t take him long to find the fighting. In this little skirmish, the fire cultivators were clearly outclassed. He couldn’t get close enough to get a good read on everyone’s cultivation levels, but it didn’t take a tactical genius to recognize that four fire cultivators versus ten water cultivators wasn’t going to end well for the fire cultivators. The fire cultivators had managed to erect a small shelter to prevent the water cultivators from just shooting them full of arrows and calling it a day. But the hasty fortification of dirt and what looked like a couple of half-rotted logs wasn’t going to hold up for long. Sen slipped away and went back to Lo Meifeng. He explained in terse, quiet sentences what he’d seen.

“How do you want to handle this?” he asked.

“We kill all of them,” she said, cold fury in her eyes.

“I was hoping for a bit more strategy than that. We could be at this all day. I don’t want to waste qi on side fights.”

Lo Meifeng made a visible effort to calm herself before shaking her head. “I’m too angry and worried to plan anything.”

Sen thought it over. Realistically, he could probably kill them all by himself with nothing but some shadow to give him cover, but Lo Meifeng couldn’t operate in the field of total darkness he preferred. He eyed her.

“How good is your memory?”

“What? It’s fine, I guess. Why?”

“Because I can blanket that whole area in fog. Once I do that, though, you need to be able to remember the terrain and the location of the enemy. Can you do that?”

She glared at him. “Can you?”

“Yes,” he said.

Lo Meifeng was quiet for a moment before she said, “I can remember well enough.”

“You’re sure?”

“I said I can do it,” she growled in a harsh whisper. “Let’s go.”

Sen slid his jian from its scabbard and took the lead. He knew that the water cultivators were mostly focused on the fire cultivator victims, so he worried a little less about stealth until they got close. Then, he started cycling up the combination of fire qi, air qi, and water qi he’d need to make this plan work. He saw Lo Meifeng studying the area where the fight was happening and fixing a look of grim concentration on her face. He wondered just how much of her claim that she could remember the terrain and enemy locations was truth and how much was bravado. He almost changed his mind and went with the shadow cover plan instead, but that would no doubt just cause a fight he didn’t want to have. So, he started mixing together the right elements to produce what he needed. A few of the water cultivators seemed to hesitate for a moment when he first started, but almost immediately focused on the fire cultivators again when nothing obvious happened.

Sen took more time than Lo Meifeng liked, but when it happened, it happened fast. Over the course of about five seconds, the entire area went from completely clear to being so thick with fog that nothing could be seen more than a foot away. Sen pointed at Lo Meifeng and then in the direction she should go. Then, he pointed at himself and the direction he planned to go. She gave him one nod and then vanished into the fog. Sen started walking toward the first of the water cultivators he was going to target. The fog didn’t give him the kind of local omniscience he enjoyed when using shadow, but it did offer general locations of people. He could hear the water cultivators calling out to each other, their voices oddly muffled and distorted by the fog. He felt a couple of them try to use their qi to manipulate the fog, but their attempts shattered against his control. Foundation formation, at best, he thought. Sen moved through the enemies like a lethal ghost. Three of them were dead when he heard someone start screaming about wraiths and devils in the fog. Sen knew that was going to cause problems. Two of the water cultivators near him had managed to find each other in the fog and were standing so close that they looked like one person in his senses. They started hurling water blades and compressed balls of water in every direction.

After dodging three compressed water balls and two water blades, he decided to forego subtlety in the name of efficiency. He cycled up some lightning and sent a bolt of it at the huddled pair. One went down immediately, but it seemed they had taken the brunt of the strike. Almost immediately, a blade of water shot toward him from the other water cultivator. Sen almost broke the technique, before he thought better of it and dropped to the ground. The blade passed through the air over him. Sen sent another bolt of lightning at the remaining water cultivator. When they toppled over, Sen stood and walked over to them. He thought they were probably both dead, but he wasn’t comfortable with that kind of probably scenario. He found the two cultivators still smoking with weird discolorations all through their undamaged skin. He slid his jian into their hearts, one after the other. They had both already been dead.

For a moment, Sen just looked at them. He knew that age was largely an illusion for cultivators, but they barely looked older than he did. One had been a young man with curly dark hair. There was still an expression of confusion and fear frozen on his face. I did that to him, thought Sen, and I don’t even know why. Was the fact that he was just on the wrong side of the fight a good enough reason for me to kill him? Sen thought he’d made his accommodations with the necessity of killing, but these deaths struck him as especially pointless and without merit. It didn’t change anything, though. He shook off the discomfort as best as he could and focused on the information he was getting from the fog he was maintaining. He'd been following Lo Meifeng’s progress in the back of his mind. She’d gotten three of the five on her side but had either forgotten the locations of the other two or otherwise gotten disoriented. Sighing to himself, Sen closed the distance. The first one died without ever seeing him. The last of the water cultivators had found a tree and backed up against it. When Sen materialized out of the fog, she stared at him with naked terror on her face. She held a trembling dao in her hand and pointed it at him.

“Who are you? Why are you doing this?” she asked.

Sen regarded her for a moment and asked, “Why were you?”

“They’re my enemies.”

“Are they? What did they do to you?”

“They attacked my sect.”

“I asked what they did to you,” said Sen.

The woman opened her mouth, but no words came out.

Sen nodded. “That’s what I thought.”

The woman slashed at him only to stare in shocked horror as he caught the blade and brought it to a dead stop with his bare hand. He pulled the sword away from her numb fingers and tossed it aside. He held out a hand.

“Storage ring.”

She stared at him like he was the end of all things. After a moment, she lowered her eyes and pulled a ring off her finger. She dropped it onto his palm. Sen had become so adept with the storage treasures that it took him less than a second to access the ring and assess its contents. Satisfied that there were no weapons in it, he tossed the ring back to her. Then, he lifted his jian and pointed with it.

“There isn’t anyone from either side in that direction. I suggest you get lost and disoriented for the next day or two, then find your way back to wherever you came from.”

“I don’t understand. Why spare me?”

Sen didn’t have a good answer for her or himself. Try as he might, he just couldn’t shake the confused and frightened look that had been on the dead kid’s face. Maybe he just didn’t want to see that look or one like it on someone else’s face so soon. He honestly didn’t know. Lacking solid truth to lean on, he made something up.

“I don’t think you’re evil, just foolish. This is your opportunity to fix that.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“One last thing,” said Sen, staring at her until she met his eyes again. “Do not let me see you on this battlefield again. Now go.”

The woman ran off in the direction he’d pointed.

“You know she’s the enemy, right?” said Lo Meifeng from behind him.

“She’s not my enemy. She was willing to leave.”

“You realize that she’s probably going to run right back to her people. Odds are that we’ll be fighting her again in a few hours.”

“I don’t think we will.”

“If we do.”

“If we do, then she will be my enemy, and I will cut her down without a second thought.”

Lo Meifeng made a noncommittal noise. “I think I see what you meant, now.”

“About?”

“Balance being a work in progress for you.”

“Yeah,” said Sen in a tired voice. “Come on, let’s go say hello to the fire cultivators.”

Sen cleared the fog away with a brief application of qi. Then, they started walking toward the makeshift fortification. The fire cultivators, who had seen the fog come out of nowhere, and then heard the screaming and fighting, peeked out to get a look at their saviors. When they saw the bodies of the water cultivators scattered across the area, they stood up and stared in wonder at Sen and Lo Meifeng.

“Who are you?” asked one of the fire cultivators.

Sen stared at the one who'd asked the question. Their face was so covered in blood that Sen couldn't tell if they were a man or woman. After that, Sen mostly ignored the conversation as Lo Meifeng immediately started asking about her brother. He didn’t start paying attention again until someone asked about him.

“Okay, but who is he?”

Sen looked over at them and went to answer, but Lo Meifeng answered for him. “Him? That’s Judgment’s Gale.”

Sen gave Lo Meifeng a death glare she ignored and said, “Oh, thank you so much for that, your highness.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR







INFERNO’S VALE, PART 3
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Once Sen started paying attention to the conversation again, he learned that the fire cultivators had been out on patrol when the real fight started. They’d been trying to make their way back to the main compound but had been whittled down by attrition. Most of this information came from the, it turned out, man whose face had been so bloody. He was visibly older than the other three, two younger-looking men and a girl who looked like she was maybe sixteen. They all deferred to the older man without question, probably because he was a late-stage foundation formation cultivator, while they were all still early stage. Sen let Lo Meifeng do most of the talking because he was angry, and it didn’t seem right to vent that anger on the fire cultivators. They all looked to have had a very difficult day. Plus, he wasn’t really angry at them. He was angry at himself and at Lo Meifeng.

Looking back, his first instinct had been the right one. This was not his fight. It never had been. There was clearly bad blood between the fire cultivators and water cultivators, and Sen didn’t know nearly enough about that situation to have chosen a side. For that matter, Lo Meifeng hadn’t enough information to choose either. She’d come racing in all hot to save a brother that she didn’t even know anymore. Hadn’t known for a hundred damned years. For all she or he knew, her brother had participated in some atrocity against those water cultivators. For all either of them knew, he had orchestrated an atrocity. Sen knew that the smart thing, the rational thing, would have been to wait until it was over, and then gone to see if they could find her brother. Of course, reason didn’t play any part in what had actually happened. Sen could even understand Lo Meifeng’s position a tiny bit. If he walked blind into a situation where he thought Grandmother Lu was in immediate danger, the kind of violence he would likely unleash really would be the stuff of folk tales and legends. And it would have been just as stupid, and possibly just as wrong, as what they’d done.

While he’d accepted death as a harsh but inescapable fact of a cultivator’s life, he almost always had a reason for killing someone. He was not in the habit of just picking people at random and executing them because the sun got in his eyes that morning. That was the crux of his anger. He felt like he’d done exactly that to cultivators who had stood exactly no chance against him and Lo Meifeng. He frankly doubted the water cultivators would have stood a chance against either of them alone. He’d read an account written by a general that said there was no honor on the battlefield, and he thought he understood a little better now what that general had meant. He hadn’t fought those cultivators. He’d butchered them. And he’d ultimately done it because Lo Meifeng’s brother, a stranger to them both, was on the other side. Having made that choice, however foolish and poorly thought out, he was committed to a side in a fight that he likely never would have participated in otherwise.

Sen knew that he could just leave. When the full implications had finally settled on him, he had very nearly done exactly that. What had stopped him was the memory of Lo Meifeng’s gauntness after they’d escaped that cult. She hadn’t asked for that. She’d only been there because of him and tugs from his soul. It would have been easy to blame that on Master Feng, to say that he’d ordered her to be there, but she’d gone way above and beyond whatever her original orders had been. He knew that much. She had suffered because of him. She’d endured half a year of near-total isolation, and she didn’t come out of it with a new cultivation method, or deeper insights into her power, or a better functioning core. She just came out of it with whatever scars she had on the inside. So, he stayed. But he was still angry with her for forcing the issue in the first place. He feared he would be much, much angrier before the day was out. Aware of these realities, he kept his mouth shut for the most part.

Things played out about the way he expected them to play out. With two core cultivators at hand, the small group of surviving fire cultivators headed straight for their compound, where the battle was fiercest. Of course, getting there meant cutting their way through dozens and dozens of the water cultivators. Work that largely fell on Sen and Lo Meifeng. And every time he killed one of the water cultivators, another log went on the fire of his anger. By the time they got close enough to see the main body of the battle, there was a forest fire of rage built up inside of Sen. Lo Meifeng and the fire cultivators could all sense it on him. Lo Meifeng, at least, seemed to have some clue about the source of that rage and worked very hard to avoid meeting his gaze. The fire cultivators were mystified, but none of them wanted to set off the obviously furious, incredibly dangerous core cultivator who was throwing around half a dozen different types of qi.

Still, for Sen, there was nothing to do but go forward. He’d picked his side by picking Lo Meifeng as a friend. He’d do his part, and then she and he would have words about this entire thing. He owed her more than a little and had dragged her unwillingly into several bad situations. He couldn’t completely claim a moral high ground on that count, but there was a difference. He’d never done it on purpose. Demonic cultivators and the cult had been secondary consequences. There had been no intentions on his part to engage with things like that. He never would have knowingly enraged a cabal of demonic cultivators. Just as he wouldn’t have purposefully led Lifen and Lo Meifeng into the hands of a creepy, half-insane cult leader. The sight of the main battle was enough to knock all of those thoughts out of his head, though.

Sen had thought he understood violence and carnage. He had been so wrong on both counts. The scale of violence in front of him was so much bigger than anything he’d ever seen. The carnage was simply unspeakable. He couldn’t decide what was worse, the mangled, charred, and obliterated corpses or the wailing screams of those who hadn’t joined them yet. There was blood everywhere and the smell of it was trying to crawl inside Sen and find a permanent home. There were body parts on the ground. Sen saw severed arms, parts of legs, and even body-less heads. He watched in a kind of dull horror as those body parts were stepped on or even kicked out of the way by combatants on both sides.

At some point, he stopped really analyzing what he was seeing. His mind just noted it when three core cultivators combined their strength and sent a massive fireball on a collision course with a tight grouping of water cultivators. Those cultivators, in turn, erected a half-dome of water that intercepted the fireball. There was an explosion of steam as the two massive techniques collided. The core cultivators and the people behind the half-dome all survived that collision of power, but that explosion of steam had killed dozens of people on both sides who were too close. Sen thought that they were probably the lucky ones. The people who had been too close, but not quite close enough to die were all thrashing on the ground, screaming in agony at the burns that covered most of their bodies. In a moment of realization, Sen understood the futility at work before him. There would be, could be, no victory here. There would only be the question of who suffered the most losses.

How many cultivation geniuses will die in that battle before they can ever reach their potential, Sen wondered. How much accumulated wisdom will be lost?

“What a waste of talent and knowledge,” said Sen, not even aware he was speaking out loud. “And for what?”

“For honor,” said one of the young fire cultivators with the total certainty of the very stupid.

Sen turned such a look of angry disgust on the young man that the older fire cultivator stepped between them. The older cultivator held up his hands in a placating gesture.

“Please forgive him, senior. He’s too young and apparently too foolish to know any better.”

Sen looked over the older cultivator’s shoulder at the young man. The younger cultivator had gone a shade of green, having seemingly realized how close he’d come to death in that moment. Sen pointed out at the battlefield, at the dead, at the dying.

“I want you to point to the honor out in that slaughterhouse.”

The young cultivator’s eyes swept over the field. Sen couldn’t tell if it was the first time he’d really seen something like it, or if it was the first time that he’d really thought about it, but the kid didn’t gesture at anything. He just looked a little greener and refused to meet anyone’s eyes. Satisfied that the point had been made, Sen turned his attention back to the older cultivator.

“Peace. He may well die today, but it won’t be by my hands. Where do we need to get you?”

The older cultivator stepped up next to Sen and surveyed the field. He didn’t look directly at Sen when he spoke quietly enough not to be overheard.

“He is young in truth. Barely twenty.”

Sen glanced at the man. “He’s no younger than I am, and I can see that this won’t do anything but kill a bunch of people for nothing.”

That seemed to shock the older man. “Really? And already a core cultivator?”

“I didn’t plan it this way,” said Sen with a shrug.

“Then, the heavens smile on you.”

Sen grimaced. “Less than you might think. So, where in that nightmare do you need to go?”

The older man surveyed the battlefield again and pointed to a cluster of activity near the compound gate.

“There. We’ll report in and then…” the man trailed off.

Sen understood. They’d report in and then, in all likelihood, get sent right out to die.

Sen dropped his voice. “You could stay out here. We won’t mention that we saw you.”

The older cultivator stared out at the battle for a full ten seconds before he shook his head. “I’m grateful that you’d do that, but we have to go report in. It’s our duty.”

Sen disagreed with that idea wholeheartedly, but it wasn’t his place to try to convince the man to abandon a duty. “Very well. We’ll get you there. Meifeng?”

The woman stepped up on his other side and kept her eyes fixed firmly forward. Sen thought that was probably wise. He pointed out the spot where they needed to go.

“I’ll lead us in,” said Sen.

“I can do that,” offered Lo Meifeng. “I…I understand that you hate everything about this.”

“I do. Doesn’t change the fact that putting me in front is the smart choice,” said Sen, forcing down all of his anger and misgivings. “Body cultivation makes me better at soaking up physical damage. Plus, I’ve got more tricks. We’ll talk about this later. For right now, let’s just get it done.”

“Alright,” said Lo Meifeng in a subdued voice.

“You lot,” said Sen, pointing at the fire cultivators. “I’m going to lead. Lo Meifeng is going to watch the back. We’re going to be moving fast. Don’t get distracted. Don’t fall behind.”

Sen waited until he got a nod from each of the fire cultivators. Then, he sheathed his jian and summoned the ascendant-level spear from his storage ring. He heard a gasp from one of the fire cultivators, but he ignored it. He put everything away that wasn’t directly related to getting from where he was to where he needed to get the fire cultivators. He started cycling for lightning, fire, wind, and shadow. Expecting that he’d need it the soonest, he fed some of the lightning qi into the spear. It soaked in the qi and the oddly sword-like spearhead crackled with the power. He heard another sharp intake of breath. He studied the battle between where they were and the compound gate. He stopped focusing on the individuals and tried to see how everyone was moving on a bigger scale. He waited until he felt he had a sense of the flow of things. Then, when he thought he knew where things would thin out in about a minute, he spoke.

“Get ready,” he said, letting his focus narrow down until only the battle in front of him existed. “Now!”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

HONOR ON THE BATTLEFIELD
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Sen consciously kept his pace to something that the foundation formation cultivators could maintain. They covered the first hundred feet or so without challenge. Then, a pack of four water cultivators spotted them. Sen unleashed his killing intent. The four staggered, two of them falling over entirely. Sen directed a lightning bolt at one, a fireball at another, and wind blades at the last two. That drew some attention and a bigger group moved to block their path. Sen dropped the fire cycling and reinforced his lightning cycling. He threw a shield of hardened air between his group and them to intercept the water spear and water blades that the group hurled at them. He caught most of them, but a few slipped through. He heard one cry of pain behind him, but he never stopped moving. He aimed the spear at the sky and blanketed the group of water cultivators in absolute darkness. It was an effort to maintain that darkness out in the afternoon sun. So much effort that he didn’t think he could hold it for more than a few seconds. Fortunately, he only needed a few seconds.

Lightning lanced into the sky. It would have been better if there had been clouds, but there was enough of whatever the lightning needed floating in the air that the pillar of lightning that crashed down on the water cultivators shocked even Sen. They were flung out of his tiny area of false night in a spray of exploding dirt. A ground-level thunderclap that sounded like some kind of titanic explosion rocked the entire battlefield. Some fighters on both sides were simply knocked unconscious by the sound. Others clutched at ears that were bleeding. In one fell swoop, Sen had brought the fighting to a stop over nearly a third of the battlefield. He felt pretty good about that until he heard Lo Meifeng screaming at him.

“Sen!”

He looked back and saw that the older cultivator was still on his feet if bleeding from the ears, but the three younger ones were part of the unconscious group. He skidded to a halt and dashed back to them, begrudging every second of delay. He scooped up the first one he came to, the girl, and handed her limp form to the older cultivator. He gave the next one, who was bleeding from some kind of injury, to Lo Meifeng. The last one went over Sen’s shoulder. He tried not to think too hard about the fact that he’d ended up with the idiot who babbled about honor. He spun back toward the compound and started running again. With so many people downed by the noisy assault, confusion reigned. Sen took full advantage of that fact to cover ground. He couldn’t possibly hope for a better distraction. Not that it spared him fully. They still had to run through contested ground. Lone water cultivators or small groups would try to stop or stall him. Most were dealt with at a distance with wind or lightning techniques. If they managed to get close, a blow to the side of the head with a spear haft was usually sufficient to get by them. A few just wouldn’t give up. He put those cultivators down hard and fast.

Just when Sen thought they were going to get to the compound without any more serious confrontations, a cultivator dropped into his path. Sen could feel that she was a core formation cultivator. He still hadn’t refined his ability to distinguish between cultivation levels enough to be confident about it, but he thought she’d managed to add a few layers to her core. That would make her qi and techniques stronger than his. On the flip side, his body cultivation was probably higher than hers, assuming she’d pursued it at all. He slowed to a stop and regarded the woman. She didn’t immediately launch an attack. Instead, she drew her jian and stared at him. Is she really challenging me to a duel in the middle of a battle, thought Sen. Lo Meifeng puffed up next to him and gave the water cultivator in their path an incredulous look.

“She’s actually challenging you to a duel. Here? Now? Some people just don’t have their priorities in order.”

“She’ll hound us the rest of the way in if I don’t accept, won’t she?” asked Sen.

“Yeah. I mean, it’s a battlefield. So, anything can happen. But that’s probably how it will go.”

Sen looked at the older fire cultivator. The man looked pale and unsteady on his feet. He’d be no help in a fight. Sen and Lo Meifeng could probably fend the other cultivator off, but she’d slow them down. That would give others a chance to converge. Sen made his decision. He started cycling for earth. He didn’t hold back with it, using core qi to power the technique. Earth manipulation was always hard work, and this was going to be the biggest thing he’d ever tried. He looked at Lo Meifeng.

“Can you handle carrying two back?” he asked.

Lo Meifeng eyed the cultivator over Sen’s shoulder for a second and then nodded. “Yeah, I think so. Maybe I should fight her, and you should carry them back.”

“Do you think she’d go for it?” he asked.

“No. I just hate carrying people,” admitted Lo Meifeng. “You can’t really fight when you’re carrying people.”

Sen nodded in understanding, but most of his attention was focused down into the earth. “I’m going to clear you a path. It might not get you all the way there, but it should get you close enough.”

“What are you going to do?”

With a roar of effort, Sen lifted his hand up into the air. In a straight line back to the compound, the earth split apart into two long mounds that drove cultivators back in either direction. Then, a row of stone shafts shot up along either side of the narrow path Sen had left down the middle. Those pillars effectively created two walls that would keep Lo Meifeng and the fire cultivators on the path, but also impede any attacks of opportunity that got thrown their way. Sen released the technique and almost collapsed at the wave of exhaustion that rushed up to greet him. Sen glanced at the core cultivator waiting to fight him. Her eyes had gone a bit wide at the display of raw power. Sen looked at Lo Meifeng, only to find her staring at him with her mouth hanging open.

“That’s why I didn’t want to waste a bunch of qi on secondary fights,” said Sen, passing over the fire cultivator he’d been carrying. “I wanted it for stuff like that.”

Lo Meifeng’s mouth moved a few times before she clamped her jaw shut and shook her head.

“I’ll see you at the compound,” was all she said.

“Yeah,” said a weary Sen. “I’ll be right along.”

As Lo Meifeng took off down the path that Sen built, he turned his attention to the water cultivator who had gone through all the trouble to challenge him. He stowed the spear as he approached her. She seemed to have regained her composure and stood there waiting for him with a calm expression. She inclined her head as he got close enough for them to speak.

“You cultivate more than one kind of qi,” she noted. “Impressive.”

Sen shrugged. “I suppose. It’s all I’ve ever done. It just seems normal to me. So, are we going to throw techniques at each other until someone dies, or did you have something else in mind?”

She nodded to his hip. “Can you actually use that?”

