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SUMMARY


Never owe a fox a favor…

With his body cultivation at least temporarily under control, Sen sets out for his long-awaited reunion with the divine turtle, Elder Bo. It is a fraught meeting where Sen learns hard lessons and unwelcome truths, and despite his advancement, his old obligations still threaten to pull him back.

Years before, the nine-tail fox Laughing River did Sen a “favor.” The fox is finally ready to collect on that debt. Of course, if you give a fox an inch, they’ll try to take a mile.

The trifling matter that Laughing River wants Sen to accomplish is retrieving an old relic from some ruins. What could be simpler for a powerful core cultivator?

Yet, the demon is in the details, and Laughing River left out a few. Like the horde of devilish beasts, the potent wards, the fact that the ruins are the size of a city.

Sen will have to draw upon all his power, threatening the newfound balance in his body cultivation, to fulfill his obligation, or else risk the eternal enmity of a nine-tailed fox.
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Want to keep up with the Unintended Cultivator Series? Visit Shadow Alley Press and subscribe to our mailing list!


CHAPTER ONE
PETTY VENGEANCE
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Li Yi Nuo looked at the gates to the Vermillion Blade Sect with a complex set of feelings, yet she somehow still felt numb. There was relief that the journey was done. A trip that she might have made in a week, or even a few days if she pushed herself hard enough, had taken weeks. She looked over her shoulder at the three men in the back of the wagon. It had taken all of her very meager skills in healing to simply keep them alive. Getting them to even eat anything had been a daily chore that consumed hours. If they hadn’t been left on the road in the middle of winter to die, it might not have been so bad. By the time she’d found them, though, they had been close to death. She had second-guessed her choice not to let them die a hundred times. Their moments of lucidity were mercifully infrequent because she found it hard to bear their pleas for death. Part of her had fervently hoped that taking them away from the site of their attack would relieve them of some small part of their pain, but that hope had been in vain.

Another cultivator had wanted these men to die but had also wanted them to suffer first. Whatever technique that mysterious, terrifyingly powerful, and pitiless cultivator had afflicted them with had done its work well. The shadow of that cultivator had hung over her the entire journey, growing in size with each passing day. She had gone days without sleep as the thought of the faceless specter tracking them down haunted her. After all, that person she so desperately wished to never meet had meant for those fellow sect members to die. She had interrupted that plan. What if they knew? What if they came to punish her as they had punished the men in the back of the wagon? With that idea gnawing at her peace of mind, coming up to the sect gates was a relief. There were elders in the sect who could, if nothing else, provide her protection from whoever had done this thing to the poor wretches she had found.

Yet, returning to the sect would bring with it an old problem that she had neither the patience to tolerate nor the power to stop. It was made worse by the fear that the unknown cultivator would come to finish what they had started and include her in that delayed retribution. She needed the protection of the sect until they understood better what had happened on that empty patch of road. Staying meant enduring the unwanted advances of Elder Joeng, a woman that Li Yi Nuo had learned to loathe. Leaving meant accepting all of the dangers of being a wandering cultivator and the phantom threat of a cultivator capable of imposing a technique of pain and horror that could endure for weeks, possibly even months. She could only hope that someone in the sect had some bit of esoteric knowledge that might shed light on the matter. As she drew up to the gate, she felt a weight lift off her heart. Her teacher was waiting for her with a kind smile. She climbed down off the wagon and approached him. She gave him a deep bow.

“Master.”

The old cultivator smiled at her, but there was a grave look in his eyes. “Li Yi Nuo. You have returned at last. Were you successful?”

She knew that he could already sense the men in the wagon, but he wanted the guards to hear her say that she had succeeded in her task. A minor bit of sect politics, perhaps, but she would take every shred of political capital she could acquire.

“Yes, Master. Although, I fear their condition is grave.”

Li Yi Nuo trailed behind her master as he walked to the back of the wagon and looked down at the wayward formation foundation sect members. He studied those nearly inert forms for a long time. Then, he started issuing orders. Healers and alchemists were to be summoned at once. The wagon was brought inside the sect and a flurry of activity happened around Li Yi Nuo that she barely noticed. She had gotten back safely. Now, the responsibility for those men could be handed over to others with more skill or more wisdom. The elders would demand a report of her. She didn’t look forward to that as she doubted she would be able to tell them more than the healers would discover. Any evidence had long since been erased or buried by the winter weather by the time she arrived. Still, it was a relief to be able to stop thinking, stop worrying, and stop planning, even if only for a few minutes.

She followed her master to her own home, where he made sure that there was a fire to warm the small building. He made and poured her tea, waving off her halfhearted protests that she should serve him. He even sent someone to fetch her something to eat. He asked her a few gentle questions but seemed to sense that she had used up her mental resources. He told her to sleep and that the elders would summon her when they were ready. She had collapsed into her bed, feeling ready to sleep for days. It seemed that fate was not feeling kind toward her because the elders summoned her the next day.

The Vermilion Blade Sect was neither a large sect nor a small sect. They had a reputation for training cultivators of quality, but they were situated too far from any major city to become a true powerhouse sect. The sect patriarch and elders, with a few glaring exceptions, encouraged a modest approach to building. They reasoned that money was best spent on resources and tools to support the sect and its disciples. There were no grand structures. Even the elders’ hall could have been mistaken for a small library building in the outside world. As her master had told her, it was foolish to equate opulence with power. Far better to judge based on the talent of the cultivators within those buildings than by the buildings themselves. Li Yi Nuo was more aware than most how much actual cultivation talent and power was contained in that modest building. While she didn’t let herself hesitate as she approached it, she wished she could.

When she stood before the assembled elders of the sect, she was relieved that it was her own master who spoke first. She worked very hard not to look at Elder Joeng, fearing that she might see lust or fury in those eyes. After all, it had been that woman’s desire to punish her that sent Li Yi Nuo off in the middle of winter in the first place. Instead, she kept her focus on her master.

“Describe to us what you found?” her master asked in his gentle voice.

She made the briefest of descriptions of her journey, taking only a moment to mention the tales of some kind of wandering spirit of sorrow she had heard. They might be foolish tales from mortals, but better to make the sect aware and let them decide how best to deal with it. Then, she came to the heart of the matter.

“I found them in the road, buried in snow. I don’t know how long they were there, but all three were on the verge of death. They were attacked with some kind of technique, something that seemed to afflict their minds or hearts.”

The voice that Li Yi Nuo had least wished to hear cut her off.

“Do you fancy yourself a healer now?” asked Elder Joeng.

Li Yi Nuo steadied her nerves as she turned to face the woman who had been such a source of trouble for her. “I do not. I inferred it.”

“Based on what? Your vast experience?” sneered the elder.

“Based on the way that they begged me to kill them every time they had a moment of lucidity.”

That seemed to sober Elder Joeng. The elders questioned her for hours, digging for every scrap of information she knew and every scrap she hadn’t known that she remembered. They had her go over every feeling she’d had where she’d found the three men. By the time they finally dismissed her, Li Yi Nuo felt even more tired than she had the day before. Later that afternoon, her master came to her and told her that she was entering secluded cultivation for a time to recover from her trip. She didn’t need him to explain to her that it was a convenient excuse to avoid Elder Joeng. There were some things that not even elders dared to interrupt without exceptionally good reasons.

She was more than happy to comply with the order. No one managed anything remotely like decent cultivation on a journey. It was always a struggle to simply maintain whatever progress you had made. In most cases, though, it meant some loss of the accumulated qi in the dantian. Li Yi Nuo had been no exception to this rule. She worked hard to replace what she had lost, but her efforts were a fractured thing. The shadowy figure behind the attack on those outer disciples had taken up residence in her mind. The attack itself was frightening enough, but the complete lack of information about whoever had done it was even more frightening. It could be anyone. That uncertainty had driven a sliver of fear inside her mind that she couldn’t escape. Even in her sleep, a cultivator wreathed in shadow and death pursued her, consumed with the need to impose a reckoning on her for her interference.

Her period of solitude was all too brief. She’d barely been back for two weeks when she found herself summoned before the elders. She wondered if they had more questions for her. That couldn’t have been farther from the truth. Her eyes sought out her master, and the man looked like he’d been driven fifty years closer to death. She didn’t have time to consider that grim change before Elder Joeng spoke.

“The men you retrieved have not improved. Our best healers and alchemists could do nothing. The technique used on those outer disciples attacks the heart and mind,” announced Elder Joeng like it was new information and not the very conclusion that Li Yi Nuo had suggested. “We summoned a man who specializes in such things at great expense. He informs us that while he can reduce the damage done, only the one who inflicted the technique can truly release them from it. Since you were the one to find these men, we deem it appropriate that you be given the extraordinary honor of seeing this task through. You will seek out the cultivator who did this. You will return them to us to undo this damage and face the sect’s justice.”

Li Yi Nuo couldn’t breathe as she saw the malicious light in Elder Joeng’s eyes. This wasn’t a mission. This was a glorified death sentence and all of the elders knew it. Any cultivator who could impose a technique that powerful and with that kind of longevity was a monster. The kind of cultivator who had bathed in blood and found it to their liking. The kind of cultivator who would kill her out of hand simply for bothering them. She also knew she couldn’t refuse. If she tried, it was entirely possible that she’d never leave the sect compound alive.

“H—How am I to find this person?” asked Li Yi Nuo, her voice a hollow whisper.

Elder Joeng smiled. It was a cruel thing. She held up an object.

“This compass will guide you to them.”

There were more instructions that Li Yi Nuo didn’t really hear and the compass was placed in her hands. She had always known that cultivation might lead to death. She’d just never imagined it would be a death caused by the petty vengeance of an elder in her own sect. As she started walking toward the door, she felt an explosion of qi behind her that dwarfed anything she had ever felt in her life. She whirled around, her heart pounding in her chest, expecting to see the entire building in ruins. What she did see shocked her even more. Her master, the kind, gentle man who had seen himself as a guide and treated her more like a granddaughter than a disciple, was towering over the headless body of Elder Joeng. Her head was still in his hand, blood dripping from the severed stump of her neck.

Her master’s eyes were blazing with a rage she had never witnessed in the man and his killing intent blanketed the entire building like the barely restrained wrath of a god. Li Yi Nuo could see the shock and the naked fear on the faces of the other elders. These people had dismissed her master, pushed him out of the inner circles of the sect, and he had largely let them, content to train what he saw as his final disciple. She had never considered that such things lived inside the man. Yet, now that she considered it, he must have progressed as all cultivators progressed. He had grown through violence, and it seemed he had excelled at it. She could only surmise that the other elders, who must have known, had thought him a toothless tiger. His teeth, it seemed, were still strong and sharp.

“If she doesn’t return,” said her master in tones of pure granite, “every elder in this room will die.”


CHAPTER TWO
THE CALM AND THE STORM
[image: ]


Sen had enjoyed the first few weeks on board Captain Chen’s ship. Many of the sailors were new, but he’d recognized more than a few of them. There had been a little bit of awkwardness the first few days, but it mostly stemmed from a lingering sense of awe from the men he’d sailed with before. When he’d taken over in the kitchen a few times and served them meals that included some qi-rich meat from the edible beasts he’d killed in recent times, the last of that hesitancy had slipped away. Sen had discovered that food had a magical way of easing people into a state of mental and emotional comfort. He’d been more than a little pleased to find that the same thing applied to the men aboard the ship. After that, the crew of the ship treated him like a long-lost son or brother who had come home.

He'd also spent more than a little time with the captain having wide-ranging discussions. The captain wasn’t a noble but had come from a merchant family who sent him off to sea to help beat out a youthful wildness that had gotten the man into some manner of trouble. Little had they known that they’d sent the man off to find his calling. Sen had also discovered that the man had benefitted from an excellent education. That made him an ideal conversation partner for Sen. If nothing else, the man could help fill in some of the more mundane gaps in Sen’s own education. For all that Sen wanted to get some practical value out of the trip, though, he often found himself hanging on the captain’s every word as he described some harrowing experience that nearly destroyed his ship or some far-off exotic location he’d visited.

“You’ve been so many places,” said Sen. “I was starting to think that I was well traveled, but it’s nothing compared with you.”

Captain Chen smiled at Sen, the skin around his eyes crinkling. “Well, I think I may have a few years on you.”

Sen inclined his head in acknowledgment. “I suppose that’s true. Still, you used to sail to the far side of the continent. But no more?”

“No. No more.”

“May I ask why?”

“Ha! You’re so polite to this lowly mortal.”

Sen shrugged. “I was a lowly mortal not that long ago.”

“It’s easy to forget that cultivators start out the same as everyone else. As to your question, it’s no great secret. There are great fortunes to be made by sailing to the far side of the continent, but it’s also very dangerous. There are pirates, great beasts of the ocean, and a hundred other risks.”

“Don’t we have those here?” asked Sen.

“We do, but I’ve been sailing these waters for long enough that I know where to watch out for them. Plus, a trip like that can take years. That’s fine for young men with their whole lives in front of them and nothing waiting for them at home. I have a family. I’m away from them more than I’d like, but I still get to see them. Men who take those journeys to the far side of the continent often come home to find that the children they remember are fully grown and utter strangers. Some men come home to find their families simply gone without a word,” said Captain Chen with a look of old pain on his face. “For me, no fortune is worth that risk.”

Sen nodded. “I see. I hadn’t fully considered the costs.”

The captain gave Sen a small smile. “Well, it’s a mighty cost for a mortal like me. For a young cultivator with nothing but time ahead of him, well, why not go?”

“I’ve considered it,” offered Sen. “I have some obligations that I must fulfill before I can go, but I plan to cross the Mountains of Sorrow at some point.”

The captain seemed shocked. “Overland?”

“I expect so.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?”

Sen laughed. “It can be, although I suspect that I’d be alright. I’m used to fighting on land.”

Captain Chen shook his head as though Sen were a madman but didn’t comment on it. Sen poured them both another cup of tea and saw the captain roll his eyes at the inversion of courtesy. It had made the sailor deeply uncomfortable at first, but Sen simply waved it off with a vague comment about respecting his elders. The captain picked up his cup and took a contemplative sip.

“I suppose I should ask this question now since I’m not likely to ever find another cultivator who has the time for a mortal.”

“What question is that?” asked Sen, his curiosity piqued.

“Do you have a plan?”

Sen squinted his eyes at the other man. “What do you mean?”

“Well, mortals have to make plans. We work, plan for the future, try to build something to pass on, and do it with the certain knowledge that someday we’ll be gone. But cultivators live so long, I always wondered if you plan that way.”

Sen leaned back in his chair and gave the question some serious thought. Eventually, he shook his head.

“I don’t have a plan like that. That isn’t to say I have no plans, but they’re different. I plan for advancing my cultivation. That can mean anything from finding a particular ingredient to securing the appropriate manual. But I can’t say that I’m planning in terms of building something to pass down.”

“So, no family? No great love?”

Sen hesitated before he finally said, “I have family, but probably not like yours. There are other cultivators that I’m very close with, people that I trust with my life. As for love,” Sen thought of the few women he’d been intimate with, “no. I’m not celibate, but there’s no great love waiting to welcome me home.”

The captain gave Sen a considering look. “You should try it. I can’t imagine you’d have trouble finding someone who was willing.”

Sen groaned a little. “Oh, there’s plenty who would be willing. The problem isn’t them. It’s me. I’m too…” Sen cut off as something moved into the sphere of his spiritual sense. “Damn it.”

“What?” demanded the captain.

“I knew this trip was going too well. You should join your men on the deck. I’m pretty sure I have to go have a fight.”

“With who?”

“One of those giant sea beasts you mentioned earlier,” said Sen.

The two men made their way up to the top deck of the ship, where the rest of the crew looked like they desperately wanted to panic. Sen walked over to the railing and stared out at the water, his spiritual sense sweeping out and pinpointing the ocean-going spirit beast. Even at a distance, he could feel the beast’s anger and desire to destroy. He didn’t know what it was, having never felt anything like it before, but he decided to answer that aggression with aggression of his own. He lashed out at the beast with his killing intent. He’d frightened off more than a few spirit beasts with it on the trip already. Still, he wasn’t entirely surprised when it didn’t work on this one. Sighing to himself, Sen summoned the heavens chasing spear from a storage ring. He’d been focused more on his jian recently, but he assumed that the spear would prove the better weapon against some massive sea creature. He gave the captain a look over his shoulder.

“I’ll try to drive it off or kill it.”

Then, Sen hardened a qi platform beneath his feet and flew off the deck on a direct line with the massive beast. While the prospect of fighting a spirit beast didn’t normally give Sen much pause, he felt nervous about fighting this one. He couldn’t get a clear sense of its advancement, which was always a little unnerving. Beyond that, his spiritual sense was muted by all of the water. While he knew that the spirit beast was out there and that it was huge, he hadn’t been able to glean a clear picture of what it actually was. He’d heard some strange stories from the captain about all of the fantastical beasts the man had seen. While those stories had ignited his imagination, they also tried to fill in for the total lack of information Sen had about what he was facing. That was not ideal because it might make him fall into a trap of wrong assumptions.

Not that it would change his mind about facing off with the beast. It was headed straight for the ship. He wasn’t just going to turn aside and let it kill all of the people who were on board. He knew some cultivators would do just that, considering it little more than a mild inconvenience. After all, it was just mortals on the ship. What were their lives compared with the value of a heavens’ defying cultivator? Sen shoved that thought aside. Being angry with other cultivators wouldn’t serve in the fight ahead. There was a part of him that still did the mental calculations, though. If everything went terribly wrong and he couldn’t save the ship, he could get to shore on his own. Once he got there, he could travel by foot. With his qinggong technique, he could likely get to the cove faster than the ship would get him there.

Of course, he wasn’t going to do any such thing. Unless the beast somehow managed to get past him, sink the ship, and kill every sailor aboard, he wasn’t about to head for shore. He knew that it was entirely possible that this exact event would have happened even if he hadn’t been on board. There was also a very real possibility that his presence had attracted the spirit beast. Even if he wasn’t responsible for attracting the beast, he was certainly the only person who could fight it. While mortals could and did bring down spirit beasts from time to time, it usually took large numbers of them working together. They’d have no chance with something as big as whatever was lurking under the water. With one last burst of speed, Sen closed the gap and the spirit beast rose to meet him with an explosion of water.


CHAPTER THREE
HERE, THERE BE MONSTERS
[image: ]


Sen had seen a lot of strange spirit beasts in the depths of the wilds, from the damnable bear-cats to birds made entirely of fire. He’d even once been attacked by something that looked like the bastard child of a pangolin and a massive ivy plant. However, all of his experience with spirit beasts had happened on land. Most of his incredibly limited experience with water life extended only to fish. He’d heard about other kinds of sea animals and spirit beasts from Captain Chen but that had been poor preparation for the thing that launched from the ocean’s surface. As it drove upward, the water swelled briefly like a wet dome or some kind of bubble. When the dome burst, Sen’s mind didn’t know what to do with the information it received.

The front half of the spirit beast was a sleek body covered in a black, leathery skin that looked ideal for cutting through the water. Fins covered in that same leathery skin protruded from both sides of its body. Yet they glinted like polished glass in the sunlight, and he could see the razor edge. Those pieces of information immediately dropped into the background as he noticed other, far more pressing details. The creature had no eyes. Sen didn’t know why but that bothered him on an atavistic level. It created a revulsion so profound that he wanted this thing dead on sight. As soon as that passed through his mind, it was shunted aside as the blunt nose of the beast spread wide into a gaping maw. Where he had expected to see teeth, there were rows and rows of jagged, broken black crystals. He shuddered at the thought of how those crystals would rend and tear flesh. Even worse, he could imagine those crystals burying themselves inside flesh and then breaking off. Considering the condition of the ones he could see, it seemed not only plausible but likely.

The beast released a primitive roar that would have shredded the eardrums of anyone without some serious body cultivation behind them. Even at a remove, that roar drove a stench of rotting flesh and death up at Sen the likes of which he’d never experienced. That all-consuming smell was like an attack of its own that momentarily stunned him. He felt like he’d stepped into some kind of abattoir that had been left to bake in the high heat of summer. As if all of that hadn’t been enough to assure Sen that this beast was alien in ways that nothing on land could ever be, the bottom half of the creature finally emerged from the depths and into the light. Where he’d expected to see some kind of tail, the back half of the beast bloomed outward like a grotesque flower composed of tentacles instead of petals. The color of the tentacles bled away from black and into a mottled pattern of dark and light grays. A handful of the tentacles were thick as trees, while most were smaller. Sen did note that every single one of the tentacles ended in a crystal spike.

Worse, he felt dense concentrations of qi in those crystals. Now that the beast was out of the water, he could feel that its cultivation was greater than his. He thought it was the equivalent of peak core formation, which put its actual power somewhere in the low nascent soul range if the usual power disparity between spirit beasts and human cultivators held true. Since he had no reason to doubt that the spirit beasts from the sea enjoyed that advantage, a sliver of real worry blossomed in his mind. Sure, he’d beaten a nascent soul cultivator, once, but he’d planned that confrontation out with some real care and cheated outrageously with borderline insane poisons. He’d used his understanding of human greed to trick the other cultivator into a situation where Sen had prepared the ground. This situation was nothing like that one. He didn’t even know what the spirit beast was, let alone the best ways to fight it. And they were fighting near, if not directly in, the beast’s natural environment.

Still, there was no turning back now. He minimally needed to keep the beast occupied long enough for the ship to escape. There were two main routes to achieving that end. He could get the beast’s attention and try to draw it away with ranged attacks. The other and what felt to Sen like the less viable option was to kill the beast outright. He genuinely didn’t like his chances in that kind of a fight without a much better understanding of what the twisted beast could actually do. Distraction and evasion it is, thought Sen. He wasn’t above a fight to the death, but he wasn’t prepared to commit to that unless it became completely unavoidable. With his decision made, he hazarded a few educated guesses about what would hurt something that lived in the ocean the most.

He cycled for fire, made the biggest fireball he could, and shot it into the open maw that was racing up toward him at shocking speed. He shifted the platform of qi he was standing on and used the ridiculous strength in his legs to launch himself out of the path of the beast’s open jaws. At least, that was the plan. As the fireball hurtled into that terrifying, rapidly approaching mouth and down the beast’s gullet, it roared in pain. Sen didn’t even see the tentacle that whipped up to drive straight at his chest. He felt the crystal on the end of it thrumming with qi. Years of battle experience took over. Sen drove all the lightning qi he could muster into the spearhead and swung it down to meet the assault. The spearhead connected with the crystal at the end of one of the massive tentacles and shattered it, which had gone according to plan. The explosion of ice qi that drove crystal shards in every direction was not according to plan.

Dozens of cuts opened up across Sen’s body. He could have ignored such damage, having done so hundreds of times in the last half-decade. What he couldn’t ignore was the shard of crystal that shot into his stomach and right out of his back. He also couldn’t ignore that the explosion of qi had carried him up and away from the beast at an odd angle that sent him miles farther out to sea. He was momentarily numb from the shock and the sheer concussive force of the blast. Then, the agony hit him as remnant ice qi from the crystal tried to freeze his internal organs. Sen had endured a thousand shades of pain, but this was something unexpected and new. He felt it as the qi tried to turn his lung into something that would splinter into tiny fragments at a tap. He felt it encroaching on his heart, slowing the movement of the muscle and the flow of blood through his body. Body cultivators were robust, but Sen doubted that even he could survive it if his heart froze and shattered. None of the alchemical fixes in his storage rings could bring him back from that.

The stark realization that he was moments from death shocked Sen back into rationality. He swiftly started cycling for fire qi again and flooded his torso with it. He had assumed that would be an easy solution, but it wasn’t. Even though the body naturally rejected foreign qi and even though he was saturating his tissues with qi that it should readily drink up, he just barely managed to stop the spread of the ice qi. He redoubled his efforts, condensing the fire qi into something that he’d normally consider dangerous for a human body. The ice qi fought his fire qi for what felt like centuries in Sen’s mind. Yet, for all the brute strength of that ice qi, it was limited, while Sen had a full dantian and core to draw on. With a final burst of effort, he expelled the ice qi. He worried it might attack him again, but it was quickly swallowed up by the absurd levels of water qi in the environment. Sen almost heaved a sigh of relief. Then, blood burst from the open wound in his stomach, no longer trapped in place by the ice.

Previously frozen and numb injuries came alive with vibrant agony that shot through Sen like bolts of tribulation lightning. He gritted his teeth against the pain and forced himself to assess the situation. While it had felt like an eternity to him, Sen realized it had only been a few seconds. He was hurtling away from the beast and the ship. The beast was just starting to drop back towards the water, its agonized roars from Sen’s two attacks still ringing in the air. Sen focused and manifested a qi platform to arrest his flight. He didn’t grasp how fast he was moving until he crashed straight through the platform, crying out in pain as fresh gouts of blood burst from his open wounds. When the white flash that erased all thought from his mind passed, he tried again. He took a different tack, coating his body in qi and expanding it to slow his wild flight through the air. He came to a stop and simply flopped down onto the qi platform.

Part of him was certain that this was a losing battle and that retreat was the best option. Unfortunately, it was only the best option for him. If he left now, the enraged beast would likely kill everything it could find in the immediate area. He considered if he could simply carry the crew away on a qi platform to save them as he summoned his best healing elixir from a ring and downed it in a gulp. He thought it might be possible to carry them away like that, but he wasn’t confident he could carry the entire lot to shore before his body needed rest. Even if he did manage to do that, they weren’t close to anything like civilization. He’d have to escort the entire crew through the wilds. That could take weeks or months. It would also deprive Captain Chen of his livelihood. I could just buy him another boat, thought Sen. It was a legitimate option, but it depended on getting everyone to shore. Chen would never abandon his men, and Sen wasn’t sure he could save them all that way.

Sen knew that was probably still the smartest move. Unfortunately, it also assumed that he could outrun that beast. It also assumed that the beast wouldn’t follow them onto the land. It might prefer the sea, but that was no guarantee that it couldn’t go onto land for short periods of time. No, thought Sen, I need to deal with this here and now. Teeth clenched and hand pressing against the wound in his stomach, Sen pushed himself up to a standing position on the platform. The beast was raging and thrashing in the water. That was a relief since it might have gone directly for the ship. Sen closed his eyes and took a breath. He was too far away for any of the things that he'd normally use to end a fight immediately. He needed something else. Something that could actually travel that far and hold together. A memory surfaced of his fight with that young dragon on his way back to Fu Ruolan’s. He nodded. That would do for now.

Sen started cycling for wind and fire. Back during that fight, he’d sent out a wind blade followed by fire. He’d do something a little different this time. As the qi built up, he started weaving the fire and air together into a braid of something far deadlier than either could be alone. He built the technique up, layer by destructive layer, as he fought against the water qi that saturated the area. He condensed that braided qi, squeezing the technique into something ever more compact with a force of will built in battles against countless cultivators more powerful than himself, against beast tides, against the will of the heavens itself. He swept the spear in front of him in a shallow arc. A blade of fire fifty feet across exploded into existence. It was so bright that it eclipsed the sun and so hot that the surface of the seawater nearly a hundred feet below started to boil. In the blink of an eye, it shot away from Sen and toward the beast.

The beast sensed the incoming attack and whirled its massive body toward the fiery death bearing down on it. Sen was once more appalled that anything so large could possibly move so fast. All of the tentacles swept forward around the beast like a cocoon with the crystals touching each other. A wall of ice formed in front of the beast just moments before the combined blade of fire and wind crashed into it. There was a blast of force and steam that sent a huge wave out in every direction. Panic seized Sen’s heart as his eyes swept toward the ship. Sen dropped everything else as he put his all into cycling for water. He poured liquid qi and core qi into the hasty technique he was building.

He ignored the fact that he was falling out of the sky. He ignored the blood that was pouring from his wounds, his nose, and his ears. All he cared about was driving that qi down into the water. He felt it race toward that wave that would crush the ship. He pushed the technique forward with his will, with his heart, with his very soul. The technique caught the wave and unleashed his intent. The wave split around the tiny vessel like a blade had cut the water. Sen gave himself a mere moment to feel exultant triumph before he had to once more look to his survival. He managed to catch himself before he hit the water at lethal speeds, although the qi platform did plunge beneath the waves. Exhaustion burned in Sen as he forced the platform to carry him back up into the air.

He looked to where the steam was finally clearing away. He groaned as he saw the spirit beast thrashing weakly in the water. Sen knew he wasn’t thinking clearly, but he also knew that he couldn’t leave that thing alive. The qi platform rose up in the air again and sluggishly carried him in a mostly straight line toward the beast. Sen was cycling the entire way. He was shocked to find that his qi reserves weren’t the problem. He had plenty of qi left. Focus was the problem. He was hurt. He’d already overtaxed his limits to craft that water technique and get to the ship in time. It took all of his meager mental resources to put together what he expected to be the last big technique he’d do for a while. When he got close enough, he could see that the spirit beast had taken hideous damage. Most of its tentacles looked like they’d been torn apart or seared away to half their original length. The front half of the beast was charred and blistered. Sen stared down at the thing with baleful eyes. Then, he lifted his spear toward the sky. Lightning lanced upward. He felt the qi moving through the atmosphere and gathering strength. Then, a bolt of lightning fell from the heavens like divine judgment and punched into the beast. It let out one final wail of pain and despair before Sen felt its life drain away in his spiritual sense.

Unwilling to let this fight have no benefits, Sen found the strength and focus to split the beast in half with a massive wind blade. He dropped into the stinking burned remains of the beast and, a minute or two later, he rose from those remains with a beast core the size of a large melon. Sen deposited the core in a storage ring and drifted back to the ship. He dropped onto the deck and looked around at the crew. Most stared at him in slack-jawed awe. The rest looked stunned. He met the eyes of Captain Chen and gave the man a bloody-toothed grin.

“Well, that was exciting,” mumbled Sen before he collapsed to the deck.


CHAPTER FOUR
CONSCIENCE
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Sen was a little surprised that he didn’t lose consciousness. That’s what usually happened after a battle where he’d pushed himself that hard and been injured. He certainly would have welcomed an inky blackness that freed him from pain. Then again, he thought, maybe it’s for the best. While he trusted in the best intentions of Captain Chen and his crew, none of them were skilled healers. The sad truth was that Sen was the best available doctor on the ship. He slowly pushed himself up into a sitting position as the captain rushed over to him. The man looked frantic and that expression only softened a little when he saw that Sen was still conscious. He dropped down and reached out a steadying hand when Sen started to list to one side.

“Cultivator, what can we do for you?”

Sen blinked slowly as his overworked mind tried to process the words. He shook his head and forced himself to focus. What do I need most right now?

“Clean bandages. Somewhere quiet to sleep,” said Sen and then revised his statement at the troubled expression on the captain’s face. “Quiet for the ship.”

“I owe you my life and the lives of my crew. My ship. Is there nothing else we can do?”

Sen shook his head. “I have healing aids. I’ll recover.”

The captain looked profoundly unhappy at those words, but he nodded. Sen found himself placed on a sturdy bit of canvas and carried to a cabin. The captain threatened dire punishments for anyone who jostled Sen or, the gods forbid, dropped him. The threats didn’t seem necessary to Sen based on the expressions of the men carrying him. He saw everything from gratitude and relief to outright reverence on their faces. He wasn’t entirely comfortable with any of that, but he didn’t have the mental energy to try to correct their attitudes. He’d done what was necessary. The captain hustled everyone out of the room and then helped Sen dress the open wounds on his stomach and back.

“You’re sure these will heal?” asked the fretful captain.

Sen nodded as he produced another elixir from his storage ring and drank it. He wouldn’t normally drink two of them so close together, but he thought the injuries warranted that little bit of excess. He knew he was running some risk of toxicity, but that was a far more manageable problem than open wounds or death.

“I just need a bit of time and sleep,” said Sen as he eased himself down onto the narrow bed. “The elixir will do most of the work.”

It wasn’t exactly true, but Sen didn’t think the captain really cared about the technical details of how elixirs worked. The reality was that the elixir would hasten natural healing processes in his body, using its own qi first, and then drawing on his. Fortunately, Sen had plenty of qi for the elixir to draw on. He also had the advantage of body cultivation. His latest advancement had dramatically enhanced his body’s toughness and resilience. He wasn’t sure he would have survived that crystal shard passing straight through him before. Sen knew he wouldn’t have been able to keep fighting, at least not the way he had fought. Just as importantly, it had boosted his strength and speed again. While having the crystal explode in his face wasn’t an ideal outcome, making that block in time would have been beyond him before. He would have tried to do it, and he would have failed.

It seemed that the Five-Fold Body Transformation was pushing him toward the ultimate goal of body cultivation. Body cultivators strove to make a truly immortal body to house and protect their mortal souls after ascension. For a dual cultivator like him, the goal was ultimately a perfected immortal body to house his nascent soul after ascension. While those goals were still a distant dream, he was curious about what his body would be like after the final transformation in the sequence. Sen might have speculated about what benefits he might gain, but he never got the chance. With the immediate crisis over and his wounds tended as well as he reasonably could manage in the circumstances, he finally slipped into the painless oblivion of unconsciousness.

Sen spent two days in that cabin. The first day was to let his body heal. The damage done inside him by that shard proved harder to heal than he expected, as though some will to harm lingered in his tissues and worked against the elixirs. The second day was simply to let everything else recover. He wasn’t entirely clear what kind of internal resource he had spent during that fight with the spirit beast, but he had pressed well beyond some limit that left him utterly spent. He suspected it had something to do with that technique he had used to split the wave. He hadn’t believed it would reach the wave in time. So, he had pushed. It had worked, but Sen didn’t know why it worked or what he had pushed with to make it happen. He suspected that learning the answer to that particular question was something he needed to do before he tried to cross the threshold into the nascent soul stage.

During those two days, there had been a steady stream of crew members who found reasons to come by his cabin. There was always someone who wanted to make sure his tea was hot or to see if he needed something to eat. Sen wanted to send them away, but he understood what was happening. They wanted to reassure him that he was among friends. They also wanted to reassure themselves that he was actually healing. Sen was touched by their concern but it never stopped being awkward for him. Sen had grown very comfortable with his largely solitary lifestyle. It was a necessity for cultivators. People who couldn’t handle being alone for the long stretches of time required for basic cultivation, to say nothing of gleaning insight into their techniques, weren’t going to make it as cultivators.

As much as he wanted to simply hide in his cabin for another week, he realized he would have to make an appearance on deck. It would tell everyone that he was not, in fact, dying in that cabin. After cleaning himself up a bit, Sen looked at his robes. It seemed he’d been underestimating the quality of enchantments on the robes Auntie Caihong had given him. The cleaning enchantment had stripped away all the blood that had soaked into them, and it had been a substantial amount. Beyond that, the repair enchantments had mended the holes and cuts that had marred the fabric. Shaking his head at what the garment must have cost, he put it on and headed out onto the deck.

No one noticed him right at first, but then Captain Chen saw him. He gave a curt order to the second in command and walked over to Sen. Sen started to greet the man but the words died on his lips as the captain dropped to his knees and kowtowed, touching his head to the deck three times. Sen was caught so off guard by the action that he didn’t have the wherewithal to stop the captain. The older man stood and looked at Sen.

“I can never repay the debts I owe to you.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” said Sen.

“I do,” insisted the captain with a strange light burning in his eyes. “You were injured. You could have fled. Abandoned us to that beast. You could have let that wave wash us away. Many would have.”

Sen took a moment before he answered. “Some might have, but I couldn’t. I don’t believe in honor, but I try to have a conscience when I can. No one with a conscience could have abandoned you to that beast. I did only what I had to do. As I said, you owe me nothing.”

The captain stared at Sen in utter disbelief. “For a man who says he doesn’t believe in honor, yours runs very deep. You may see no debt between us, but I do. Twice now you’ve saved my ship and crew from certain death. I would call you benefactor if you’ll allow it.”

Sen had to bear down hard on his knee-jerk reaction to say no. Saying no would be all about making himself feel better. The captain was doing everything in his power to show Sen gratitude and respect. Letting him do that would let the captain feel like he’d given something back. It was a small enough price to pay.

“Of course,” said Sen.

The captain beamed at him, and Sen noticed the approving looks from the crew. It all seemed like foolishness to him, but he supposed there was no harm in it.

“This ship, this crew, is always available to you. You need simply to call for us, and we will come.”

Sen wanted to flee from the moment of awkwardness. Instead, he buried that feeling and gave the captain a deep nod.

“No man could ask for a finer vessel, captain, or crew.”

It felt like empty flattery to Sen. He didn’t know a good ship from a bad one. However, he got the impression that the captain and crew were people who knew their trade. The ship seemed sound enough. In the end, though, flattery or not, everyone stood up straighter, and the crew all grinned at each other like they’d gotten high praise from the god of the sea. Certain that he could only do damage if he stayed and said anything else, Sen looked at the captain.

“I find I’m still weary from the battle. I think I’ll go rest for a time.”

“Of course,” said Captain Chen. “Is there anything we can do for you?”

Sen thought that the man might have some kind of breakdown if not given a task. So, he made one up.

“If someone could come and fetch me for the evening meal, I would take that as a kindness.”

“I’ll see that it’s done.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

“Thank you, Benefactor.”

Sen considered it a personal victory of magnificent proportions that he made it back to the cabin without once letting anyone see how much being called benefactor made his skin crawl.


CHAPTER FIVE
TURTLE SOUP
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The rest of the journey to the cove passed without incident, much to Sen’s relief. While his physical wounds had all healed and he’d recovered much of the qi he’d spent fighting that spirit beast, he could tell that something was still healing. The fact that he couldn’t find or identify what that something was proved an ongoing concern. Not that it would necessarily prevent him from fighting. He thought that anything he considered a normal fight wouldn’t be problematic. There was a lingering cloud of uncertainty about fighting something on the level of monstrosity again any time soon. Of course, he’d avoid fighting something like that again if he could. Sen had challenged things over his level more than once, but he’d succeeded more on luck and the weight of an unearned reputation than true ability. He was closing the gap between his actual abilities and what people thought his abilities were, but he wasn’t there yet.

“Do you need us to stay?” asked the captain. “We can delay for a few days.”

The captain had, much to Sen’s relief, mostly reverted to how he’d acted before the battle. The man was a little more polite and respectful, but nothing that made Sen automatically uncomfortable. The rest of the crew was a mixed bag. Some of them seemed afraid that they might accidentally offend him, while others seemed determined to elevate him to some kind of semi-divine status that did make him deeply uncomfortable. A very few simply treated him as a person and automatically became Sen’s favorite people in the crew. For his part, Sen did his best to treat all of them respectfully. Of course, none of that stopped Sen from taking advantage of that deep well of respect they all had.

Since none of them wanted to question his actions, he found it laughably easy to work a variety of formations into the very structure of the ship. It had been a way to ease himself back into cultivation after healing up, while also forcing him to challenge himself a bit. For all the time that he’d spent out in nature, he didn’t use wood qi all that often. He knew that it could be a devastating weapon in the right hands, but he’d built his combat style around other types of qi. He was much more apt to use it in tiny, controlled doses during alchemy than out in the world. With a ship made entirely of wood that spent all of its time in water, though, he was forced out of the comfortable areas he knew best. Since he had nothing but time on his hands for several weeks, he was able to work through the process slowly, carefully layering the formations one on top of the next. By the time he was finished, the entire ship would be harder than steel if anything tried to attack it.

He knew it wasn’t a perfect defense, but there were no perfect defenses. He’d needed to work primarily with water qi because the ship was already saturated with it and surrounded by it. It would prove weak against direct fire qi-based attacks and lightning attacks to a lesser degree, but Sen doubted the ship was likely to run up against too many fire cultivators with a grudge. Minimally, it would make the ship all but unsinkable in normal circumstances and provide potent protections against any cultivators operating below Sen’s own cultivation level. He’d given a lot of thought to offensive formations but found that they’d interfere with the qi-gathering aspects of the defensive formations.

He could create ones that used beast cores as fuel but the cores would lose potency too fast with no cultivators aboard to keep them in a storage ring. Sen had heard about other kinds of storage treasures that anyone could use designed to prevent that problem, but he’d never looked for any of them. Sen did have more success integrating a minor wind formation around the sails. It wasn’t much, but should help the ship be a little swifter. The hard part had been figuring out a way to ensure that it would turn off if the winds grew too fierce. That had taken days of thought. While he wanted to do more, he’d have to content himself with the current measures until he had time to find one of those other storage treasures. Sen realized that the captain was giving him a quizzical look. He’d gotten lost in his own thoughts again.

“No,” said Sen. “There’s no need for you to stay. I can make my way back from the cove. Besides, I need to return to where I’ve been staying. You’re headed the wrong way.”

The captain frowned but gave a grudging nod. “If you ever need us again, just send word. I’ll come as fast as the winds will carry me.”

“About that, I put in some minor formations that should slightly improve the durability and speed of the ship. They shouldn’t require any maintenance from you.”

The captain gave Sen a startled look. “Is that what you’ve been doing all over the ship?”

Sen smiled. “Just my selfish way of helping to ensure that you’ll be available the next time I need your services.”

Captain Chen gave Sen a look that said he knew exactly what the cultivator was doing, but the older man just shook his head.

“Well, selfish or not, you have my gratitude.”

“Think nothing of it. I used it as an opportunity to develop my cultivation. However, I don’t want people to think I’m an inattentive benefactor. So, take this,” said Sen, handing the captain a pouch. “I think it’s high time that you expanded your business ventures. Perhaps you can find some younger people interested in taking one of those long journeys to the far side of the continent. Or maybe you’d like an additional ship for this coast. I’m sure a man like you can find some practical use for that money.”

The captain stared down at the pouch in his hands like he couldn’t decide if it was a miracle or a trap. The man finally looked up at Sen’s small smile.

“Why?”

“Why not? You’re a dutiful man. Perhaps this is simply Karma rewarding you,” said Sen with a shrug. “At any rate, I wish you safe travels, Captain.”

Captain Chen gave Sen an almost comically deep bow. “My deepest gratitude. Safe travels and fair winds until we next meet, Benefactor.”

Almost as one, every sailor on deck mimicked the captain’s bow. Sen nodded to them and then leapt over the railing. Sen conjured a qi platform that carried him over the water and settled him on the beach. He patiently watched as the ship moved back out to sea and disappeared from sight. He was only a little surprised when a massive turtle rose from the cove’s water and plodded over to stand next to him.

“Elder Bo,” said Sen in a rigidly flat tone.

“I think you’ll discover that was a very good investment in time. That captain has a touch of fate around him. Just a small touch, but that’s more than enough for a mortal to achieve greatness.”

Sen eyed the divine spirit beast before turning his gaze back to the horizon. “I see.”

Elder Bo watched Sen with inscrutable eyes the color of deepest night. “No questions for me?”

“No.”

“Most cultivators would jump at the chance to seek advice from a divine spirit beast.”

Sen gave the turtle an icy, hostile look. “The last time I took advice from you, it almost killed me. If this meeting had happened six months ago, I would have done everything in my power to murder you and turn you into turtle soup. So, no, I don’t want any more advice from you.”

Elder Bo looked genuinely shocked, or at least that was how Sen interpreted what happened to the turtle’s face.

“I don’t understand. How did my advice almost kill you?”

“Do you know how many copies of the Five-Fold Body Transformation manual there are?”

“I can’t say that I do.”

“Two that anyone knows about. One of which is trapped inside a space treasure that’s been locked from the inside. The other was in the hands of a nascent soul cultivator who did not want to be found. I spent years trying to find a copy of that manual. I was dying an inch at a time, my own body cultivation turning against me, while searching the wilds for that nascent soul cultivator. I was moments from death when she found me.”

“But you did survive. Look at how powerful you’ve become.”

“Powerful,” snorted Sen. “I almost died fighting a spirit beast a few weeks ago.”

“A spirit beast that no other cultivator at your advancement would have even considered fighting. And you killed it.”

Sen glared at the divine spirit beast. “Was that your doing as well?”

“No. But very little happens in these waters that escapes my notice.”

Sen could feel the doubt on his own face, but he pushed it down. “Why am I here, Elder Bo? Is it merely to sate your curiosity?”

The turtle made a noise that Sen thought might be a sigh and settled onto the ground next to him. “I suppose it was partly to sate my curiosity. You are uniquely suited to the method. I thought that it might enhance you in ways that it wouldn’t enhance less suitable cultivators. Of course, there was no way to know for sure before you did it.”

“And has it enhanced me in special ways?” asked Sen, unable to resist that piece of bait.

“It has,” said Elder Bo. “At least, I think it has. It’s hard to tell since you’ve diverged from the method all on your own.”

“What? What do you mean that I’ve diverged from the method?”

“You didn’t know? Interesting. Well, assuming you don’t do anything else to change things, you’re going to end up with a Six-Fold Body Transformation.”

“What does that mean?” Sen demanded, barely able to restrain himself from screaming at the turtle.

“I don’t know how it happened. Somewhere along the line, you suffused your entire body with frankly absurd amounts of divine qi.”

Sen stared at the turtle in dumbfounded shock. He remembered doing that and then waking up in the middle of a fight with demonic cultivators. There’d been so much else going on that he hadn’t given it much thought when nothing terrible had happened to him.

“Yes,” confirmed Sen.

“You didn’t think that did nothing to your body, did you?”

“Well,” Sen hedged.

“Young people,” muttered Elder Bo. “Most people at the foundation formation and core cultivation stages get divine qi in minuscule bursts. They use it to ignite an advancement or achieve some kind of insight. It looks like someone dumped a lake’s worth of it on your head. I’m honestly curious which heavenly beings you seduced to get that much divine qi all at once.”

The turtle gave Sen a long, expectant look that said it wasn’t a joke. Sen rolled his eyes in frustration.

“I didn’t seduce anyone. I just had an epiphany.”

“About what?”

“Something about not rushing into things when other people were involved.”

Elder Bo gave him a look that Sen was pretty sure meant the turtle was disgusted by that answer.

“That’s it? Your monumental, world-shaking, absurd levels of divine qi-generating insight was not to be an ass?”

“It was a little more nuanced than that,” said Sen, feeling very defensive.

“Okay, seriously, I need to know. Who was it? Was it that goddess of death? She likes them pretty.”

Sen’s face dropped into his hands as he thought, I wish that stupid spirit beast had killed me.


CHAPTER SIX
GAPS
[image: ]


“Idid not seduce a heavenly being,” said Sen through gritted teeth as he glared murder at the turtle.

“If you say so,” muttered the turtle, clearly not believing a word of it.

“Can we please get back to the whole diverged from the method problem?”

“I didn’t say it was a problem. I just said that it’s a thing that happened.”

“So, it’s not a problem?”

“I didn’t say that,” replied Elder Bo with dignified equanimity.

A murderous rage swelled inside of Sen. He’d already seized the hilt of his jian before he clawed back a trembling, fragile thread of control. Sen had been furious with the turtle to begin with and this unwillingness to keep speaking plainly was stoking that fire. He forced himself to release the hilt of the jian but he was shaking. There’s no point in continuing with this, he told himself. You’ll just do something stupid. Sen stared at the divine turtle for several long seconds before he turned on his heel and started walking away down the beach. As the distance grew, Sen started to believe that the turtle might let him leave. That hope was dashed when he felt a burst of qi behind him. Before Sen could even turn around to look, the turtle was looming in front of him.

“You don’t respect…” started Elder Bo.

That was as far as he got before Sen’s fist crashed into the bottom of his jaw. Much to Sen’s surprise, it seemed to stagger the turtle. Sen couldn’t decide if it was the blow itself or simply surprise that he had dared to strike the divine spirit beast in the first place. Either way, Sen wasn’t about to let that momentary advantage pass him by. A second punch caught the turtle on the side of the head with a noise that boomed out across the water of the cove and sent an explosion of sand in every direction. Sen ruthlessly battered the turtle’s head and legs, unwilling to relinquish even a shred of the momentum, desperately seeking to keep the beast off balance. Once he’d thrown that first punch, Sen knew he was committed. He’d initiated this fight and there was only one way out the other side. He had to kill this turtle before it regained even a shred of equilibrium.

If he let the turtle gather its thoughts or qi, Sen knew that he was done. Sen also knew that it was theoretically possible for someone like him to kill a spirit beast like Elder Bo, much like it was possible for someone like him to kill a nascent soul cultivator. Of course, it was also theoretically possible that a mouse could kill a cat through a combination of luck and circumstance. It just almost never happened because the power disparity was so vast. Yet, through rash action, Sen had created one of those unlikely circumstances where he might, might, be able to pull it off. He’d caught the beast off guard and stunned it. If he wanted to win, though, there was only one way to do it. Relentless aggression until he could muster a lethal strike. That last part was the real stumbling block.

While Sen had been thoroughly versed in unarmed combat, he’d treated it as a foundation for learning weapons. He hadn’t treated it as something to fully integrate as part of his fusion of cultivation and combat. He’d mostly limited that integration to leveraging his superior strength and speed to augment the existing blows. He’d never or at least very rarely tried to use his body as the direct channel for things like wind blades, lightning, or Heavens’ Rebuke. His few experiments with that last technique had been so horrendously destructive that he simply hadn’t dared try to do more with it as his power grew. Instead, he had focused on channeling those techniques through his weapons.

The glaring flaw in that approach became obvious to him as he had to keep hitting the turtle as fast and hard as he possibly could to prevent a counterattack. He literally couldn’t spare the time to draw his jian or even summon a weapon from a storage ring. Even that tiny break in concentration or aggression would likely give Elder Bo the breathing room he needed to bring the fight to an immediate and lethal end. Sen thought wildly about what he could do, searching for some insight, some method that would let him deliver that lethal blow instead of desperately buying himself more life one second and dozens of blows at a time. If he was going to use his body as a channel for something, it needed to be something he knew well. It also needed to inflict maximum damage on the turtle. There was only one real choice. Sen cycled for lightning. He almost reflexively tried to push the qi into a weapon that he didn’t have in his hands. If his face wasn’t already fixed in a snarl of aggression, it would have been a snarl of frustration at his own oversight.

Flexibility, he reminded himself. He’d interpreted that as meaning flexibility with the types of qi and qi techniques he used and never considered it beyond that. He’d grown dependent on a handful of techniques, only innovating when life-or-death stakes forced him to do it. Granted, he fell back on those techniques because they were so effective, but it was also a failure of imagination on his part. Not that he blamed himself entirely. He’d fallen into that trap in part because his teachers had fallen into that trap. Of course, they could afford to do that. Sen wasn’t even sure that anyone existed who could dislodge a jian from Master Feng’s hands. Good luck to the mad fool who tried to take a spear away from Uncle Kho. Their power allowed them to fall back on the familiar because so few people could stand up to it. Sen might reach those heights someday, but he wasn’t there yet. That meant that he couldn’t afford those kinds of gaps in his conception of what combat meant.

Sadly, fixing those gaps meant surviving the fight in front of him. His mind churned frantically as he continued his barrage against the divine spirit beast. He’d never tried to do anything like what he meant to do before, wreathing his own hands in lightning. Where would he start? He didn’t want to infuse his hands with the lightning. He had a very vivid image of charred claws at the ends of his arms. Fixable, maybe, but not something he wanted to test. If this was alchemy, I’d know what to do, he thought bitterly. Then, it felt like a membrane inside his mind was yanked away and a great many things that he’d felt his way through in alchemy rushed into his head. He did know what to do, on some level at any rate. Moving offensive qi where he wanted it to go wasn’t really any different from moving qi inside a cauldron. The scale was different, but the process wasn’t.

Sen stopped trying to decide what to do and let himself slip at least part of the way into that hazy state of mind he usually fell into when he was doing his best alchemy work. Blinding light erupted around his hands as the lightning qi manifested where he wanted it. His strikes started to leave scorch marks on the turtle. Now, all I need to do is, Sen started to think. Pressure slammed into him from above and drove him to the ground. It felt like every bit of qi in his body was frozen in place, unable or unwilling to follow his commands. He tried to rise, to lash out with his killing intent, to do anything. It all ended in abject failure, casually brushed aside by a will and a power that dwarfed his own. None of that stopped Sen from trying to wrest back control of his qi or rise to his feet again. It wasn’t until a massive foot settled on his chest that Sen accepted the inevitable. Nothing he did was going to prevent his death.

A moment later, the reptilian face of Elder Bo peered down at him from above. The scorch marks from Sen’s enhanced blows were gone as if they’d never existed in the first place. He’d had a brief window of opportunity to save his own life and squandered it with his lack of understanding. By the time he’d figured out a little piece of what he’d missed, it was too late. He stared back at Elder Bo, still railing internally against the incomprehensible power the turtle had used to so effortlessly suppress him. As much as he hated to be beaten, getting killed by a divine spirit beast that towered so very high above him wasn’t the worst possible way to go. It might even add to my ridiculous legend, thought Sen. Still, he wasn’t interested in hearing the beast gloat.

“Well, get on with it,” said Sen. “I haven’t got all day.”

Elder Bo’s unreadable eyes looked into Sen’s before the beast cocked his head a bit to one side, as if in confusion. “Get on with what?”

Sen’s eyes narrowed. “Killing me. Or do you plan to drag it out?”

“Why would I kill you?”

“That’s usually how fights end between cultivators and spirit beasts,” answered Sen.

“Fight?”

Elder Bo’s mouth opened and huge booming noises erupted from it. The sound was so loud that Sen felt like his brain was being slammed against his skull over and over again. He decided later that was the reason it took so long for him to figure out that the turtle was laughing like Sen had said the funniest thing in all of history.

“A fight,” said Elder Bo. “You’re ten thousand years too early for us to have a fight. I was just waiting until you’d worked out some of your anger. Seems like you had a little breakthrough there as well, which is always nice.”

Sen gaped up at the turtle, not sure whether he felt offended or relieved. He had to admit that the turtle didn’t look to have suffered at all from what, apparently, the spirit beast had thought of as some kind of mild temper tantrum from Sen. Shaking his head, Sen looked at the massive foot that was, on balance, resting pretty gently on his chest.

“Well, if you’re not going to kill me, why are you pinning me to the ground.”

“I just didn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“Thanks,” said Sen in the driest tone he could manage as he decided that offended was, in fact, the right reaction.


CHAPTER SEVEN
NOT REASSURING
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Once he’d regained his feet, brushed off the sand, and gathered the tattered shreds of his dignity around him like a robe of shame, Sen looked over at the divine spirit beast. The massive turtle gazed at him with a monk-like calm. It seemed that Elder Bo was going to wait for Sen to restart the conversation. Sen gave serious thought to simply trying to walk away again but suspected that he wouldn’t be allowed to leave until the turtle got his say. Doing his best to pretend that he hadn’t just been slapped down like an overactive kitten, Sen looked out over the water.

“If you aren’t going to let me leave or kill me, can you please just say what you want to say?”

“You’re still angry.”

“Can you blame me? Even if I wanted to take vengeance on you, I think you just demonstrated rather decisively how far out of reach that goal is for me. Not a lot to celebrate right now.”

“Was that your plan? To take vengeance?”

“No, but it did make for a pleasant fantasy.”

“Ah,” said Elder Bo. “I see. I’ve stolen that fantasy.”

Sen shrugged as he tried to feign indifference. “I knew it wasn’t realistic.”

“Are you always this disrespectful toward those with more power than you?”

Sen didn’t need to think about it. “Yes. Pretty much without fail.”

“That strikes me as a poorly considered survival strategy. Even the threat of Ming, Jaw-Long, and Caihong won’t stop everyone.”

“I do my best not to lean on their reputations,” said Sen with a hollow smile. “It turns out that I’ve got a reputation of my own to lean on these days. It’s mostly smoke and mirrors, but people still believe it. Or they worry enough that it might be true that they don’t want to cross me.”

“Freeing you from concerns about retribution. A fine strategy until it fails.”

“I’m not blind to the possibility of retribution or the strategy failing. Clearly, there are things in this world that can kill me out of hand. I do worry sometimes that some petty bastard will try to get back at me by hurting people I care about. I don’t worry about someone trying to kill me.”

“Why is that?”

“Because the worst they can do is kill me. I’ve faced death before, lots of times, as both a mortal and a cultivator. I’m not in a hurry to die, but it’s not a prospect that frightens me.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to simply be respectful?”

“Easier? Sure. Viable? Not at all.”

“I assume you’re respectful to Feng Ming and the others.”

Sen gave the turtle a sidelong glance and said, “I’m respectful to them because they earned it. Day after day, year after year, they earned that respect. They took me in, taught me, and made me a part of their family when there was nothing in it for them. Respect you have to demand from others isn’t respect.”

“Others have worked for their power. That has value. Some would say it demands respect by virtue of its existence.”

“People think lots of stupid things. I respect what power can do, but that’s irrelevant to who someone is. Give an entitled, scheming ass the power of a nascent soul cultivator, and they’re still an entitled, scheming ass. Pretending to respect them does nothing but make me less. If people want respect, they should act in ways that earn it. Being born into the right family or belonging to a sect or simply possessing power isn’t enough.”

The spirit beast was quiet for a time. “It must be a fine thing to know the hearts of others at a glance.”

“That’s a nice trap you set up there, but I didn’t claim to know the hearts of others. I can’t know the hearts of others. All I can know is what they do. If someone walks up to me, tells me they belong to a mighty sect, and then gets violently offended when I’m not instantly impressed, that’s someone who doesn’t deserve respect. If someone offers me advice under the pretense of wisdom and that advice nearly kills me, respect is off the table.”

Elder Bo snorted in amusement. “A fair point, I suppose.”

“Is this what you wanted to talk about?” asked Sen.

“In part. Your teachers did you a disservice. Refusing to give even the illusion of respect to those who dwarf you in power is not noble, brave, or wise. It is foolhardy.”

“I thought that for a time. That one should bend before the storm.”

“No longer, it seems.”

“No longer. I’ve suffered one heart demon already and nearly caused my own death in a bid to be rid of it. Feigning respect for those I despise would simply give me another, and I can’t count on a second fortunate encounter to cleanse me of its influence. While my power may be nothing next to yours, it’s more than enough to do a great deal of evil. Another heart demon would send me straight down that path. Better by far, I think, to risk my destruction.”

“Stubborn,” muttered Elder Bo.

Sen shrugged. “I’d be dead long since if I wasn’t stubborn. It’s not always a bad thing. Besides, isn’t acting against one’s principles a sure way to end up with qi deviation? Damage your foundation. All that fun stuff.”

“It is, but most people consider practicality or even just plain pragmatism a principle worth employing at least some of the time.”

The mention of practicality made Sen smile as it reminded him of Grandmother Lu. “So I’m told. Practicality is fine. It’s a great way to make sure you have enough supplies when you travel. It’s useful for business arrangements. I have doubts about using it as a philosophy for guiding your life. But I’m a wandering cultivator. There’s nothing practical about that. If I were actually practical, I’d have joined a sect. It’s safer if nothing else.”

“What will you do if you manage to reach ascension? Will you treat heavenly beings the same way? If you find cultivators impatient about your lack of respect, divinities are even less tolerant.”

“Well, who knows what they’ll do when faced with a god?” asked Sen as he gave the spirit beast a steady look. “But since you bring up ascension, maybe you’d like to weigh in on a little theory of mine.”

The normally relaxed presence of Elder Bo immediately shifted into one of discomfort. He watched Sen for long enough that Sen grew nervous. The spirit beast finally spoke.

“What theory?”

“The theory that ascension doesn’t take you to the heavens, just some other place that’s pretty much exactly like this one. The theory that I’m not supposed to be on this plane at all. The theory that someone is interfering with my life to serve some goal of their own.”

“I think I prefer not to weigh in on any of that.”

“Seriously? Nothing? How about this? If I’m right, don’t say anything. Just stand there looking like a giant turtle who isn’t happy with me.”

“Very amusing,” said Elder Bo.

“Fine. Keep the secret. If you won’t tell me about that, will you at least tell me about this Six-Fold Body Transformation?”

The turtle thought about it for a lot longer than seemed reasonable to Sen, but the spirit beast finally nodded in agreement.

“Most cultivators don’t flood their bodies with divine qi the way you did until they’re nascent soul cultivators. There are reasons for doing it and reasons for the timing, but most of those reasons don’t apply to you. At least, not at present. There are also good reasons not to do it before the nascent soul stage. It can interfere with core formation stage body cultivation techniques. With a little bit of luck, that won’t be a problem for you. The main reason not to do it during the core formation stage is that it creates a stronger connection between your body and soul.”

“That sounds like a good thing, not a bad thing.”

Elder Bo sighed. “It’s not a bad thing if you’re connecting it to a powerful nascent soul. It is a bad thing if you’re connecting it to a mortal soul. That connection lets your soul lend power to cultivation techniques and other acts of will. Again, not a bad thing on its own, assuming the soul is powerful enough. Mortal souls are seldom powerful enough, which creates issues. I expect you’ve been feeling tired and even out of place recently.”

“I have,” said a wary Sen.

“You did something recently to strain your soul. Maybe even crack it.”

Sen flashed back to those dreadful moments when he was watching the wave approach the ship. His desperation to make his technique get there in time was vivid in his memory. He remembered pushing with everything he had. That thought led him to other moments of desperation when he’d done things he didn’t really think he could pull off. Had he been borrowing against and possibly even damaging his soul in those moments? He was usually in such dire condition afterward that it often meant staying in bed for days and not doing anything strenuous for even longer. Had it been more than just physical damage? Was he waiting around during those times for his soul to heal? He wanted to dismiss it but feared it was all too plausible. Sen gave Elder Bo an assessing look.

“This is what you wanted to talk about,” said Sen.

“It is,” admitted Elder Bo.

“What should I do about all of this?”

“Stop straining your soul,” said Elder Bo with exasperation. “I thought that part was obvious. You won’t have to worry about enemies killing you if you damage your soul too much. You’ll do the job for them.”

“Okay, but how do I know when I’m doing that?”

Elder Bo paused in thought for a moment. “That’s actually a good question.”