Sen looked down at his jian and sighed. “You should pick something else.”

The woman lifted an eyebrow at him and confidence radiated off of her. “Your power is substantial, but it’s no substitute for skill.”

“As you wish,” said Sen, and drew the ascendant level weapon.

When the woman sensed the true nature of the blade, some of the confidence she’d been projecting died. When Sen assumed his defensive stance, even more of it bled away. For his part, Sen was wary. There were a hundred little tells in the way the woman stood, in the way she held and shifted her jian, that shouted that she was very experienced with the weapon. He wasn’t going to assume victory in his head until they’d had at least a few passes against each other. It started the way those things always started. They tested each other. Thrusts met parries. Slashes were avoided or, if absolutely necessary, blocked. Sen was impressed. She had the cleanest form of anyone he’d met since Master Feng. There was almost no wasted motion or squandered energy. Of course, he’d had those same instincts drilled into him with thousands of hours of repetition and sparring. She disengaged, and he let her. He hadn’t wanted the duel to begin with. As he glanced around, he could see that everyone had backed off from their location and left them with an open space to conduct their duel. Honor on the battlefield, after all, he thought.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“Just a humble wandering cultivator,” said Sen.

“What is your name?”

“What’s yours?”

The woman seemed briefly startled and then her cheeks went pink with embarrassment. “I didn’t introduce myself. I am Chan Yu Ming of the Clear Spring Sect.”

Sen gave her a shallow bow. “I am Lu Sen.”

Chan Yu Ming gave him an expectant look and said, “Is that all?”

“No sect. No order,” he answered and, after wincing internally, added, “but some call me Judgment’s Gale.”

Chan Yu Ming’s brow furrowed. “Judgment’s Gale? That is a…”

“It’s a ridiculous name. I know,” said Sen. “I didn’t pick it.”

“You are a master of the jian,” she said, stating it as a fact.

Sen shook his head. “No. The one who taught me is a master. I’m little more than a dim reflection of his skill.”

“And who is this master who is so skilled that you are his pale shadow?”

Sen debated about what to say, but he was tired. So, he just answered her. “Feng Ming.”

Chan Yu Ming went a little pale. “You cannot mean that Feng Ming.”

“I do. Do you still wish to continue?”

The woman was quiet for a long moment, her dark eyes studying Sen. It took Sen a second to realize that he wasn’t really watching for her to attack. He was just looking at her. No, he was admiring her. He thought she was pretty. There’s something wrong with me, he admonished himself. Of course, I think the woman I’m probably going to have to kill is pretty! Like I don’t have enough problems. He felt a vague, momentary sense of guilt as a memory of Lifen crossed his mind. Yet, he recognized that guilt as misplaced. He and Lifen had enjoyed each other, but it had never been a romance in any sense that he understood. There had never been discussions about a shared future or commitments. He didn’t feel attached to her in that way. He wasn’t indifferent to her and would do what he could to rescue her from that cult, but he wasn’t in love with her. He never had been, and he was confident that she hadn’t been in love with him. Still, of all the people he could find attractive, this woman on the opposite side of a small war wasn’t a smart choice.

Something of what had been passing through his mind must have shown through on his face, because Chan Yu Ming straightened up as though she’d been startled. Then, she found other parts of the battlefield to look at. Sen recognized that this whole scenario was vaguely absurd and would probably be hilarious to anyone not caught in the middle of it. When it became clear that the woman had been thrown completely off course, Sen spoke up.

“Do you?”

“Do I what?” she asked, still looking elsewhere.

“Do you wish to continue?”

That question brought the reality of the situation crashing back down on the woman. Her eyes found his again, and he saw a dizzying array of things in them. Curiosity. Interest. Regret. Fear. And those were just the things he could identify.

“I must. I have a duty.”

Sen nodded. “I’d really rather not kill you, but not so much that I’ll let you kill me.”

She nodded at that. “Even if things were not as they are, you’re a student of Feng Ming. I have to know.”

Sen supposed that any true student of the jian would feel the same way. How could she pass up the opportunity to test herself against what Feng Ming could teach?

“Then, come and learn what you wish to know.”

When she came at him the second time, there was a focused intensity to her. Her entire world had boiled down to this moment. Sen let himself fall into the place where his conscious mind ceded control to years of painfully won skills and reflexes that had been burned into the fibers of his muscles. Whoever had trained Chan Yu Ming knew their business. She and Sen flowed across the battlefield, their blades all but invisible to anyone beneath core formation. Sen had no attention to give to the rest of the battle. He only had room in his world for what was right in front of him. Even as they fought, Sen learned things. Chan Yu Ming’s style was more like Auntie Caihong’s than Master Feng’s, but the style had hidden fangs that appeared as sudden bursts of aggression. He had to adapt as he fought, modifying what he knew on the fly to counter a tactic he'd never seen before or unorthodox variations on a strike. It was the most alive, the most himself, that he’d felt since he left the mountain.

Yet, as the fight dragged on, Sen began to see the weaknesses in Chan Yu Ming’s style and form. They were few and far between, but they were there. He could exploit them if he chose to and end the fight. He ignored those weaknesses for a time, but she had said she wanted to know. Did he have the right to deny her that knowledge? He didn’t think that he did have the right. Yet, the thought of destroying someone with that much skill, that much talent, made his heart ache. How much more could she become if given the opportunity and the knowledge he now had about her style and skills? Then again, he had skill as well. He waited for the moment. When the right combination of weaknesses aligned, an infinitesimally misplaced foot, a blade a hair’s breadth out of position, Sen struck. It cost him a deep cut along his shoulder, but his blade passed through her ribs. She shuddered at the pain of it.

“Now, I know,” she said.

“Now, you know,” Sen said in a soft voice.

With nothing else to do, he slid his jian back out of her chest. He caught her before she could fall, and gently laid her onto the ground.

“It was,” she wheezed, “a good fight.”

“I’m looking forward to the next one,” said Sen absently.

“You should be mindful,” Chan Yu Ming chided around a labored breath, “of those who are dying.”

Sen looked at her and snorted. “Dying? You’re acting like I stabbed you through the heart.”

“What?”

“Do you really think I’d kill you after all of that?”

He pulled one of the carefully hoarded healing pills from Auntie Caihong and pressed it into the woman’s mouth.

“Just give that a minute. It might not heal you completely, but it’ll keep you alive.”

It was then that Sen realized that it was deathly quiet. He looked around and had to resist the urge to jump to his feet. The battle had stopped. No one was fighting. Every single person on that battlefield was looking at him and Chan Yu Ming.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

JUDGMENT’S STORM
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Sen’s first instinct was to run away. Being the focal point of that much attention was like having one of his nightmares come to life. He could see the looks on their faces and wanted no part of it. He didn’t want their awe, or their fear, and especially not the reverence he saw on a few of their faces. Yet, there was nowhere to go without going through a bunch of those people. He might have stayed adrift in that sea of uncertainty if Chan Yu Ming hadn’t latched onto his arm with a grip that hurt. He looked back down at her, wondering if he’d injured her more than he’d meant to. He had mostly missed her heart when he stabbed her, but not completely. He’d nicked it enough to make it feel real to her, but hearts weren’t all the same size. He might have misjudged, which was why he’d given her the pill in the first place. The look on her face wasn’t one of pain, though, but one of urgency.

“You can end this madness,” she said, before coughing up a mouth full of blood.

“Don’t talk. Save your energy for healing,” said Sen.

“Listen to me,” she demanded. “Right now, you control this field. No one out here wants to challenge you. If you tell them to stop, they’ll stop.”

“No one is going to listen to me. I’m no one. Nobody cares what Lu Sen has to say.”

“You’re wrong. Right now, everyone cares what you have to say. You just need to—” she coughed up some more blood. “Make it memorable. Give everyone an excuse to stop.”

For a moment, Chan Yu Ming’s entire body tensed.

“Are you alright?”

“Where in the hells did you get that pill?” gasped Chan Yu Ming. “Feels like it’s healing every injury I’ve had in my past three lives.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Sen. “I can’t do this. I’m not important.”

“Then, don’t be you. Be whoever Judgment’s Gale is. He sounds like someone who could be scary and important. But you have to do it now, while they’re still stunned.”

Sen was frozen in place for a moment. She wanted him to be whoever Judgment’s Gale was, except he didn’t know who that was. It wasn’t something he’d crafted for himself. It was just an idea, a story that people told in winehouses, or around campfires at night, or he didn’t even know where else. How could he be that? Of course, it was also his story or some weirdly distorted version of it. One with princesses and a hero out of legend that never existed, but his all the same. If that person was him, Sen could make Judgment’s Gale whoever he wanted or, more importantly, needed him to be.

“All right,” said Sen. “I’ll make it memorable.”

Sen tried to put himself into the shoes of all those people who had been fighting. He understood their fear all too well. That looming presence of death was very familiar to him. He imagined their fatigue, weighing them down, telling them to stop, and their will to live fighting against that voice telling them that it would be easier to just lie down, to quit, to let the end come. He imagined what the people in charge must be thinking as more and more people died. Desperately trying to come up with a strategy that would let them achieve victory or, barring that, simply let them survive the day. If I were them, Sen asked himself, what would I need to see and hear to make it feel acceptable to just stop? What kind of person would I accept that command from?

Gathering himself, Sen stood and glared around the battlefield. Then, he took a step up into the air on a cushion of qi. Then he took another, as though he were climbing stairs into the heavens. He began cycling for the things he thought he’d need, shadow, fire, wind, and lightning. He tapped his core qi for this to make sure that the statement he was about to make was grand enough. He climbed until he hovered above the field nearly twenty feet in the air. He could feel the collective attention on him, waiting to see what he would say and what he would do. He started weaving the qi into something new, something he’d never made before, and lifted his jian.

“I am Judgment’s Gale,” he projected across the field, using air qi to amplify his voice like it was the voice of creation itself.

Then, he shot that woven technique into the sky. A swirling mass of fire, shadow, and lightning began spinning overhead. As it swelled outward, the unnatural storm swiftly blotted out the sun and cast the vale into a darkness akin to night. Sen added the final touch to the technique. He let his killing intent bleed into that terrifying storm of death. He’d been hesitant to use any kind of broad blanket of killing intent directly on the field out of a very real concern that he’d end up killing lower-level cultivators. Using it this way, though, it was more like the entire field felt a reflection of that intent. When he’d let them soak in the blatant threat of the storm and his killing intent, he ignited a halo of white fire around his body, ever so briefly letting him replace the sun as the only source of light. Then, he spoke again.

“This is over,” he boomed across the field, “or I will end it for you. All of you.”

As if the storm was responding to him directly, a series of bone-rattling booms issued forth from that mass like a celestial death threat. Then, this time at Sen’s direction, columns of flame, lightning, and shadow struck down from on high in a ring around the valley. To Sen’s way of thinking, if anyone on that field was looking for an excuse to stop, they had it now. For the next minute, no one took any action. Then, Sen felt a surge of qi as someone lifted off the ground and flew toward him from the rear of the water cultivator’s forces. A moment later, he felt something similar from near the entrance of the fire cultivator’s compound. Two figures floated toward him on platforms of qi. When they got close enough, the fire around Sen let him get a look at them. The representative from the water cultivators was a willowy woman with high cheekbones and the stern gaze of someone far older than they looked. The fire cultivator was a thickset man with a shaved head. The pair glared at each other with suspicion but spared most of their attention for eyeing Sen warily.

Once more, Sen tried to imagine what he’d need to see from him if he was in their shoes. Cold conviction, he thought. I’d need to see that they were utterly committed to the course. So, he set his face into a hard mask of determination. He regarded the two of them as they floated there. He’d already issued his ultimatum. It was on them to act. The fire cultivator looked like he was working himself up to say something stupid, but the idea died when Sen looked at him and the storm issued another series of those world-rattling booms. Without any more hesitation, the fire cultivator pulled a dao from its scabbard and set it on the qi platform in front of his own feet. Sen turned his gaze to the water cultivator. While she was more collected than the fire cultivator, she withdrew a jian from a storage ring and put it down in front of her feet. Sheathing his own jian, Sen used air qi to retrieve the weapons.

“Collect your wounded,” said Sen to both of them, before turning his gaze to the water cultivator. “Where is your sect compound?”

“It’s to the north.”

“Then, once you have your wounded gathered, you will remove your forces from this valley.”

The water cultivator elder, who Sen was certain had to be near peak core formation, offered him a bow. The fire cultivator, who wasn’t quite as powerful as the water cultivator, did the same. The two started to move away.

“Stop,” commanded Sen.

They did, exchanging a brief look with each other.

“Yes?” asked the water cultivator.

“I’ll have your oaths to the heavens now. I didn’t go through all this trouble so you could repeat this exercise in getting your people killed in six months. You will bind your sects to never attack each other again,” said Sen, holding up a hand to stop them before the whining could start. “I do not care what your grievances are. As far as I’m concerned, by indulging your grievances, you both murdered your juniors today.”

Both the water cultivator and fire cultivator flinched at that last statement. Then, so reluctantly that one would have thought Sen demanded they cut off a hand, both of the cultivators made their oaths to the heavens. Sen actually felt the oath take effect, like a thrum in the air that touched very nearly every cultivator on the field. Sen knew that it wouldn’t stop individual conflicts, and it wasn’t meant to do that. What it would do is prevent the same kind of wholesale slaughter between the two groups from happening again. After a few more brief instructions, the fire cultivator returned to his compound. When the water cultivator remained in place, he lifted an eyebrow at her.

“Why do they call you Judgment’s Gale?” she asked, looking up at the sky. “Judgment’s Storm seems more fitting.”

“I didn’t pick the name,” said Sen. “Was that all?”

The cultivator shook her head. “Chan Yu Ming’s body. I wish to retrieve it.”

Sen eyed the woman for a moment. “Maybe someday. She’s not done with it yet.”

The woman went perfectly still for a moment before she said, “She lives? But you pierced her heart.”

“A moment,” said Sen.

It took more than a moment for Sen to dismantle the hellscape he’d crafted above them all, but he didn’t want to give it any time to develop a life or momentum of its own. As the sun pierced through the swiftly disappearing shadows, Sen looked at the woman again.

“Almost.”

“What?”

“I almost pierced her heart.”

The woman seemed like she was on the verge of asking a lot more questions, but Sen thought that the memory of that storm overhead was a little too fresh. While they both objectively knew that she could take him in a fight, he’d plunged the hook of fear deep into her heart. With a mental sigh, he realized that the same thing probably applied to everyone on the battlefield. Well, he thought, it’s done now, and I can’t take it back.

“Then, she’ll be returned to us?”

Sen frowned at the woman. “I expect that Chan Yu Ming decides for herself where she will or won’t go. I won’t stop her from returning to you if that’s what you’re asking.”

“It was,” she said, offering another quick bow. “It seems I have much work ahead of me today. I will attend to it.”

The woman floated back toward the water cultivators. Sen let his eyes trail over the people on the battlefield. Some of them looked shocked, while most looked relieved. Sen pretended he didn’t notice any of the people giving him positively creepy looks of adoration. Sen let his platform of qi drift down to the ground where Chan Yu Ming was sitting up and looking much healthier.

“So,” he asked, “was that memorable enough, do you think?”

“Memorable enough?” she asked with more than a hint of incredulity in her voice. “I thought you’d give a speech, not put the end of the world in the sky. Yes, it was memorable enough.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

THE UNIVERSE OF ALCHEMY
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Having never participated in a large-scale battle before, Sen had no appreciation for just how much work or how much time it would take even for the basic task of gathering the wounded. With core formation cultivators on the field, he thought it might take an hour. Oh, how wrong he’d been. If it had just been gathering the wounded, things might have gone quicker. Except, it wasn’t just that. By basically proclaiming himself “in charge,” every problem had suddenly become his problem. The very first problem he had to solve was how to keep both sides from quietly murdering the wounded from the other side. Heavenly oaths or not, relief that the battle was over or not, there was still a lot of bad blood and anger left over on that field. Sen eventually had to co-opt Chan Yu Ming into service and the pair of them patrolled the efforts to find and collect the wounded from a hovering qi platform. The implied threat of two core cultivators seemed to stem that problem.

Once that logistical problem had been more or less resolved, Sen hoped that his role in things would be done. He’d made that observation to Chan Yu Ming, who laughed so hard that she nearly fell off the qi platform. He glowered at her until she managed to get her mirth under control. Wiping tears from her eyes, she shook her head sadly at him.

“You poor boy. You’re probably going to be personally managing this mess until my people are back at our sect compound.”

“Why? Nobody needed my personal supervision to make this mess.”

She shrugged. “Everybody wants an authority figure to turn to. You elected yourself to the role.”

A terrible fatigue flowed through Sen at the very thought of having to deal with this mess, a mess he’d had no hand in creating. “I only elected myself to stop the killing.”

“And you did. Thank you for that, by the way. I’d already lost enough friends for a lifetime before you showed up.”

Sen glanced at her and saw the pain on her face. “Aren’t you still angry?”

Chan Yu Ming shook her head. “I was never angry. I never wanted to do this in the first place. It was stupid, destructive, and pointless. Plus, we came here looking for a fight. They gave us one. I can’t be angry that people died in that fight. I can be sad, though, that so many died. That friends died.”

Sen nodded because he thought that’s what a person should do in these situations. He understood what she meant, at least intellectually, but he lacked the personal experience to really empathize with her. He looked out across the battlefield to the rows of injured people who were laid out in lines both near the fire cultivator compound and farther out near where the water cultivators had established something like a command tent. He frowned as a thought occurred to him.

“Do you bring healers with you?”

Chan Yu Ming grimaced. “Some. Not enough for all of this, though.”

Sen looked over at the rows of injured fire cultivators and the handful of people who were trying to tend to them. He sighed to himself. This was going to turn into a long day. Sen started grabbing people and issuing orders about what he needed and where he wanted it. It took almost an hour before he was finally set up in the middle of the field, exactly halfway between the two groups. Chan Yu Ming had watched all of it happen with a mystified expression. It wasn’t until he had two massive cauldrons set up and water boiling in them that she finally asked.

“What are you doing?”

“At the rate things are going, people are going to die just waiting for care. I’m going to speed things along.”

“How?”

“Just watch,” he said, smiling a little bit.

It had been a while since he made an elixir for anyone but himself. In this case, though, he needed to make something more general. Something that would bolster the healing of any cultivator. He also needed to make it on a scale that he’d never attempted before. Yet, that was the part that least concerned him. As long as he kept things in the proper balance and proportions, he should be able to fix any problems that cropped up while making a couple of hundred healing elixirs. Although, he thought, this will be more like a healing stew. I don’t really have a good way to strain the final product. He shrugged. It shouldn’t harm the value of the elixirs, just make swallowing them a bit less pleasant for the recipients. He suspected that the injured cultivators wouldn’t care.

Of course, making the elixirs chewed through an uncomfortably large amount of his stores of common ingredients and reagents. It’d take weeks, if not months, to gather more of some of those things. There were a few things he used that he’d have to find local substitutes for, having only seen the original ingredients on the mountain. Chan Yu Ming, the gods bless her, took over fielding the endless stream of questions that kept getting directed to Sen. A few of the fire cultivators tried to act haughty with her, right up until the moment that Sen glared at them and let a bit of his killing intent slip free. After that, there were no more problems. Sen kept most of his attention on the cauldrons, though. The kind of general-purpose healing elixir he was making was more forgiving than some elixirs, but he still needed to monitor it closely, add things at crucial moments, and sometimes use his qi to adjust the heat up or down. For all the concentration the process demanded, it was also soothing to Sen. A familiar activity that had brought up fond memories of afternoons spent learning from Auntie Caihong.

As the two cauldrons of elixir neared completion, an idea came to Sen. There was one more thing he could add that would vastly enhance the strength of the elixirs. More importantly, it was compatible with almost everything. Sen went looking in his storage ring and started searching through the heavenly qi-infused beast cores. He found two that had almost none of their original qi-alignments left and withdrew them from his storage ring. He heard a sharp intake of breath from Chan Yu Ming, and then a cry of horror as he crushed the cores into powder with nothing but the brute strength in his hands. He positioned a hand over each cauldron and let the powder fall down into the elixirs. The elixirs bubbled wildly for a moment before they started to give off a faint white luminescence. Without even looking up, Sen pointed to a fire cultivator and water cultivator he’d had standing by.

“Start bringing your wounded here. Start with the people who have the worst injuries but are stable.”

Both cultivators took off at a run toward their respective camps. With a few moments of effort, Sen extinguished the fires beneath the cauldrons and bled the heat from the metal and liquid. Among the supplies he’d demanded from both sides were cups. He started doling out the elixirs into the cups and setting them up on tables he’d also acquired with a few sharp words. It took him a while to realize that Chan Yu Ming was staring at him. He returned her gaze with a questioning look.

“You, you,” she spluttered.

“Yes, I have some alchemy training,” he said, knowing full well that wasn’t what she cared about.

Then, he went back to putting appropriate amounts of the elixir into cups. He could answer her questions after all of the injured people had at least gotten something to help them survive the day. The first arrivals were carried in on makeshift litters, each of them too wounded to make the trip under their own power. Sen handed out the first few elixirs but then drafted a couple of people from each camp to help. They were tasked with things like handing out the cups or washing them between uses. Sen just kept filling the cups with the elixir. Before too long, though, he was interrupted by a healer from the water cultivator camp who strode up with the expression of someone who was on a mission. The slight man pushed his way past the other water cultivators and up to the cauldrons where, for nearly a minute, he just stared down into one of them. Then, he turned his gaze on Sen, his eyes almost wild. Sen returned the man’s look with a bland one of his own while he continued filling cups.

“Who trained you?” demanded the man.

Already feeling tired of the man, Sen fixed him with a very, very hard look. “I don’t owe you explanations.”

The water cultivator paled under Sen’s hard look, perhaps realizing that he had wildly overstepped the bounds of politeness if not position. More importantly, he’d done it to someone who had ordered hundreds upon hundreds of cultivators to stop fighting…and made it stick. The man hurriedly offered Sen a deep bow.

“I apologize. It’s just that if you can do this,” he said, gesturing at the cauldrons, “I hoped that you might be able to help others. The most grievously wounded. There are a few that are beyond our ability to aid, at least here. I had to try.”

Sen felt a bit of sympathy for the man, but he wasn’t sure he should help that way. What he was doing here, offering general aid to all, said very clearly that he was taking a neutral position. If he went to the water cultivators and helped their most desperately injured, that could look a lot like taking sides. On the other hand, he’d taken sides at the beginning of the fight and killed more than his fair share of water cultivators. He might not owe the man in front of him anything, but he did owe something to the water cultivators as a whole. He glanced at Chan Yu Ming, but her face was an opaque mask to him. He couldn’t tell what she thought or wanted him to do. Pulling a dagger from his storage ring, he made a mark on the ladle he’d been using to portion out the elixir. He held the ladle out to Chan Yu Ming, who took it without changing her expression.

“Up to the line. No more, no less.”

“It will be as you say.”

He turned to one of the fire cultivators who tried to hide the dirty look they’d been giving Sen.

“Send someone to the compound and inform them that I will be treating the most seriously injured of the water cultivators. I will do the same for the fire cultivators if they wish it.”

Some of the hostility Sen could feel in the fire cultivator vanished when the man realized that Sen wasn’t handing out preferential help. The fire cultivator nodded.

“It will be as you say, Judgment’s Gale.”

It took a huge effort of will to resist the urge to yell at the man not to call him that. It was how he had introduced himself to everyone. He couldn’t very well get angry that people used the name he’d given to them. He gestured at the healer to lead the way and followed the man back to the water cultivator’s bivouac area. Sen steadfastly refused to acknowledge any of the looks he was given, whether they were hateful, grateful, or anything else. He was just there to see if he could help some people. The healer led Sen to a spot that had been isolated with hastily built canvas walls. Once he stepped behind those walls, he understood. There were perhaps a dozen people laid out on the ground, and Sen was simply astounded that they were alive at all. Most of them had been injured in direct combat, with missing limbs or gaping head wounds. He saw one who had been caught in the wake of that steam explosion. As gently as he could, he examined them with his spiritual sense and his qi. He could tell that at least three of them were truly beyond help or his help at any rate. For the rest, though, he thought there was a chance.

He started with the one who had been so hideously burned by the steam. He could tell that their injuries weren’t just external, but that their lungs and windpipe had been seared by the steam as well. He picked a corner and set up his pot. Then, he started asking for the ingredients he needed. The water cultivator healers promptly started handing him what he asked for, mostly. In some cases, they’d simply run out. In other cases, they didn’t know what he wanted. A quick explanation often yielded viable substitutes, but Sen all too often found himself dipping into his own stores. The work turned into a blur for him as he built elixirs from the ground up to treat incredibly specific problems. The only bright spot was that they were all water cultivators, so he didn’t have to customize around different qi specializations. Except, then there were fire cultivators.

He was so deep into the process of analyzing the injuries and trying to dream up creative ways to heal them that the implications were lost on him. He just kept working. He wasn’t successful every time, which hurt him more than he liked to consider. Of course, most of those cases were borderline. He’d never know if it was that their bodies were too injured or if their wills to live just weren’t sufficient to endure the healing. He’d have to console himself with the knowledge that he’d done all he could for them. As the hours blurred together into days, though, Sen was surprised to find that he was gleaning new insights into alchemy. He didn’t know if it was his utter focus, the diversity of injuries, or some combination of factors, but he saw so many things he’d missed before. He saw ways to use metal qi-attributed ingredients to reinforce the fundamental structures of elixirs, so they’d be more stable. He saw how to connect water and fire qi-attributed ingredients, not simply as balancing agents, but at a more fundamental level that would let him temper them to work on injuries that might resist healing otherwise. The universe of alchemy opened before him like a map, and he followed its winding roads to places he might never have gone otherwise.

When the trance finally broke, Sen nearly collapsed in exhaustion. How long was I like that, he wondered. He looked around and saw that there were no new people to treat. There was, however, a mixed group of water and fire cultivators kneeling on the ground around him. When they saw that he was aware of his surroundings again, the group pressed their heads against the ground three times. Oh, that can’t be good, thought Sen.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

HEALERS AND LEGENDS
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Completely flummoxed by the outpouring of what Sen assumed was respect, he blurted the first thing that came to his mind.

“Why are you all kowtowing to me?”

The kneeling cultivators traded confused looks with each other before the slight healer that Sen had met before spoke up.

“We wished to honor the master alchemist.”

Sen snorted. “I’m no master alchemist.”

There were more startled looks and confused glances traded. The slight man spoke again.

“If not you, then who? I am considered a master alchemist, and I could not have done half of what you did. I don’t even understand how you did some of the things you did.”

Sen recalled Lo Meifeng telling him that he was setting his bar too high. He’d thought she was being snarky at the time. Maybe she’d just been talking to him, though. Still, he wasn’t a master, he didn’t think.

“My teacher is far more adept than I am,” he said, falling back on his best dodge.

A woman with pure white hair and youthful features piped up with a laugh. “Who is your teacher, Alchemy’s Handmaiden?”

“Who is that?” asked Sen.

“A myth,” said the slight man. “A supposed nascent soul cultivator named Ma Caihong.”

Sen blinked. “Oh. Then, yes. Alchemy’s Handmaiden is my teacher.”

The assembled cultivators burst into uproarious laughter that slowly choked off when they realized that Sen hadn’t even cracked a smile. The white-haired woman, whose face had gone nearly the same color as her hair, finally broke the silence.

“You met Ma Caihong? You actually traded words with her?”

“Yes. How else could she teach me?”

There was another moment of startled silence, then the white-haired woman stood, walked over to Sen, and dropped down to kowtow again.

“This unworthy Tong Yihan begs you to take her as a student. Any price you name, I will gladly pay it.”

That set off a chain reaction as the other cultivators realized that Tong Yihan had apparently stolen a march on them and put herself up as the front-runner in a race that none of them expected. There was an explosion of noise as the gathered cultivators tried to outshout each other and outbid each other. Gold, jewels, cultivation treasures, rare reagents, and even sexual favors were all thrown on the table as possible bribes. A little part of Sen realized that he could probably make a sizable fortune just for teaching these people some little bit of his, apparently, uncommon knowledge. The rest of him just wanted to flee, as far and as fast as possible to get away from these people. He tried to calm them, but most of them were no longer shouting or even looking directly at him. They were shouting at each other. Arguing over who had the most right to learn from him. A conversation he’d had with Auntie Caihong about how Uncle Kho wanted to avoid would-be students came to his mind. Now, he understood. Some people might like this kind of thing, but Sen hated it. He was preparing to simply fly away when a voice cut through the noise like a whip.

“Enough.”

Every head turned to look. Chan Yu Ming stood behind them, all but glowing with barely suppressed anger. The slight man seemed to remember his manners first and bowed.

“Chan Yu Ming, we were just…”

“You were just hounding a man who has worked without food or rest for the last three days. Leave him be.”

She never spoke the words or else but the hand resting not so subtly on the hilt of her jian did that work for her. The gathered healers, alchemists, and would-be students unhappily exited the little enclosed area, leaving Sen with Chan Yu Ming. He sagged in relief.

“Thank you,” he said with every ounce of sincerity in his soul.

“Small enough reward, I think, for a miracle worker.”

“Miracle worker?”

“Yes,” said Chan Yu Ming. “I heard the word miracle used without irony no less than five times in the last few days.”

Sen sniffed. “There were no miracles. Just alchemy.”

“First-order alchemy. The kind of alchemy you hear stories about. Not the kind of alchemy people actually do. Two of those people who just left nearly came to blows because they couldn’t agree on which of the impossible things they saw you do was more miraculous.”

“Nothing impossible happened. There were no miracles. It was just alchemy,” said Sen in a plaintive voice.

“Master swordsman. Master alchemist. I suppose next I’ll discover that you’re a spear master and a master diviner as well.”

Sen shook his head. “I know nothing of divination.”

“So, that spear you had wasn’t just for show?”

“It wasn’t.”

“Spear master,” she said like she was adding it to a list.

“I never said that,” objected Sen.

“How would you rate your spear work?”

“Adequate.”

“And how would you have rated your alchemy a week ago.”

Sen grimaced. “Adequate.”

“Spear master,” said Chan Yu Ming with bedrock certainty. “Anything else you’re merely adequate at?”

“Probably,” muttered Sen. “Does it matter?”

“I’m not sure, yet. Tell me, are you some secret prince that Feng Ming agreed to train?”

“If I were a secret prince, would you really expect me to tell you?”

“Yes,” she said. “They’re all proud fools, which it seems you are not. So, who are you? Where do you come from?”

Sen shook his head. “I’m no one. Literally no one. I came from a tiny town up north.”

Chan Yu Ming gave him a look of profound compassion and even a little pity. “You were no one. Whatever your original plans were, you are someone now. There will be no escaping it this side of the Mountains of Sorrow. You need to prepare for that. Those fools won’t be the last to seek you out, for knowledge, for training, or to cut down a legend.”

“I’m not a legend,” said Sen in a voice that only barely missed being a shout.

Chan Yu Ming weathered his anger with serene calm. “You weren’t a legend. Although, something tells me that wasn’t only half-true before you got here. Now, though, you will be. The man who stopped a sect war with one threat. The man who struck such fear into the elders that they took eternal oaths of peace. The alchemist who cures the incurable and saves the unsavable.”

Sen rolled his eyes. “You’re exaggerating.”

“Not by much, and less than other people will.”

Sen knew she was right. He just didn’t want her to be right. Looking for any way to take the focus off him, he turned the question back on her.

“You seem to know a lot about all of this. Who are you?”

For the first time, Chan Yu Ming hesitated. It was brief, but Sen noticed. Interesting, he thought. She doesn’t want me to know, or maybe she doesn’t want anyone to know.

“My family is…prominent,” she finally said. “So, I know a bit about how fame works.”

Sen rubbed his face with his hands. If he’d been less tired, he might have pursued the half-truth she’d just offered. As it was, he didn’t care enough to press her about it.

“You know what the worst part is? I never wanted any of this.”

Chan Yu Ming laughed at that. “No sane man would. What did you want?”

“I just wanted to learn about the world. Stand in the ocean. Climb a mountain. See a desert.”

“That’s all?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

“Not for most people. Maybe the world would be a kinder place if it were.”

“I doubt it,” said Sen, his mood growing sour.

“Why is that?”

“Because people are people.”

Sen half-expected her to ask him what he meant by that, but she simply nodded in understanding. A sharp realization highlighted for him just how tired he was because it should have occurred to him earlier.

“You said I’ve been at this for days. Is your sect still here?”

“No. Most of them are gone. We negotiated more time for you to finish your work with the most wounded. It seems that the fire cultivators have functioning consciences because they didn’t even really press for anything. Honestly, I think seeing my sect packing up and leaving was all they really cared about. A handful of healers and some people recovering from near-death injuries just aren’t that threatening.”

“No, I don’t suppose they would be,” said Sen absently. “One of the water cultivators I tried to help had bad steam burns. Did they make it? Are they still here?”

“I think so. Why?”

“I’d like to speak with them. Take a look at how they’re healing up. Burns are tricky at best.”

“I’ll get her,” said Chan Yu Ming.

“Her?”

“You didn’t know?”

“It didn’t matter at the time, but it was bad. I couldn’t tell.”

Chan Yu Ming got a pensive frown on her face but didn’t speak. She just slipped out of the enclosed area. A few minutes later someone came into the enclosed area. Sen glanced up and found himself looking at a hooded figure. They were shifting nervously like they wanted to run away.

“Please, come in.”

There was a bit more nervous shifting, but they eventually came closer and said, “Chan Yu Ming said I should come see you.”

Sen offered her a gentle smile. “Yes. What’s your name?”

“Han Ke Xin.”

“I’m Lu Sen.”

The figure started at that. Sen laughed a little.

“What? You didn’t think my parents named me Judgment’s Gale, did you?”

Something that might have been a laugh emitted from the depths of the hood. “I didn’t think about it.”

Sen asked her a few basic questions about her life, her family, and her time with the Clear Spring Sect. Anything to try to calm the young woman, and he was sure she was young from how she was acting. After ten minutes of small talk, Ke Xin seemed as relaxed as she was going to get. Sen finally launched into the heart of the matter.

“Burns are tricky to treat. It’s easy to get it wrong or miss something. I’d like to examine you to make sure that doesn’t happen here.”

The girl was silent for so long that Sen wondered if she was ever going to answer. When she did finally answer, it wasn’t what Sen expected.

“Can someone else do it?” she asked in a small voice.

Sen thought for a moment before he answered. “I suppose someone else could. Although, I know exactly what I used to treat you and how it was supposed to work. I’m probably the best person to do this. If you’re concerned that I’m not a good enough alchemist…”

“No! No. I heard them talking about you. They say you’re some kind of genius miracle worker.”

Sen throttled the urge to deny those claims. “Then, I don’t understand.”

“I don’t want you to see me like this.”

Sen stared at the hood for almost ten seconds before his tired mind finally made the connection. There was scarring. As a cultivator, unlike a mortal, her scars would eventually heal. Although, depending on how bad the scarring was, it could take decades. She thought he was attractive, so she didn’t want him to see her at what she probably assumed would be her worst. How do I get around this problem, he asked himself. She’s a little bit vain, apparently, so I’ll play to that.

“I can probably speed up the healing of the scarring, but I need to know what I’m dealing with first.”

That was met with a long silence before the girl reluctantly reached up and slid the hood back. The scarring was less severe than Sen had expected, so it wasn’t much effort to keep his face neutral and calm. When Sen didn’t visibly react to what he saw, some of the humming tension went out of the girl. He gently prodded the scars with his fingers and his qi. He also took the opportunity to look for signs of infections anywhere else in her body, of which there were mercifully none. He was also relieved that he thought he really could do some things to speed along the healing process. Of course, it was going to mean at least one more moment of discomfort for both of them.

He nodded. “I can help with this, but it’s best if I see the extent and severity of the scarring. It’s the only way to be sure that I make you enough of what you need.”

Sen could almost feel the misery radiating off the girl. He could make some educated guesses if she wasn’t willing, but he didn’t like guessing about these kinds of things. Auntie Caihong had always insisted that it was better to see the problem with your own eyes if you could. How he wished she’d never said that to him. Then, he could have spared this girl and himself. But she had said it to him, and if he was going to help Ke Xin, he wanted to do the best job he could. He didn’t push the issue. He let her ponder what she wanted to do while he started preparing his pot and ingredients for a little more work. After a while, he heard the rustle of fabric behind him. Then, Ke Xin called out in a voice that sounded stripped of all happiness.

“I’m ready.”

He turned around. The girl had her eyes squeezed shut. Sen frowned at that. He wondered if it somehow seemed better if she didn’t see him seeing her. Either way, he was quick about the examination. The scarring was as extensive as he’d thought, although much of her back and the backs of her legs had been spared. He spent less than a minute making mental notes before he walked back over to the pot.

“Thank you,” he said. “That was helpful.”

Ke Xin made a relieved noise and, based on the rustling, was putting her robes back on as fast as she could. Sen was already hard at work when she hesitantly stepped up close enough to see what he was doing.

“Can you really help?”

“I can,” he said. “It won’t be overnight, but I should be able to cut the time down to a few months, instead of a few decades.”

The girl swayed on her feet for a moment and Sen grabbed her arm. She took a deep breath. “A few months?”

“Might be a little more or little less, but something like that. You’re foundation formation, so I don’t want to push too hard with it. The medication will be potent as it is. If I make it any stronger, it could affect your cultivation.”

That possibility seemed to bring out the adult in the girl. “A few months is already a miracle. I don’t want to take chances with my cultivation.”

Sen sighed at the word miracle, but let it go. He spent the next few hours making an elixir and a salve that were meant to work together. They would interact with each other over time, breaking apart the scar tissue and encouraging her body to replace it with healthy flesh and skin. After handing them over and reiterating the instructions, he finally felt like he could rest. Then, he remembered, he didn’t even have a tent set up anywhere.

“Damn it,” he muttered.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

DON’T FORGET ABOUT THE KIDNAPPING
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The next week was a true test of Sen’s patience. While a few of the most severely injured water and fire cultivators needed a bit of additional attention, Sen spent most of his time trying to avoid people. He often went out on long trips into the valley that lasted for most of the day. They weren’t wasted trips. He put out a handful of fires and fully extinguished some smoldering coals that might have burst back into fire. He was also able to replace some of the ingredients and reagents he’d used up treating people. Although, the valley was so heavy in fire qi that he left behind a lot of plants and roots that he might otherwise have taken. It wasn’t that those fire-attributed plants and roots weren’t useful, they just weren’t useful for what he typically used them for. He’d only taken a small sampling of them to sell off later to other alchemists who could use them for pill creation.

As often as not, he’d just find some scenic spot and cultivate for a time in peace. His own natural affinity for fire qi made cultivating in the valley easy for him. Unlike when he’d been traveling by sea, there was enough of the other kinds of environmental qi in the area that he could keep things in the not-quite balance he maintained in his dantian. A few times, Chan Yu Ming invited herself along for these excursions. He could tell that she was intensely curious about what he was doing out away from the fire cultivators’ compound, and he was curious about her, so he didn’t object. Both of them were vaguely disappointed. If he wanted to discuss cultivation, she was happy to speak to him at length about water cultivation. When it came to herself and her past, though, Chan Yu Ming was very tight-lipped. All he managed to get out of her was a confirmation that her parents still lived and that she had several siblings. For her part, she seemed perplexed that he was spending his time gathering plants and cultivating. Sen wondered if she thought he was out there developing some new technique.

All of it was a stall, though. He could only avoid people and an awkward conversation he didn’t really want to have for so long. At the end of the week, the water cultivators were all healthy enough to travel and defend themselves if necessary. A small group of fire cultivators tasked with guarding the water cultivators watched from a distance while Sen went to see them off. Several of the healers in the group made a final attempt to convince him to become their teacher. The white-haired healer, Tong Yihan, had been particularly single-minded in her quest to become his student. He pushed off their insistent requests for an answer with vague statements about considering the matter in the fullness of time or equally cryptic words. It wasn’t that he was opposed to teaching, in principle. He just had doubts. He doubted his ability to teach the things he knew. So much of what he did relied on a kind of intuition and that wasn’t something he believed could be codified. He had doubts about staying anywhere long enough to provide instruction of any real value. To teach anything he considered useful, he’d likely have to commit to several months, and he hadn’t chosen to stay anywhere for that long since leaving the mountain.

He shook those concerns off as he approached Chan Yu Ming. She, it seemed, had been left in charge of getting the remaining water cultivators home. He hung back as she issued orders. When the last of the small flock of cultivators had been set their tasks, she walked over to him and spoke in a quiet voice.

“Save me.”

“How could this mere wandering cultivator save the mighty Chan Yu Ming of the Clear Spring Sect?”

“Kidnapping springs to mind as an option,” said Chan Yu Ming. “You could steal me away.”

“If I steal something, I usually keep it. Would you like me to keep you?”

The water cultivator’s cheeks went bright pink, but she looked him straight in the eye and said, “Yes.”

Sen had meant the comment as a teasing joke. So, her blunt answer left him flat-footed and blushing. An outcome that seemed to delight the woman.

“What?” he asked, feeling slightly annoyed and off balance.

“You’re so self-possessed. I wondered if you even could be caught off guard.”

Sen rolled his eyes. “Everyone can be caught off guard if you come at them from the right angle.”

“I guess that’s true,” agreed Chan Yu Ming.

Sen openly eyed the woman up and down with considering eyes. She noticed and straightened up a little, her hands smoothing her robes and hair.

“So,” said Sen in a thoughtful tone, “about this kidnapping. Should I just throw you over my shoulder and fly us away right now?”

Sen was amused to note that she actually seemed to think about it. Then, she shook her head with a disappointed sigh.

“It’s tempting. So tempting,” she said, giving a baleful look at the disorganized, bickering flock of water cultivators. “But someone has to get them back to the sect.”

“Fair enough. Duty before dubious pleasure.”

“There won’t be anything dubious about it,” said Chan Yu Ming.

“You never know. I might turn out to be a crushing disappointment.”

It was Chan Yu Ming’s turn to look him up and down. With a little twinkle in her eye, she said, “Somehow, I doubt it. You should visit the Clear Springs Sect after you finish, well, whatever it was you came here to do.”

Sen frowned at the reminder of that awkward conversation he needed to have with Lo Meifeng. Chan Yu Ming caught the change in his demeanor.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“It’s not you. Really. It turns out that the reasons I thought I came here may not have been the real reasons.”

“Oh,” said Chan Yu Ming. “That’s never good.”

“Indeed. Still,” said Sen, deliberately changing the subject, “I’m not sure how welcome I’d be at the Clear Spring Sect.”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll deal with any complainers.”

Sen glanced at the woman but decided not to ask. “In that case, I expect I’ll be along before too long. I came here to learn some things, and I’d still like to make that happen. After that, though, I’d be happy to learn some useful things about water cultivation.”

“And kidnapping. Don’t forget about the kidnapping.”

Sen smiled. “And kidnapping.”

With an unhappy noise, Chan Yu Ming turned to Sen and offered him a bow. “I can’t put this off any longer or I’ll never get them moving. It was very interesting to meet you, Lu Sen.”

Sen returned the bow. “Travel safely, Chan Yu Ming. I expect you healthy and whole for your abduction.”

Giving him a big smile, Chan Yu Ming walked over to the water cultivators and started herding them toward the edge of the valley. Sen watched them for a time before his expression turned grim. He turned his eyes to the fire cultivator compound and all the things waiting for him there that he’d rather avoid. Much as he might want to, though, he couldn’t put it off forever. Can’t I, though, he thought. For a moment, he considered just leaving. Lo Meifeng was where she wanted to be. As far as he could tell, she was safe here now. He could just go. It would be nothing to catch up to Chan Yu Ming and her water cultivators. She would welcome him with open arms. It would be so much easier. Except, it wouldn’t be in the long run. Lo Meifeng would no doubt come chasing after him out of fear of Master Feng. And it was entirely possible Master Feng would show up here looking for him. While the elder cultivator would probably just be amused that Sen had moved on again, Sen had things he wanted to discuss with the man. Having spent some time in the world, he had a whole list of things he should have asked about but never did.

So, no, as tempting as simply walking out of the valley might be, it wasn’t a practical option. He could just keep avoiding Lo Meifeng and the compound. He had all the gear and food he needed to set up camp somewhere in the valley, but that wasn’t practical either. While it would spare him a lot of frustrations, it wouldn’t let him learn the things he’d come here to learn. If he wanted to learn, and he did want to learn, that meant spending time in the compound. It would also mean fending off all of the healers and alchemists. He supposed that was a price he’d just have to pay. If he let things stand as they were, though, it would also mean steering clear of Lo Meifeng all the time. It had been tedious avoiding her when he wasn’t in the compound all the time. It would be a constant chore if he was there full-time. Shaking his head, Sen accepted the inevitable. They just needed to have it out and be done with it. After that, they might part ways or they might not. It would depend a lot on how she answered his questions.

Resigned to the idea that getting what he wanted also meant doing things he didn’t want to do, Sen set off for the compound. The guards at the gate looked like they wanted to say something to him, but they ultimately just let him pass. They probably figured that bothering him was a good way to get some other, more unpleasant task than guard duty. He’d been assigned a room in the compound but hadn’t spent more than a few hours in it. He wasn’t even sure he could find his way back to it unassisted. That wasn’t his ultimate destination, though. He spent several hours asking around before someone was finally able to direct him to Lo Meifeng’s location. He found himself in a quiet little garden away from the main activity in the compound. Lo Meifeng was talking with a tall man. He didn’t even need an introduction to know it was her brother. The resemblance was very strong. If not for the difference in height and gender, they might have been twins. It was also clear that the conversation the siblings were having was a tense one. As soon as Lo Meifeng saw Sen, she abruptly stopped talking. Her brother gave her a perplexed look before he noticed Sen.

Sen debated whether to approach, but it seemed that whatever conversation the two had been having was over for the moment. As he walked closer, both Lo Meifeng and her brother composed themselves. Sen inclined his head to Lo Meifeng, before offering her brother a bow.

“I am Lu Sen,” he offered by way of introduction.

The man seemed to debate what to do before he also bowed. “I am Lo Baihu. Please forgive my rudeness, but I have many duties that I must attend to.”