The spirit beast spent most of an hour trying to help Sen understand how to identify when he was straining his soul. Yet, much to Sen’s disappointment, it mostly seemed to boil down to a matter of just sensing when it was happening. There were no explicit signs when it was happening and, until Sen became a nascent soul cultivator, no way to see the damage. Beyond that, all he could do was watch out for the signs that it had happened.

“Anything else I should look out for?” asked Sen.

“Too many things to even name them,” said Elder Bo.

“That was not reassuring.”

“If you want reassurance, ask a less fraught question next time,” said the turtle in an amused tone.

“There’s going to be a next time?”

“If you become a nascent soul cultivator, I expect we’ll meet again.”

With that, the divine spirit beast disappeared back into the water of the cove. Sen frowned at the water, feeling deeply unsettled by everything that had happened with the turtle. With a shake of his head, Sen did his best to clear his mind. He’d kept his promise and showed up. Now, it was time to get back to Falling Leaf and Fu Ruolan.


CHAPTER EIGHT
INCONGRUITY
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Staring down at the compass in her hand, Li Yi Nuo felt a surge of frustration. Just how far had this curse-wielding cultivator gone? While she wasn’t eager to find whoever it was, she no longer worried that it was a death sentence hiding as a sect mission. Her master hadn’t been able to force the sect to rescind the mission, and he had tried. In the end, though, the outer disciples remained afflicted by the terrible technique that seemed boundless in its vindictive quest to punish. The matter had come so close to more violence that the reclusive patriarch of the Vermilion Blade Sect had made a brief appearance. He had approved the general details of the mission after summoning her.

“I know you don’t approve, old friend,” the patriarch had told her master, Bahn Huizhong, while Li Yi Nuo had stood trembling before the nascent soul cultivator. “Yet, I sense the movements of greater things at work here. This will be an opportunity for your disciple if she can seize it.”

The other elders of the sect had assumed the patriarch’s appearance meant salvation from the wrath of her master. The patriarch had crushed that optimistic hope beneath a merciless boot. When asked to intervene, the patriarch offered the casual opinion that he found it deeply unseemly that elders of the Vermilion Blade Sect had been so eager to throw away the life of a promising disciple. That comment alone likely would have been enough to correct the behaviors of the elders. The patriarch had apparently wished to excise even the slightest ambiguity from their minds.

“If Bahn Huizhong chooses to act, then it simply means that the time has come to purge the dead wood from the sect rolls.”

Li Yi Nuo’s life had changed rather dramatically after that blood-chilling announcement. Sect elders who once sniffed in derision at her presence or who had openly mocked her became ardent benefactors. Powerful weapons, tools, cultivation resources, and natural treasures had rained down on her from the lofty heights of the sect. The miserly masters of the sect treasury had found truly staggering amounts of silver to give her. The only explanation ever provided was that these resources were meant to smooth the path to success on her very important mission. She had found herself overwhelmed by both the resources and the attention, only partially understanding why it was happening. Her master, perhaps sensing her confusion, had explained.

“The patriarch met with you, personally, and chastised the elders for how they treated you. For all intents and purposes, he anointed you as the young mistress of the Vermilion Blade Sect,” said Bahn Huizhong, a decidedly smug expression on his face.

That revelation had resolved her confusion and replaced it with a deep-seated feeling of inferiority. Li Yi Nuo knew she was talented, but she was no young mistress. Titles like that were reserved for those rare cultivation geniuses that came along once every thousand years in a sect. She didn’t think she could live up to the expectations, but there was no escaping it. All she could do was try to not embarrass her master. The sheer urgency of the mission did provide her with some relief. She was able to fend off the flood of invitations to various private dinners with weak excuses about preparing for her mission. She all but ran out of the gates to the sect a few days later. Once she’d gotten clear of the sect and the chaos of its current politics, though, the realities of the mission had crashed down on her again.

She was trying to find an incredibly dangerous and powerful cultivator who had already left three members of the sect on the cusp of death, and she was doing it on purpose. Worse, the compass wasn’t a terribly efficient tool. It could point her in the general direction of the unknown monster. It would glow a little brighter as she drew closer, yet the kingdom was large. The continent was vast beyond reason. She could spend months, even years, searching for someone who might just kill her the second she found them. She had steadied her nerves and recalled the patriarch’s words. There is an opportunity for me in this, she had reminded herself. I just need to find and seize it. With that thought firmly in mind, she had consulted the compass and set out.

Standing on a road weeks later, Li Yi Nuo stared down at the compass and wondered if it was broken. It had told her that she was traveling in the right direction and that she was getting close, but most of her encounters had been with spirit beasts, bandits, and farmers taking early spring crops to market. In fact, if she was reading the compass correctly, she thought that the cultivator should be within a mile or two. Frowning, she slipped into the forest by the road and did her best to suppress her qi. The last thing she needed to do was alert the mad beast of a cultivator to her presence. That would spell disaster. Instead, she carefully made her way through the forest, shifting her eyes from the compass to the road. When people finally came into view, though, she couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing.

She stared down at the compass, then back out at the road where it was pointing at an impossibly attractive man, even when judged by the hardened standards of someone who spent decade after decade in the presence of cultivators beautified by advancement. She had been expecting someone who looked the part of a demonic cultivator from the stories or maybe even some half-human thing out of one of the darker legends. As if that wasn’t incongruous enough, what the man was doing was just… It was absurd. The man was nodding along attentively as an old farmer told some story, while he fed a carrot to the ox that was pulling the wagon. She just gaped at the scene before her while her mind refused to accept that this person was the dark cultivator who had left those three outer disciples in such desperate condition.

Li Yi Nuo glared down at the compass and gave it a hard shake. It had to be working incorrectly. She heard laughter from the road and looked up. The man the compass insisted was the person she was looking for had thrown his head back in laughter. The farmer was beaming at him with a gap-toothed grin. This doesn’t make any sense, thought Li Yi Nuo. What kind of evil cultivator chats with farmers and feeds an ox while petting its head? Even stranger to Li Yi Nuo was the ox itself. It was staring at the man with what she could only describe as pure adoration like it had just met some kind of mythical oxen hero or king. It was wrong. Everything about this was wrong. She was frozen with indecision. Should she approach the man? Should she enlist some other sect to make sure that the compass was functioning properly? She didn’t know what to do.

By the time her indecision broke, the man was gleefully, wildly overpaying the wide-eyed farmer for the vegetables in the cart. With a wave of a hand, the vegetables disappeared into a storage ring. Then, the strange cultivator was gone, vanishing down the road with a frighteningly controlled burst of qi and a qinggong technique Li Yi Nuo didn’t recognize. She looked back at the road and saw the farmer and ox staring after the man with, respectively, confused and sad expressions. Another look at the compass and it was pointed straight in the direction the man had gone. Something very odd is happening here, and I’m going to figure it out, thought Li Yi Nuo.

Not sure what else to do, she started tracking the cultivator again. In one town, she spotted him cleaning out a local woodworker’s supply of toys. Toys! In another, she thought she’d gotten too close when he stopped in his tracks. He cocked his head like he was listening for something, and then changed directions. She watched in utter bewilderment as he found his way into the poorest part of the town, walked directly to one specific house, and knocked on the door. A woman who looked both exhausted and afraid had answered the door. He spoke with her for a few minutes, and Li Yi Nuo watched the woman’s expression go from frightened to confused and then to cautiously hopeful. He’d disappeared into the ramshackle structure, and perhaps an hour later, she felt a wave of healing energies ripple out of the house and wash over the entire area.

When she thought her curiosity might actually kill her, the door to the house was yanked open, and a bright-eyed, if underfed, little boy crashed out into the street like a tornado, calling for his friends. She glanced back to the house and saw the same woman sobbing uncontrollably, her face in her hands. The enigmatic cultivator stepped outside and watched the boy running around, an odd mixture of satisfaction and sadness on his face. He spoke to the woman briefly, who started bowing and thanking him and promising him a thousand years of loyal service. He just smiled at her, waved it all off, and started walking down the street. Then, seemingly just because he could, he waved his hand and a small mountain of food appeared. There were bags and bags of rice, piles of vegetables, enough bottles of sesame oil to bankrupt a minor sect, and so much more. Looking pleased with himself, the cultivator wandered off in all of the confusion.

Li Yi Nuo had to know. She made her way over to the woman who the increasingly inscrutable cultivator had somehow picked out of an entire town. The woman gave her a hostile look.

“What do you want?” asked the woman.

Li Yi Nuo looked off in the direction the man had gone. “Who was that?”

The woman relaxed slightly but still looked wary. “The divine cultivator didn’t tell me his name.”

“Divine?” asked Li Yi Nuo, shocked at the suggestion.

“What else could he be?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Who else but a divine messenger could have known? My son was dying. A sickness of the heart that stole his strength. I feared he wouldn’t see another dawn. Then, the divine cultivator came. He knew my son was dying. He said he could help my son a little. A little, he said. Then he gave me a miracle.”

Li Yi Nuo looked over to the boy who was wrestling furiously with another boy over an apple. A miracle, indeed.

“I see,” said Li Yi Nuo. “Thank you.”

She started to turn away when the woman spoke again. “He didn’t tell me his name, but I know who he was. Who he had to be.”

“Who?” asked Li Yi Nuo, eagerness to solve the mystery burning inside her.

“That was Judgment’s Gale,” said the woman in a reverent, hushed tone. “The divine wind that scours away the guilty and rewards the righteous.”

Li Yi Nuo wanted to scoff at the idea, but then she looked at the little boy again. She looked at the outlandish piles of food that were swiftly being carried into houses, food that would likely save lives. She thought about the stories of the man in the blue robes. She turned her head in the direction the cultivator had gone, that cultivator in blue robes. Li Yi Nuo nodded her thanks to the woman and started off in the same direction that the man had gone. She couldn’t keep just following him, she needed to confront him and get to the bottom of all of this. Yet, the man had vanished. She was forced to resort to the compass again, going back out on the road. Two days out, though, the impossible happened. The compass seemingly lost track of the man. She stared in incomprehension as the needle in the compass listlessly spun.

Before she could draw any conclusions, she felt the cold steel of a blade at her throat. She shifted her eyes, not daring to move anything else. The laughing man with the farmer was gone. The self-satisfied man who had casually given away a fortune in food was gone. The man who looked at her with stony eyes and an icy expression of displeasure was something she knew, something she recognized. This man could have inflicted that terrible technique on those outer disciples without a second thought.

“You’ve been following me for a while now,” he said, plucking the compass from her hand. “I tolerated it because you seemed harmless enough, but my patience has run out. Who are you? What do you want?”


CHAPTER NINE
CONFLICTING OBJECTIVES
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Sen watched the woman as his patience slowly burned away. He supposed if he hadn’t been immunized to all loveliness by the unearthly beauty of Lai Dongmei, he might have been taken off-guard by this woman. Almond-shaped eyes that were wide with surprise and fear stared at him. She had high cheekbones and delicate features with full lips that had parted in shock, as if she meant to speak but had forgotten how words worked. He’d felt her lurking since back when he’d bought those vegetables from that hilarious farmer. Sen smirked a little in his head at the way the man had painted rural life as a series of misadventures that usually ended with someone falling into a pile of ox dung, getting chased around the village by an angry spouse, or a child apologizing to an elder while everyone glared sternly and tried to keep straight faces. He’d have to track that man down again someday, just to listen to some more of his stories.

Ever since then, though, this woman had been trailing him. What was so interesting about buying vegetables, anyway? She never interfered or got too close, but Sen had been chased enough by people who meant him harm to be thoroughly done with finding any novelty in being tracked by anyone, even a beautiful cultivator. No, he thought, especially a beautiful cultivator. He expected that she could get what she wanted out of most people with a smile and implied promises. As the silence dragged on and on, Sen found his annoyance growing. Sure, he’d startled her but this was growing silly.

“You do know how to speak, don’t you?” asked Sen when his patience was down to a dim, flickering candle flame inside of him.

His words seemed to be enough to bring her out of whatever fear trance she was in because she finally started talking.

“I am Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect.”

Sen let a groan escape his lips as he lowered his jian and cast a hateful look at the sky.

“Another sect? Seriously? Well, no. Just no,” said Sen before he shook his head at the woman who seemed baffled by his words. “Look. I’m sure your sect is great or powerful or some other positive word, but I really don’t have the energy to deal with any more sects right now. So, please stop following me, and tell your elders not to make any more of these.”

Sen held up the compass and then crushed it into a tiny ball before he turned and threw it into the forest. He looked over at the woman who had cried out in horror as he destroyed the tracking treasure.

“What have you done?” she demanded. “That was a priceless sect treasure.”

“I’m not a fan of being hunted,” said Sen in a cold tone that seemed to bring Li Yi Nuo up short. “But I suppose I should give you something to make up for the loss. Here. I’m told these would be valuable to most sects.”

Sen conjured a canvas sack from a storage ring and dropped a couple of dozen healing elixirs into it. He tossed the bag to the sect woman he wanted to escape as soon as possible. Her eyes bulged when she scanned the bag.

“These are…” she started.

“Potent, wonderful, other nice words. I get it. Our business is done. Have a safe journey back to your sect.”

Sen managed to take a few steps before the woman shouted at him.

“Wait!”

Gritting his teeth, Sen turned and looked at her.

“I’m trying very hard to keep all of this civil and not start a war with your sect. That being said, I’m also very, very tired of strangers and sects intruding on my life. So, Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect, please help me to accomplish that goal.”

Her face shifted through several expressions before it finally landed on resolve. Damn it, thought Sen.

“A few months ago, were you to the west of here, traveling south?” she asked.

The question caught Sen a little flat-footed. He had expected her to start making demands or spouting nonsense about the glory and the honor of her sect. He frowned at her.

“I was. Why?”

“Did you encounter members of my sect on that road?”

Sen frowned a little harder. Where is she going with this? He couldn’t help but wonder if she was going to declare some kind of duel on the spot depending on his answer. A big part of him thought he should just turn and walk away, but this situation was different from most of his encounters with sect members. Of course, he didn’t know what she wanted to know.

“I have no idea. I usually stop listening to someone when the word sect comes out of their mouth. Once they’re out of sight, I never think about them again. It’s possible I crossed paths with them, but I doubt I’d remember unless they made me kill them.”

A look of genuine anger crossed Li Yi Nuo’s face at his words. He didn’t have any vivid memory of a life-or-death struggle during that trip south. Still, it was possible that it just hadn’t stuck with him.

“Is that what happened?” asked Sen. “Did someone kill a member of your sect?”

“Kill? No. That would have at least been clean. Someone afflicted three of our outer disciples with a technique of torment.”

“Three?” murmured Sen, something stirring in his memories of that murky time after he’d left that doomed village.

“A technique that attacks the heart, the mind, and the soul. Then, they were left to die on the road. I found them and returned them to the sect. With the help of a specialist, the elders managed to make that treasure into something that could track the person who did it. It led me to you,” she said with a snarl.

Sen wasn’t even seeing Li Yi Nuo anymore. He was seeing a washed-out mockery of a memory in which three fools refused to leave him be. He saw it as that fog of shadow, divine qi, sorrow, and something else invaded those three. He hadn’t fully understood what he was doing at the time. His mind and emotions had been so compromised. What had the other thing been? It hit him. Judgment. The last component had been judgment. He pulled away from the memory to see Li Yi Nuo glaring at him.

“What?” he asked.

“Was it you?”

“Yes,” he said.

Apparently, she hadn’t been expecting him to simply admit it because he was walking away by the time she collected her thoughts.

“Stop!” she commanded.

Sen didn’t even bother to look back at her. He just kept walking.

“Stop! You must return to the sect with me to undo this thing that you’ve done.”

Sen did stop that time. He gave her a long look, so she’d know that he thought about his answer.

“No.”

“No? No to what?”

“No to all of it. First of all, you’re assuming that I want to undo it. Second of all, you’re assuming that I can undo it. Neither of those things are true. Given that information, there’s no point in me going.”

Li Yi Nuo looked flabbergasted at Sen’s words. “You don’t want to undo it? Those men are suffering.”

“That was the point. I’ll admit, I wasn’t really in the right state of mind to understand that technique when I used it on them. I didn’t fully know or care what it would do. It was simply an alternative to slaughtering them. So, I took it.”

“What does it do?”

“It’s judgment. I threw in a small ocean of sorrow too, but that’s not really what it’s for.”

“Judgment? Whose judgment? Yours?”

“Mine?” asked Sen. “Do you really think any judgment of mine could persist for months? It’s divine judgment. Why do you think it’s lasted this long? Why do you think I can’t undo it? I’m not the one punishing them. I’m not the architect of their pain. They’re being punished by their own actions.”

“What are you talking about? What does that even mean?”

“I mean that the technique forces them to see and understand what their actions wrought from the perspective of the heavens and the perspective of people who were affected by those actions.”

“No. No, this technique came from you. You did it. You can undo it.”

“You aren’t hearing me. I’m not saying I can’t because I can’t be bothered with it. I’m saying that I cannot. I am incapable of doing it.”

“That’s a lie,” fumed Li Yi Nuo. “The cultivator can always stop their own techniques. Why would this technique be the exception?”

“Because there’s divine qi woven into that technique. I’ve learned the hard way that divine qi does what it wants to do and nothing else. I can’t make it stop doing what it’s doing any more than I can stop the heavens from sending tribulations. If those men are still suffering, it’s because the heavens think they haven’t learned what they need to, yet.”

“You must return to the sect with me and explain this to the elders.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not stupid. Your elders already know. They’ve already tried to break that technique using every method they can think of and failed. The only thing left to try is killing me, which also won’t work, but they’d do it anyway. So, why would I ever surrender myself to people who intend to kill me?”

Li Yi Nuo seemed at a loss before she said, “To atone.”

“Atone?” asked Sen. “Atone for what?”

“What you did to those men is unspeakable. Honor demands you surrender yourself.”

Sen burst out laughing. “Honor? Oh, you simply must meet this guy I know. He’s a big fan of talking about honor. Me? Not so much.”

“Judgment’s Gale, the divine wind, isn’t interested in honor?”

Sen rolled his eyes. “Don’t believe every story you hear. Listen, you aren’t going to be able to convince me to come of my own volition. Since your sect sent you here alone, I’m going to assume that you aren’t weak. They probably loaded you down with a lot of other treasures and tools to either bring me to them or kill me outright. You might even be able to do it, but it won’t come cheap. The most likely scenarios are that we either kill each other or I kill you.”

“You really think you’re better than me?”

Sen sighed. “How have you spent most of your time over the last five years?”

“What?”

“In the last five years, what have you been doing?”

“Why does that matter?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“Humor me.”

“I’ve spent most of that time cultivating and training with my master. Why?”

“Now ask me the same question.”

“I don’t see the point of this.”

“The answer is killing. I’ve spent most of the last five years running from one life-or-death situation to the next. The sad fact of the matter is that, despite my best efforts, I have become a very efficient killer. I don’t have a real conflict with you. I don’t want to kill you. Please don’t put me in a position where I have to prove to you how good I am at ending people’s lives.”


CHAPTER TEN
TAKE THE HINT
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Li Yi Nuo stared at the man she only knew as Judgment’s Gale and tried to decide what to do. She refused to let it show on her face, but his last words had frightened her. They hadn’t been boastful, the way she would have thought that something like that would sound. He’d sounded like a man earnestly pleading with someone not to make a terrible, terrible mistake. Worse still, he was calm. He was far, far too calm for a man who should be expecting at least the possibility of violence. There was a stillness to him, and that stillness spoke to a bone-deep resolve to do what had to be done, even if it meant doing things he didn’t want to do. Her heart told her to just let it go and run away as fast as she could. He’d let her. She knew that much. He’d all but said it. He didn’t want the fight.

Of course, if she ran away, she would fail in her mission. She would dishonor her master and his faith in her. She’d never be able to return to the Vermilion Blade Sect. Yet, if she didn’t, elders would die by the score so she could avoid facing the consequences of her cowardice. For all intents and purposes, he anointed you as the young mistress of the Vermilion Blade Sect, her master had said. It might be an honor, but it was also a responsibility. She couldn’t let her fear, however rational it might be, divert her from her course. She had been tasked to bring this man back to the sect. That’s what she would do. As if he could read her very thoughts and intentions, Judgment’s Gale looked at her with an expression of boundless sadness.

“So be it,” he said.

Li Yi Nuo summoned a spear from her storage ring, one of the treasures that had been bestowed on her. It was a heavens chasing spear. It was the kind of weapon that most cultivators could only dream about possessing. Weapons like those could turn the tide in a battle. She studied him as he gave the spear an interested look. Will he relent rather than face such a weapon? He shrugged at her and also summoned a spear. It was all she could do not to weep in frustration. He’d summoned a heavens chasing spear of his own. She couldn’t even imagine where he, a wandering cultivator, had gotten such a thing. She watched the way he held the spear, the way he moved it, and quiet dread passed through her soul. He didn’t just possess a uniquely powerful spear. Someone had trained him with spears.
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Sen watched Li Yi Nuo tense up when he summoned his spear. He wasn’t sure what she’d expected. She’d gotten out a nice spear, so he’d done the same. He kept trying to think of some way to talk her back from the cliff, but he got the impression that she was doing this for reasons other than wanting to fight him. He sensed her cycling for a kind of qi he didn’t recognize. She swept her spear in a horizontal arc that looked very familiar to Sen. Something that resembled one of his own wind blades shot at him. Yet, instead of a mostly translucent wing of qi, this was the color of blood and even seemed to have hints of metal in it.

“Huh,” said Sen. “That’s new.”
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Based on the stories she’d heard, Li Yi Nuo had expected Judgment’s Gale to explode into a flurry of violence. Instead, he’d just given her a mildly quizzical look and not even cycled any qi. That was fine by her. If he was willing to give her an opportunity to launch a technique out of overconfidence, that was his mistake. She’d considered several options. In the end, she’d gone with what she knew best. The technique that had given her sect its name. The vermilion blade. She’d struggled with it for a long time because it called for not one but two kinds of qi. Granted, it only needed a little metal qi, but even summoning that small amount of qi had proven an arduous challenge for someone with an air qi affinity. Learning to fuse those qi types the right way had nearly cost her a leg once when the technique failed to form properly. Still, she had persevered and mastered the technique.

When she’d launched it, she’d assumed he’d take on that aspect of grim iciness she’d seen when he first appeared. What she got was him studying the lethal technique with interest as it careened toward him. This isn’t how people fight, she thought. What is wrong with him? He’s not even trying to defend himself. If he had been planning on meeting the technique with one of his own, he was far too late to make that happen. If he meant to evade, he should have already started moving. All he could do now was simply take the strike and hope it didn’t cut him in half. Li Yi Nuo was starting to think that she’d been afraid of nothing. Maybe he’d taken credit for things he’d never done. Maybe bringing him back to the sect wouldn’t be that hard. Just as a sliver of hope woke up inside her, Li Yi Nuo felt her insides shrivel.

Faster than she’d ever even imagined was possible, he was blazing with qi. Lightning erupted around the head of his spear with so much intensity that it hurt her eyes. She felt more than saw that spearhead crash down on her technique and lightning ripped it apart from the inside out. Everything went white as pain ripped through her skull, courtesy of the backlash from a broken technique. Despair supplanted hope as she finally saw that he hadn’t been trying to boast or intimidate his way out of this fight. It had never been a real fight. There were perhaps two or three other cultivators at her level in the sect who could, with preparation, do what he’d just done with such offhanded ease. She instinctively lashed out with her spear to keep the inevitable attack at bay as she tried to regain her equilibrium. When her mind and vision cleared, she expected to be on the receiving end of that flurry of violence that hadn’t appeared before. It never came. Instead, he was standing exactly where he was before and giving her a look she couldn’t quite parse.
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Oh, come on, thought Sen. Come on! Take the hint. Tell me you changed your mind. Then we can talk about that sweet technique you just used.
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Why is he just standing there like that? Is he mocking me? Watching him crush her technique that way had convinced Li Yi Nuo that any pure contest of qi between them was not going to go her way. If she could get close enough, though, she might be able to create an opening. Clenching her jaw, she launched herself forward with her qinggong technique. She felt a moment of legitimate outrage when she saw Judgment’s Gale roll his eyes. She suffused the heavens chasing spear with her wind qi, which would make her strikes swifter and leave cuts even if she didn’t connect. She brought the spear down in a brutal overhand swing that was stopped cold. She felt a surge of triumph as a cut opened along one of his cheeks. That sense of triumph didn’t last long as he looked at her, shrugged, and spoke.

“Alright.”

Her blood ran cold as he suffused his spear with water qi and not tiny amounts like she normally used with metal. He was wielding water qi like someone who had a water qi affinity. No, she thought. He can use more than one kind of qi? She’d suspected that this fight might be hopeless, but now she knew. Multiple qi users were basically legends. Everyone supposedly knew it was possible, but no one ever really pulled it off. This entire mission had been a failure before she’d ever even left the sect. Now, she was stuck in a fight that she had started and could not win. She unleashed a flurry of strikes and met a wall. Everything was blocked. Every block left her hands feeling numb. How strong is this man? She felt her frustration mounting as he didn’t even try to attack, contenting himself with defense.

She tried to bring down another overhand strike with all of her strength and everything from her fingertips to her shoulders went numb as the strike was simply stopped. She only had enough time to register that he’d somehow caught her spear by the haft before her intuition tried to warn her. While she’d been wasting precious mental energy trying to process what had just happened, he’d swung the blunt end of his spear around. There was another explosion of white as the haft connected with her side. She shook her head and tried to bring the world back into focus. Glancing around, she found herself in a pile of splintered wood and bark. She’d been tossed through a tree. Panic got her to her feet, even if half her ribs felt as splintered as that tree looked. Li Yi Nuo looked around wildly only to see Judgment’s Gale standing in the exact same place he’d been standing for the entire fight. His own spear was gone, no doubt stored, and he was looking at her spear.

She couldn’t understand what he was doing. He should have followed up after that hit. She’d been stunned and helpless. What game is he playing? Does he mean to humiliate me before he kills me? She ran through the list of weapons and treasures she’d been given. Having seen some of his true capacity, she doubted that most of them would even slow him down. There was one last option, though.
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This is a really nice spear, thought Sen. It probably wasn’t good enough to give to Uncle Kho, but Sen decided he needed to start keeping an eye open for something that would suit the old spear master. He glanced over at the sect woman who was giving him looks that ranged from confusion to murderous rage and calculation. She’s not quick on the uptake, thought Sen. I may have to just tell her what to do to get out of this. Before Sen could act on that plan, Li Yi Nuo threw something at him.
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The Thousand Stone talisman left her hand and flew straight at the man. She felt it activate and heaved a sigh of relief when she heard him grunt. It was just a matter of time now. She’d held off on using it because that talisman was insanely expensive, but that didn’t matter anymore. All she wanted at this point was to survive. A stabbing pain in her side stole her breath and made her vision tunnel. That throw had not been advisable for someone with shattered ribs. She had time now, though. The talisman would keep adding weight until it drove him to the ground. It would contain him there long enough to get the qi suppression treasure on him. She looked over, expecting to see him sprawled on the ground. Instead, he barely looked like he was under strain at all. He looked over at her.

“That’s a fun trick,” he told her.

Then, the end of the spear he was holding, her spear, turned some color that was perhaps a thousand times darker than black, and she had purple afterimages in her sight every time she looked at it. He swung the spear once. There was a noise that made Li Yi Nuo feel like she’d been present for the murder of some celestial being of peace and kindness. Earth qi exploded in every direction, kicking up a storm of dust and rocks that pelted her. When the dust settled, the man was back to looking at her spear. This was beyond futile and humiliating. This was a shame that would stain her and her sect when the story of her utter failure spread. If she could explain this to her master, he would understand. Defeat at the hands of a man like this was to be expected. If she’d only known the truth. Then, he spoke.

“How convenient would it be if someone said that they changed their mind and preferred not to have a duel?” he asked, turning an annoyed expression toward her. “Imagine all of the problems that would solve.”

Li Yi Nuo’s mind tried to go several different directions at once. Part of her thought it was some kind of trick. Part of her wanted to weep in relief. Part of her reminded her about her duty. The end result was a confusing mass of half-formed thoughts that didn’t go anywhere. Is he trying to give me a way out?

“Wait,” she finally blurted out. “What?”


CHAPTER ELEVEN
MERCIFUL
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Sen lifted an eyebrow at Li Yi Nuo. He thought he’d been pretty clear. She didn’t pick up on hints well but that was true of lots of people. This made him wonder if she genuinely wasn’t that bright. She’d seemed smart enough when they were talking. Then again, she did have a lot of time to think about what she wanted to say to him before they met. He sighed.

“I said, how convenient would it be if someone…” he started.

“I heard what you said. What do you mean?”

“Really? I thought I was being pretty straightforward.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’ll just stop, after all that?”

“I never wanted to fight in the first place. So, it’s not much of a sacrifice for me to stop. I get what I wanted from the start. Besides, this doesn’t seem to be going all that well for you. Are you in any condition to keep fighting?”

He could see her weighing his words and no doubt taking stock of her condition. She grimaced, pressed a hand to her ribs, and shook her head.

“Very well. I think I would prefer it if we did not duel.”

“Excellent,” said Sen.

He looked down at the spear in his hands. He really wanted to keep it, but he suspected that it was probably the best weapon she owned. He knew that he’d go looking for someone if they took his best spear. Sen pushed aside his greed, if a little grudgingly, and walked over to Li Yi Nuo. She watched him with guarded wary eyes.

“Here,” he said and held the spear out to her.

She gave the spear a longing look. “It’s valuable.”

Sen glared at her. “Don’t give me reasons to change my mind.”

Taking yes for an answer, Li Yi Nuo grabbed the spear and then leaned heavily on it. “I… Thank you.”

“Yeah, well,” said Sen, “you should take one of those elixirs I gave you.”

She shook her head. “Those aren’t mine. They’re for the sect.”

Sen closed his eyes and took several deep breaths before he answered. “Listen, there is such a thing as being too honorable for your own good.”

When it became clear that she wasn’t going to do it, Sen summoned another elixir and thrust it at her. She started shaking her head.

Sen growled through clenched teeth. “Drink. It.”

Eyes a little wide, she took the elixir and drank it. “Why?”

“Because I don’t want people looking to repair their wounded honor after this. I’ve got enough problems already. Now, give that elixir a couple hours and you should be able to travel.”

Sen felt that he’d done all that could reasonably be expected of him under the circumstances and probably a bit more. As he made to leave this troublesome woman and her sect issues behind, she called out to him in a pained voice.

“Wait!”

Sen didn’t turn around, just spoke over his shoulder. “I think I’ve been very reasonable with you, all things considered.”

“You have,” she admitted. “But those men.”

Rubbing his hands over his face, he faced her again. “I wasn’t lying to you. There is nothing I can do for them.”

“You could try.”

“Back at your sect, I suppose,” said Sen in a very flat voice. “Where they want to kill me.”

Li Yi Nuo opened her mouth and nothing came out. She closed her mouth and looked at the ground.

“Travel safely, Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect.”

“Somewhere else,” she said.

“Somewhere else, what?” asked Sen.

“What if I bring those men somewhere else. Somewhere you pick. Will you try to help them if I do that?”

Sen frowned at her. “Why does this matter so much to you? Do you know those men? Is one of them family to you?”

She hesitated, pressed a hand against her ribs, and winced at some internal pain. Sen supposed that elixir was probably starting to work for real. He knew from personal experience that it hurt when bones broke and when they healed under the power of an elixir. She took a couple of steadying breaths and looked at him.

“You didn’t see those men after what you did to them. They begged me to kill them, when they could speak at all. I was the one who decided to bring them back to the sect. I was the one who made them eat. It took weeks of travel to get them back to the sect. They suffered the entire time. They’re suffering now. If you won’t even try, then I put them through all of that for nothing. It would have been kinder to let them die on that road.”

While Sen felt no regret for what he did to those three fools, he did feel a twinge of compassion for Li Yi Nuo. This had all clearly been weighing on her for a while. In an odd way, she was experiencing a version of something he’d been through, even if they were coming at the experience from very different places. He’d left bandits alive that he only realized in retrospect that he absolutely should have killed without hesitation or mercy. She’d kept people alive that she worried she should have simply let die out of mercy. He could even understand her regrets to some extent. He’d maimed Changpu in an act that had seemed, and had probably actually been, necessary. In doing so, though, he had brought Changpu’s advancement as a cultivator to an absolute stop. Sen expected that was a kind of ongoing mental torture for the man.

Cultivation was an all-consuming pursuit that ultimately forced a person to sacrifice all of their connections to their mortal lives. If they didn’t do it willingly, time would do it for them. To have all hope of continuing that journey get stripped away would make those sacrifices feel meaningless. It wasn’t something Sen dwelled on, but it also wasn’t something that sat easy in his soul. As he considered all that, he could see hope and concern flickering in Li Yi Nuo’s eyes. He supposed his long silence might have given her hope that he was considering her proposal. He didn’t relish crushing that hope, but the woman seemed oddly naïve about how the world worked. He didn’t know if she’d been sheltered by her sect or her master. Maybe she simply hadn’t been put in many positions to be betrayed. Another possibility was that she thought her sect would act honorably. Sen suspected it was some combination of those factors. He just didn’t operate beneath those illusions.

“No,” he said.

Sen had to steel himself as he watched that hope wither in her eyes.

“Why?”

“Because it wouldn’t matter what place I picked. Even if I trust your intentions, I can’t trust your sect. They’d never let you come alone. They would send someone to kill me. Someone they thought could get the job done. Maybe even one of your sect elders. I’m sorry that you got caught up in all of this. I’m genuinely sorry you’re suffering for it. But I already know I can’t help those men. I’m not willing to die just to prove it.”

“My sect is honorable,” said Li Yi Nuo, anger flashing in her eyes.

Sen shook his head. “Do you have any idea how many times people from honorable sects have tried to kill me? Those three men you’re trying so hard to spare. I didn’t just decide one day to test that technique on the next people I met. They chose to attack me and not because I threatened them. They did it because I was hiding my strength. They did it because they thought I was weak and that they could get away with it.”

“No one from my sect would do that.”

“Are you saying that because you know it? Or are you saying that because you wouldn’t do that?”

Sen waited as Li Yi Nuo wrestled with her own thoughts. Grimacing, she answered.

“It’s because I wouldn’t do it.”

“Listen. On balance, loyalty is a good thing. Admirable even. I’d probably be dead if I hadn’t gotten more loyalty than I deserved from people I wasn’t treating very well at the time. So, I’m in no position to judge you for being loyal to your sect. But if you’re giving loyalty, you should do it with your eyes open.”

Sen glanced at the sky and gritted his teeth a little. It would be sunset before too long. Even if he left right that second, he’d never get to somewhere with an inn before darkness fell. A subdued voice interrupted his brooding over the time.

“Did they really attack you?”

“Would you believe me if I said yes?”

“Yes.”

“They were about to attack me. Cycling qi. Drawing weapons. I was just faster than they were.”

“Then why didn’t you just kill them and be done with it? You clearly could have,” she said with a decided air of bitterness in her voice.

Sen wavered about how to answer that question. There was more than one truth involved.

“I was, at the time, I was overwhelmed by grief. There was this village and a plague and,” Sen’s voice failed him as those memories threatened to drag him under again. “Almost no one survived. I tended the dying. And because there was no one else, I performed their funerals. I’d seen too much senseless death. Men and women. The elders. The children. So, when those three fools tried to start something, I thought that I would punish them but spare their lives. I thought I was being merciful.”

“Oh,” said Li Yi Nuo, her voice subdued. “Is that why you spared me? Mercy?”

Sen snorted. “Hardly. I spared you for entirely selfish reasons.”

“How’s that?”

“Your sect may not like what I did, but they’ll probably get over it. Those three are what, outer sect disciples?”

“They are.”

“So, not very valuable to the sect as a whole. In other words, nobody will make avenging them a priority unless I do something idiotic like show up at the gates to your sect. Frankly, I’m surprised they went as far as sending you. You have a master. With your advancement, you’re probably inner sect or a core member. Ending your life would cause a problem. Someone would make finding and killing me a priority. Leaving you alive is better for me in the long run.”

“That’s a cynical way to see things,” said Li Yi Nuo.

Sen shrugged and gave the sky another look. “How are your ribs?”

“They’re healing. Why?”

“Because its going to be dark soon. Come on,” said Sen, heading into the forest.

“Where are you going?”

“To set up camp. Unless you want to do it all yourself,” said Sen with a pointed look at where she was still holding her side.

Li Yi Nuo looked like she wanted to protest but ultimately gave in with a weak, “Fine.”

Even with the rapidly diminishing light beneath the forest canopy, Sen’s spiritual sense led them to a relatively clear area. He thought about setting up a tent, but laziness won out in the end. He erected a galehouse, only to find the sect woman staring at him.

“What? It’s better than sleeping on the ground,” said Sen.


CHAPTER TWELVE
MY AGENDA IS TO SURVIVE
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Aside from pulling a comfortable chair out of his storage ring and dropping it by the fireplace for Li Yi Nuo, Sen did his level best to simply ignore the woman. He kept that up for an hour as he made food, all while pretending he didn’t notice her watching him anytime she thought he wasn’t paying attention. It took a moment of minor concentration, but soon there was a small stone table standing in the center of the common area. Sen put a bunch of food onto the table and finally looked over at Li Yi Nuo. Sighing, he pulled a couple more chairs out of his storage ring and dropped them by the table.

“You may as well come and eat something,” said Sen.

Sen sat down and poured himself a cup of tea while trying to decide what he wanted to eat first. Li Yi Nuo seemed to have an argument in her head before she eventually stood up and joined him at the table. She didn’t seem entirely comfortable, but it didn’t look like every movement pained her anymore. Sen supposed he might have hit her a little harder than he’d meant to. Leaning back in his chair, he closed his eyes and took a sip of tea. It had been a trying day and he wanted to snatch at least a moment of calm before questions started flying his way. He sat there like that for most of a minute, even as he felt her gaze boring into him. He didn’t bother to open his eyes when he addressed her.

“You’re not eating anything. Do you think it’s poisoned?”

“You aren’t eating anything,” she said.

Sen opened his eyes and gave her a level, unamused look. Then he deliberately took a little bit of everything and methodically ate it.

“Satisfied?”

Li Yi Nuo looked a little sheepish as she put food on her plate. Sen went back to sipping tea with his eyes closed. He was able to bask in the relative silence for nearly ten minutes before the inevitable happened.

“Who are you?

“No one important,” said Sen.

“I think we both know that’s not true. You can wield multiple kinds of qi.”

“So can you.”

“Not like you can. I can muster up a little metal qi to go with my wind qi. You throw around qi like you have an affinity for everything. You could join any sect on the continent and have them showering you with resources. They’d hail you as a genius.”

Sen opened his eyes again. “Okay.”

“That’s it? Just, okay.”

“What should I say? I’m not interested in joining a sect. I certainly don’t care what they would think of me.”

Sen watched her expression sour at his clear indifference to sects and what he considered their very dubious benefits. He almost expected her to jump to the defense of her sect or sects in general. Instead, she visibly smoothed her face into something that didn’t quite reach friendly but wasn’t actively aggravated. He thought it was an admirable demonstration of self-control given that he’d intentionally poked a sore spot. She focused on the thing he’d initially ignored, although he hadn’t ignored it spitefully.

“And what about being able to use more than one type of qi?”

Sen shrugged. “What about it? You’ve clearly seen me do it. I didn’t think there was anything more to say about it.”

“Where did you learn it? How do you do it?”

Sen gave her an amused smile. “I’m a wandering cultivator, not an idiot. You didn’t really think I’d answer questions like that, did you?”

Li Yi Nuo looked like she desperately wanted to press the issue, but she moved on. “Fine. I guess we all have our secrets. Maybe you’ll be a little more forthcoming about how you can summon qi so fast?”

“Oh, well that’s no kind of secret. Practice.”

Her eyes narrowed in a way that Sen recognized as socially dangerous if not physically dangerous.

“Very funny.”

“It’s not a joke,” said Sen, lifting a hand in a placating gesture. “I practiced a lot. I pushed my limits as hard as I could. A lot more often than I’d like, I did it under the threat of immediate death if I failed. It turns out that most things are possible if you need them to happen badly enough.”

Li Yi Nuo frowned at him in a thoughtful way. “My master says that peril can drive cultivation but that the risks often aren’t worth the reward.”

“That’s a whole lot of truth, right there.”

“And yet, here you sit. A living, breathing counterargument.”

“No. I’m a cautionary tale.”

“Powerful. Famous. What am I missing?”

It was Sen’s turn to frown thoughtfully. “You’re missing the fear. The dread that goes with being hunted by those more powerful than you. Have you ever been hunted, Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect? Ever had to flee into the wilds because the possibility of powerful spirit beasts attacking you was a better option than traveling on the roads? Ever woken up in the middle of the night with your heart racing because there was a noise you didn’t recognize, and you were certain someone was there to kill you?”

“No,” she said with a grim expression. “I’ve never faced anything like that.”

“That’s a good thing,” said Sen, trying to think of a way to condense his experiences into something useful. “You’re also missing the sheer amount of death. My path through this world has been littered with the corpses I’ve made. A lot of them deserved it, but I’m also sure that some of them just picked the wrong side, the wrong friend, or simply the wrong day to be where they were. You’re a cultivator and couldn’t have gotten to where you are without doing at least some killing. Still, how much blood do you really have on your hands? I’m willing to bet it’s not that much. So, how much do you want there? How much time do you want to spend wondering if some of it is innocent blood?”

“I… I don’t know how to answer that,” said Li Yi Nuo, her face pale.

“I’d be alarmed if you could. The point isn’t to have answers. The point is for you to have the questions. To be aware of the kinds of mistakes a person can make on their way to becoming powerful and famous,” said Sen, not hiding his contempt for the two terms most people would consider compliments. “Or, at the very least, the kinds of mistakes that I’ve made.”

Sen let silence fall as Li Yi Nuo seemed lost in her own thoughts. He honestly wasn’t sure if he was helping her or not. On the one hand, she was competent and strong. She’d obviously been trained by someone who wanted her to live and go as far as she could on the path of cultivation. Yet, there was also a kind of blind spot in her thinking that he’d initially thought was naivety. The more they talked, though, the more he started to think it might be more akin to a kind of innocence. She’d spoken about her master a few times. Sen wondered just how much the man had shielded her from some of the realities of cultivation. Deciding he’d given her enough time to think, he spoke again.

“There’s one other thing that you’re missing.”

She focused on him again. “What?”

“When you become powerful and famous, or when you get a reputation for it, the more powerful will want to use you or that reputation for their own ends. Most of them don’t care if you’re not interested in helping. Many of them would rather kill you than take no for an answer.”

“The more powerful. Like who?” she asked before understanding dawned. “You mean sects. You mean my sect.”

“For example, but it’s not just them. Sects, nobility, royalty, nascent soul cultivators. Almost all of them have agendas and see people as disposable tools. If you’re not willing to be used, then they see it as a sign that you should be broken.”

“Not everyone is like that. My sect didn’t send me to make you serve some agenda. They sent me because you did something to those disciples. Something no one seems to know how to fix.”

“But they didn’t send you to ask questions, did they?”

“Well, no,” said a perplexed Li Yi Nuo.

“They don’t care if those disciples did something to provoke me into doing what I did. I doubt they really even care if those disciples can be healed. They sent you to bring me back so they can take revenge. So they can restore the slighted honor of the sect. That is an agenda. In fact, I bet you’ve got some kind of suppression treasure to keep me in line, right?”

“For all the good it did me. But what about your agenda?”

Sen blinked a few times as he tried to figure out what she meant. “My agenda?”

“You just said powerful people have agendas. You’re powerful. So, what’s your agenda?”

“Huh. I guess there’s a logic to that,” said Sen as he thought it over. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“No. If it were obvious, I wouldn’t have had to ask.”

“Then I suspect you’re crediting me with too much cleverness because my agenda is as simple as they come. My agenda is to survive.”

Li Yi Nuo rolled her eyes. “Everyone has that agenda.”

“Yes, but not everyone has come as close to death as I have as often as I have. Those experiences tend to strip away the inconsequential. You stop worrying about things like building a reputation, forging an empire, or protecting the illusion of your honor because you’re too busy trying to make sure that you’re going to see tomorrow.”

“And you think that things like a sect’s honor are inconsequential?”

“I know that it’s completely trivial. But I have no intention of debating the value of honor with you. I’ve already had that very tedious argument with someone, and I’m not trying to convince you of anything. The point is that I stopped caring about those kinds of things about nine near-death experiences ago. I don’t have some complicated agenda or long-term plan that I’m trying to carry out. All that I’m after is to survive long enough to ascend. That’s it.”

“You say that like ascension is a certainty.”

Sen just gave her an enigmatic smile and shrugged.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE JIANGHU IS A HARD WORLD
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“Do you know something that I don’t?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“Probably,” answered Sen. “Then again, I imagine you know some things that I don’t. So, we’re probably even.”

“You know that isn’t what I meant.”

Sen could see the obvious frustration on the woman’s face and tried to not take too much petty pleasure from it. Once she started asking questions, she seemed to forget how they ended up having the conversation. Sen hadn’t forgotten, though. He didn’t intend to let it slip his mind, either.

“No, I don’t believe I know anything specific about ascension that you don’t.”

“That’s hard to believe, as you seem very confident that you’re going to ascend when nearly every other cultivator alive is merely hoping that they might ascend.”

“Believe me or don’t believe me. I can’t do much about that. I also can’t speak to what other cultivators believe about their chances of ascension. All I can tell you is that I’m pretty sure I got the same explanation about ascension as everyone else. You climb the ranks of the nascent soul stage and, if you reach the peak, you ascend. That sound about right?”

“More or less,” conceded Li Yi Nuo. “I think the only meaningful difference I heard was that if you reach the peak you must ascend. That the world will make you ascend whether you want to or not.”

“I hadn’t heard that,” said Sen, thinking about Master Feng. “I doubt it’s quite that cut-and-dried, though.”

“Why?”

“Because when is anything in life that cut-and-dried? Everything else in the world happens with some level of uncertainty but this one thing is absolute. I don’t buy it.”

“They say there’s an exception to everything.”

“Maybe,” said Sen.

When Li Yi Nuo didn’t immediately say something else, Sen did nothing to encourage the conversation. He gave it five minutes of increasingly awkward silence before he went to stand up. He’d only brought her along to make sure that she was healing up properly. Having given her an elixir and a meal, he was confident she was going to be fine. Or she’d be fine enough that whatever healing pills and elixirs she’d undoubtedly brought with her would be sufficient to finish the job. It probably wouldn’t get her sect completely off his back, but he hoped that his restraint and nominal courtesy would translate into a little bit of goodwill. Answering an extended round of questions, on the other hand, wasn’t something he was enjoying. Just as importantly, he didn’t think she was getting all that much out of it. However, the moment she realized he intended to go do something else, she seemed to scour her mind for something else to say.

“Who trained you in the spear? Was it your master?”

“Do you actually care or are you just looking for a way to keep me engaged in this conversation? Keep me talking until you work up the nerve to ask me something you think I won’t like or won’t answer unless you build up a rapport?”

She sighed. “Both.”

“No, my master didn’t teach me the spear. I had a different teacher for that.”

“You learned from a true master of the spear.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because I learned from a true master of the spear, and you beat me,” said Li Yi Nuo.

There was no arrogance in her voice. It was a statement to her. Just one more fact about the universe that occupied her mind. He considered her briefly before he inclined his head.

“He is a true master, but don’t give me too much credit. I have advantages you don’t,” said Sen, then his eyebrows went up as he got it. “That’s what you want to know about.”

“You’re a dual cultivator, right? Spirit and body cultivation?”

Sen gave her an even look. “If you thought to ask the question, you already know the answer.”

She hesitated and then rushed forward with the question she’d apparently been hanging onto for the entire conversation.

“How do you beat someone like, well, you?”

“You can’t seriously be asking me to tell your sect how to beat me.”

“No! That isn’t what I—” she shook her head. “I’m not asking for them. I’m asking for me.”

“Telling you is the same as telling them. Not that they necessarily need that information. I’m confident that there are elders in your sect who are perfectly capable of killing me if they really put their mind to it or catch me off guard. Still, it’s not to my benefit to help arm them against me.”

“That’s not what this is about,” insisted Li Yi Nuo.

“Then what it is about, Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect?”

“Why do you always say my name like that?”

“It’s so I never forget who you serve and where your real loyalties lie.”

Li Yi Nuo squinted at him like she couldn’t make out his features. “You aren’t always like this?”

“Like what?”

“I saw you with that farmer and with that woman whose child you saved. You were kind to them.”

“And?” asked Sen.

“So why be like this with me? So unforgiving. So hard.”

“They’re mortals. Life is cruel to mortals and often for no reason. A small kindness that costs me next to nothing can be a miracle for them. You are a cultivator, from a sect, and the Jianghu is a hard world. You should know this. After all, we face the heavens alone. Surely, your master taught you that.”

Li Yi Nuo sat up straighter in her chair. “Every cultivator knows that we face the heavens alone, but I’m not looking for help to face the heavens.”

“What are you looking for from me? What is it that you think I can help you do that no one in the Vermilion Blade Sect can help you with?”

“It’s not that they can’t. They won’t. I had a friend, Xia. We joined the sect at the same time. Trained together as outer disciples. We watched out for each other.”

Sen pursed his lips as he thought over what he’d just heard, but he picked out the most relevant word before long.

“Had,” he said.

“What?”

“You said that you had a friend. I take it she died.”

“She didn’t die. She was butchered.”

Sen nodded. “So, you want to take righteous vengeance on the person who did it.”

“Why shouldn’t I want that?” demanded Li Yi Nuo, her voice harsh and angry.

“Easy. I’ve taken plenty of vengeance. I’m not judging you for wanting it. The part I don’t understand is where I,” Sen paused. “Oh, I get it now. She was killed by a dual cultivator like me. But you didn’t know that I was a dual cultivator when you came looking for me. Damn it. Please tell me you don’t see all of this as a fortunate encounter.”

Li Yi Nuo looked a little abashed. “Of course not.”

“Yeah. Right. So, your friend dies and you want revenge, but no one will help you. Not even your master, apparently. The question is why?”

“My master wants me to have a more peaceful path.”

“So, if I had to guess, he probably had a brutal climb to where he is today. He knows what it means and doesn’t want that for you. Am I close?”

She nodded. “Something like that.”

“Of course, you’re in a sect. There’s bound to be some hardened warriors there who know the ins and outs of fighting dual cultivators, but you say they won’t help you either. So, whoever it is, it must be someone that your sect doesn’t want you to go after. Which means there are some kind of sect politics involved. A young master of a rival sect, perhaps?”

Li Yi Nuo looked like she was going to object to the description, but she finally nodded. “Close enough.”

“So, your elders issue a quiet decree from on high that nobody can help you with this particular problem and your friend becomes a sacrifice in the name of inter-sect peace.”

“Yes.”

“Then, this mission comes along, and all of sudden you have access to a dual cultivator. A famous and powerful dual cultivator with lots of ridiculous stories going around about how he punishes the corrupt and guilty.”

“Yes,” whispered Li Yi Nuo while her cheeks turned bright red.

Sen pinched the bridge of his nose. “This is a nightmare.”

“Please. If you help me, I’ll never tell anyone what you teach me. I’ll take a vow before the heavens to remain silent.”

“You must realize that the smart thing for me to do here is to send you on your way. If I actually do what you want, your master is going to be furious with me about it. I’m not sure I’d even blame him. Given how good you are with a spear, I’m not feeling great about the prospect of making your master an enemy for life.”

“He won’t be angry that you taught me things.”

“I’m not worried about offending him by teaching you something. I’m worried about what will happen if I do teach you something and you die trying to get revenge.”

Sen stood up from the table and walked over to the fireplace. He stared down in the flames. He could feel the sect woman staring at him, willing him to agree to do what she wanted. Sen looked over to her.

“I’m not going to decide right now,” he said and raised his hand to stop the outburst he saw was coming. “I’m not going to decide right now, and you don’t want me to. If I decided now, the answer would be no. It will probably still be no tomorrow, but I’m willing to sleep on it for a night.”

Li Yi Nuo sat rigidly still in her chair, clearly forcing herself not to say anything until she was sure she could trust the words that would come out of her mouth. In the end, she nodded.

“I guess I’ll take a maybe over an outright no.”

Sen gave the door to the galehouse a longing look. Leaving seemed very appealing to him right about then. He could be long gone and, without the compass that he destroyed, it would take her a long, long time to find him. Rubbing his temples, Sen had the same thought again. This is a nightmare.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
GIVE AND TAKE
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After Sen had directed Li Yi Nuo to one of the bedrooms, he’d retreated into the one he’d made for himself. One that had a heavy stone bar that he could drop across the door. It wasn’t meant to stop Li Yi Nuo if she tried to finish her mission in the middle of the night. It was just there to slow her down and buy the second or two he’d need to defend himself. He stretched out on the small bed he’d summoned from his storage ring. Sen found that he was glad he didn’t need much sleep because the hours slowly ticked away as he thought about why he hadn’t just said he wouldn’t teach her anything. That was the right decision. That was the decision that would keep him entirely clear of a sect-level conflict that, for once, didn’t involve him in the slightest. However, there was a little piece of him that did want to help her.

It took him a long time to unpack what was driving that small but insistent desire. He briefly considered that maybe base lust was at the root of it. While he wasn’t easily swayed by physical beauty anymore, he’d be lying to himself if he said he didn’t find her attractive. He poked and prodded at that notion for a while but ultimately discarded it. In some other circumstance, he had no doubt that he’d happily take her bed, assuming she was interested. That was a casual feeling, though. A general willingness to do something if the situation was different. It lacked the motive power to make him even consider inserting himself into other people’s problems. It took hours of deep thought to untangle the complex set of emotions underlying that traitorous urge. When he did finally figure it out, he shook his head in annoyance at himself.

“You really need to work through some of this shit,” he muttered.

With the mystery solved, he rolled over and finally managed to fall asleep. It was barely dawn when he woke up after a refreshing three hours of sleep. He’d been more tired than he thought. Most nights he only slept for two hours. Putting the bed back in the storage ring, he unbarred the door and went back out into the common area. He was surprised to find Li Yi Nuo already there, sitting in the chair that he’d left by the fire. Her expression was distant, troubled, and he suspected that she hadn’t noticed his presence. He’d been in similar frames of mind often enough to recognize it for what it was. She was thinking about killing someone. A modest surge of qi simultaneously caused a stone table to rise from the floor and drew Li Yi Nuo’s attention.

She schooled her face into neutrality and smoothly rose from the chair. I guess she’s healed enough to travel again, thought Sen. My work here is truly done. He summoned a tea set and took a few minutes to prepare the drink, although he used more common leaves instead of the excellent tea leaves he reserved for people he actually liked. He made chairs appear and gestured that she should sit. He dismissed any notion of playing power games and waiting for her to pour the tea for them both, as tradition would normally command. He was the stronger, which somehow conferred a senior position through some breakdown in reason he’d never fully grasped. He simply poured a cup of tea for each of them and lifted his own cup to take a sip. It would have seared a mortal’s mouth, but he found the heat pleasant. Li Yi Nuo touched the side of the cup and left it where it sat to cool for a bit longer. He supposed she didn’t care about the tea, just his answer. He gave her a thoughtful look.

“The answer is no.”

Disappointment, anger, and a bone-deep frustration flashed across her features. He half-expected a furious outburst from her. Instead, she remained quiet and still for so long that her tea cooled enough that she picked up the cup and took a sip. She finally met his eyes.

“May I ask why?”

Sen had known she would ask this question and debated about how much to say. He didn’t owe her any kind of explanation. He could just say something enigmatic about karma or the direction of the winds and she’d have to accept it. That would certainly be easier for him. He took another sip of tea and weighed his options.

“I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t a little part of me that wants to do as you ask.”

“Then why won’t you?”

“Because I’d be doing it for the wrong reasons. If I was going to teach you something, it should be for your benefit. It wouldn’t be. The part of me that wants to teach you doesn’t really want to help you. That’s an unhealthy, dangerous place for me to teach from and for you to learn from.”

Li Yi Nuo’s brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I understand your meaning.”

“I’ve been hounded by one sect or another for years now. I have a lot of resentment toward them. My motive for teaching you is that I see it as a great way to kick off a sect war that I don’t have to fight in. I could just wait for the news to reach me that your sects are tearing each other apart and then gloat over my success. And I would gloat. Even worse, the plan would work better if I did a half-assed job of teaching you. Teach you enough to let you get to the person you want to get to, but not enough to win. If you get captured or killed, it implicates your whole sect. There’d be calls for wholesale slaughter. That thought would be in the back of my mind the entire time. I could turn you into a weapon that harms both sects.”

Li Yi Nuo had gone deathly white as Sen spoke, clearly having never considered the possibility that he might give her poisoned instruction.

“Why would you do such a thing?”

“Because I hate everything that sects represent. I hate their unearned arrogance. I hate their presumption. I hate the way they bellow about honor while never possessing it. If I could snap my fingers and burn every sect to the ground right now, I’d do it and never lose a moment of sleep,” said Sen in a voice that was just barely beneath a yell. “Now, is that the kind of person you’d want to trust to teach you?”

“No,” said Li Yi Nuo.

“Good. At least your desire for revenge hasn’t crippled your reason.”

“If you knew all of this, why didn’t you just say so last night?”

“I didn’t know last night. I had to think it through to understand why I was even considering it. Besides, there are other reasons it’s not practical.”

“Such as?”

“For starters, I can’t trust you. Your motives where I’m concerned are compromised, at best. Your allegiances are something I could never look past. Learning takes trust that goes in both directions, and neither of us are in a position to give it. I’d always be waiting for you to ambush me. Beyond all of that, though, I simply don’t have the time.”

“You’re a wandering cultivator. You have nothing but time.”

“Yeah, you’d think that, but it’s just not so. I have obligations. I was coming from fulfilling one and on my way to another when you showed up. I need to get back to that obligation.”

Li Yi Nuo gave Sen a pensive look. “You aren’t what I thought you’d be.”

“Oh?” said Sen.

“All those stories about Judgment’s Gale paint you as someone who leaps into action regardless of the consequences. They don’t paint a picture of a thoughtful man. I just assumed that you’d make a snap decision one way or the other.”

“Well, the stories had to get something right, I guess. I have been that person before and probably will be again, but it’s caused me a lot of trouble and pain. I’m trying to do better. I had the chance to think things through this time. So, I took that opportunity. Doing so probably spared both of us some pain and regrets.”

Li Yi Nuo gave him a shallow little seated bow. “Then I am grateful, senior.”

She didn’t look grateful to Sen. She looked like he’d ripped away her hope, thrown it on the floor, and crushed it under his foot.

“I’m not barren of sympathy for your situation. So, I am going to do something for you,” said Sen.

He summoned the writing kit that Auntie Caihong had given him and wrote out three things. One was a letter to her and Uncle Kho with a very abbreviated description of what he’d been up to recently. That letter he sealed in an envelope with wax. The second thing he wrote was something akin to a letter of introduction. The third thing he wrote was a set of instructions about where to take those letters. He considered that small pile of papers before he turned his gaze up to meet Li Yi Nuo’s eyes. He wondered if he was doing the right thing, but this all felt like something handled by wiser heads.

“I’ll take that vow to the heavens you spoke of yesterday. Except, you’ll vow not to reveal the existence of these documents or their contents, except as how I’ll instruct you to do so.”

“What are they?”

“Vow first. Then, I’ll explain.”

“You want me to vow silence without even letting me see what you wrote.”

“Yes. If you decide that you’re not interested, you can always destroy them instead of delivering them.”

Sen waited her out as she tried to make her decision with basically no information. He truly didn’t know which way she would go with it. In the end, she gave him a sour look and then made her vow. Sen nodded and held out one of the letters.

“This is a letter of introduction to the man who taught me the spear. I don’t know if he’ll take you on, but if anyone can teach you to beat a dual cultivator, he can,” said Sen. “It’s on you to convince him but the letter might help.

She read it over and gave him a quizzical look. “Who is Uncle Kho?”

It took a physical effort for Sen not to smirk at his next words. “My teacher is Kho Jaw-Long. I believe some people call him The Living Spear.”

Li Yi Nuo’s eyes went comically wide and her mouth dropped open. She looked back down at the letter and her hands started trembling. Sen plucked the paper from her hands and sealed it in an envelope. He handed her the sealed envelope and the loose piece of paper.

“You’ll find instructions about where to take the letter of introduction. You might have to wait for a while once you’re there. Or, you know, you could just toss them in the fire.”

She pulled the envelope and loose piece of paper against her chest like she meant to defend them with her life. “Those stories were true? You really are a student of Kho Jaw-Long?”

“Yes.”

“But why do this?”

“You have talent. He’ll appreciate that. More importantly, though, he’s at a great remove from this entire situation. He’s in a position to listen to what you have to say impartially and make a decision about whether or not teaching you will be to your benefit. Things that I can’t do. I trust his judgment.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, yet. I know you took that vow and it should be binding, but I want to be very clear. Uncle Kho values his privacy above almost everything else in the world. If you betray the whereabouts of his home to anyone, if you bring trouble or inconvenience to his door,” Sen’s voice went deadly soft, “you will learn what it means to be hunted, Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect.”

The woman stopped breathing for a moment before she swallowed hard. “I understand, but⁠—”

“But?” asked Sen, his eyes hard.

“I’ll have to tell my master where I’m going, at least in general, to say nothing of why I’m going.”

“Oh,” said Sen, relaxing. “I suppose that’s unavoidable. Just him?”

“Just him,” she agreed.

“Fine,” said Sen, handing the other envelope to her. “Please give that to Uncle Kho as well.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
AN OLD DEBT
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Once the business with Li Yi Nuo was settled, Sen returned the chairs and a handful of other items that he’d taken out for basic comfort to his storage ring. Li Yi Nuo watched all of this with a mixture of curiosity and bafflement on her face. Sen looked at her.

“Are you leaving or staying?” he asked.

“Leaving,” she answered with a frown.

Nodding, Sen extinguished the fire and the self-contained balls of fire qi he used to light the interior of the galehouse. He walked over to the door with Li Yi Nuo trailing closely behind. He latched it behind him and started toward the road.

“Wait. You’re just going to leave that there?”

He glanced back at the stone structure and shrugged. “Why not? I may come back this way one day. Why make something twice?”

Li Yi Nuo seemed to want to say something but also seemed to be struggling to put her exact thoughts into words. Sen gave her a few moments before he simply continued walking toward the road. Now that he no longer felt like she was his problem, he’d largely relegated her to the background of his thoughts. Soon, he’d be well away from her and could stop thinking about her entirely. As he stepped out onto the road, he peered in each direction. He’d vaguely hoped there might be a farmer passing by with some fresh produce. He still had plenty, but buying some would give him an excuse to have a conversation that didn’t involve anything deep or life-altering. He could use a bit of that at the moment. Instead, Li Yi Nuo appeared in front of him. He nodded at her, turned in the general direction he needed to go, and started to walk. After a moment, she was walking next to him. He stopped and gave her a long look.

“I’m pretty sure this is where we part ways,” said Sen.

She looked a little nonplussed. “Well, that’s fine, but my sect is that direction. At the very least, I have to go back and report what happened. And it’s safer to travel together, even for cultivators.”

Sen gave her a narrow-eyed, suspicious glare before huffing out a breath. She really wanted to go learn from Uncle Kho. That much was obvious. A fact that Sen suspected had dramatically reduced the odds of an unexpected betrayal. He supposed, in a roundabout, wholly unintentional way, he might have solved his problem with the Vermilion Blade Sect simply by saying the name Kho Jaw-Long. He doubted the sect elders were in any way aching to find out how The Living Spear would react to them trying to kill his student. For that matter, Sen wasn’t in any particular hurry to find out the results of that either. He had worked very hard not to lean on the reputations of his teachers, but this might be one time when it really would be for the best.

“Fine,” said Sen, “but we’re splitting up once we get within fifty miles of that place.”

Li Yi Nuo just nodded her acceptance. Grunting something unintelligible, Sen activated his qinggong technique and took off down the road. She could either keep up with him or get left behind. He’d thought they were done with each other, and he’d been very much looking forward to some fresh solitude, even if it did come with the occasional spirit beast attack. The knowledge that she was just going to be there for the next few weeks did not fill him with happiness. If nothing else, it meant that he’d have to constantly watch what he said and which of his skills he put on display. He was certain that the elders back at her sect were going to drag every detail of her experiences with him out of her, even if they decided not to pursue vengeance against him. The very thought of having to monitor himself all the time was fatiguing, but he’d already agreed. Whining about it to himself wasn’t going to change anything.

It only took until the early afternoon for the first problem to show up. He felt an odd sort of flickering sensation from Li Yi Nuo’s qi. He glanced back at her and it was obvious that she’d been pushing herself too hard just to keep pace with him. He slowed to a stop and had to snag her arm to keep her from collapsing to the ground. She was breathing hard and had a dazed look in her eye. He took her off the road and summoned a chair from his storage ring. She dropped into it and looked like she was ready to fall asleep on the spot. Shaking his head, he took the opportunity to eat an apple and some dried meat. He was sipping on a cup of tea when she finally spoke.

“How do you keep going like that? Your qi reserves must be like an ocean.”

“Your qinggong technique is inefficient,” said Sen as he watched a small red bird chase an insect through the undergrowth. “It wastes almost a third of the qi you put into it. It’s probably worth the time and effort to look for a new one.”

“Maybe so, but it still doesn’t explain how you just keep going,” said Li Yi Nuo, walking over to stand next to Sen. “It’s like you never run out of qi.”

Sen tossed her an apple and put the chair she’d been using back into his storage ring. He walked back out to the road with an unhappy Li Yi Nuo following him. He gestured to a spot next to him and she warily walked over to stand there. Sen didn’t usually go in for the flashier ways that some cultivators used to travel, but he wanted to cover a lot more ground before nightfall. With that in mind, he summoned a qi platform beneath the two of them. It lifted them about a foot off the ground. Li Yi Nuo let out a surprised yelp and grabbed his arm. Sen barely glanced at her before he had the platform carry them forward over the road. At first, Li Yi Nuo seemed to find the experience a kind of novelty. As the minutes turned into hours, she gave him increasingly incredulous looks, as though she thought he was showing off to impress her. Carrying two people took more effort and qi than he expected, but he found a balance between what he was spending and the environmental qi he could gather. It took a kind of semi-active cultivation, but he discovered that was only marginally more difficult than the passive cultivation techniques he usually relied on.

When he simply made a platform the next morning and carried them both all day, it seemed to strain something in Li Yi Nuo’s mind to the breaking point. When they stopped outside a modest village, she whirled on him.

“That isn’t possible.”

“Clearly, it is,” said Sen, before he went in search of an inn.

They fell into a kind of routine after that. Sen would carry them down the road on a qi platform and Li Yi Nuo would try to dig information out of him. Rather than verbally spar with her, he mostly elected to ignore the questions or reply with non-answers. This tactic did not endear him to her, but he’d never promised to divulge his secrets. As it was, he assumed that she was doing everything she could to observe how his qi was moving and trying to figure out how to replicate the feats for herself. He supposed if she managed to work it out on her own after he’d shown her that such things were possible, she’d earned the knowledge. This routine held for the better part of a week and a half. Then, something Sen had not expected happened. He’d felt the presence ahead and nearly crashed himself and Li Yi Nuo into a tree in his shock. He dropped them to the ground and stared up the road, looking for what he’d felt. He didn’t see anything, but that wasn’t much of a surprise.

“You should stay here,” he told Li Yi Nuo.

“What? Why?”

“There’s something ahead that you’re probably better off avoiding.”

“I’ve had plenty of time to restore my qi. I’ll be fine in a fight.”

“Suit yourself,” said Sen as he started walking forward.

They walked for several minutes without seeing anything. Then, there was a flicker of light and a fox with several tails appeared in the road. Li Yi Nuo summoned her spear and leveled it at the fox with a snarl. Sen shook his head.

“Put that away before he decides to do something about it,” said Sen.

“It’s a spirit fox. They’re dangerous.”

Somehow, the fox managed to look amused at the exchange, although Sen couldn’t put his finger on exactly what changed in the fox’s face to give that impression.

“She’s right, you know,” said the fox. “We foxes are tricky and dangerous.”

Sen gave Li Yi Nuo a meaningful look. She didn’t look happy about it, but she put the spear away. Sen turned back to the fox and gave it a respectful bow.

“Senior brother,” said Sen. “How unexpected to see you here.”

“You know that thing,” whispered Li Yi Nuo.

“We’ve met before,” said Sen.

He didn’t bother whispering. There was no point in trying to hide things from a fox.

“I’m glad you remember,” said the fox. “Are you going to introduce me?”

“Don’t!” yelled Li Yi Nuo in obvious terror.

Sen shook his head. “It’s too late for that now.”

The fox gave Li Yi Nuo a pitying look. “He’s right. You really should have listened when he told you to stay back there.”

“Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect, this is Laughing River. Laughing River, meet Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect.”

The fox nodded at the pale-faced Li Yi Nuo before turning his attention back to Sen. “You owe me a favor, junior brother. I’ve come to collect.”

Sen had worried that was the reason the fox had appeared. He wanted to say no but was also aware that would be a catastrophic mistake. One doesn’t lightly renege on a favor owed to a fox. Even the gods tread lightly where foxes and favors were concerned. On the other hand, the timing couldn’t have been worse.

“I don’t suppose that this favor could wait for a short while. A few years perhaps?”

The fox gave him a bland look that made Sen feel very, very nervous.

“I expect you’d be more eager if I looked like her,” said Laughing River.

There was a surge of qi, but it felt odd to Sen. It was like something else had been mixed into that most fundamental energy of creation. That line of thinking was dragged to a halt when a mirror image of Li Yi Nuo appeared where the fox had sat. The transformed fox gave Sen a coquettish smile that he doubted had ever appeared on the real Li Yi Nuo’s face.

“Are you more interested now?” the fox asked.

The whole situation was jarring and not just for him.

“Oh, that is creepy,” said the real Li Yi Nuo in a hushed whisper.

Sen never looked away from the fox when he answered with a sigh. “A simple no would have sufficed.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE WORD IS ACQUIRING
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“Imight have settled for a simple no if I was dealing with that awful woman you’ve got yourself mixed up with. Frankly, I’m surprised that Feng Ming was willing to tolerate it,” said Laughing River.

“Awful woman?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Sen.

“Wait! Feng Ming! You mean those stories are true, too?”

Laughing River turned to look at Li Yi Nuo with her own face, then there was another brief flicker of light and a copy of Sen stood in place of the fox. The false-Sen gave Li Yi Nuo a decidedly predatory grin.

“Oh, you sweet, sweet innocent child. Sen, did you know I was coming? Did you bring her along as a present for me?”

Sen rolled his eyes. “No, she’s not a present.”

“Pity,” said Laughing River.

Li Yi Nuo looked like she wasn’t quite sure if she should be offended or appalled at the exchange between Sen and his fox copy. Before she could decide, the fox turned a look of smoldering intensity on her that Sen was sure had never adorned his face. Li Yi Nuo froze in place as the full weight of that gaze settled on her.

“Girl, you should assume that every story you hear about,” he started to point at his own chest before swinging the finger at Sen, “him is true. The more outlandish and impossible-sounding the tale, the more likely it is to have actually happened. Honestly, as a fox, I find it simply delicious that people think the lies about him are true and the truths about him are lies. The only annoying part is that he’s done by accident what I have to work to accomplish. Still, you can’t have everything, so I choose to focus on the deliciousness of it all.”

Sen saw Li Yi Nuo open her mouth to speak and hurriedly cut her off before she made things worse. “As delightful as this banter is, I suppose we should get to the part about the favor.”

Li Yi Nuo shot him an annoyed glare, and Laughing River sighed dramatically.

“Oh, very well, I suppose we should get to the boring business part. Simply put, I need your help to acquire a long-lost treasure of mine. It’s a minor thing, but should nicely balance the scales between us.”

“A long-lost treasure of yours?” asked a skeptical Sen.

“Oh, don’t get hung up on the minor details. If it makes you feel any better, you won’t be helping me acquire it from a living, breathing human being who will miss it.”

Sen frowned at that description. It was both oddly specific and profoundly vague. It was the sort of phrasing that could cover a multitude of sins and scenarios that Sen was confident he didn’t fully understand. Not that it really mattered whether the fox was telling him nothing but lies or the complete truth. Either way, he was going to go along with this scheme. Even if he found out he hated every single part of the plan once he discovered all of the details, he was still going to go along with it because he was not going to make an enemy of a spirit fox.

“In that case,” said Sen as he turned to Li Yi Nuo, “it seems that this is where we part ways.”

“Oh no,” said Laughing River in a hard, unforgiving voice. “Bring her along. In fact, I insist. She saw fit to intrude on the affairs of a fox after being warned to stay away. Now, she will help.”

Sen gave Li Yi Nuo a sympathetic look. “When all of this goes horribly, horribly wrong and violent, I want you to remember that I tried to spare you from it.”

“Don’t say that,” gasped Laughing River in a horrified voice. “You’ll scare the child. Besides, I estimate that there’s only a seventy, seventy-five percent chance that things will go horribly, horribly wrong and violent.”

“Oh, well that makes it fine then,” muttered Sen.

Li Yi Nuo glared death at the fox. “I am not a child.”

The fox threw back his copy of Sen’s head and roared with laughter. It went on longer than Sen thought was wise, but he supposed that was the fox’s business. When Laughing River finally got it out of his system, he had to wipe tears from his eyes.

“Oh, but to someone like me, you are a child. There are trees in this very forest a thousand years older than you, and I was positively ancient when they were mere saplings. To me, you are like the freshest of morning dew on a blade of grass.”

Li Yi Nuo fumed in silence, unable to refute the fox’s words. Sen gave the fox a thoughtful look.

“You make a good point. You are very old and very powerful. Why would you need me for this task?”

“Oh, you know how these things go. Someone has to carry the luggage and tip the bellhop.”

Sen blinked at the unfamiliar terms. “What’s luggage?”

At the same time, Li Yi Nuo gave the fox a confused look and said, “What’s a bellhop?”

“What?” asked Laughing River. “Oh, right. I forget how limited human knowledge is on this little rock. Don’t worry about it. I just meant that someone has to do the tedious things I don’t want to bother with. Carrying things. Cooking meals. Being distractions for murderous, powerful, angry spirit beasts. The usual.”

“What?” said an alarmed Li Yi Nuo.

“Oh, listen to me rambling on about my concerns. As for you, Li Yi Nuo of the Vermilion Blade Sect, this is a golden opportunity. Old Sect Smasher Kho will certainly be a lot more receptive to you if he finds out that you helped Sen help me,” offered Laughing River with a bright smile. “So, you could say that I’m actually doing you a⁠—”

Sen cut off the fox as a spike of unease speared his heart. “What are we stealing?”

Laughing River gave Sen a knowing look and a smirk. “Killjoy. And the word is acquiring, Sen. Acquiring. Stealing is… Oh, what’s that word?”

“Wrong?” offered Li Yi Nuo in a dry tone.

Laughing River’s eyes lit up. He snapped his fingers and pointed at her.

“That’s the one. It’s wrong, and we know that I’d never encourage you to do something wrong.”

“We do?” asked Sen.

“Of course we do,” said a gleeful Laughing River. “If I encouraged you to do something wrong, Caihong would be ever so cross with me. I’m a fox, not a moron. I’m not going to make that woman angry without an exceedingly good reason and probably someone blackmailing me. Fortunately, doing stupidly dangerous things is just part of being a cultivator. So, we’re all good.”

“Stupidly dangerous,” repeated Li Yi Nuo.

“Who said anything about stupidly dangerous?” asked Laughing River with a completely straight face. “You’re just going to carry the luggage, remember? Now, come along children. We’ve got a long way to go.”

There was another flicker of light and Laughing River resumed his fox form. A merry twinkle in the fox’s eyes left Sen positively filled with dread and uncertainty about what came next. Then, the fox bounded off the road and into the forest, his many tails flickering in and out of sight. Sen could feel Li Yi Nuo staring at the side of his head. He turned to meet her gaze with a wan smile. She looked a little aggravated but mostly she looked very unsettled and afraid. That struck Sen as a sensible reaction to everything that was happening. He did feel a little bad that she’d got caught up in whatever it was the fox had planned, but that sympathy was largely tempered by the knowledge that she’d had ample opportunities to distance herself from him. Beyond that, he had warned her.

“You could have told me it was a fox,” she complained.

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “You’re an adult. You’ve seen me in action. You’ve heard the stories about the kinds of things I get involved in. Did you think I was just trying to keep secrets? Prevent you from learning about something?”

She looked away, her expression transforming into one of embarrassment. “I might have thought something like that.”

“Well, for future reference, I don’t warn people off for idle reasons or my own amusement.”

Li Yi Nuo stared out into the forest in the direction that Laughing River had gone. “That fox is going to get us killed, isn’t he?”

Sen put on a thoughtful expression and rubbed at his chin with a knuckle. A little bit of the fox’s attitude had infected him.

“I’ll probably be fine. He’s got a vested interest in keeping me alive. As for you,” he gave her a mournful look, “well, there’s always the next life.”

“What?!”

Sen laughed and only narrowly dodged the punch that almost took him on the chin. “I’m joking.”

“That was not funny!”

“It was a little funny. Besides, I figure there’s a good chance we’ll both die. So, I have to get my jokes in while I can.”

Before Li Yi Nuo could take another swing at him, Sen activated his qinggong technique and took off after the fox. He yelled over his shoulder.

“Don’t fall behind!”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
MORTIFYING
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It didn’t take long for Sen to catch up with the fox who, for whatever reason, had decided to stick to running through the forest. Sen dropped the qinggong techniques and fell in beside the fox. Li Yi Nuo caught up shortly after, and the three of them were a trio of blurs in the trees until it grew dark enough that even Sen didn’t entirely trust his eyes anymore. The fox slowed his relentless, miles-consuming pace and stopped when he found a clearing that he seemed to like. There was another of those flickers of light and a lanky man with a vulpine cast to his features stood where the fox had been. He was wearing red robes with intricate patterns embroidered into it. Laughing River surveyed the clearing with a pleased eye and then gave Sen an expectant look.

“What?” asked Sen, taking a nervous step back from the fox.

“Oh, come on. Do it.”

“Do what?”

“You know what,” said the fox. “It’s my third favorite thing that you do. Now stop stalling.”

Sen eyed the fox. “You know about the galehouses. You even knew about me sending Li Yi Nuo to Uncle Kho. Just how long have you been following us?”

Laughing River gave Sen a huge, blindingly insincere smile. “Following you? Whatever do you mean? I just happened to come across you. Consider it a matter of pure chance that you were very conveniently unoccupied by a cranky nascent soul cultivator.”

“Very convenient,” said Sen before he turned his attention to the ground.

Laughing River was almost dancing with glee as the stone structure rose from the ground. Sen gave the fox a sidelong glance.

“Why do you like this so much?” asked Sen.

“Because most cultivators never think to do practical things with their power. They’re so boring. They just use it to fight. You woke up one day and apparently thought, I should make a house! Then, you actually pulled it off.”

The fox dashed inside as soon as Sen was done. Sen followed him in to see the fox dashing from room to room, looking at everything, and smiling with the uncomplicated joy of a child. Sen waved a hand and did his usual trick to light the building. He dropped some wood in the fireplace but didn’t set it ablaze. The weather had warmed up enough that he’d wait until he was ready to cook something. He left the fox inside and went back out to check on Li Yi Nuo. The run had seemingly tired her out more than him or Laughing River. She was leaning against a tree with her eyes closed. Since she didn’t look like she was going to die or pass out, Sen occupied himself with setting up formations. They were deep enough into the wilds that he didn’t want to leave things to chance. He’d found his own tree to lean against and was staring out into the darkness when Li Yi Nuo found him.

“What do you see?” she asked.

He glanced over at her. She was squinting out into the darkness like she thought she should be seeing something.

“Nothing. Darkness. Shadows. I wasn’t looking for anything. That’s what the formations are for. This deep in the wilds, by the time I saw something, I’d be in a fight for my life before I had a chance to think about it.”

When she didn’t say anything, Sen went back to staring out into the darkness and wondering what kind of a mess Laughing River was about to drop them all into. Unfortunately, Sen didn’t know the fox well enough to even guess. He’d asked Auntie Caihong and Uncle Kho about the fox and found them both oddly reticent. What few answers he got from Auntie Caihong were evasive. Uncle Kho had just mumbled something about the fox being a mountain of trouble stuffed into a sack and then dropped the subject entirely. Laughing River wanted something, and anything he’d want would be potent. Potent natural treasures or cultivation relics in the wilds were always defended.

So, unless the fox had a very good plan, that meant there would be fighting. Sen knew from personal experience that the deeper in the wilds they got, the more intense that fighting would be. Sen’s instinct was to ask Laughing River for specifics, except he didn’t think he could trust any specifics he got enough to make a plan. The fox clearly wanted them in the dark until they got wherever it was that they were going. Yet, it wasn’t a good strategy unless the fox believed that it was something that even Sen would object to doing, favor or no favor. If Laughing River kept it to himself until they were already there and committed, then it became a moot point. None of that boded well for their chances. Sen was also aware that it was all speculation. He was dealing with a fox, creatures renowned for their trickster ways. It was equally possible that the fox would take them deep into the wilds, pick a random tree, and demand that Sen climb to the top to pick an apple.

“I owe you an apology,” said Li Yi Nuo.

There had been nothing but insect noises and the occasional call of a night bird for so long that her voice sounded loud in the night. Sen jumped a little at the unexpected noise. He glanced over at her, but the woman was staring fixedly into the darkness of the forest. He turned his gaze away since she obviously didn’t want to look at him.

“Oh?” asked Sen.

“Earlier, I wasn’t expecting to see a spirit fox, let alone one as old and powerful as that. It unsettled me. Frightened me. I took that out on you. I’m sorry about that.”

“Ah,” said Sen. “It’s fine.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw her turn to give him an incredulous look.

“That’s it? No demands for groveling or kowtowing? Just, it’s fine?”

Sen laughed. “The last woman I made truly angry hired mercenaries and tried to kill me. It really moved my bar for what I should find offensive.”

“What did you do to her?”

Sen opened his mouth, thought about all of the things he’d have to explain for the story to make sense, and just shook his head. “It’s a long, complicated story.”

Li Yi Nuo frowned at that response.

“How complicated are we talking here?”

“Complicated enough that I’d probably need to talk for the next half an hour to give you enough context for the story and my role in it to make any kind of sense.”

“Okay, that does sound pretty complicated.”

“Yeah. It wasn’t any less complicated living through it.’

Li Yi Nuo seemingly decided to save questions about all of that for later, because she switched gears. “Where do you think that fox is leading us?”

“I really don’t know. Where are you taking us, Laughing River?” asked Sen, tilting his head back and looking straight up into the tree.

The fox was sitting on a large limb almost directly above Sen’s head, still in the lanky form of a man. Laughing River smiled at Sen and gave him a wink.

“How long have you been there?” demanded Li Yi Nuo.

The fox shrugged. “A while now. Two young people. The romance of the night. I thought something might happen, and I do so adore young love. What a disappointment you two turned out to be. Especially you, girl.”

“Me?” asked Li Yi Nuo in total confusion. “What do you mean?”

“Well, Sen here usually has the social instincts of a tree stump, but he comes by it honestly. A rough upbringing will do that to a person,” said Laughing River in a conspiratorial whisper. “But you? What’s your excuse? Did you think I wouldn’t notice you sneaking peeks at him all day? There will literally never be a better opportunity to take advantage of him than the one you squandered right here. Oh, the sordid tales you’ll never get to tell those precious young things at your little sect.”

The fox shook his head in the disapproving way that only an elder looking at a young person who has truly disappointed them can pull off. Li Yi Nuo was spluttering in embarrassment or outrage. Sen couldn’t tell from her expression which it was. Before the woman could pull together a response to the pile of inflammatory things that had just been dumped on her head, the fox continued.

“As for the question about where we’re going, that’s easy. Hither and yon. I expect we’ll get there in the next few days.”

With that spectacular descent into vagueness, Laughing River dropped from the tree. He only paused long enough to give Sen and Li Yi Nuo another disapproving shake of his head before he wandered back toward the galehouse.

“Well,” said Sen, “that was wholly unenlightening.”

Li Yi Nuo finally managed to find her words. “Unenlightening? That was completely outrageous! Totally inappropriate! Can you believe the things he said to us?”

Sen lifted an eyebrow at the woman and thought it over. “Yes?”

“Yes?! How can you be so calm about all of this?”

“First of all, he’s a fox. As I understand it, being outrageous is pretty normal for them. Plus, to be fair, all he really said about me was that I’ve got bad social instincts.”

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“It might have if it wasn’t true. I do usually have terrible social instincts. I can’t get too mad at him for saying it out loud. But I understand why you’d be upset.”

“Thank you,” she said, sounding slightly mollified.

“Having someone just point out that you’re terrible at seduction even under ideal conditions, well, that had to be mortifying,” said Sen, who pretended he didn’t see the slack-jawed expression on her face. “Anyway, I’m sure you have some things to sort out. I think I’m going to go eat something.”

Sen walked away with a smirk on his face.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
ALCHEMY AND ANCIENT RUINS
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“Don’t glare at me,” said Laughing River in a hurt voice. “I gallantly left you alone after helpfully pointing out your mistake, and you wasted yet another opportunity by complaining about me. I mean, honestly, I don’t know what more I could have done to help you there.”

Li Yi Nuo had spent the last two days glowering at Laughing River and Sen, far less amused than they had been about the things they’d said to her. With a quick exchange of glances, the two men had come to a mutual agreement that they would pretend that it wasn’t happening. However, it seemed that Laughing River had run out of patience with the game. To his credit, he had lasted a lot longer than Sen had ever thought he would. The fox seemed to have a very limited attention span, although Sen thought that it was mostly a guise that Laughing River put on. After all, who would suspect clever planning from someone who got distracted by everything? Sen got around that problem by assuming that everything the fox said was a lie, a scheme, or a misdirection. It seemed to be working. Li Yi Nuo’s strategy of directing baleful glares probably didn’t protect her from Laughing River’s lies, but it had seemed to discourage any more observations about her personality or behaviors. At least, it had been working. With the fox’s latest statement, all of her ire landed directly on the fox.

“Help me? Help me! By doing what? Calling my character into question? Suggesting that I should be promiscuous with a⁠—”

When Sen gave her a sharp look, her voice cut off like he’d seized her throat in one of his hands.

“Do tell? A what?” asked Sen in an unfriendly voice.

“Stranger,” she said weakly, the fire suddenly going out of her.

“Sure,” said Sen, before he looked over at Laughing River and pointed. “That direction?”

The fox glanced in the direction Sen pointed. “That would be the one.”

“I’ll go scout.”

As he started moving into the woods, he heard Li Yi Nuo.

“This is your fault.”

Laughing River laughed. “Oh, dear girl, you did that all by yourself.”

Not even remotely interested in hearing any more of that conversation, Sen hid and took off in the indicated direction. He didn’t think there was much chance of finding anything as Laughing River just let him wander off alone. Sen focused on looking for signs of spirit beasts of which there were surprisingly few. When he thought about it, they hadn’t encountered nearly as many as he would have expected given how far they’d come into the wilds. Even so, they weren’t that deep. The way the kingdom had organized itself, civilization followed a loose ring around the edges of a vast area of untamed and arguably untamable land controlled by the spirit beasts. Even though they had been traveling on an inward course at cultivator speeds for days, it would take weeks of travel to reach the true heart of wilds. Of course, that would also be a probable death sentence since the oldest and strongest spirit beasts in the kingdom were thought to rule there.

Sen tried to remind himself that they were likely seeing places that no one but nascent soul cultivators had seen for thousands of years. Of course, it would have been a lot easier to get excited by that if what they were seeing looked less like hundreds of miles of primordial forest with trees towering hundreds of feet in the air with trunks bigger around than a house. Not that Sen was feeling entirely sad about the journey into the wilds. He had taken the opportunity to replace a lot of the medicinal plants he’d used over the last year with their much, much more potent brethren inside the wilds. He’d assumed that the spirit beasts would have consumed most of them, but the sheer volume of them that could be found in a single section of the pristine forest had shown him how foolish that thought had been. He imagined that this kind of environment was what the earliest cultivators had braved to make their versions of modern pills and elixirs.

The experience also gave him some insight into why alchemy had become such a vital field among cultivators. He was almost dizzy with the possibilities the powerful ingredients would open up for him and dismayed with how poorly most of the ingredients he had used over the years would stand up to the new ones. If the earliest cultivators had used plants like the ones he was gathering, no wonder those pills and elixirs had become things of legend. As the medicinal herbs and alchemical reagents available to sects and wandering cultivators in the civilized world got weaker, though, alchemists would have had to refine their techniques. They would have needed ever more complicated processes to purify and amplify the benefits of those plants and reagents in a bid to replicate what had come before.

Sen was honestly impressed by how far they had come. He also knew that it was a losing game. Yes, an alchemist could improve the potency of the ingredients to an extent. He’d done it himself with clever combinations of complementary plants and reagents. That was to say nothing of his method of manipulating the processes and even underlying structures of pills and elixirs. Even with all of that generational knowledge being passed down to him and the advantages of his unique methods, there were still limits. Try to concentrate something too much and you’d simply destroy it or, worse, turn it into something toxic instead of beneficial. Alchemy frequently had to straddle that line in its bid to offer benefits, routinely relying on the sturdier constitutions of cultivators to process out the toxins over time or through the use of body cleansing pills. Of course, those pills often left toxins of their own, simply of a different kind.

Using what he’d gathered, Sen could avoid most of those pitfalls and make things that could rival the achievements of old. Elixirs that could seemingly resurrect the dead, although he knew that they merely rekindled the almost extinguished spark of life inside someone. Treatments that could possibly restore limbs and potentially even restore damaged qi channels. A feat long considered a mere fantasy among wounded cultivators. Pills that could shatter hopelessly impenetrable bottlenecks. The more he thought about it, the more excited Sen became. He had to force himself back from that excitement, though. He knew full well that giving such elixirs, pills, and treatments to the wrong people could mean instant death. Worse still, it could mean a lingering, excruciating death as the seeming alchemical miracle overwhelmed a body that was too weak. There were new opportunities, but those enhanced opportunities came with enhanced risks. He’d need to be more careful about what he made and for whom, not less. Still, he moved through the forest with a smile.

The change happened so fast that it felt almost instantaneous even to Sen’s enhanced mind. Primordial forest gave way to open ground that gently rose to reveal ancient ruins. Sen struggled to put a word to what kind of ruins. He wasn’t sure if he was looking at the surprisingly intact remains of an ancient city or perhaps a temple that had once been the size of a city. Not that it was perfectly preserved. Some of the structures had collapsed. Many of them were overgrown with vines and mosses. One building had a tree that had grown up straight through it. The branches spread over the walls like a verdant, living umbrella. Yet, most of the buildings still looked sound from a distance. There was one structure that loomed from what looked to be the very center of the city. It had a tiered tower that rose toward the sky like a supplication. Each tier was a masterwork of intricate craftsmanship that would certainly be visible from miles away.

Beyond that, though, Sen could feel that this place was holy, genuinely, truly holy in a way that most temples and shrines failed to achieve. Of course, anything that holy would also attract things that wished to see it desecrated. There was a horde of wailing ghosts and devilish creatures that looked like they surrounded the city. It was a veritable tide of evil the likes of which Sen had never encountered. He simply stood there in a tangle of reverential awe and abject revulsion. It was only harsh experience that let him drag his eyes away and stumble back into the cover of the forest. Standing out in the open with so many things nearby that would like to see him dead was like an open invitation to death. He did his best to shake off the awe and the revulsion. Then, it became a struggle to control his anger.

By the time he got back to Laughing River and Li Yi Nuo, he barely trusted himself to speak. He stormed up to them. Laughing River opened his mouth to say something and Sen just looked at him. The white-hot rage in that glance made the spirit fox take three quick steps back and raise his hand in a gesture of peace and surrender.

“No,” said Sen.

“Sen,” said the fox in a friendly, reassuring voice.

“I said, no!” roared Sen. “I owe you a favor, but no favor is worth that.”

Sen stalked over to Li Yi Nuo, who looked terrified that he was going to attack her. She looked terrified and confused when he grabbed her hand.

“Let’s go. We’re leaving,” said Sen and all but dragged her away from the flabbergasted fox.

Li Yi Nuo didn’t try to fight Sen’s inexorable momentum. Instead, she tried to get a handle on the situation.

“What is happening?” she asked. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

“That bastard wants us to rob a temple.”

“What?” demanded Li Yi Nuo, not even attempting to hide her shock.

“You know, he wants us to just casually steal from a sacred ruin after we fight our way through an army of spirits, angry ghosts, devil beasts, and the gods only know what else. Well, you know what? Fuck that!”


CHAPTER NINETEEN
ASSAILABLE POSITIONS
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Li Yi Nuo waited to the side and watched as Sen and Laughing River stood a few feet apart, gesticulated wildly, and yelled at each other like a pair of bickering siblings. It might have even been amusing, like some kind of comical theater performance. That is, it might have been if not for the fact that the bickering pair were two of the most powerful beings she’d ever personally encountered, and they were standing in one of the most dangerous places on the face of the planet. The total disregard that the pair showed for the possibility that some insanely powerful spirit beast might attack them was a more telling and chilling expression of their strength than any claim either might have made. She didn’t dare speak for fear of drawing down the wrath of either man or fox.

She would never, ever have ventured this far into the wilds for any reason except the kind of dire, if implied, threat that the fox had issued. When they first entered the wilds, she had assumed that they would all move with utmost caution. Oh, how wrong she had been. The fox had treated it like a social outing with friends. But she supposed that was to be expected from the elder nine-tail. She had turned to Sen to find a kindred spirit in her fear. His reaction had almost been worse. While he spoke about being so deep in the wilds as though it should be treated as very dangerous, his behavior told a different story. He wasn’t afraid. At best, he was mildly wary of their surroundings.

He'd come back from scouting a few times covered in blood and injured in ways that made her cringe. Then, he’d make an offhand comment about dealing with some beast, drink one of those impossibly potent elixirs as if it wasn’t a priceless treasure, and just ignore the injuries like they were minor inconveniences. Every time he did something like that, treated the impossible like the commonplace, walked off injuries that would have left anyone in her sect calling for aid, or yelled at the fox, it made her look back at their “fight” and realize how lucky she had been that he hadn’t wanted a real fight. He would have crushed her. It was only in hindsight that she realized that she hadn’t felt a whisper of killing intent from the man. It wasn’t until he came storming back from locating what they’d come so far to find that she finally felt a little of it. It had been bleeding off of him and that had been more than enough for her. It wasn’t aimed at her and had still left her shaken.

When he’d grabbed her hand and said they were leaving, she hadn’t so much as entertained the idea of saying no. Li Yi Nuo had been wanting to leave ever since they started this journey into madness and death. Even if she hadn’t been completely on board, though, one look at his face would have silenced any protest. Granite cliffs in the depths of winter had more give and warmth than his face had shown. They hadn’t gone ten steps before she felt a qi platform manifest beneath them and start to carry them back the way they had come at speeds she’d couldn’t have produced and wouldn’t have wanted to either. She’d been terrified that a stray tree branch would cut her in half, but Sen created a technique she couldn’t understand that moved ahead of them like some awful hand of destruction. Anything that might impede the straight line he had chosen was shredded, pulped, shattered, or blown aside.

They traveled for miles that way before the fox finally caught up with them. Laughing River had positioned himself in their path. She was sure that Sen was simply going to drive that destructive technique into the fox. He might have intended to do so, but it seemed the fox was able to disrupt the technique if not the qi platform they stood on. Or maybe the fox had chosen not to disrupt it. Doing so would have sent her and Sen tumbling through the ancient forest. While Sen might have survived it, Li Yi Nuo was certain that she would not have lived to tell the tale. She might be as resilient as most cultivators, but she wasn’t the all-but-indestructible tower of muscle and strength that Sen had somehow become through his body cultivation method. Given the choice between stopping or ramming the qi platform into the fox, Sen had thankfully chosen to stop.

Laughing River did have the good sense to look a tiny bit relieved at that. While his ability to disrupt Sen’s technique had been a display of truly awesome power, getting hit with anything moving that fast would still hurt almost anyone. What was more perplexing was the fact that Sen had not suffered any apparent backlash from having the technique disrupted. Either the fox knew how to do it in a way that wouldn’t result in a backlash, a secret that any sect would bankrupt itself to learn, or Sen had simply ignored it. She wasn’t sure which of those choices she preferred. Laughing River had given Sen a patient look when the qi platform stopped a bare foot from the fox’s chest.

“We should discuss this, Sen.”

She’d glanced over at Sen and saw him working his jaw so hard that the muscles in his face looked like they were twitching. The qi platform had dropped to the ground, and she’d moved to get out of both men’s direct line of sight.

“Discuss this? You want do discuss this? Do you know when the time to discuss this was?” demanded Sen, who immediately cut the fox off. “The time was back on the road when you first arrived!”

“I’ll admit that I probably could have been a tiny bit more forthright about what we’d be doing.”

“A sacred ruin? Really? You actually thought that you could trade a favor for offending the very heavens and damaging my karma? Let me guess. You can’t actually go inside, can you?”

The fox had gotten a very frustrated look at that point. “No. The monks who used to live there took steps to make sure my kind couldn’t enter.”

“What a shocking level of good sense on their part!” shouted Sen.

Li Yi Nuo’s thought her heart would stop at those words. She was certain that the fox would kill them both on the spot. Instead of the instant murders she had expected, the fox started yelling back that the only reason the monks did it was that some overzealous initiate had stolen something from a fox in the first place. Sen made the accusation that the fox had probably stolen it to begin with, which made her heart pound in naked terror again. The fox had put on an affronted face and said that wasn’t here or there. Things had only devolved from there to the point where Sen and Laughing River were mostly just throwing insults at each other. It was an activity that Li Yi Nuo could only interpret as some bizarre workaround to the duel to the death that any one of those insults should have demanded. Death by a thousand insults, perhaps? Still, Li Yi Nuo remained silent. While those two might have some obscure reason not to kill each other, she felt supremely confident that she was not included in that unspoken bargain. And then, damn him, Sen pointed at her.

“And why in the hells did you insist that she come along? Did you think I wouldn’t back down from that deathtrap because I’d be too embarrassed to do it in front of a beautiful woman?”

The fox looked from Sen to Li Yi Nuo, seemed to weigh his words with substantially more care than he had been for the last twenty minutes or so, and then he spoke to her.

“Sen’s got the right of that one. A mind-boggling number of young men have done even stupider things because a woman was watching them. I was playing the odds.”

Li Yi Nuo stared at Laughing River and was overwhelmed with lots of different kinds of anger.

“You brought me along as some kind of pride trap for him?” she asked, thrusting a finger at Sen.

“Yep,” said the fox with absolutely no shame or remorse.

“You put me in mortal peril and were going to put me into even more mortal peril as a backup plan?”

“You were there. It was an opportunity. Waste not, want not.”

“And what was I supposed to do while you battled an evil army and offended the heavens?”

Laughing River blinked a few times, frowned, and shrugged. “Cheer? Have lunch? Loot sacred relics? I don’t know. It’s important to have some initiative and seize opportunity when it arrives.”

“So, you didn’t, at any point, take into account that I’m a core formation cultivator with excellent training who might have been able to contribute?”

“I might have given it more thought if you were a nascent soul cultivator,” offered Laughing River.

“He’s not a nascent soul cultivator, either!” shouted Li Yi Nuo.

Laughing River looked over at Sen and lifted an eyebrow. “Well, I suppose that’s true. It’s easy to forget when he’s out there singlehandedly slaughtering spirit beasts by the thousands, toppling regimes, and killing nascent soul cultivators. Oh, that reminds me, Sen. How did things turn out with that princess of yours? I never heard the whole story.”

“Huh?” said Sen, apparently surprised to be addressed again. “Oh, she tried to kill me.”

Li Yi Nuo spun to stare at Sen. “Is all of that true?”

She watched as the absurd man hemmed and hawed before he finally spoke.

“There’s a lot of context missing.”

“Are you kidding me!”

“Why are you yelling at me?” asked Sen while waving a hand at Laughing River. “Go back to being mad at him.”

“Hey!” said the fox. “That was just mean.”

“You did drag her hundreds of miles into the wilds with the sole purpose of using her to shame me into doing what you want. Then, you basically told her that the, I don’t know, probably decades of relentless work she put into advancing mean nothing and have absolutely no value in a serious situation.”

The fox gave Sen an exasperated look. “You felt it was necessary to remind her of all that right now?”

“It was an opportunity. Waste not, want not.”

“You always were damnably sharp.”

Li Yi Nuo locked eyes with Sen. “Are we leaving?”

He nodded. “Oh, we’re definitely leaving.”

She marched over to him and grabbed his hand with the intention of pulling him along. She never got a chance to even take a step.

“I’m dying, Sen,” said Laughing River.

Li Yi Nuo felt Sen stiffen at those words and knew the fight was over. She’d lost. Sen had lost. She just didn’t know if Sen knew it yet.


CHAPTER TWENTY
FOX TALE
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Those words rang in his ears. I’m dying, Sen. How often had Sen himself uttered nearly the same sentiment? The effect of those words on him was almost primal. He knew the lengths that someone in that situation might go to. He understood that it would be a short step from where he himself had been not so long ago to finding it acceptable to sacrifice anyone you needed to in order to survive. He didn’t think that the fox had gone that far. He might have been willing to use Sen and Li Yi Nuo to get what he needed, but Laughing River had been at least a little halfhearted in his efforts. After all, he’d let Sen scout ahead, even though the fox must have known that they were close to their destination. Letting Sen find it and see what was waiting there was almost certainly a sign of some second thoughts about the whole thing. Of course, that assumed that what the fox was saying was true and not simply another layer of planning and deception.

Li Yi Nuo was tugging on his hand, urging him to leave as he said they would. Yet, her expression suggested that she knew it was a lost cause. Sen wasn’t as certain that it was a lost cause. He thought hard about the situation they all found themselves in. He wanted to just go. Things back at the ruins hadn’t changed just because he had more possibly true information. He still didn’t see a way to get into the ruins, because that tide of unholiness around the ruins wasn’t just going to let them walk in. Even his hiding ability would be all but useless. Sure, it might blind some of the monsters, ones that relied on spiritual perception rather than physical senses. Anything that had actual functioning eyes would be able to see him. Of course, if I—he started to think and shook it off. Making a plan was pointless until he knew a whole lot more, starting with whether the fox was even telling the truth.

Sen let go of Li Yi Nuo’s hand and turned to face the fox. The trickster with the twinkling eyes, the infectious grin, and the quick jokes was gone. In his place, stood a lean figure with dark eyes and a deadly serious expression. Sen reminded himself that being a trickster could mean playing the serious part as well as playing the fool. He steeled his heart. Dying because he wasn’t paying enough attention or let himself get taken in by a good story was not the way he intended to leave the world. Sen didn’t say anything right away as he tried to get a read on the fox. Unfortunately, Laughing River had had lifetimes to perfect his performances. Sen expected that it would only be wholly unwarranted confidence that let him think he knew what the fox was up to at any given moment.

“Dying?” Sen asked. “You’ll have to forgive me if I’m a little incredulous. After all, don’t you become immortal once you get your last tail? Or something like that. I’m a little hazy on the myths.”

Laughing River pursed his lips in dissatisfaction before he answered. “We are immortal, but we’re also not. There are a bunch of rules about it that I’ll spare you. Let’s just say that, for the purposes of this conversation, I’m not immortal that way.”

Sen waited for the fox to continue. When the fox didn’t come up with anything else, Sen shot Laughing River an annoyed glare.

“Let’s say, for the purposes of this conversation, that I’m going to need a lot more than that.”

“I really am dying. You can ask Caihong about it the next time you see her. You can even check for yourself.”

Sen nodded. “Oh, rest assured that I’ll do just that. What I don’t understand is why you’re dying or why you needed to come here to find a solution. Or why you couldn’t find one somewhere else. I get the sense that dying business isn’t new information for you. Just how long have you known? How long have you been looking for a fix?”

“That’s a lot of questions,” grumbled Laughing River. “It could take a while to answer all of them thoroughly.”

“It’s fine,” said Sen. “I have the rest of your life.”

The fox gave Sen a look of genuine surprise. “That’s pretty cold, Sen.”

Sen turned and very deliberately looked at Li Yi Nuo before turning back to Laughing River.

“Alright,” said the fox. “I’ve got no room to point fingers about being cold. Seriously, though, we’ll be here forever if you want a thorough, in-depth review of how I got here. I’m a lot older than you are.”

“How about we just start with the essential highlights and go from there,” said Sen.

“Even that could take a while,” muttered Laughing River.

“Nothing but time over here,” said Sen walking over and leaning against a massive tree trunk.

“Okay, super high-level, big picture stuff. I like it here. I mean, sure, it’s dangerous and filled with violence-crazed cultivators like your girlfriend’s master,” said the fox, gesturing at Li Yi Nuo, “but look around you. There’s a lot more wilds to this world than human civilization. It’s everything I could ever need.”

“My master is not violence-crazed,” objected Li Yi Nuo.

“Didn’t he cut off a woman’s head for trying to get you killed by our boy over there?” asked Laughing River, pointing at Sen.

Li Yi Nuo drew herself up. “That wasn’t the only reason he did that.”

“Didn’t he threaten to murder a room full of people right after that because they went along with her plan?”

“That might be true,” answered Li Yi Nuo a little sheepishly.

Sen shot her a questioning look. “Seriously?”

“We’ll talk about it later.”

The fox continued as if he hadn’t been interrupted. “That’s to say nothing of the fact that your glorious sect patriarch signed off on him doing it.”

Li Yi Nuo’s eyes bulged. “How can you know that?”

“I’m a fox. I know everything. Then, there’s Sen here. I mean, I love the guy, but he can barely get out of bed in the morning without leaving a few bodies on the floor.”

“Hey!” said Sen.

“Am I lying?” asked the fox.

“No,” admitted Sen. “It’s just sort of impolite to bring it up.”

“Ironically, Sen’s tendency to leave literal piles of corpses in his wake is half the reason why I wanted him along for this little excursion. So, yeah, I totally have to own the hypocrisy of criticizing cultivator hyperviolence while also wanting to use it. But that’s the world we live in.”

“I suppose I’m next,” said Li Yi Nuo.

The fox looked her up and down in an oddly clinical way. “No. You’re positively docile for a cultivator. I’m a little surprised you’ve made it this long without someone cutting your head off for jollies. Don’t get me started on Sen’s teachers, though. I swear that the deities of death send those three gifts every New Year. Or is it four teachers now? I’m not sure where the crazy lady fits into the hierarchy. Sen?”

Sen rolled his eyes. “Oh, who knows with her? I think we’ve drifted a little off-topic here, though. You were explaining why you’re dying and so on.”

“Right,” said Laughing River. “My point is that I find this plane of existence very comfortable. That’s why I worked so hard to never get my ninth tail. It let me keep on doing what I wanted to do right where I wanted to do it, but things happened, and that last tail just showed up anyway, the little bastard.”

“Yes, immortality is such a burden, I’m sure,” said Li Yi Nuo.

Laughing River gave her a stern look. “Don’t make jokes until you’ve tried it. Immortality isn’t free, girl. Which is actually my point. I became immortal, but there were rules if I wanted to keep being immortal. In my defense, I did try to follow them. Mostly. Usually. Enough that the heavens didn’t get too mad at me.”

The fox fell silent, seemingly lost in old memories. Sen let it go for a little while before he nudged the fox.

“But?” asked Sen.

“But it turns out that I wasn’t as good at not making the heavens mad as I thought. I was told to ascend or else. I may, possibly, have not taken that or else as seriously as I should have.”

Sen thought he had a sense of where this was going. “So, you just went off and did whatever the hells you wanted until that or else started to settle on your shoulders.”

“And then for quite a long time after.”

“The heavens made you mortal again?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“Um, it’s a bit more complicated than that, but let’s say that’s true for our purposes.”

“Then, why not just ascend?” asked Sen.

“Yeah, that was still possible for the first, oh, thousand or so years. Like I said, I like it here. I kept putting it off. When I finally decided that the heavens weren’t just joking around, it turned out that I waited a little too long. I don’t have the power I’d need to ascend anymore. Or, maybe I should say I don’t have the right kind of power anymore.”

Sen started banging his head against the tree he was leaning against. “And there’s some relic or construct or artifact in those ruins that will let someone just ascend?”

“Not just anyone. You couldn’t use it. Not until you’re quite a bit farther along your path. But there is something in there that I can use. I won’t get into the finer points because neither of you has the right background to understand. The simple answer is that there’s a treasure in there with a very strong time-space affinity. It’ll be enough to let me get where I need to go.”

“And you know how to use it? Are you a space cultivator?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“Me? Oh, definitely not. But I have had centuries to figure out what I would need to fix my tiny little error in judgment. I spent that time learning the essentials and developing enough of an affinity to make this work.”

“You can’t just develop new affinities,” said Li Yi Nuo.

“Human cultivators can’t,” said the fox while giving Sen a speculative look. “I’m not human. And I was dying. I was quite motivated. Don’t worry. It’s so agonizingly painful that most spirit beasts would never put themselves through it. I wouldn’t have put myself through it if there was any alternative other than death.”

Li Yi Nuo asked Laughing River a few more questions, but Sen wasn’t paying attention anymore. The fox could be lying, but that story was just absurd enough that it had the ring of truth. Plus, there was a simple enough way to check the most essential fact of the story immediately. If Laughing River really was dying, it likely meant the rest of the story was true. If the ruins did contain a time-space treasure, that would give the story even more credence. Of course, that just brought them around to where they started. The treasure might be what the fox needed, but that in no way meant that it was possible to physically acquire that treasure. Plus, there was still the whole problem of offending the heavens by taking something from a sacred ruin and all the karmic fallout that would go along with it, if the wrath of the heavens didn’t simply kill them. Even if he ultimately decided to go along with the mad scheme, he wasn’t sure what to do about Li Yi Nuo. She had no stakes in this situation and no reason to risk death and karmic retribution. One problem at a time, Sen told himself. He looked at Laughing River, who cut off midsentence.

“First things first,” said Sen. “Open up and let me take a look. Then, I’ll decide if we have anything more to talk about.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
DON’T I GET AN OPINION
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Laughing River got a gleam in his eye that screamed mischief. Sen thrust a finger at him.

“No! Whatever you’re thinking, just no.”

“Oh, you should have given it a minute. You’d have enjoyed it,” said the fox, before shooting Li Yi Nuo a big smile. “She probably wouldn’t have. Did I mention that I’ve met Lai Dongmei?”

Sen felt an abrupt sense of relief that he’d put a stop to whatever the fox had planned.

“You’ve actually met Lai Dongmei?” Li Yi Nuo said in an awed voice.

“I have,” said Laughing River. “So has Sen.”

“You have?” demanded Li Yi Nuo whirling toward Sen.

“Yep,” said Sen without elaborating at all.

“You have to tell me everything.”

“Yes, Sen, you should tell her everything,” agreed Laughing River with amusement dancing in his eyes.

“I’m sure there will be plenty of time for that later,” said Sen through clenched teeth while he resisted glaring at the fox. “But I think we’ve all gotten distracted again. This conversation can’t really progress until I’ve confirmed that you’re dying.”

The fox grumbled something under his breath about ungrateful nephews and trust issues, but he nodded. While Sen’s spiritual sense would tell him general information about the fox, he also knew that the fox was powerful enough to restrict that information. Instead, he was going to have to use a combination of his spiritual sense and his qi to delve into the fox’s actual body. While he’d talked like it was no big deal, the idea made him very nervous. It was a big risk for him to do it and for the fox to allow it. In theory, Sen could do something pretty awful to Laughing River if the fox let Sen’s qi intrude into his body. On the flip side of that risk, the fox could also do terrible things to Sen’s cultivation with their qi in such close proximity. He probably wouldn’t have even considered doing it if the fox wasn’t so genuinely desperate beneath all the bantering.

Taking a breath, Sen walked over to Laughing River and put a hand on the fox’s shoulder. Up close, Sen could see that the fox was working very hard to control his expression, but there was a tightness around his eyes and mouth that betrayed just how uncomfortable he felt about what Sen was going to do. Before his nerves could get the better of him, Sen let his spiritual sense envelop the fox and pressed his qi into the fox’s body. He was glad that the fox had assumed a human form because it was at least nominally familiar, but Sen still found it confusing. The way the fox’s body was organized was different. His qi channels were organized a little differently. Organs weren’t quite in the places that Sen thought they should be and, he was pretty sure, the fox was simply missing some organs that Sen expected to find inside a human body.

Sen’s awareness just hovered for a moment in that confusion before he shook it off. While those structural differences might be interesting at some other time, like when the situation was far less drastic, they didn’t actually matter for Sen’s purposes. He wasn’t there to see if Laughing River had perfectly replicated a human body. Sen was there to confirm if the fox was dying the way he claimed he was. Figuring that out didn’t take long. The signs were all there, even if they were as strange as the fox’s strange body configuration. There was decay all over the place, but it wasn’t centralized. Instead, it seemed to Sen as if everything in the fox was breaking down, all at the same time, all at the same pace. Even the qi moving through Laughing River’s channels felt off like it was old and hadn’t been cycled properly in a while.

Part of Sen wanted to keep looking around, but he decided not to push his luck. For all of the damage he saw, Sen was also simply overwhelmed by the raw power and what felt like endless vitality that the fox was harboring. Dying or not, Sen was feeling quite motivated not to pick a fight with the fox if he could avoid it. Sen withdrew his qi and his spiritual sense. He gave the fox an empathetic look and stepped back. No one said anything for a few seconds, and then Li Yi Nuo broke the silence.

“Well?” she asked.

“I feel violated,” observed Laughing River, although Sen could see a shadow of mirth on the fox’s face.

“Well, I can’t tell if the story he was telling about why it’s happening was true, but he is dying. Probably not that soon, but it looks like it has been going on for a while.”

“That’s not very specific,” said Li Yi Nuo.

“He’s not a human being. I have nothing similar to compare this to. I’m trying to take what I know about mortals and cultivators and apply that to the condition of someone who was never human. On top of that, he was also technically immortal and then sort of made mortal again. If you know of a treatise that covers this situation, I’d love to get a look at it,” Sen paused for a second. “Huh. I’m not even being sarcastic. If you know of something like that, I’d really, genuinely love to read it. That would be fascinating.”

Li Yi Nuo shook her head. “I think the fox is being a bad influence on you.”

Laughing River, who had still been moping a little, stood up straight and smiled at Li Yi Nuo.

“Thank you. What a nice thing to say.”

“It wasn’t a compliment.”

Laughing River gave her a big, obvious wink. “Right. Not a compliment. I meant to say, oh no, you’ve caught on to my plan to corrupt him.”

Li Yi Nuo tilted her head to one side, looked like she was going to say something, and then turned to Sen instead.

“So, what now?”

Sen gave her a thoughtful look. “Now, I have to figure out what to do with you.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m going to try to figure out a way to help him that doesn’t involve me charging headlong into that sea of evil for a fight. Who knows how long that will take? But he’s getting his way, which means that he doesn’t need you anymore. The problem is that I can’t just send you back the way we came by yourself.”

“I’ll be fine if I—” she started to say.

“Really?” asked Sen incredulously. “You want to try to get back to the road by yourself?”

Li Yi Nuo sighed. “No. Not really.”

“Good. I was about to question your survival instincts.”

“Says the man who is willingly getting involved with a scheme cooked up by a nine-tailed fox that involves robbing a sacred ruin. Oh, and that pesky army of evil and corruption surrounding it.”

“That is… That is a very valid point. Since we’re not talking about me at the moment, though, I’m going to choose to ignore that and focus on you for right now. This was never your problem, and I don’t see a good reason to drag you any deeper into it.”

“Despite the two of you men thinking I’m useless, I might be able to help.”

“You don’t want to help with this,” said Sen and Laughing River at the same time.

Li Yi Nuo looked taken aback by both the united front and the seriousness of Sen and Laughing River’s faces.

“I don’t understand. Why?”

Sen and the fox traded a look. Laughing River spoke and all the playfulness had gone out of him.

“It’s because Sen knows as well as I do that even if we come up with a plan to get him into the ruins without a fight, the odds are that this going to get bloody.”

“I’m not afraid to fight.”

“I don’t think you are, but I also don’t think you’ve ever been in a real battle before.”

“What does that even mean?” demanded Li Yi Nuo.

Sen piped up then. “You’ve fought duels and killed spirit beasts, right?”

“Yes. Every cultivator does that.”

Sen nodded. “Okay. Have you ever been on an actual battlefield? Been surrounded by people who were all trying their very hardest to kill you?”

Li Yi Nuo was thoughtful when she answered. “No.”

“That’s what this will be, only worse,” said Sen. “When you’re fighting with other people, other cultivators, you expect them to act like people. These things won’t act like people. They won’t get scared or lose morale. They’ll just keep coming. Plus, there are spirits down there, which means they might try to possess you or curse you. At the very least, we have to plan around everything going wrong and it turning into that. He’s willing to risk it because there aren’t any other options.”

“How do you know that?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“If there were another viable option that didn’t involve these kinds of risks, we’d be doing that right now.”

Li Yi Nuo glanced over at Laughing River who gave her a nod. “And you?”

“Me?” asked Sen. “I’m stupid. I owe him a favor. And I’ve been where he’s at, which makes me more sympathetic than is good for my long-term health. None of which applies to you. This brings us back around to my original point, which is that I need to figure out what to do with you. Taking you back would cost a week and a half of travel time, which isn’t impossible but a long way from ideal. Having you fight is off the table for a lot of reasons. That leaves having you sit around and do nothing while we go do something stupid, except that isn’t practical either. Because, if we die, you’re stuck trying to get back to civilization by yourself.”

“Don’t I get an opinion in this?” asked an exasperated Li Yi Nuo.

“No,” said Laughing River and Sen in unison.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
WHAT WOULD YOU DO?
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Sen and Laughing River “discussed” what to do with Li Yi Nuo. Sen admitted it to himself. They bickered about it. Sen thought that Laughing River should take her back to the road. Having gotten a closer look at the fox’s true strength, he was supremely confident that the fox could take Li Yi Nuo there and get back a lot faster than Sen. That would also give Sen time to scout out the area and see if he could figure out a plan that was less of, as Lo Meifeng would probably describe it, a “Sen plan.” It bothered him a little that not having a Sen plan mostly boiled down to not running headlong into mortal peril and killing absolutely everything in sight. Getting manhandled or, perhaps, turtled-handled by Elder Bo truly had been a wake-up call.

Sen had started thinking that he’d won a little more often than was good for him. He’d gotten lucky sometimes. He’d taken advantage of other people underestimating him. He’d also flat-out bluffed his way to victory more than once, relying on that scary reputation of his to do the real work for him. Granted, the gap between what his reputation said he could do and what he could actually do was shrinking. The problem was that a sneaky thought way in the back of his mind had started to convince him that maybe he could defeat anyone given the right circumstances. Elder Bo had shown him how wrong that thought had been. He still didn’t like the turtle and probably never would, but he supposed that he should be grateful to the divine spirit beast. That sneaky thought would have gotten him killed sooner or later.

It was with that in mind that he’d decided that they needed to send Li Yi Nuo away. He couldn’t assume they were going to survive this mad idea the fox had concocted, let alone emerge triumphant. Yet, as always, the details were the problem. For all of Sen’s very reasonable arguments about why the fox should take her back, the fox had plenty of reasons why Sen should do it. Laughing River countered that it was more practical for Sen to do it because that girl trusted Sen. The fox also argued that he was older, more experienced, and at least three hundred times cleverer and sneakier than Sen would ever be, which made Laughing River the proper person to scout and make a plan. He followed that up with what Sen thought was probably the only actual reason that mattered to the fox.

“Most importantly,” noted Laughing River, “I don’t want to.”

While that entire conversation had been going on, Sen could see Li Yi Nuo glaring at them. She’d gone from annoyance to genuine anger as it became obvious to her that both Sen and Laughing River saw her as completely dead weight they’d be better off without. He’d hoped to quickly settle things with the fox about who was going to get rid of her. He expected that they probably could find a use for her if they worked at it, but he hadn’t been enthused about having her around as a very temporary travel companion. He was even less enthused about having her involved in the fight he expected was ahead. She was capable enough, but he genuinely didn’t want to have his life in her hands. Her motives were muddled at best. He couldn’t watch her all the time if he had to fight a horde. It wouldn’t be that hard for her to get him killed in the middle of something like that. And while she said she didn’t want to go back to the road by herself, that was not the same thing as being unwilling to try if it helped her accomplish her mission.

Unfortunately, it seemed the fox’s words were the breaking point for the woman. It was an oddly compelling moment as Sen watched her try to contain her anger, almost succeed, only for it to bubble up into an eruption.

“Enough!” yelled Li Yi Nuo.

Sen and Laughing River both turned to look at her. While Sen meant to jump in and try to smooth things over a little, the fox beat him to speaking. The fox either wasn’t feeling the same way as Sen or had wildly different ideas about what would smooth things over.

“Did you have something to contribute, dear?” asked the fox.

The question itself wasn’t the biggest problem, although the gods knew it was condescending. The problem was that Laughing River had used the kind of sickly-sweet voice designed to send someone hurtling right off the cliff of anger and tumbling down into the tumultuous, crashing waves of rage-induced madness. Sen directed a look at the fox that communicated just one word. Why? The fox shot back a look that communicated two words. Why not? Sen supposed that summed up Laughing River in a lot of ways. There’s a creepy cave over there radiating danger on every possible level. Should we go look at it? Why not? There’s a secret that no one should ever learn about because it might end the world. Should we spill it? Why not? There’s a thin-skinned sect princess. Should we go out of our way to see if we can incense her enough that she literally explodes from anger? Why not?

“The two of you are unbelievable! Talking about what to do with me like I’m a sack of grain that someone you don’t like tasked you with getting somewhere.”

“Well—” said Laughing River, but Sen interrupted.

“Don’t!”

“Silence! Both of you!” shouted Li Yi Nuo. “A nine-tailed fox and a folk hero are about to go off and do something that people are going to tell stories about. Don’t even bother telling me that people won’t know because those kinds of stories always get out. If you two think you can drag me out here and then cut my sect out of that kind of glory, you’re delusional! I’m staying. And if you thought taking me all the way back was going to be inconvenient before, imagine how much more trouble it will be with me fighting you the entire way. So, which one of you is going to show me this so-called army of evil creatures and spirits?”

There was a protracted silence as Li Yi Nuo stared expectantly at Sen and Laughing River. Sen had been worried about something like this. He glanced over at the fox who had a thoughtful look on his face. It left Sen feeling unsettled. Laughing River looked at Sen.

“You know, I could always…”

“No,” said Sen, feeling so, so tired.

“It really wouldn’t be that hard.”

“I know it wouldn’t but still no.”

“Really?” asked the fox.

“What are you two babbling about?” demanded Li Yi Nuo.

“He’s suggesting we just kill you,” said Sen.

“He’s being all mortal and saying we shouldn’t,” offered the fox with a sidelong glance in Sen’s direction.

Li Yi Nuo looked a little alarmed but pressed forward. “Don’t you mean moral?”

The fox thought it over before nodding. “Yeah, probably that too. Well, come along, girl. If he won’t let me just kill you, I’ll be happy to show you the so-called army.”