Sen recognized that the man was looking for a reason to leave. What Sen couldn’t figure out was if Lo Baihu wanted to get away from him or from Lo Meifeng. He nodded in understanding.

“Of course. I wouldn’t want to keep you from your duties.”

At that, the man quickly walked away. Lo Meifeng watched him leave and then let out a breath.

“You have terrible timing,” she complained.

“I gave you a week,” he said in a rigidly neutral tone.

Lo Meifeng winced a little at the tone and nodded. “You did. So, is it time for Judgment’s Gale to sit in judgment of me?”

Sen thought about how to answer for a long moment before he said, “Yes.”


CHAPTER FIFTY

SECT PERSPECTIVE
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Wu Meng Yao had never considered herself a coward. She had fought spirit beasts and rogue cultivators without hesitation. She had endured the pains of advancement and tribulations. She had held firm on the path of cultivation where so many others hesitated, broke, or failed. Yet, every day, the idea that she was a coward weighed her down a little more. Not a coward of the body, but something far worse, far more reprehensible. She feared that she was a coward of the soul. And all it had taken to plant that seed of doubt inside of her was a look of hurt on the face of a man she barely knew. He had, in the end, tried to be her friend. She had told him that he frightened her.

That much was true. Lu Sen or Judgment’s Gale or whatever name he decided to go by these days did frighten her. He was too powerful by far for anyone at his stage of cultivation. It wasn’t just that he could wield multiple types of qi like it was nothing at all, which had been a shock all on its own. The sheer amount of qi he could wield and the depths of his reserves simply defied belief. The man had stood off a spirit beast tide and, if the aftermath was any indication, had killed a truly staggering number of those spirit beasts…by himself. She had seen the burned-out and blasted ruins of that town, along with the shredded corpses of the spirit beasts. She had seen them with her own eyes and could barely credit it. That alone would have been enough for most people, but that wasn’t what had truly frightened her.

Looking back, she could see that it had been the incident with Changpu that had driven the icy blade of fear into her heart. She could remember the expression on Lu Sen’s face with perfect clarity, as though it had been seared into her eyes. That look of calm, detached, absolute certainty in his own rightness as he cut off Changpu’s arm was the moment when he went from object of curiosity to object of terror. He hadn’t looked like a young man in that awful moment. He had looked ancient, remote, and terrible. Then, the casual indifference with which he had thrown Song Ling the pill, that impossible pill, that dragged Changpu back from the shores of death. It made Lu Sen seem like some kind of mercurial god masquerading as a man. In her mind, she knew that he was just a man. She had seen him injured. She had seen him bleed. In her mind, she knew that it was true, but not in her heart. Then, there was the incident at the brothel. If she hadn’t been frightened before, she was in a lot of company being frightened after that.

That was why she had rejected his overtures of friendship. That was why she had said nothing when Changpu left the sect, vowing vengeance if it took a thousand lifetimes. If only she had known then what she knew now. Her life in the sect had been transformed almost entirely on his word. He had told Elder Deng, Elder Deng of all people, that her honor could be trusted. Oh, how her shame had burned inside of her when she learned that. With those words, she had been brought to the attention of the second most powerful person in the sect. And where Elder Deng’s attention went, everyone’s attention went. Opportunities she could have never dreamed of before were presented to her on an almost weekly basis. With those words, she had been trusted with a personal student. A student who possessed an almost fanatical drive to learn and succeed. With those words, Lu Sen had changed her life. His reward for that spontaneous act of kindness and implicit endorsement of her worthiness? Her fear.

What she wouldn’t give to have that moment back, to be able to do it over again. But that was the stuff of children’s stories. She couldn’t have that moment back to do again. Yet, what had she done to rectify that cowardice? Nothing. If I was sincere in my shame, I would find him, she thought. I would find him and set right what I put wrong. Of course, she also knew that he was effectively in hiding after having, somehow, turned nascent soul cultivators loose on the demonic cabal he had exposed. A genuine reason to fear him, she thought. What kind of man could simply summon nascent soul cultivators, even for something as important as destroying demonic cultivators? Still, the entire cabal had been all but obliterated by all accounts. It was possible that Lu Sen might have finally surfaced somewhere. If he had, she could find him. Plus, Elder Deng had hinted that it might be time for her to take a journey somewhere. Travel could drive cultivation in ways nothing else would. Wu Meng Yao nodded to herself. Yes, it was high time that she traveled.
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Shen Mingxia was happy. In fact, she was the happiest she had ever been in the sect, save perhaps that first day when she’d been granted membership. What a difference a year could make. Before, there had been Han Jun, with his wandering hands and his expectations. A man who taught nothing save how to avoid his line of sight, at least if you valued your virtue. Those had been dark days, indeed, and Shen Mingxia had often considered leaving the sect to find another sect somewhere else. Yet, her family was here. Yes, she would likely outlive them all, but that was long decades into the future. If she left, she wouldn’t get to see her brother or her sister grow up, marry, or even become cultivators themselves. She would have missed everything. So, she stayed. She endured. She clung to honor because it was the only pillar she had. Looking back, she knew that, if things had continued on as they were, it would have broken her. It wouldn’t have happened all at once, but inch by insidious inch.

Of course, Han Jun had decided to punish her for not warming his bed by sending her out to die. Then, the killing had started. She still had nightmares about that night sometimes. Yet, she had been spared. She knew, in general, why she had been spared. That man who had seemed to her like nothing more than a ruthless killing machine had needed a message sent. That explained why he spared someone. But she’d never gotten a clear answer about why he had chosen to spare her. Had it been simple luck? She might never know. Then, he’d saved her, which had been something else entirely. Sparing her had been nothing. Saving her had required a choice. A choice he’d made twice, and she didn’t know why he’d done that either. It certainly hadn’t gained him anything in the moment.

For such actions, he could have demanded just about anything from her, anything at all, and she would have been honor bound to try to see it through in repayment of the life debt she owed him. Someone like Han Jun would have made sexual demands of her, as would have so many others. Some would have demanded that she acquire some impossible prize for them. Him? For his largesse, he said she owed him dinner. Dinner. As if her life was such a petty thing that dinner could be enough. Yet, she hadn’t even managed to make good on that meal, which bothered her more than she’d like to admit. Still, in one evening, he had saved her life and released her from the clutches of Han Jun, a gift that nothing short of his death would have accomplished. In many ways, she felt more indebted to the complicated, strange wandering cultivator for that than for her life.

The greatest gift he had bestowed on her, though, was Wu Meng Yao. She finally had a real teacher. One who was kind, talented, and wise. One who shared her knowledge freely and corrected mistakes firmly but without malice. Shen Mingxia had grown in leaps and bounds with Wu Meng Yao as her guide. How the wandering cultivator had known, how he could have seen so deeply into her to understand the kind of teacher she needed, she would likely also never know. All she knew was that, should she ever meet Judgment’s Gale again, she would kowtow to him a hundred times in thanks if he would let her. She’d also buy him that damn dinner.
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Elder Deng listened to the latest reports from the outside world. There had been a time, glorious centuries, when he had not concerned himself with the outside world save for when war had threatened to topple their city. All of that had changed with the coming of that boy. How Elder Deng had wanted to curse that boy and lay the blame for all of the subsequent chaos at his feet. The elder was honest enough to recognize that some tiny little piece of him truly did blame the boy and resent him. The rest of him, though, the wiser parts of him, knew that was unjust and unworthy of the principles of the Soaring Skies Sect. After all, the boy had not created the corruption in the sect, merely exposed it.

And there had been corruption. They had ultimately found not one, but two other fully-fledged demonic cultivators hiding in the sect. People that Elder Deng might otherwise have thought committed members of this ancient place. Their discovery had merely uncovered the peak of the mountain. Day by day, week by week, abuse after abuse had been discovered. Some sect members had been cast out. Some had been executed. The demonic cultivators had done their work well, slowly hollowing out everything that once made the Soaring Skies Sect the pinnacle of honor. That honor still lived. He saw that in Wu Meng Yao, who the boy had brought to his attention. He saw it in her student, Shen Mingxia, who had refused to attack one who had spared her, very nearly at the cost of her life. Yes, their honor lived, but it had been tarnished. Only time and unrelenting effort would let them buff away that corrosion and return their honor to its previous luster.

Unfortunately, Elder Deng could no longer comfortably look only inward at the sect. That inward focus and his unfounded faith in their honor had let demonic cultivators take root. It let promising students be compromised with poor teaching, false doctrine, or more basic assaults. Now, he turned his eyes and ears to the world beyond the walls of the sect. He listened for word of demonic cultivators. That news was almost always a small joy because the boy had unleashed an apocalypse on those fiends in the form of Fate’s Razor, Alchemy’s Handmaiden, and the Living Spear. When news of demonic cultivators came in, it was almost always a report of their brutal deaths.

Yet, he also listened for news of the boy. Of that, there had been none for nearly half a year. He feared that the boy might well be dead. Although, word was that he had carved a path of destruction through the demonic cultivators and their servants first. Still, death would be a poor reward for exposing such filth. He had also been hearing troubling news of large, unprovoked spirit beast attacks on towns and villages. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. Spirit beasts were usually predictable, at least the ones that chose to occupy lands near to civilization were. He feared changes in that status quo could only prove an ill omen. Frowning at that thought, he resolved to send out people to investigate. If something had changed with the spirit beasts, he needed to know.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
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It wasn’t much of a conversation at first, as Sen laid out the reasons why he was angry with Lo Meifeng. She tried to justify a few things at first, but Sen just asked her to wait, assuring her that questions were coming. She reluctantly fell silent after that and simply endured his words. Words that he delivered with an almost mechanical precision and blank tone of voice. Once he finished with that, he was silent for a time as he weighed which questions really mattered and which ones would just be him venting his anger on her. She knew he was angry, so there was no point in driving home a point that had already been driven home. Sen had thought he’d been ready for this conversation. He’d believed he had already decided on all the questions he’d ask, but the reality was different than he’d imagined. He hadn’t anticipated how pale Lo Meifeng would look or the obvious effort it took her to remain silent. He also hadn’t anticipated how his own anger would cloud everything and make him want to lash out at her.

Sen dug deep and leaned hard on the discipline he’d built over the years. He leashed that anger and dragged it into a back corner of his mind, where it could snarl and screech but not drive him to act without thought. He didn’t look directly at Lo Meifeng, because that seemed to make his anger worse. He looked out at the quiet little garden, seeking solace and calm in nature. When he felt he’d ordered his thoughts and emotions enough, he asked his first question. It was probably the most important question, objectively, even if it wasn’t the one that he cared the most about.

“Why did you lie to me about why you wanted to come here?”

“I didn’t lie,” said Lo Meifeng with an explosion of breath. “Nothing I said to you about coming here was untrue. It is out of the way. There is an order of fire cultivators here. We can learn things from them.”

“I recognize all of that,” said Sen coldly, “which is why we’re having a conversation about this and not a duel.”

That brought Lo Meifeng up short. It seemed that possibility hadn’t occurred to her. Maybe she’d underestimated Sen’s anger, or maybe she’d assumed that their relationship would prevent it. The very idea of it seemed to drain the bravado out of the front she was trying to put up. She had seen Sen fight, up close and personal, and she knew what he could really do if he decided to. That knowledge gave her an advantage over other potential opponents but also gave her perspective. While a duel between people at their respective levels of advancement would normally be an automatic win for Lo Meifeng, Sen could see the truth in her face. She recognized that her odds of survival in that kind of direct confrontation were fifty-fifty, at best. Not even that good if Sen used all the tricks in his bag. She swallowed hard.

“Then, I—” she started, “I appreciate your restraint.”

“Yeah, sure, you’re welcome,” said Sen in a very tired voice. “The point still stands. Why did you lie to me about why you wanted to come here?”

“Because I didn’t think it was your business. Because I didn’t think it would matter. It didn’t have anything to do with you.”

“Of course, it had something to do with me,” growled Sen. “Did it ever occur to you that he might send people out to attack us?”

“Baihu would never do that!”

“How would you know? You haven’t seen the man in a century. You assumed he wouldn’t based on hundred-year-old memories.”

Lo Meifeng had no answer for that.

“Look,” said Sen through gritted teeth. “I’m not saying I needed every sordid detail of your family fight. That really isn’t my business. That your brother was here and that you had a falling out was my business because they mattered to my safety.”

Lo Meifeng seemed to struggle with herself before she said, “I know. I know. I should have told you. It’s just embarrassing. A hundred years without speaking. Who does that?”

Sen snorted. “You, apparently.”

Lo Meifeng glared at him. “Not funny.”

Sen glanced at her. “It’s a little funny.”

Lo Meifeng rolled her eyes, then took a deep breath. “I assume that’s not your only question.”

Sen did look directly at Lo Meifeng then. “It is not.”

The woman seemed to wilt under that gaze, but she nodded. “Let’s have it.”

“There was a moment when you could have chosen to stay out of that battle altogether,” said Sen, and he saw Lo Meifeng flinch. “Instead, you raced headlong into it. You know me well enough to know that I wasn’t just going to sit idly by while you fought for your life. You also knew I wanted no part of that fight. You knew I’d hate the killing. You forced my hand anyway. I want to know why.”

Lo Meifeng didn’t have an immediate answer for that one. Sen could almost see her trying to arrange what she’d say into the least inflammatory version of the answer she could give. Then, he saw her resignation when she seemingly realized that there was no best version of the answer. No version of the answer that was going to make Sen just nod and agree that it had been necessary. She took a deep breath and plunged forward.

“I needed to get to my brother. I wasn’t sure I could make it by myself. I needed what you could do, and I needed it on that battlefield.”

Sen wasn’t as surprised by that answer as he imagined Lo Meifeng thought he’d be. It was the answer he’d been expecting. It didn’t hurt less hearing it, but it wasn’t shocking. He nodded.

“So, you used me. Endangered my life. Pushed me into a situation where I’d have to kill people that I had no conflict with, just to get what you wanted.”

“He’s my brother,” she said.

Even Sen could tell that there were a million other things wrapped up in those simple words. No doubt, she was thinking of a thousand shared childhood memories. Maybe she was thinking of images of a little boy that she remembered fondly, time spent with parents, or playing games. It was a bond that Sen knew that he knew nothing about. He didn’t have the context to gauge the kind of pressure that kind of relationship put on a person. Yet, it didn’t change the fact that she had valued the life of a relative stranger over his. Not that Sen was blameless in all of it. He could have turned around and walked away at any point. He should have if he was being honest with himself. He wanted to dump all of the responsibility on Lo Meifeng for what happened, but he’d made choices out on that field. They had felt necessary at the time. Once he was in the thick of the fight, it would have been a lot harder to walk away without doing the kind of things he didn’t want to do in very public settings. In the end, he’d probably even saved more lives than he took, but he’d had no business on that battlefield in the first place. He knew that, and so did Lo Meifeng.

“I can’t drop all of the responsibility on you, much as I’d like to. I stayed on that battlefield of my own free will. But we both know you used what you knew about me, the kind of person I am, to get me into that fight. That manipulation is all on you.”

Lo Meifeng stared at the ground for a moment before she nodded. “I know. I did manipulate you.”

Sen eyed her. “Not going to say that you’re sorry?”

She shook her head. “It wouldn’t be honest. I’m not sorry I dragged you into it. It was probably the best thing that could have happened for everyone involved. Everyone except you. I’m sorry it caused you pain, but I’m not sorry I did it.”

Sen let that sit for a while before he asked his next question.

“Let’s take Master Feng out of the equation. Let’s say that we were just two people who knew each other. If I had deliberately, knowingly, lied to you, manipulated you, and pushed you into a fight you didn’t want, what would your response be? What would you do in that situation?”

The silence after that question stretched out for almost five minutes. Sen had a pretty solid idea of what the answer was going to be, so he gave her as much time as she needed. When she did finally answer, her face was a brittle mask of indifference.

“All other things being equal, if you had done to me what I did to you, I would murder you.”

Sen nodded. “I thought it would be something like that.”

Then, he stood up from where he’d been sitting and started walking back toward the compound. He’d only taken a few steps when Lo Meifeng called after him.

“So, is that it? Should I expect a dagger in the night? We both know you can do it.”

Sen paused and turned to face Lo Meifeng. “I think, right now, that you should be enormously grateful that I’m not more like you. No, I’m not going to murder you in your sleep. I owe you too much for that. I just haven’t figured out what I should do about you. I can’t trust you not to do something like this again, but I also can’t send you away. So, I need to think for a while.”

Sen was a little surprised to see a moment of hurt cross Lo Meifeng’s face when he said he couldn’t trust her. That look was fast replaced with a look of grim, resigned acceptance. Minimally, she’d burned whatever bridge of trust that had been between them. That destruction had taken a lot of the connections of friendship and loyalty he’d felt toward her with it. Sen could even, vaguely, understand why she’d done it. But it would be a long, long time before he’d ever extend her the same kind of trust that she’d enjoyed from him before that battle. It might never happen again, and that made for a very complicated working relationship. What he needed to decide was what role, if any, he was going to let her play in his life after this.

Lo Meifeng looked to be groping for words before she finally just nodded and said, “I understand.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

SWORD LESSONS
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Sen was in a bad mood when he left that garden. Nothing had happened that he hadn’t expected, not really, but the whole thing was just a massive frustration for him. He’d thought that he and Lo Meifeng had made progress. His knee-jerk reaction was to say that they hadn’t made any progress at all because that would let him just write her off completely. But he couldn’t quite sell himself on that idea. They had built something like a friendship. It seemed that he’d just overestimated how much she valued it. He pushed that whole situation to the back of his mind. He wasn’t going to solve it in his present frame of mind. He’d never solved much of anything when he just wanted to find something to break. He needed some kind of distraction, so he went looking for one.

He found that distraction in a courtyard where some of the younger fire cultivators, or so Sen assumed based on their questionable skill, were sparring with practice jian. He hung back and simply watched them all for a while. There was the usual divide between those who simply knew more and less. There was also the divide between those who were more talented and those who would only advance through sheer, stubborn determination to improve. Sen felt a lot more empathy for that second group. He was one of them. The only real difference between them and him was that he’d been taught by a true master, which they seemingly had not, and he had practiced a lot more than they had. After he’d been watching for most of an hour and had cataloged a whole litany of martial sins, someone came over and leaned against the wall next to him.

“Sad, isn’t it?” the newcomer asked.

Sen looked over at the man. He looked like he was in his late twenties and leaned to the heavier slab muscle that Sen associated with hard physical labor more than cultivation. The man looked like he hadn’t shaved in a few days, but Sen couldn’t decide if the man was just lazy or trying to make some kind of fashion statement. He wasn’t armed that Sen could see, but that didn’t mean much in a world of storage treasures. Sen barely looked armed, and he had a small arsenal in his storage ring. He didn’t really feel like talking to the man, but he had been looking for a distraction. It would do.

“What’s sad?” Sen asked.

“The state of their skill with a jian.”

Sen shrugged. It wasn’t his place to criticize. It was one thing to observe where correction could be made, and something else entirely to give voice to those thoughts. The first was more an exercise for his benefit. The second was an invitation to a challenge, and he’d had more than enough violence for the time being. Plus, he had no idea who the man was. He could be their instructor for all Sen knew.

“You don’t agree?” asked the man.

“I have no opinion,” said Sen.

“A sword genius like you has no opinion about student sword work?”

“I’m no sword genius.”

“The hells you’re not. You fought Chan Yu Ming and won. She’s a sword genius, which pretty much makes you one by default.”

“Maybe you’re just setting the bar too low.”

The man was quiet for a moment before he threw his head back and laughed. “So, you’re really not going to tell me what you think of them.”

“It seems unlikely. I’m not looking for challenges, duels of honor, or violence of any kind. Offering that kind of opinion seems almost guaranteed to cause at least one of those. After all, I am a mere guest here.”

“Guest? Who in the world told you that nonsense?”

Sen frowned at the man. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“You parked a swirling mass of fiery death in the sky that was so big it blotted out the sun. We’re fire cultivators. You could say that we were all impressed, if you’re generous, or humbled, if you’re not. The only kind of guest that you are is a guest elder. Besides, after that display with Chan Yu Ming, do you think anyone here is really in a hurry to start an argument?”

“People are stupid sometimes.”

That made the man pause for a moment with a thoughtful look on his face. “Well, I can’t really argue that point. People can be morons, but I think you’re safe from that for at least another week.”

“That’s helpful to know. Thank you. Everyone here knows me, it seems, but you haven’t introduced yourself.”

“Shi Ping.”

“Nice to meet you,” said Sen, and then gave the man a meaningful look. “What is your role here, Shi Ping?”

The muscular man sighed. “I never was good at being subtle. I’m one of the martial instructors.”

“Do you teach the jian, by chance?”

The man offered Sen a guileless grin. “I do.”

“So, why try to get me to criticize your training?”

“Isn’t it obvious? I’m lousy at it. I don’t mean using a jian. I’m actually pretty good at that. But doing and teaching are different. I don’t need to explain things to myself while I’m using one. I can rely on intuition and experience. You can’t do that when you teach.”

Sen nodded. He had very little experience with teaching, but he remembered the extraordinary patience that Master Feng, Uncle Kho, and Auntie Caihong had shown him. He wasn’t sure that he could keep that up for years on end the way that they had. He wasn’t even sure he could keep up that kind of patience for a few weeks. Yet another reason he was in no great hurry to take on alchemy students. Of course, his teachers had all been consummate masters of their respective crafts with deep insights into all aspects of the jian, alchemy, spear, and formations.

“Surely the other elders are aware of all of this. Why don’t they simply select another instructor?”

“Who? True sword geniuses are rare fruit my disgustingly talented friend. There are a handful of others in the sect who are better with a jian than I am, but they aren’t better teachers.”

Sen finally understood. It wasn’t a problem with a lack of jian talent in the sect, but a skill gap in terms of actually teaching. Perhaps Sen had been blessed with unusually talented teachers. Or maybe all those thousands of years let them refine their teaching skills. Sen glanced at the hopeful face of Shi Ping and relented.

“There’s a lot of individual problems with the students, but I suppose that’s to be expected. Everyone will have their own strengths and weaknesses. In general, though, they’re all struggling with sloppy form. This isn’t the style I use, but I can see how it’s supposed to look. That,” he said, waving a hand in the general direction of the students, “isn’t what it should look like.”

Shi Ping gave Sen a big, toothy grin and gently punched him in the arm with a meaty fist. “I knew a genius like you would know what was wrong. I don’t suppose you’d care to help out for an hour or two? You know, just to put the kids on the right track.”

“I’m not going to find out after I’ve helped that you’re incredibly lazy and always looking for ways to shirk your responsibilities, am I?”

The big man pressed a hand to his chest. “Of course, you’re going to find that out. But even I know that getting this right is important. It’s not like getting out of cooking. This is life or death information for them. Maybe not right now, but someday.”

Sen was a bit amused at the man’s completely unashamed admission of his own laziness, but he also heard the sincerity in the man’s voice. While Sen wasn’t enthusiastic about playing guest teacher, he supposed that it wouldn’t hurt to offer the kids a few basic pointers. If nothing else, he thought he could show them approximately what their form should look like. That would have to be helpful, wouldn’t it? Sen nodded to the man.