It took a depressingly short amount of time for the trio to make it back. Sen didn’t say a word to Li Yi Nuo the entire way, despite her trying to engage him in conversation a few times. He just didn’t have the patience to deal with her nonsense on top of dealing with the fox’s nonsense. He let Laughing River guide them to where they could all take a look at what they were up against. Having been there before, it was easier for Sen to shake off the reverential awe and revulsion he felt. Li Yi Nuo took a little longer. She focused on the temple first, but her gaze eventually moved to the tide of awfulness surrounding the temple. The shock and disgust were evident on her face, but it was also clear that she’d thought Sen was overstating the size of the problem. He gave her a big smile worthy of Laughing River.

“Aren’t you glad you decided to stay for all that glory, instead of going home?” Sen asked.

Li Yi Nuo tried to smile back, but it looked more sickly than sincere.

“Yeah,” she said in a weak voice. “All that glory. I don’t suppose I can change my mind, can I?”

She looked from Sen to Laughing River. Sen realized that they were both giving her a flat stare.

“What do you think?” asked Sen.

“I should have seized the opportunity to leave when I had it?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

Laughing River leaned in close to her and peered at her face as though he was trying to see something.

“Mmm-hmmm,” said the fox. “I might have been mocking you a little for my own amusement, but he was graciously trying to save your life. At least, he was right up until you started telling us all about what wasn’t going to happen. And there I was, gallantly trying to give you yet another opportunity to throw yourself at him. An opportunity that you squandered, again. Honestly, girl, were you dropped on your head a lot as a small child? You should be happy that I am so wise and understanding. A less magnanimous fox might take offense at someone constantly rejecting their help that way.”

Li Yi Nuo seemed completely at a loss as to how she should respond. Sen let her stew in that while he studied the area and the forces they would have to bypass. It didn’t look any better the second time around. The horde below really wasn’t an army in the traditional sense. There were no orderly ranks, no camps, nor anything that looked like commanders giving orders. It was just chaos. The things down there attacked each other as much as they tried to breach the protections of the ruins. There also wasn’t anything like cover. The forest had been cut back long ago so there was nothing but open ground for nearly half a mile. He imagined that had been for protection. It was a good idea for anyone living inside the temple-city. It would have been next to impossible to launch a stealth attack so long as people remained vigilant. It perplexed him that the forest hadn’t reclaimed that ground, but the fact remained that it hadn’t. So, Sen would have to cover that open ground like any other invader. That open ground controlled by a horde of violent, devilish beasts and all those other horrors. He finally looked back at Li Yi Nuo, who had been uncharacteristically quiet.

“Well, you insisted on staying,” said Sen. “What would you do to get us into that temple without starting an unwinnable fight?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
PLAN BUILDING
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Sen suspected it wasn’t an entirely fair question. He’d had a couple of hours to think about the problem and come up with a couple of possibilities. They weren’t what he’d call great ideas. At least one of them would require that he spend some time looking around to see if it was even feasible. Still, he had something to contribute to a conversation about how to get things done. Asking Li Yi Nuo to come up with ideas on the spot without any clear understanding of what he or Laughing River could do made the question substantially harder for her to answer. There was also the knowledge gap about the capabilities of the things in that horde. Of course, Sen was working under similar levels of ignorance there. He only had best guesses about that. The upside of the question was that anything Li Yi Nuo came up with would have to be something that she thought would work for her. That was kind of the point. If she did come up with something that she might be able to pull off, there was a solid chance that Sen and, to a lesser extent, Laughing River could execute a similar idea.

She gave him an incredulous look. He just gestured toward the temple. Realizing that he wasn’t kidding, she gave the scene in front of them a hard look. He watched her eyes darting from place to place. He saw the moment when she recognized all of that open ground as the problem it was. Her grimace said it all. Laughing River watched her, choosing to keep his thoughts to himself for once. Sen took that as a good sign. For all of his easy glibness, the fox did take the actual goal seriously. The longer that Li Yi Nuo stared at the situation, the more unhappy she became. In the end, she shook her head.

“There might be a way to get someone to the ruins, assuming they can actually enter,” said Li Yi Nuo. “I don’t see a way to do it without alerting them that someone else is present.”

“So, if you had to try to get in there, what would you do?” asked Sen.

“Those things down there are in some kind of a mad frenzy. I doubt anyone could sneak past them or through them. One of them would notice you or just crash into you and there’s that fight you wanted to avoid. So, you have to draw them away. Create a distraction. If enough of them leave, it could create an opening. It might be enough time for someone to get in, assuming they’re fast enough. Of course, that leaves the problem of getting them back out again. Maybe another distraction would work but only if we can see a signal to activate it from the forest. Anything we can see those things can see. If any of them aren’t simply insane, they’ll be alerted. That also assumes we can stay out here safely. Depending on the distraction, we might end up running for our lives.”

Sen looked at Laughing River. “At least she sees the problems.”

“She’s right about getting someone out. That’s going to be harder than getting someone in,” said Laughing River. “I’ve been trying to crack that problem ever since I figured out that I’d need to send you, dear nephew, in there to retrieve my little bauble.”

“Dear nephew?” asked Sen.

“Of course, you’re practically the adopted child of one of my hundred dearest friends. Naturally, that makes you my nephew.”

“Foxes must have very strange families,” observed Sen in a deadpan equal to Laughing River’s.

“Oh, you have no idea. It’s always such a tangle to know if you’re actually related to someone. Makes seduction a dangerous business.”

“Is this conversation critical to getting into that temple?” asked a frustrated Li Yi Nuo.

“It could be. There might be foxes in there. I may have to seduce one of them,” said Sen. “What if we’re related?”

That earned him a glare from Li Yi Nuo and a proud smile from Laughing River. Maybe he is having a bad influence on me, thought Sen. He frowned out at the temple one last time.

“I may have an idea about a distraction,” said Sen, “but there’s no point discussing it here. We should withdraw before something out there notices us and decides to make it an issue.”

“Fine with me,” said Laughing River. “I’ve been looking at that damn temple on and off now for years. I’m not going to learn anything new.”

Li Yi Nuo simply nodded. They went back the way they had come until there were nearly ten miles between them and the temple. It was far enough that Sen felt mostly confident that he could put up a galehouse without drawing too much unwanted attention. Sen took extra care to build some formations into the walls of the galehouse and threw up a few more to help ensure they would go unnoticed and have some warning if anything walked too close. Once they were safely inside the building, Sen made a table with a shallow depression that ran the length of the table. He filled it with sand that he made from some of the rocks in the area. He sketched out a primitive representation of the temple, the open area around it, and where the forest started. Laughing River smirked.

“Very accurate,” said the fox.

“Every cultivator dreams of being an artist,” said Sen. “Behold, my art!”

“Can’t the two of you be serious for five minutes?” demanded Li Yi Nuo. “This is dangerous business.”

“That’s the time when not being serious is most important,” observed Laughing River. “Too much seriousness will take you down a bad road. Especially when things are dangerous. You get all grumpy and morose.”

“Humor eases the tension. It might look frivolous, but it’s not,” translated Sen in a distracted voice before pointing at the drawing. “Is that area of cleared land consistent all the way around?”

“Yes,” said the fox.

“I don’t suppose there’s some incredibly useful thing out in the nearby forest we can take advantage of?”

“Like what?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“I’d really like some monks,” said Sen. “Those spirits out there make me nervous.”

“More than the devilish beasts?”

Sen shrugged. “You can kill devilish beasts with a sword or with qi techniques. There are some risks to that, but they’re manageable. Restless spirits are supposed to be harder to deal with.”

“That’s the truth,” said Laughing River. “I wouldn’t mind some friendly monks to help with them myself. Not that monks would help me, but they might help you two if you asked nicely. Sadly, there’s nothing out there that I know about except more forest.”

“That’s too bad. I usually have more advantages than this.”

“Yes, your overwhelming strength is such a pitiful advantage,” said Li Yi Nuo. “Didn’t you order two sects to stop fighting and they actually did it?”

“That’s what I’m talking about. I had advantages there that don’t exist here. Those sects were made up of people who had just watched a lot of their friends die. Their morale was terrible. They were tired. None of them wanted to be there anymore. They all wanted an excuse to stop. I gave it to them.”

“I heard you set the sky on fire,” said Laughing River.

“I did not set the sky on fire. That’s a complete exaggeration.”

“I heard you threatened to kill everyone there,” said Li Yi Nuo.

Sen sighed. “That part may have actually happened, which is irrelevant because it wouldn’t work here.”

“You said you had an idea about the distraction, though, right?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

Sen pointed at a spot just beyond where the forest started on the makeshift drawing. He ran his finger in a big circle that stayed beyond the cleared land.

“I think I can set up a formation that will do the job. I’ll have to go wander around out there for a while to know for sure. Assuming the qi concentrations aren’t too different from where we are now, though, I should be able to set one up that will hurl fireballs into that horde from a particular area. It should be nice and distracting and help pull some of those things away in a specific direction for a little while. I mean, anything that destructive won’t work for very long, but we don’t need it to work for very long. If it can keep going for five minutes, that should be long enough. In an area that big, there must be at least one or two potent qi flows that I can tap into. Maybe lightning would be better,” muttered Sen, thinking about how to make the formation work.

When no one said anything right away, Sen looked up to find Li Yi Nuo and Laughing River giving him odd looks. The fox looked startled. The sect woman looked like she thought Sen was utterly mad.

“What?” Sen demanded.

“You’re going to set up a formation that stretches for miles? A formation that can hurl fireballs for five minutes?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“Yes. That sounds like an accurate summary of what I literally just said less than a minute ago.”

“Sen, I know that Jaw-Long taught you some things,” offered Laughing River in a conciliatory tone, “but what you’re describing is incredibly difficult to do.”

“Not really,” said Sen. “It’s a bit more trouble to set up than a small formation because you have to cover so much ground. There are a few extra variables you have to account for, but it’s not like the principles change. It’s the same thing, just bigger.”

“It is most certainly not the same thing,” said Li Yi Nuo. “What you’re describing is the kind of project that formation masters talk about doing someday.”

“They should set their sights higher. I’ve got this idea for a formation that will use water, fire, and ice qi. Well, originally, I wanted to do one that was inspired by the seasons to give it balance. Water for spring, fire for summer, ice for winter, but I couldn’t think of anything for autumn. I mean, if there’s such a thing as decay qi, that might work. If it exists, though, I’ve never seen it, and I don’t have an affinity for it. So, I decided to just go with three…” Sen trailed off at the looks he was getting. “Well, I guess that’s neither here nor there.”

After a long silence, Laughing River spoke up. “After we escape that horde of doom, but before I go off and ascend into foxly godhood, there’s this other place we should go, Sen. It turns out that another little treasure of mine was stolen away. I’ve been meaning to reacquire it.”

Sen’s shoulders slumped as Laughing River started making grandiose plans about a stealing spree the likes of which Sen had never heard before.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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The three of them sat around that table discussing possibilities until late. Laughing River volunteered that he could probably provide a distraction to draw off the horde briefly if it came down to it. Sen had given the fox a questioning look at that. The fox just shrugged.

“I am a fox. Illusions are what we do. How do you think I got close enough to figure out that I couldn’t get into the ruins in the first place?”

“That didn’t seem like something to open with earlier?” asked Sen.

“I’ve found that it limits people’s creativity when they think they have a simple solution at hand. You came up with an alternative option when you thought you had to, Sen. And it’ll be a much more believable one since they’ll be getting hit with actual fire. Or did you settle on lightning?”

“I’ll have to see what the qi looks like out there. I may find something unexpected. It’ll probably be fire, though.”

“But isn’t an illusion a simple solution?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“Maybe, maybe not. They’ve seen my illusions before. They might not be fooled. Don’t forget, we also have to get Sen back out again. A little mortal peril is just Monday for cultivators. I’m less enthusiastic about sending him into certain doom. That means we’ll need distractions for both sides of this adventure.”

“What’s Monday?” asked Li Yi Nuo before Sen could do it.

The fox heaved a tremendous sigh. “Sen, remind me to give you a crash course on how reality works before I move to another plane like a magnificent specimen of fox perfection.”

“Um, okay,” said Sen with a bit of hesitance.

He was unsure if the fox was offering a good thing or a bad thing. Sen usually thought more information was a good thing, but he’d also benefited from not being given all the information as well. At the same time, the fox hadn’t said it like it was a good thing. It sounded more like a necessary thing that would turn out to be a lot more trouble than Sen wanted to deal with at the moment. Li Yi Nuo gave Sen and the fox a mildly disgruntled look.

“Why no extra education for me?” she asked.

“He’s going to ascend,” said the fox as though that answered everything.

It took a Sen a moment or two to unpack everything that simple statement contained. There was the surface statement that the fox either thought or somehow knew that Sen was going to ascend. If he did somehow know that, it begged the question of how the fox knew it and why he would share it. There was also the implication that the fox didn’t think Li Yi Nuo was going to ascend. Sen wasn’t sure that suggested any special insight over the fox simply playing the odds. Most cultivators didn’t ascend, after all. Making it to core formation was a feat all on its own. Li Yi Nuo seemed to be making the same analysis he was because she gave the fox a cool look.

“You don’t know that I won’t ascend,” she announced. “You certainly don’t know that he’s going to ascend.”

“Yeah, sure I don’t. It’s totally unlikely that the student of three or four nascent soul cultivators who went from a ragged street rat to a core formation dual cultivator folk hero in what, a decade, will ascend. That’s just a completely preposterous notion. It’s way more likely that the painfully orthodox sect girl who spent the last, hmmmm, two hundred years or so making her way to where she is will ascend.”

“I need some sleep,” said Sen.

He immediately stood and made a beeline for the bedroom he’d picked. He was quick enough that he was just shutting the door when Li Yi Nuo’s voice rang out behind him.

“A decade?! Wait!”

Sen had actually been getting tired, so it was only half of a dodge. He summoned a bed from his storage ring and flopped onto it while Li Yi Nuo banged on his door. He could hear the faint sound of Laughing River chortling in the background. Damn that fox, thought Sen. When Li Yi Nuo stopped her pointless pounding on the door, he was finally able to drift off to sleep. It wasn’t even close to light out when Sen roused himself from sleep, so he took a little time to review the alchemy primer that Fu Ruolan had given him. While he supposedly knew everything in it, Sen suspected that there were more than a few gems of insight still waiting to be found in those pages. They weren’t necessarily insights that Fu Ruolan intended to exist in the pages, but rather the more naturalistic insights that Sen sometimes found came from looking at old material with more experienced eyes. He didn’t find anything that day, but he supposed it never hurt to review the essentials, even if they were only tangentially related to his process.

When he felt dawn getting close, he went out and made tea, taking a bit of comfort in the steadiness of that routine. He poured himself a cup and took it outside. He watched the sunrise slowly transform the sky with color and light. He had an intuition that this would likely be the last real calm he enjoyed for a while. He heard light footsteps and glanced over to see Laughing River holding a cup of his own. The fox looked pensive, but he took a moment to nod at Sen. A glance past the fox didn’t reveal Li Yi Nuo.

“She’s not awake, yet. Or she’s pretending she isn’t, which is fine by me,” said the fox. “She’s fun to tease, but I don’t particularly enjoy her company.”

“Oh?” asked Sen.

“She’s, not naïve exactly, but she’s had less experience than she should have for her age and advancement.”

“I’d have thought you’d think much the same of me,” observed Sen.

“You have the opposite problem. You’ve had too much experience and advancement for your age. It’d be sort of amusing if I didn’t know so many of the details. Why? Do you enjoy her company?”

“Eh,” said Sen with a shrug. “It’s hard to enjoy the company of someone you think might get you killed on purpose.”

The fox got a gleam in his eyes. “Oh, I think that rather depends on how you spend your time with them. Danger can add a certain something to some experiences.”

Sen almost objected. “I suppose there’s a kernel of truth hidden deep down in there somewhere. At this point, I’m mostly making her stay as punishment for not taking the out I offered her.”

“A stupidity tax?”

Sen snorted. “I wasn’t thinking of it quite that way, but it’s a fair way to put it. I mean, seriously, she was talking about glory.”

Laughing River nodded. “It does rather make one wonder what she’s been reading, but that’s neither here nor there. I was curious what you decided you’d do today.”

“Same as we discussed last night. I make a pass through the forest. Get a feel for the qi. Make sure there’s nothing lurking out there that will cause too much trouble. If I have time, I might start putting together the formation today.”

“You’re going to leave her with me all day?” asked the fox in a long-suffering tone.

“It’s not like I can take her with me.”

“Oh, but you could.”

“I’m not taking her out there just to die.”

“Fine. It was just a pleasant thought. What am I supposed to do with her, though?”

“See if she has any skills that might actually be useful?” asked Sen, sounding doubtful even to himself.

“How likely does that seem?”

“It never hurts to check.”

The fox grumbled something inarticulate, and Sen decided to go while he could still avoid Li Yi Nuo. He went inside, hurriedly drank another cup of tea, and then took off. He put his hiding ability to good use as he moved through the forest. It slowed him down a little because he could only sense a fraction of the distance he was used to, but it also let him avoid a few fights with spirit beasts. He’d need to deal with some of them, but he wanted to make a complete pass around the temple before he started to do anything that might be noisy. He was both relieved and a bit disappointed to discover that the qi in the area was more or less in balance. It meant he could go with either fire or lightning, but couldn’t expect any helpful boosts for either type of attack from convenient environmental features. He was also vaguely disappointed to discover absolutely nothing else that he might use to his advantage, such as a wandering band of monks or improbably placed holy relics. I guess that would have been too convenient, thought Sen. If there are useful relics, they’re probably inside that temple.

Sen glanced upward. He wasn’t particularly nervous about being caught outside at night, but he also didn’t see any advantage to it. He had a pretty good feel for what he’d find in the forest during the day, but some spirit beasts were nocturnal. Still, he thought he had enough time to at least get started on the formation. Of course, setting up a formation wasn’t nearly as fast as simply wandering through the woods and making sure there was enough of the right kind of qi to do what he wanted. He spent several hours getting the first third of the flags into position. He was debating about whether to do one more when his intuition warned him. It wasn’t any of the usual triggers. He hadn’t felt anything in his admittedly limited spiritual sense. He hadn’t heard or seen anything. There had been no disturbances in the local qi. This was that deeper intuition born of hard, violent experiences. He spun and drew his jian in a smooth motion, leveling it at the stranger who had gotten within ten feet of him.

The figure was wearing black robes. They were androgynous with a slender build and a fine bone structure. They came to a stop and eyed the blade in Sen’s hand. The look wasn’t fearful, just respectful of what the blade could do. They transferred their gaze up to Sen’s face and offered him a small, mysterious smile that suggested they knew a million things that Sen didn’t. That smile told Sen that this person would aggravate him. The fact that Sen could sense absolutely nothing about them only made it worse.

“I suppose I should give you credit,” said Sen. “I’m not that easy to sneak up on.”

“You aren’t the only person with a facility for hiding.”

“I suppose I’m not. What do you want?”

“You’re here with him,” said the stranger, their voice as androgynous as everything else about them.

It wasn’t a question, but Sen thought that him was a rather vague term.

“Him, who?”

“The trickster. The liar. The nine-tail.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t that just three ways to say that same thing?”

The stranger paused then, seemingly uncertain about how to proceed. Maybe I said something they didn’t expect, thought Sen.

“Perhaps,” said the stranger. “Aren’t you going to ask me who I am?”

“I considered it,” said Sen.

“And?”

“I decided it’s probably pointless. You’ll either tell the truth or you’ll lie, but I won’t know the difference.”

“True,” admitted the stranger.

They went to take a step forward, and Sen responded by pushing lightning qi into the jian. The area around them lit up irregularly as lightning crackled and danced along the blade. The stranger gave the jian a much longer look.

“I think we’re probably close enough,” said Sen. “So, I expect this is when you tell me what you think I should do.”

The stranger looked to Sen’s face again. “It is. You should let him die.”

“I should have known it was going to be something like that.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Sen tried to work up some anger, but all that he could come up with was an overwhelming sense of not caring. He shook his head.

“I’ve been working on being a fraction more diplomatic,” said Sen, “so please just say what you need to say and be done with it. I still have more work to do.”

“So, you don’t mean to heed my words even after I speak them.”

“Of course not. That’s what being diplomatic is. I pretend to listen so you can’t pretend offense. Then, I do what I was going to do anyway.”

“That isn’t what being diplomatic means,” said the stranger in a very unamused tone.

“Isn’t it? Well, I guess I could have thrown in something about lying a lot, but I haven’t gotten to that yet. I’m still working on pretending to care. So, I’ll listen to your story.”

“You aren’t taking this seriously.”

“I always take it seriously when assassins come calling,” said Sen.

“I’m not an assassin.”

“Yeah, they never are. It’s totally normal and nonthreatening to sneak up on someone in a wildly hostile environment.”

The stranger gave Sen a narrow-eyed look. “You were hiding your presence.”

“Sure, from spirit beasts and that enormous mass of evil roaming around out there,” said Sen, waving in the general direction of the temple. “You were hiding from me. There is a difference.”

“You’re trying to distract me.”

“No, I’m trying to make this conversation so aggravating that you give up and leave. Believe it or not, this is actually an improvement over what I used to do.”

The androgynous stranger seemed to weigh those words. “What did you used to do?”

“Instant hostility. Threats of violence. Actual violence. You know, the usual.”

“You don’t consider that lightning-infused sword hostile or a threat?”

“I haven’t stabbed you with it, have I? I even said I’d pretend to listen.”

“I don’t want you to pretend to listen. I want you to actually listen.”

“No. That isn’t what you want. That’s never what anyone like you wants. At the end of all of this, you want me to do what you want. The problem is that I don’t know you, which means I have no reason to trust you.”

“You don’t know him either. So, why does he get to skate on the whole trust thing?”

“First, I don’t owe you that explanation. Second, what in the thousand hells is a skate?”

“Oh, come on. It’s when you slack off from…” the stranger trailed off as an expression of understanding dawned on Sen’s face.

“Oh. I get it. You’re a fox as well. Fantastic. Like I didn’t have enough problems with just one of you running around out here. I take back the part about pretending to listen.”

“Wait. What? Why?”

“You’re a victim of your kind’s reputation. All that lying, deceit, and betrayal doesn’t really paint you as someone I should listen to.”

“But you’ll listen to him?”

“He needs me. Plus, he has very good reasons not to betray me.”

The stranger rolled their eyes. “This isn’t getting us anywhere.”

“You’re completely right. It’s not. You should give up and leave.”

“You don’t honestly expect that, do you?”

“No. I expect that this is where we get to the whole assassin part.”

“I’m not an assassin.”

“You came all this way to maybe convince me but probably to kill me, right? That makes you an assassin.”

“I can’t let him succeed,” said the stranger.

Sen loosened his shoulders a little, which made the stranger tense up.

“Yeah, and I suppose it doesn’t matter who you need to go through to make that happen.”

Sen had never gotten any formal training in fighting illusions. It hadn’t been something his teachers had known much about, having encountered it infrequently themselves. Still, he had been giving it some thought once he started traveling with a fox. Despite his words to the stranger, Sen had been considering contingencies for the possibility that Laughing River did turn on him. He knew that foxes preferred illusion and subterfuge. So, he’d spent most of his time trying to figure out how he would fight against illusions. He’d made the assumption that he wouldn’t be able to trust any of his senses, even his spiritual sense, because any illusions that didn’t account for those senses would be useless against cultivators.

That didn’t leave him a lot of options other than blindly throwing techniques around. He didn’t want to do that for fear of attracting the attention of the horde. In fact, he didn’t want to do anything flashy if he could avoid it. He just had to hope that the fox felt like they were in the same situation. Of course, limited options didn’t mean no options. He just needed to see what the fox would do. They drew a jian, although the design was a little strange. It looked a little heavier and shorter than the ones Sen was used to using. The fox took a step forward and there were three of them. Another step and there were six. The foxes scattered in several directions. They repeatedly crossed each other’s paths before forming a loose ring. They all moved their swords threateningly and threw out comments. Sen frowned. Well, it is an effective way to disguise which one is real, he thought.

Sen started with what he expected would be the simplest way to expose the true fox. He blanketed the immediate area with his killing intent. Five of them froze in place while one off to Sen’s left cried out and stumbled back. Sen darted toward that one, bringing his jian around in a short, efficient slash. He had to give the fox credit. They got their jian up in time to deflect the blow. At least, that’s what Sen thought would happen. Instead, his sword passed through the illusory fox. Sen let his momentum spin him around. He felt a hot pain across his shoulder but didn’t let it distract him. As his spin brought him completely around, he thrust at where he knew the fox had to be. The fox looked shocked that Sen was counterattacking so fast, but it might have been residual pain from Sen’s killing intent. There was blood running from the corners of the fox’s eyes.

The fox lurched to one side, avoiding a lethal strike in favor of a shallower cut on an arm. Both were off balance and took a few stumbling steps away from each other. The fox eyed Sen warily as it took on a more stable stance.

“That was clever,” said Sen. “You used my expectations against me.”

“That’s me,” said the fox. “Clever. Doesn’t seem to hold up well against that kind of speed. Body cultivator?”

Sen shrugged. “Oh, you know us cultivators. We’re just full of tricks.”

Sen launched an earth qi attack that had served him very well on more than one occasion. Slender spears of rock lanced upward where the fox was supposed to be standing. They passed straight through the illusion. Damn it, thought Sen. This is going to be more work than I thought. The illusion grinned at him.

“You didn’t think it’d be that easy, did you?”

“A boy can dream,” said Sen.

As that illusion vanished, Sen scanned the area around him. The other illusions were gone. All he saw was undisturbed forest around him. Playing a hunch, Sen cycled for water and sent a spray out in every direction, then leapt straight up to catch a limb overhead. For a split second, he saw a figure outlined in water. Switching to wind qi, he sent a small wind blade at that spot. There was a muted grunt of pain and a small splash of red, but even that splash of red disappeared before long. That gave Sen pause. It was one thing to hide yourself, but something else entirely to mask environmental features. Sen realized that the way he was managing the fight wasn’t going to work. Everything was too static. He needed to keep the conditions shifting. Force the fox to continually adapt to new environments. Force flaws in the illusion. Most importantly, he needed to create a situation where he could put his hands on the fox.

Sen pulled himself up onto the limb and then started leaping from tree to tree, using his qinggong technique to effectively bounce from trunks and limbs. Moving targets were harder to hit if you didn’t want to throw around big techniques. It was also an opportunity to put some distance between them and the horde. Mostly, though, he needed to find a better place to fight someone that used illusions. He needed somewhere with debris. To make matters worse, Sen couldn’t take his time scouting for the right spot. True or not, he had to assume that the fox was at least as fast as he was moving through the forest. Assuming otherwise would be a great way to get himself killed. He followed a zigzagging path away from the ruins, his eyes and senses desperately searching for the right environment.

He almost missed it but launched himself in a clumsy dive at the last second. He crashed onto the ground in a stand of evergreens. There were dead needles everywhere. He took one second to push himself to a standing position and then sent wind racing around the stand of trees. The wind picked up the dead needles and sent them spiraling up and around the trees and Sen. He was hoping the chaos would prove too complex for the fox to mimic immediately. It also helped that his qi was suffusing the area. It turned out that his lead was a little larger than he’d thought. It was almost ten full seconds before he saw the disruption in the needles. They slapped up against something that was about the right size. Sen was moving immediately. It seemed that the fox was so distracted by the constant pelting and trying to enforce a fresh illusion, that they didn’t realize that Sen was closing on them at breakneck speeds until the very last second.

Sen saw the fox’s eyes go wide, and they tried to intercept him with their jian. It was too little, too late. Sen caught the fox’s wrist and used his accumulated speed to carry the fox against a nearby tree. He slammed the fox’s wrist against the tree over their heads and noted the jian fall away to the side in his peripheral vision. While the fox seemed stunned by the impact with the tree, they went for a dagger with their other hand. Sen caught that wrist and squeezed until the fox cried out and dropped the weapon. The other wrist joined the first over their heads. The fox’s eyes danced with something. Fear. Excitement. Both. Sen wasn’t sure. Their faces were mere inches apart.

“Enough,” said Sen.

“Well now,” said the fox. “Isn’t this sexy?”

Without any warning, the fox leaned in and kissed Sen hard on the mouth. It was so far outside of Sen’s expectations that he jerked back from the fox. He’d almost instinctively loosened his grip on the fox’s wrists. Before he had a chance to gather his wits, the fox had ripped one hand free and jabbed him with something. He felt his body instantly react and try to fend off whatever he’d been dosed with, but the battle between whatever alchemical recipe or poison the fox had used and his body robbed him of his equilibrium. He staggered back, reaching for his jian, and trying to think of what might be in his storage rings to counteract whatever the fox had used. He didn’t manage to pull his jian from its scabbard or summon anything from his storage ring before the fox hit him in the side of the head with something hard.

He felt himself falling, but it was disjointed, slow, and then the ground caught his body. He tried to push himself up, but his limbs only reacted with the occasional twitch or jerk. He tried to speak, but only slurred nonsense came out. There was a terrible moment of vertigo as he was flipped onto his back. His vision spun for a while before it finally came back into something akin to focus. He saw the vast limbs of the evergreens overhead and mere hints of the darkening sky through the canopy. Then, there was a weight on top of him. He managed to move his eyes enough to see the fox had straddled him and was leaning down to look at his face. That same unidentifiable something he’d seen before was dancing in the fox’s eyes. Sen tried to speak, but the fox put a finger on his lips.

“Shhhhh. There’s no point in trying to talk right now.”

The fox leaned forward a bit more, planted an elbow on Sen’s chest, and put their chin in their palm. They seemed to be studying him, although Sen felt himself slipping further away from true consciousness with every second.

“I really should kill you,” said the fox conversationally. “You’re ridiculously dangerous, even for a cultivator. I mean, you had me dead to rights there. Do you have any idea how rarely that happens to a fox? That trick with the pine needles was inspired. I’ll need to think long and hard about how to counter something like that in the future. I suppose I should be grateful that you showed me one of my weaknesses. Yeah, killing you would be the smart thing to do. Otherwise, you’ll probably wake up and make it your life’s work to track me down and end me. Still, you’re just too damned pretty to murder out here in this godsforsaken place. So, you take yourself a little nap while I go kill that awful old man.”

The last thing Sen remembered was a pair of lips pressing against his own and an amused whisper. “That’s how you do diplomacy. With a kiss and an ambush.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
ENTIRELY JUSTIFIABLE PARANOIA
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When the world finally started coming back together for Sen, it didn’t do it all at once. It was more like a patchwork of sensory information that came and went for a while before it finally, almost unwillingly, reassembled into something he could recognize. Even then, it was disorienting. Night had truly fallen. Beneath the canopy of the massive trees in the deep wilds, that meant it was almost lightless at ground level. It wasn’t as bad for Sen as it would have been for other people with his body cultivation enhanced vision. Of course, that enhanced vision did depend on there being some light around. Right at first, though, he felt like he’d slipped into some nether-realm consumed by darkness. He supposed it was a good thing that it took a little longer to regain control of his body or he might have done something foolish.

By the time he felt his control over his arms and legs come back, he’d had a little time to acclimate to the intense darkness. While part of him knew that he couldn’t rush the process, it still galled him. Anything could have happened, could be happening, back at the galehouse. He didn’t know if the fox could kill Laughing River. With a sigh, he recognized that he really should have asked for that fox’s name instead of being intentionally obnoxious. A little too clever for your own good there, Sen, he thought. It had seemed like a winning strategy or at least a strategy less likely to automatically end in violence. Not that he thought that he could avoid all violence. The world had taught him better than that, but he could recognize that his actions sometimes invited it. Now, that stranger was just going to remain a nebulous entity he knew as that fox or that stranger. Granted, they could have just lied to him, but he doubted they came up with a fake name for every person they met. It would have been a clue if nothing else.

Even so, he couldn’t help but worry. He had visions of getting back to the galehouse and finding Laughing River and Li Yi Nuo dead. Worse still, he imagined getting back and finding nothing but a bloody scene with no bodies. With bodies, he would at least know they were dead. Without bodies, it would remain an open question. Even if the fox couldn’t kill Laughing River, they absolutely could kill Li Yi Nuo. She wouldn’t stand any kind of a chance against those kinds of illusions. He’d only gotten by because he could throw around so many kinds of qi, and he’d still lost in the end. When the expected sense of dread didn’t manifest, Sen examined his heart. He should be dead. Any cultivator would have killed him the moment they had that kind of advantage. He would have killed him in that situation. That proximity to death should be enough to evoke an emotional response in him. However, it seemed that he’d simply crossed some threshold where coming close to death just didn’t bother him as it once had. Sen considered it a dubious achievement.

Pushing himself up to a sitting position, he looked around and frowned. The fox hadn’t simply left him out there to live or die based on pure chance and the whims of the local spirit beasts. There was a formation around him. It was a strange formation, based on principles he didn’t know, and using a combination of qi he didn’t have time to untangle. Strange as it was, though, he could get a feel for what it did. It was an obscuring formation. Well, damn, that complicates things, he complained to himself. He was very sure that the fox was going to interpret all of this as Sen owing them at least one favor if not two. He wasn’t even sure that he could disagree. He was still alive. As much as he wanted to stay and dissect the workings of the formation, his curiosity would have to wait. He only stopped long enough to pluck the formation flags from the ground and drop them in a storage ring for later examination. If he was lucky, he might be able to learn something from them.

Making his way back to the galehouse in the dark wasn’t as slow as he’d feared it might be. While his spiritual sense wasn’t exactly a replacement for daylight, it was enough in combination with his enhanced eyesight to let him avoid most problems. He tripped a couple of times over dead branches he missed. He accidentally ran into… He didn’t know exactly what it was. It had been too dark and chaotic for any kind of real assessment. It was some kind of spirit beast that he killed with a flurry of cuts from his jian. He’d put that corpse in a storage ring, too. He figured that he’d probably get a beast core out of it, as long as he remembered the thing later. When he got back to the galehouse, though, he hesitated. He remembered how utterly real the fox’s illusions had been. He could walk in there and not even know if the fox was in the place.

He examined the formations. They seemed to be intact. They shouldn’t have let the fox through, but he was woefully limited in his understanding of what they could and couldn’t do with their illusions. Could the fox have simply walked right through the formations without triggering them? Sen didn’t know. He did the best examination of the ground as he could. There were no obvious signs of violence, but he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t just looking at another illusion. As his entirely justifiable paranoia grew, he started to understand just why it was that foxes and nine-tailed foxes in particular were feared. If you couldn’t trust anything you saw, heard, or even touched, how far off could a descent into madness really be?

In the end, though, he couldn’t just stand around outside the galehouse. He’d have to go in sooner or later and hope that he wasn’t being deceived. Bracing himself, Sen opened the door and walked into the galehouse. After evaluating what he saw, he was fairly certain that he wasn’t looking at an illusion. After all, there wouldn’t be much point in showing him the scene he was looking at before him. There was food scattered across the table and floor. A broken teapot that made him clench his fists in anger. That was his teapot. The one he’d left for the others in the morning as a vague act of kindness. Sure, he had other teapots, but he’d used that one the most because he liked it. There were also splashes of blood here and there, although less than he might have expected. The most telling sign that it was real, in his opinion, was the fact that Laughing River was still there and looking none too dignified.

The elder fox was sitting in a chair but didn’t look comfortable. He had one arm pulled in close to rest across his chest. There was a makeshift bandage wound around the fox’s head. His robes were in complete tatters. Sen hesitated at that sight, second-guessing his initial assessment. Healing pills and elixirs didn’t work instantly but it looked like all of the violence had taken place at least a few hours before. Long enough that the fox should have been able to take something to speed along the healing process. Sen’s hand fell to his jian as he focused on the person who might or might not be Laughing River. The fox gave him a smile that was a pale echo of the cheerful ones Sen had seen on that face before.

“You’re wondering if it’s really me or if this is all just an elaborate ruse meant to trick you.”

“Something like that?”

The fox nodded, winced, and said, “That’s the smart way to handle it. There’s no way to be absolutely certain, but you can try asking me questions. Things you think only I’ll be able to answer.”

Sen agreed that it was a poor test. Laughing River had shown a rather formidable amount of knowledge that Sen wouldn’t have thought he could have. It would only stand to reason that the other fox would have similar abilities. Still, it was probably the best of some very poor solutions to his problem.

“Where did we meet?”

“Up on old thunder spear’s mountain.”

“And what did you help me do?”

“I helped you find that flower for Caihong.”

Sen kept his face neutral as the fox answered. No need to provide information if it was the stranger.

“What did she give you when you came for our New Year celebration that year?”

“Nothing. I wasn’t there.”

There hadn’t been any of the kind of hesitation he’d have expected from someone trying to remember information they’d gotten second-hand.

“What did you say to me at the time about the favor I owed you?”

The fox snickered, which triggered a grimace. “Something about how much fun it would be collecting on it.”

“Why aren’t you healing?”

The fox shifted in his seat, which made Sen almost pull his jian free. The fox noticed and held up a hand.

“Easy now. I am healing. It’s just not as fast as you think it should be because it’s mighty hard to find healing aids that work on something as powerful as me. On the flip side, I’m still dying. So, that process is interfering with my healing. It’s a disgrace that my magnificence has been marred like this.”

“Where is Li Yi Nuo?” asked Sen.

He didn’t feel any particular loyalty to her, but Sen had wanted to at least get her back to her sect in one piece as a way to help manage the politics. If she was here, he’d have thought she’d be out and making a fuss already. The fox’s expression soured like he’d bitten into something rotten before saying what Sen knew he was going to say.

“She was taken.”

“Oh, of course she was. Because that was just what this little adventure needed. Someone being taken hostage. I assume that other fox intends to trade Li Yi Nuo for your death or simply getting me not to participate.”

Laughing River gave a desultory nod. “Yes, I expect it’ll be something along those lines.”

“I suppose that was Plan B since the last thing they said to me was that they were coming here to murder you. I don’t suppose you’d care to explain why another fox is so bent on seeing you die? Or is that normal for foxes?”

“It’s about as normal as cultivators trying to kill each other,” said Laughing River. “As for why that particular fox wants me dead, well, that’s a rather complicated story.”

“Is it a complicated story? Or is it just a story you’d prefer not to tell.”

The fox thought those questions over before he said, “It’s actually complicated. I just also happen to not want to tell it.”

“Can you at least tell me who they are? I didn’t even get a name.”

“She’s my granddaughter. Great-granddaughter? Great-great-granddaughter?” Laughing River asked himself as his face scrunched up. “You start losing track of the family tree after a while. Let that be a lesson to you.”

“To keep track of the family tree?” Sen asked in confusion.

“No. Don’t have kids.”

“Ah,” said Sen noncommittally.

“Her name is Misty Peak, but she’ll probably stab you if you call her that. She goes by Sun Linglu,” said Laughing River before he gave Sen a thoughtful look. “Just how did you escape her?”

“Escape? I didn’t.”

“Then, you should be dead.”

Sen nodded his agreement. “She said I was ‘too damned pretty to murder.’”

Laughing River rolled his eyes. “Kids these days. No sense of priorities.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
THE BALANCE OF FAVORS
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“Speaking of priorities,” said Sen as he pulled out a healing elixir, “you should take this.”

The fox shook his head. “It won’t help.”

“It won’t hurt, either. And if it speeds things along by even an hour, that’s an hour we can’t get back another way.”

“Oh, fine. Give it here.”

Sen handed over the elixir and casually loomed until the fox drank it. Sen didn’t expect that it would work any more than the fox did, but he did think it could take at least a little bit of pressure off Laughing River’s natural healing. Sen took a few minutes to clean up the spilled food and turn it into ash with a quick application of fire qi. The blood on the floor got similar treatment. He lingered over the shattered teapot, feeling another quiet surge of anger. It had been a good teapot. It distributed heat well and did a reasonably good job of keeping its contents warm. He’d have to pick up another one somewhere on his way back to Fu Ruolan’s place. In the meantime, he gathered up the shattered remains and, uncertain what to do with them, put them into a storage ring. Sen turned his attention back to Laughing River, who looked like the elixir might have helped him a bit.

“So, where do you suppose your granddaughter took Li Yi Nuo?”

The fox lifted an eyebrow. “Is that question the product of some naïve, sentimental streak? We’re rid of her. That’s a good thing.”

“No, it’s a short-term convenience. When this was all over, I planned to get her back to her sect. Well, most of the way back to her sect. If she never comes back, they’ll just send someone else to bother me. The most advantageous outcome for me is that she survives and goes home to tell them that bothering me is bad for the sect’s long-term survival.”

The fox made an annoyed face. “That’s the kind of thinking that leads to a boring life. Embrace the convenience. Forget about her. Let future you deal with those pesky sect problems.”

“Tempting, but no. And, no, I’m not going to ignore what we came here for or try to help your granddaughter kill you.”

The fox tried to hide it, but he could see the relief on Laughing River’s face. “Well, good, you shouldn’t ignore favors like that.”

“However,” continued Sen, “all of this has moved us well beyond the bounds of any favor I might owe you.”

The fox opened his mouth to say something until he saw the look on Sen’s face. The look that simply dared the fox to disagree.

“I suppose we have,” admitted Laughing River. “So, what is it that you want?”

“You seem rather knowledgeable about transforming between a human and animal form. Is that a true transformation or just an illusion?”

The fox gave Sen a suspicious look. “It’s a true transformation.”

“Excellent. Well, a friend of mine transformed herself from a panther to a human form. I get the impression that she’d like to go back or be able to transform at will. You’re going to help her with that.”

“It won’t work,” said Laughing River. “Foxes are supposed to be able to change their forms. It’s not like that with other spirit beasts. It’s all one-way for them.”

“You’re going to try anyway,” said Sen.

“Why?”

“Even if you’re right, she isn’t absolutely sure of that yet. I don’t want her spending the rest of what will probably be a very long life wondering if she missed something. If an elder spirit beast who is an expert in changing forms tells her that it’s impossible, she’ll probably believe it. If that same expert tries to help her change back and it still fails, she’ll almost certainly believe it.”

“You’re assuming that being sure she can’t change will be good for Falling Leaf.”

Sen nodded. “I am making that assumption. I might be wrong. She may just tell you she’s not interested. Maybe false hope is what she needs. If that’s the case, your job is done, and we’re even. I just want her to have the option. Besides, you might be wrong. Maybe she can change back.”

“All of known spirit beast history would suggest that you’re wrong about that. Do you think she’s the first spirit beast who ever regretted that transformation? There are a lot of benefits but also a lot of sacrifices. There were spirit beasts who spent centuries trying to undo what they did to themselves once the costs became clear. They failed. All of them. Without exception.”

“That you know of,” countered Sen.

“Please don’t tell me that you’re counting on the infinitesimal odds that some spirit beast genius, somewhere, managed to pull it off and didn’t tell anyone. I’ve met Falling Leaf. She’s got more than a little talent and has, I’m sure, been helped along in no small part by the field of cosmic absurdity that surrounds you. But she’s not a once-in-ten-thousand-years genius.”

Sen snorted. “I’m not. I think that you’re probably both right that it’s not possible. I’m just hoping that getting that confirmation will provide her with a path to move forward.”

“You’re a ridiculous creature,” said the fox. “You could have asked me for damn near anything, and all you want is for me to help your other girlfriend.”

“She’s not my girlfriend. She’s my friend. And I owe her, which means that you now owe her.”

Laughing River shook his head. “Fine. Fine. Fine. I suppose if there’s anyone in the entire world that can help that foolish panther, it would be this glorious, gifted, and generous nine-tailed fox. The very paragon of…”

“Humility?” asked Sen.

The fox gave Sen a penetrating look. “Did my granddaughter hit you in the head? Don’t answer. She must have if you asked such an absurd question. Perhaps you should drink one of those healing elixirs.”

Sen decided that he didn’t need to share that Sun Linglu had, in fact, hit him in the head. No need to give that fox a gift like that, thought Sen.

“Speaking of your beloved kin, do you have any thoughts about what she did with Li Yi Nuo?”

“Gods, you’re really not going to let that go, are you?”

“I’m not.”

“I don’t know what to tell you other than the obvious. She took your sect sweetheart and dragged her away. There’s no reason to do that unless she means to trade the girl to you. She knows that a ploy like that wouldn’t work on me. I expect that we’ll get a message of some sort in the next day or two. Or, she’ll find you again while you’re working on that formation of yours.”

“Then, it seems prudent that you should come along for that.”

“Not really. She’d likely just avoid us. She already tried a frontal assault against me and failed. Well, I guess my coming along would be good for getting the formation done, but it’d be less helpful for getting that girl back.”

Sen eyed the nine-tailed fox. “Couldn’t you just, I don’t know, sniff them out?”

Laughing River tapped a finger against his chin for a little while before he answered. “Maybe. Probably not. Misty Peak would have taken measures to hide their trails.”

“Is she so good that she could fool you?”

“You’re assuming again. If it was just a straight competition between her and me, I’d always come out on top because…”

“You’re grand, magnificent, excellent. Yes, I’m aware,” said Sen impatiently.

“A good nephew would listen to me boast and take notes. It’s an edifying experience,” replied Laughing River with a judgmental expression. “As for my granddaughter, I have no idea what kind of resources she brought with her. She knew full well what she’d be up against. If I was in her shoes, I’d have spent a lot of time, effort, and money gathering tools and techniques that could counter me. Or ones that could counter me for long enough to make good an escape.”

“Do such things exist?”

“Of course, they exist. Whether she could have gotten them, learned them, or afforded them is an open question. But, it’s more likely that she has them than she doesn’t.”

“Unless she’s desperate. If she figured out what you were up to before she was ready, she might have had to make her move prematurely. Without all of those resources.”

“It’s possible,” said Laughing River with a shrug. “I can go out and try to find their trail, but I’m warning you now not to get your hopes up.”

“That’s fair.”

Sen gave real consideration to pressing the fox for details about why his granddaughter was willing to go through so much effort to keep him from ascending. He was sure that there was a story there. He just wasn’t sure it was worth trying to drag it out of Laughing River. If Sen pushed, he was sure that the fox would tell him a story. Given his reluctance to discuss that matter, though, it was all too likely that it wouldn’t be the story. The fox might just weave some convoluted fiction of internecine intrigue and familial woe. Sen suspected that he’d get more from Sun Linglu if they crossed paths again. She’d been downright eager to tell him about what a bastard her grandfather was until he made it clear that it wouldn’t change anything. He’d have to try to get her talking about it, assuming she didn’t just try to kill him again. That was a real concern. She might well try again, but she might wait until they were actually trying to implement the plan. That would be the best time for it. Sen sighed.

“So, we need some contingency plans for if and when your darling granddaughter tries to disrupt me getting into the ruins.”

“Such as?”

“I don’t know, but I do know we need them.”

“Ever helpful, nephew,” said Laughing River. “Well, why don’t you cook something up? I think we could both use a meal. Then, we’ll see about some contingency planning.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
WHAT CAN I DO FOR YOU, MISTY PEAK?
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Laughing River and Sen had stayed up for hours trying to work out options that would let them get Sen into the ruins and then back out again. While they both concluded that getting him in was probably doable, it was the getting him out part that was disquietingly nebulous. Part of that stemmed from the fact that Laughing River had minimal information about what Sen could expect in the city. It might well be nothing but ruins and the temple that were simply guarded by a powerful and ancient protection. After the fox had put that idea forward, the two of them just looked at each other for a beat.

“So, I should assume that all kinds of awful things are waiting for me in there?”

“Yes,” said Laughing River, “and no.”

“Oh, that’s helpful.”

“You misunderstand. The ruins are a holy place. You won’t find devils or their ilk inside, but that doesn’t mean you won’t encounter other horrors. For some, fighting devils would be preferable to confronting the things that live in their own souls. Those are the kinds of tests and punishments that holy orders use to guard their temples.”

“So, why can’t you get inside?” asked Sen, voicing a question that had been burning inside him for a while. “You said there are protections to keep you out. What are they? It can’t be the same thing keeping the horde at bay. That has the flavor of something aimed against true evil. If the legends are to be believed, nine-tailed foxes aren’t actually evil.”

The fox gave Sen a big smile. “You’re right. We’re not evil. Just look at me. How could anything as dashing and charming as me be evil? Unthinkable. No, but those monks were clever indeed. They planted these simply terrible flowers that smell awful. One whiff of that hellacious stink and I knew, I needed to send someone else. Someone younger. Someone with a less refined olfactory acuity. Someone used to putting up with a godsawful stench. A human in other words.”

Sen glared at the fox. “You could have just said you weren’t going to tell me.”

“You could have not asked the stupid question,” retorted Laughing River. “Would you have answered that question?”

“No,” Sen admitted.

“There you have it.”

While the possibility of some divine challenge gave Sen a bit of pause, it was the time factor that truly bothered him. He might only be in there for a couple of hours, but if he fell into some kind of trap, it could be much, much longer. While his stores of food would likely let him survive for years in a situation like that, he couldn’t expect Laughing River to simply wait an indefinite amount of time for him. Yet, Sen couldn’t help but imagine himself getting stuck for a year or five or ten. It wasn’t really that long for a core cultivator, but he didn’t want to emerge from that just to discover he was caught in a city-sized trap surrounded by an impassable horde. That wait came with another problem.

While Laughing River talked like he was confident about subduing his granddaughter should they come face-to-face again, Sen remembered the condition in which he’d found the elder fox. Granted, the nine-tail was recuperating quickly, and Sen had seen the undeniable power still at the fox’s disposal, but he wondered if Misty Peak had some trick up her sleeve to give her an advantage over her elder. It left him with the same problem. If he went into the ruins, and she killed Laughing River while he was still inside, he could find himself trapped in the city. He’d really like to have an alternate exit ready to go if it came down to it. Something that didn’t rely on someone outside of the city to do something.

“Could we dig a tunnel?” asked Sen.

“A tunnel?” asked Laughing River.

“Yeah. Could we dig a tunnel from the forest to the city? Just bypass the horde entirely.”

“Have you ever dug tunnels before?” asked the fox with a serious expression on his face.

“No,” said Sen.

“That explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“Foxes dig burrows for things like tending the young. So, you might say we’re casual experts about tunnels. This is everything you need to know about tunnels. They’re dangerously fragile. If you try to dig one without the proper understanding, it’ll collapse on your head.”

“Don’t you have the proper understanding?”

“Sure, if you want a short, shallow tunnel appropriate for something the size of a fox. You’re talking about digging a tunnel that stretches from here to that ruin. It’ll have to be big enough for you to get through. Plus, it’ll have to be deep enough that those spirits in the horde won’t sense you. Anything that deep will need the right kind of supports in place, which I don’t know anything about. Then, there’s the problem of knowing when you’ve gone far enough. That’s not a completely insurmountable problem, but it wouldn’t be easy. I’ve also heard you can run into problems with getting enough air in deep tunnels,” said the fox before giving Sen a look. “Do you still breathe?”

“I do, although I’ve never tested whether I can do without it.”

“My point is that it’s a tremendous amount of work, even for a body cultivator like you, with a high probability of failure if you get even one thing wrong.”

“Alright, it was just an idea. I don’t want to get stuck in those ruins because your granddaughter kills you while I’m inside.”

“Have faith, Sen. I’d never let you get trapped in there with my precious bauble.”

“Rely on your overwhelming self-interest in my success, in other words?”

“Precisely! We’ll make a fox out of you, yet.”

“Something to look forward to, I guess.”

Sen excused himself to go get a few hours of sleep before he headed out to tackle the next stage of the formation. When he woke up, he had an idea that might let him ensure his own escape from the ruins if the worst happened. He kept a sharp lookout as he traveled along the same path he’d followed the previous afternoon, setting up a parallel series of formation flags. He worked his way all the way around to the far side of the ruins, just about opposite of where the galehouse was. He’d set the flag that was closest to the cleared area around the city before he moved a little deeper into the woods to set a second flag. He pulled out a couple of beast cores that were fire attributed. It took a little work, but he finally managed to get the two cores resonating with each other. One went beneath the flag, while he kept the second one. If all else failed, he should be able to use the core he kept to trigger the second formation.

“What are you doing?” asked a familiar voice.

“Why do you ask, Misty Peak?” replied Sen, glancing over his shoulder at the fox.

He hadn’t felt her coming. Hadn’t sensed anything at all. Assuming this didn’t turn into another fight to the death, he’d have to pick Laughing River’s brain for ways to spot a fox that didn’t want to be seen. There had to be a way to feel those illusions around him. At the sound of her name, the androgynous fox girl scowled at him.

“That isn’t my name. I’m Sun Linglu.”

Sen stood and put the core into a storage ring. He’d have to pull it out later and make sure leaving it in the storage ring wouldn’t interfere with it resonating properly with the core attached to the formation. Sen gave the fox a thoughtful look.

“You shouldn’t be so quick to discard a name. Take it from someone who grew up without one.”

Sen could almost see the angry words she’d been about to throw at him die on her lips.

“What do you mean? You have a name, even if everyone calls you by that absurd title.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Is it a title now? Gods, I hope not.”

“What were you talking about when you said you grew up without a name?”

“I didn’t have a family name until I was, oh, thirteen. Well, I think I was thirteen. I don’t know how old I am either.”

The fox girl’s expression started to go from confused to angry. “You didn’t babble like this yesterday.”

“I never knew my parents,” said Sen. “I grew up on the streets. No family name. No family story. No idea when I was born. I got the name Lu from a very kind old woman who watched out for me a bit. Until then, I was just Sen. I’d have given anything, anything at all, to have a true name. I don’t even know if Sen is my real name. It’s just what I grew up calling myself.”

The fox girl stared at him in silence for an uncomfortably long time. “Why did you tell me that?”

“So that you’ll know why I call you Misty Peak, instead of the fake name you toss around. You know your name, which is a luxury I’ll probably never enjoy.”

“I… I don’t care what you call me,” she said, although the words lacked anything like conviction.

“Good. So, what can I do for you, Misty Peak?”

“I’ve come to talk about the idiotic sect girl.”

“Is she alive?” asked Sen.

“She is, for now. I assume you want her back in that condition.”

Sen shrugged, which seemed to throw the fox girl off her script. He did want to get Li Yi Nuo back, but not enough to offer up any real concessions. He knew he’d have to play the situation just right. He was sure that Misty Peak didn’t care about what happened to Li Yi Nuo one way or the other.

“It would be convenient for me to get her back,” said Sen. “Convenient, but not ultimately necessary.”

“From your reputation, I’d have thought you’d be more loyal to an ally.”

“Ally? Oh, you’ve rather badly misread the situation. Before you, she was the last person who showed up to kill me.”

“She what? Why is she still alive?”

“I was going to send her home to her sect as both a peace offering and a warning to leave me alone. Like I said, convenient but ultimately not a necessity.”

“But why…” she started but Sen cut her off.

“Nope. You got a question answered. My turn now.”

Sen almost felt bad for the fox as she watched her plan collapse around her. She rallied, though, and gave him a terse little nod.

“So, what did your grandfather do that was so terrible that you’ve come this far to act out your revenge?”

“Oh, now you want to hear the story. Where was all this burning curiosity when I tried to tell you before?”

“Yesterday, there was an even chance that someone sent you to kill me specifically, and you used the fox as an excuse. Today, I know it doesn’t have anything to do with me. Now you owe me two answers.”

“But… Oh fine. You damned humans. You want to know what my grandfather did that was so terrible. He sold us all out. All of the nine-tailed foxes. Hundreds of us died because of him, including my father.”

That gave Sen pause. It was damning if it was true. That story was very short on details though.

“Go on,” said Sen.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re going to spill family blood. I’m given to understand that kind of thing comes with some pretty serious karmic consequences, even for a spirit beast, unless this is some kind of formal leadership challenge. This doesn’t feel like a challenge. This feels like straight-up murder. So, I have to assume you have more details than that.”

“Of course, I do.”

“Well, let’s hear them.”

“You’re an outsider,” said Misty Peak.

“Yeah, that might have held up before you followed me out into the forest, attacked me, and dosed me with whatever that was. I’ll have questions about that later, by the way. Once you did all that, though, I became an insider to this situation. Besides, we both know you want me to back off. That isn’t ever going to happen unless you tell me something a lot more compelling than a wild and vague accusation that he did something that got a bunch of your people killed. So, spill it.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
ANSWERS
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The silence between them drew out. There was a quality to it, a kind of sharpness that left Misty Peak certain she would cut herself with the wrong move. She kept her face, well, the face she’d chosen for this task, neutral even as her mind raced for the right thing to do. She’d misread everything. The situation. The actual, terrifying strength of her long-estranged grandfather. Most of all, she’d misread the man who stood in front of her. In some ways, he frightened her more than Laughing River did. She’d been following her grandfather on and off for a long time, so she’d become aware of Lu Sen almost by accident. The elder fox had been… It was not spying, never spying, because even traitorous foxes were too dignified for anything as pedestrian as spying. Her grandfather had been surreptitiously checking up on the boy. Following that, she had made a point to learn about the folk hero, Judgment’s Gale. At least, she thought she had.

Where she’d expected him to be almost mindlessly violent, he’d been controlled. No matter what tale she’d tell others, she lived only because he hadn’t really been trying to kill her. It had taken a little while for that truth to settle into her mind. She’d walked away from that fight feeling pretty good about herself. She’d beaten a folk hero and even stolen a couple of kisses from the ridiculously pretty man. The longer she thought about it, though, and compared what had happened to the kinds of stories she’d heard about him, the less good she felt. The man in those tales set the sky on fire, battled spirit beast tides, and singlehandedly slaughtered an entire criminal organization. Even if those stories weren’t completely true, she was willing to bet there was a lot of truth mixed in. If he’d wanted to, he could have simply burned her to ash instead of grabbing her. He’d been trying to stop the fight, not end the fight.

Now, he was standing there like he didn’t have a care in the world. She couldn’t stop thinking about that horde less than a half-mile away. One wrong move and all those terrible things could swarm into the forest and destroy everything in their path. And this mad bastard was out in these accursed woods like it was a fine summer day in the city. He was just oh so casually setting up some kind of formation, or was it formations, that she didn’t even pretend to understand. It was also painfully obvious that he truly did not care what happened to that girl from the sect. And why would he? If someone showed up looking to kill me, I wouldn’t care what happened to them either, she thought. If she’d managed to grab someone he did care about, that might have gotten her some leverage. Then again, it might have transformed him into the avatar of doom that everyone already thought he was.

Grabbing that girl had been a spur-of-the-moment act, anyway. She’d hoped it might pan out but couldn’t be all that disappointed that it hadn’t gotten her anything. Misty Peak studied the man’s face and then had to look away. Looking at him wasn’t helping her decide, just distracting her. She didn’t need a distraction. Not right that minute, anyway. She shut down the more distracting routes her mind tried to take her by recalling Lu Sen’s killing intent. Their fight the day before had nearly ended at the moment he released the thing he called a killing intent. It had been abominable, domineering, and beneath it all she’d felt a kind of icy wrath. Simply remembering it was enough to make her shudder.

“If you want to take a day and think about it,” said Lu Sen, “I’ve still got a lot of work to do today.”

A quick glance revealed a kind of mild amusement on his face. She glared at him, but the man seemed all but immune to it. It wasn’t a first, but it was close. She had an excellent glare and knew it. What had Lu Sen seen in his life that let him shrug off her glare? He was too self-possessed. She was used to knowing what people thought at a glance. She’d learned to rely on that. Now, it felt like she was navigating blind. She didn’t know the best course to get what she wanted from the situation. Out with it, he’d said. She wondered if she should just do what he wanted, but something quintessential to her nature, her very fox-ness, rebelled at the idea. Foxes didn’t do as they were asked. They did as they wished.

“Are the tasks of the mighty Judgment’s Gale so pressing that he can’t give a woman a few minutes to think?”

“Is that what you were doing?” said Lu Sen with amusement in his eyes. “Then, by all means, please proceed.”

She watched as he looked around thoughtfully, nodded to himself, and walked over to a tree. Then, he leaned a shoulder against it and crossed his arms, shooting her a ridiculous grin. He looked so wildly overconfident that she was sure that it was meant as some kind of parody. People like him didn’t need to put on acts like that. Is it a ploy? Is he trying to make me second-guess myself? What kind of game is he playing?
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I’m hungry, thought Sen.

He’d tried to take some of the tension out of the situation by putting a little space between them and leaning against a tree. He’d even tried to give her a friendly smile. It hadn’t worked. If anything, the look on her face gave the distinct impression of someone who was constipated. While he waited for her to make some kind of decision, he pulled an apple out of a storage ring. The woman glared at the apple like she thought he was going to attack her with it. He summoned another apple and tossed it to her. She grabbed the apple out of the air and then just looked at it like she’d never seen one before. Whatever, thought Sen. Maybe foxes don’t eat apples. He’d never given much thought to what foxes did or didn’t eat. Laughing River hadn’t seemed very picky. Sen took a bite out of the fruit in his hand and let himself enjoy the crisp sweetness of it.

He watched her watching him eat the apple. It made him feel a bit awkward having someone spend so much attention on him eating. Not that it stopped him. Sen had developed a fondness for apples in the years before he became a cultivator. Unlike so many other kinds of food, apples held up well. Any food that wouldn’t go bad almost immediately was like pure treasure on the streets. He wouldn’t go so far as to say that apples had kept him alive, but he wasn’t quite willing to say that they hadn’t either. While those terrible days of want and suffering were long behind him, the love of apples had remained. He finished the apple and hurled the core deep into the forest. Turning his eyes back on Misty Peak, he saw that she was still just holding the apple.

“If you’re not going to eat that, give it back because I will eat it,” said Sen, holding out his hand.

The woman looked from his hand down to the apple she held in her hand. She drew it closer in what looked like a completely unconscious protective action before she took a bite of it. While she was busy eating and thinking about whatever it was that she needed to settle in her head, Sen withdrew the beast core he’d stored earlier. He let his qi and spiritual sense wash over it. It was still connected to the other one. There was an almost visible tether between them and he could feel the resonance. Good, he thought. It should work. He stored the beast core and looked up to see that the woman was still studying everything he did. He decided to take inspiration from Laughing River.

“Yes, I am a magnificent specimen of human perfection. I suppose I can’t blame you for wanting to spend as much time as you can drinking in the glory that is me.”

Sen watched with interest as the woman’s expression turned to one of embarrassment and her cheeks went a little pink. It only took a moment before her eyes narrowed back into a familiar glare.

“You’ve been spending too much time with my grandfather.”

“It was edifying. He said so himself.”

“I’m sure he did.”

Since the woman still wasn’t bothering to tell him what he’d asked about, he decided to ask a different question that had been bothering him a little.

“Is that what you truly look like or do foxes decide how you’ll look when you transform?”

Misty Peak rolled her eyes. “Is that what you want to waste your second question on?”

“Yes. Now you owe me another answer.”

For a brief moment, Sen thought the woman might actually stamp her foot in frustration.

“Stop that,” she demanded.

“Stop asking me questions if you don’t want to answer more of them. Standing here in silence while you brood isn’t exactly thrilling. I’m just trying to pass the time.”

“I wasn’t brooding. Brooding is reserved for men with inflated opinions of themselves. The kind of men who believe they’re deeper and more interesting than they are. I was thinking. You should try it sometime.”

Sen pressed a hand to his chest and feigned a wince. “Are you saying that I’m thoughtless? Well, I’ll certainly have to brood about that.”

“I bet you think you’re charming.”

“I wouldn’t know,” said Sen. “I’ve been told that I have the social instincts of a tree stump. That sounded pretty plausible to me. You still haven’t answered my question, by the way. Either question, actually.”

Misty Peak’s lips compressed into a white line. Sen wondered if she was going to yell at him or even leave. In the end, she just shook her head.

“We decide.”

“Interesting. So, does that mean you don’t have a natural human form, or that you decide if you’re going to adopt that form or something else each time?”

“Why do you care?” asked an exasperated Misty Leaf before realization struck her. “Wait⁠—”

“Oh, I’m just a curious man, by nature,” said Sen with a big smile.

“We have a natural human form,” said the fox through clenched teeth. “We decide each time if we’ll adopt it.”

“Will you show me what you really look like?” asked Sen.

“No,” said Misty Peak with an expectant look in her eye.

Sen knew that she wanted him to ask her why. It would let her reclaim control of the conversation. He cocked his head to one side.

“I understand,” said Sen with a sympathetic tone and a knowing look. “So, you were about to tell me what your grandfather did.”

Sen had to work hard to contain his laughter as he saw the strain it put on the fox to not ask him what he had meant with that I understand comment. He had to give her credit, though. She forced the question down.

“I don’t see any compelling reason why I should tell you,” said Misty Peak.

“Maybe there isn’t one. Of course, telling me doesn’t really cost you anything, either. Worst case, nothing changes. You haven’t gained anything, but you haven’t lost anything. Best case, you convince me.”

“You don’t strike me as someone who changes their mind very often.”

Sen shrugged. “In that case, I’ll leave you to decide what to do with the rest of your day. I do need to get on with my work.”

She let him get almost twenty steps before she called out after him. “Stop.”

Sen looked back at her. “Yes?”

“I’ll tell you.”

Sen walked back and leaned against the same tree again. Something about that seemed to annoy the woman, but he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what.

“Regale me with your tale,” said Sen.


CHAPTER THIRTY
TRAITOR
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“What do you know about nine-tail foxes?” asked Misty Peak.

Sen gave her a smirk and started to count on his fingers. The fox looked like she might actually lose a bit of her sanity when he did that, so Sen took a little pity on her.

“Let’s assume that I know nothing about your people, or at least not enough to matter for this conversation.”

She frowned a little. “It would be easier if you did know something. If you didn’t know, foxes aren’t like other spirit beasts in a lot of ways. We’re born with more, well, I guess you’d call it self-awareness. We develop more like humans than beasts. We don’t have to evolve out of being feral is what I mean. We also interact more with humans, which probably reinforces all of that. Because we’re more like humans, we’re a lot more fractured than most kinds of spirit beasts. It’s more like loosely associated clans than a society. But there is a hierarchy based on how many tails you have and how much power you hold.”

“Wait,” said Sen. “Aren’t those the same things for you? Number of tails and amount of power, I mean.”

“It’s about as true as the relationship between your cultivation advancement and power. Generally speaking, more tails does equal more power. Much like having a higher advancement means having more power. As you well know, though, it’s not anything like an absolute. Some people are more naturally gifted and can get more out of what they have, which lets them bridge the gap. Some people,” she said, giving him a look, “are freakish anomalies who just ignore pesky things like the differences between levels of advancement and do whatever the hells they want anyway.”

Sen rolled his eyes. “It’s not as simple and carefree as I make it look.”

“If you say so. At any rate, those same kinds of discrepancies exist among foxes just like they do among human cultivators. Some foxes are just better at being foxes. They advance faster, hold more power, and exert more authority. Once you get to be a true nine-tail fox, you’re in a position to order around pretty much any other fox you meet. I’ll give you one guess about the identity of the most powerful nine-tailed fox.”

“Laughing River?” asked Sen in a tired voice.

“Oh, good. You can draw straight lines when someone holds your hand.”

A piece of Sen felt like he ought to be surprised, but he really wasn’t. He’d been running around with stupidly powerful beings for a long time now. What was one more? Still, it wasn’t good news. If he was just some random fox, the whole betrayal thing seemed far-fetched. If he was something with a lot of authority among the foxes, it became more plausible. Not necessarily likely but plausible.

“Yeah, I can sip tea all by myself, too,” said Sen. “So, grandpa nine tails is a big mover and shaker among your fox clans.”

“More like the big mover and shaker. He was, at any rate.”

“So, this is where we come to the big betrayal?”

Misty Peak nodded. “There are only a handful of foxes who have the power to call a gathering of all the foxes. He was one of them. And that’s exactly what he did.”

“All of them? Like every single one in the world?”

She hesitated at that. “I suppose he could have, but it would have taken years for it to happen. He called for a gathering of all the foxes in this part of the world.”

“The whole continent?”

“For all intents and purposes, yes. We were to gather at a place near the Mountains of Sorrow.”

Sen nodded. “A midpoint for everyone. Makes sense. Go on.”

“It wasn’t a popular decision, as you might imagine. We’re independent by nature, but most of the foxes went. The older and more powerful ones in particular. Laughing River had issued the summons, and you don’t defy the most powerful fox alive. After they arrived, they were slaughtered to the last man and woman. Yet, somehow, he survived a mass execution that killed every other true nine-tailed fox. All of our elders. You don’t just walk away from something like that unless you’re involved.”

Sen let all that information roll around in his head. There were holes in her reasoning, big ones, but he could understand why she thought what she did. All other things being equal, the person who survived when no one else did was usually either absurdly lucky or profoundly guilty. In her shoes, he’d probably make the same assumptions. That didn’t change the fact that they were still assumptions. He also got the impression that this wasn’t especially recent. It had the feeling of a story that Misty Peak had heard from someone, rather than events she remembered herself. If it had happened in her lifetime, Sen suspected that it had happened very, very early in her lifetime. Sen knew better than anyone that stories had a way of mutating over time.

There was also something eerily familiar about the story. The details weren’t exactly the same, but it was close enough to what had happened to the ghost panthers to make Sen wonder. Had Laughing River summoned them all there to decide if they were going to bow down to some kind of spirit beast king? Still, it didn’t sound like the foxes had been hunted to near-total extinction. Had they been too spread out or was it just a betrayal? Sen didn’t have enough information, and he didn’t think Misty Peak had the information to give him. He was going to have to talk to Laughing River. That thought raised a pertinent question.

“Did anyone actually talk to Laughing River after it happened?” asked Sen.

“Why would we? You don’t let a traitor justify themselves to you.”

Sen was tempted to challenge that entire line of thought, but he could see from her face that it wouldn’t do any good. No argument based on pure logic was going to sway her thinking.

“Thank you for telling me,” said Sen.

“You don’t believe me,” Misty Peak almost snarled.

“I don’t think you’re trying to mislead me if that’s what you mean. I believe that you believe what you said.”

“But you don’t believe it.”

“I don’t know what to believe,” said Sen. “You’ve been living with this your entire life. This happened to your people. I’ve been living with it for about two minutes. It happened to a people I’m not going to pretend that I understand. I have to believe that there are nuances here that I’m not getting. Most importantly, I’ve only heard your side.”

“What more do you need to hear? He betrayed us. Most of our people died. It’ll be centuries before we recover if we ever do.”

“And what if someone accused you of something like this?”

Fury lit Misty Peak’s eyes. “I would never betray my people like that! How dare you even suggest it!”

Sen held up his hands in what he hoped would be seen as a placating gesture. “I believe you. But what if someone did? Wouldn’t you want somebody to come and ask you about it before they signed your death warrant?”

She wanted to say no. It was written all over her face that she wanted to tell him that he shouldn’t go and ask, but he’d backed her into a corner. No one would want to be accused of such a heinous crime and then be declared guilty without ever getting to defend themselves. He could also tell that she hated him a little bit for making her confront that basic truth. Sen understood. She’d set out on what she saw as a righteous mission of well-deserved vengeance. He had made her put herself into her grandfather’s place, if only for a moment or two. He suspected that had taken some of the glow of righteousness off what she’d been doing. He knew he wouldn’t thank someone for doing that to him. And it wasn’t as though he had a real opinion about it one way or the other.

Laughing River might be guilty. He may well have sold out his people to ensure his own survival. He didn’t seem quite that ruthless to Sen, but dying could change a person. He might have been more callous a few hundred years back. He might also be the sole survivor of something that Sen wouldn’t wish on anyone. That was the kind of experience that would scar someone forever. The only way to find out was to do what Sen had suggested and talk to the elder fox. Sen hoped that it wasn’t true because that would put him in a tough spot. Misty Peak had remained in a seething silence while Sen thought things over. When she finally did speak, it came out as a hoarse whisper.

“Yes. I would want someone to talk to me.”

Sen offered a single inclination of his head as a response. He didn’t rub in his victory. It wasn’t the kind of victory you celebrate if your brain was working properly. He was also distracted by a random thought that seemed to spring out of nowhere. A thought that made him want to start banging his head very hard against something very solid.

“If Laughing River was or is the most powerful nine-tail fox, and you’re his granddaughter,” Sen said almost against his will, “does that make you some kind of nine-tail fox princess?”

The question seemed to leave Misty Peak a little flummoxed.

“What? I mean, we don’t really have that sort of thing, but I guess you humans might think of it that way. Why?”

“Gods damn it,” said Sen as he directed a baleful glare toward the sky. “Not. Funny.”

“Who are you talking to?” asked the fox.

“The universe,” muttered Sen. “The big, stupid, not funny universe.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Politics. Never get involved in politics. You’d think it would be easy, right? But, no! Apparently, it’s not easy at all if you’re me.”

“Politics? What’s political?”

“Oh, come on! You’re brighter than that. Whatever your personal feelings about all this are, he’s a king or the next best thing to it. You aren’t talking about killing your grandfather. You’re talking about deposing a monarch. It doesn’t get any more political than that. And, since you’re basically a princess, it’s not just deposing a king. It’s a coup.”

Misty Peak just stared at him with her mouth hanging open a little. Shaking his head, Sen decided that he’d had enough formation building for one day. He just turned and started trudging away in the direction of the galehouse. Maybe some spirit beast will choose today to be monumentally stupid and pick a fight with me on the way back, thought Sen. I could use something to take out my frustrations on.

“Wait,” shouted the fox. “Where are you going?”

“To have an incredibly awkward conversation with a king,” answered Sen. “Again.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
ALTERNATE EXPLANATION
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Sen thought that Misty Peak might follow him, but a glance backward showed that she had either left or hidden herself with one of those nigh-impregnable fox illusions. I wish I could learn that, thought Sen. How many problems would that let me just flat-out avoid? It was a pleasant fantasy. He saw himself just strolling through that monster horde and walking into the ruins. No fighting. No disaster. Easy. Of course, if he could just learn it, he expected that Laughing River would have taught him. The man might be dying, but he wasn’t anywhere close to death’s door. If spending a little time to teach Sen would have vastly improved their odds of success, it seemed rather unlikely that the fox would have rushed them out to try to do it a much harder way with much lower odds of accomplishing their goal. I guess I can’t be good at everything, thought Sen a little mournfully.

After giving it a little thought, he concluded that one probably needed to be born a fox to use the illusions they did. Either that, or you needed very specific qi types at your disposal. While Sen had several qi types available to him, he suspected that he didn’t have all the ones he would need. He had shadow qi, but reason suggested that light would play some role in the process. He didn’t really understand light and had never cultivated for it, but he recalled Uncle Kho mentioning that color and light were related somehow. It had sure seemed like the illusions that Misty Peak used involved colors. Hadn’t she blended right into the background?

Sen chased a few more idle thoughts on the topic but soon dismissed them. What he was doing was little better than guessing, and that was foolish at best when it came to matters of qi and cultivation. If he really wanted to know, he should just ask one of the foxes. Of course, that presumed that Laughing River didn’t kill him in a fit of rage for bringing up the elder fox’s supposed participation in a mass slaughter of nine-tail foxes. No, that shouldn’t be problematic at all. Given how cagey the other one had been, Sen doubted that she was going to reveal fox illusion secrets to him. Not that he could blame her for that. It wasn’t like they were friends, and even friends often held secrets like that very close. He might very well go the rest of his life without getting any answers to those questions.

As he made his way back to the galehouse, he found himself increasingly disappointed by the good sense of the local spirit beasts. He thought he caught telltale signs of a few of them, but none were brave enough to attack him. Probably as nervous about drawing the attention of that horde as I am, thought Sen. However, the horde had seemed oddly disinterested in anything happening in the forest. He and Misty Peak hadn’t thrown around a lot of flashy techniques when they fought, but he’d certainly used a lot of qi for some of what he did. He had to imagine that she was throwing quite a bit of it around as well, even if he hadn’t been able to sense it. He reminded himself to add that problem to the list of things to ask Laughing River about if the fox didn’t kill him. Still, they were close enough during that fight that the beasts and spirits in that horde should have been able to sense what was happening. Their total lack of apparent interest was odd.

Sen supposed that, on balance, it was good luck that they didn’t seem to care what happened in the forest. It boded well for him completing his formations with minimum disruptions. Assuming that the fox woman didn’t decide that killing him was the most efficient way to solve her problem. Unfortunately, Sen could see quite clearly that removing him was the most efficient solution to her problem. If she could do it without killing him, that seemed to suit her. It didn’t mean she wouldn’t fall back on the whole killing Sen plan if he didn’t just leave on his own. If she did turn up again, he’d have to see if he could talk her into letting Li Yi Nuo go. He thought he’d sold the fox woman on the idea that the sect cultivator was of no value to her goals. Given the circumstances, keeping Li Yi Nuo would be an unprofitable inconvenience for Misty Peak. That might be a good enough reason to simply release her. It could also be a reason to simply get rid of her. He’d have to cautiously sound the fox woman out if they crossed paths again.

Sen was surprised to find the galehouse empty when he got there. It seemed that Laughing River might have actually gone out looking for the trail. Maybe he’d even found it. Sen felt a little surge of hope. It would make his future life much less problematic if the elder fox managed to retrieve Li Yi Nuo. It would also be nice if someone else cleaned up a problem for once, thought Sen knowing it was wildly unfair and inaccurate even as it passed through his head. He wasn’t wholly responsible for this problem, but he’d certainly played a part. He also knew that other people had cleaned up his messes for him before. He couldn’t feel too put upon if it fell to him from time to time to fix problems he hadn’t really caused. He did think it probably was fair if he complained about it in the confines of his own mind. When the fox returned alone, Sen struggled to hide his disappointment. The fox, ever sensitive to social cues, picked up on it anyway.

“I honestly did try to track them down,” said Laughing River in an unnecessary defense. “Misty Peak is adept, even for a fox.”

“You warned me it probably wouldn’t work. It just would have been one less worry if you had found her. I know I’m always happier when I can move something off of my plate.”

“Yes, I expect that’s true. Still, you seem rather distracted. Did my fair granddaughter pay you another visit?”

Sen had hoped to put the conversation off for a little while longer, but he supposed it wouldn’t be any more palatable in an hour.

“She did. She told me a story that I think we need to talk about.”

The fox’s expression didn’t change, but Sen still got the distinct impression that Laughing River was suddenly and profoundly tense. He gave Sen a long look, as though he could read something from Sen’s posture. Laughing River gave a curt nod as he walked over to a chair and sank into it slowly, looking more like an old man than Sen had ever seen before. The fox was very quiet for several minutes before he looked over at Sen.

“I expect the story goes something like this. I called for a gathering of the fox’s elders and then sold them out, resulting in almost all of them dying. So, I’m a traitor and deserve to die for it. Something along those lines?”

“Something like that,” agreed Sen.

And?”

“And what?”

“What did you decide?” asked Laughing River.

“I didn’t. I’ll tell you what I told Misty Peak. I’ve only heard one version of this story. This is too big an issue for me to just accept the first thing someone tells me about it. So, I’ll listen if you want to tell me your version of what happened.”

The fox lapsed into an uncomfortable silence while staring off into the distance. However, Sen suspected the fox was staring into a distant time, rather than toward a distant place. A shudder ran through Laughing River, and then he started to speak.

“I imagine the bare bones of what she told you was mostly true. I did summon the other foxes. They did all die. It just wasn’t any kind of betrayal on my part.”

“No? So, what did happen?”

The fox gave Sen a sharp look at that question. “You really have to ask? After all those years with that ghost panther, did you ever ask her what happened to her people?”

“I did, but the situations aren’t exactly the same now, are they? Unless you and your granddaughter are the very last nine-tail foxes in the world.”

The fox grimaced. “No, I guess we didn’t have it quite as bad as they did. Of course, there were a lot more of us. They seemed content just to wipe out the strongest of the foxes. I suppose they figured that it would just be too hard to track down all of the foxes. We’re too good at hiding.”

“So are ghost panthers from what I’ve seen.”

“It’s not the same. Ghost panthers were good at sneaking around and not getting noticed, but they were always ghost panthers. It limited the way they thought. Foxes can be anyone or pretend to be anyone. We can slip into human cities and blend in. It’s hard to kill spirit beasts who look and act just like everyone else in a crowd. We can just disappear.”

“You have to admit that it doesn’t look good that you were the only one to survive that particular massacre. It rather paints you as an accomplice.”

Laughing River gave Sen a look so hard that he leaned back from the nine-tail fox.

“Who said I was the only survivor? I wasn’t the only fox who made it out alive. I made sure I wasn’t the only one. I only managed to save a dozen or so. I wanted to save more, but the numbers they sent after us… It was all I could do. I cut those bastards down by the dozens, but it just wasn’t enough.”

Oh, this is not good, thought Sen. He could feel himself getting pulled down into someone else’s problem like he’d been caught in a whirlpool. The elder fox might be lying, but it was a strange choice for a lie. It stood to reason that someone, not Sen if he had his way, but someone else, could check to see if those foxes were still alive or had been after the supposed betrayal.

“Someone convinced Misty Peak that you were the only survivor. She believes it.”

Some part of this didn’t add up for Sen. How could Laughing River not know that this story was going around about him?

“No wonder she’s been hounding me for all these years.”

“How is this new to you?” asked an incredulous Sen. “How could you not know about any of this?”

The fox took a long, long time to respond. “I never went back.”

“To the other foxes?”

“How could I? How could I face them?” demanded the fox in a voice made unsteady by barely controlled emotion. “How I could face their children when I failed them all so badly? They were better off without me.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
YOU SHOULD COME INSIDE
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Sen had no ready answer to that emotional outburst. He lacked even a basic frame of reference, let alone the necessary experience to understand what the fox had been through. Sen possessed no wisdom to offer. He didn’t even have an empty platitude he could mouth. His only solace was that Laughing River likely didn’t expect him to provide any of those things. He hadn’t really been asking questions. That was just the form the fox’s grief and apparent guilt had taken in the moment. So, Sen remained silent while the fox regained his composure. It didn’t go quite the way Sen expected. Instead of looking lost or sad, the fox’s expression grew stony in a way that left Sen’s insides feeling abruptly cold.

“It appears I may have been hasty in my decision to leave my people be,” said Laughing River. “After we finish our business here, it seems that I may need to go correct some wrong assumptions.”

Sen got the distinct impression that translated into Laughing River killing the foxes who had started that rumor about him in the first place. It almost had to be the foxes he’d saved from the massacre. He supposed they’d seen an opportunity when Laughing River voluntarily stepped away from all of the foxes. They could have invented some story about how they were delayed and missed the slaughter through luck or something similar. They would have all needed to be on the same page, though. Sen wondered if there had been some attrition in that group on the way home from the disaster. It sounded cold-blooded, but he supposed ambition often was cold-blooded in a way that made any obstacle look like it needed to be removed permanently. He’d seen enough evidence of that from the sect members he’d been unfortunate enough to encounter over the years. The one thing that Sen knew was that he wanted to be far, far, far away from whatever corrections that Laughing River had in mind.

“You should probably start with your granddaughter,” observed Sen, trying to keep the fox focused on the immediate problems in their vicinity. “We’re going to have a hard time finishing this little project of yours if she actively interferes. And she’s going to get a lot of opportunities to interfere.”

Laughing River eyed Sen like he thought the cultivator was trying to trick him but gave a reluctant nod.

“I suppose I should. I guess I’ll have to go try to find them for real.”

“Seriously? What were you doing all morning if you weren’t looking for them?”

“I found a nice tree to take a nap in,” said the fox with zero shame.

“You could have found them all along?” demanded Sen.

“Oh, no. I wasn’t lying about it being a very difficult task, even for someone with my extraordinary skills. I just wasn’t motivated.”

“Why?”

“I don’t like that sect girl. You didn’t seem inclined to just kill her and be done with it. I figured that since my darling granddaughter injected herself into the situation, I’d let her deal with it and spare your fragile conscience.”

“You know why I don’t want her dead,” said Sen.

“Something about sects and, I don’t remember, something else. It all sounded very tedious.”

Sen desperately wanted to yell at the fox, but he suspected that Laughing River was intentionally irritating him to reclaim some ground after having exposed such raw emotions. Shaking his head, Sen tried to think about calming things like choking the fox into unconsciousness. That mental image helped him feel a lot better.

“What are you thinking about?” asked the fox. “That smile is positively creepy. Don’t ever smile like that at anyone you don’t intend to kill.”

Sen looked directly at Laughing River without changing his expression and said, “Noted.”

“How droll,” said the fox. “Alright, I guess I’ll go start searching for real. No time like the present to start finding out who I need to go murder for telling lies about me.”

“Don’t foxes lie all the time?” asked Sen, feeling a little confused about where foxes drew the line about lying.

“Of course we do, but not about things that matter. Well, not about things that matter to us. What happened that day matters to every single nine-tail fox alive, and foxes are lying about it. I won’t let that stand.”

A lot of questions half-formed in Sen’s mind before he decided that it just wasn’t worth it. “You know what? I’m not even going to try to unravel that madness.”

“For the best, really. That kind of work should be left to professionals.”

“Professional what?”

“Liars,” said Laughing River with a bit of his old cheer coming back. “If my granddaughter shows up here, you should try to keep her here.”

“Why would she show up here? And how would I get her to stay?”

“As for why she’d show up here, who knows? But she keeps tracking you down, so it’s not impossible. As for keeping her here,” the fox gave Sen a scathing look, “try batting your eyelashes at her, or propositioning her, or hitting her on the head. Honestly, I’m starting to wonder if you were dropped on your head repeatedly as a child.”

Sen almost stifled a groan.

“Well, I’m still here putting up with your antics, so it seems entirely too probable.”

“Heh. A little on the nose, but that’s the right spirit,” said Laughing River before he slipped out the door.

A few minutes later, after realizing he didn’t actually have anything specific to do, Sen went outside. There was still some daylight left but not enough for him to reasonably get much more of the formation made before night fell. He briefly considered doing some alchemy, but the entire situation had left his mind feeling dull and wrung out. That was the wrong place to be when working with materials that might literally explode in your face if you treated them the wrong way. He thought he could probably force the necessary level of clarity if it mattered, but there was nothing he needed to make that badly. Instead, he decided to work through his jian forms. That was something that didn’t depend so much on him thinking as him finding the appropriate kind of mental state. Fortunately, it was a state of calm emptiness. He could do calm emptiness.

It also helped that pure muscle memory would do a lot of the work for him. There was still some room for improvement since his body cultivation advanced. It seemed like a long time ago to Sen with so much having happened since then, but it hadn’t truly been that long. With more fights in the near future being a near-certainty, it was as ideal a time as any to work out a few more of those kinks. Despite having done some of those forms thousands of times, they still felt vaguely off to Sen as the precision he’d come to expect wasn’t quite there. He stopped after one particularly sloppy parry. You’re still thinking too much, Sen admonished himself. Do first, and then analyze. Sen resumed the first stance of the form and just stayed there for nearly five minutes. He let all of his recent concerns about Li Yi Nuo’s sect, the horde, the ruins. and what he might find in them drop away one by one. Only when his mind was truly clear, did he begin.

Rather than trying to figure out what to fix as he went through the forms, he just did them. He was viscerally aware of when things felt wrong but let that information fade into the back of his mind. He didn’t analyze anything. He just did. As he completed one form and moved to the next, he was vaguely aware that things were happening more smoothly. By not trying to fix every little thing, he’d given his body room to find more of an equilibrium between the stringent demands of the martial exercises and his body’s new capacities. It wasn’t perfect. The body can’t think its way through problems, but not all of the problems needed that kind of attention. Only after he’d gone through all the forms he knew, including the one he’d almost accidentally picked up from Shi Ping, did he stop and start letting his mind analyze what had been going on.

Sen knew better than most how important control was when using a fist or using a blade. Yet, looking back, he could see that he’d been trying to over-control things in spots. When he’d let go of that, some of the problems had self-corrected. The places where there were still issues were places where he’d have to go back and practice individual moves until he relearned how they should feel under new conditions. He expected some people would find the work dreadfully dull, but it was the price of mastery. He was about to get started when he heard clapping. He spun toward the sound. Sen found himself wondering if that damned old fox was a diviner. Misty Peak was smirking at him as she clapped a little more.

“That was quite the performance,” she said.

“It really wasn’t,” said Sen.

The fox woman gave him a skeptical look. “It looked pretty solid from over here.”

“The formations must be clouding your vision,” said Sen. “Aren’t you worried that your grandfather is going to come back?”

“No. He’s off trying to find me. I put down a false trail for him to follow. It’ll be at least another hour before he figures it out.”

“I’d have thought you’d have something better to do than come and watch me. I mean, hostages don’t feed themselves.”

“They don’t keep themselves quiet, either,” complained Misty Peak. “I have to gag her to get a moment of peace.”

“You could just let her go,” said Sen. “Surely, you’ve realized by now that she’s useless as leverage.”

“Don’t be silly. I can’t just let her go. What will you give me for her?”

“I can probably find some loose pebbles around here somewhere.”

Misty Peak gave Sen a little pout. “Well, that’s not much of a gift, is it?”

“She’s not much of a hostage.”

The fox woman looked past Sen, frowned, and gestured at the galehouse. “Where do these things keep coming from?”

Sen looked over his shoulder at the stone building and said, “I make them.”

“Really?” asked Misty Peak with an expression of genuine surprise.

A hand dropped onto the fox woman’s shoulder and clamped down as Laughing River stepped out of nowhere. There was an expression of pure dread on Misty Peak’s face.

“He really does,” said Laughing River. “You should come inside and see it for yourself.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
WHAT DID I JUST SAY?
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Sen watched with a mixture of amusement and sympathy as Laughing River dragged Misty Peak toward the galehouse. The fox woman reacted like a feral cat that had just been seized by something bigger. She kicked, scratched, thrashed, and screamed. Sen could just barely sense energy movement of some kind. He assumed that the pair of foxes were exchanging techniques that remained largely hidden by virtue of their fox natures. Based on the growing look of shock and horror on Misty Peak’s face, Laughing River was shutting her down hard and making it look easy. Sen supposed that the elder fox had gotten injured in the earlier confrontation because he’d been caught off guard or simply hadn’t been inclined to bear personal witness to another fox’s death. Sen couldn’t really blame him if it was the latter. Now, Laughing River had an agenda and he wasn’t going to let a little tantrum by his granddaughter get in the way.

Laughing River looked over to Sen and said, “I’ll need a little privacy to discuss some things with my granddaughter.”

Sen glanced at Misty Peak, who gave him a desperate, pleading look as she tried in vain to escape her grandfather’s iron grip. He realized that he probably could intervene here. He had some leverage and even some tenuous moral authority. They had both dragged him into things he wanted no part of, things that had or would endanger his life, and they both knew it. If Sen put his foot down, there was a decent chance that they would both listen. Of course, that might well also put him in the position of needing to moderate everything between the two from here on out. That was a job he didn’t want. This wasn’t the first time he’d been in a position like this, either. He’d learned the hard way in the capital that there was simply no place for him in other people’s royal politics. His good intentions were no substitute for direct knowledge and personal experience. If Laughing River and Misty Peak were going to make peace, it was on them to work out the details.

“This all strikes me as family business,” said Sen. “Things didn’t go very well the last time I inserted myself into that kind of affair. So, I’m going to sit this one out.”

Laughing River simply offered Sen a curt nod, while Misty Peak looked ready to start yelling at him. That lasted until the elder fox started dragging her toward the galehouse again amid increasingly hysterical protests. I really hope he doesn’t kill her, thought Sen. He didn’t think that was what Laughing River had in mind, but Sen had misread people before. In the end, though, all of it was fundamentally other people’s problems. He’d gotten sucked into the middle of it through sheer proximity and nothing more. If Laughing River hadn’t dragged him out into the middle of the wilds, if Misty Peak hadn’t tried to intervene, he wouldn’t know or care about any of what those two had to talk about. He sort of wished that he hadn’t learned what he had about the situation.

He felt sorry for the foxes, in an abstract way, that things had turned out the way they did, but he was very committed to the idea of staying out of other people’s problems whenever he could. It wasn’t that he believed that was realistic. There were already too many people showing up at random and trying to get him involved for that to last. But he was going to do what he could to maintain that not-getting-involved policy for as long as he could. Getting back to Fu Ruolan and her version of training would help a lot with that. It kept him out of sight, if not out of mind, and nicely inaccessible to most people. The kinds of people who could reach him there were the same kinds of people who would be generally uninterested in picking a fight with a supposedly crazy nascent soul cultivator.

While he might not like shamelessly hiding behind someone else’s power, he was starting to see that it could have advantages. And it wasn’t as if he’d gone to Fu Ruolan asking to hang around her house for years. She’d insisted on it. If he was going to put up with the situation, he might as well extract a few benefits out of it. He reasoned that if he could keep that up for a while without too many excursions into the regular world, and then stay low profile for a while, he might be able to grow his own strength to the point where people would think twice about trying to strong-arm him into doing what they wanted. It wasn’t a foolproof plan because it depended on things happening the way he wanted them to happen, but he decided it was better than no plan at all.

Sen heard a thump and the walls of the galehouse shivered for a moment. It brought Sen out of his speculative reverie. Shaking his head, he ignored it. Instead, he returned to what he’d been doing before he’d been interrupted. With a bit of a break, he was able to objectively evaluate where he was weak and start working on those parts of his jian forms. It was slow, methodical work, but the repetition of moves let him fall into a meditative frame of mind. It was a state that let him look at his shortcomings without the judgment that can cloud someone’s thinking about their own skill level. After a couple of hours of that, night had fallen. Sen could have kept working, but there was a point at which you simply weren’t going to wring any more improvements out of a day. He’d built his skills over years. Correcting his current deficiencies wasn’t the work of a day.

Instead, with the galehouse still hosting the impromptu fox royal summit, Sen turned his mind to the matter of dinner. He ended up making several small fire pits with earth qi. He set one up as a spit to roast some meat. He cheated outrageously with fire qi to condense a modest pile of wood into a nice bed of coals and then buried some sweet potatoes to roast. A third fire was used to cook the all-important rice. The last fire pit was used to cook up some dumplings that Sen found hiding in a storage ring. He knew he must have prepared them at some point but couldn’t remember exactly when. Since food never went bad in a storage ring, they literally could have been in there for years. When the food was all more or less cooked, he made a pot of tea. When there was still no sign of the foxes, Sen checked his annoyance and went over to the galehouse. He opened the door and stuck his head in. Misty Peak was sullenly staring away from her grandfather, while Laughing River was standing a few feet away from her looking positively imperious.

“Hey,” said Sen, causing both foxes to shoot him glares, “you’ve been at this for hours. There’s food now. You can argue some more after you eat.”

Both glares softened a bit at those words. Sen didn’t wait to see if either of them would say anything, he just pulled his head out of the galehouse and closed the door. It took a few minutes, but the foxes did come out. They found seats and gave each other unhappy, sidelong looks while Sen dished up food. As the food accumulated on each plate, though, the foxes started looking at the food and him more than each other. He handed them each a plate. Laughing River had seen Sen cook before, although it was usually less extravagant. Misty Peak was giving him a look like she didn’t quite know how she was supposed to lodge this new information into her perception of him. He just smiled at her. Then, he poured them each a cup of tea. After he handed those out, he gave the foxes both a stern look.

“Someone, and I’m not asking who, but someone broke my favorite teapot while you two scuffled yesterday. I expect it to be replaced,” said Sen.

Laughing River gave Misty Peak a very distinct I told you so look. The fox woman sighed and nodded at Sen.

“I broke it. I’ll see to it that you get a replacement.”

“Good,” said Sen. “With that out of the way, it’s time to eat.”

The three barely exchanged a word as all of the food slowly vanished. It was Misty Peak who finally broke the silence with a question for Sen.

“Aren’t you going to ask how it’s going?”

“Nope,” said Sen.

“You aren’t curious?”

“I’m not interested,” said Sen, and then clarified. “Rather, let’s say that the less I know, the less likely I am to get dragged any further into fox politics. I don’t want random foxes thinking that I had anything to do with whatever you two finally decide about all of this.”

“You really think it’ll be that easy?” asked Laughing River.

“No,” said Sen, “but I can hope. I’ve already got mortal humans thinking I’m okay with interfering with their governments. There are zero benefits to me if the foxes start thinking the same thing. That’s a caravan’s worth of trouble that I don’t need or want. It might be inevitable, but I don’t have to help things along by actually weighing in on any of it.”

“It seems like you’ve given this a lot of thought,” observed Misty Peak.

“That’s probably because I have.”

“And if I asked for your opinion?” asked Laughing River.

“Don’t,” said Sen. “I’m happy to make food and give you somewhere to squabble in peace, but that’s as far as I’m willing to go. You’ve already made one of your problems into my problem, and I let you. I’ll be much less accommodating if you try to do it again.”

Misty Peak looked stunned that Sen had spoken to her grandfather that way, but the elder fox just gave Sen an approving nod. Then, Laughing River turned to Misty Peak.

“That is what you do when someone says something stupid to you like your grandfather helped to murder a bunch of foxes.”

Sen threw his hands into the air. “What did I just say?!”

The elder fox just howled in laughter.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
SLOWING DOWN
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The foxes disappeared inside the galehouse again after the meal was over, but it had a perfunctory look to it. Less of them resuming an argument and more of Laughing River preparing to tell Misty Peak how things were going to be. Sen wasn’t sure if that was a sign that the elder fox had convinced his granddaughter or if she was just going along to see how things played out. Even if she said she was convinced, it didn’t really mean anything until she packed up and left. Again, he was perfectly happy to steer clear of it. Sen supposed he should be mildly grateful that Laughing River had provided him a golden opportunity to unequivocally say that fox business wasn’t his concern. After all, Sen could tell Misty Peak that he wasn’t interested all day long and not have it be convincing. Telling the most potent nine-tail fox in the world to leave him out of it probably did a lot of convincing for Sen.

The only real problems in front of Sen at that moment were the fact that the inside of the galehouse wasn’t accessible and Li Yi Nuo’s fate was still nebulous. That woman has been a hassle from the minute she showed up, thought Sen. With full night on them, neither of those problems had ready solutions. Not that Sen hadn’t spent plenty of nights in the wilds, but he could usually go inside when he made a galehouse. Putting up a tent seemed redundant since Misty Peak and Laughing River would finish their conversation eventually. It was ultimately the lack of privacy that was eating at Sen. Not that a tent provided real privacy, but it did offer the illusion of privacy. With the amount of time it would take the foxes to wrap up their business an open question, Sen grimaced a little, extinguished the fires, and put up a tent.

Closing the flap of the tent and sprawling across some blankets was more of a relief than he’d expected. He wondered if he’d just been spending too much time with other people recently. Even at Fu Ruolan’s, he’d often spent long stretches of time alone. Since he left, he’d been in the company of others almost constantly. He didn’t mind the occasional interaction with a farmer or caravan because they could break up the monotony of travel. They also provided an opportunity to pick up some local news and rumors and maybe do a little trading for things Sen wanted. Yet, those interactions were also short-term by nature. An hour here, an evening there, and then back to familiar solitude. By closing that flap, he’d sent a signal that he did not want to be disturbed. He had shut out the rest of the world and all of its problems.

It would have been profoundly more convenient if he’d been able to do that in the galehouse, though. While he could find ways to do things like read in the tent, it often proved more trouble than it was worth. He was paying too much attention to the environment to focus on anything. He could do some alchemy but that would invite Misty Peak or Laughing River to bother him if and when they came out. When all else fails, thought Sen, cultivate. A sect elder would probably tell him that he’d been neglecting his cultivation recently. The reality was that he’d been very intentionally limiting his active cultivation. Passive cultivation met most of his needs if he wasn’t doing anything too spectacular or challenging. Active cultivation sped that process up a lot and brought him ever closer to forming another layer on his core. While there might be some immediate benefits to doing so, it would mean following a pattern of fast advancement toward which he’d grown increasingly wary.

He imagined that Li Yi Nuo or any other sect cultivator would probably spit blood if he ever voiced that out loud to them. Ridiculously fast advancement was the kind of miracle that most cultivators prayed would happen to them. Yet, the pitfalls of it were very real. While his foundation felt very solid to him and there had never been a hint of a problem like qi deviation, he wasn’t confident that he had the necessary experience to recognize cultivation problems if they happened to him. That stupid turtle had pushed him straight through a couple of advancement levels in body cultivation when they first met. Levels that most people spent years getting comfortable with. Sen had decided that letting that rate of advancement continue as it had been was ultimately going to leave him with dangerous knowledge gaps about his own cultivation. Gaps that could and, knowing his luck, would become deadly liabilities to him.

So, he had done what he could to slow down. He had stopped actively cultivating most of the time. It was the one place where he had real control. He couldn’t stop people from showing up to fight with him. He got the impression that the heavens were going to actively push him into ridiculously dangerous situations. He knew there was a relationship between learning about things like alchemy and cultivation advancements. Enlightenment was always a risk, but he couldn’t stop learning. Fixing the problem with his body cultivation had forced his hand on that front. Plus, Fu Ruolan wasn’t going to just let him take naps and cook food for the four years he had left with her. Even if he didn’t want to learn and advance too much, she was going to make him learn something. It’ll probably be really interesting, too, thought Sen. Because, of course, it will be.

Underpinning these concerns was his unverified but chillingly plausible theory that someone or something was manipulating his path through life with the goal of pushing him to ascend way before he was ready. He could even see the appeal for whoever or whatever it was. Sure, he’d arrive with a baseline level of power but a frankly terrifying lack of experience. Someone like Master Feng would prove almost impossible to manipulate. He’d spent thousands of years honing his will and solidifying his mind. Plus, he’d have all that accumulated wisdom to fall back on. He might be pushed into a corner by something more powerful, but he’d go into the corner recognizing it for what it was and with a plan to escape it at some point. Sen wouldn’t possess those advantages when he ascended. Worse, he suspected that he was going to need those advantages more desperately than most people who ascended. Manipulating him would be far easier simply because he’d be less prepared by experience to see it coming.

Slowing down was the only real defense he had against that outcome. While an extra decade or two might not be that much in the wider universe, it would be incredibly helpful to him. It would give him time to understand his own cultivation better and shore up those knowledge gaps. It would let him accumulate more direct experience in dealing with others. A little extra time couldn’t replace countless centuries, but for someone as young as he was, every minute mattered. I need to do everything I can to prepare for what I’m worried is waiting for me, he thought. Maybe it is a hollow concern, but I’d rather prepare and be wrong than get blindsided the moment I ascend. After all, isn’t that a big part of what cultivation is? Preparing for what might happen?

There was nothing specific that alerted Sen, but he had a moment of quiet dread. It was as though the heavens had been waiting for him to have those thoughts and wanted to remind him that he could deny fate all he wanted, but he was on the schedule the heavens decided, not the one he wanted. It also felt like a particularly obnoxious affirmation of his fears of what was to come when heavenly qi cascaded down onto him. Sen gave serious consideration to shunting some of that qi into empty beast cores as he had once before. That thought seemed to trigger an even more intense outpouring of heavenly qi that almost physically pushed him into the ground. He remembered a time when he had looked forward to these moments. Now, it felt like the universe used these moments as a way to make sure that Sen never, ever felt like he was the one making the real decision in his life.

There was a part of him that wanted to howl in frustration at that. On some level, he had thought that becoming a cultivator was a way for him to take a measure of control over his life. He supposed it was even true, as far as it went. The problem was it didn’t go nearly far enough for Sen’s tastes. Oh, he could make some decisions. He could decide about the clothes he wore and the food he ate. The heavens didn’t seem to care all that much about who he had as friends or who he took to bed. The big things, though, the “shape your life to be what you want” things were out of reach. It was the kind of situation that could make a man resentful. When he considered it, though, he wasn’t special in that regard. He was riding in the same boat as everyone else. The universe just seemed compelled to remind him about it a little more often. Sen took a deep breath, accepted the inevitable, and started the process of building another layer to his core.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
THE HEAVENS ARE DEFINITELY MOCKING ME
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He’d known that this moment would arrive at some point and prepared for it. Natural treasures and beast cores spilled from a storage ring and onto the ground. There were cores from lightning cranes, wind serpents, and some kind of strange shadow beast he’d never been able to identify. There were wood-, fire-, and earth-attributed natural treasures that he’d picked up on this trip through the wilds. He’d had similar, although dramatically less potent versions of the same cores and treasures before he’d ventured into the wilds. It just seemed foolish to pass up the opportunity to maximize the potential benefits of the new layer to his core.

There were lesser treasures and cores aligned to qi types he didn’t regularly cultivate, but that he’d still seen signs of lurking around the edges of his techniques. There was winter ivy for ice qi. He’d found himself relying on other techniques to make ice, but he’d sensed the ice qi inside of him. There was a core from a stormhawk. He’d been hovering around the edges of making storms of his own for ages. Each core and treasure corresponded to something he was already using other techniques to do or things that he thought were realistic evolutions of things he was doing. After getting those treasures out, he had to focus. While the process was familiar to him, he was theoretically introducing new elements. That could mean instabilities in the process he lacked the knowledge or experience to predict.

Mostly, though, he had to bend his mind and will toward drawing in all the different kinds of qi he needed to mix with that divine qi to form the new layer of the core. Plus, there was the compression required. He’d been warned that each successive layer would likely require more effort. As with alchemy, Sen didn’t try to actively control the process. He knew what he wanted and needed. He trusted his instincts to guide the details. Even as he focused on compressing the gathered qi, he felt other things happening. He felt the pool of liquid qi in his dantian drain away to be added to the layer. He felt himself dragging qi into his body and dantian from the cores and natural treasures. He felt the subtle manipulation of all those disparate types of qi being fused, melded, and woven together in ways he could never have accomplished with a conscious effort.

The new layer grew over the old and, yet, it also grew into the previous layer, as though the process had liquefied the old surface of his core to allow for a better, more stable layer to form after the process was completed. He got lost in the process, most of his mental energies devoted to compressing that qi down into something ever-denser and more compact. Not simply a layer, but a shield that would protect the nascent soul growing inside his core from the dire tribulation that awaited him at the transition between core formation and the nascent soul stage. A tribulation that killed a dreadfully large percentage of the people who attempted to break through between those stages. A very legitimate fear of annihilation had stopped many cultivators cold at the peak of core cultivation. Sen just wished that he had that option. He was more certain than ever that if he tried to just stop advancing, the world itself would turn on him and force the issue.

There was a momentary burst of relief as Sen felt the fresh and substantially thicker layer on his core solidify. That relief was immediately undercut by the heavenly qi that just kept pouring into him. For one terrifying second, he was completely at a loss. He’d formed his core. There was nothing left to do. He imagined drowning in that river of qi before determination rose up to displace the animal fear that was threatening to unmake him. The new layer might be complete, but it wasn’t as though he was nothing but a core. He seized control of some of that qi and used it to reinforce the spiral of divine qi that orbited his dantian. What had always looked relatively slender in his mind’s eye grew thicker and then thicker still.

If it had been an object in the physical world, what he did next might not have worked. Inside him as it was, he was able to exert the same kind of pressure on that helix as he had on his core. He compressed the qi of the spiral, making it denser and, he knew through some kind of intuition, more efficient. That helix of divine qi started to glow. With heavenly qi so abundant, he repeated the process and then repeated it again. The helix was so bright that it was almost difficult for him to look at it with his mind’s eye. Yet, he could also tell there was a problem. That spiral of divine qi was too potent. He could feel the pressure from it unraveling the other helix, that bizarre multicolored helix he’d never really come to understand. What he did understand was that those helixes worked in tandem now. The loss of one would be bad for him in some fundamental way.

He desperately started dumping cores and natural treasures out of his storage rings until he was almost the image of a greedy dragon lounging on his hoard. He siphoned off whatever kind of qi felt right, weaving them together and into the second helix, his conscious mind only nominally in control as something deeper, something more profound, a part of him that Sen rarely interacted with, directly took a hand in the process. It’s my soul, Sen realized. That revelation was so jarring that it very nearly disrupted everything. There was a lurching sensation inside of Sen as the helixes threatened some kind of terrible mutual destruction. He knew that if that happened, he wouldn’t survive it. Slowly, so slowly that Sen’s heart was racing in panic, the process stabilized again. He kept weaving more and more threads into that second helix until it reached a point where something needed to happen.

Taking a chance, Sen did with the second helix what he’d done with the first and compressed it. It took so much effort that beads of bloody sweat broke out on Sen’s forehead. At what felt like a glacial pace, the second spiral condensed and transformed. Rather than countless threads of individual qi, it was a single strand of that multicolored qi. Sen would have cried out in joy at his success if he hadn’t known that he’d have to keep doing that until the helixes balanced each other out. Meanwhile, that divine qi had just kept pouring into him. He took a brief moment to direct some of it into his core and his dantian. Then, he started cycling it out into his channels and letting it bleed into his body. He’d already done this once, so he doubted that he’d be doing himself any harm by giving his body a second dose. Once he got that process started, he could relegate it to the back of his mind. There was so much heavenly qi that the process would sustain itself with only the barest direction from him.

He returned to the second helix. He pushed away his mental exhaustion and the screaming agony from his body as the heavenly qi did something that was reforging his organs, bones, tissues, and even something in his blood. He really wanted to go and investigate that, but there simply wasn’t time. The helixes weren’t balanced, yet. They’d been stable enough to let him take that quick break to make sure he didn’t die, but that was it. He kept dragging in qi from the beast cores around him, the natural treasures, and the environment. He took a hint from making his core and wove a new layer on top of the multicolored spiral. That gave him a brief respite from exerting constant monumental pressure. A respite that vanished all too soon. He’d hoped that what he’d just done would be enough, but the densities weren’t right yet. He had to do another layer, and then another. Some part of him said there was something important about the variance, but he’d have to worry about that later. The helixes finally settled into a state of equilibrium.

He was certain, absolutely sure, that when he got that far, the heavenly qi would stop. It didn’t. Bone-deep fear started taking root inside of Sen. He’d done everything he could think to do. He couldn’t direct any more heavenly qi into his body. It was still trying to process what he was already feeding it. He’d added a layer to his core. He’d remade those odd helixes. There was nothing left, but the qi kept coming. He wildly scanned the cores around him and started filling any that were empty. Then he searched his storage rings for any others that were empty and filled those. It was barely enough to give him a moment of relief. Everything inside of him felt like it was being scorched by the sun. Every piece of his body, his dantian, and even his usually shadowy core were blazing with light. He didn’t understand. Why were the heavens doing this? If they meant him to die, there were easier ways than burning him up with heavenly qi. And they could burn him up that way.

Heavenly qi was a unique, powerful blessing, but it usually came in small doses. A fraction of what had been shoved inside of him was enough to trigger advancements and offer insights into the nature of existence. He felt like a fleshy sack that had been overstuffed and some negligent clerk was trying to cram more inside of him. If he was going to survive what was increasingly feeling like some kind of punishment or bizarre cultivator nightmare, he had to act. He needed to find something to do with all of that qi. It was anathema to everything cultivators believed, but he could expel it. Just dump it into the environment. He had no idea what that would do to the plants, animals, and spirit beasts in the area, but he was swiftly approaching the point of not caring at all about those kinds of things. Other cultivators would lose their minds at just discarding all of that qi, but other cultivators didn’t risk dying from a so-called blessing.

Resolved to do the unthinkable, Sen tried to push the divine qi out of his body. He’d barely even started before something from outside stopped him. It was an immutable force. A will the likes of which he’d never felt that simply decided that he would not discard this gift from the heavens. Sen had thought that the pain in his body earlier had been severe, but that was a sip of cool fruit juice compared to the incandescent torture he was going through now. He couldn’t tell if he was screaming or not. He thought he must be, but his mind had retreated from all of it in some act of sanity preservation. He struggled to find a solution, but anything he came up with simply wouldn’t use enough of the heavenly qi to matter. Meanwhile, he could sense his body starting to unravel. I’ve got seconds left before this really does just kill me, he thought with an odd level of calm.

Maybe the heavens had expected him to find a solution and he’d just failed. It wasn’t like people overcame every challenge the heavens sent their way. He had done everything he could think to do and come up short. Accepting that truth let him move past the fear and panic. He supposed he could stop worrying about some master manipulator from beyond the stars waiting for him after ascension. That was liberating, even if it did come mere moments from death. As Sen braced himself for the final moment, he felt something odd. Something inside of him, something he couldn’t see or access directly, shifted a little. There was a tremendous crack that reverberated inside his being, and it was like a gate had opened to somewhere. All of that excess divine qi started draining away from him. No, he thought, not away from me. It’s draining away from my body and my core. But where is it going?

He tried to follow the path of the qi to whatever hole had opened up inside of him, but he couldn’t. He wasn’t stopped like he had been when he tried to expel the qi. Nothing intervened to prevent him from doing it. He just didn’t have the mental strength left to do it. He’d taxed his mind to its limits and then taxed it some more. Now, the price was due. He was conscious. He was aware. That was as far as it went. He had to satisfy himself with the reality that the qi was going somewhere and that somewhere wasn’t causing him pain. He could feel questions or things that might become questions later swirling around somewhere below his conscious mind. There was, as usual, too much happening that he didn’t understand. But as all that qi was dragged away to somewhere else, all he could really think about was that he wasn’t going to die.

A breath Sen hadn’t realized he was holding exploded from his lips as the crushing pressure of heavenly qi finally relented. The last of the heavenly qi was pulled away to its mysterious new home. Wherever that was. Sen’s head lolled to one side and he lifted a trembling hand to wipe away the wetness on his face. He blinked at the sight of his hand and then shook it off. He’d deal with that later. He wiped his face and wasn’t surprised to see the hand came away bloody. This hadn’t been an easy advancement. Some of the physical misery he was still in leaked through to his conscious mind and Sen groaned.

“The heavens are definitely mocking me.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
COLD COMFORT
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Everything inside of Sen wanted him to—no, it was begging him to—sleep. The kind of overpowering exhaustion that came from having your mind, body, and cultivation taxed to their limits wasn’t new to Sen, but it simply wasn’t something that a person could ever learn to shrug off. It went too deep, and nothing could cure it but sleep. Unfortunately, Sen also knew that a tribulation could be headed his way at that very second. He really didn’t want lightning burning a hole through his tent. It’d let the rain in, thought Sen. He knew that worrying about his tent when a possibly lethal tribulation might strike at any second was absurd on a level that bordered on the insane. Yet, the thought persisted and forced Sen to action. Fighting his body the entire way, Sen crawled out of his tent.

He was surprised in a disturbingly distant way to discover that it was night. He wasn’t sure if it was the same night or a different night and couldn’t muster the energy to care. Sen tried to stand, got as far as his knees, and simply couldn’t rise any farther. His body either refused to stand or was incapable of it. Sen supposed that there wasn’t much practical difference between those options, but it felt like an important distinction. His eyes kept threatening to close without so much as a courtesy check-in with his mind even as he tried to scan the skies. For all that he’d just gained, and he knew that he had gained a lot, Sen felt horribly vulnerable. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to do anything more than simply take the hits and hope for the best if a tribulation descended at that moment. That cheery line of thought was interrupted by the near-hysterical voice of Laughing River.

“What in every single last hell was that?” demanded the elder fox.

Sen managed to look over the fox, half lifted a hand to either wave the fox off or possibly just to wave. Parsing his own intentions through the haze of exhaustion was next to impossible. His vision was getting blurry around the edges as sleep threatened to claim him regardless of his will in the matter. Misty Peak’s eyes were open as wide as they could go and remained locked on Sen. He did his best to sum up what had just happened in the fewest possible words that would allow the other two to make sense of it. When he realized that no version of that explanation existed that only took one syllable, he just grunted something wholly inarticulate at them. He turned his eyes skyward again, hoping against hope that this would be one of those times the heavens opted not to send a tribulation.

“Did he always look like that?” asked a perplexed Misty Peak.

“No, he most certainly did not always look like that. Sen, what—” Laughing River started to say.

It was the last thing Sen heard before the final flickering vestiges of willpower in him winked out. His eyes rolled up into his head, and he felt himself slump forward. He was unconscious before he reached the ground. When consciousness returned, it came back like a bolt of lightning. One second, there was blissful nothingness. The next second, he was wide awake and trying to stand. Except, nothing looked the same. That moment of confusion caused him to topple off the bed he was trying to stand on and drop onto the hard stone floor of the galehouse. The fall didn’t hurt him physically. It just made him glad there was no one else around to witness his supreme lack of grace. Grunting in annoyance, he stood up and, after a moment of thought, sat down on the bed. He needed to take a moment and get his bearings.

“Okay,” he muttered. “No tribulation, I guess.”

Sen’s confidence that a tribulation would have killed him was nearing absolute certainty. He didn’t want to speculate too much about why he’d gotten to skip the tribulation this time, but it was hard not to wonder. Maybe the heavens were giving me a break since they were the ones who pushed it so far, he mused. He hesitated to give the heavens that much credit, but it seemed like the only real explanation. Sen certainly hadn’t been angling for a breakthrough. Quite the opposite. He’d had it pushed onto him. A not-so-subtle sign that his slow down approach wasn’t getting any kind of approval from the heavens or at least a few figures in the heavens. Part of him wanted to believe that massive outpourings of heavenly qi weren’t the kind of thing that the heavens could do all that often. He wanted to believe it, but he didn’t. While that had felt like an obscene amount of heavenly qi to him, it probably wasn’t anything to a god or the heavens in general.

It would be like him pouring qi down onto a qi-gathering cultivator. Amounts of qi that he took for granted would seem overwhelming to someone at that level of advancement, and he expected the gulf between him and ascended beings was a lot bigger than the one between him and qi-gathering cultivators. In short, if the heavens wanted to do something like that to him every day, they probably could. He suspected the only reason they didn’t was that the constant strain on his body, mind, and cultivation would likely kill him instead of make him advance faster. Now that’s a cold comfort, thought Sen. I only get these long breaks between massive, terrifying infusions of heavenly qi because it’s not a self-serving behavior for whoever does this. He chased those thoughts around in a circle for a while before shaking them off. He only had suspicions at present. Annoying, logical suspicions, perhaps, but no actual proof. He couldn’t ignore them, but he realized that letting those suspicions rule his life would likely lead to madness.

Instead, Sen turned his mind toward something else that had happened during that bizarre, unwanted advancement. Something he might actually be able to understand. When he’d been sure that qi was going to kill him, something had changed. A door, or gate, or some kind of channel he’d never felt before had opened and let the qi drain away. It had gone somewhere but somewhere that was still connected to him. He was sure of that much. Sen looked inside himself, trying to find the exact place where that gate was located. He searched his memory and tried to match that with what he could feel and see. He found the spot, but it just looked like more of him. There was nothing special there. He pressed his mind against that spot and tried to press open whatever had opened there before. He ramped up the pressure until he was certain he was going to give himself a nosebleed. He bore down on that spot with his spiritual sense and tried to glean any kind of insight.

There was something there, but it was out of his reach. It felt like it was trapped behind a barrier that was gossamer thin but entirely opaque and harder than steel. When his head was pounding at the strain of it, he released the pressure he was applying. No wonder it took all of that qi to open that channel, thought Sen. I can barely sense it. He toyed with a few possibilities but concluded that there was really only one place where all that qi could have gone. Somewhere connected to him but almost inaccessible? His soul was the only real option. He supposed it also made sense that the soul was protected from meddling even by the soul’s owner. Not that it was wholly inviolable. Sen knew that much from personal experience. After all, he had a technique that could seemingly affect the soul. Although, he wasn’t sure that technique would work the same way if he didn’t use divine qi. It would probably still do something, and something terrible, but maybe not something that persisted for so long and resisted all attempts to change it.

Of course, Sen wasn’t sure what a sudden influx of heavenly qi would do to a soul. He had to assume that it would be helpful but helpfulness was often a matter of degrees. The right amount of medicine would help, while the wrong amount could kill. How much divine qi could a soul absorb without harm? The dumb turtle had said his soul was already under strain. Would that fresh qi heal that strain or add to it? He didn’t know. Worse, he didn’t think he knew anyone who would know. Cultivators dealt in bodies and cores, not the ineffable, transcendent presence that was the immortal soul. While he hadn’t discussed it in depth with Master Feng, the elder cultivator had expressed his own belief that the nascent soul was something different from the immortal soul. Something layered over the immortal soul, rather than a replacement. Master Feng had also admitted that it was only his own belief and that no cultivator he’d ever met was sure about the relationship.

It left a disturbing amount of ground for uncertainty in Sen’s opinion, as well as reinforcing his own belief that cultivators didn’t simply ascend into godhood. If nothing else, he thought that gods should understand souls as a basic requirement for that role in the universe. He supposed that there was the possibility that ascension unlocked that kind of knowledge, but he doubted it. He’d had to learn everything he knew about cultivation. Even the things he did on instinct only happened after he started learning about something. No, it seemed far more likely that the path to true godhood was a lot longer than most cultivators wanted to believe. Sighing, Sen realized that he was thinking about increasingly tangential things simply to avoid looking at something he didn’t want to think about.

Glaring a little, he lifted a hand and turned it back and forth. I guess I wasn’t imagining that part, he thought. While he imagined that mortal eyes would just see a faint glow about him, Sen’s eyes could see what was really happening. There were thousands of tiny points of concentrated divine qi covering his skin. That was problematic for several reasons, but the biggest reason was that Sen didn’t know what it meant for him. If he was just going to glow a little bit, that would be wildly inconvenient but manageable. His luck never seemed to run that way, though. It seemed far more likely that those points of concentrated qi were meant to do something. And if I had the nonexistent manual for the Six-Fold Body Transformation, Sen thought with more than a little annoyance, it would probably be in there. Deciding that glowing was too much to bear, he tried to consciously suppress the glow. Much to Sen’s surprise, it worked. Those points of condensed divine qi seemed to sink deeper into his skin.

“Well, at least one thing went right today,” he said.

As soon as the words passed his lips, those points reappeared on his skin.

“Oh, come on!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
NOT THAT SPECIAL
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After feeling disgruntled for a minute or two, Sen realized that suppressing the glow wasn’t really any different from his passive cultivation. It was just one more thing he needed to do and then push into the background of his thoughts. With yet another core advancement and, maybe not an advancement, but a change to his body cultivation, he discovered that wasn’t a real effort. Every advancement seemed to make his mind more efficient even as it made his core more powerful. With that reminder, he finally looked at his core. It was larger than it had been but otherwise looked unchanged. He could feel the qi inside the core, more potent than ever. However, it was the state of his dantian that drew most of his attention. This advancement seemed to do naturally what he’d done artificially all those years ago and expanded his dantian. That was welcome news, as it meant that he’d be unlikely to run dry of qi in any but the most extreme circumstances.

What he wasn’t sure about was what was filling his dantian. That strange double helix formation had sped up the process of refining liquid qi, but its transformation had come with a transformation to the qi it made. The liquid qi it had always made was now substantially thicker than it had been. It was still liquid, but it radiated a strength it never had before. Sen sighed. He’d been closing in on the end of adapting to his body’s new strength and speed and now this. The added potency his techniques would get from this new, denser, stronger qi would be welcome if things went wrong getting into or out of the ruins, but it also meant he’d be a danger to any ally that was too close by. While the horde had seemed largely disinterested in relatively minor techniques being thrown around in the forest near them, he wasn’t as confident that they’d ignore him testing his limits. It might also attract more traditional spirit beasts that he’d rather not fight. If he had to fight, he’d have to learn about his new strength as he went, which was the least ideal way of doing it.

“At least I’m going into those ruins alone. No allies to accidentally injure while I do that,” said Sen as he changed into fresh robes.

When he stepped out of the room where he’d been sleeping, he found Laughing River waiting for him. A quick glance around showed that they were alone in the common area of the galehouse.

“She’s not here,” said the fox. “I sent her back to feed and water that sect girl.”