“Alright. I suppose I can help. I am a guest elder, after all.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Shi Ping, clapping Sen on the shoulder. “Let’s go meet the kids.”

Sen let himself be led over to where the young men and women were standing. It didn’t take long before there were about a dozen slack-jawed, wide-eyed kids staring at Sen. Yeah, he thought, this isn’t uncomfortable at all. Shi Ping clapped his hands together with an ear-splitting crack. The kids all jumped at the unexpected noise, and then immediately began shouting questions.

“Silence,” bellowed Shi Ping. “Guest elder…”

Shi Ping shot Sen a startled glance, realizing he’d never gotten Sen’s actual name.

“Lu Sen,” supplied Sen.

“Guest Elder Lu Sen has graciously agreed to participate in today’s class and provide all of you with sparkling wisdom and insight that none of you has earned.”

Sen glanced at the man but saw he was grinning at the kids with a cheerful gleam in his eyes. A look at the kids showed that they were clearly in on the joke, as they quietly snickered. Then, Shi Ping’s face went dead serious.

“I expect all of you to pay attention. Opportunities like this don’t come along very often. Make the most of it.”

The young women and men all looked a bit startled at Shi Ping’s seriousness, but then turned attentive gazes on Sen. Sen offered them a shallow martial bow, and they returned much deeper ones. He thought about how he should begin. He glanced over at the rack of practice jian and with a negligent gesture and application of air qi, summoned one of the practice blades to his hand. After that, every eye was glued to him, including Shi Ping’s.

“Your style is not my style,” said Sen, “but I feel that I should at least make the attempt at your basic form to show that I, as you, can always learn something new.”

With that, Sen fell into the first stance of their form. He let his body move once through the form slowly, seeing what felt right and where he’d misjudged something. Having worked out most of the idiosyncrasies, he started over. The second time through, it flowed. It wasn’t as bluntly aggressive as Master Feng’s style, or as deviously complicated as Auntie Caihong’s. It was straightforward. Ideal, really, for young students. He let the motions carry him, unconsciously refining the form as he went, making on-the-spot improvements that he intuitively understood should have been there, and probably had been in the original version. When he completed the form, he turned to look at the students. One of them, one of the more naturally gifted students, looked like he’d been hit in the head or had a divine revelation. Sen kept expecting to see heavenly qi descend on the boy. The rest just looked awed. Even Shi Ping had a wide-eyed expression.

“Strength, speed, and control. These are the fundamental building blocks of excellent swordsmanship. Some of you have strength, others have speed, but most of you lack control. You wish to rush ahead. But when you rush, you turn this,” he executed a thrust into a practice dummy that made the inanimate figure explode, “into this,” he executed the same thrust at another dummy only to have the thrust turned aside. “The first can save your life. The second can cost your life. Do you all wish to live?”

There was a moment of hesitation, then the students shouted in unison, “Yes, Elder Lu!”

“Then, let us begin.”

What Sen had meant to be a brief hour or two of casually helping out, turned into a four-hour extended lesson. Shi Ping abandoned any pretense that he was teaching and placed himself with the other students. Sen made a point to work with each student one-on-one for a few minutes. In most cases, he corrected what he’d seen as their most pressing problem or gave them individual advice about how they could correct it. He even, half as a joke, pulled Shi Ping aside, only to find himself giving the man real tips on improving. When the students looked like they were all ready to fall asleep on their feet, Sen called the class to a close. It was only then that he really noticed that every inch of spare space was filled with fire cultivators, young and old. He even spotted Lo Meifeng trying to hide in the back. He could see her expression, though, like he was someone she didn’t even recognize. As a reminder, he posed the class a question.

“What are the fundamental building blocks of good swordsmanship?”

As one, the students shouted. “Strength! Speed! Control!”

“Very good,” said Sen, giving them a shallow bow. “I think that’s enough for today.”

The students all offered bows of their own. Some of them staggered over to return their practice blades, while some stood with a classmate and had an animated discussion. Shi Ping walked over to Sen and shook his head a little.

“That was,” the man said, “I don’t even know.”

“Extraordinary,” said a voice from behind Sen. “The word you are looking for, Elder Shi, is extraordinary.”

Sen turned around and found himself face-to-face with a woman who could look him right in the eye. Her hair was iron gray, but the skin on her face was oddly smooth. Sen could feel the power in her. She was a nascent soul cultivator. Not as powerful as Sen’s own teachers, but far above him. Sen lifted an eyebrow, unsure what to make of the woman, until he heard a collective gasp, and saw everyone drop to their knees and press their foreheads to the ground. What is happening, he wondered.

“I am Duan Yuxuan, Matriarch of the Order of the Celestial Flame.”

Aware that he’d missed his opportunity to kowtow with everyone else, Sen offered the matriarch a deep bow. Almost as deep as the one he’d give Master Feng.

“I am…” he began, but the matriarch gently cut him off.

“Oh, I am aware of your identity, Judgment’s Gale. Please, come with me. There are matters I wish to discuss with you.”

Recognizing the order for what it was, Sen fell in behind the matriarch.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

MATRIARCH
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For all that the pair of them could have probably flown wherever they wanted in the compound, Duan Yuxuan led them through the place on foot. Everywhere they went, there was more kowtowing. The only exceptions were a few peak core cultivators that Sen assumed were highly positioned in the order. They merely offered incredibly deep bows as the matriarch passed. It was very uncomfortable for Sen to watch, even if he wasn’t the object of all that bowing and scraping. The matriarch took it all in with serene grace, occasionally offering a few words to some favored disciple or order member. Eventually, finally, they reached what Sen assumed was the woman’s office. As soon as the door was closed, Sen let out a relieved breath. The matriarch gave him a questioning look.

“Doesn’t all of the kowtowing and bowing get,” Sen chose his next word with some care, “tedious?”

The Matriarch gave him a knowing smile. “Extremely. So, you are presumably wondering why I don’t put a stop to it.”

“It had crossed my mind.”

“I tried to put a stop to it almost five hundred years ago. It was a disaster.”

“Really?”

“No one knew what to do when I came into the room. It made them so uncomfortable that they tried to come up with new things they could do or say to honor me. Then, they disagreed about which of those things was most appropriate. There were duels and disorder. There was chaos. I know you’re a wandering cultivator, so you’ll just have to take my word for it when I tell you that internal chaos will bring down a sect or an order like this one faster than any external enemy. So, I reinstated the bowing and scraping. Order was restored,” said the matriarch as she sat behind a surprisingly plain desk. “Sit.”

Sen sat in the chair opposite the matriarch and waited. He cast a quick glance around the room, but it was just the usual things one might find in an office. There were scrolls and what looked like ledgers, no doubt to keep track of the order finances. There were a few pieces of art on the wall, but Sen didn’t know enough about art to know if they were good, bad, valuable, or worthless. Overall, it was a shockingly impersonal place for someone who presumably spent most of her time there. Sen thought that, if it were his office, he’d probably decorate a bit more just to keep himself from getting too bored. While he looked at the office, he could feel the matriarch studying him. He didn’t know what she was looking for. As far as Sen knew, he didn’t have any hidden depths to discover. He did find himself idly wondering, if the matriarch was as powerful as she seemed, why she’d tolerated such a stupid battle to be fought on her doorstep in the first place. She could have probably run the water cultivators out single-handedly with a single word. After the silence stretched out for several more minutes, Sen finally spoke.

“Am I supposed to be asking questions?”

“Do you have questions? Of course, you do. I can probably even guess most of them. You’re wondering why I would tolerate that battle in the first place.”

“I am.”

“Some hatreds run deep. The water cultivators and my own people wanted that fight, or they thought they did. It happens every generation or so. I could have prevented it, or forbidden it, but that would have created a whole different set of problems that would have been far more difficult to predict or control. Minimally, it would have created deep resentment in the order toward me. While I don’t personally care if people resent me, it would have been extremely disruptive inside the sect. People would have chosen sides. There might have been a civil war. In other words—” she started to say.

“Chaos,” finished Sen. “I suppose that begs another question. Why let me put an end to it? You could have stopped me any time you wanted to.”

“Why would I want to? Tolerating that violence and endorsing it are very different animals, young man. I couldn’t stop it without threatening to topple this order. You, on the other hand, an outsider, a very powerful and frightening outsider, could stop it with minimal consequence. A few might resent you, but not the way they would have resented me. I didn’t expect those heavenly vows, though.”

Sen considered that for a moment. “Are they actually binding on the Clear Spring Sect and this order? I didn’t get a vow from you or from whoever is in charge at the Clear Spring Sect, just the battlefield commanders.”

“It wasn’t enough to bind me, or my counterpart in the Clear Spring Sect, but neither of us is interested in the fight,” said the matriarch. “I expect a few of the peak core cultivators resisted it. On the whole, though, yes, it’s binding.”

Sen nodded. “So, you got what you actually wanted in the long run. An end to the violence.”

Duan Yuxuan waggled a hand in the air. “I got an end to the large-scale violence. Nothing will ever completely stop the violence, but this will keep it to a much more manageable level.”

“Since you got what you wanted, more or less, why am I here?”

“Do you have any guesses?”

“I doubt I’m here so you can thank me. A note would have sufficed for that,” said Sen.

The matriarch offered a small smile at that. “You may be undervaluing your contributions or my gratitude, but you’re right. That’s not the specific reason you’re here.”

“I doubt you care that I commandeered a class on the jian. Especially given that I did it by request.”

“That is also true.”

“So, if I’m not here about something I did,” mused Sen aloud, “then this must either be about something I didn’t do or something about me personally. I didn’t happen to make vague statements about maybe teaching your son alchemy and then, completely by accident, never speak to him again, did I?”

The matriarch laughed at that. “My daughter, actually. Oh, you should have heard the complaining. Don’t worry. I’m not going to intercede on her behalf. It’s good for her not to get what she wants sometimes. Or who she wants, for that matter.”

Sen straightened up in his chair at that. “Well, that’s not ominous.”

“I suspect you’re safe,” said the matriarch.

Then, through a basic process of elimination, Sen finally figured it out. “This isn’t about me at all, is it? This is about Feng Ming, Kho Jaw-Long, or Ma Caihong, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Feng Ming, specifically, but all three indirectly. They’ve been out looking for you when they weren’t obliterating sects and cleansing the world of demonic cultivators.”

Sen nodded. “I thought they might be. We sent a message to Master Feng. Let him know we were alive and where we were going.”

Duan Yuxuan sighed. “I worried that might be the case.”

“I shouldn’t have told him I was alive and where I was going?”

“Don’t be foolish, boy. Of course, you should have. I just wish that you had been going somewhere else. I have a complicated history with Feng Ming. Although, I suppose nearly every nascent soul cultivator has history with every other nascent soul cultivator on the continent. It’s almost unavoidable.”

“Why?”

“We’re a small group. Occasionally, someone ascends, or dies, but membership is fairly stable. People that powerful, who live that long, well, you intersect with each other sooner or later. It’s usually just happenstance. You’re in the same city at the same time or you’re both looking for a particular treasure. We make an effort to keep things civil because the alternative means a level of destruction that most of us find unacceptable.”

“And you’re worried that some of that unacceptable destruction is going to happen here, if—” started Sen.

“When,” corrected the matriarch.

“When Master Feng comes calling.”

“I don’t know, and that’s the real problem. He might just wander up to the gate and ask to see you. He might also fly in here like he means to shatter the face of the planet if we don’t turn you over to him immediately. It could just boil down to his mood. That is why I’d prefer it if he saw you, safe and hale, before he sees me.”

“I see. You’d like me to be the welcoming committee when he turns up.”

“I would very much appreciate that.”

Sen shrugged, “It’s no skin off my knee. I’ll do it. Although, I kind of think that this could have been handled with a note, too.”

“It could have, but I wanted to get a look at you for myself. See the young monster that Ming built.”

Sen sniffed. “I’m no monster.”

“No? I suspect most of the people who came up against you in a fight felt differently about that. I’ll grant you this, though. You’re more thoughtful than I would have expected from one of Ming’s students. He tends to be a very straightforward sort of person. Moves in straight lines. You’re a little more flexible, and a bit more twisty in your thinking. Caihong’s influence, do you think?”

Sen shrugged again. “Probably. Or Uncle Kho.”

“Hmmm. Well, whether you meant to or not, you did perform a service for my order. I would reward you. What would you wish of me?”

Sen thought about it for a while. He didn’t really have any pressing wants. He did have one need, though.

“I don’t suppose you have a manual for the Five-Fold Body Transformation lying around somewhere?”

The matriarch’s eyes went wide, and she shook her head a little. It looked like she was trying to shake off a bad shock.

“Ming really is building a monster, isn’t he?” she muttered. “No. We don’t have it, but I can think of three places where you might find it. Although, whether you can get any of those places to part with even a copy is another matter altogether. The Golden Phoenix Sect in the capital has a copy. The Clear Spring Sect claimed to have it, but that was almost fifteen hundred years ago, and I never saw it with my own eyes. So, it might have just been a boast. A nascent soul cultivator named Fu Ruolan has one, although I’d advise you to seek her out only when you’ve exhausted all other possibilities.”

“Why?”

“She’s powerful and unpredictable. She’s also eccentric, even by cultivator standards. I honestly can’t predict how she’d react to you. She might kill you out of hand. She might decide to keep you for two hundred years as an amusement or a pet. She might also simply give you what you want on a whim. As I said, she’s eccentric.”

“I appreciate the information and the warning. I don’t suppose you can tell me more about the Five-Fold Body Transformation Technique.”

“I am…aware of it, but I have no direct knowledge about its methods. I know only that it’s extremely potent and dangerous to practice.”

“Dangerous to practice,” repeated Sen. “Of course, it is. Well, thank you for telling me that much.”

“Is there nothing else you wish for? Cultivation aids? Treasures?”

Sen gave it a bit more thought. “I can also use another jian or spear.”

The matriarch smiled. “Spoken like a true student of Feng Ming and Kho Jaw-Long. I’ll see to it that something appropriate is brought to you.”

Sensing the dismissal, Sen rose from his seat. As he was about to leave, he glanced back at the matriarch who was already peering down at a scroll. He hesitated and then asked.

“Matriarch Duon?”

“Yes?”

“What does your daughter look like? I haven’t gotten many names since I’ve been here.”

“Oh, you’d know her as soon as you saw her. Pure white hair. Only person in the order with hair like that.”

Sen nodded. “I remember her. Thank you.”

Duan Yuxuan waved a hand at him, and Sen took the invitation to leave that time.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

PICK A REASON
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With Duan Yuxuan’s certainty that Master Feng would show up there at some point, Sen found himself stuck in one place with no clear picture of when he might leave. It was a strange feeling for someone who, aside from his time trapped at the cult, had rarely stopped anywhere for more than a night or two. Worse still, he had nothing that he needed to be doing. There were plenty of things he could be doing. After that afternoon with the jian students, he’d been inundated with requests for him to do everything from provide guest lectures on an array of subjects, most of which he was woefully unprepared to teach about, to offer private training sessions. He’d pretended not to notice that most of those requests came from women. He had politely declined them all, choosing instead to occasionally drop in on the jian students, or wander the halls looking for things of interest.

He spent most of one day sitting in on classes with their formation master. He’d asked a few questions that had caught the man’s attention and, seemingly, left the other students baffled. The formation master had dismissed his students early that afternoon in favor of having an in-depth discussion with Sen about formation theory. Sen wasn’t sure how much their formation master got out of the discussion, but Sen had found it enormously helpful in clarifying some of the things he’d have to run experiments to confirm. He had made a point to find out where the alchemy classes were held and steered well clear of that part of the compound. He worried that there would be another awkward bidding war if they caught sight of him.

He also found elders offering instruction on fire cultivation to students of all levels. He always stopped, listened, and even participated in those classes when he could. Strength was all well and good, but he’d learned through hard experience that efficiency was often just as important. The tips and ideas he picked up didn’t always work for him. He wasn’t a pure fire cultivator the way most of the elders and students were, so some of what they practiced simply wouldn’t work for him, and other things didn’t work for him the same way. He’d seen students conjuring blades of flame and inquired about their process. When he tried it, he got a ten-foot arch of multicolored sparks. It was pretty enough and would be distracting as the hells to an enemy, but it most certainly wasn’t a bar of white-hot death. He stuck around and experimented until he could produce something similar to their flame swords. When he explained how he generated it, the instructor shook his head and muttered something about cultivation geniuses doing impossible things. Sen hadn’t found it impossible, just difficult.

On some days, though, he just found the compound stifling. He missed being out on the road, moving from place to place, breathing different air in the evening than he had in the morning. He did not miss the running for his life part as much. That he could do without, thank you very much. Sure, he’d benefited from that mad scramble to stay ahead of demonic cultivators. He’d pushed his formation knowledge ahead enough that he was starting to feel like his cultivation was lagging behind his understanding. All of the chaos had done much the same for his alchemy knowledge. He imagined that some cultivators would think it was a small enough price to pay, but he wasn’t one of them. He’d left the mountain to see and experience the world, not run through it as fast as he could to avoid looming death.

On those days when it felt like the walls of the compound were going to suffocate him, he’d usually just wander out into the valley until dark, set up his tent, and spend a night in the company of nature. That had been his plan when he left the compound that morning, right up until an unwelcome guest invited herself along for his walk. The white-haired cultivator, who had introduced herself as Li Ju, kept up an almost non-stop stream of words from the moment they left the compound until Sen picked an arbitrary moment to sit down on a rock and eat some lunch. He passed her some food and, briefly, silence reigned in Sen’s world. As soon as lunch was over, though, Li Ju launched into more tales of…something. Sen had stopped really listening to her after the first ten minutes. It wasn’t until he registered that she’d said something about cutting off someone’s head that he focused on her. He dredged his mind for what she’d been talking about. Something about a dress and nasty comments. He stopped in his tracks and turned narrowed eyes on her.

“You cut off someone’s head because they said something mean about your dress?”

She shot him a withering look in return. “Of course I didn’t cut someone’s head off because they insulted my dress. What kind of person do you take me for?”

“A cultivator,” said Sen in a flat, unemotional voice.

It seemed that Li Ju didn’t have a prepared answer to that because she just gaped at him for a minute. By the time she’d gathered her wits enough to speak again, Sen had already turned and walked away.

“I just wanted to see how outrageous I’d need to get before you started paying attention to me,” she said to his back.

“And you thought following me out here, to the place I like to come and be alone, was the best way of getting my attention?”

“You avoid me in the compound.”

“You can think of that as a not very subtle clue.”

“Why won’t you teach me?” she demanded.

“I’m a bad teacher,” said Sen. “Or, I don’t have the time. Or, the threads of karma aren’t right. Or, I just don’t want to. Pick a reason that suits you, and I’ll agree with it.”

“I want to know the real reason. You clearly aren’t too busy since you can teach those sword brats.”

Sen’s patience twisted, frayed, and snapped. He whirled and pointed at her. “That! That right there. That’s why.”

She frowned at him like she couldn’t understand what he was trying to get at. “I don’t understand.”

“That’s the other reason.”

She glared at him. “Then explain it to me like I’m stupid.”

“You’re arrogant. I make time for those sword brats you disdain so much because they aren’t. They know that they have a lot to learn and will do damn near anything I ask them to do in the name of improvement. You already think you know everything of value in alchemy. In fact, I bet you thought that it would only take, what, a day or two to pick out whatever little nuggets of wisdom I possess.”

Li Ju’s cheeks went bright red at those words. “I didn’t think that…exactly.”

“Sure. Here’s the point. I’d spend half my time arguing with you about every little thing you know is true. You think you want to learn, but you don’t. You want me to make you feel good about what you already know. That’s a waste of your time and mine. If it makes you feel any better, though, I’m not teaching any of your competition and for nearly identical reasons. Plus, I expect I’ll be leaving soon. So, you won’t have to deal with me after that.”

Li Ju paced back and forth, clearly trying to work up some argument or some way to convince Sen. He found a tree to lean against while she processed the fact that she just wasn’t going to get her way this time. When she seemed to come to grips with that, she turned and gave him what he supposed she thought was a seductive look.

“If you won’t teach me, then I don’t suppose you’d be interested in some—” she started but trailed off when she saw Sen was shaking his head. “Really? Why not?”

“Well, if for no other reason, I’m certain that Lo Meifeng has no desire to watch or listen to us have sex,” said Sen, before raising his voice and shouting, “Am I wrong about that, Lo Meifeng?”

“You are not wrong,” a voice drifted out of the nearby woods.

Li Ju spun in the direction the voice had come from. “Has she been following us all day?”

“Yeah,” said Sen with indifference. “It’s sort of her job.”

“What if I’d attacked you?”

“Then, I probably would have cut your head off.”

“What if I caught you by surprise?”

“If you got the drop on me and it looked like I was in mortal danger, I expect she’d have killed you.”

Li Ju shook her head. “This is normal for you?”

“I suppose it is, at this point.”

“No wonder everyone is so afraid of you.”

“Well,” said Sen, “I can’t really help how other people feel about anything.”

“Leaving your pet assassin at home sometimes would probably help.”

Sen shrugged at that. Li Ju seemed to realize that the conversation could only get more awkward from there, so she made some excuses about her duties and hurried away. Sen was so happy she was gone that he could have done a little dance. Instead, he turned back the way he had been heading and walked deeper into the untamed parts of the valley. A few hours later, he set up camp and, after a little consideration, he made a big meal. He looked out into the darkness where he was pretty sure that Lo Meifeng was eating something cold and unappetizing.

“Put whatever that is away and come have some hot food,” he shouted.

There was a brief pause and then Lo Meifeng hesitantly walked into the light cast by the campfire. Sen just held out a plate to her. She took it and started eating, but he could feel her looking at him every five seconds or so.

“Don’t read anything into it,” he said. “You were helpful. That earned you a hot meal.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

AT THE GATE
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It took more than a week, and Sen was very nearly to the point of simply leaving the fire cultivator’s valley, before something finally changed. Sen was hiding in his assigned room and pretending not to be there. He’d made the mistake the day before of answering the door and telling someone to go away. That had opened a floodgate of people knocking on his door who just happened to be walking by his room. He eventually went out the window to escape them. He hadn’t repeated the previous day’s mistakes and ignored any and all knocking on his door. At least, he had been doing that until he heard someone come racing down the hall, their footfalls sounding like thunder to Sen’s enhanced senses, and they began pounding frantically on his door. He almost ignored that pounding, but if knocking could have a panicked edge to it, that knocking did. He grudgingly got up off the bed and opened the door just enough that he could see out. There was a young man he didn’t recognize on the other side of the door. He looked pale, shaky, and out of breath.

“Yes?” Sen asked warily.

“Elder Lu, I need you to come with me. There is someone at the gate to see you.”

Sen very nearly shut the door in the young man’s face before the implications sank home. Then, he threw open the door and shot past the young man, sprinting from his room toward the front gate. It was only his preternatural reflexes that let him dodge and weave past the fire cultivators he encountered. Even so, he heard more than one person shout as they were buffeted by his passage. He almost felt bad about it, but he was too excited and too relieved to really let being a bit rude weigh him down. His forced stay with the fire cultivators was finally going to end. He made himself slow to a jog and then a walk as he approached the front gate, mostly because he could see a lot of very nervous-looking fire cultivators gathered around the inside of the gate. The last thing he wanted to do was frighten them into doing something ill-considered by arriving in a swirl of wind. Yet, the fire cultivators all looked relieved to see him when he arrived and ushered him out the gate almost immediately.