“Li Yi Nuo is a person, not a houseplant,” said Sen.

Laughing River waggled a hand in the air to indicate that he wasn’t convinced about that comment.

Sen rolled his eyes. “You need to lay off that poor woman. She isn’t a terrible cultivator. She’s not even a terrible person. She’s just normal and inexperienced as cultivators go. You’re too used to dealing with nascent soul cultivators and freaks like me. She’s going to end up with a heart demon if you belittle her like that to her face.”

Laughing River went very still. “I hadn’t considered that. Alright, I’ll try to be a little nicer to her if we ever see her again.”

“Didn’t you settle things with your granddaughter? Couldn’t you just tell her to give Li Yi Nuo back to us?”

“I did settle things with her, but I don’t want the sect girl back. Sun Linglu knows that. You’ll have to work out that trade for yourself.”

Sen frowned at the name, Sun Linglu, before he remembered that was what Misty Peak made most people call her.

“Great, like I didn’t have enough things to do right now.”

“Speaking of doing things,” said Laughing River, “would you care to enlighten me as to what in the name of Glorious Moon happened to you?”

“Glorious Moon?” asked Sen.

“Ugh! You humans and your terrible education. She was my great, great, great, great,” Laughing River started counting on his fingers and then shook his head, “bunch more greats grandmother. She was supposed to be the first nine-tail fox. Forged herself an empire that lasted for three thousand years. There was love, betrayal, tragedy, a vow of eternal vengeance. All the usual stuff. Now talk!”

“I had an advancement. Added a layer to my core. Not that special.”

“Ox shit! I’ve seen thousands of advancements in my very long life, Sen. Exactly none of them looked even remotely like that.”

Sen offered a sheepish half-shrug. “The heavens might have been sending me a little message.”

Laughing River leveled a flat look at Sen. “You don’t say?”

“Don’t look at me like that. It’s not like they sent a letter along explaining what they were doing or why. I’m making educated guesses here. And I really did advance, for the record.”

“Oh, I know you did. It’s just so common for someone to jump from the middle stage of core formation clear to the end of late stage core formation. Happens all the time. Just how thick was that layer you formed?”

“I, um,” Sen hesitated. “I honestly don’t know how to answer that question. It was thick-er than the other ones I’ve made.”

“I should fucking well think so!” Laughing River shouted.

“Why are you so angry at me?!” Sen shouted back. “I didn’t plan it.”

Laughing River, who was visibly shaking, made a very obvious effort to get himself under control. The fox paced around the room for the better part of two minutes. He turned to say something to Sen a few times, only to change his mind and continue pacing. Sen decided not to waste the opportunity. He started brewing tea and searching his storage ring for something to eat that didn’t require preparation. There was still a stone table, but it was too big for his current needs. Sen waved a hand and some earth qi reshaped the table into something smaller. Laughing River and Sen both stared at the spot where the new table sat. Sen had gotten faster at reshaping the stone elements of the galehouses with time, advancement, and practice. This time, the process took a mere second or two. Well, I guess that’s useful, thought Sen. One test successfully completed. He put the tea and fruit onto the table before summoning two chairs. He dropped into one of the chairs. Laughing River stared at the other chair briefly before he sat down in it.

“I apologize,” said Laughing River. “I shouldn’t have been barking at you like some kind of crazed dog.”

Sen frowned. “Are foxes some kind of dog?”

Laughing River looked like he wanted to say something cutting, but he resisted that impulse.

“Foxes are distantly related to dogs. We’re a little closer to wolves, but even that isn’t a close relationship. The distance only gets bigger when you’re dealing with a nine-tail fox. I’m probably more closely related to you than to a dog or wolf.”

“Huh. I never knew any of that.”

“I guess that is the intended purpose of a question. To learn something. Seriously, though, you should never ask another fox that question.”

“Why?”

“You’ll probably end up in a fight for your life. It’s a cultural thing. It’d be a bit like me asking if you’re some kind of monkey.”

“Okay, I can see how that might not go over so well,” said Sen before he thought of something. “Am I some kind of monkey?”

“You really want to ask me, a fox, a question like that?”

Sen thought it over and realized that it had probably taken most of the fox’s restraint not to start mocking him immediately.

“I’m thinking that the right answer here is no.”

“As long as you’re aware. The answer to your question is that you’re related, distantly. How do you not know this?”

“How would I know it?” asked Sen.

Laughing River just looked at Sen for a second. “Oh, right, wrong world. Damn it. I need to get you up to speed on some things. But not right this second. Right now, we’re talking about you.”

“Apparently,” said Sen. “So, now that you’re a bit calmer, can you tell me why you’re so upset?”

“Because that isn’t how advancements happen,” said the fox. “That isn’t how heavenly qi shows up, either. People strive for advancement. They work at it. They chase it. They don’t have it shoved down their throats like medicine that tastes bad. As for divine qi, the barest sliver of what you got would have been enough to propel most people into an advancement. I don’t even know how you survived that, let alone what you did with all that qi. It should have burned you up like a piece of tinder.”

Sen almost told the fox about where all that extra divine qi went, but he stopped himself. He liked Laughing River well enough. The fox might even have some insights to give him. However, that felt like a secret that he shouldn’t share with anyone that he didn’t have absolute faith and trust in. Without understanding exactly what happened and what it meant, revealing that information might put him in danger without Sen even realizing it. No, better to hold that back until he had a chance to talk with Master Feng, Auntie Caihong, or Uncle Kho. If nothing else, they could advise him about whether to share that information with anyone else. Well, he’d tell Falling Leaf about it because she was Falling Leaf. He wasn’t going to hide something like that from her. Sen could tell that Laughing River was studying him.

“You’re not going to tell me,” said the fox.

“No.”

“Because you don’t trust me.”

“That’s not the only reason, but it’s one of them. I trust that you probably won’t kill me in my sleep, but giving you insights into the deepest parts of my cultivation. Come on? Who would tell you about that? I notice you haven’t volunteered any information about what you do or how you do it.”

The fox looked like he wanted to protest, but then he snorted and gave Sen a familiar grin. “Yeah, I suppose that’s fair. I see that the glowing thing was temporary.”

“Yeah, I wish,” said Sen.

He relaxed his control over the concentrated points of divine qi, and they immediately rose to the surface of his skin. The fox looked startled for a moment before he peered at Sen with curious eyes.

“You know what that is?” asked the fox.

“I know what it is. I’m hazier on what it does and why it’s there at all.”

“I’m not sure how much insight I can give you about the why. I assume it’s related to your body cultivation, but anything beyond that is pure guessing. I have seen things that look like this a few times before. Qi that’s embedded that way. There hasn’t been much rhyme or reason to what they do, though. Sometimes, it’s defensive. Sometimes it’s involved in an offensive technique. Sometimes, I never saw it do anything.”

“So, I’m just going to have to figure it out the hard way.”

“Probably,” admitted the fox. “Since it’s you, though, I imagine it’s part of an offensive technique.”

“Why?” asked Sen.

“You’re almost obnoxiously resilient. You don’t particularly need more defensive measures. So, I’m betting it’s something to help you fight.”

“That sounds depressingly plausible,” said Sen.

The two sat lost in their own thoughts for a time. Sen roused himself enough to warm the tea with his qi and lift the cup to his lips. He took a sip. Just as he was swallowing, the fox struck.

“So, have you seduced my granddaughter, yet?”

Sen choked on the tea.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
I DON’T GLOWER
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After he finished coughing and wheezing, Sen threw the fox a death glare.

“Why would you even ask me that?”

The fox arched an eyebrow at Sen. “My amusement.”

Sen opened his mouth to say something with acid in it, paused, and then nodded. “Yeah, I guess that was a stupid question. Still, what if I had seduced her?”

The fox shrugged. “You probably would have choked a bit more? I’d say congratulations? I’m not really sure what you’re getting at.”

At an utter loss, Sen stood up and said, “I have a formation to finish.”

He got most of the way to the door before it opened and Misty Peak stalked in looking annoyed. Sen paused long enough to nod at her before he slipped past her and out the door.

“You’re leaving?” she asked to the empty air.

“Yep,” Sen shouted back over his shoulder.

“Wait! I have questions.”

“Nope,” said Sen. “We did that part already. It’s formation-building time now.”

Sen heard the fox woman grumble something to her grandfather and then the telltale sound of very light footsteps racing to catch up to him. The fox woman came alongside him and leveled a hard look his way. Sen ignored it. He’d already been through one round of questions and wasn’t feeling especially filled with joy at the prospect of another.

“If you keep glaring like that, your illusion’s face will get stuck that way,” observed Sen.

“I’m not glaring,” said Misty Peak.

“Fine. Glowering.”

“I am a fox. I don’t glower. I give penetrating looks,” she said while glowering at him a little harder.

“Uh-huh,” said Sen.

“You’re doing that whole be aggravating so I’ll leave thing again, aren’t you?”

“Is it working?”

“No,” declared Misty Peak.

“Then, I definitely wasn’t doing that.”

“Very amusing.”

“See,” said Sen, pointing at her. “Look at me being all funny and not aggravating.”

The pair fell into an awkward silence for a little while. Sen waited until they got to a particularly rough patch of terrain.

“Your grandfather thinks I should seduce you,” said Sen in an offhand manner.

“Wha—” Misty Peak started to say before she tripped over a root and fell.

“Watch your step there,” said Sen without breaking stride. “Lots of exposed roots around here.”

Sen heard a bit of Misty Peak cursing under her breath as she got to her feet and dashed after him. She tried to push him while she thought he wasn’t paying attention. Sen sidestepped and the fox woman very nearly went down again. He turned to look as she caught herself on a root that was so thick it stuck out of the ground nearly as high as the woman’s waist. He lifted an eyebrow.

“I thought you foxes were supposed to be all sensual grace,” said Sen while shaking his head in feigned disappointment. “Oh, your ancestors must be weeping blood in their shame.”

Misty Peak’s mouth dropped open and her eyes went wide with fury. Then, to add insult to injury, Sen stuck out his tongue at her and took off at a run.

“Don’t you run away from me, you bastard!” she all but screamed at Sen.

Way to announce our location to everything in the forest, thought Sen. He almost immediately took his run up into the trees. With daylight as his ally, he was able to venture far higher than he’d dared when she’d been chasing him before their fight. Plus, it was a good way to get a feel for what his advancement meant in practical terms. That test very nearly got him killed when his qinggong technique shot him almost a hundred feet farther than he meant to go and at speeds that would have meant serious injury if he’d hit anything. He managed to slow himself down and bounce off another tree. For a few minutes, all Sen did was move in straight lines and try to figure out how to control his speed better. I guess a flying sword or just flying on a qi platform is firmly in the you can do this as much as you want area now, thought Sen. Between his already extremely efficient management of the technique and the staggering boost in power the augmented qi in his dantian gave him, the drain was almost negligible. Sen made a mental note to thank Master Feng for teaching him that particular qinggong technique the next time they saw each other.

Smirking a little to himself, he slowed down enough that Misty Peak gained a bit of ground on him. It looked like she was working harder than he was to stay up in the trees, so the only thing to do was mess with her a little. He stopped on a thick limb and ate a piece of fruit while he watched her close the distance. When she looked like she was about two leaps away, he took off like a shot and hid. He spent the next five minutes keeping her just in sight before he slipped away and circled back. He ghosted along behind her until she finally drew to a stop on a limb. He had to bite his tongue to keep from laughing at the thoroughly frustrated look on her face. He formed a qi platform and floated over toward her until he was less than five feet away.

“What are you looking at?” Sen asked.

Misty Peak whirled around, gasped, and fell off the branch. Well, hells, thought Sen. I didn’t want that to happen. He figured that she could probably catch herself but didn’t want to run the risk that she couldn’t. The idea of trying to explain to Laughing River that he’d accidentally gotten the elder fox’s granddaughter killed did not strike Sen as a great way to improve his chances of a long life. He anchored his feet to the qi platform and then flipped the whole thing upside down. He bent his legs at the knees and launched himself after her. A few quick applications of wind qi let Sen redirect his body so he’d get close enough to grab her or let her grab him. It only took him a second or two to realize he was moving way too fast. Another fast use of wind qi slowed him down enough that he wouldn’t yank her arm out of the socket. He extended a hand toward her, and when he got close enough, her hand clamped down on his. Sen pulled her over to him, where she promptly locked her arms and legs around him.

While the idea of the ground rushing toward him at speed would have induced terror at one point, now it was just one more hassle to deal with. He used wind qi one last time to turn them so they were falling feet first and made the widest qi platform he could. The platform caught the air and they slowed down so fast that Sen briefly worried Misty Peak might lose her grip. By the time they reached ground level again, they were floating as gently as a piece of dandelion fluff. After a second or two, he frowned as the fox woman remained wrapped around him.

“You can get down now,” he said.

“After all that effort you put into saving me,” she said, pulling back enough that Sen could see the wicked gleam in her eye. “I mean, you were such a big, strong, manly hero. Aren’t you going to ravish me now?”

Sen’s eyes narrowed. “You fell on purpose.”

“And you dove right after me. My heart is just all aquiver. Or is it my loins? I get those mixed up sometimes.”

“Oh, get off me.”

Misty Peak got a sad look in her eyes. “Don’t you want your hero’s kiss?”

“I’m going to let you fall next time.”

She gave Sen a huge smile and shook her head. “I don’t think you will. Your secret is out. You’re one of those loyal, heroic types. I could just eat you right up.”

“That would probably sound more appealing if you weren’t a fox who might actually eat me if you got hungry enough.”

Misty Peak made a disgruntled noise. “There you go, ruining the mood with petty facts.”

Sen blinked at that. “Wait. Seriously?”

The fox woman threw back her head and laughed at that. “I’ll never tell.”

“Well, do you think that you could never tell from the ground? I’m not furniture, you know.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. I expect you’d make a delightful bed. But, fine, I’ll get down. After you pay the fee.”

“What fee?” asked Sen, narrowing his eyes at the woman.

The fox woman grinned at him and pointed at her lips. “You owe me a kiss, you dastardly man.”

“For what?”

“Making me fall off that tree, of course. Or the wicked things you said about my ancestors. Or making me run through this awful place. You decide which.”

“Oh, for the gods’ sake,” muttered Sen.

“Don’t bring them into it. Now, pay up.”

Sen thought about arguing, but he had the feeling that the fox woman would enjoy that just as much as extracting a kiss from him. And he had actual work to do. He took the path of least resistance and just kissed her. She made a happy little noise and untangled herself from him.

“Now,” said Misty Peak, “about my questions.”

Sen just looked at her for a moment, before he snorted and started walking toward where he’d left off with the formation. She trotted after him and, when he didn’t even try to engage her in conversation, she elbowed him.

“Does that ever work?” asked Sen.

“Sometimes.”

“Really?”

“No. Why won’t you let me ask you about your advancement?”

“How about because it’s personal.”

“That’s a terrible reason,” complained Misty Peak.

“Why is that a terrible reason?”

“Because it’s very inconvenient for me. Plus, keeping secrets after you kissed me like that. Very unchivalrous.”

“You made me kiss you,” objected Sen.

“Made you? Please. From what I hear, nobody makes you do anything, even when it’s the sanest course of action. Besides, why get all hung up on trivial details.”

“Somehow I doubt you’d call them trivial details if I made you kiss me.”

Misty Peak came to a stop, turned to Sen, and tilted her head back.

“I’m ready. You can make me kiss you now.”

Sen reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I need to meet new people.”

“I am new people.”

“I need to meet new, new people.”

“Well, talk like that is no way to get a kiss. Why are we out here anyway?”

“I’m out here to work on that formation,” said Sen. “I’m not sure why you’re out here, other than to pester me with questions I don’t plan on answering.”

“Oh, that sounds boring. We should do something else.”

“Like what?” asked Sen, throwing the fox woman an exasperated look.

“I don’t know. Fight that thing, maybe,” said Misty Peak, pointing ahead of them.

Sen closed his eyes and muttered, “I really, really need to meet new people.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
SOMETHING NEW
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Sen opened his eyes and turned to look at the thing that Misty Peak was pointing at a little more urgently. He’d sensed it a while back and, perhaps foolishly, assumed that it would get out of his way. After all, he’d left thousands of that thing’s kin dead on the slopes of Mt. Solace. Standing in their way was an enormous spider. It was probably the largest spider Sen had ever seen with great hairy legs that were longer than his entire body. He regarded the spider with a neutral expression. It was likely it was there to kill them, but possible that it wasn’t. He resisted the urge to attack it on sight. He wanted to attack it, but that was all about an old grudge against regular spiders from his days as a starving mortal. Picking a fight that hadn’t picked him was something that he was less inclined to do under these circumstances.

“Aren’t we going to do something about that thing?” asked Misty Peak.

“We’ll see,” said Sen. “You might have noticed that it hasn’t attacked us yet, either.”

“Neither has that horde. It doesn’t mean it isn’t going to happen eventually.”

Sen inclined his head in acknowledgment of the point, but he took a step toward the spider. It didn’t step back, but its great bulk seemed to lean back and it crouched lower to the ground. Sen nodded to himself.

“You know who I am?” he asked.

There was a quiet surge of qi and the great spider morphed into a form that was eerily similar to that of the queen he’d encountered on Mt. Solace. Dark chitin served as skin for the vaguely female form, while eyes like pools of reflective darkness stared at him. Even for Sen, that stare was unsettling.

“I know,” said the queen.

Not sure what else to do, Sen fell back on basics. “What do you want?”

“Why are you here?” demanded the queen.

Sen considered throwing that question right back at her but reconsidered. He’d assumed that she was being contrary by answering a question with a question. Of course, that applied human expectations onto something that was very obviously and disturbingly not human. If years with Falling Leaf and a few days that felt like years with the foxes had taught him anything, it was that pasting human expectations onto interactions with spirit beasts was a short path to misunderstandings. He had asked what she wanted. Maybe what she wanted was simply to know why he was in this forest. Sen decided to go with that until he knew otherwise. He gestured in the direction of the ruins.

“I intend to go into those ruins.”

The queen continued to stare at him with those creepy, unblinking black orbs she had for eyes. Misty Peak’s hand latched onto his arm and squeezed hard. She’d finally noticed what he’d been keeping his spiritual sense on. There were spiders everywhere around them. It was a disturbing echo of his last experience with them, except he didn’t have a convenient bunch of formations set up to help him. Of course, that had also been several advancements ago. He was pretty sure that he could accomplish the same thing here without those formations if it came down to it.

Sen glanced over to the fox woman who looked more than a little unnerved. Not that he could blame her. This was the kind of thing to give someone nightmares. He returned his gaze to the queen.

“If you don’t want them harmed,” said Sen, “I suggest you tell your children not to come any closer. Your intentions are questionable at best. I’m likely to assume the worst and act accordingly.”

There was an angry susurrus of insect noises from all around them. Individually, he supposed they wouldn’t have amounted to much other than to be a little startling. Coming from so many of the spiders, it was almost a sound attack in and of itself. Worse, it was a noise that seemed to bypass reason entirely and lance right into the most primitive parts of Sen’s mind. The part that either wanted to fight or flee. The hand that Misty Peak had wrapped around his arm bore down painfully hard in what seemed like a reflexive response to that noise. The queen took a step forward.

“Our intentions,” she said, the anger boiling up through her otherwise unreadable and alien face. “You’re the one who murdered us by the thousands!”

“Not by choice. I was pursued by another one of you queens. She hurled her children at me like one who was insane. I defended myself,” said Sen and his voice dropped into a deadly calm, “and I will do so again if you make me.”

Sen had been so focused on the queen and all of the spiders around them that his extremely new practice of keeping the divine qi in his skin suppressed fell away. He only realized he was emitting a dull glow of heavenly qi when the queen let out a startled cry and took several hasty steps backward. He even heard a startled gasp from Misty Peak. He looked at the fox woman and smirked.

“What?” he asked, pretending he’d planned to do it. “Aren’t heroic types supposed to be blessed by the heavens?”

Her eyes narrowed. “We’re going to talk about this.”

“Probably not,” said Sen, turning his attention back to the queen and entirely ignoring the death glare that the fox gave him.

“What is this?” demanded the spider queen.

“Take it as a warning if you like.”

The silence that fell after that comment was more profound than Sen found entirely appropriate. He wondered if this was another one of those times when he was missing something because he didn’t understand the nuances of some spirit beast’s culture. After all, he could fit everything he knew about the spirit beast spiders into a very, very small glass. Had he just issued what amounted to a declaration of war? Provided them with a way out? Initiated a courtship? He couldn’t guess. As the silence stretched out, Sen became increasingly worried that violence was about to ensue. The exact kind of extremely visible violence that could well attract the attention of the horde. Sen thought that he could clear a path for him and Misty Peak to escape the spiders if nothing else, but he couldn’t do it quietly. It would be big and loud because the spiders took a lot of killing. He needed to figure out something else.

“Why did you even seek me out?” Sen asked the spider queen.

“When a predator invades your territory, you don’t simply ignore it.”

Sen considered that before he said, “Perhaps, but it’s not like I came looking for you. To my knowledge, I haven’t killed any of you here.”

“And how are we to know that you won’t when you finish with whatever brought you to this place?”

“You can’t know it for sure. On the other hand, I’m not really interested in you or your kind. The only thing I’m interested in right now is in those ruins. Once I have it, I’ll leave. You can accept that, or you can attack me.”

“So, we are to take you at your word?”

“That’s up to you. One thing you can know for sure is that if you do attack me here and now, I will kill many of your children,” said Sen, and then using a trick of air qi, he made his voice resonate like he was making pronouncements from the heavens. “They will die by lightning. They will die by fire. They will die by the blade. And I will become interested in you.”

With each of those dire statements, the spider queen flinched. Then, because Sen didn’t want to start a war immediately, he toned it all down and decided to try something very new for him. He’d negotiate.

“But neither of us wants that. So, I suggest a compromise. I assume you know where I’ve been staying?”

“We do,” said the spider queen in a voice that wasn’t quite steady.

“I will restrict my movements. Save when coming and going from that place, I will not venture more than a mile in any direction from the edge of that cleared area around the ruins. If you place watchers, I will not interfere with them. In return, I expect that they will not interfere with me or my purpose. When I am done in this place, I will leave in that direction,” said Sen, pointing toward the location of the distant road. “If I do otherwise, you’ll know my word isn’t to be trusted, and you should act accordingly.”

Another protracted silence ensued while the spider queen studied him. He got the feeling that she didn’t quite believe him, but that she desperately wanted to believe him. Maybe this one is saner than that other one I dealt with, thought Sen. He waited her out. He was certain that nothing he added would have a meaningful impact on her decision. She was either going to take the chance that he was telling the truth to avoid the fight, or she was going to order all of those spiders to attack them. Sen was surprised to discover that waiting for her to decide caused him far more anxiety than actually having it all descend into chaos and violence ever would have caused. He thought about that while the spider queen pondered her decision. It’s probably because I’ve got more experience with fighting, Sen realized.

“Very well, human. We will wait. We will watch. We will see what the word of Judgment’s Gale is worth.”

The almost anguished words fell out of his mouth before Sen could stop them. “Really? Even you call me that?”

Misty Peak drove an elbow into Sen’s ribs so hard that it actually hurt.

“Shut up,” she hissed before turning to the queen. “Honored matriarch, we are humbled by your forbearance.”

The queen finally turned her eyes to Misty Peak and made a noise that Sen might have thought was a snort.

“Foxes,” said the spider queen. “You always did know honeyed words.”

There was another gentle surge of qi and the queen transformed back into her massive spider form. Sen observed with his spiritual sense as the queen and her countless children withdrew into the depths of the forest, save for a handful that Sen assumed were left to keep a watch on him. Satisfied that the spiders were holding up their end of the bargain, he turned his attention back to the task at hand. He started to walk only to have Misty Peak seize his arm and spin him around. She was staring at him like he was a madman.

“Are you a madman?” she demanded. “You don’t try to cut deals with the spider matriarchs.”

Sen frowned. “Well, apparently, I do.”

Confronted with that fact, the fox woman seemed at a loss and changed the subject. “I wonder how she knew I was fox?”

“It’s probably that fog of untrustworthiness around you.”


CHAPTER FORTY
FOX MATTERS
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“This is boring,” complained Misty Peak for the fifth time.

Sen ignored her while he finished adjusting the formation flag’s position. The work would have gone much faster if he hadn’t had her tagging along and doing her level best to get him to do anything except finish the formation. Content that the flag was in the best place he could manage with someone constantly breaking his concentration, he stood and gave the fox woman a hard look.

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think that you were trying to make sure I don’t finish this or that it won’t work properly. Almost like you’re still trying to make sure your grandfather doesn’t actually get that relic he wants.”

Misty Peak rolled her eyes. “It’s not like he’s dying immediately. Another day or two won’t make a difference.”

“Maybe not to him, and maybe not to you, but I have places that I need to go after this. Places where I’m already overdue.”

“I’m sure that they’ll understand.”

“Maybe,” said Sen.

He thought about Falling Leaf and Fu Ruolan. It was all too easy to imagine how unimpressed both would be with his explanation about why it took him so much longer to get back than anticipated. While Falling Leaf might just give him the cold shoulder for a year or two, he cringed to imagine what kind of punishments Fu Ruolan might dream up for him.

“You know, on second thought,” said Sen, “that’s probably not true. At all. Besides, if you’re this bored, go bother your grandfather. Or go fetch Li Yi Nuo and bring her back.”

“I don’t actually like him very much.”

“Your grandfather? Why not? He’s personable enough.”

“To you, maybe. It’s different if you’re a fox.”

“How so?” asked Sen.

“Well, he treats you like a person. No, that’s not quite it. He treats you like a peer, which is just the most unfair thing ever. Because you aren’t even close to being on his level.”

Sen shrugged. “True, but it’s not like I have any control over how he treats me.”

“I know,” said Misty Peak. “It doesn’t make it any less frustrating. He treats me like a child, and I let him. Which I hate.”

“Why do you let him if you hate it so much?”

“This is what I’m trying to explain. I can hate him in my heart. I can even try to kill him. But outside of that, if he lays down the law and I’m not ready to challenge his position, I have to accept it. It’s part of my nature. And since I’m now completely sure I can’t take him in a fight, and not at all sure the stories I heard about him were true, I’m not going to challenge him.”

“Oh,” said Sen, “that sounds wildly inconvenient.”

“It is. As for the sect girl, I don’t want to spend any more time with her than necessary.”

“That sounds like an argument for giving her back.”

“You haven’t made an acceptable offer for her,” said the fox in an absurdly exaggerated haughty tone.

“Not true,” said Sen in an equally exaggerated reasonable tone. “I offered you those fine loose pebbles. Pebbles that could only be sourced from beyond the bounds of human civilization. Pebbles that could only be acquired at great personal risk. That offer stands.”

“I feel like someone might have told you that you were funny sometime in the past. You shouldn’t have believed them.”

“I’m hilariously funny but that’s not the point. What is it that you want?” asked Sen. “Make a reasonable proposal, and I’ll consider it.”

“Fifty gold tael,” said the fox.

“If that’s what you want, ransom her back to her sect. They might let you extort them that way. I certainly won’t.”

“Oh fine. You’re no fun,” she said before falling into a thoughtful silence. “Take me with you into the ruins.”

That gave Sen pause. He had been under the impression that foxes couldn’t enter the ruins at all. Hadn’t that been the reason Laughing River had recruited him in the first place? Of course, he’d gotten that information from the elder fox. That made it more than a little suspect. The fact that Laughing River hadn’t gone in to get the treasure himself, however, did lend the idea a certain patina of believability. It minimally suggested that there was something blocking the fox from getting at what he wanted. Even if there were some kind of trick that would let Misty Peak get in, though, why would she want to? There were undoubtedly treasures of some kind in the ruins that she’d want, but the risks were absurd for both trying to get in and get back out. It would likely be easier and less risky to get treasures and relics from somewhere else. Which meant that there was either something specific in the ruins that she wanted or something that she wanted to make sure that Sen didn’t find. Like a spatial treasure, he thought.

“Why?” he asked.

“What’s with that suspicious look?”

“It’s because of all of the suspicion I’m feeling right now. I wear my heart on my sleeve.”

“If only,” muttered Misty Peak.

Sen didn’t respond to the obvious attempt to get him off-topic.

“It’s an ancient ruin that hasn’t been disturbed for probably thousands of years. There are bound to be all kinds of powerful, valuable, and unique things in there that a girl might want.”

“There’s also a treasure that your grandfather needs to save his life. One that you’d be ideally positioned to steal or keep me from getting if you were on hand. If it were to accidentally fall into your storage ring, that would certainly rectify that power imbalance between you two, now wouldn’t it? I mean, he’d probably do just about anything you asked to get his hands on it.”

Misty Peak got very serious in a hurry. “You may be right about that. Here’s the thing. I’m not that suicidal. He might play at being the kindly old man with you, but play is all it is. He can turn ruthless as fast as any other old monster. You don’t survive long enough to become an old monster without that capacity. Just look at you.”

“What about me?”

“I’m smart enough to know that not all of those stories about you are true, but most of them have something in common.”

“What’s that?”

“When you take a position, you are uncompromising to a level that most would consider madness. That makes you ruthless in the pursuit of your goals at times. Now, how ruthless do you think you could become if you’d had a few thousand years to hone those tendencies?”

Sen didn’t particularly like the comparison or the implications, but he couldn’t really deny them either. “Pretty damned ruthless, I would imagine.”

“Exactly. If I tried to hold that treasure hostage, the value of my life would drop to nothing, immediately. The best outcome in that situation is that he hunts me down and does unspeakable things to me until I hand it over.”

“Weren’t you worried he’d do that if you interfered with me?”

Misty Peak sighed. “That’s different.”

“How is that different?”

“I think you’d need to be a fox to understand.”

“Try me,” said Sen.

“All right. If I could manipulate you, trick you, or simply kill you, then I’d have only outmaneuvered a human cultivator. Since you are kind of famous, I’d have come out of it looking good. In the end, though, I’d have only indirectly inconvenienced my grandfather. It wouldn’t be seen as a direct challenge to his power or authority because I interfered with you, not him. He might have even been a tiny bit impressed, even if he was annoyed. If I take the treasure and try to use it to force his hand in some way, that is a direct challenge. And he would crush me.”

Sen tried to sort out the implications of what he’d just heard, while also trying to decide if he believed any of it. He sort of understood what she was getting at about indirect influence, but it also sounded like a lot of ridiculous hair-splitting to him. That made it a challenge for him to believe. The problem was that he lacked the background with the foxes to know if it actually was ridiculous, or if it just sounded ridiculous to him because he was a human. Given that the stakes were someone’s life, Sen decided that it simply wasn’t his decision to make. Plus, there was the potential problem of actually getting her into the city.

“I’m not going to pretend that what you just said makes sense to me, and I’m not sure it particularly matters. Laughing River told me that there are protections in place to keep foxes out of those ruins.”

The fox woman jerked a little at that as if it was new information. “He really said that?”

“He did. What? Did you think he recruited me for this on a lark?”

“Honestly, yes. You owed him a favor, I assume. So, why not send the human folk hero in to do the job instead of doing it yourself?”

Sen frowned. He hadn’t considered that possibility. He was starting to wonder if he wasn’t being paranoid enough about this entire venture. On the other hand, he didn’t think that old fox was lying to him about that part of it, either. If it were his life on the line, Sen wouldn’t trust the task to someone else unless he had absolutely no other choice.

“I suppose it’s possible,” Sen admitted, “but also not relevant for your purposes. So, here’s what we’re going to do. And by we, I mean you, Misty Peak. If you can talk your grandfather into letting you go, I’ll take you along. Getting into the ruins is on you, though. I don’t have the knowledge or the means to get you past whatever protections are keeping your grandfather out.”

“He’ll never agree to that,” objected the fox woman.

“I guess you’ll just need to be extra charming, instead of your usual level of charming.”

“I’m not sure anyone is that charming. Wait, what do you mean by my usual level of charming? Are you saying I’m charming?” she asked while grinning at him.

Ignoring her question, Sen continued. “Assuming you can talk him into it, and that you can actually get into the ruins, your safety is your responsibility. I don’t know what we’ll find inside, which means I can’t make any promises about either of us getting back out.”

“So, you’d just callously abandon me if we get into trouble?”

Sen stroked his chin a few times before he said, “Don’t be silly. I’m not a monster. It won’t be callous.”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
QUIET AFTERNOON
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Sen was deeply relieved when Misty Peak, after throwing a few more verbal jabs at him, departed to go try to convince her grandfather to let her join Sen in the ruins. For his part, Sen thought it was a fool’s errand but a very useful fool’s errand. It served double duty by getting the fox woman out of his hair for a while and firmly placing the decision into Laughing River’s hands. Sen thought there was about no chance in the world that the elder fox would let Misty Peak go along. If Sen had his doubts about the woman’s intentions, the vastly more experienced Laughing River surely had deeper and more nuanced doubts. It seemed quite unlikely that the old man would put his own survival at risk, not even if it might be amusing for him to see what would happen. Sen hesitated at that thought, though. I don’t really understand how their society works, he mused. I may be misreading what the old fox will do.

Realizing that the damage was already done if he had misjudged, Sen turned his mind back to building the formation. The work did go much faster without the fox woman there constantly interrupting him. Unfortunately, she’d slowed him down enough that he’d never be able to finish before darkness fell. It would take at least one more day to finish building the formation and do some basic tests. He knew he couldn’t fully activate it or even the horde with its seemingly unswerving fixation on the ruins would notice. Sen absolutely didn’t want them to notice until he was ready for them to notice. Of course, even without Misty Peak there to distract him, there was still the distraction of the ever-present spider watchers.

They weren’t actively impeding his progress. They were actually keeping to what he might almost describe as a polite distance. Close enough that they could observe what he was doing, but much too far away to launch an attack he wouldn’t see coming. They were, regardless, still beacons in his spiritual sense. He wasn’t sure if they stood out because he was looking for them, or if their focused attention on him forged a latent connection between them. They served as a constant low-level source of distraction. It didn’t slow him down that much, but Sen was starting to feel like the world was actively working against him ever finishing these formations. The knowledge that he wouldn’t finish before dark did mean that he felt fine taking a break in the middle of the afternoon to eat. He wasn’t hungry, but it took a lot of concentration to make formations. A quick meal would give him a mental break and let him appreciate the primal beauty of the forest around him.

Or, he thought that was what would happen. He’d barely had time to start when something moving fast on the outer edges of his spiritual sense caught his attention. He realized it was some kind of spirit beast bird and almost dismissed the thing from his thoughts. Of all the spirit beasts in the area, birds probably had the least to fear from the horde below. They were simply too fast and usually too far above to get caught accidentally. Unless one blindly flew into the horde, they were likely safe. It took another moment before Sen’s cultivation-enhanced mind was able to project the bird’s path. Sen groaned. It was headed straight for one of the spiders because of course it was. His initial instinct was simply to let nature play out the way it should. He could hardly be blamed if a spirit beast bird consumed a big, creepy, sapient spider.

However, the spider queen may not see it that way. Her precious children wouldn’t be out in the woods, relatively exposed, if he wasn’t there. At the very least, they wouldn’t be spending most of their attention on him. They’d be watching their surroundings more carefully. Plus, the way that the horde had scared off most of the major spirit beasts in the area may have given the spiders a false sense of security while watching him. Still, he could just let it play out. The other spiders would report that he hadn’t done the killing. He’d been sitting there, minding his own business and eating, while the mean sky predator swooped in and killed the queen’s darling little monstrosity. She’d never know any better. But he would know better. While their agreement to not interfere with each other didn’t include providing any active protection, he supposed it might earn him a little goodwill from the queen if he intervened. Any additional goodwill he could earn would probably prove a good thing given how on-the-fence she’d been about him. So much for my quiet afternoon, he thought.

Leaving his food behind, Sen activated his qinggong technique and shot toward the spider that was perched up in a tree. Sen was fast on the ground, but he realized that the bird was faster. It would reach that spider before he did if he didn’t change tactics. Remembering his initial attempts to master his qinggong technique, he started launching himself up into the trees. He did some fast mental projections and, when he thought he had it right and had a clear path, he gathered his qi and blasted off of the trunk of a tree. Now that he was closing on the spider’s position at breakneck speeds, he got a look at the bird. It was a fire eagle. Of course, the spider was so fixated on him that it wasn’t looking at the real threat. Sen summoned the heavens chasing spear from his storage ring. He couldn’t tell exactly how strong the fire eagle was, but better to not take chances with a lesser spear.

He let the spear trail along the side of his body so it wouldn’t interfere with his flight. Sen almost cycled for water qi and then changed his mind, opting for ice qi instead. His affinity for ice qi wasn’t quite as strong as his water qi affinity, but it was the better weapon against the fire-aspected bird. He pushed the ice qi into the spearhead and formed an ice blade that trailed out behind him at nearly five feet long. It was heavy enough to slow Sen’s flight a little. He doubted that he could have even lifted it as a foundation formation cultivator, let alone swung it, but that was then. Sen could see the spider crouching against the tree trunk, oblivious to the bird, and ready to strike out at what it perceived as the real threat. Him. There was nothing he could do about that except hope that the spider wouldn’t do something that Sen couldn’t compensate for. This is going to be close, thought Sen even as the trees rushed by in a blur. By his estimation, he was going to have about half a second to intervene.

The eagle was so fixated on the spider that it didn’t notice Sen until the last moment. Even as Sen reached around to grasp the haft with his other hand and flared wind qi to swing him from a horizontal flight through the air to an upright position, the eagle spread its wings wide. With a heave that threatened to dislocate even his reinforced shoulders, Sen brought the spear and its massive ice blade into a simple, brutal upward sweep. The bird altered its course slightly but that wasn’t enough to save it. With a hissing shriek, the ice blade carved most of the way through the eagle’s body. Then, something happened that Sen hadn’t accounted for. The ice blade exploded. He didn’t have the time to erect any real defenses, and his momentum carried him straight into the explosion of ice shards and the still-burning corpse of the eagle. The ice sliced through robes and skin, where it didn’t punch straight into him. Meanwhile, the corpse of the eagle burned him with the uncontrolled burst of flames that accompanied its death.

Sen and the bird slammed into one of the massive trunks of the ancient trees. Unlike so many other trees that Sen had crashed into over the years, this tree trunk did not break. Colliding with the eagle had slowed him down a lot but not enough. Sen was stunned by the impact as vision disappeared into strobing white and red and there was nothing but a dull whine in his ears. It was the pain of being burned that jarred him out of it. It took a precious second to realize he was still tangled up with the bird and another to realize that they were tumbling toward the ground like a drunken comet. Sen didn’t need to look to know that there were massive roots waiting down there to snap even his cultivation-hardened bones like so many twigs. Ignoring how much it hurt, Sen pressed his hands against the inferno-hot body of the eagle and shoved with all his might. The two separated in the air. One problem down, thought Sen.

Several possibilities flickered through Sen’s mind about how to stop himself, but he was still tumbling. Worse, he didn’t know how long he had until the unforgiving earth below was going to bring his fall to a jarring stop. He decided to take inspiration from the spiders. He cycled hard for air, wrapped himself up in the qi, and then sent arm-thick tendrils of it out in every direction. They wrapped around everything they came in contact with and Sen jerked to a hard stop, briefly. Several of the tendrils had seemingly wrapped around less-than-sturdy anchors. Those things ripped free and sent his body swinging. Before he could latch onto anything else, he slammed into another trunk. It was only sheer determination on his part that kept the air qi strands latched onto whatever they were latched onto.

Sen just let himself hang there and be happy that he hadn’t been crushed to paste on the ground. He finally opened his eyes and had to hold back a shout as he realized that he’d missed crashing into some of the massive roots by mere inches. The way he’d swung earlier, if he’d been any lower, those roots would have shattered his legs. Sen released the air tendrils and dropped to the nearest root. Everything hurt. He paused for a moment, summoned a healing elixir, and drank it before he walked over to what was left of the fire eagle. Even though it was dead, the corpse was still hot enough that it was threatening to set the entire area on fire. That was the last thing Sen needed with the way he was feeling. Grumbling under his breath, he went to work with water and ice. He contained the outer edges of the flames and worked his way slowly back toward the body.

He didn’t make the same mistake a second time and avoided using ice on the bird’s remains. Instead, he cooled it slowly with judicious applications of water. Not too much water, though, as he had no wish to add steam burns to his already extensive set of cuts, puncture wounds, burns, and bruises. When the eagle was finally cool enough that Sen didn’t think it was going to set anything else on fire, he squelched over to it through the mess of hot, muddy earth around it. He regarded it for a moment and then gave it a hard kick. Always make sure, he thought. When the bird didn’t stir, he opened the beast up and retrieved the core. It was still blisteringly hot, so he just let it drop into the muddy soup around the bird until it stopped hissing and steaming. Only then did he put it into a storage ring. For good measure, he put the bird into a storage ring as well. It’s probably good to eat, he thought.

With the fire eagle sufficiently dealt with, Sen decided he was too injured and tired to do anything more with the formation. He turned to start the walk back toward the galehouse and came up short. There were half a dozen of the big spiders standing there, just watching him. If he’d been less tired and in a little less pain, he might have even felt some apprehension. Instead, he just gave them a nod and started walking again. The spiders fell in around him, and it took Sen a while to realize that the creepy things were escorting him back to the galehouse. He decided that was fine with him. It wasn’t like he’d be revealing information. They knew where he was staying already. When he got back to the galehouse, most of the spiders disappeared back into the forest. One, maybe the one he’d saved, Sen couldn’t tell for sure, settled down near the galehouse and turned its gaze out toward the forest. Sen stared at it while his mind churned.

“Nope,” muttered Sen. “That’s a tomorrow problem.”

He pushed open the door and walked in on Misty Peak giving Laughing River a pleading look. They both turned to look at him and their eyes went wide.

“Charbroiled,” said Laughing River. “I’m not sure that’s the right look for you, boy.”

“Ha,” said Sen in a flat voice.

He walked over to his room, went in, and shut the door behind him. Sighing, he opened the door again and shouted into the common area.

“There’s a big spider outside. Don’t kill it.”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
GLIMMER OF NIGHT
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Confusion. He felt confusion. Even as he sat outside the strange stone cave and kept vigil, he didn’t know what to think or how to feel. The day had been too strange, too uncertain, and he had carried that uncertainty in his heart. The matriarch had tasked him to watch the Cluster Slayer, the god of wrath who had killed and killed and killed their distant cousins. He was greatly honored to be singled out by the mother and given a task directly. Doubly honored, truly, to have been given a name all those years ago, and then given a task from the mother’s lips. Honored or not, though, he had felt fear. So much fear. The weight of that monster’s power was a terrible, terrible thing. And he could feel the dread beast’s gaze on him, always on him, even when the creature was turned away. It made Glimmer of Night want to flee back to the nest, back to the mother, back to safety.

As the awful sun had slowly crossed the sky, though, his fear had dwindled. It seemed the Cluster Slayer had other things on its inscrutable mind this day. It toiled at the ground, planting the strange flags the way he had heard that the human farmers planted things. Was the Cluster Slayer trying to grow larger flags? Glimmer of Night didn’t know and wouldn’t have dared to ask, even if he could utter the human speech like the mother did. Just when he had concluded that the Cluster Slayer wasn’t going to do anything evil, it happened. The beast had started racing toward him at speeds he couldn’t believe. Nothing moved that fast. Then it had leapt into the trees and simply disappeared. Glimmer of Night had been sure he was about to die. Brought low by the monster who had killed so many others. He’d been so frightened that he hadn’t even sensed the mighty fire eagle until its claws were almost to his carapace. Those claws that could slice through the armor of all but the mightiest of his kind. The mother could face the fell beasts of the sky, and a handful of others, but not him. It would take another century and countless beast cores before he could rise to those heights.

With the bird descending and the Cluster Slayer vanished to only the mother knew where, he had been frozen in shock and horror, certain that his time on the earth was over. He thought of the sweet streams beneath the earth. He pictured the cool and gentle moon in the night sky, a tender shepherd for his kind. He thought of the mother. Would she be disappointed in him? Would she forget his name? He hoped that she wouldn’t. Even as he could feel the heat from the fire eagle begin to scorch his legs and dry his eyes, the Cluster Slayer appeared from nowhere. He swung a great club of ice and all but carved the great bird in two. There was a terrible shattering noise, and the bird was carried away from Glimmer of Night by the appalling strength of the other monster.

He had watched with trembling awe as the monster he had feared hurled the great bird to the earth below like it was nothing at all. Then, like he had been doing it all his life, the Cluster Slayer had cast a web of qi and swung himself to safety. Glimmer of Night had remained frozen in place as the human beast had snuffed out the fire before it could spread to the rest of the forest and, in an act of contempt that drove ice into his heart, the human had kicked the fire eagle. It was only then that the others had found him, asked him questions he could not answer, and observed with awe like his own the sight of the felled bird. They had hurried down to the ground then, none of them entirely sure what to do other than keep watch as they had been bidden. The Cluster Slayer had opened the bird and cast the impossibly valuable core into the muddy water.

All of his instincts told him to attack the human and retrieve the core, that it could fuel his ascent, but fear and good sense held him back. Any being who could bring down one of the fire eagles was not to be molested. They were to be revered, feared, and honored. Glimmer of Night had been struck with awe again as the human revealed that he possessed a storage treasure by putting the entire fire eagle into one. Such wealth the creature possesses, thought Glimmer of Night. When the human had turned and let his gaze fall on them, it was a fight not to flee before those eyes. Eyes that were colder than the deepest winter nights. Eyes that felt like they could cut with a glance. He was sure the human would attack them in a killing frenzy, unsatisfied with the great bird. Instead, the human had simply nodded at them and walked back to its strange cave.

Glimmer of Night had volunteered to stay and keep a watch so that the Cluster Slayer would remain undisturbed. It was in no one’s interest for a power like that to be left in a poor temper. Far, far better that it should rest and return to its flag farming, however mad that might seem to a young spider. As the hours had passed, though, he couldn’t help but wonder why the human beast had protected him. He couldn’t even be sure that it had acted to protect him at all. Perhaps, it had simply wished to kill the fire eagle. The humans valued cores as well or so the mother had instructed them. Of course, it could have let the eagle kill him and struck while the bird was distracted. That would have been easier. It’s what most predators would have done. Did it protect me? If it did, why? He supposed that the stories of the Cluster Slayer might have been exaggerated in the telling. It wasn’t in the nature of the spiders to exaggerate, but perhaps things were different among their distant cousins. He was certain that the mother had not lied to them. The mother never lied to them about anything.

The confusion bubbled inside of him, making him feel as though he had eaten something dangerous. It reminded Glimmer of Night of the time he had eaten an air squirrel. That qi had not agreed with him at all, and it had taken an elder’s intervention to save his life in the end. That was a debt he had yet to repay, and he worried that now he owed a debt to that dread beast of a human. He wasn’t sure he could live down a debt to the Cluster Slayer, but the human had clearly saved his life. Perhaps it wouldn’t mean what he feared it meant. The human was a monster. He couldn’t be forced to repay a debt to a monster, could he? The mother wouldn’t insist on that, would she?

As he wrestled with those thoughts, he felt the shift of stone against stone as someone exited the artificial cave. He knew there were others in the cave, ones that might harm him, so he prepared to flee into the forest if necessary. Yet, to his mixed relief and dread, it was the Cluster Slayer who appeared. The monster tipped its head to one side and spoke to him.

“You didn’t eat today, did you? No, of course, you didn’t. Too busy watching me, I imagine. Well, I can’t have you starving to death out here. You eat meat, right?”

The monster stared at him expectantly. Glimmer of Night was too dumbfounded to do anything. The monster was asking him about what he ate? What kind of monster did that? Then, the Cluster Slayer shook his head.

“Right, you probably can’t answer. Well, you are a spider. I suppose you eat meat. Here, how about this?”

The monster gestured and a whole spirit boar appeared. Glimmer of Night could sense the core inside of it like a living heart. The monster gave him another questioning look and spoke again.

“If that’s alright, could you poke it with one of your legs or something?”

Feeling numb, Glimmer of Night tentatively reached out a leg and poked the boar. That seemed to make the monster happy because it showed him its teeth. Strange, thought Glimmer of Night. I thought its teeth would be sharp.

“Great,” said the Cluster Slayer. “I’ll leave you to it. Enjoy your meal.”

With that, the walking nightmare waved a hand at Glimmer of Night and disappeared back into the human cave. The spider stared down at the boar and felt it again. Confusion.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
I BELIEVE IN YOU
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“Why is that monster just sitting around out there?” demanded Misty Peak.

Sen steadfastly refused to engage in anything like conversation or banter with either her or Laughing River until he’d had at least one cup of tea. The fight with the fire eagle had been brief but not without consequence. Healing taxed even cultivator bodies, and Sen had taken a lot more damage than he thought bringing that bird down. No single injury had been particularly dangerous, but he’d accumulated a lot of them in that handful of seconds. Cuts, burns, bruises, and even puncture wounds from his own technique exploding in his face. He revised that thought. It had exploded inside the bird. His face had just been very close and growing closer when it happened to do that. Sen pushed the thought aside. He had won. That’s what mattered.

He’d even managed to save the big spider. He saw that as a mixed blessing since it had followed him home and taken up residence outside. Sen was almost certain that the one that had stayed outside the galehouse was the one he’d saved. He hadn’t gotten the best look at it as he hurtled past the dreadful thing on his way to crashing into the fire eagle, but what other reason would it have to stay? Sen found himself pondering the nature of spiders. Do they feel gratitude? He suspected that the spider queen might, but he was far less certain about how independent or independently minded the members of her brood were. Sen dropped that thought into a mental pile of things for later and focused on enjoying his tea. A task made more difficult by the increasingly annoyed look that the fox woman was giving him. He put down his tea with a disgruntled noise and turned to regard Misty Peak.

“Do I look like a spider to you?” he asked.

The fox woman’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “No. Why?”

“Then why do you think I would have an answer to that question? It’s not like I could ask it. The thing followed me back here and took up station out there.”

“It just randomly followed you back here?” asked Laughing River, raising an eyebrow.

“It may not have been entirely random,” admitted Sen. “I might have saved it from a fire eagle.”

The two foxes both gave him blank stares for an uncomfortably long moment. He picked up his tea and took a sip in the temporary silence. Misty Peak recovered her equilibrium or at least her ability to speak first.

“I don’t know which question to start with,” she said, shaking her head back and forth like all of the questions inside her head were causing her physical pain. “Why did you save it?”

“Seems like you figured out where to start,” murmured Sen. “I thought it might win me a bit of goodwill with the spider queen.”

“That’s it?” demanded Misty Peak.

“What were you expecting?” asked Sen. “I made the decision in under a second. It’s not like I had the time to put a lot of thought into it. What difference does it make? Did the spider do something to you?”

“Well, no. But it watched me with its disgusting spider eyes.”

Sen thought about that and then shrugged. “They were already watching us. You can put up with it for another day or two.”

Laughing River perked up at those words. “You’re that close to finishing?”

Sen gave Misty Peak a pointed look. “I would have been done yesterday if someone hadn’t been working so hard to distract me.”

The fox woman gave Sen a hurt look. “Maybe you shouldn’t be so easy to distract.”

“Admittedly, it wasn’t all her fault. The fire eagle didn’t help. But, yeah, I should be done with it today. I’ll test it as much as I can, but there just isn’t a way to know for sure that it’ll work without activating it completely. Tomorrow, I’ll either get into the ruins, or we’re all going to have a very hard day.”

“That’s excellent news,” said Laughing River, getting up from his chair and pacing around.

Sen glanced between the elder fox and Misty Peak.

“What about her?” Sen asked. “Is she tagging along?”

Laughing River gave Misty Peak a considering look before he turned that gaze on Sen. “What do you think?”

“I think that you’re a fully grown fox who can make his own decisions. I believe in you,” said Sen before he added. “If she does come along, though, the outcome is entirely on you. I won’t be responsible for it if she steals the relic or does some other very fox-like thing in there.”

“You could at least pretend that you trust me a little bit,” complained Misty Peak.

“Oh, I just figured that you’ve probably been lying enough for both of us. We didn’t need my amateur efforts in the mix, as well,” offered Sen.

The fox woman glared at him. “You have an uncanny ability to insult and compliment at the same time.”

“Do I?” asked Sen with feigned innocence. “I have no idea what you mean.”

“I’m sure you don’t,” said Misty Peak. “Well, Grandfather? Are you going to let me go along?”

The old fox looked at his granddaughter with a completely neutral expression before a gleam appeared in his eyes that made Sen a little nervous. Laughing River gave Misty Peak a big, toothy, predatory grin that raised Sen’s hackles. He didn’t want the old fox to ever smile at him that way. The color drained from Misty Peak’s face as she beheld that grin.

“Of course,” said Laughing River. “After all, what kind of grandfather would I be if I didn’t give you enough rope?”

The two foxes locked gazes until Sen interrupted the incredibly awkward staring contest.

“It doesn’t happen often,” observed Sen, “but I am occasionally relieved that I don’t have any family.”

“Nephew,” said Laughing River as he directed an aghast look at Sen, “what a terrible thing to say to your uncle.”

Sen refilled his cup and raised it in salute to the two foxes. “I’m going to go drink my tea with the spider. I have a feeling that it might actually be better company right now.”

Suiting actions to words, Sen took his tea and went outside. He found the spider where he’d left it. The boar he’d given the thing was nowhere in sight. Sen hoped the spider had eaten it and not just dragged it off somewhere to rot, afraid that Sen had poisoned it. The spider shifted slightly to keep him in sight as Sen approached and then sat down on the ground next to it. He wondered what the spider was thinking at that moment. He knew some spirit beasts could communicate mind to mind, but the spider hadn’t shown any signs that it could do such things. Then again, Sen wasn’t sure he would want the spider’s mind to touch his. It seemed all too likely that the spider’s thinking would be utterly alien.

“I’m not sure how much of what I say that you understand,” said Sen, “but I think you get the gist of it. So, here’s what’s going to happen today. I’m going to go out into the forest again and finish making that formation. I should be able to finish it this morning. This afternoon, I’ll make sure that it’s working correctly. Tomorrow, I’ll make my run at the ruins. After that, I shouldn’t be your problem for a while. If I make it back out, I expect we’ll leave here as fast as possible.”

Sen sipped at his tea while he tried to think if there was anything else he thought the spider, and by extension the spider queen, needed to know. He supposed he was running a risk by even telling them as much as he had. Then again, not telling them that much might prove even more of a risk. He thought of one last thing that he could tell them. He went back and forth on it. If he didn’t tell them, it might provoke a bad reaction. If he did tell them, it might provoke a different bad reaction. No matter which way he looked at it, it could be either a benefit or a problem to reveal or conceal the matter. In the end, Sen decided that he was the one at the most risk, so he’d go with his instincts about it. He’d been inclined to be straightforward with the spider queen, so he’d stick with that.

“You should inform your queen that the formations I’m building will cast fire,” said Sen.

The spider hunched at that information, as though it feared Sen would conjure fire then and there. He lifted a hand to try to calm the huge thing before it did something rash.

Sen quickly continued. “If the formation works as intended, the only things that will suffer will be the horde by the ruins. I’ll ask the others to make sure that fire doesn’t spread into the rest of the forest.”

Sen studied the spider intently, trying to gauge its level of understanding. The thing was simply too unfamiliar to him. He had no doubt that it was giving off a dozen signs that another spider would understand immediately, but he lacked the knowledge to even venture a guess.

“If you understand, just give me some sign,” said Sen.

The spider sat there with its inscrutable eyes on him for an interminable moment. Then, very slowly, the spider lifted one of its big legs and extended it toward him. Even though the spider wasn’t moving aggressively at all, Sen had to exert an enormous amount of self-control not to flinch away as that leg approached him. The leg gently bumped against his chest, and then quickly withdrew, as though the spider was as afraid of what Sen might do as he had been of what it might do. Even so, Sen had to down the rest of his tea to wash away the dryness in his throat.

“Good,” he said and rose. “I’ll be leaving shortly.”

He went back inside and the foxes abruptly stopped talking. Sen sighed. That probably meant that they’d been talking about him. He considered whether it was worth digging into, and almost immediately recognized that his life wouldn’t be improved by that course of action. Instead, he looked straight at Misty Peak.

“You got your way. Shouldn’t you be off retrieving someone for me?”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
I CAN’T SEE YOUR LEGS
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Sen stuck around just long enough for Misty Peak to return with Li Yi Nuo. The woman from the sect was bound at the wrists with something that looked like ordinary rope, but Sen assumed was something wholly different. Li Yi Nuo was no body cultivator like him, but she was a relatively advanced core cultivator. Basic rope shouldn’t be enough to hold her. He also lifted an eyebrow at the gag that was firmly fixed in the woman’s mouth. He thought about saying something but decided to just let it go. Otherwise, he’d end up in some long, convoluted argument with the fox woman that would just end with Sen unsure if there had been a winner. He was going to finish that formation today and didn’t plan to let anyone get in the way of it.

Sen had to suppress a laugh when he saw how wide Li Yi Nuo’s eyes went when she saw that she’d been brought back to the galehouse. Misty Peak half-pulled, half-led the woman over to Sen. She gave him an expectant look. He gave her a quizzical look. She gave him an exasperated look. Not sure what he should do next, he just crossed his eyes and let his mouth hang open a little.

“Aren’t you going to thank me?” she asked.

“For returning the hostage you said you’d give back only if Laughing River agreed to let you tag along with me? No. That’s not something you get thanked for.”

“You didn’t have to paint it in the worst possible light. You’re so grumpy today.”

Sen almost objected, but he realized he was sort of grumpy. He changed the subject after he saw Li Yi Nuo shaking her bound wrists at him. He glanced over at Misty Peak.

“Aren’t you going to untie her?” he asked.

“Good gods, no. If I do that, she’ll take out the gag. Then, she’ll start talking again. None of us wants that.”

Li Yi Nuo shot the fox woman a murderous glare, and Sen thought that leaving her tied up might actually be safer for everyone. Still, it just wasn’t practical in the long run. He gestured at the rope. Misty Peak gave him the most dubious of dubious looks, but she complied. Sen was certain he felt a tingle of something at the very edges of his spiritual sense. I wasn’t imagining it, he thought with triumph. While it was subtle enough that he’d likely never spot it if he was under stress or in battle, he could sense the magic the fox was using a little bit. He’d have to be mindful about that in the future. As fascinating as that confirmation was, he didn’t have time to savor it after Misty Peak untied Li Yi Nuo’s hands. Sen felt the qi spike around the sect woman, and she ripped the gag off. The rope was a qi-suppressing treasure, Sen realized. Li Yi Nuo whirled toward Misty Peak.

“You abominable woman. How dare you tie and gag me like some kind of common beast. I am—” she started.

Sen knew that he did not have the patience for the next thing the woman was about to say.

“So help me, Li Yi Nuo, if you utter one word about honor or your sect, I will put that gag back in myself,” said Sen.

Misty Peak shot Li Yi Nuo a triumphant look that Sen didn’t quite understand.

The sect woman turned toward him with utter shock on her face. “But she⁠—”

“Did she hurt you?” asked Sen.

“What?”

“Did she do you any actual, physical harm? Aside from tying you up and gagging you, did she even threaten to do you any harm? Be honest. Did you ever even feel like you were going to be harmed?”

Li Yi Nuo’s mouth worked a few times before she finally said, “Well… No. Not really.”

“Then all of this bluster you’re about to throw around is just about your wounded pride, and I do not have the tolerance for that today. When we’re out of this miserable forest, you can swear eternal vengeance on her and complain to the heavens but not until then.”

The fox woman’s triumphant look vanished at Sen’s last statement.

“Wait,” said Misty Peak, “I’m not comfortable with this whole eternal vengeance thing.”

Sen gave her a withering look. “Do you really feel like you’ve got a leg to stand on there?”

“I have two excellent legs to stand on. And don’t think I haven’t seen you looking at them,” said Misty Peak, throwing him a coy look.

Sen lifted a hand to his face and rubbed at his eyes, suddenly certain that he hadn’t given his body enough time to rest and heal. That had to be the reason he was feeling so tired.

“You’re wearing robes,” said Sen. “I can’t see your legs.”

“Not now, but I’m sure you snuck a peak while I was bathing.”

“What?!” shouted Li Yi Nuo. “That’s so dishonorable.”

Sen just shook his head and gave the fox woman a disapproving look. “That was you, looking at me.”

The fox woman grinned. “Oh yeah, it was.”

Li Yi Nuo was staring at the Misty Peak in horror. “You didn’t?”

“I think the only real question here is why you didn’t. Look at him.”

Sen just turned and started walking toward the forest.

“Where are you going?” said Li Yi Nuo and Misty Peak at the same time.

“That conversation doesn’t need me, and I have work to do.”

Remembering something, Sen turned around and went back. He walked past the two women and leaned around the corner of the galehouse.

“Hey, I’m going. You should probably come with me,” said Sen before he turned and looked at Li Yi Nuo. “Don’t panic. It’s not going to hurt you.”

“What isn’t going to hurt me?” she asked.

“Big spider,” said Misty Peak in a nonchalant tone, as though she hadn’t been yelling at Sen about it less than two hours before.

“Big spider?” asked Li Yi Nuo before she let out a terrified shriek as the spider came around the side of the building.

Sen kept an eye on Li Yi Nuo to make sure she wouldn’t do anything they’d all regret, and then resumed his walk toward the forest. The spider trailed along behind him, seeming unbothered by the terror all but radiating off of the sect woman. He tried to tune it out, but Sen caught a little bit of an exchange between the women.

“What is that thing?” demanded Li Yi Nuo.

“I think it’s his pet,” said Misty Peak. “Or maybe it’s the other way around. It’s hard to tell with the spiders.”

“Pet?” asked Li Yi Nuo. “How do you even make something like that into a pet?”

“He saved it from a fire eagle.”

“How?”

“How do you think?” asked Misty Peak.

Sen picked up the pace at that point, not even remotely interested in hearing the story of something he did told secondhand. He wasn’t even interested in hearing himself tell the story. The whole thing was pretty embarrassing. He wanted to think he’d made lots of mistakes, but he really hadn’t. Once he’d decided to save the spider, the only way to get there fast enough was the way he did it, and everything that went wrong ultimately evolved from that. But even the things that went wrong hadn’t truly been mistakes. He’d made a lot of decisions with exactly no time to make them. If he’d had time to think them all through and been a little less foggy, he probably would have made other choices. Of course, it was easy to see where you could have done something else when you had all the time in the world to think it over.

The fact was that he had succeeded in the end. He just wished it had been cleaner and involved crashing into fewer trees. That was the only way in which considering all of the other options afterward was helpful. It let you make better decisions the next time you did something. As long as you didn’t let it bog you down with uncertainty and indecision. It was a hard balance to maintain. Too much certainty could lead you straight into your own death. Not enough certainty and you could hesitate yourself into the same position. Most days, Sen felt like he was striking the right balance, but it was almost impossible to judge from the inside. He’d been lucky enough to survive the times he was wrong. He just had to hope that he was learning from those mistakes.

Sen found where he’d left off with the formation flags and got right to work. He let his spiritual sense spread out and was surprised to find that the number of his watchers had been cut in half. He also noticed that they were far less vigilant. They moved around more, and he was pretty sure they all went off to kill and eat something while he kept working. Maybe he had achieved a bit of goodwill with the spider queen. At least enough that they didn’t assume he’d run off to murder all of the spiders without constant supervision. If so, he’d take it as a win. He didn’t love the sense of being under watchful eyes all the time, even if he had suggested it.

When he positioned the final flag, he almost didn’t believe it. There had been so many interruptions and delays, he’d started to think the formations would never be done. Plus, he’d been running short on formation flags. Even spacing them with a more generous distance than he felt entirely comfortable with, it had been close. Now that they were all in, though, all that was left was testing. He grumbled under his breath a little about the testing. He could run some qi through the formations, which was a mostly reliable test. It still wasn’t the same as actually using them. It was just the best he could do under the circumstances. Sen held his breath and took the first formation to the half-activated state.

By touching one of the flags, he could get an impression from the entire formation. He could see that there were some minor problems, but they all felt fixable. He repeated the operation with the second formation he’d set up. That one also had a few problems that closely mirrored the first formation’s problems, but he could make the adjustments that both formations needed as long as he didn’t waste too much time. A little bit of excitement wormed its way through Sen’s mind. He was aware that they would do something very dangerous the next day, but he was ready to face that danger. He was ready to be through with this task and being stuck so deep in the wilds. Taking a moment to stretch, he fixed the positions of the problem spots with the formations in his mind. With a small group of oversized spiders in tow, Sen set out for the first of those spots with a determined step.
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Sen spent the entire afternoon and early evening making ever finer adjustments to the formations. He reassured himself several times that he was simply being thorough and not avoiding the galehouse and its current occupants. No, he thought, definitely not avoiding them. Just want to make sure that these formations are going to perform the way I need them to. I’m just being responsible. He spent so much time working on the formations that night had fallen by the time he made his way back to the galehouse. He tried very hard not to notice how invisible the big spiders that had trailed around after him became in that darkness. It was easy enough for him to keep track of them with his spiritual sense, but they would be absolutely lethal predators for anything without that advantage.

He felt two of the spiders split off when he reached the clearing where he’d erected the familiar stone building. The one that had stuck closest to him all day resumed its place by the galehouse. Something about that triggered a mild feeling of foreboding. While Sen would never credit himself with any kind of divination skills, he felt a kind of premonition that the spider would come to cause him trouble. He didn’t think it would be some kind of direct harm, but trouble all the same. Well, I’ll need to survive long enough for that to happen, he thought a little glumly. For all of his preparations with the formations, the reality of the situation had started to hang over him again.

In some ways, the disinterest of the horde in anything not related to the ruins had made it far too easy to ignore it. Not that the horde was ever really out of mind, but it never intruded as an active threat. He had always been too far away from the ruins to draw their attention. So, he’d pushed that concern to the back of his head. Now, though, he would be getting close to the ruins. The idea of drawing away the horde with his formation felt less like a plan and more like wishful thinking. It probably would attract the attention of some of them. Fire was hard on spirits and anything with a devilish influence alike, so they wouldn’t ignore it. The idea that it would draw them all away seemed increasingly unlikely to Sen. That would just be too easy and straightforward.

No, he was probably going to have to fight to get in, and he didn’t have a good strategy for that. The horde was too densely packed to get a clear read of the strength of the spirits and devilish beasts. Given how far into the wilds they’d come, though, it’d be foolish to assume any of them were weak. He’d let himself indulge in that fool’s fantasy for a few minutes because of his fast defeat of the fire eagle, but that hadn’t really been a testament to his skill. He had picked the right qi type for the fight, and that first blow he’d landed probably would have killed it eventually, but he suspected that having the ice qi blade explode inside the bird was what had truly handed him a fast victory. And he hadn’t been planning on that. It was a lucky accident.

While some would say that legends can be built on such lucky accidents, Sen wasn’t one of them. He wouldn’t reject luck if it interceded on his behalf, lest he discourage it from appearing again, but he preferred the surety of skill and the certainty of knowledge. It was the absence of the latter that worried him. While he trusted his skill to see him through most fights, he rarely faced fights where he knew so little about his enemies, let alone what waited beyond those enemies. Sen had tried on several occasions to pry more information out of Laughing River about the monks who once resided in the temple city, but the elder fox had proved less than forthcoming. The problem was that Sen couldn’t tell if the fox truly didn’t know, or simply chose to withhold the information for his own reasons. He had considered refusing to even attempt entry to the ruins if the fox didn’t convince him, but Sen knew he wouldn’t. His curiosity had been roused. He wanted to see what was inside those ancient buildings. Turning back now would leave him with a yearning for knowledge that would never go away. So, he set aside his misgivings and went inside.

“Is it ready?” asked Laughing River.

“Yes. I’ll go in the morning,” said Sen.

“I think you mean we’ll go,” corrected Misty Peak.

Sen shrugged. “I suppose.”

“Why does she get to go?” asked Li Yi Nuo as she glared at Misty Peak from across the room.

“She negotiates better than you,” said Sen.

“What does that mean?” asked the sect woman.

Sen waved a dismissive hand at the foxes. “Take it up with them. Unlike the rest of you, I actually did something today. I’m tired.”

“I did something today,” said Misty Peak. “It was even a very annoying thing that I didn’t want to do. I should get some credit for that.”

Sen started walking toward his room in the hope of getting clear before Li Yi Nuo worked out the obvious. He got most of the way there.

“Are you talking about me?” demanded an angry Li Yi Nuo.

“Well, you are annoying, and I did have to do something with you. So, I’m going to go with yes,” said Misty Peak.

“I should kill you,” said Li Yi Nuo in a low, dangerous voice.

“Don’t you think you should intervene?” asked Laughing River, not even trying to hide how entertaining he found the whole situation.

Sen looked back at the room. “I spent the entire day doing everything I can to try to ensure that I don’t die tomorrow.”

That statement hit everyone in the room like they’d been splashed with cold water. Li Yi Nuo and Misty Peak both got guilty expressions, while the amusement faded entirely from Laughing River’s expression. Sen nodded, finding their reactions wholly appropriate. He continued.

“I agreed to take her along so that she’d bring you back,” said Sen, gesturing at Misty Peak while glaring at Li Yi Nuo. “While I don’t expect an outpouring of gratitude, it might be nice if you could stop looking for reasons to be angry every five minutes.”

“I didn’t mean—” started Li Yi Nuo.

Sen turned to Misty Peak, who looked very nervous.

“And you. You say you’ve given up on your mission to kill your not-particularly-beloved grandfather, but words are cheap. Yeah, you’re getting your way, but do you honestly think that makes me feel better about all of this? Now, I get to worry about the possibilities of enemies in front of me and enemies behind me. That’s always the best frame of mind to have when you’re going into a life-or-death situation. That definitely won’t prove a lethal distraction.”

Misty Peak looked like she was about to say something, but Sen transferred his glare to Laughing River.

“And all of this to get something so that you won’t die. What’s your contribution to enhancing my odds of survival? Encouraging these two to argue, which you know frustrates me. At every turn, the three of you have been a constant source of delays and distractions. While I can understand the need to lighten the mood a little from time to time, this ceaseless bickering is not helpful for me. While none of you may care what happens to me tomorrow, I do. So, no, I’m not going to intervene. If you two kill each other, I’m fine with it at this point. It just means two fewer things on my already long list of problems.”

After that tirade, even Laughing River looked a little embarrassed. Sen thought about giving the lot of them a chance to respond but decided against it. He just turned on a heel and went into the room he’d been using since they arrived. He wondered if he might have been a little harder on the three than they actually deserved. He couldn’t help but question if he’d lashed out at them because he was afraid. It was possible, likely even, but not necessarily out of line. He hadn’t said anything that was untrue. They had all been amusing, at times, but they had also been irritations that added days to his time out in the deep wilds. Time that he felt would have been better spent getting back to where he was going. As he dropped onto the bed he’d set up in the room, he made a decision.

“If they act like that in the morning, I’m leaving,” he said.

While he was mostly sure that neither Li Yi Nuo nor Misty Peak could have heard the words, he expected that Laughing River could. It was Sen’s final warning to the fox that his patience had run out. He’d made the good faith effort, even going so far as to ignore his initial misgivings. Sen’s tolerance for the people and the situation had simply run dry.
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Sen spent most of the evening and the night in something that wasn’t quite a cultivation trance but came exceedingly close. He didn’t want to think because that risked him getting caught up in a spiral of what-if contemplations that would provide no benefits. The absence of good information about the horde and what they would find inside the ruins simply didn’t allow for those what-if scenarios to yield anything useful. All they could do was prime him with expectations that would surely lead him into assumptions. Rather than take that chance, he buried himself in the rigors of cultivation. It was a mixed blessing, as his qi stores were already straining the limits of his dantian, fed as they were by that enhanced double-helix formation. He spent some time considering that strange formation that seemed to provide benefits while accomplishing little beyond pushing him faster toward ascension.

When he grew tired of the cultivation trance, he went outside and fell back on alchemy to preserve his state of mind. He needed calm if he was to face the unknown. Fear and panic wouldn’t serve him. Sen was well aware that danger was imminent, so fear had no place. As for the panic that fear so often brought in its wake, that never served a useful purpose. In Sen’s experience, those who panicked, died. Since dying wasn’t in his plan, he would do his best to ensure that panic couldn’t infect him. Instead, he made healing elixirs. There were other things he could make. He’d become terribly adept at making poisons in his run-up to murdering Tong Guanting back in the capital. But he already had enough poisons tucked away in his storage rings to make him a threat to entire armies of mortals without ever once using a technique. Healing elixirs were familiar, almost like old friends, so he made those. Plus, unlike poisons, he honestly believed that you could never have too many healing elixirs.

He heard the door open behind him but didn’t bother to look back. Part of him was focused on finishing the elixir he was making. The rest of him just didn’t care enough to look back. This entire experience had taught him some things about himself. As with most self-knowledge, it came as something of a mixed bag. On the one hand, he had reclaimed his capacity for patience and tolerance. That was something that had been slowly eroded away from him, but he’d let the erosion go too far. Reclaiming those capacities was a good thing on the surface. Unfortunately, they also made him prone to simply going along. He’d been so focused on being patient with everyone that he’d let simple inertia keep him in this situation. With the last remnants of that patience expended, he recognized that he should have long since put his foot down with everyone involved.

In fact, if he wasn’t so curious about what might be hidden in those ruins, he would just call the whole thing off and let things play out. There was also the less immediate, but nonetheless salient, problem that Auntie Caihong considered Laughing River a friend. That didn’t obligate him, but Sen didn’t want to create a problem where there didn’t need to be one. Sen was aware enough to know that letting her friend die when he could have done something was not a great way to achieve that end. Whether or not those were good enough reasons to stay was an open question to him. He saw Misty Peak out of the corner of his eye but didn’t say anything.

“I’m not your enemy,” she said.

Sen glanced at her. “So you say.”

“I know you don’t believe that. I know I can’t convince you. I just thought I should say it.”

Sen used his spiritual sense to gauge the elixir’s progress and removed it from the heat. He bled the heat out of the pot and elixir before he set it aside on a rock. He stood and faced the fox woman. Her usual expression of amusement was gone, replaced by one of tightly controlled concern.

“Well,” replied Sen, “you’ve said it.”

“You’re not going to make this easy at all, are you?”

“Like you’ve made it easy for me these last few days?” asked Sen.

Misty Peak grimaced. “I guess I had that coming. I’m just trying to say that I won’t interfere with what you’re doing.”

“I hope that’s true for your sake. The thing is that I get the feeling you and your grandfather are still playing out some kind of fox game here. I also get the feeling that you’ve both included me in the game like some kind of honorary fox. I might even be amused by that in other circumstances and play along. The problem is that I’m not a fox and these are deadly circumstances. So, I’m not playing along. If your game puts me in danger while we’re doing this, I will not hesitate to leave your cooling corpse in those ruins. So, Misty Peak, have I been in any way unclear?”

Her voice was a weak thing when she finally answered. “No. No, you’ve been… You were very clear.”

“I hope so. If you have any preparations to do, you should get on with it. We’re going to make our move at dawn.”

She stood there in silence for several heartbeats before she finally asked, “Why at dawn?”

“Because I don’t want to be fighting that horde in the dark.”

“Isn’t avoiding a fight the point of those formations?”

“Sure,” agreed Sen, “but I find it best to just assume you’re always going to have to fight. You’ll suffer fewer disappointments that way.”

The fox woman seemed to regain a bit of her composure and almost managed to give him an amused smile. “Well, that’s a dour sort of pragmatism.”

“I’m sure it’s just the human in me. We’re all kinds of dour and pragmatic.”

Misty Peak snorted. After an awkward silence, she retreated inside the galehouse. Sen made note of the watcher and returned to his elixir, depositing it into a stone vial. He watched the small fire he’d built for nearly a minute before Laughing River stepped out of a shadow and sat down across from him. Sen lifted an eyebrow at the elder fox.

“You meant it, didn’t you?”

“The part about leaving or the part about killing her?”

“I suppose I meant both.”

“Yes. I meant it.”

The fox was quiet for a lot longer than Sen expected. He studied the elder fox and wondered just how different fox thinking was from how humans thought. It didn’t seem that different on the surface, but he had seen that it diverged in important ways, even if he didn’t fully understand that divergence.

“I don’t think she’ll do anything in the ruins. Not after that talk. You scared her there.”

“I intended to. She might be willing to die for whatever game you’re playing. I’m not.”

“I think we, my granddaughter and I, both underestimated you a little. I shouldn’t have. Caihong warned me.”

“About me?” asked Sen, a little surprised.

“She said that you were curious. She also said that you could be as hard as the bones of the earth. I listened too much to the first part, not enough to the second.”

“Well, you’re still getting what you want. So, I guess you won in the end.”

“You can get what you want and still lose in the end,” said Laughing River. “Happens all the time in this world. I get the impression that no matter how this turns out, I’ve made an enemy of you.”

Sen thought about that for a while before he shook his head.

“You haven’t made me your enemy, but I don’t think we’ll ever be friends. I don’t like being used. I don’t like being made a piece in other people’s games. You’ve done both,” said Sen, glancing up. “We should get moving. It’s going to be dawn soon.”

“I’ll get the others,” said Laughing River.

A few minutes later, four people set out from the galehouse. Sen wasn’t surprised to find that the spider was trailing along behind them. He thought about sending it back to wherever the spiders lived, but he couldn’t be sure that the spider would actually listen. It’ll probably go home when we make our mad dash for the ruins, thought Sen. It’s the smart move. When they reached the edge of the forest, it wasn’t quite dawn. Even in the predawn light, Sen could see that horde of devilish beasts and spirits being stymied by whatever protection surrounded the ruins. The motion reminded him a little of river water splitting around a stubborn rock. However, the comparison failed a bit for Sen when he tried to imagine water being a great mass of evil. He glanced over at Misty Peak. She was staring out at the horde with wide eyes.

“You don’t have to come,” said Sen.

“And let you have all the treasures in there. I don’t think so,” said Misty Peak, although there was absolutely no conviction in her words.

Sen shrugged. It wasn’t his job to convince her that everything was going to go well. She invited herself along, so she could convince herself. As the sky grew progressively brighter, Sen reached out with his qi to the formation flag that was planted in the ground near his foot. He could feel the formation humming as if it were eager to spring to life and accomplish its purpose. Sen shook his head to clear away the ridiculous thought. Sen looked over at the other two. Laughing River looked positively grim as he stared out at the horde. Li Yi Nuo’s face was a study in quiet horror. She must have felt his eyes on her because she looked his way.

“You sure you don’t want to come along?” he asked. “Plenty of monstrosities down there for everyone.

A look of pure, unadulterated panic crossed the woman’s face. “No! Why would I want to do that?”

Sen gave her a bland look. “All of that honor and glory for your sect. Wasn’t that why you wanted to stay? What could be more glorious than facing down that horde up close?”

She started shaking her head and moving back from the group. Sen took pity on her.

“Calm down. I’m not going to make you go. It was just a joke,” said Sen. “Well, mostly a joke. Probably.”

Li Yi Nuo’s face contorted like she wanted to be furious with him, but a glance at the horde turned into more horrified staring. Sen found himself very glad that they hadn’t given her an actual job to do in all of this. She was at least a century away from being ready for things like this at the rate she was going. Sen turned his attention back to Laughing River.

“Are you ready to do your part?” Sen asked.

The elder fox nodded. “Yes.”

Misty Peak gave Sen and her grandfather a suspicious look. “His part? What do you mean, his part?”

“His part is verisimilitude,” said Sen, being intentionally and obnoxiously cryptic.

“Why is this the first I’m hearing about his part?” she asked.

“And now we’re back to the fog of untrustworthiness I mentioned before,” said Sen, and he continued before she could get a comment in. “Let’s get this started.”

Sen extended his qi into the formation again and triggered it. Even as the person who designed the formation, the results caught him off-guard. The dim light of dawn was erased as a firestorm exploded on the far side of the ruins. The entire ancient city was lit up with red and yellow light. Simultaneously, there were roars of surprise and agony as the fire enveloped the horde on that side of the ruins. As swiftly as it came, the fire died out and was replaced by blue-white lightning lancing out of the forest and cascading through the horde. Sen locked eyes with Misty Peak.

“Get ready,” he ordered.

The lightning winked out and Sen could hear the muted cries of thousands of people and the thunder of all their feet. He could imagine the army that poured out of the trees and raced toward the horde. A glance at Laughing River showed the fox with an expression of deepest concentration. Sen turned his eyes toward the horde. He waited as the milling mass of creatures seemed to lose all focus and drifted in every direction for a moment before it surged toward the intruders. The horde started to thin out on the side of the ruins that was closest to their position. It was slow at first, and then the ranks got thinner and thinner. When Sen judged it was as good as it was likely to get, he surged forward into the cleared space around the ruins and gave a muted shout.

“Now!”
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Sen pushed his qinggong technique hard. He wanted to cover the ground between him and the ruins as fast as possible. Ideally, he wanted to be moving fast enough to simply run around any beasts or spirits that might be a little slow to go after Laughing River’s illusionary army. Even so, he didn’t push the technique to the limit. He knew that Misty Peak was fast but not quite as fast as he was at top speed. He kept part of his spiritual sense trained backward. For all his tough talk to the fox woman, he didn’t intend to simply throw her to the devilish beasts and angry spirits. Suspicion was one thing, but he wasn’t going to actively sabotage her into an early grave. Yet, of all the things he had imagined might go wrong, having the big spider race out after them had never crossed his mind.

The spider’s actions were so unexpected that Sen nearly lost control of his qinggong technique. He came within a hair of stumbling. While it might not have proven fatal, it would have proven incredibly painful at the speeds he was traveling. He shot a quick look over his shoulder to confirm that he wasn’t imagining things. He saw Misty Peak racing after him, mere steps behind, and lagging behind both of them was the spider. Sen couldn’t decide what was more shocking. The spider deciding to chase after them or the fact that it wasn’t that far behind. Sen was a little appalled that it could move that fast. Some of its speed stemmed from the fact that it was covering more ground with each step than he could. Part of it was the horrifying quickness of its legs, which would probably have looked like little more than a blur to mortal eyes.

However, Sen could see what was going to happen. As fast as the spider was, it was going to fall behind. Stupid spider, thought Sen. If it gets itself killed chasing after me, who knows what the spider queen will do. Sen could just imagine having to fight his way back out through the horde just to face another army composed entirely of spiders. He tried to figure out a solution, but they were closing on the remnants of the horde fast. He wasn’t going to have time to really think it through. Desperately wishing that he had some representative of the heavens or fate nearby that he could punch in the face incredibly hard, Sen slowed down. Misty Peak almost crashed into him before she shifted to the side a little and shot past him. She looked back to give him an incredulous look and all but screamed at him.

“What in the hells are you doing?!”

Sen just shook his head and gestured behind himself. Her gaze shifted past him and he watched her eyes go wide. Sen didn’t look back again, just kept the spider fixed in his spiritual sense as it gained ground on them. Sen could practically hear Misty Peak grinding her teeth as she slowed down to match pace with him. She shot him an angry look and started to say something, which was why she missed the flash of misty gray when the spirit appeared in front of them. Sen planted a hand on her shoulder and shoved, sending the fox woman stumbling away. The split-second that it took him to do that wasn’t much wasted time, but it was enough time that Sen collided with the spirit instead of running past it.

Sen’s vision went the same gray color as the spirit had appeared and, for the briefest of moments, he felt as though he were floating in cool water. That sensation was almost immediately shattered when icy fingers seemed to plunge into his brain. Sen lost track of his qinggong technique. He lost track of his legs. Some echo of his consciousness told him that he was limply careening across the ground, but he had no room for that problem around the agony in his skull. He felt an abominable hunger explode to life inside of him like he’d missed every meal for a year. He wanted to consume all of the food in his storage rings. He wanted to consume the spirit beasts around him, devilish beasts or not. He wanted to consume the grass, the soil, the spider, and even the fox woman. A thousand visions of sinking his teeth into anything that might help sate that unspeakable, unyielding hunger passed through his mind.

Sen understood what was happening to him, in theory. He knew that certain kinds of restless spirits could inhabit living human bodies by suppressing the souls that lived in them. The process was hard on human bodies, which usually limited the amount of time a spirit could possess someone before the stolen body simply gave out. Of course, Sen didn’t have a normal human body. He didn’t know how long his body would last under the control of a spirit but it seemed likely that the spirit could use it to do terrible things for years to come. Something like memories spilled into his mind. Except they weren’t memories the way he understood them. They were devoid of all color, washed out, and the only thing that really stood out in them was the hunger. A terrible, inexhaustible need to consume. Sen also knew that spirits could drive a body’s soul out entirely. The soul was all tied up with the body when it came to humans.

I need to fight this, thought Sen. Yet, he didn’t know where or how to begin. He’d only ever had discussions about how possessions worked and how to fight them. It wasn’t the kind of thing that one could practice without having something try to possess you. He felt everything that made him who he was at the deepest level sinking away from the world. He was drowning in a world made of gray mist and hunger. Worse, there was nothing he could do about it. There was nothing to grab on to. No way to root himself in place. There was only mist. Then, there was pain. Sen was only aware of it in the most distant of ways. Yet, it was there. Right in his skin and in the marrow of his bones. A frenetic energy that felt familiar to Sen started to blaze up, and with it came the pain. It started as a dull burn that swiftly roared into an inferno of pain. Even in his sense-dulled state, Sen was aware of that pain.

There was something like a scream that reached him down in that misty place. It was an inhuman wail composed of equal parts denial, anger, and fear. That scream seemed to make the very foundations of the earth tremble. Sen thrashed beneath the tearing, rending force of that shriek. It was like icicles being driving into his heart. Before the pain of that subsided, the wail came again and Sen wanted to retreat somewhere, anywhere, that the scream couldn’t reach him. He swung his head back and forth, frantic to find some kind of safe harbor or even just a handhold that he could latch onto. Then, a light punched through the mist to land on him. It bathed him in a golden glow and helped to soothe some of the soul ache the shrieking had inflicted. He felt something firm beneath his feet and stumbled toward the light.

The scream came again and threatened to drive Sen into unconsciousness. Except, he knew it would be something worse than unconsciousness. If he succumbed to that pressure, he would never rise from it again. His existence would be little more than a living death. He clung to the promise of that light the same way he clung to consciousness. He stumbled forward, pressing toward what he hoped was salvation with all the will he could muster. His focus condensed down to exactly one thing. Moving toward that light. There may have been more shrieks that tried to afflict him. He was so disoriented and in pain that it became less important to him. With one final agonizing push, Sen came back to himself.

For a few awful seconds, he couldn’t even understand where he was, let alone what he was doing. There was a terrible, blinding light. As sanity started to reassert itself, Sen realized that he was the source of that light. He also saw that the misty gray of the spirit was being driven out of him, but that wasn’t all that was happening. The light pouring off of his very skin was boiling away whatever substance had composed that spirit. There was another of those shrieks, except it was happening in the real world. Sen took a lurching step as that sound assaulted his ears, his mind, and something deep inside of him that he thought was his soul. He was certain he felt something rupture inside one of his eyes. Then, with one last burst of light, the spirit was gone. Sen collapsed to his knees, drawing in ragged breaths as the different parts of his being tried to sort out what went where and exactly who was in charge.

Sen forced himself to look up. Misty Peak was standing a few feet away and staring at him in both fear and awe. The spider was hovering closer to him, scuttling back and forth like a nervous villager who didn’t know how to help an injured friend. Sen worked his mouth a few times and then spat blood onto the ground before he managed to say anything.

“Oh, hells, that hurt. I never want to do that again,” mumbled Sen.

“Are you, well, you again?” asked a hesitant Misty Peak.

“Yeah,” said Sen.

“Okay, great. Glad you’re not possessed. Sorry to add to your list of worries, but you need to get up. Right now!”

“What? Why?” demanded Sen.

He followed the direction of her gaze and wanted to just cry. Devilish beasts were rushing at them. Muttering to himself and ignoring the world of pain that was still coursing through him like lava, Sen pushed himself to his feet. Misty Peak shot him a look that verged on open terror.

“What are you babbling about?” she demanded.

“I said, someone is going to pay for that.”
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All throughout Sen’s training, Master Feng had instilled in him the need for control. He’d striven for it at first because he trusted Master Feng. Then, he’d gone out into the world and witnessed firsthand the destruction that uncontrolled techniques could unleash. He’d even been the cause of some of that destruction. A loss of control had the potential to end lives by the hundreds or, as a cultivator advanced, by the thousands. It could level homes. It could level nations. Those experiences and realizations had reinforced his belief in the absolute need for control. Sen could count on his fingers the number of times he’d truly lost that part of himself. Even when the heart demon was at its worst, Sen had rarely fallen prey.

Of course, he had also rarely been in a position where a loss of control stood to harm so few and destroy so many that deserved it. Nor had he ever been as powerful as he was at that moment, recent trauma aside. It would be so easy, he thought. Keeping a tight hold on techniques was the challenge. Letting them fail, well, that was child’s play. A Heavens’ Rebuke like that one I set off back in that abandoned town, perhaps, mused Sen. It would likely wipe away every devilish beast rushing toward them. Any it didn’t kill would surely suffer horrible injuries from that detonation of qi. The idea seemed to take hold of Sen with a will of its own. He had already drawn his jian and started pressing lightning qi into it before he realized what he was about to do.

He truly had no idea what that technique or an intentionally flawed version of the technique would do at his current level of advancement. Yes, it would kill the enemy, but it might also wipe away half of the ruins or kill them all. He withdrew the lightning qi from the jian and decided that something else was more appropriate for these creatures. While his memories of why he performed the technique remained hazy, the mechanics of Heavens’ Shadow remained burned into his mind. Just as importantly, it wouldn’t bring about mass destruction in its wake. Sen pulled on the shadow qi inside of him, frantically mixing and matching the other kinds of qi it needed, before he drew on that helix of divine qi, just the tiniest thread, to bring it all together. Then, remembering that he had inflicted his grief on those other cultivators, he picked something else he was all too familiar with to infuse the technique. Fear.

He had spent most of his early life in a constant state of fear. Fear of starvation. Fear of beatings. Fear of death. His ascent into the ranks of cultivator hadn’t freed him from fear, just given him new things to fear. Sen drew deep on those experiences and distilled that fear into something more basic, something purer, something primal. He squeezed that fear the way he might squeeze qi to condense it. He took that fear and shoved it into the technique. There was a moment of resistance before the technique let him add this other element. He glanced over at Misty Peak.

“Get ready to follow me through,” said Sen before shooting a look at the spider. “That goes for you too back there.”

Misty Peak was staring at the jian in Sen’s hand like it was made of death. “What are you going to do?”

Sen gave her a smile. “I’m going to share.”

Where he’d almost instinctively limited the technique the first time he’d done it, Sen put no such restrictions on himself this time. He swept the jian before him in a casual, almost lazy arc. An avalanche of shadow, divine qi, and the essence of fear rolled across the land in front of him, spreading out and crashing over the devilish spirit beasts and restless spirits alike. There was a hush as that technique inundated those fell creatures, seeped into them, and afflicted them. The avalanche thinned as the technique took root in every living and unliving thing within its range. His mind a little more settled, Sen returned to pressing lightning qi and his killing intent into his jian. Right around the moment Heavens’ Rebuke coalesced and purple-hued black lightning started to crackle around the blade, the part of the horde that had been racing toward them quite simply went mad.

The spirits tried to float away and attacked anything that got in their way. The devilish beasts tried to run in every direction except toward Sen. They crawled over each other or went through each other. Spirit beasts were trampled and crushed beneath the hooves and claws and more powerful devilish beasts. The noises of terror they made were so loud and omnipresent that Sen felt it in his teeth. Misty Peak had clapped her hands over her ears to try to block some of the noise, and Sen had to wonder just how sensitive her hearing was. Do foxes have better hearing than humans? Sen suspected that they did and that it would only grow more acute as they gained power. The big spider was hunched low to the ground and violently shuddering, clearly pained by the noise but unable to cover whatever served to give it hearing.

Sen wove a net of air around them to cut down the noise. He didn’t stop it entirely because it was madness to deprive yourself of one of your senses in battle. He just muted the noise so that it wasn’t physically agonizing to experience it anymore. Misty Peak lowered her hands and the spider stopped crouching and shuddering. She looked at him and then stumbled back when her eyes fell on his jian. She pointed at the sword with a trembling finger.

“What is that?” she demanded.

Sen turned his attention back to the chaos playing out in the horde and answered, “A sword.”

As the horde did its best to rip itself apart and run away at the same time, Sen nodded to himself. This was a far better option than mindless destruction. It was judicious control. As much as Sen would like to simply stand there and watch the foul creatures destroy each other, he knew it wasn’t possible. His technique had only affected a small portion of the horde. As they died or fled, unaffected members of the horde would filter in to replace them. They needed to use the chaos in front of them as cover to get into the ruins. That meant they were going to have to cut their way through.

“Keep up,” said Sen and dashed toward the madness.

Sen almost immediately decided that the only real saving grace to this approach was that they didn’t need to actually kill everything in their path. They just needed to get around the devilish beasts. Testing an idea, he let the divine qi embedded in his skin rise to the surface and emit a dull glow. Every spirit that got near to him recoiled as if in agony and even some of the devilish beasts shied away from him, which made Sen happy. He didn’t even have names for most of the things he saw. They resembled spirit beasts in the loose sense that most of them had four legs, but the similarities tended to end there. He saw something that looked like a cross between a deer, a scorpion, and some kind of serpent. There was a beast that had no head, simply a chitinous body like a boar, and a long neck that ended in a maw filled with razor fangs. He saw a creature that had two heads, one of a bird and one of some kind of cat. The heads lashed out at each other as often as at something else.

Yet, those creatures were almost comforting when compared with the creature that was nothing but a mass of tentacles around a massive, pus-filled nodule that he thought served as its brain. The thing was so utterly vile, so purely revolting, that Sen went out of his way to hurl lightning at it. The lightning split open the nodule in a spray that coated nearby beasts and began to rot them immediately. Sen saw some of the human-faced spider things he fought with Chan Yu Ming what felt like a thousand years before. Sen meant to simply pass them by, but it seemed that his recent spider companion had something against them, because it launched itself in their midst with an outraged chittering noise. Sen clenched his teeth and followed the spider. His Heavens’ Rebuke-infused jian carved through the things like they weren’t even there. He actually felt their cores explode as soon as the blade came in contact with them.

He would have liked to stay and experiment, but he barely dodged a foot-long spine that something in the horde had fired off. He wasn’t even sure that it had been aimed at him. It could have been aimed at something else, or nothing at all, or simply fired in some creature’s death spasm. He gave the spider a baleful glare and the creature flinched back from it. They couldn’t stop moving or they’d get bogged down in the horde.

“Let’s go!” ordered Sen, knowing that it was too late.

Misty Peak had been flittering around the edges of their fight with the human-faced spider things, but the horde had shifted, bringing fresh monstrosities into their vicinity. The horde wasn’t targeting them specifically. They were still caught in the throes of the panic that Sen had induced. Unfortunately, the devilish beasts were so thick on the ground that they didn’t need to target Sen’s group specifically. Misty Peak was frantically battling with three fear-crazed things that Sen didn’t look at too closely. He needed to make them a little breathing room. He started cycling for wind. It normally wouldn’t be much of a challenge, but maintaining Heavens’ Rebuke had never really gotten any easier. It still demanded most of his attention. He also wasn’t prepared to release it yet.

Instead, Sen did what he knew best. He pushed himself. He forced his mind to find what it needed to cycle the amount of wind he required. Then, he crafted wind blades. Except, these weren’t the small wind blades that he normally preferred. These wind blades were massive things that were close to thirty feet long. With an effort of will and qi, he started to spin those wind blades like they were attached to an axle with his small group in a tiny safe zone at the center of the carnage he was about to unleash. It took almost five seconds, a long eternity in battle, for the wind blades to reach the speeds he wanted, but the effect was almost instantaneous. There was a hellish shriek as the wind blades cut through the air and dangerous chaotic winds hurled some of the lighter devilish beasts away. As blood started trickling out of his nose, Sen smiled and was certain he must look slightly mad. I did say someone was going to pay, he thought.

“Misty Peak! Fall back!” shouted Sen.

She didn’t hesitate. She flung herself toward where Sen was standing. As she did that, Sen pulled those monstrous spinning wind blades down to the earth. He didn’t have the words to describe the carnage he unleashed with that decision. Weaker devilish beasts were simply disintegrated by the blades, while stronger beasts were flung away in pieces. The bone shrapnel from the beasts that were somewhere in the middle caused a wave of death that radiated outward from where Sen stood. There was also a great wash of black blood that covered everything within sight. Misty Peak stared at the destruction with her jaw slack. Sen knew better than to waste time. He grabbed her arm and started dragging her toward the ruins. After a few steps, she shook off her shock and started moving under her own power again.

The path to the ruins was more or less clear, and Sen found it interesting that the barrier that kept out the horde had also kept out the blood, bone shrapnel, and dismembered bodies. It also let them move a lot faster. It wasn’t fast enough. An enormous devilish beast slammed down between them and the ruins. It might have looked like Boulder’s Shadow if Boulder’s Shadow had leathery skin instead of soft fur and stood ten feet tall. Misty Peak started to slow down but Sen was tired and hurting. He didn’t feel like bantering with whatever that thing was. He simply pointed his jian at it and unleashed Heavens’ Rebuke as a consolidated strike. He was interested to note that another little thread of divine qi jumped into the technique right as he launched it. The devilish beast’s eyes widened as it saw the iridescent bolt of lightning streak toward it, and then punch straight through it.

The lightning hit the barrier protecting the ruins. There was a moment of infinite horror inside of Sen when he thought he’d made a lethal mistake. If Heavens’ Rebuke damaged the barrier, it might spell all of their deaths. Instead, it was as if a great hammer had struck a bell. A pure note rolled away from the barrier like a physical presence. Sen braced himself for the blow, but it passed through him. He spun to check on the spider, but it was just standing there and giving Sen a look that made him think it was confused. Sen turned to look at Misty Peak and froze at what he assumed was her actual appearance. No, he chided himself, that’s an inside-the-ruins conversation.

While that sound had left them unharmed, it was less kind to the devilish beasts. Some of them were ripped apart, some of them melted, but it seemed like all of them were hurt in some way. Sen knew enough not to waste that bit of good fortune. He activated his qinggong technique and raced toward the ruins. He flinched a little as he passed through the barrier, but nothing happened. He turned to watch as Misty Peak pulled something out of a storage ring and activated it. She looked incredibly uncertain as she passed through the barrier. Her eyes darted around like she expected something terrible to happen and only relaxed when nothing did. The spider raced up to the barrier and passed through it without so much as a twitch in its steps. Sen let himself sink down to the ground and flopped back. We did it, he thought. We’re inside. I just wish I thought the hard part was over.
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Sen didn’t bother to stand as he pulled a healing elixir from a storage ring and downed it. He just lay there for most of a minute, basking in the magnificent absence of people talking at him. Knowing it couldn’t last, though, he pushed himself back up into a sitting position. Misty Peak and the spider were standing next to each other and staring at him. The fox woman looked stunned. The spider looked like, well, it mostly just looked like a spider that was staring at him. Sen wished again that the thing could speak. Even if it sounded creepy, it would still be better than the almost entirely one-sided version of communication they had at present. Sen glanced out over the ground that they had just covered.

It was a gruesome sight. There were devilish beast parts everywhere. Beyond that were the bodies of all the beasts he’d killed by accident with his wind blade trick. And to make matters worse, it looked like a god had splashed a particularly viscous black paint over the entire scene. I’m so glad no one was here to see all of that, thought Sen. Then again, there were two foxes present. I may live to hear some demented retelling of all this yet. Groaning, Sen dragged himself up to his feet. He gave the battlefield beyond the barrier one last grim look before turning his attention to the fox and the spider.

“Are either of you hurt?” he asked.

Silence.

“Are you injured?” Sen asked a bit more forcefully.

Silence.

“Hey!” shouted Sen.

That seemed to snap the pair out of some kind of stupor. Misty Peak flinched, while the spider scuttled back a step or two. The fox woman shook her head a few times as if trying to clear it before she settled a more focused gaze on Sen.

“What?” she asked.

“Are either of you hurt?” Sen repeated.

“No. I’m fine,” said Misty Peak.

Sen looked over at the spider, sighed, and said, “Lift a leg once for yes and twice for no.”

The spider promptly lifted a leg up and again. Sen nodded.

“Then, let’s get a little farther from the barrier. No point in announcing where we went when the horde fills back in.”

Misty Peak gave him a strange look. “You think there are any left? Even after that weird bell thing you did.”

“I’m certain of it.”

“Why?”

“Because it would make my life easier if there weren’t any left. So, the horde is absolutely not completely gone and will be waiting for us when it’s time to leave.”

“You should try being more optimistic,” observed Misty Peak.

“How much?” Sen asked.

“How much what?”

“How much money do you want to bet that the horde is gone?” asked Sen, summoning a bag of taels from a storage ring and giving it a shake. “I’ve got this much that says they’re still out there when we’re done.”

Misty Peak’s eyes traveled from Sen’s face to the bag of taels. “No bet.”

“I thought so,” said Sen, storing the bag. “Okay, let’s get moving. At least until we find a spot where I can rest for a little while. Unlike you two, I didn’t come out of that unscathed.”

The three started walking deeper into the ruins. For all that time had taken its toll, Sen was surprised how much of the temple city was intact. He picked a building at random and went inside through a door that still functioned. It had clearly been someone’s home. It had also not been abandoned in haste. Everything was carefully packed away, as though the owner had expected to return after a long journey. Sen found himself frowning around at the order in the place. Misty Peak poked through a few cabinets and went into a few of the rooms, but didn’t bring anything out of them. He supposed she might have tucked away a few treasures into a storage ring, but there was a thoughtful look on her face.

“I’ve never seen hair quite like that before,” said Sen.

Misty Peak went from thoughtful consideration to a blank-faced statue from one moment to the next. Sen admitted to himself that he found it deeply satisfying to be able to spring something on the fox woman. While that strange tolling sound hadn’t hurt her, it had stripped away the illusion. What was left in its place wasn’t dramatically different, but softer. The lines of her face were a little gentler, a little rounder, less aggressively androgynous, and more obviously feminine. The most conspicuous change was her eyes, which had taken on a slightly squinted look and dark orange color. The next most visible change was the reddish cast of her hair. Her hand shot to her face and then jerked a piece of her hair around so she could look at it.

“Hells,” she muttered.

“I’m a little disappointed there aren’t any tails,” said Sen with a grin.

She glared at him, which was much more effective with her orange eyes that seemed to blaze briefly with an inner light. “Just because you can’t see them, it doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”

Sen was tempted to tease the fox woman a bit more, but the oddity of the home nagged at him. He ended up just making a noncommittal noise before he abruptly walked outside, picked another building at random, and went inside. His frown deepened as he moved through the rooms, a perplexed Misty Peak trailing behind him and giving him quizzical looks. Another house, more frowning, and increasingly annoyed looks from Misty Peak followed. When Sen went to go into another house, the fox had seemingly reached her limit.

“Are you just going to search every building hoping that you stumble onto the spatial treasure?”

Sen blinked at her a few times, trying to make sense of her words. Spatial treasure? It came back to him in a rush. They were in the ruins to get that spatial treasure for Laughing River. The strangeness in the houses had simply displaced everything else and, with a touch of embarrassment, he realized he hadn’t bothered explaining what he was doing to Misty Peak or the spider. The spider, thought Sen. I really need to just give that thing a name. The spider didn’t seem to care very much what Sen was doing. It just settled outside of whatever building Sen happened to be inside and did… Sen didn’t know exactly what it was doing. Maybe it was cultivating or meditating on the intrinsic beauty of webs or… Sen came up with nothing. Spider things, he decided.

“Are you going to answer me or just keep giving me that blank look? I mean, it’d be one thing if you’d been struck dumb by my beauty but that clearly didn’t happen.”

She’d said that last bit with more heat than Sen thought was entirely necessary. She wasn’t a heavens’ shaking beauty but she did have a vaguely predatory prettiness that Sen found appealing. Of course, Sen belatedly realized, he hadn’t bothered to say anything like that to her either. Maybe that almost possession had done him more damage than he thought. He usually explained things to people. He considered that a little more. I explain things to people, don’t I? A glowing-eyed glare that threatened to punch a hole into his brain reminded Sen that he still hadn’t actually uttered a word. He shook his head.

“Come with me.”

“Oh, the time for that particular invitation was back at the first bedroom we came across. For someone with impeccable timing in battle, your social timing is terrible.”

Sen snorted, which just made the glare intensify. “Your grandfather made the same observation about my social skills not that long ago, but that’s not what I was getting at. Seriously, come with me.”

Sen went into the building and, after a long enough pause to let Sen know that he wasn’t in charge of her, Misty Peak followed. Sen gestured around the place. The fox eyed the room they were in, which wasn’t appreciably different from the common areas of the last few houses they’d been in during the last hour. She glanced around the room before directing an unimpressed look his way.

“Yes, you’ve discovered the magic of walls. They do indeed make rooms. Congratulations.”

“Amusing. So, answer me this. Why is all of the furniture still here in all of these houses? I mean, I can understand an odd piece here or there if the temple or city dwindled over the centuries. But furniture isn’t cheap. People take it with them when they leave. I’ve been on the roads enough to see it happen.”

Misty Peak looked around again, and it was her turn to frown. He could see it on her face as she mentally reviewed the other homes they’d gone into. Her eyes focused again. Sen waited in the common area as the woman marched around the house from room to room. She vanished into what Sen suspected was the kitchen and came back holding a wok. She was staring at the pan like it was keeping secrets from her and she wanted to shake them free from the stubborn metal. She held the pan up and flicked the bottom with a finger. It gave off the dull clang of thick metal being struck.

“This is the kind of thing that mortals pass down,” she said. “You could get another fifty years of service out of something like this.”

Sen walked over and cycled for metal. He let his qi settle into the pan. It was extremely well made with almost no flaws. He suspected that Misty Peak had the right of it.

“It seems that way. So, why is it still here?”

Misty Peak gave the wok another hard look before she gave him a helpless look.

“I’ll admit that it’s strange. Very strange. Annoyingly strange. It’s also not what we’re here for.”

Sen gave her a long look. “It’s certainly not what I’m here for. I’m not so sure about you. Why are you here? Maybe just as importantly, why didn’t you just give your grandfather that toy of yours that let you come in here in the first place? Could have saved you, me, and that poor spider outside a lot of trouble.”

“You saw that? Didn’t you have more important things to be paying attention to at the time than me?”

“You had just shed your disguise, however unintentionally. Plus, I was inside the barrier at that point. I was just enjoying the view.”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, were you?”

“Stop fishing for compliments. You didn’t answer my questions.”

“Oh fine. It won’t work for him. It barely works for me,” she said before she turned her head like she was trying to look through the wall. “Come to think of it, why in the hells is that spider here?”

Sen threw his hands in the air. “I have no idea and didn’t feel like spending three hours asking it yes or no questions to try and find out.”
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“As pets go, it’s really creepy,” said Misty Peak.

Sen gave her a level look. “It’s not a pet.”

“It acts like a pet. It follows you around all the time.”

“By that logic, you’re my pet. Should I be scratching you behind the ears?”

The look of blind outrage on Misty Peak’s face was too much for Sen. He burst into laughter, which didn’t help things at all. She stalked toward him with bloody vengeance in her eyes. It was a challenge to duck and dodge all of the punches and kicks she threw his way while he was still laughing, but Sen wasn’t one to let small things like debilitating laughter get in the way of saving his own life. By the time the fox woman got tired of not landing any blows, Sen had his amusement mostly under control. Mostly.

“Stop smirking at me,” said Misty Peak with barely restrained fury.

“My other pet isn’t nearly so demanding. Did you see how it just quietly waits for me?”

“I will cut your throat in your sleep.”

“Alright. Alright. I’ll stop poking fun,” said Sen taking up position by the door leading back outside.

“It’s better for your health that way.”

“You’re in a terrible mood. Did I forget to feed you today?” asked Sen before darting out the door.

Sen crouched in a shadowy corner behind a building while Misty Peak hunted for him, shouting his name, and issuing very graphic death threats. He decided then and there to leave out the part of the story where he ran away and hid in any future telling of the tale. He glanced up at a soft chittering noise. The spider was clinging to the wall above him. While Sen couldn’t be entirely sure, he felt like the spider was giving him a reproachful look. He eyed the spirit beast.

“What?” asked Sen in a quiet voice. “She had it coming.”

When Misty Peak’s anger seemed to have subsided, Sen and the spider cautiously emerged from hiding. They tracked down the fox woman, who was leaning against a wall, arms folded across her chest, and staring at Sen with eyes narrowed so much they were barely slits. As Misty Peak looked like she was about to say something, the spider abruptly moved sideways to put some distance between itself and Sen.

“Traitor,” muttered Sen before he announced in a loud voice, “well, important business to be about. Spatial treasures to find.”

The fox stalked right up until she was standing nearly nose-to-chin with Sen, glaring up at him.

“Don’t imagine for one second that we’re anywhere near done with the whole pet discussion. We are not.”

Sen formed a mental fist and seized all of the comments that sprang to mind. Comments that he was certain would lead to instant bloodshed. He promptly crushed those thoughts and looked for anything less inflammatory to say.

“Yeah. I figured.”

With one last glare, Misty Peak spun on a heel and started walking away. Sen gave her back a curious look.

“Where are you going?”

“To find that spatial treasure.”

“Do you know where it is?”

She stopped and turned around to look at him like he must be stupid. “Really? A powerful cultivator treasure tucked away in a sacred city. I thought I might start with that huge building at the center of the city that looks like a giant temple.”

Sen looked past the fox and toward the inner part of the city. There was, in fact, a large structure rising above all of the other buildings. It did seem to fit with what Sen had seen from other temples. He gave the building an unhappy look. For some reason, it hadn’t been visible from outside the barrier, which made Sen nervous. Having dealt with illusions just recently, he wasn’t certain how much he should trust what he could see inside the city. But she had a point. It probably was the best place to start the search.

“Oh. Well, yes, that would make sense.”

“You hid from me for nearly two hours,” said Misty Peak while rubbing at her forehead. “What were you thinking about if not where to find the treasure?”

“I was thinking about hiding!”

Misty Peak threw her hands into the air, made a noise that did an unreasonably good job of telling Sen how unimpressed she was with him right then, and stalked away. Sen looked over at the spider, which had been steadily putting more and more distance between them. Sen rolled his eyes.

“She wasn’t mad at you,” he said and started off after the fox.

The city wasn’t massive, but the trip took longer than Sen expected. Part of it was that Misty Peak couldn’t seem to let go of the mystery he’d discovered. She kept stopping and walking into buildings she appeared to pick at random. Sen opted to wait outside while she did those things. No reason to provoke her, he thought. Every time she came back outside, she looked less happy.

“That one too,” she said, breaking the silence for the first time in a while.

“I sort of thought it might be like that,” said Sen.

“Any ideas?”

“Nothing I’d be confident about saying out loud,” said Sen before he stopped and gave their surroundings an angry look.

“What?” asked Misty Peak.

“This is taking too long.”

“I wasn’t taking that long in those buildings.”

Sen shook his head. “Not that. This trip to the center of the city is taking too long. We saw this whole place from the outside. It can’t be more than a few miles across, but that temple is barely any closer. I haven’t sensed any kind of qi techniques at work. What about you? Are you sensing any illusions?”

The fox looked from Sen to the still-distant temple. Her eyes went briefly out of focus before she shook her head.

“There’s nothing nearby that I can sense. This is all real as near as I can tell.”

Sen took a moment to saturate the ground around them with earth qi. He focused on everything it was touching, and all he got back were normal impressions of stone and, much deeper, soil. He repeated the process with air qi in the surrounding area and didn’t find anything out of place. Not sure what else to try, but convinced that something was wrong, Sen summoned a cheap dao he’d taken off of someone he’d killed along the way. He walked to the nearest intersection and drove the sword down, burying the tip of the sword in the stone below. Misty Peak came over and tapped the sword with her foot.

“What’s this supposed to do?” she asked.

“We need some kind of visual landmark that isn’t part of this city. Something out of place that can serve as a reference point. If we are actually moving in a line toward that temple, the sword should remain behind us at all times.”

“You think we aren’t?”

Sen rocked his head back and forth a little. “I think that something is going on here that we’re not seeing. Probably something we’re not meant to see. Something designed to keep us away from that temple. At least, that’s my good theory.”

“Is there a bad theory?”

“The bad theory is that this city is bigger than it looks and that spatial treasure your grandfather wants so badly has warped it somehow.”

Misty Peak considered those options. “Okay. I see your point. I’m hoping for the first choice.”

Sen took the lead in their walk and kept glancing back to see if the sword was still there. For a short time, it was there. Then, it was gone from behind them and Sen could see it down a street to his left. He came to a stop and simply pointed to it. Misty Peak gave the sword an unsettled look before she finally asked a question.

“Did you even feel the environment change?” she asked.

“I didn’t. You know more about manipulating what people see than me. What do you think we should do?”

Sen waited while the fox paced back and forth a few times with her brows furrowed. Whatever was happening to them was well beyond his experience, and he knew it.

“We keep going, at least for a while. Maybe we can piece together enough information to understand how this works. Right now, this feels like a trap, and I know I don’t want to be stuck in here forever.”

“No kidding,” offered Sen. “I’ve got a few years’ worth of food, but I’m not feeling good about what happens after that. I haven’t seen anything like food in here so far. Have you?”

“A few years’ worth of food. What kind of disaster were you planning for?”

“All of them, I guess. You can’t ever really have too much food.”

Sen decided not to mention that he could get by without food if he had to. He’d done it before. He just didn’t want to subsist entirely on qi, even if it would probably prove easier and easier to do so over time. That was just a step too far removed from humanity for Sen’s tastes. He knew that, if he ascended, there was a good chance that such things would be commonplace. It didn’t mean he felt a rush to embrace it. His teachers hadn’t, after all. Pushing away the distracting thoughts, Sen eyed the sword and then their ultimate destination. He gestured to Misty Peak.

“Lead the way. Maybe you’ll have better luck than I did.”

For the next hour, Sen paid very close attention to his surroundings. Despite the temple always appearing as though it was directly ahead, the sword exposed that lie. It would appear and increasingly disappear from their sight, sometimes to their left or right, sometimes behind them, but slowly growing more distant. Sen picked an intersection and drove another sword he knew he’d never use into the street. As they set out, Sen decided to take a different tack. He cycled for earth qi and used it to displace part of the road as they traveled over it. From time to time, he’d give the spider a look, but it was just walking after them seemingly unconcerned about their current situation. Either that or it wasn’t able to follow the conversation enough to understand what’s happening, thought Sen. This might all just look like human madness to it. After another hour of watching the new sword appear and disappear seemingly at random, Sen figured that it was probably time.

“Let’s stop here for a minute. I want to check something,” said Sen.

“What is there to check?”

“Our trail.”

Without bothering to explain himself beyond that, Sen formed a qi platform and rose up over the city. He kept expecting to find the barrier above, but he didn’t. He wasn’t sure if he just didn’t get high enough or if it was somehow open at the top. He assumed it was the former, otherwise that barrier would just extend up into the sky forever. Sen understood the qi consumption of formations rather well, so he knew that an open barrier like that wasn’t realistic just in terms of what it would cost in energy. He was able to get high enough to get a better sense of the city, which was perfectly circular. Yet, looking down on it, the city did look bigger than it had from outside the barrier. That started a sense of unease, but it was looking at the visual trail he’d left behind that truly gave Sen pause. They had been weaving a complicated path through the outer edges of the city. When seen from above, though, that path in combination with the circular design of the city looked vaguely familiar. He stood on that platform for quite a while as he tried to dredge up whatever memory was associated with that pattern. When it finally clicked, he lowered himself to the ground.

“You took your time,” said Misty Peak. “You also don’t look very happy. What did you figure out?”

“What do you know about mandalas?”

“That they exist. That’s about as far as it goes. Why?”

“Because I’m pretty sure we’re stuck in one.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE






THE RUINS, PART 6
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Misty Peak’s head tilted to one side like Sen had started leaning and she was trying to keep him in sight properly.

“What do you mean we’re stuck in a mandala?”

Sen considered a couple of approaches to explaining, but their effectiveness depended a lot on her knowing something about mandalas. She didn’t need to know a lot, because he didn’t know a lot, but she did need to know something. Instead of trying to talk her through it, Sen decided to simply show her what he meant. He cycled for ice and leaned on his increasingly sharp memory to bring up a mental image of what he’d seen from above. It took him a minute to craft a crude replica on the ground, but it was good enough for his purposes. It had the buildings and roads in all of the right places at least. He gestured at it.

“This is the ruins we’re in,” he said.

“That can’t be. That’s way too many buildings and roads,” objected the fox woman.

“You’d think so, but it’s what we’re dealing with. Just take my word for it, or fly up and take a look for yourself.”

Misty Peak gave him an annoyed look. “I can’t fly. Not like you did, just floating there in the sky like some kind of rock that got confused about gravity.”

“That’s a very strange way to put it but okay. Then, you’ll just have to take my word for it. This,” he said, gesturing at the hasty ice sculpture, “is the place we’re stuck in right now.”

“Fine. Let’s say that’s true. I still don’t see the connection.”

Sen nodded. “This is the path we’ve been following.”

He cycled for fire and sent a small wisp of fire along the trail he’d observed. It moved along the icy streets in the sculpture, leaving a melted trail where his earth qi had left a trail in the real world. When seen from this angle, the path was incredibly complicated. It never crossed itself, but it did form a pattern. Sen didn’t understand the pattern, or what it meant, but it was far too orderly to be anything other than intentional. Given that he and Misty Peak were both blessed with perception well beyond that of a mortal, it was a statement about the power at play that neither of them had so much as felt a thing as they were directed along that path. Where she had been giving him skeptical side glances before, the fox was wholly fixated on the sculpture now. She frowned when the wisp of flame abruptly winked out. She shot him a questioning look.

“Is that where we are now?” she asked.

“It is.”

The fox circled the sculpture a few times but still looked unconvinced. Sen considered the problem before he cycled for wind and made a slashing gesture. A wind blade passed through the sculpture just above the surface. He swept his hand in the other direction and wind scooped up the ice buildings and flung them away. It left a largely flat image on the ground with just the barest impression of where the buildings had once been. Sen squatted down by what was left of the sculpture.

“If we continue on as we are, I think that we’ll end up circling the city, probably several times, constantly working closer to the temple at the center.”

“Why, though?” asked the fox.

“Some kind of defensive measure, maybe? I honestly don’t know. I do know that mandalas have symbolic and even ceremonial significance to some groups of monks. But my teachers never explained any of it to me beyond those basic facts. Uncle Kho had a couple that he’d picked up somewhere that he showed to me. I thought they looked interesting, pretty even, but cultivators don’t use them. So, I didn’t ask a lot of questions.”

“I wish you had,” said Misty Peak.

“So do I,” agreed Sen. “In my defense, I was learning at the limits of my abilities at the time. I didn’t have any spare mental energy to spend on things like information I didn’t absolutely need.”

Misty Peak made a noncommittal noise, and Sen could see that she was only half-listening to him. She was still studying the ice sculpture. She’d crouched down next to him and was tracing the route they’d taken with a fingertip.

“How sure are you about this?” she asked.

“It could go either way,” admitted Sen. “My intuition is telling me I’m right about it, but my intuitions have led me down dead-end trails before.”

“True of everyone, I would think,” said the fox. “Ideally, we’d just cut straight to the temple, but it seems like that isn’t an option. Going the other way, though, could take months. Of course, that’s only a problem for us. It’s less of a problem for my grandfather, I think.”

Sen gave her a sharp look. “What do you mean by that?”

“You were just flying up there. Did you not bother to look at the sky? It isn’t just the environment that’s strange here. Time isn’t moving the same. I don’t think that the sun has changed position since we came in here.”

Sen hadn’t been paying attention to the sun. It wasn’t like he got tired the way mortals did, at least not most of the time. After the healing elixir he drank right after they entered the ruins had really kicked in, he felt more or less fine. He probably could use an hour or two of sleep to let the healing consolidate, but he didn’t feel like he needed it. All other things being equal, he suspected he could go a ridiculously long time without caving to the need for sleep. A couple of weeks, probably, Sen thought. Maybe more. With the steady decrease of that need had come a sharp decline in how acutely he sensed the passage of time. As long as it was light out, it was daytime. If Misty Peak hadn’t brought it up, he might have gone a few days before he even noticed how long the sun had simply been hanging motionless in the sky.

“I suppose we could try to go back. I mean, I know we’re supposed to get that spatial treasure, but it’s pretty clear that none of us expected this situation. I don’t even know if the relic that lets me stay in this place will last long enough for us to cover the whole city like that,” she said with a gesture at the path they had followed so far.

“We could try,” said Sen in an unconvinced voice.

“You don’t think the ruins will let us leave?”

“Well, if it is a trap, why would it let us leave? If it’s not a trap, then it’s probably some kind of test. I expect the only way out of that is to either complete it or fail it. Unfortunately, I have no idea what either of those things looks like. We might fail if we fall asleep. We might fail if we get to the temple without achieving some specific goal. There’s no way to know.”

“We might complete it simply by reaching the temple too.”

“True,” Sen conceded. “Well, if we’re going to test if we can leave, we should get on with it. The sooner we know, the sooner we can make a plan.”

After twenty minutes of pure frustration, it was clear to Sen that just walking out wasn’t going to work for them. It was as if the city simply realigned itself around them to ensure that they never went anywhere except forward on the intended path. Misty Peak was a bit more determined, so they spent another half hour failing to get anywhere near to the barrier. Sen was calm about the situation. If they couldn’t go back, that only left going forward. The fox was far less enthusiastic about being trapped in the city. Sen supposed that she had more on the line than he did. He wasn’t sure what kind of measures the monks who once lived in the city had used to keep foxes out, but he suspected that being inside the city when they activated wouldn’t be good for Misty Peak. Sen took a step back when the fox whirled and pointed at him.

“You can fly,” she said, her eyes bright. “You can fly us there. Skip all that walking entirely.”

Sen had his doubts that it would work. If the city could mess with space or their perceptions of it so smoothly that they didn’t notice, it followed that the same would apply in the air above the city. However, he decided it made sense to try everything before they committed to traversing the mandala by foot. He left another sword in the street to mark where they left off and formed a qi platform big enough for him, Misty Peak, and the spider. The fox seemed deeply uncomfortable with having the spider so close. The spider seemed deeply uncomfortable with getting onto the qi platform and even less comfortable with flying. It crouched low as soon as they took off. The fox looked inordinately pleased with herself as they cut through the air, her gleaming eyes fixed on the temple. The glimmer of triumph soon winked out when she realized that the temple wasn’t getting any closer. Eventually, Sen got tired of the exercise in futility and dropped them back down to ground level. When they landed next to the sword he’d just driven into the street, even Sen couldn’t help but give the blade a sour look.

“Well, I guess that answers that question,” muttered Sen.

The spider scuttled off the qi platform immediately. Misty Peak started hurling profanities at the nearby buildings and occasionally kicking loose objects she found. Sen glanced at the sun and saw that it still hadn’t moved. How long had they been in the city? He wasn’t sure how long they had actually spent walking. It hadn’t felt like that long, but they had covered a lot of ground. It just hadn’t all been in a straight line, unfortunately. He decided that it was time for food. He might be able to go without and the same might hold true for the fox, but he doubted the spider could. Sen considered going into one of the nearby buildings and looking for a kitchen, but the idea left him feeling oddly ill at ease. He wasn’t sure why, but he knew that it was a bad idea.