Sen found a dark-haired figure with a short-trimmed beard. The man held a spear with lightning crackling around the spearhead in a particularly threatening way. Sen burst into a grin and shouted.

“Uncle Kho!”

The lightning immediately winked out and the spear vanished. Uncle Kho strode over to Sen and grabbed him by the shoulders.

“There you are! I thought they might have been lying to me. Let me get a look at you,” said the elder cultivator, holding Sen out at arm’s length. “Well, they haven’t been overfeeding you, that’s for certain. Still, core formation? So soon?”

Sen went to answer, but Uncle Kho shook his head. “No, don’t explain, or you’ll just end up telling the same story over and over again. Tell me truly, though, are you well?”

Sen paused for a beat to genuinely consider his answer. “I’m as well as can be expected.”

Uncle Kho lifted an eyebrow at that but seemed willing enough to accept the answer. He looked past Sen and frowned. “Didn’t Ming assign you some kind of minder? I expected they’d make themselves known by now.”

“She’s hiding over there,” said Sen, pointing to where Lo Meifeng was lurking in some nearby shadows.

“She’s quiet. I’ll give her that much,” said Uncle Kho. “Pretty too. You two aren’t…”

“No,” said Sen in a firm voice.

“Good. Never wise to mix business and pleasure that way. It can confuse everyone’s priorities,” said Uncle Kho before giving Sen a big smile. “It is good to see you, Sen. You had us all a bit concerned when you went silent for a while. Still, I need to thank you. I haven’t had so much fun in centuries. You just don’t bump into demonic cultivator cabals the way you used to. They’ve gotten all careful and secretive.”

“That’s just because they’re afraid of you,” said Sen, grinning at Uncle Kho’s enthusiasm for ridding the world of demonic cultivators.

“Yes. Yes, they are. And for good reason,” said Uncle Kho.

It was Sen’s turn to look past Uncle Kho. “Are the others here? Master Feng? Auntie Caihong?”

Uncle Kho looked a bit sheepish. “They’re close. Caihong decided it was best for everyone if I came down first. Something about not letting Ming and Duan Yuxuan get too close before we all got a chance to see you. Have you met her?”

“I did. She’s interesting,” hedged Sen, not certain if the matriarch could hear him in her office all the way from the front gate.

“Yes, that is a word for her. Yes, I know you’re listening in Yuxuan,” said Uncle Kho, which answered Sen’s question. “Anyways, I was supposed to send up a signal once I confirmed you were here. Caihong isn’t going to let me live this down for a while. She’ll say I was monopolizing you.”

“Were you?” asked Sen with a bit of morbid curiosity.

Uncle Kho laughed. “Of course, I was.”

With that, he pointed a finger into the sky and sent up a sheet of tiny lightning bolts that could have been seen for miles. Sen wasn’t sure what else it could be used for, but he was absolutely certain he needed to learn how to do that. Even if it wasn’t useful, it was really damned impressive to look at. Just the kind of thing he could use as a distraction for annoying, needy fire cultivators who wouldn’t leave him alone. Uncle Kho and Sen made small talk about the trials and travails of camping in the wilds while they waited for everyone else to arrive. It didn’t take long. Within a few minutes, three figures flew into view. Sen squinted up at them, not sure what to think. He saw Master Feng glaring at the fire cultivator compound with a stern expression. He also saw Auntie Caihong. He didn’t recognize the young woman who was apparently sharing Auntie Caihong’s qi platform. The girl had a look of fierce joy on her face as the pair of them flew. Sen wondered if Auntie Caihong had taken a disciple the way that Master Feng had taken him in.

The trio landed close by and Auntie Caihong gave Uncle Kho one of those looks that promised they were going to have a very one-sided talk later. Master Feng spared Uncle Kho one brief head shake and spoke in a mildly chiding voice.

“You took your time.”

Uncle Kho looked completely unrepentant as he smiled at Master Feng. “I only took the time that was needed.”

“I’m sure,” said Master Feng before he walked over and put a hand on Sen’s shoulder. “Don’t you ever eat, boy?”

Sen did his best to hide his smile. “I try to get in a meal every week or two.”

“It shows. Wait, core formation? Did you advance your body cultivation too?”

“I,” started Sen, but Auntie Caihong cut him off.

“We can talk shop later,” she said, all but shouldering Master Feng aside and wrapping Sen in a hug. “Didn’t I give you a kit to write us letters?”

Sen felt a stab of guilt. He had meant to write them more often. “Things did get a little hectic this last year. I’ll try to do better.”

She shook her head at him.

“Just a little hectic, was it? That one clearly taught you understatement,” said Auntie Caihong, jerking a thumb at Master Feng.

Master Feng lifted his chin in a look that bridged the divide between grave dignity and mockery. “I am the master of accuracy, not understatement.”

While all of that was going on, Sen felt a gaze boring into him. He looked over and saw the girl who had come with Auntie Caihong. She had bright green eyes, which startled Sen. He’d never seen eyes that color before. Of course, what really caught his attention was the intensity of the way that she looked at him. There was an almost hungry quality to it. It made him nervous. When she walked over, he went to introduce himself only to have the words die in his throat as she threw her arms around him. That got indulgent looks from Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong, while Master Feng just rolled his eyes and said something about foolish young people. Then, all three of the elder cultivators seemed to realize something at the same time.

“Oh!” said Auntie Caihong, reaching out and grabbing the girl’s arm. “Sen hasn’t seen you since you changed.”

“Seen who? Changed what?” asked Sen, thoroughly confused.

“You should introduce yourself,” said Auntie Caihong to the girl.

The girl pulled back and gave Sen a look that was equal parts annoyance and amusement. “He should know me, even in this graceless form. I suppose his poor human-boy senses aren’t good enough. I am Falling Leaf.”

Everything around Sen seemed to get a bit wobbly like it was made from some kind of jelly, and he just stared at the girl for a long time. When the ability to speak finally found him again, all he could think to say was, “What?”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

THE HOUSE THAT SEN BUILT
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When reasoning kicked back in, Sen realized that they all clearly had a lot to talk about. More importantly, there were big parts of it that he, at least, didn’t want people listening in on. Falling Leaf’s actual identity as a transformed, evolved, metamorphosed—Sen wasn’t sure about the terminology—spirit beast was very high on his list of things to keep contained to the five people standing in that little group. He wasn’t sure what big sects would do to capture and study a spirit beast that had taken on human form, but he expected they would spare no expense. He also didn’t like to imagine what cultivators would do as part of that studying. His deep concern must have shown on his face because everyone started looking around like they expected a dragon to descend on them at any second. Shaking off the moment of shock and mild paralysis he’d just gone through, Sen made an announcement he hoped sounded casual.

“We should move away from the gate. We’ll be in the way here. There’s a nice spot in that direction,” he waved his hand vaguely, “where we can all catch up.”

Sen created a small platform of qi to stand on, only to have to immediately expand it to catch Falling Leaf as she leapt up next to him. She grabbed his arm, and he wasn’t sure if it was simply to keep her balance or to assert possession. Maybe it’s both, he thought. This is going to take some work to sort out. The three nascent soul cultivators took their cue from him and floated off the ground on their own qi platforms. He flew them about two miles west of the compound and landed in one of the spots that had been burned during the battle. Auntie Caihong gave him a decidedly unimpressed look.

“This is a nice spot?” she asked.

“Not at all, but it is a spot where I can do some things without leaving more destruction in my wake. This may take me a couple of minutes.”

Sen let the presence of almost all of the people he cared about most in the world fall to the back of his mind as he concentrated. He’d pushed himself hard during the battle and found out that he could do more with earth qi than he thought he could. He also thought that, if he took it a bit slower, he could do more complex work. Even taking it slowly, it still wasn’t easy work. What Sen had in mind was vastly more complicated than making earth mounds or stone spikes. He wanted specific shapes and features since he expected that they were going to be out there for a while. Sen started with pure flows of earth qi, sinking them down into the ground, and doing most of his shaping work there.

It grew harder once he got beyond the basic shape he wanted, demanding more of his concentration as he layered in complexities. Then, he had to add in flows of other kinds of qi to finish his modest construction project. He was vaguely aware that sweat was beading on his forehead and his upper lip and that his hands were shaking a little. Still, it was nearly complete. All that was really left was to draw the thing up to the surface. He pulled on his core qi to give himself an extra boost and then, as though he had something sitting across both his palms, he lifted his hands into the air. The ground shook a little as it rose, but he used his qi to direct the displaced soil away from himself and the others. Once it was above ground, Sen slumped forward with his hands on his knees.

“Okay!” he gasped. “That was harder than I thought it was going to be.”

“Did the Sen just make a den?” asked Falling Leaf, sounding impressed.

“That’s one way to put it, little sister,” said Master Feng. “Gods, boy, you’ve come a long way in a short time.”

“Did you build formations into this place on the fly?” asked a stunned Uncle Kho.

“What?” asked Sen, looking up at the stone house he’d literally just crafted from bones of the earth. “Oh, yeah. They’re nothing special. Just some privacy, obscuring, and offensive formations. I got a lot of practice with those this last year. I could put them up in my sleep now. I’d have to add beast cores to power them for any kind of sustained siege, but I mostly just wanted something to keep our conversation private.”

“Well, they should certainly do that,” said a distracted Uncle Kho, who was studying a particular spot in one of the walls.

“What’s that?” asked Auntie Caihong, gesturing at a small stone structure near the house.

“A well,” said Sen, shrugging.

“Why?” asked Auntie Caihong.

“I assume that someone will take this place over once we’re done with it. It’s a valley full of fire cultivators. Easy access to clean water seemed like a good idea.”

“So, in between designing this place in your head, assembling it below ground, and adding formations, you had the time and energy to think about what the next person would need and throw in a well?” asked a voice from behind him.

Sen looked over his shoulder and saw Lo Meifeng. He wasn’t sure if she’d just followed them or been brought along by Master Feng. He supposed she had as much right to be included as anyone else. Plus, it was probably a fair question. He nodded.

“Yeah. I mean, the well was easy compared to the doors and the furniture. It’s just a hole in the ground with stone around the edges. Stone hinges? That was hard.”

“Did you say furniture?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“Yeah. We have to sit somewhere.”

She shook her head and pressed a hand over her face. “Ridiculous.”

Sen smirked a little at that. “Come on, let’s go inside.”

Sen led the way over to what he’d imagined as the front door and gave the simple handle he’d fashioned for it an experimental tug. He had to put a bit more effort into it to actually get the door open, having wildly underestimated the weight of a solid stone door. He was happy to see that the hinges worked the way he expected them to. The front door led into a large open space with a big stone table and benches around it. There was a fireplace built directly into one of the outside walls, and small nooks in the walls where candles or lanterns could be placed for more light after dark. He’d left empty spots in the wall where someone could install windows, but he’d drawn the line at trying to make glass. He thought he might be able to do it, but he wanted to see the actual process before he made the attempt. He’d crafted stone shutters instead. There were doors leading to other rooms. As Sen was smiling around at the space, Falling Leaf poked him in the ribs. He looked over at her.

“Where do those go?” she asked, pointing at the doors.

“Well, they’re mostly just empty spaces, but,” pointing as he spoke, he said, “bedroom, bedroom, bedroom, library, storage, and kitchen.”

“You made a kitchen?” asked Auntie Caihong.

“Sort of,” admitted Sen. “Someone would need to install a proper stove for it, but it has everything else you’d need. Counters, storage spaces, and so on.”

“Why go through all this trouble?” asked Master Feng.

Sen gave him a surprised look. “Why would I do a bad job of it when I could do a good job? Isn’t perfection the goal?”

Master Feng mulled that sentiment over for a moment before he nodded. “Yes, I suppose it is. Well done.”

Sen smiled brightly at the praise before he let the reason that he’d done all of this come back to the front of his thoughts. He eyed Falling Leaf, who didn’t seem at all disturbed by his close examination and returned his stare. She looked entirely human to him. Although, he supposed that there could be any number of telling signs hidden beneath her robes. He couldn’t think of a polite way to ask about that, so he let it go for the moment. When he let his spiritual sense and qi wash over her, her eyes went a little wide, and she gave him a disapproving look, but she didn’t object. Even then, she felt human, but there was an intangible oddness to what he was getting back that he couldn’t put his finger on. Still, while that oddness might trigger some curiosity, there was nothing there that would automatically alert anyone to her true nature. Of course, when she did things like call him a human boy, it was a bit of a dead giveaway that she was different. At least those kinds of behaviors are fixable, in theory anyway, he thought.

As if to return the favor, Falling Leaf made a slow circuit around him, her head tilting first one way, and then the other. A few times, she reached out and pressed her index finger into his arm, his back, or his chest. She made a dissatisfied noise when she was done. He’d gotten so used to women reacting favorably to his appearance that her dissatisfaction was both startling and amusing for Sen.

“What?” he asked.

“You look bigger,” she complained.

Sen wasn’t sure how to react to that. He wasn’t even sure he understood what she meant. He was pretty sure he hadn’t gotten any taller. Had he put on some muscle? Maybe a little, but not enough to be noticeable, he didn’t think.

“Bigger?” he asked. “I don’t think I’ve grown much.”

Falling Leaf made a frustrated noise and looked to Auntie Caihong for support or help.

“I think she means that your qi is different. Stronger.”

“Stronger!” shouted Falling Leaf. “Yes! You’re stronger than me now.”

That admission seemed to annoy the girl, cat, panther, Sen wasn’t sure how to think of her anymore. She huffed a few more times, and then a determined expression crossed her face.

“I’ll catch up,” she announced.

Sen thought about saying something and then thought better of it. He had the distinct impression that anything he said about that comment wouldn’t be met with happiness. Instead, he looked for something else to focus on. He zeroed in on Auntie Caihong who had, while he wasn’t looking, built a fire and started cooking. He went over to her and started pitching in. She smiled at him and then they went about the mundane work of cooking rice, searing meat, and steaming dumplings. This was also work that Sen had gotten much practice with over the last year, and he caught the approving look from the older woman. Once the food was cooked and set out on the stone table, everyone gathered around to eat their fill and share their stories.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN







TRADING TALES, PART 1
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“We all have stories to tell,” said Master Feng, “But I think we all want to hear yours first, Sen.”

At those words, Sen looked down mournfully at the heaping plate of food in front of him. He supposed it was a small enough sacrifice to tell his story first. He did pop a dumpling in his mouth before he answered, though. If he was going to tell that story, he was going to get at least one bite of hot food first. He assumed that everyone there knew about what had happened all the way back in Orchard’s Reach, but he started there anyway. Thinking back, the problems he’d faced there, problems that had looked so serious at the time, all seemed so…trivial. Then again, he wouldn’t have faced those problems if he’d arrived as he was now.

He glossed over the caravan trip, but he did take the time to detail what had happened in Tide’s Reach. He still had a lot of mixed feelings about those events, which wasn’t helped by the varying reactions of his teachers. Master Feng just nodded along like it was all to be expected. Auntie Caihong looked disapproving. Uncle Kho seemed reflective like he couldn’t decide what to think either. What had gotten a unified response was his description of Heavens’ Rebuke. All three of the nascent soul cultivators had just stared at him for a few seconds. It was Uncle Kho who finally broke that profoundly uncomfortable silence.

“Wait, you fused your killing intent with lightning qi? And it worked?”

It was Sen’s turn to stare for a moment before he spoke. “Well, I didn’t know it was going to work the first time I tried it. But I couldn’t see a good reason why it wouldn’t. Does that not normally work?”

“It just isn’t done,” said Master Feng.

“Why?” asked Sen, to which no one had an answer.

“I need to see this, Sen,” announced Uncle Kho, standing up from the table.

“Right now?” asked Sen, glancing down at his still mostly full plate.

“Right now,” agreed Uncle Kho.

So, Sen reluctantly went back outside with everyone in tow. He was a little bit nervous about showing off the technique since he still didn’t really trust it, but these were his teachers. They deserved to see it. He picked out a big chunk of half-exposed rock as his target and drew his jian. He ignored the intense stares of his teachers, then pressed lightning qi and killing intent into the blade. Sen felt a surge of relief when it was just the normal technique, but he still heard Auntie Caihong take a sharp breath when the pitch-black lightning formed around the blade. Then, he shot the technique into the exposed rock. A last-second realization made him raise a shield of hardened air between them and the rock. That turned out to be wise indeed because razor-sharp fragments of stone went in every direction as the rock simply detonated. When the dust settled, he dropped the air shield. There was total silence for nearly half a minute before Master Feng walked over to where the rock used to be and looked down into the crater Sen had left. A moment later Auntie Caihong and Uncle Kho joined him. All three turned to look at him.

“Does it do that to everything you hit with it?” asked Master Feng.

“No,” said Sen, and proceeded to explain what happened when he used it on a person.

Auntie Caihong shuddered. “I’m honestly not sure if that’s better or worse.”

“It’s better,” said Uncle Kho with certainty. “Sen, how do you decide how much killing intent and how much qi to use?”

Sen frowned. “It’s not an exact ratio. It just sort of clicks together when you get the balance right, and you really need to get the balance right. I didn’t always get it right and, well, it’s really destructive.”

“More destructive than this?” asked Auntie Caihong, gesturing at the crater.

Her eyes went wide at Sen’s very energetic nod.

“I’ll have to try this,” said Uncle Kho, idly stroking his beard. “Maybe somewhere less populated. Have you tried merging your killing intent with anything else?”

“Not to speak of. At first, I figured Heavens’ Rebuke was enough, but then things got strange later,” said Sen, holding up a hand to forestall questions. “I’ll explain it when we get there.”

As they were walking back inside, Falling Leaf stepped up beside him. “You have become a hunter in truth.”

“I suppose. Not by choice.”

“There was never a choice. You only thought there was.”

Sen sighed a little but nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

He did take a minute to eat some of his, sadly, cold food before he carried on with the story. He downplayed the flight from Tide’s Reach and his stay at the Luo farm. He tried to skip past most of what had initially happened with the Soaring Skies Sect members he’d met on the road but quickly realized that things that happened later wouldn’t make sense if he skipped over too much. So, he just laid it out in the shortest, most direct way he could. The nascent soul cultivators seemed to take it all in stride, but Falling Leaf was giving him the oddest look. He couldn’t parse what it meant and found himself wishing she were still a panther. At least then, he’d have a basic read on her expressions. Yet, of everyone, it was Lo Meifeng who spoke up.

“No wonder they were all so cagey about what happened.”

Master Feng gave her a sharp look. “What do you mean?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, that’s out of order. I hadn’t caught up with them yet.”

Master Feng looked annoyed but just nodded. He became intensely interested in Sen’s story of the abandoned town and the spirit beasts. He asked a lot of questions, most of which Sen couldn’t answer. Sen’s attention was on Falling Leaf, who had gone completely, unnaturally still at the mention of Boulder’s Shadow. When Master Feng finally ran out of questions, Sen turned to her.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“You saw Boulder’s Shadow? Truly saw him with your own eyes?” demanded Falling Leaf.

“Yes. Why? Do you know him?”

Falling Leaf nodded but didn’t explain. Sen decided that he’d come back to that, later, in private. It took a while to explain his narrow escape, the use of a poorly controlled Heavens’ Rebuke, everything that followed with the Soaring Skies members, and the sheer destruction he’d caused with the technique. There was a long pause after that, while everyone processed what he’d said. Of all the things he’d done, the bit with Changpu was the part he worried most would cause some sort of disapproval. Instead, Master Feng just lifted an eyebrow at him.

“So, you lopped it off? Just like that?”

“It seemed…necessary, at the time,” said Sen, a little defensively.

“Oh, of course, you had to do something to him. You can’t let such a blatant challenge go unpunished,” said Master Feng. “I’d have probably just killed him.”

Auntie Caihong rolled her eyes. “You could get away with that. What sect would dare come after you?”

“Fair,” said Master Feng.

Lo Meifeng spoke up again, “I came in after all of that.”

Understanding sparked in Master Feng’s eyes. “Yes, that does make more sense now. I’d have been cagey if I were them, too.”

Sen took the opportunity to shove a bit more food in his mouth before he continued. He’d been talking for a while and was getting tired of it, so his storytelling became less detailed and more fact-centered. He discussed his time in Emperor’s Bay, the fight outside The Silver Crane, and the discovery of the demonic cultivator’s notebook. There were occasional questions, but mostly they just listened to him talk. He made Lo Meifeng explain her ridiculously complicated plan to escape Emperor’s Bay without immediate pursuit since he hadn’t understood it all that well in the first place. He liked his plans straightforward, while she seemed to relish having plans with lots of moving parts. He hadn’t planned to talk much about their time on the ship, but his trick with keeping the ship intact underwater prompted another long series of questions. Fortunately, he could pass the storytelling back to Lo Meifeng at that point, as she was the one who fought the cultivator. Of all things, it was his brief stint on the beach with the divine turtle that prompted the most exaggerated response.

“You met Elder Bo,” said Uncle Kho. “How is that meddlesome old bastard? I haven’t seen him in a thousand years.”

“He seemed…healthy,” offered Sen, not sure what else to say.

“Meddlesome old bastard is right,” muttered Master Feng. “The Five-Fold Body Transformation. What was he thinking?”

Sen perked up at that. “Do you know how it works?”

Master Feng grimaced a little. “Only in general terms. It’s rare. Very rare.”

“That’s because it’s stupidly dangerous,” seethed Auntie Caihong. “Most people who try it, die. If I find that turtle, I’m going to make him into soup.”

Sen deflated a little. He’d been hoping that one of his teachers would know the details about the body cultivation path or, even better, have a copy of the manual tucked away in a storage ring somewhere. Still, he supposed it had been a long shot. As experienced as the nascent soul cultivators were, they couldn’t know everything. He had considered simply going back and speaking with Elder Bo about the body cultivation approach, but his intuition told him that would be a mistake. The divine turtle had only approached him after he saw Sen do something interesting. That suggested that the turtle valued action. Sen suspected that he would only get information from the old turtle after he’d exhausted more conventional means of getting the information. It was frustrating to have been put on a path he didn’t know anything about, one that killed most of the people who tried to walk it, but he was on that path now, like it or not. Even if he wanted to get off of that path, he still needed to understand it first. He was so lost in his own thoughts that it took him a minute to realize that everyone was staring at him expectantly.

“Oh, right. Sorry,” he said.

Sen skipped ahead to the fight in the forest with the demonic cultivators and the strange behavior of Heavens’ Rebuke. That got sharp looks.

“Wait, you mean that that strange ribbon of qi, and you better believe we’re coming back to that, acted on its own?” asked Uncle Kho.

“That’s about the size of it,” said Sen.

“And the new version ate that demonic cultivator?”

“That’s the best way I can think of to describe it,” said Sen.

Master Feng shot Lo Meifeng a look, but she just shrugged.

“That’s how it looked to me,” she said.

“I’ve never even heard of something like that before,” said Auntie Caihong, the worry clear on her face. “Innovation is one thing, but qi acting on its own to insert itself into a technique? That’s frightening. It’s a wonder the whole thing didn’t explode in your face, Sen.”

“Agreed,” said Master Feng.

“I know. That’s why I’ve been leery of using Heavens’ Rebuke. It’s also part of the reason why I haven’t gone experimenting with fusing my killing intent with other kinds of qi.”

“It’s a quandary,” said Uncle Kho. “The only real way to understand what’s happening is to experiment, but experimenting could get you killed. We’ll all need to give this some thought.”

Sen waited to see if any wisdom would be forthcoming, but none was. The sun had long since gone down, and he was very tired of talking, but he pushed through. He talked about the second fight, the unintentional moment of enlightenment, and forming the ribbon of heavenly qi. That got a few startled looks, but no one interrupted. Maybe they sensed he was losing whatever tiny shreds of enthusiasm he had for the process. The tale of their time trapped at the cult drew such a look of wrath from Auntie Caihong that Sen drew back a little.

All she said was, “I see there’s someone else I need to visit.”

Sen chose not to dwell too deeply on what that meant for the cult leader. He’d been dreading the next part of the story ever since he started, mostly because he wasn’t sure how best to handle it. He saw Lo Meifeng shoot him a furtive look, as though she were trying to gauge his mood. In the end, he decided to skip over how they got involved with the battle in the valley entirely. He let everyone think that they stumbled into it after they showed up. When he finished that story, Master Feng burst into laughter. It wasn’t what he’d expected. The old cultivator just kept laughing and laughing.

“What?” Sen finally demanded.

“You show up, slap down the Clear Spring Sect’s sword genius, and set the sky on fire. Then, you straight up, boot-to-throat, tell them to stop or else you’ll kill everyone?”

“Well, I don’t think I’d describe it exactly that way.”

“Then, as if that wasn’t enough, you browbeat them into making vows to the heavens and put a permanent end to two thousand years of conflict. If I didn’t know for certain that you had no intention of doing any of that when you got up that morning, I’d think you were some kind of mad genius.”
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Sen had suspected that the three nascent soul cultivators would keep him talking for days if he let them. So, he begged off with excuses about being tired after making the house. He was tired, just not physically. Recounting everything he’d done for a year, give or take, had been mentally taxing because so much of it couldn’t be talked about without dredging up old fears, old questions, and old uncertainties. Beyond that, it had been a very one-sided conversation. He understood why they focused so much attention on him. They had all periodically interacted with each other, which had let them stay up to date with each other. They just all seemed to forget that he hadn’t enjoyed those updates. He wanted to talk with Falling Leaf, and he wanted to do it with some measure of privacy. Fortunately, the elder cultivators seemed satisfied that they had at least a general understanding of what he’d been up to and were willing to let other questions go until the next day.

Master Feng picked a bedroom at random and vanished into it. Uncle Kho and Auntie Caihong disappeared into another. Lo Meifeng gave him a look like she wanted to talk, but then her eyes wandered over to Falling Leaf. She shook her head, went into the last bedroom, and closed the door behind her. It took Sen a second to realize that he and Falling Leaf had been effectively relegated to sleeping in the library. Note to self, he thought, make more bedrooms next time. Not that the stone beds he’d made would have been particularly comfortable, but with some blankets on them, they should be better than sleeping on the ground. He pushed those annoyed thoughts to the side and turned his gaze on Falling Leaf. He wasn’t sure where to start. He had a lot of questions, but he wasn’t sure which could hold and which to ask. What was most important?

For her part, Falling Leaf seemed to be focused inward. She hadn’t spoken much since they’d all arrived, which gave Sen the impression that she did more listening than speaking. That would be consistent with the ghost panther that she had been. Again, Sen found himself struggling with what she was exactly. Was she still a ghost panther? Was she a human now? He couldn’t tell for sure. Then again, maybe his questions weren’t that important. She had seemed genuinely shocked to her core when he’d mentioned Boulder’s Shadow. Sen decided that they might as well start there. She might still have questions, and things might revert to something a little more like normal if he gave her a chance to ask them.

“You said you knew Boulder’s Shadow,” said Sen as a place to start.

Falling Leaf’s eyes shot up to meet his and there was still something of the spirit beast in them, something wholly wild and removed from the world of human civilization. She seemed to think for a moment before she shook her head.

“I know about him. We all did. He was,” she seemed to struggle to find the right words, “like you.”

“Like me? How so?”

“A story. He was a story we heard. A kind of hero to us, to the ghost panthers. I didn’t think he was real.”

“Well, he seemed real enough to me,” said Sen. “We spoke, face to face, no farther apart than we’re sitting right now.”

Falling Leaf absorbed that in silence for a moment. “What was he like?”

“Powerful. Conflicted. Honestly, he struck me as unhappy and maybe even a bit sad. No offense but reading feelings off a ghost panther-man wasn’t that easy. I’m making some educated guesses here.”

More silence followed that before Falling Leaf spoke again. “I thought I was the last.”

Sen frowned at that. “The last what? The last ghost panther?”

She nodded. “I knew others might have lived, a few, but searching for them would have been…very dangerous. It was easier to think it was just me.”

Sen could piece together a rough picture of what she meant from things that she had told him before and things that Boulder’s Shadow had said. There had been some kind of conflict in the spirit beast world and the ghost panthers had come out on the losing side of it. Yet, she wasn’t reacting the way he thought he would react in the same circumstances. The news that another ghost panther lived hadn’t made her happy at all. If anything, she seemed weighed down by the knowledge.

“Would you rather I hadn’t told you?”

She cocked her head to one side in the most feline gesture he’d seen her make so far. It was like she’d heard a strange noise and didn’t understand what it meant.

“It is, silly human boy. That is all that matters.”

Sen wasn’t sure he agreed with that sentiment, but she sounded convinced. So, he let it go. He gave it a few moments to see if she wanted to keep discussing the subject of Boulder’s Shadow. When she didn’t say anything, he decided to move on to some of the things he wanted to know. He made a sweeping gesture with his hand to encompass her whole body.

“This change. You never seemed to want something like this before.”

“I didn’t. I was perfect as I was.”

“Then, why?”

Sen then discovered that some expressions seemed to cross over just fine between ghost panther and human because she looked at him like he was an idiot. Then, she hit him hard enough to knock him off the bench.

“Because you were in danger. Hunted by the foul demonic cultivators,” she said.

The seething hatred in her voice when she said the words demonic cultivators seemed wildly out of proportion to whatever danger Sen had faced. As he picked himself up off the floor and rubbed his arm where she’d hit him, he guessed that spirit beasts had their own issues with demonic cultivators. Things that probably had nothing to do with him. He gave her a concerned look.

“I was but that wasn’t a good enough reason for this. Can you change back now that danger is over?”

She didn’t avert her eyes when she answered him, and he could see just how much the answer hurt her. “No.”

Sen just stood there, not sure what to do or say. He felt responsible and guilty. She’d done this to herself because of him, to help him, and now she couldn’t go back. He knew that it wasn’t his place to feel responsible or guilty. He hadn’t asked her to do it. He would never have asked her to do such a thing. She’d made the choice when he’d been long gone and far out of reach. It had been her choice, but it didn’t feel that way to Sen. She’d made that choice out of fear for him.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“It is, Sen,” she said, echoing her earlier words. “And why do you think the danger is over?”

That snapped Sen’s attention into full focus. “What do you mean?”

“A danger has passed. But you are always in danger. You draw it the way fire draws the foolish moth. And you have none to guard your flank, none but that hired woman.”

Sen didn’t really want to get into all of that, but he did it anyway. “She’s good in a fight.”

“Maybe, but your trust in her is…broken?”

“That’s as good a word for it as any.”

Falling Leaf nodded and gestured at herself. “That is why this had to happen. So, I can walk with you among the humans. So, you always have someone you can trust close by.”

A wash of conflicting emotions rolled through Sen. He was overjoyed at the idea of having Falling Leaf with him again. He was also disgusted at himself for the selfishness of that thought. He was overwhelmed by the sacrifice she’d made on his behalf, but also uncertain why she had done it. Yes, she’d given him a reason for why, but he didn’t think that actually covered it. It was too big, too much, too drastic a change to do for someone you just know. Then again, he didn’t know anything about how ghost panthers viewed friendship or family. He’d never thought to ask, which made him feel even worse. They had occupied a little bubble that was just them up on the mountain and he’d been content with that. He supposed he could chalk some of it up to how young he’d been at first, but he’d been old enough to ask some questions before he left. Maybe, I just didn’t have the wisdom, he thought.

“I’m always happy to have you close by,” he said, “but is that what you want? If you wanted to go find Boulder’s Shadow or look for other ghost panthers, I’d understand. I’d even help if you wanted me to.”

Falling Leaf seemed to hesitate at that idea. “Maybe, maybe someday. When we’re stronger. When we’re strong enough that none will dare challenge us. Until then, I will go with you.”

“If you ever change your mind, or you want to go do something else, promise me that you’ll tell me.”

“I promise.”

Then, feeling as though the conversation had gotten as heavy as he could stand, Sen changed the subject to something he’d been very curious about. Now that they were alone, he felt like he could ask.

“The transformation to human. Was it a full transformation?”

“The Caihong,” started Falling Leaf before shaking her head, “Ma Caihong said it was. Would you like to see?”

Before Sen could really decide, Falling Leaf was standing up and taking off her robe. Sen thought he should stop her out of a vague worry that he’d be taking advantage of her somehow, but he was curious. Curiosity and concern had a brief war inside him before he took the coward’s path and hedged.

“Only if you want to show me.”
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Sen ended up making breakfast the next day since he was up first, or at least the first to wander out into the main room. It was always hard to gauge how long any given cultivator would sleep because there was no good way to gauge how long it had been since they last slept. He’d been getting regular sleep recently, so sleeping for a few hours had almost been an indulgence. It had been a chance for his mind to rest, though. He was still pondering the problem of Falling Leaf. The casual way with which she’d disrobed had caught him off guard. After a moment of aesthetic appreciation for the lithe young woman, though, he’d gone into healer mode. There was something off about her, something that twinged his cultivator senses. If she did that to him, she’d likely do it to others. It turned out that it wasn’t something physical. She looked like a normal human woman. Well, she looked like a normal human woman cultivator with all that entailed, albeit one with green eyes. Having ascertained that it wasn’t some physical trait he was picking up on in some barely conscious way, he suggested she should put her robes back on.

Her face twisted in unhappiness, and she said, “But they’re uncomfortable.”

Understanding had dawned at that point. No wonder she seemed so eager to undress, thought Sen. He supposed clothing of any kind was still relatively new for her. Not so new that she’d adjust her clothes all the time, but new enough that she’d likely take almost any excuse to get rid of them if she could. He suppressed a laugh before it could form. It wouldn’t do to laugh at her discomfort. He could even appreciate it a little. He remembered all too well how uncomfortable he’d been that first year as a cultivator. Granted, Falling Leaf wasn’t precisely new to cultivation, but she was new to being a human cultivator. He was once again confronted with just how much she’d sacrificed for him. He picked up her robe from the floor and handed it to her.

“It’s not generally appropriate to be undressed with someone of the opposite sex. It’s a culture thing.”

Falling Leaf sighed and started putting the robe back on. “The Caihong said the same thing. I hoped you wouldn’t care.”

“It’s not so much that I care. It’s more that it’s distracting. Undressing that way in front of a man is usually interpreted as a desire to,” Sen tried to think of the right term to make it clear, “mate.”

Falling Leaf stared down at her half-dressed body and grimaced. “Why would anyone want to mate with this? It’s so unsightly.”

Sen did laugh at that, which drew a perplexed look from Falling Leaf.

“I assure you that human men will not find you unsightly. Quite the opposite, in fact. I’m surprised you haven’t noticed that already.”

Falling Leaf shrugged. “Most of the human men I spoke to were screaming.”

“Screaming?”

“In pain. In fear. We were not gentle with demonic cultivators. Especially not when you disappeared.”

“I see,” said Sen.

He was a little startled at Falling Leaf’s nonchalant viciousness. Then again, she was a cat at heart. She finished putting her robe back on and gave Sen a look.

“There. Is that less distracting?” she asked, loading the word distracting with seven kinds of doubt.

“Yes. Thank you. I understand that you might have been harsh with the demonic cultivators, but what about the other human men you spoke with?”

“I did not.”

“You didn’t what?”

“Speak with them. I left that to the,” she took a very obvious pause, “to Ma Caihong.”

“You didn’t speak to them at all? Surely some of them must have spoken to you.”

“They did.”

“And?”

“And what? They were not demonic cultivators. They were not you. They were not Feng Ming or Kho Jaw-Long. Why would I speak to them?”

Sen suspected that Auntie Caihong had probably had conversations with Falling Leaf about all of this, but the ghost panther…former ghost panther…had brought most of her personality over with her in the change. She was interested in what she was interested in and absolutely nothing else. She had changed so she could come out into the world and find him. Anything that didn’t relate specifically and directly to that goal was simply beneath her notice. He wondered how many heartbroken young men she’d left in her wake when she refused to even acknowledge their existence. Although, if she’d done that to cultivators, some of them would surely have challenged her.

“Didn’t that provoke some anger? Some challenges?”

Falling Leaf nodded. “It did.”

“So, what did you do?”

“I killed them, of course. What else is there?”

Of course she had. Challenges in the wilds were almost always to the death unless one of the spirit beasts fled. He wondered how many of those people had died confused, thinking that they’d only meant to prove a point. It was that last thought that lingered with Sen as he made breakfast. He realized that bringing Falling Leaf along with him, and there was no way that she’d let him leave her behind, was going to be a challenge. They would have to have a lot of long talks about what was and wasn’t appropriate. He worried that wouldn’t be enough, though. Certainly, Auntie Caihong had had similar talks with Falling Leaf. If the nascent soul cultivator couldn’t get the ghost panther girl to change, Sen didn’t like his chances. Although, Falling Leaf might also put more stock in his words simply because she was closer to him. He’d always had the impression that she respected the nascent soul cultivators because of their terrible power and strength, but she’d only ever seemed to like Uncle Kho. He worried he might be kidding himself that’d she listen to him more than Auntie Caihong, but it was all he had to lean on at the moment.

It seemed the smell of food was enough to rouse the nascent soul cultivators and Falling Leaf from their rest. Sen prompted some stories from the elder cultivators but quickly discovered that once you heard one sect destruction story, you’d pretty much heard them all. The details changed, but the end results were mostly the same. He also learned that while Uncle Kho and Master Feng had usually opted for a scorched earth policy if their demands weren’t met swiftly and without protest, Ma Caihong had taken a more subtle approach. She threatened to destroy entire sects and then waited for demonic cultivators to run. Once they left the sect, they were chased down and questioned. Vigorously. Falling Leaf nodded along cheerfully to those stories.

“I was very good at the questioning,” she told Sen proudly.

Ma Caihong agreed. “I’ve never seen so many grown men break so fast. I’ve also never seen so many grown men cry.”

Sen almost asked a question then, and quickly thought better of it. He decided he really didn’t need to know how Falling Leaf made men cry during questioning. He had enough bad dreams as it was. As the meal wound down and the stories dried up, Master Feng fixed Sen with a firm look.

“So, now that you’re not being hunted up and down the kingdom, what are you planning to do?”

Falling Leaf perked up at that question, and locked her eyes on Sen with unnerving intensity. He thought it over for a while.

“The Clear Spring Sect first, I expect. Then, probably off to the capital. I need a manual for the Five-Fold Body Transformation. If it’s as dangerous as everyone says it is, I can’t just stumble blindly forward with it and hope for the best.”

Ma Caihong and Master Feng traded a look before she spoke up. “The capital isn’t a good place for you. You’d be a tempting target for, well, for a lot of people. Sects, nobles, and whatever demonic cultivators weren’t on that list. If there are any left, they’ll be in the capital.”

“Why would sects and nobles be trying to kill me?”

“Not that kind of target. Sects will want to recruit you, and you’ll find saying no to them a much more difficult task than you did in Emperor’s Bay. Sects in the capital are large. Most of them have a nascent soul patriarch or matriarch. They don’t like hearing the word no,” said Uncle Kho.

That made more sense to Sen, and he shuddered at the idea of what an unfriendly nascent soul cultivator might do to him to get their way.

“The nobles will just want to use you in their games,” said Auntie Caihong.

“Or bed you,” said Master Feng.

Auntie Caihong sighed but nodded. “Or that. Or both. They aren’t mutually exclusive activities.”

Sen wasn’t sure exactly how going to bed with someone would be part of a political game, but he trusted that Auntie Caihong knew what she was talking about.

“So, I should seek out Fu Ruolan instead, if the Clear Springs Sect doesn’t have the manual?” Sen asked, a little dubious.

“That woman is…difficult, at the best of times. Still, she might actually be the better choice here.”

Ma Caihong gave Master Feng a look that suggested she thought he’d suffered a massive head injury that was affecting his judgment. “That woman isn’t difficult. She’s insane.”

“She’s not insane,” said Master Feng. “She’s strange, but her reason is intact. It’s her emotions you can’t be sure of.”

“Still, sending Sen to her is ill-advised, at best.”

Sen had gotten used to this kind of bickering between the two over the years, but it never led anywhere productive, so he cut them off. “I have three possible options for finding the manual I think we all agree I won’t survive without. The Golden Phoenix Sect, Fu Ruolan, and the Clear Spring Sect. Since it seems like there’s only a slim chance the Clear Spring Sect has it, I need a second option. It’s either the capital or Fu Ruolan unless one of you has a line on another place I could get it. Do you?”

There was some hedging and vague talk about possible locations, at least two of which Sen knew were mythical, but the takeaway was that they didn’t have a better plan. At least, they didn’t at the moment.

“Okay,” said Sen, “so given the two options that I realistically have available, which is better? Which carries more risk?”

There was more grumbling and hedging.

“It’s a coin toss,” said Uncle Kho after five minutes of additional bickering from Master Feng and Auntie Caihong. “The risks in the capital are more numerous, but they’re diffuse. No one there is, to our knowledge, specifically looking for you or aiming to cause you trouble. If there is trouble, though, it can come at you from a lot of different angles, all at the same time. Plus, negotiating with the Golden Phoenix Sect is going to be troublesome. They won’t want to give you that manual or a copy of it without extracting something very valuable from you. Either some kind of service you absolutely won’t want to do or some kind of nearly impossible-to-find treasure.

“With Fu Ruolan, who is crazy by the way, the risk is very specific and very direct. If you make a bad impression or simply catch her on the wrong day, it’s very likely that she’ll kill you or punish you in some terrible way. If you make a good impression or catch her on the right day, you could walk out an hour later with what you need. Assuming you can find her at all, which is not guaranteed. No one really knows where she lives, just a general area she roams in. So, either option has a high risk of failure as well.”

Sen looked over at Falling Leaf. “What do you think?”

“Insanity is always a danger to avoid,” she said with utter certainty.

Sen waited for more but that was apparently the entirety of her thoughts on the matter. Trying to hide his reluctance, he looked to Lo Meifeng. “How about you? What do you think?”

Lo Meifeng shifted uncomfortably as everyone looked at her, but she plunged ahead. “I don’t know anything of value about Fu Ruolan. I thought she was a cultivator ghost story until today. I mean, honestly, an insane nascent soul cultivator? It sounds like a story you’d make up to scare outer sect disciples into behaving. So, in practical terms, I’d be more useful to you in the capital, but I don’t know if that makes the capital a better choice.”

“Do you know anyone in the capital?” Sen asked.

It had sounded casual enough, a natural follow-up to her statement, but she knew what he was really asking.

“I have some contacts there, but no one I’d consider close.”

Sen nodded and weighed his options. He hadn’t done well in cities so far. It was just a flaw in his personality. He wasn’t flexible enough, not willing to bend enough to suit the whims of those who saw themselves as powerful. He could try to keep that in check if he had some warning, but if someone just started acting like he owed them something because they were breathing in the same vicinity as him, he’d fall back to form. He knew it. On the other hand, his last experience with a crazy person living out in the middle of nowhere hadn’t gone very well, either. Plus, it sounded like he’d only have a fifty-fifty shot at surviving an encounter with Fu Ruolan. That was assuming he could even find her in the first place. Granted, wandering around in the wilds didn’t sound so bad to him anymore now that he wasn’t going to be on the run. Falling Leaf would probably love it. Lo Meifeng would probably hate it, which made it sound more appealing to the small part of Sen that was petty. Of course, the goal wasn’t to punish Lo Meifeng but to get a manual that would help keep him alive.

“I’m going to need to pick your brains about the capital,” he announced.


CHAPTER SIXTY

LEAVING IS NEVER EASY
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With the decision about where he was going at least tentatively made, barring new information, things relaxed a bit. They camped out at Sen’s little house for a few more days, while Sen slowly bled information about the capital from them. Auntie Caihong had been there most recently, so she gave him a rundown on the political situation as it stood while she was there. She also made sure he understood that in the world of capital politics, the five years since she was last there were a virtual eternity. He could arrive in the capital and find that entire houses were simply gone or that a formerly unimportant house was now very influential.

“I understand Auntie Caihong,” said Sen. “Assume all information is suspect until it’s confirmed.”

“You should probably assume all the people you meet are suspect as well.”

Sen frowned. “I will. I learned my lesson with Lan Zi Rui.”

Auntie Caihong got a positively malevolent look on her face at the mention of the cult leader. “I think I met him once. He was a worthless weasel then, too.”

“You’ll watch out for Lifen, afterward I mean.”

Auntie Caihong nodded. “I will. I’ll see that she’s safely returned to her mother or enrolled in a sect somewhere if that’s what she wants.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it. I’d do all of it myself—” Sen started to say.

“I know you would. I’m tempted to let you. But this isn’t the sort of thing you should let hold for the years it would take you to build the necessary strength. Besides, I don’t like cults. They always turn into something very ugly. Better to end it now.”

Sen’s experience with a cult certainly supported that argument, although, he’d only encountered the one. He’d have to take her word for it that most cults weren’t worth the air and water they used up. Both Auntie Caihong and Master Feng gave the names of places where he could find some quiet help if he needed it. While he simply wrote down the names of the places that Auntie Caihong gave him, he had a very specific question for Master Feng.

“These don’t happen to be brothels, do they?” Sen asked.

“No, of course, they aren’t brothels,” said Master Feng, but then he paused. “I don’t think they are. I’m pretty sure they weren’t the last time I checked in on them.”

Sen moved those names to the bottom of his list of places to look for help. He didn’t actually have an objection to brothels. Sen just didn’t want to unintentionally drag a bunch of mortals into his problems again if he could avoid it. They were too convenient as targets, and he’d like to avoid causing a bloodbath in the capital if at all possible. Given his luck, he didn’t really expect that would prove possible, but he could hope and take steps to keep mortals out of harm's way.

As much as he’d hoped to avoid it, Lo Meifeng did eventually catch him alone outside one afternoon. He’d just gestured for her to follow him and walked them off a distance. He set up a formation to dampen their voices, assuming that neither of them really wanted the contents of that conversation shared. Lo Meifeng was quiet for a moment before she finally asked the question that Sen could tell was burning a hole in her mind.

“Why?”

“Why not expose what you did? Why keep you around?”

“Yes.”

“If I told Master Feng what you did, there’s a good chance he’d kill you for pulling me into that kind of danger. Wasn’t that exactly the kind of thing you were sent to help me avoid?”

“It was,” she admitted with a sigh.

“Well, I’m not even close to angry enough to want to see you dead. It wouldn’t fix anything. You’d just be dead. And, he’d send someone else, which brings us around to the ‘why keep you around’ part of things. I know I can stand you. That might not be true for the next person.”

“But you don’t trust me.”

“No, not particularly, but as long as you weren’t lying about not having family in the capital, I won’t automatically dismiss every word out of your mouth. Were you lying?”

Lo Meifeng shook her head. “I wasn’t. I don’t have anyone I’m close to or related to in the capital.”

“Then, you’re the demon I know. Plus, now I have a baseline for what it looks like when you’re trying to trick me to get what you want. I’ll be more ready for it next time.”

“There won’t be a next time,” said Lo Meifeng defensively.

“So you say. Would you believe that if you were me?”

“No,” she admitted with obvious reluctance.

“Now, you know. Do you feel any better about things?”

“Not particularly, but I guess it’s better to know where I stand.”
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By the time everyone seemed ready to go, something happened that Sen hadn’t expected. One of the defensive formations activated. There was a yelp of pain as someone got caught with one of the lesser lightning bolts Sen had made for the outer perimeter formation. It wasn’t really there to do anything lethal, just serve to warn off anything or anyone. Still, Sen supposed that he should at least go and see who had triggered the formation in the first place. As he went to leave, Falling Leaf walked up to the door and looked at him expectantly.

“Do you want to come?” he asked, a little amused.

“Like you could stop me from going where I wish,” she said.

The pair of them made their way out to the edge of the formation boundary. Sen wasn’t sure what to make of what he found there. Shi Ping was near the boundary, looking a little charred and very unhappy. After just staring at the man for a while, Sen finally gave in to his curiosity.

“What can I do for you, Shi Ping?”

“The matriarch informed me that my laziness has grown beyond her tolerance. She told me to seek you out and ask if I might join you for a time. She suggested that it might inspire me to, as she put it, do something for once in my life.”

“I see,” said Sen, not at all amused that the matriarch was trying to offload her problem onto his plate.

“Please say no. Please say no. Please say no,” said Shi Ping.

“No,” said Sen, not even needing the other man’s pitiful begging.

The very last thing he wanted was a lazy cultivator tagging along on his current mission. It wasn’t an imminent crisis, yet, but the mission was still life or death for Sen. Having someone who couldn’t or, worse still, wouldn’t pull their own weight was simply unacceptable. It might have been different if the matriarch had offered him some kind of reward or payment, but to just expect him to take the man for free… Then, Sen glared at the man, who took a big step back.

“What did she offer me to sweeten the deal that conveniently slipped your mind?”

Shi Ping visibly winced but removed a wrapped bundle from a storage treasure. Sen could feel the power radiating from it as soon as it appeared. She had already gifted Sen an ascendent-level jian that was probably the best weapon he now owned. He thought that it would legitimately last him until he reached the nascent soul stage of cultivation. The spear that Shi Ping revealed when he untied the covering was a step beyond. It was one of the fabled heavens chasing realm weapons. Those storied weapons were the domain of nascent soul cultivators and no others. This wasn’t simply a bribe, it was a kingly bribe, the kind of bribe that no sane cultivator could refuse. No wonder Shi Ping didn’t mention it, thought Sen. He knew I’d have to say yes with that spear in play. That didn’t excuse the man for failing to deliver the whole message. Sen was tempted to challenge the man then and there, but he repressed that impulse. Barring massive misfortune on Sen’s part, like being suddenly struck blind and losing the feeling in both his hands, Shi Ping had no chance in such a contest. For all that, though, the man would be a burden. Sen liked the man well enough as a casual acquaintance, but he wasn’t enthralled with the picture of Shi Ping as a permanent traveling companion.

Sen turned to Falling Leaf. “What do you think?”

“Let him come. You get the spear, which is good. If he proves irksome, I’ll simply kill him in his sleep. It doesn’t seem any will miss him.”

Shi Ping looked pale and unsteady on his feet at hearing those words.

Sen fixed Shi Ping with a hard look. “You should consider that your friendly and only warning. Pull your weight, or she really will end your life.”

Shi Ping looked mournful as he said his next words. “I need to pack.”

“You should grab the spear, and I’ll just kill him now,” said Falling Leaf, taking a step toward the man.

“This isn’t an auspicious start, Shi Ping,” said Sen. “Leave the spear. Go pack. You have three hours to meet us at the entrance to the valley.”

“Three hours? That’s barely enough time to get back and grab my clothes.”

“Then I probably gave you more time than you deserve after that stunt you pulled. You should have come here ready to leave. Now, you just wasted a minute of your time. Do you plan on wasting another?”

Shi Ping, showing a modicum of wisdom, placed the spear on the ground with care. Then, he vanished in a burst of qi.

Falling Leaf stared in the direction the man had vanished. “He won’t survive a week with us.”

Sen shook his head as he passed effortlessly through his own formation and picked up the spear. “I know. I kind of think that’s what the matriarch had in mind. Hence, the bribe.”

“Humans are so strange. If she wants him dead, she should simply kill him and be done with it.”

“Humans generally dislike it when their leaders kill their own people. Shi Ping is, by his own admission, lazy, which makes him a drain on the order. But he’s liked well enough. Killing him would be politically problematic. Sending him off with me, well, I’m a dangerous man. No one would be surprised if he died in my company.”

“And that won’t be a problem for you later?”

Sen shrugged. “Probably not. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not going to try to get him killed for her. He may even be useful. Another sword in a fight is never a bad thing. I’m not going to go out of my way to protect him, though. He’ll have to rise to the occasion.”

“He won’t,” said Falling Leaf.

“He might. The threat of dying has a way of bringing out a person’s strengths. It did for me.”

“He is not you.”

Sen smiled. “Maybe not. I guess we’ll find out soon enough. Still, this is a complication I hadn’t planned for. Why is leaving never easy?”
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The nascent soul cultivators were all interested in the spear. Uncle Kho took it through a form and declared it adequate. Master Feng examined it closely and said that the smith who made it wasn’t completely incompetent. Auntie Caihong ran a bit of qi through it, shot the other elder cultivators a look, and said it was of excellent quality. Sen decided to take her word for it. After that, it was a round of hugs, shoulder slaps, and fifteen pieces of last-second advice. As they were all getting ready to head their separate ways, Master Feng spun toward Sen.

“I almost forgot,” he said, looking embarrassed and relieved. “I dropped by your grandmother’s shop in Emperor’s Bay. The manager there asked me to deliver this to you with his compliments.”

Master Feng threw Sen a coin pouch that was surprisingly heavy. He opened it and found a sensible, if sizable, mix of silver and bronze tael. There were even a few gold taels mixed in with the rest. It took Sen a moment to remember who Master Feng was talking about and why they might be sending him money. He supposed it had been a while since he was back there. He supposed it might have been enough time to generate some profit.

“Thank you,” said Sen, storing the money away.

“Are you investing now, Sen?” asked Uncle Kho, an amused gleam in his eye.

“Just a little.”

“It’s a smart move, though,” said Master Feng. “Wherever I go, there’s always someone waiting with a bag of money for me. It’s really convenient.”

With a roll of her eyes, Auntie Caihong took Uncle Kho by the arm. “Come along, dear. I expect there’s a terrible amount of dusting waiting for us at home.”

At those words, Uncle Kho looked at Sen. “Now, you keep your eyes open for any more demonic cultivator cabals. We can’t have them running around doing whatever they want.”

Auntie Caihong started pulling her husband away by main force until he relented with a laugh and the two flew away on qi platforms. Sen looked to Master Feng.

“Where are you off to?”

“I have to stop in and see Duan Yuxuan. Then, I have a spirit beast mystery to get back to.”

“Duan Yuxuan? Is that a good idea?”

“Heavens no. It’s a terrible idea, but it’ll be even worse if I don’t stop in to have an argument with her. She’ll feel slighted and ignored. It is her valley, and she left us alone. So, I can do my part.”

“By arguing with her?” Sen asked, truly confused.

For once, Master Feng looked a little embarrassed. “Well, it’ll start out as an argument. It doesn’t usually end that way.”

It took Sen’s mind a while to fill in the blanks on that one.

“Oh! I see.”

“Yes, well, off you go. Let us know if you run into any more fun like you did last time.”

Sen offered Master Feng a deep bow. “As you say, Master Feng.”

At a gesture from Sen, Falling Leaf and Lo Meifeng joined him as he walked away from the little house he’d made. He might have to make more of them, time and qi permitting. An hour later, the valley’s entrance and their unwanted tagalong came into sight. The man looked utterly despondent.

“You really mean to take him along?” asked Lo Meifeng.

“You saw that spear, right?”

“I did. Still not sure it’s worth it.”

“Yeah, neither am I. But I said I’d do it, so now he gets to come along.”

Lo Meifeng gave the man an unfriendly look and spoke loudly enough that Sen was sure Shi Ping could hear her. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and some spirit beast will eat him.”

It was all Sen could do to not laugh as Shi Ping cast a horrified look at Lo Meifeng, who just smiled sweetly at the man.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

FUTURE IMPERFECT
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Zhang Jing sat in the chair by the window and contemplated patience. If it were possible to cultivate patience the way that people cultivated qi, he believed that he would be a nascent soul cultivator already. For, if ever a man had befriended patience, he was that man. Even now, he waited in patience for the words of The Diviner. Zhang Jing knew the ancient cultivator had a name, Li Qian, but he was only ever referred to as The Diviner. He wasn’t sure if the old cultivator himself even remembered the name Li Qian anymore. Zhang Jing had spent weeks in the archives, indulging his curiosity, to learn the name. He’d be surprised if The Diviner even knew he had great-grandchildren. For someone with an eye always fixed on the future, the realities of the present were often lost in a shroud of neglect. Many people had declared The Diviner was mad, or senile, or that his cultivation was failing. He was thousands of years old. A contemporary of nascent soul demigods like Kho Jaw-Long and Feng Ming, if by no means their peer.

No, The Diviner was reaching the end of his life. Zhang Jing expected that the old man would only last another century or two before time finally caught up with him. Most of the Zhang family had discarded the old man long since, but Zhang Jing held a soft spot in his heart for the fortune teller. It had been The Diviner’s foretelling that had saved Zhang Jing’s life on that awful expedition into the south all those years ago. It was The Diviner who advised him, most astutely, to reject the proposal that he marry Teoh Ah Lam, a beautiful but shrewish woman, in favor of the less obviously profitable proposal from the Jao family. He had never regretted the decision to marry Jao Chan-Juan. She was not, perhaps, as beautiful as Teoh Ah Lam, but she was of a far kinder temperament. More importantly, she carried a razor-sharp intellect that had helped see Zhang Jing’s fortunes rise. She was his most cherished and best-loved treasure, a gift greater than even the heavens.

So, Zhang Jing took it upon himself to take the old man into his household. He’d done so not with the expectation that he would see some great advantage but as a just reward for the very personal services that The Diviner had rendered up to him. It wasn’t as if the old man was some terrible burden. He asked for nothing and seemed to prefer simple pleasures. Yet, from time to time, the old man would send for Zhang Jing to proffer up some bit of insight gleaned from the future. They were often small matters that seemed trivial in the moment, such as an investment in some minor business or the name of someone to draw into his service. Yet, over time, those small pieces of advice had accumulated on each other, layer upon layer, until the pearl of power and fortune had grown large in Zhang Jing’s hand. So, if The Diviner called for Jing and took an hour to yield up a prophecy, it was time that the man was happy to spend.

“An opportunity approaches,” said The Diviner.

“What kind of opportunity?” asked Zhang Jing, turning to face the white-haired old cultivator.

“The extraordinary kind. There is a man coming here. A hero to some. A villain to others. A favorite of the heavens and of chaos. He is a fulcrum on which fates may change and futures may be rewritten.”

That made Zhang Jing sit up straight. It had been years, decades even, since The Diviner had offered a fortune like this.

“Who is this man? What is his name?”

“His name is Lu Sen, although it means nothing. A name that is half fiction and half misremembered. Who he is, though, is something else entirely. The title given him is Judgment’s Gale, and it is a terrible thing indeed to fall beneath that judgment, as more than one has learned. If you can befriend him, though, he could be the making of you.”

“If I can befriend him? Why would that be so difficult?”

“He has no love and even less use for nobles, my prince. He thinks them selfish and stupid.”

Zhang Jing grimaced at that. He wasn’t even sure he disagreed with that sentiment. Many nobles were selfish and stupid.

“Then, I need to approach him with care.”

“With great care, my prince. As dangerous as he is, his self-appointed protectors are more dangerous still.”

Zhang Jing offered the old man a bow. “My gratitude for your wisdom, as always.”

“My prince, tread with caution. He could be your making, but he could also be your undoing.”

“That is the truth of all great opportunities, I think.”

Leaving The Diviner to his own affairs, Prince Zhang Jing thought furiously. An opportunity and a potential disaster lay before him. He needed to weigh this with care. His first instinct was to seize the opportunity, but that was always a risk, and The Diviner had warned him of the dangers repeatedly. This wasn’t something he could decide in isolation. He needed to speak with Chan-Juan. Her clever mind would likely see possibilities and pitfalls that his own neglected. Besides, it wasn’t just his future he’d be gambling with but hers as well. She deserved a say if he was going to try to align himself with a man who openly wore a name as threatening as Judgment’s Gale.

THE END
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He did take a moment to study his dantian and the odd ribbon of new qi but left off almost immediately. There was no obvious damage to the dantian. Figuring out that new qi was important. He knew it. He also knew that it was something that he wasn’t going to understand with five minutes of casual study. Even so, it was an effort to turn his attention away from it. Any change in his dantian that he hadn’t initiated was a cause for concern. Changes could mean unexpected results, which he’d learned was almost always problematic. Still, he had pressing medical needs that required much more immediate attention. Turning to the problem at hand, he let his mind slip into that hazy place of unfocused focus that let him pick the right ingredients for the problem at hand. He started with the base ingredients, wood-aligned ginseng for general-purpose healing, wind-aligned five-flavor fruit for the blood, and sunflower root as a general reagent for the other ingredients.

After that, the ingredients became more specific to his needs. He used earth-aligned crown flower to help repair and reinforce his bones. Metal-aligned serpent weed would help balance the elixir. Ingredient after ingredient went into the pot until it felt right. Sen had been so consumed by the process that it took him completely off guard when he sensed a giant looming presence nearby. He looked around and his mouth dropped open in shock and awe. As the fang-filled maw slammed closed around him, Sen had just enough time to think, “Was that a dragon?”
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“That really hurt,” complained Sen, his mind veering away from even trying to remember the details.

“I expect it did. The Five-Fold Body Transformation isn’t for the weak. It is where your body transformation was headed, though. I just helped ensure that you made the last few steps. Although, speaking of pain, you should brace yourself,” warned Elder Bo.

“Brace myself? For what?” Sen asked, sitting up in alarm.

“Tribulation,” said the divine turtle.

Sen remembered Master Feng talking about tribulations. What had he said they usually were?

“Oh no,” said Sen, looking up at thick, dark clouds overhead. “Not lightning.”

“No,” said Elder Bo, “not lightning. Something far worse. Far more deadly.”

“More deadly than lightning?!”

“Yes. You face the tribulation of the peach pits.”

And as if the divine turtle's words had triggered it, a peach pit moving at the approximate speed of a crossbow bolt beaned Sen in the head, drawing blood as it did. Then, it was as if all the light in the world was snuffed out. Sen looked up and saw thousands of peach pits hurtling toward him.

“This is so unfair,” he complained.
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Once they were out of the city proper, Lo Meifeng seemed to relax a little. At least, Sen thought she did. Her answers to the occasional questions that Sen or Lifen asked were less sharp and terse. It wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, but Sen liked to take his victories where he found them. Despite relaxing slightly, Lo Meifeng kept them moving until nearly sunset. At that point, they had moved beyond the city and the dense crush of buildings that had gone up beyond the city walls. Instead, they were traveling through the smaller towns and farming villages that seemed to dot the landscape beyond every city. While Sen would have been perfectly content to simply find a spot off the road, both of the women emphatically declined that option.

“Some of us require a proper bath from time to time,” said Lo Meifeng with an unimpressed look.

“Agreed,” said Lifen, giving Sen a nearly identical unimpressed expression.

Sen just stared at the two of them, not quite believing what he was hearing.

“Let me make sure I’ve got this straight. You’re willing to risk exposing us, getting us all captured, and probably tortured to death, all so you can have baths?”

“Yes,” they said in unison.

“Hard pass. You have to know that if we get rooms somewhere, the place will get burned down, or there will be an attack, or some mouthy cultivator that will draw attention to us. I’ll be camped somewhere over there,” said Sen, gesturing at a spot with lots of natural forest cover. “You know, so you can find me when the worst inevitably happens.”

Unimpressed with his words of warning, the two women stalked away. It was almost midnight when two bedraggled-looking figures stumbled into camp. Lifen’s clothes were scorched and covered in ashes. Lo Meifeng had bandages around an arm.

“So,” said Sen. “What happened?”

“The inn burned down,” said Lifen.

“And there was an attack,” admitted Lo Meifeng.

“Anything else?” Sen asked, feeling rather pleased with himself for calling it so well.

“Yeah,” said Lifen. “There was this mouthy guy calling himself Cultivator Chou.”

At that, heavenly qi rushed into Sen as he had a moment of enlightenment about the dao of douchey smugness.
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Once they got to the city, though, there were only three things to do. They could stay for a while, which both of them agreed was a monumentally stupid plan. So, that was out. They could follow the road south, which was a possibility. Or they could take the road west toward the inner continent. Lifen was curious about everything, so she didn’t have a strong opinion one way or the other. Sen was increasingly convinced that they should go west.

“What’s to the west?” Lifen asked when told her as much.

“It’s something Uncle Kho told me about. There’s a legend that says, if you’re pure of heart, you can find a sacred temple that holds the treasure of the ages in it.”

Lifen grew instantly more excited. “West it is!”

It took months, battling their way through the wilds, facing tribulations for every advancement, a journey that would become a veritable legend in its own right. But the day finally came, when the pair burst into a clearing wearing little but rags and beheld a sight that would change them forever. Lifen threw herself forward and dipped her hands into the multicolored miracle before her.

“What is this place?” she asked, her eyes wide with awe.

“This is the Temple of the Divine Gummy Bear Waterfall.”
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Control. So much in cultivation depended on it. Without it, strikes would not find their mark, or be turned aside with ease. Without it, one could shred their qi channels to uselessness. Without control, techniques could run out of control. That was a lesson Sen had learned the hard way. Seeing the destruction he’d wrought in that abandoned town with his poorly controlled use of Heavens’ Rebuke had very nearly convinced him to swear it off altogether. Even as he directed the same technique at the thrashing, howling, impaled demonic cultivator, he focused on control. He would kill this man, Sen promised himself, not vaporize half a mile of forest. Yet, for all that cultivation called for control, for all that cultivators relied on it, there had to be room for the unknown, for the unpredictable, for the flower of strange fortune to bloom in their lives. Sen had been the recipient of that as well. Yet, in the moment, the blooming of that flower could look like a hideous, terrifying loss of control.

That was what Sen experienced as, in the barest sliver of time before Heavens’ Rebuke flew from the spearhead, something he didn’t plan for happened. To his horror, a tiny thread from that ribbon of strange qi flew free and lodged itself in the heart of his technique. There was no time to stop it, or even consider what it meant. There was only time for one brief upswell of uncertainty and fear as Sen felt the technique fundamentally change. Then, it was loosed on the demonic cultivator. While Sen expected the lance of purple-hued blackness with lightning crackling around it, what he got instead was what appeared to be…a house cat, albeit one he’d transported straight from the depths of the countless hells. Its body was made of iridescent light and wreathed in that purple-hued black lightning. The demonic cultivator took one look at that cat, screamed like a child, and tried to run away. Sen was used to techniques fading quickly, but after the first forty-five minutes of the cat using whatever passed for its claws to “play” with the demonic cultivator, Sen got bored and wandered away.

Years later, when someone asked him if the cat killed the demonic cultivator, Sen’s only answer was, “Well, I never saw that guy again.”
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“I know this was my suggestion,” said Lo Meifeng, “but she’s got a point. I go where you go. So, if you keep going, I pretty much have to go. If you decide we should take a pass, and I really want to you decide that, I will gladly slog through another hundred miles of this forsaken forest in any other direction.”

Sen kept his mouth shut for a minute and tried to think it through. That tugging inside his chest had turned into a relentless feeling that almost dragged him along. Yet, there was no guarantee that he was going to get anything of value if they reached the right destination. Even more importantly, the others weren’t experiencing that tugging feeling. Even if he got something valuable from it, there was a good chance that they wouldn’t. That oppressive feeling that just got worse and worse the farther they went was a pretty solid indication that something or someone ahead did not want to be bothered. Even a month ago, Sen might have pressed forward regardless of anything anyone else had to say. This time, he reminded himself of the lesson he’d struggled toward during his core formation. I can be more than one thing. He could be reckless and headstrong, but he didn’t have to be that way all the time. He could also be the kind of person who did silly things like listening to good advice. He looked in the direction they’d been heading, then made his choice.

“Then we go somewhere else,” he said.

“What? Really?” asked Lifen, sounding a little stunned.

“You made your case. Lo Meifeng agrees with you wholeheartedly. I’m not dumb enough to think I know better than everyone else.”

“They are wise to fear this place,” said a voice from the trees.

Sen let his spiritual sense and qi swirl out all around them, but he sensed nothing. The voice continued.

“You are wise in that you would heed their advice.”

A positively ancient old man stepped out of the forest. He eyed them all the way people sometimes eyed a hot meal.

“Where did you come from?” Sen asked, wondering why his senses had failed him so utterly.

“From the forest. I guess they keep you around because you’re pretty,” said the old man before he reached into a pocket and held something out. “Would you like a piece of candy?”

Even Sen knew better. “Oh no, I’ve seen this show. You own a creepy van, don’t you?”

“It’s not creepy!” shouted the old man. “It’s a classic!”
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Gathering himself, Sen stood and glared around the battlefield. Then, he took a step up into the air on a cushion of qi. Then he took another, as though he were climbing stairs into the heavens. He began cycling for the things he thought he’d need, shadow, fire, wind, and lightning. He tapped his core qi for this to make sure that the statement he was about to make was grand enough. He climbed until he hovered above the field nearly twenty feet in the air. He could feel the collective attention on him, waiting to see what he would say and what he would do. He started weaving the qi into something new, something he’d never made before, and lifted his jian.

“I am Judgment’s Gale,” he projected across the field, using air qi to amplify his voice like it was the voice of creation itself.

Then, he shot that woven technique into the sky. A swirling mass of fire, shadow, and lightning began spinning overhead. As it swelled outward, the unnatural storm swiftly blotted out the sun and cast the vale into a darkness akin to night. Sen added the final touch to the technique. He cycled up metal qi and sent a beam of that skyward. For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, a massive, glittering spinning metal ball descended from the clouds.

“This battle is over,” he boomed across the field, “but the disco dance battle has just begun.”
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