Instead, he set up a campfire right in the middle of the street and set about making some food. The spider got one of the many slain spirit beasts that Sen had dropped into his storage rings over the years. He always meant to take them out and harvest parts that might be useful for alchemy but almost never seemed to get around to it. He added it to a growing list of things he should make an effort to do more often. It was useful in this situation because it meant the spider had a steady food supply, but Sen couldn’t picture being in similar circumstances very often. Although, that might just be a lack of imagination on my part, thought Sen. When he was done cooking up a basic meal, he called Misty Peak over.

“Come and eat something,” he said.

“Why?” she asked in a waspish tone.

“Because things never look quite as bad after a meal. Plus,” Sen gave the sky a look, “I’m not sure how long we’ve actually been in here. It seems like it’s just been part of a day, but I’m feeling pretty doubtful about everything at the moment.”

The trio ate in silence. Misty Peak seemed lost in her own thoughts, while the spider was wholly invested in eating the spirit beast Sen had donated. It was a sight that neither Sen nor the fox looked at too closely. Sen spent the meal wishing he knew more about how time and space qi worked. He’d gotten a bit of insight about it from studying all the storage rings he’d looted over the years, but that wasn’t anything like real training. He also didn’t have affinities for those kinds of qi. He thought that shadow qi might have a distant relationship to space qi, but that was something else he lacked the knowledge or experience to leverage. Even if the monks hadn’t used time and space qi specifically, Sen suspected that having affinities for them would have made navigating inside the city easier. Eventually, he glanced over at the fox woman. She looked defeated.

“We should get some sleep,” said Sen. “It’s not like night is ever going to arrive to break up the days.”

“I don’t have time to waste,” said Misty Peak.

“We aren’t going to walk nonstop for months. Even I can’t do that with all of my body cultivation, and tired minds make bad decisions. We’ll have to sleep eventually. So, it may as well be now.”

Sen was both surprised and relieved when the fox didn’t suggest they sleep in one of the buildings. He hadn’t wanted to fight about it because he didn’t have any facts, just intuitions. Being in the city meant that there wasn’t anywhere he could anchor a tent. He satisfied himself by pulling out some blankets and piling them up on the ground. He’d slept in more uncomfortable places. While he hadn’t felt like he was lagging during the day, he felt himself start to drift off almost immediately. His last thoughts as he slipped into unconsciousness were about mandalas.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
MANDALA
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Things were quiet when they set out the next… Sen pondered about the right word. It still looked like morning, but he suspected it was going to look like morning all of the time for the foreseeable future. Since there wasn’t much to be done about it, he set the concern aside. He’d just call whenever they got up and started moving again morning. Resting had done him good, despite dreaming about inscrutable patterns that felt like they ought to mean something and might actually mean something to someone else. His mind was much clearer than it had been the day before. It turned out that attempted possessions were no joke and best avoided in the future. Misty Peak seemed consumed with thoughts that troubled her, while Sen was wondering how long the journey would take.

The spider seemed wholly unconcerned. Sen did spend some time considering how much he was taking the spider for granted. As docile as it seemed, it was still a positively lethal spirit beast. If it turned on them while they slept, Sen wasn’t entirely convinced that he would be able to withstand the spider’s poison long enough to both kill the thing and treat himself. He felt a little guilty thinking that. The spider hadn’t done anything to make him think it had ill intent. He supposed that distrust stemmed from not knowing why the thing had run after them into the ruins in the first place. I wonder if there’s something inside the ruins that it wants, thought Sen. That would at least make the spider’s behavior explicable. He also knew that if he truly wanted to know, he could simply endure the extended process of asking the spider endless yes or no questions, but Sen decided that he wasn’t worried enough to put up with that just yet.

At first, Sen tried to keep track of their progress by leaving a trail behind them as he had done before and flying up to see how far they’d come. After what he thought was the equivalent of a few days, he simply gave it up as pointless. The complexity of the path they were forced to walk made it all but impossible to measure progress in a meaningful sense. He simply gave in to the monotony of the walking. With the buildings all looking alike and the roads all made in the same way, the environment fell away from his notice. He drifted into something that was almost a trance. Every once in a while, he’d snap out of it and call for a halt. He’d pass out food, and they’d all rest for a while. Yet, even those breaks started to blur together. Conversation was sparse and usually faded to nothing after a few minutes. For Sen’s part, it was simply that he didn’t think of anything he wanted to say.

He didn’t notice when it was happening. The farther they walked, the less it looked like a city around them. The buildings melted away into a forest, and Sen found himself traversing a beaten dirt path that slowly carried him through foothills covered in tall grass that he didn’t recognize. The path carried him to the base of a mountain where it transitioned from packed dirt into narrow stone steps that led up the slope. His eyes tracked up and up. There had to be thousands of steps that he could see and likely more beyond that. However, he didn’t hesitate. He simply placed a foot on the first step and started to climb. After all, what were thousands of steps to Sen. The ascent took hours, then days, then weeks, and still the mountain rose higher and higher. His steps fell on the stone with mechanical regularity, one after the next, each footfall making only a whisper of noise.

As he climbed, memories came back to him. They were memories that weighed him down with regret. The way he’d handled things in the capital with the king. The way he’d left Lifen behind with the cult. The way he’d treated Lo Meifeng. The bandits he’d let live so long ago on that empty stretch of road. The prices that other people had paid on his behalf. He thought of the people he might have helped if he’d been less distracted, less busy, less focused on himself. He thought of Grandmother Lu and how long it had been since he’d last seen her. He didn’t necessarily see these things in a new light. He slowly came to realize that his regret didn’t stem from what he had done. In most cases, he’d done as he thought was best or as circumstance had demanded. Sen’s regret was that he hadn’t had the wisdom or the will to find other ways. Yet, after a time, he saw that even that regret was self-indulgence.

Wisdom could be acquired. Will was something he had in abundance. If the regret was real, he would have worked harder to find more wisdom and apply that will to creating better options. His real regret, his true regret, was that it hadn’t been easy. He had chosen familiar paths and familiar solutions because that was easier than finding new ways. Worse, the world encouraged people to choose those paths. Cultivators honed themselves in violence and consciously chose to impose their will on reality. After all, what were techniques if not a cultivator’s will over reality made manifest? What was ascension if not the ultimate expression of a cultivator’s will over reality by transcending it?

As Sen climbed those endless steps, he considered those revelations. The path of cultivators was fraught with pitfalls, but it was also a proven path. Just because he found the violence distasteful, hadn’t he agreed to it by pursuing cultivation? Then again, his pursuit of cultivation had been driven largely by outside threats. He’d grown stronger as much out of pure necessity as anything else. If he hadn’t gotten stronger, he doubted he would be alive. He struggled to identify just where to put the line between agreement and coercion. If the choice was between growing stronger or dying, Sen didn’t think it was much of a choice at all. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if his ambivalence was a weakness that should be discarded or a sign that he should be forging in some new direction. The one thing he did know was that action took conviction, and ambivalence was a poison to conviction.

He wrestled with that problem for what felt like years as his steps carried him higher and higher toward a peak that he thought must be some infinite distance away. In the odd moment when he took a break from considering the problem of conviction and ambivalence, he tried to guess how many steps he had climbed. Had it been thousands? Tens of thousands? If he looked around, he didn’t see land anymore. There was no blue sky overhead. There was just the great expanse of darkness that one might see at night and the stars that lit glittering paths across the cosmos. And, somehow, the mountain still rose above him, the stone steps as hard and indifferent as the first one had been. As the climb continued, Sen eventually discarded his contemplation of ambivalence and conviction as a false problem.

He was ambivalent, it was true, but it was almost always in the aftermath. He had only allowed that ambivalence to hold true sway occasionally. In the moment, Sen held conviction. Sometimes, he might not like where that conviction took him, but he had it. He realized that the ambivalence was there to serve a purpose. It was a reminder that problems had more than one solution, not just a reason to question his value. I can be more than one thing, he reminded himself. It was that truth that he kept coming back to, over and over again. He could be the ruthless cultivator, but he could also be the healer. He could be an enemy, but he could also be a friend. These things didn’t make him weak. They didn’t make him less. That duality wasn’t just something in him. It was something in everyone. The drive to be only one thing was the true aberration.

How many hours had he spent trying to figure out what and who he should be? How much energy had he spent trying to decide which face was his real face? They were all his faces, his truths, and trying to suppress one in favor of another was to weaken himself. Sen imagined that many people would disagree with that conclusion. They would probably think he was being weak for not picking one thing to be but that was a them problem. He was the one who had to live in his skin, look at his own face in the mirror, and find them comfortable. He couldn’t accomplish that by discarding his sympathy in favor of disregard any more than he could accomplish it by forgoing ruthlessness in favor of compassion. He needed all of it to be himself.

Sen’s foot came down on another step and the reality around him shattered like glass. The endless starscape fell away in pieces to reveal the place he had been trying to go the entire time. His foot was on the first step that led up to the temple in the center of the city. Sen paused as he tried to make sense of the experience. How long had he been walking through that city with no conscious awareness of where he was or what he was doing? Time had lost all meaning. Part of him was convinced that he had climbed up that mountain for hundreds or even thousands of years as he contended with his inner self. Another part of him was certain it had just been a second. Those two perceptions battled for dominance in his head, but neither felt more real than the other. Maybe both are true, thought Sen. He turned to ask Misty Peak what her experience was like, but she was nowhere to be seen. He scanned the immediate area. Neither she nor the spider were anywhere to be seen.

“Fantastic,” said Sen. “That’s just great.”
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Glowering out at the empty city, Sen let his spiritual sense wash outwards. It was powerful enough that, while he knew he couldn’t cover the entire city, it should cover most of it. Sen froze in place. He had expected to get the usual flood of information about everything alive in the area. Instead, he sensed nothing. Nothing at all. It was as if he cast his spiritual sense into an utter void. The only thing he could sense was himself, the temple, and… Sen whirled. Standing at the top of the steps was a positively ancient man in odd orange and yellow robes. Sen studied the figure with suspicious eyes, yet the man regarded Sen with a gentle smile. The man’s face was so wrinkled that Sen could barely see anything of his eyes except for a twinkle of good humor. The man’s positive demeanor made Sen take a cautious step back. He couldn’t sense a core or the concentration of qi he’d expect around a cultivator, but there was something about him. A kind of subtle, ineffable strength that made Sen very, very certain that he didn’t want to fight the man.

“You cultivators,” said the man with a surprisingly strong voice. “Always so suspicious. So violent. It’s almost like someone trains you to be that way.”

Then, as if he’d told the world’s funniest joke, the old man burst into laughter. Sen didn’t join him. Instead, his eyes darted around the area. This must be some kind of trick or distraction, thought Sen. As the seconds rolled by and the old man’s laughter ebbed, no attack came. No trap was sprung. The area around the temple remained as quiet and empty as it had been. The old man spoke again.

“You may call me Brother Khu. I am the, oh, I suppose you might say that I’m the caretaker of this place.”

Sen didn’t want to talk to the man. He wanted to go find Misty Peak and the spider. In the end, though, he thought that simply talking might get him to answers faster than roaming the city. Besides, he might get caught in whatever had happened to him again. Sure, climbing all those steps had been useful to him in the sense that it had given him time to sort out some of the things that had been troubling him. That didn’t mean he wanted to spend another few thousand years, or however long it had been, doing it again. He suppressed the annoyed noises and expressions he wanted to make. The man had introduced himself as Brother Khu, so Sen made the small leap of assuming the man was some kind of monk. Although, how the man had survived alone in the city for all the centuries since it must have been swallowed by the wilds was something of a mystery. Still, it was always wise to tread with care around monks. Sen offered the man a bow.

“I am called Lu Sen.”

The old man frowned. “Perhaps you are called that, but it’s not your name.”

It was Sen’s turn to frown. “It’s the only name I’ve ever known.”

“Hmmmm,” said the monk. “Very curious. Well, if you don’t know, I don’t expect it would gain you anything to have me enlighten you about it.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Isn’t enlightenment what monks are all about?”

“Heh. I suppose it is but only in matters less, let us say, prosaic.”

While Sen was mildly curious about what Brother Khu had meant, he had buried his need to know about his family long ago. They hadn’t wanted him enough to come back for him when he was a poor street rat. Now that he was a comparatively wealthy cultivator, he didn’t want them. They had all gotten along just fine without each other. Sen saw no need to try to fix what was obviously working for all of them. Beyond that, Sen had more immediate and pressing concerns.

“How about the location of the people who were with me? Is that too prosaic a matter?”

“No. It’s simply not a matter that you can do anything about. You walked your path to arrive here. They must walk their individual paths to do the same. Right now, they are beyond your reach or mine.”

Sen grimaced. “So, the mandala is a trap.”

“A trap implies ill intentions. The mandala is a method to find a path. I even allowed your fox friend to continue.”

“You knew?”

“Of course, I knew. Her trinket was clever enough, but neither my eyes nor my mind are clouded. She cannot hide her nature from me.”

Sen glanced back out at the empty city. He still wanted to go look for them, but he suspected that the monk was either telling the truth or was exerting an enormous, terrifying level of control over the entire area. Either way, Sen didn’t think he would find them. Turning back to the monk, Sen decided to focus on his other goal.

“Should I assume you know why I’m here?”

“I have a reasonably good idea. There isn’t much here of value to cultivators or foxes. So, I’d guess that the old monster finally decided that it was time to ascend only to discover that the only thing that could help him do it was here. Am I close?”

“That sounds about right. So, will you let me have it?”

The monk pondered that for a while before he shrugged and said, “Okay.”

Sen’s mind stuttered along until it finally dragged to a complete halt. He’d been expecting to have to argue about it, or maybe pay some outrageous sum for it, or most likely fight for the stupid treasure. One of those things, or more likely all three of those things, would have happened if he’d approached another cultivator for the treasure. Sen had been so primed for a conflict that he’d just never considered what he would do if things went his way. He stumbled around mentally before finally managing to dredge up something appropriate to say.

“Oh, um, thank you.”

An almost palpable aura of amusement exploded from the monk and suffused the area. It wasn’t domineering or oppressive the way Sen expected powerful auras to be. It was everywhere but rested as lightly as a feather on his senses.

“I bet you thought I’d make you fight me for it, didn’t you?”

Sen felt a little embarrassed about being so transparent. “Well, yes. I mean you did set up all those defenses to keep the foxes out. I’m here to help a fox. It’s not that much of a stretch to think you wouldn’t just give up the spatial treasure willingly.”

The monk laughed. “Is that what the old fox thought was happening? Those defenses weren’t there to keep him out. Not really. He could have gotten inside if he wanted it badly enough. They were there to make sure he didn’t come until he was truly ready to leave this world behind. He would have wasted the treasure if we’d let him have it sooner.”

Sen gave Brother Khu a skeptical look.

“So, this was all for Laughing River’s benefit?”

“Of course. I’m a monk. I know better than most that the path to enlightenment can take many forms. The old fox is just a little slower than most to find his way. He needed some assistance, even if he didn’t know it.”

Part of Sen was screaming at him that this was all part of some complex ruse. He did his best to silence that voice in the back of his head. He was too used to things always going wrong or going the hardest way imaginable. It was also conceivable that the monk was lying, but Sen couldn’t think of a good reason why the monk would do that. There was no obvious benefit. If Brother Khu was as potent as Sen suspected, he could have simply denied Sen the treasure and sent him on his way.

“How long until the others arrive?” Sen finally asked.

“How long did it take you to arrive?” replied the monk.

Sen tried to think of a good way to answer the question but found that he didn’t have an answer that made sense. It had taken him as long as it had taken him. It would take the others as long as it would take them. The old man chuckled and waved for Sen to join him at the top of the stairs. Sen ascended the steps until he stood next to the monk. He was surprised to find he towered over Brother Khu by nearly a foot. The monk peered up at him with those deep-set, almost hidden eyes.

“Is everyone as tall as you, these days? It’s been a while since I was out in the world.”

Sen thought it over before he shook his head. “I’m fairly tall, as those things go.”

Brother Khu nodded. “Come along young man. We’ll have some tea, and I’ll try to remember where I put that bauble the old fox wants. I know it’s around here somewhere.”

As Sen followed the monk into the temple, he considered the word bauble. Given that it was a space treasure powerful enough to help the equivalent of a nascent soul cultivator ascend, Sen wasn’t sure that he’d call it a bauble. Then again, he hadn’t been living inside a mystical city that pulled double duty as a life-size mandala that could seemingly pull people into some other plane or state of existence. So, what did he know?


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
WEBS
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Glimmer of Night had followed along behind the Cluster Slayer, who he liked, and the other one, who he didn’t care about. He had been quite uncertain about the Cluster Slayer at first. He had only followed them into the ruins out of a sense of obligation that ran so deep in his kind that it might as well have been a command from the heavens. He had feared that once they were in the city, the Cluster… No, thought Glimmer of Night, he is called Sen. He had feared that Sen would fall back on his old ways and simply kill him. However, Sen had seemed genuinely concerned that everyone was alright. More importantly, the human cultivator had freely shared food from the impossibly vast reaches of his storage treasure.

Not merely food, though, but entire spirit beasts with their cores intact. It also seemed that Sen didn’t bother fighting weak spirit beasts. The human might not have realized it, but he had single-handedly pushed Glimmer of Night’s advancement forward years ahead of schedule, possibly even a decade or two. Whatever the others in the cluster might think of him, Glimmer of Night was inclined to take his story about what happened with that other cluster at face value. After all, the human could have simply ignored him, let him go hungry, or even killed him. He had done none of those things. Of course, that was when they had all been traveling together. The situation had changed without warning. One moment, the spider had been trailing along behind them, thinking about how nice it was that the fox had stopped talking all the time. The next moment, he had been in this place. Whatever this place was.

He was on a web. He knew that much, even if the web strands were impossibly wide. No spider could fail to recognize web qi when they saw it. Of course, that had left him with the persistent concern that some equally vast spider matriarch would come along and crush the life from him. He had stood frozen in place by that fear for longer than he would care to admit to anyone. Eventually, boredom had supplanted the fear. If death was to come, it seemed it would come slowly or, barring that, it would come elsewhere. So, Glimmer of Night had set forth to find either information or his death, as it seemed no other good options existed.

The great web on which he traveled seemed to be spread out across the empty space between the far-flung worlds. He knew of those worlds because his kind was sensitive to the web of life. They had long felt the tremulations in that web that came from much too far away to originate on their own world. Glimmer of Night was still too young and inexperienced to feel those quivering touches on the web himself, but his matriarch spoke of them. He had sensed a curiosity in her about what might be on those worlds, and it had sparked his own curiosity. Did his kind have distant cousins on those worlds? If they met, would they meet in war, or be greeted as long-lost family? He didn’t have a preference. He could learn from either situation.

He did notice that time moved strangely in this new place. It had been like that in the ruins as well if less pronounced. He would walk for years at a time but not feel that passage as he should. He spent a bit of those early years of travel simply thinking about what he had done in life. The battles he fought. The friends he’d made, lost, and even been betrayed by. He didn’t hold hate in his heart for those betrayers. The world was not made for the weak and easily offended. Besides, it was easy to be magnanimous. He had slain those betrayers to the very last. No, looking back, he found he had no regrets. A part of him thought that coming to that realization would bring this journey to an end. He’d believed it so firmly that he’d even stopped moving and looked around, waiting for the transition back to the world he knew. It did not come.

Sighing a little, he continued this long walk. From time to time, the strand he walked on would intersect with other strands. Those strands would stretch out to lengths that defied his comprehension. He considered exploring one of those other strands, but his intuition warned him not to do that. Those strands were paths, but they were not his path. If he went down one of those, it could have either good or bad consequences. He did hesitate a little each time he came across one of those intersecting strands. If only he knew more about what lay down each, he might make a better decision. The heavens, it seemed, were not feeling generous toward him, because no burst of understanding or inspiration struck. With no information to work from, he decided to stay on the strand that had been selected for him.

As boredom once more threatened to overtake him, he turned his mind to the glory of webs. And why not, as he stood upon what might well be the greatest of all webs. They could be delicate, sublime things that captured droplets of dew that scattered light in the most pleasing of ways. They could also be terrible things with slashing spikes of hardened silk woven in to wound and punish. Yet, beautiful or fell, they demanded the deepest concentration. They were intricate and easy to mar with inattention or haste. When done correctly, though, they could rise to a level of art that even the non-spiders could appreciate. They could spark enlightenment in the right kinds of minds. Glimmer of Night had some small talent in crafting webs. He could infuse his webs with certain affinities that enhanced their functions. He aspired to one day make a web that would spark enlightenment, but that would be centuries away if it happened at all. He would need to survive long enough to nurture his small gifts.

As he considered the art of web weaving, and the nature of infusing those webs, time flowed around him like a great river. He delved deep into the traditional web patterns. He searched for understanding. He searched for insight. He considered deeply why those patterns were the patterns taught to every spider, and why the spiders who lacked self-awareness seemed to know them. He theorized that it was a function of the web of life. The patterns must echo along that web so that the lowest of his kin could feel them, even if they didn’t understand them. When he felt that he had gleaned all that he could from contemplating the patterns known to all, he started to consider the pattern that he was developing.

It was still an ugly thing, half-formed, but he could feel himself reaching for a deeper truth every time he worked on it. With nothing but time and apparently freed from all needs, he let himself sink wholly into that nascent pattern. He built a thousand webs in his mind, then ten thousand webs, and then a hundred thousand webs, striving to find the internal geometry that would strike the spark of enlightenment and let him access not simply a truth, but the truth hidden at the core of that pattern. So deep was his concentration that he did not feel it at first when he was lifted from that enormous strand, nor see the great black eyes that peered down on him with distant, maternal amusement.

When he returned to himself, he thought his life would flee from his unworthy body. He stood upon the leg of the most perfect spider he had ever beheld. There was not a blemish upon her carapace, nor a hint of weakness in her legs. Her eyes were the color of the deepest void. Glimmer of Night flattened himself against the leg he stood on, wishing only that he could lower himself even farther. He didn’t stand before a matriarch for no such word would do her justice. This being transcended him, transcended all the matriarchs of his world and possibly any world. It was unworthy that she should be subjected to the sight of his weakness and imperfection. He feared she would strike him down for intruding on her.

“Be at peace,” she said.

The voice was light and sweet, even as it reverberated throughout the cosmos. He was both comforted and struck with fearful awe.

“You are not here by accident,” she continued. “You had many chances to turn aside from this fate. You could have ignored the debt to the human cultivator. You could have chosen any of the other strands to walk. However, you persevered and found your way to me. I am impressed, my son.”

It took longer than it should have for his quaking mind to remember that he could talk and that the protracted silence around him suggested that he should talk.

“I am humbled by your regard, Ancient Weaver.”

“Ancient? Do I look so old?”

Before the blade of pure terror could sink itself into his mind, the great spider let out peals of laughter. The sound of that laughter washed away his fears and he suddenly found himself thinking of home.

“Tell me, my son, who is so very, very far from home, what boon would you ask of me?”

Glimmer of Night froze. A boon? His mind tried to go in a thousand directions at once. He thought of resources that would let him advance. He thought of secret knowledge. He thought of a land cut off from the vicious cycle of violence his brethren experienced all the time. Try as he might, though, he couldn’t bring himself to ask for any of these things. It was both too much and not enough.

“It is enough that I have seen you,” said Glimmer of Night. “To ask for more would be greed.”

There was more of that laughter that left him feeling warm and safe.

“Oh, I do believe you have been spending far too much time with that cultivator friend of yours. Still, it isn’t the worst thing for one so young to be charming,” said the great spider. “Well, if you will not choose, then I suppose I must choose something for you. Before that, though, tell me about your cluster. Tell me about my children on your world.”

He spoke haltingly at first, still half-stunned by the presence of the great spider. Speaking about his home soon loosened his words, though. He told the great spider about his matriarch and the many caverns they had claimed as their own. He told her about the wilds and their conflicts with the other spirit beasts in the area. He spoke about the human cultivators and the constant threat they posed in their hunger for cores. He didn’t know how much time passed as he spoke, nor did he care as he sat beneath the attentive and interested gaze of the greatest of all matriarchs. When his words ran dry, she seemed to sense it.

“Thank you for speaking with me,” she said. “I so rarely get visitors here. I can see much through the web, but it’s not the same as listening to someone talk. Now, I do believe that I know what boons I will grant you.”

Glimmer of Night was so overwhelmed with pleasure at having rendered even that tiny service to this divine presence that it took a moment for the word to sink in. Boons? Plural?


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
COMPASSION
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Sen sat at a table and sipped tea while Brother Khu muttered under his breath and searched through chest after chest that he pulled out of a closet that could never have held them. He considered offering to help the old monk, but Sen suspected that there were probably things in the chests or the closet that Brother Khu would prefer went unseen by an outsider. So, Sen did his best to wait patiently. That resolve was tested when the monk all but fell inside of a chest. It was a telling moment. It seemed the chests were storage treasures as well. Sen had been told that storage treasures couldn’t hold other storage treasures. Uncle Kho had tried to explain why, but Sen had given up even trying to understand when phrases like dimensional integrity started getting thrown around. He’d contented himself with the explanation that trying to store one storage treasure inside another would end badly. However, the closet and chests seemed to defy that rule. Sen wondered if perhaps they were linked in some way to get around that problem.

For all Sen’s concerns about Brother Khu’s safety, the monk emerged unscathed and held up a jade box that could rest easily on Sen’s palm. The monk casually flipped the chest closed with a foot and then proceeded to kick each of the half-dozen chests toward the closet. Sen watched with open curiosity as the chests slid into the closet without any apparent trouble. The monk closed the closet, wandered back over to the table, and sat down. He placed the box in front of Sen, then gave his cup of cold tea a mournful look. Sen cycled a bit of fire qi and waved a hand in the general direction of the teacup. Steam began to gently waft up off the liquid in the cup. The monk took a sip and nodded in approval.

“You cultivators do have your uses,” said the monk.

“I’m not an expert on, well, monks, but I have heard you have powers of your own. Is something like warming up a cup of tea not possible for you?”

Brother Khu lifted a hand and waggled it back and forth. “Can I do something like that? Probably. Should I do something like that? Probably not.”

“I don’t understand. It’s a trivial thing and would make life so much easier. Why not do it?”

“Whoever told you that deploying power is a trivial thing?” asked the monk.

Sen stared blankly at the monk before he said, “No one told me. Something like making your tea hot just is trivial. It costs virtually nothing.”

“Perhaps, but perhaps not. Acquiring the kind of power you have takes most people decades if not centuries of sustained effort. You must work for it. You must sacrifice for it. As I understand it, building up qi is time-consuming and even difficult. Warming up the tea appears trivial because it is small, but not when you put it in context with everything it cost to be able to warm up the tea. For most cultivators, every scrap of qi is a treasure beyond compare.”

All of that gave Sen more than a little pause. He was pretty casual with his use of power, and it was in large part because restoring his qi reserves was so stupidly easy. If he had to work for it the way other cultivators did, would he treat warming up tea as something trivial or as a waste of qi that bordered on a travesty? He honestly didn’t know. Part of him suspected that he might still treat it as trivial. He’d always been more interested in what he could do with qi than in hoarding it toward future advancement. Then again, he’d developed advantages that let him indulge that interest. There was just no good way to know how he’d feel about it if his circumstances had been different. His circumstances hadn’t been different. So, he was left with imagining how he might have seen the world differently. It was, however, a poor substitute for the lived experience, colored by his biases and attitudes.

Sen gave the monk a helpless smile. “Perhaps that is true for others, but not for me. And I seem to recall the question being about why you don’t do it. It wasn’t about why hypothetical cultivators would choose to avoid it. You don’t cultivate like I do, so you can’t be fretting about preserving qi in the distant hope of ascension. What prevents you from using your power in this way?”

“Humility. Reverence. Fear of selfishness. There are many reasons. In the end, my path is one of service. I exist to aid others. Using what meager power I have on something as trivial,” the monk winked at Sen, “as warming my tea is to treat that power lightly and selfishly. Particularly so when I can simply make more tea over the fire. It’s slower, I’ll grant you, but it preserves my strength for my true purpose.”

“Meager power?” asked Sen with a raised eyebrow. “I think it’s less meager than you pretend, but I do have a question.”

“Please, ask,” said the Brother Khu.

“You say your path is one of service, to provide aid to others, but foxes are notoriously troublesome. Not evil, necessarily, but few would classify them as good. Why would you choose to aid one of them?”

“Hmmmm,” said the monk as he sipped his tea. “I suppose you believe that empathy and compassion should be reserved for the worthy.”

Sen didn’t respond immediately. He felt like the statement was a trap of some kind, even if he couldn’t quite see where the sharp edges were located. He frowned as he thought the sentiment over.

“I do,” Sen finally agreed.

“If we reserve our empathy and compassion only for those who seem outwardly deserving of it, what manner of karma do we sow? How will souls become better in their next lives if they never experience empathy and compassion? How will we become better if we withhold empathy and compassion? I choose to aid the old fox out of compassion, in the hope that it will help him become better, if not in this life, then in his next life. I cannot wash away his sins, nor free him from his karmic debts, but I can give him that small gift. The experience of one person’s compassion.”

Sen stared at the old monk with a mixture of curiosity and horror. He could see Brother Khu’s point, but he didn’t agree with it. There were people and things in the world that didn’t deserve compassion or empathy or even pity. They only deserved death. It seemed the old man could read his expression without Sen uttering a word. The monk gave Sen a sad smile.

“You think that my path is a foolish waste.”

Sen considered his words with great care. “I think that your path would treat many with more respect and kindness than they deserve. I believe your empathy and compassion might be better spent elsewhere.”

“Spoken as someone who has, perhaps through no fault of their own, been taught that it is their right to decide who lives and who dies. Is your judgment so keen that you believe you can judge not only who deserves life but who deserves compassion?”

Sen’s expression soured at the word judgment. “Some seem to think that of me.”

For the first time, the monk seemed nonplussed by one of Sen’s answers. “Whatever would make you think that?”

“I’ve… I guess you could say that I’ve acquired a reputation. It came with a name. More of a title, really. That title comes with a lot of expectations attached to it.”

“What title?” asked the monk, his face lit with curiosity.

Sen let out a long breath, wishing he’d never brought the subject up. But he had brought it up, and it was only fair to answer.

“Judgment’s Gale.”

The monk fell into reflective silence as he studied Sen from across the table. Then, the old man chuckled with a surprising amount of sympathy.

“Oh. I see. No wonder you looked as though you’d bitten into something rancid when I used the word judgment,” said the monk. “A heavy burden for one so young. Saddled with the responsibility to pass judgment on others.”

“Yeah, well, I do my best to avoid it when I can. I’m no saint who can see into the souls of others.”

“Yet, you kill?”

Sen once again considered his answer with exceeding care. “I cannot see into the souls of others, but I can see what they do. If they act like ravening beasts, if they sacrifice the innocent, if they seek to do harm because they can, I will kill. If I am attacked, I will kill. I did not make the world this way, but I must survive in it.”

“I survive in it,” said the monk.

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Do you?”

The monk gave Sen a big smile. “Perhaps not in the same way as you. I do enjoy a certain isolation here.”

“Just a bit. Speaking of isolation, why do you tolerate that horde of devilish beasts and spirits outside?”

“Better that they roam the world freely to do harm?”

“I meant why do you tolerate them to live? I can understand why you might help the old fox, but you cannot tell me you think that those things deserve compassion. They are evil.”

Brother Khu nodded. “They are evil, although an argument might be made that they need compassion most of all. That has been a matter of open debate since before your master walked this world.”

“My master?”

“I didn’t always live behind this barrier. I know of Fate’s Razor. I even met him once. I can see his influence in you. As for the horde, yes, I could destroy them.”

“Then, why don’t you?”

“Because it wouldn’t help. New evils would rise in their place to restore the balance. Suffering is a part of life. For suffering to exist, evil must exist. Except, those new evils would rise all over the world to cause havoc, chaos, and death. Here, they are contained.”

Sen hated that answer. He didn’t hate it because it was a bad answer. Assuming the monk was right, keeping the horde in place was likely the most responsible thing to do. He hated the answer because it meant that he would get no more help leaving the ruins than he had gotten coming into them. He didn’t relish the fight he expected was waiting for him. He was just glad that he’d taken the trouble to set up that second formation. He didn’t imagine it would work quite as well since the horde had seen something like it once already, but the horde didn’t seem to be made up of mental powerhouses. Even if the formation just drew some of them away, it would make life easier. Sen felt another question forming deep down in his mind, but it never got a chance to fully spring to life. The monk perked up in his seat and smiled at Sen.

“It seems that one of your companions is arriving.”

Sen followed the monk back out to the steps where they waited. After a few minutes, reality seemed to unwind like the threads of a garment coming undone. A figure stepped through the hole in reality. Part of Sen watched as reality rewove itself like the hole had never been there. The rest of his attention was on the pitch-black humanoid figure glaring at him. Sen was immediately put in mind of the spider queens, but this creature was decidedly male. Sen wondered if this was the spider that had been following him around. The figure pointed at Sen.

“This is your fault.”

Before Sen could say anything, another hole in reality appeared, ringed in a phosphorescent glow. Sen took a step back as Misty Peak flew through the hole while hurling profanities at some unseen attacker. That was a bit startling, but the part that snagged Sen’s attention was that the fox woman was on fire. Sen summoned a heavy blanket and activated his qinggong technique. He arrived just a second after Misty Peak came to a stop face down on the ground. He threw the blanket over her and started patting at her to try to extinguish the flames.

“Lower!” she shouted.

Sen did as he was told and then stopped when he realized where his hands were. He turned his head to give the fox a look. She directed a huge and wholly unapologetic smile his way.

“Okay,” she said, “now squeeze.”

Sen closed his eyes. So, he thought, it’s going to be one of those days.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
SPIDERS, GLARES, AND A PERTINENT QUESTION
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Not even bothering to open his eyes, Sen disengaged his hands from the fox woman’s backside and stood up. He hadn’t particularly missed this kind of behavior during the long years he’d spent ascending that mountain that seemingly had no peak. He found himself oddly wistful for those quiet centuries of climbing. It had been frustrating at times but peaceful nonetheless. Sen also got the impression that while he had gotten a lot out of the experience, he hadn’t gotten everything he might have if he’d approached it with less urgency in his heart. Maybe I can come back here and try again, thought Sen. It’d be way easier to get past that horde if I only needed to worry about getting myself inside.

“Aren’t you going to help me up?” asked Misty Peak.

Sen opened his eyes and looked at the fox. She seemed very unimpressed by how much he wasn’t being helpful. He shrugged.

“You seemed to get yourself down there just fine. I expect you can get up by yourself too.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Well, you haven’t changed.”

“You were on fire when you arrived here. I’d say that neither of us has changed that much.”

Despite his words, Sen reached out to help the woman to her feet. She started to hand him the blanket before she took a longer look at the scorched piece of material and winced.

“Sorry,” she said, moving the ruined blanket around in midair like she didn’t quite know what to do with it.

“It’s fine,” said Sen.

He took the blanket from her and with a brief surge of qi, he incinerated it. He saw a coy expression cross the woman’s face but was saved from that problem with a different problem. The person who Sen assumed was the spider stormed up to the pair of them, his liquid black eyes boring into Sen. While Sen had stared down a lot of troubling things, that glare was surprisingly effective at leaving him feeling more than a little unsettled.

“This is your fault,” repeated the angry spider man.

Sen tried to sort through the many, many questions that rolled through his mind. He wasn’t sure where to start.

“We’re clearly going to need to have a long talk about a lot of things,” said Sen, “but why don’t we start with what you think is my fault.”

“This!” shouted the spider, waving his hands at his body. “Look at me. Oh, my legs. My wonderful legs are gone. And I got these useless things in return.”

Sen took a step back as the spider shook his arms in Sen’s general direction. Sen tried to regroup and grasp at sanity.

“I’m sorry,” said Sen. “I’m trying to understand, but I really need more information. How is this my fault?”

“The Great Matriarch transformed me into this terrible thing because of you! She said it was the best way for us to communicate. Except, I can’t change back.”

“Wait,” said Sen. “Your queen did this to you.”

“No, open your ear holes. Not my queen. The Great Matriarch!”

Misty Peak leaned in and whispered to Sen, “I’m pretty sure he’s talking about a transcendent spider. Some kind of primordial existence or a goddess maybe. He probably met her in the mandala.”

“Yes!” shouted the spider. “The promiscuous, ceaselessly talking one understands.”

“Hey, I don’t talk that much,” argued the fox.

Sen gave her a look. “That’s the part that bothered you. Not the promiscuous part?”

“I’m a fox. Why would that bother me? You humans are the ones who have strange ideas about sex. Besides, are you going to pretend that you’re celibate or something?”

Sen took a beat before he said, “Okay. That’s fair.”

She smirked at him like she’d just won in some game that he hadn’t even known they were playing. He turned his attention back to the spider, who was just staring at him.

“Before anything else, what should I call you?” asked Sen.

“I am Glimmer of Night,” said the spider.

“Glimmer of Night,” repeated Sen. “Alright. So, the Great Matriarch did this to you so we could communicate. What are we supposed to communicate about?”

“She did not see fit to tell me. She simply said that I should spend time in your company and all would become clear.”

Sen asked his next question with a sinking feeling in his stomach.

“Did she say how long she thought this would take?”

“Not long,” admitted the spider, giving Sen the briefest moment of hope. “A few hundred years.”

Sen reached up and pinched the bridge of his nose. “She wants you to travel with me for a few hundred years. Looking like that. With the name Glimmer of Night. Yeah, that won’t possibly create any problems.”

Misty Peak spoke up then. “I’m supposed to travel with you as well. For the communicating. Yeah. The fox ancestors said so.”

“I’m sure they were lying to you,” said Sen. “You know you can’t trust anything that a fox says.”

“What? You’re going to let Spider of the Darkness over there go with you without blinking, but I can’t come?”

“Well, I don’t think that he’s lying to me, which is a big point in his favor. Plus, I don’t particularly want a celestial spider to have me on a list of people she doesn’t like. I might meet her one day, and I’d like it to be friendly, thank you very much.”

“You might meet the fox ancestors one day,” said Misty Peak. “Aren’t you worried about what they’ll do to you?”

“I just figured I’d ply them with wine and tell them stories about how I set you on fire.”

“You never set me on fire.”

“The day is young,” said Sen. “Plus, we need to get out of here before any of us worry about where to go next.”

“Don’t we need something from the old monk guy first?” asked the fox woman as she shot Brother Khu a sidelong look.

“I have it,” said Sen in a tone that was far too casual to actually be casual.

“You already have it?!” she demanded. “How long have you been here?”

“Oh, weeks and weeks,” said Sen. “I was thinking I might have to abandon you here.”

“He is lying,” said Glimmer of Night, his head tilted a bit to one side.

The fox woman rolled her eyes. “Of course, he’s lying. He’s trying to wind me up.”

“I’m successfully winding you up,” said Sen.

“Is this some kind of courtship ritual?” asked the spider.

“Yes,” said Misty Peak.

“No,” said Sen at the same time.

“I’m confused,” said Glimmer of Night.

“So is he,” said Misty Peak hiking a thumb at Sen. “I expect you’ll both get over it.”

Feeling himself reaching the limits of his tolerance, Sen walked over to Brother Khu. He would use the old man as a shield, even if it was a shield that would only last for a few minutes.

“Brother Khu, may I present to you, Glimmer of Night. He is one of the spider spirit beasts who dwell in the nearby forest.”

“Hello, Glimmer of Night,” said Brother Khu, directing a smile at the spider.

Glimmer of Night seemed a little awkward and uncertain now that some of his anger had faded away. He nodded at the old man.

“Hello, Brother Khu,” managed the spider.

“And who is this young woman?” asked the old monk.

“Oh, her? She’s just a fox. Probably best not to speak to her.”

“A fox, you say,” murmured Brother Khu. “Well, we can’t have one of those running around inside the ruins. I suppose I’ll just have to send her to one of the hells.”

The annoyed glare that Misty Peak had been directing at Sen turned to one of genuine concern as she started to back away from the old man.

“Probably for the best,” said Sen, earning an incredulous look from Misty Peak.

Sen kept his expression neutral for as long as he could, but a snicker escaped his lips after a bare few seconds. Brother Khu, who hadn’t moved an inch, gave Misty Peak a grandfatherly smile. The fox woman gave them both a death stare.

“Neither of you is funny,” she said.

She whirled to storm off, only to come to an abrupt halt. Sen figured that she had just realized that doing that might well land her right back inside of the mandala she’d just escaped. With her ability to storm off in a huff completely undercut by uncertain circumstances, she settled for giving Sen withering glares. The sidelong looks she gave the old monk were decidedly cautious. Maybe he could have made good on that idle threat, thought Sen. He made a mental note to learn about monks, someday, when he had the time. Sen made another mental note to try to find the time to learn about monks.

“Her name is Misty Peak,” Sen told the monk.

A look of real anger crossed her face at that. “Only you get to call me that. My name is Sun Linglu.”

Sen considered the fox woman for a moment before he offered her a bow. “I apologize.”

Misty Peak didn’t look happy, but the genuine contrition in Sen’s voice seemed to mollify her a bit. She turned her gaze to the monk who remained serene at the exchange. He offered her another smile.

“It’s very nice to meet you, Sun Linglu.”

“Yeah, um, thanks. So, I have a question if you don’t mind,” said Misty Peak.

“Of course not,” said the monk.

“Why are these ruins filled with buildings that look like they’re waiting for the owners to come back?”

Brother Khu turned to look at Sen. “I rather thought that would be your first question. The answer, young lady, is that it looks that way because that’s exactly what will happen, eventually.”

“What?” asked Sen and Misty Peak at the same time.

“I told you,” said Brother Khu to Sen, “that I’m the caretaker of this place. There would be no need for a caretaker if no one was coming back.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
MYSTERY UNSOLVED
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Sen so very badly wanted to ask the monk a mountain of questions, but he realized that it was ultimately a distraction. As interested as he was, and as much as he might want to come back and visit once those long-lost inhabitants came back, talking about it with the monk now would simply delay their return. Given that he had no idea how long it had been since they entered the ruins, he realized there was a question that should have been asked long since.

“Brother Khu, how long has it been for everyone outside of the barrier since we came into the ruins?”

The old monk frowned and offered a helpless shrug. “I cannot say with any certainty.”

“You don’t know?” asked Misty Peak, sounding wholly unconvinced.

“I did not construct the barrier. I know what it does, in general terms, but I cannot explain it in detail,” said the monk, before he weighed the look on Misty Peak’s face and continued. “You use a storage treasure, correct?”

“Yes,” said Misty Peak.

“How much do you know about how it functions? Can you explain it in detail?”

A look of grudging acceptance appeared on the fox woman’s face. “I think I see your point. But I want to go back to the whole people are coming back here thing.”

“No,” said Sen, earning a dirty look from the fox. “I’m just as curious as you are but that sounds like the kind of conversation that could take days. Given that we don’t know how long it’s been outside, how much longer do you want to stay in here? We could walk out there and discover it’s been decades. Was there anyone you care about that you left in not great circumstances? People who might think you abandoned them? Even if you don’t have anyone like that, I do. So, you can stay and ask all the questions you like, but I’m leaving as soon as Brother Khu points me toward the best way to leave.”

Sen could see the frustration on Misty Peak’s face. He understood it and even shared it, but he wasn’t willing to stay in the ruins with the passage of time so uncertain. It might have only been a few days or weeks outside. If he found out that was the case, he might feel bad that he rushed everyone out but not nearly as bad as he would feel if he discovered they’d been stuck inside for years. He cringed to imagine what kind of disaster it would have caused if he simply vanished for that long. His teachers might be picking up pieces of the kingdom and shaking them to see if he fell out. Or, they might think that he met his end in some deserted corner of the kingdom and mourned his loss. They would be happy to discover that he wasn’t dead and might even just write the whole thing off as a cultivator misadventure with a happy ending.

He didn’t think Falling Leaf would respond with nearly so much calm. Given everything that she’d done for him over the years, he expected that she would take it personally. She’d understand that he got caught in a place where time moved differently. She might even forgive him for it, eventually, maybe. When he tried to imagine what that first conversation would be like, though, Sen shuddered. It would be ugly. When he realized it might be an unavoidable conversation no matter what he did, that prompted another shiver of anticipatory dread. The transformed spider moved a little in Sen’s peripheral vision. Sen felt like an ass. He’d left the transformed spider out of the conversation entirely. He turned away from the baleful stare of Misty Peak to address Glimmer of Night.

“You’ll have to decide for yourself whether you want to leave now or stay and ask questions.”

The spider took a long moment to respond. “These are human concerns. I’ll warn my kind that humans will return here. Beyond that, I have no interest.”

That was easier than expected, thought Sen. He turned back to Brother Khu, doing everything in his power to not actually look at Misty Peak as he did.

“Is there a trick to leaving? Some special path we need to follow to avoid the mandala?”

The monk shook his head. “You have already tread the mandala and gleaned whatever insights you can carry away from it. For you, this place is just an empty city now.”

Sen thought it might work that way, but he was so inexperienced with such things that he had wanted confirmation from a more knowledgeable source. He was a little disappointed that he couldn’t use the mandala again under better circumstances. On the other hand, that’s often how it was with unexpected boons. He couldn’t be too unhappy that it was a one-time thing. It was like finding a particularly potent natural treasure in the wilds. You didn’t get angry because you only found one. You were just thankful that luck or fate smiled on you that day. Plus, his own thoughts on the matter aside, it was entirely possible that he had gotten everything he could from the mandala.

It was something from a tradition and belief system entirely outside of cultivation. While some ideas and insights might cross over between those systems, it stood to reason that many would not or even could not. He’d just have to be happy with what he had learned. After all, he hadn’t been stuck with a transformation he didn’t want or gotten set on fire by his ancestors. He’d just come to terms with some things that had been troubling him for a long time. Of the three people who walked that mandala, he thought it was entirely possible that he had the easiest time of it. Of course, that almost certainly meant he hadn’t gotten the most from it. However, he was so used to every advancement and insight coming hand-in-hand with a world of pain that he was willing to trade a lesser experience for less agony this one time. He briefly wondered if that made him a bad cultivator, but it wasn’t like he’d made a knowing decision to take the easy road. Things just played out that way. Shaking his head, he set those concerns aside and offered the old monk a bow.

“Brother Khu, it was very nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” said the old monk. “Who knows? Maybe we’ll see each other again if our fates and karmas dictate it.”

Misty Peak looked ready to mutiny against the unfairness of Sen’s unilateral decision. He thought she might decide to stay and satisfy her curiosity. Part of him hoped that she might. Then, he could go and do the things he needed to do and pick her brain about what she learned down the road. And he was quite certain that there would be a time down the road. Regardless of what happened with Laughing River, she seemed to enjoy vexing him a little too much to give up something that fun forever. No, even if they parted ways here, Sen was confident she would turn up again at some profoundly inconvenient time, throwing around innuendo and wildly inappropriate suggestions. Shi Ping would love her, thought Sen. After a bit of hemming and hawing, the fox woman exchanged goodbyes with the old monk. Glimmer of Night, who had looked increasingly bored, simply exchanged nods with Brother Khu before turning expectant eyes on Sen.

Sen led them out into the city. He half expected to once more find them being turned this way and that by whatever power fueled the mandala, but nothing happened. They simply moved through empty streets back toward the spot where they had entered the city. Sen had spent a lot of time debating with himself about where the best place to depart the ruins would be. It had been something of a toss-up for him. Where they entered came with the advantage of being the closest spot to the galehouse. The stone structure wasn’t a proper fortress, but it was supported and reinforced by a number of formations. That made it a place they could retreat to that would provide them with at least some protection. The other option was to simply exit the ruins at a randomly selected spot. Sen had given that option a lot of thought. He worried that the spot where they entered would be guarded. If they just left somewhere at random, they’d only need to deal with whatever part of the horde happened to be there. In the end, though, he’d settled on leaving the ruins near to where they’d come in. If nothing else, it was on the opposite side from where the second formation he’d set up would be hurling fire and lightning.

“We could have stayed and asked a few questions,” complained Misty Peak, breaking the silence for the first time.

“You can always go back,” said Sen. “I have good reasons to leave now. Glimmer of Night doesn’t want to ask anything. Nobody is making you leave now.”

“You know full well that I can’t get past that horde by myself. If it was only devilish beasts, maybe I could do it. Not with all those spirits out there.”

To Sen’s surprise, Glimmer of Night asked the question that popped into Sen’s mind. “Why would the spirits matter?”

“Too many kinds of spirits see right through illusions, and I can’t shake off a possession attempt the way you can.”

Sen stopped walking to look at the fox woman. “How in the world would I have known any of that?”

Misty Peak stared at him with her mouth half open before she shook her head. “I keep forgetting that you’re not really a fox. Fine. I guess you wouldn’t know full well that I can’t get out of here by myself. Still, how can you ignore that people who have been gone for thousands of years are just going to come back? Where did they go? Why did they go?”

Sen started walking again. “I want to know all of those things too. Just not badly enough to stay when years could be flashing by outside.”

“Who could possibly be so important that you’d give up finding out about all of that to get back to them?”

“A madwoman,” said Sen. “The kind who would very likely hold it against me until the end of time if I took any longer than absolutely necessary to get back.”

“You’re rushing out of here because you’ve got some overly sensitive lover waiting for you?”

Sen snorted. “Careful now. Your envy is showing, but I didn’t mean a lover. I also wasn’t exaggerating. I meant an actual madwoman. She just happens to be my teacher at the moment. I’m already expecting to face a mountain of misery for taking as long as I have.”

Misty Peak didn’t seem to know quite what to do with that information and fell silent. As they drew near to where Sen planned to exit the ruins, he pulled the beast core he’d linked to the second formation out of his storage ring. He stared down at it and felt their odds of survival drop precipitously. Misty Peak seemed to pick up on his sudden change in mood.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“I can’t trigger the other formation,” he said, showing them the beast core. “I was going to use this but the link is broken.”

Misty Peak and Glimmer of Night both eyed the beast core.

“How was it broken?” asked the fox woman.

“It’s not like it was made by the gods. It probably happened when the mandala took me wherever it took me. I didn’t design it to work across different planes of existence. It was iffy just taking it across the barrier.”

“So, what do we do?” asked Misty Peak.

“Well, given that we’re probably going to have to fight that horde on the way out, I suggest we eat a meal.”

The fox gave him an incredulous look. “Eat? You want to eat? At a time like this?”

Glimmer of Night came to Sen’s rescue.

“No reason to die hungry,” observed the spider.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
WHAT’S A CORE FOR, ANYWAY?
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Sen didn’t actually care about eating, he just wanted to give himself a little while to think things through. The formation had only ever been a fallback plan, but Sen was certain that the original plan of signaling Laughing River wasn’t going to work either. There was a decent chance that the elder fox had waited for weeks and simply decided that they must all be dead. Sending up a signal also depended on people outside the barrier being able to see it. Sen wasn’t at all convinced that was even possible, or that anyone outside would understand what they were seeing, depending on just how distorted time was in the ruins. He also hadn’t thought to ask the old monk if the barrier included some kind of intentional visual distortion.

He gave serious thought to going back and asking, but Sen doubted the monk actually knew the answer. He had the distinct impression that Brother Khu had been left as a caretaker based on his combat skills, not his skills with barriers and formations. Going back risked wasting even more time with what seemed like a poor chance of learning anything. With the primary plan unlikely to work and the fallback plan ruined by the broken connection between the beast cores attached to the formation, Sen needed to come up with a plan that at least had a chance of getting them all out alive. A direct assault on the horde had low odds. At least, it did unless Sen wanted to try something incredibly risky that could just as easily kill them all as save them.

Sen’s mind threatened to keep circling the poor possibilities, but he noticed both Glimmer of Night and Misty Peak staring at him. Rather, Misty Peak was directing a very annoyed stare at him, and Glimmer of Night was directing a wholly alien expression at the core in Sen’s hand. Neither expression made Sen feel terribly comfortable. The spider lifted his gaze to Sen’s face.

“What is the beast core for?” asked Glimmer of Night. “Do you mean to eat it?”

It took Sen a few seconds to unravel the seemingly bizarre question. It only made sense when he remembered two things. The spider hadn’t been around when he set up the linked beast cores. Spirit beasts primarily grew by consuming beast cores. If things didn’t feel quite so dire, it might have even been a little bit funny. As things stood, though, Sen just shook his head.

“I set up a second formation. I was going to use the beast core to trigger it.”

The spider perked right up at that. “Oh! An entanglement. Clever.”

Sen blinked. “Sure. I guess that’s one way to describe it.”

“May I see the core?” asked the spider.

Sen tossed it over without a second thought. “Keep it. It’s useless to me now.”

The spider caught the core and began studying it with an almost unwholesome level of focus. Shaking his head, Sen pulled a table out of a storage ring and piled food onto it. He also tossed a handful of beast cores on the table with different affinities. He wasn’t sure what the spider could or would eat, so there was basically one of every qi affinity he had on hand. With the food issue sorted out, Sen walked away from the others to try to get a look at what was happening outside. He'd been so shaken by the possession attempt on their way in that he hadn’t given the horde much thought right after they’d entered the ruins. By the time he’d thought of it, they were well and truly snared in the mandala. He hadn’t trusted anything he saw or heard once he understood that situation.

Unfortunately, he discovered that the mandala hadn’t distorted what he’d been able to see of the outside world. It had simply looked like a blurry mess of fast-moving shapes. With so many spirits and devilish beasts in the horde, it became little more than a dark mass moving on the other side of the barrier. There could be anything waiting on the other side, from a disorganized group to ranks of beasts marching back and forth in orderly lines. Granted, the second options seemed less likely, but Sen didn’t want to assume. Time might prove him wrong. They could walk out there and find nothing but a handful of beasts and spirits. The problem was that he had to plan on there being a densely packed and organized group waiting for them. That would be the worst possible situation for them, so Sen almost felt like it had to happen that way.

Sen stood there facing the barrier but not really seeing anything for long enough that Misty Peak came looking for him eventually. She took a moment to consider the indistinct world beyond the barrier before she looked at him.

“You don’t look happy,” said Misty Peak. “I assume you didn’t plan for this situation, so you don’t know how to get out.”

Sen glanced her way. “Oh no, I can get out. That’s not the problem.”

“You don’t know how to get us out.”

“That’s the problem.”

“Well, how would you get out?” she asked.

“There’s a couple of options. I think I could go right through them. Minimize the fighting and maximize the forward momentum. I’m probably fast enough and strong enough for that. I’d give myself good odds just going over them for that matter. You saw how fast I can be when I have something to launch myself off of. I could just make a qi platform and hurl myself toward the forest.”

Misty Peak frowned. “Yeah, those could work. For you. I’m not sure what the spider can do in his current form. Hells, he probably doesn’t know either, but odds are he can’t do either of those things. I know I can’t. I’m not as fast or as strong as you. My qinggong technique isn’t anywhere near as good as that ridiculous thing you do. I might be able to sneak past them if not for the spirits.”

“So, that’s what I’m trying to figure out,” said Sen. “How are you?”

She shot him a dirty look. “I was a lot happier two minutes ago.”

“Reasonable,” observed Sen.

“I notice that none of your plans seems to involve a lot of fighting. Don’t tell me that monk got to you with some nonsense about compassion.”

“He tried, not that it did him any good. I don’t want to fight that horde because it’s a losing proposition.”

“You seemed to do pretty well against them last time,” said Misty Peak.

“I almost got possessed. And I got lucky. If any one of a dozen things hadn’t gone just right or cut our way, we never would have lived long enough to have this conversation. Plus, I can’t count on any of the things I did last time working again. I have to assume they’ll have figured out responses to all of it.”

“Even that thing you did with your sword?” she asked with more than a little skepticism.

“Okay, maybe not that, but everything else.”

“What did you do with your sword last time?” she asked, an eager glint in her eye.

“It’s something I don’t talk about,” said Sen.

“You’re awfully young to have so many secrets.”

“I’m a cultivator. Isn’t being mysterious and having secrets like half of the job?” asked Sen.

Misty Peak let out a weak laugh. “Well, you aren’t wrong about that. Still, I’ve heard the stories about you. People talk about you doing insane things like setting the sky on fire. Where’s that guy?”

“I really wish people would stop telling that story. First, I did not set the sky on fire. Second, people stood around for the better part of three minutes and just watched me set that up without even trying to intervene. Finally, that whole thing was a bluff that depended on the people involved already wanting to do what I told them to do.”

“Well, that does take a lot of the mystique out of the story. Even so, are you telling me you don’t have something tucked up your sleeve? Something you’ve been saving up for a situation just like this.”

“Being trapped inside an ancient ruin with a time-altering barrier around it and a horde of devilish beasts around that? I did not, in point of fact, ever imagine I’d find myself in this situation, let alone plan for it.”

That earned Sen a flat look that made him want to shift uncomfortably, but he held strong and met the fox’s eyes.

“You know that isn’t what I meant,” she said.

Sen relented. “Yes, I have some ideas for things like this. Half-formed techniques that might get the job done. They might also explode in my face and kill us all. I’d like something with a bit more certainty and a lower chance of grievous injury or death.”

“You’re lucky I’m such a kind-hearted person. Most wives wouldn’t put up with all this whining, even if you are absurdly pretty.”

Sen was floundering for an appropriate response to that when there was a cracking noise that made everything inside of Sen shudder. It was immediately followed by a wave of intense heat and a tower of flame reaching toward the sky not too far away. Sen followed the tower of flame down and realized that it was just about where he’d set up the table with the food on it. He traded a look with Misty Peak before they both took off running. They covered the distance in practically no time and found the spider hopping from foot to foot in what looked like a mad dance of maniacal glee as one of the buildings was entirely encased in a fire. Glimmer of Night didn’t even seem to care that his carapace and the clothes Sen had insisted he wear were scorched and smoking.

“What happened?” demanded Sen.

The spider turned toward Sen, but he couldn’t make any sense of the expression on Glimmer of Night’s face. The spider rushed back over to the table and picked up another beast core. Sen could feel that it was an ice affinity core. Glimmer of Night hurried back over to them and held up the core. Sen lifted an eyebrow, not sure what he was supposed to make of all of this.

“Watch,” said the spider in a tone that Sen could thankfully recognize as excited.

The spider stared at the core for a second. There was another of those cracking sounds that sent another shudder through Sen. Then, Glimmer of Night threw the core at the burning building. The immediate environment felt wrong to Sen as two types of qi effectively declared war on each other less than fifty feet away. It set his teeth on edge, but he watched as the ice slowly overtook the fire. Before long the entire building was covered in a layer of ice at least a foot thick.

“Remember that secret thing up my sleeve you were asking about,” said Sen to Misty Peak. “I think we just found it.”

“I think so,” she agreed. “Assuming he can teach us how to do that.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE
THE CALM
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It turned out that Glimmer of Night could not teach them how to do it. It wasn’t for a lack of trying, either. The spider had very patiently described his exact process for doing whatever it was he had done to the cores. It just hadn’t taken Sen very long to figure out that Glimmer of Night was operating from an entirely different understanding of qi that used webs and various kinds of interconnection as the baseline. Given enough time and context, it was probably a decipherable method. They just didn’t have that kind of time. So, Sen had turned to experimentation to see if they could still make use of the spider’s ability. While the modified cores were unstable, they weren’t irreparably unstable. He had Glimmer of Night do his thing to a core and just set it on the ground. Then, the cultivator, the spider, and the fox had watched the core from a distance. When nothing happened, they traded glances.

“Alright,” said Sen. “I guess it’s my turn.”

He walked over to the core and gingerly picked it up. He held his breath for a moment as he waited for it to engulf him in some kind of qi explosion. Sen glanced at the others. Misty Peak tried to give him an encouraging look that mostly failed. Glimmer of Night was staring at the core like he was almost disappointed that it hadn’t done something terrible to Sen. Shaking his head, Sen moved on to his second experiment. He tried to put the core into a storage ring. As soon as the ring started to act on the core, he felt it. Sen threw the core up in the air and covered himself in a dome of hardened air. A massive torrent of water crashed down on him and flooded the nearby streets. When the water finally cleared away, he walked back over to Glimmer of Night and Misty Peak as they exited the building they had been hiding in. Sen just handed the spider another core.

“Maybe try doing what you do a little less this time,” said Sen.

As much as Sen wanted to get out of the ruins, he couldn’t view the hours they spent experimenting on those cores as wasted time. It took a lot of trial and error, but Glimmer of Night eventually figured out how much he could, for lack of Sen coming up with a better word, crack the core and still let them go into a storage ring. A casual toss wouldn’t set them off anymore, but a throw from cultivation-enhanced arms was still good enough. Sen didn’t imagine that they would be enough to turn the horde back, but they should make a very effective distraction. Particularly if the devilish beasts were still behaving like a disorganized mess.

It was something that Sen had to keep reminding himself about. He didn’t need to beat the horde, just elude them. Given how little attention the devilish beasts and spirits had paid to anything happening in the nearby forest, he figured it was a safe assumption that most of the horde wouldn’t chase them into the woods. As for the ones that did chase them, Sen felt a lot more confident about handling one or two dozen out in the trees. It was an environment that would likely favor him more than it favored them. He just needed to get himself, Misty Peak, and the spider there alive. First, though, everyone needed a rest.

Sen wasn’t sure how much it cost the spider to modify the cores, but it certainly didn’t look easy. Plus, Glimmer of Night had been at it for hours, testing and prepping cores for their initial exit. Sen was probably fine to go, but an hour or two of sleep should serve them all well. If nothing else, it would give their minds a break. Sen didn’t even get the token resistance he’d expected from Misty Peak. Not that he thought she was in a hurry to leave but simply because she seemed to enjoy being contrary. She must have read the thought on his face because she rolled her eyes at him.

“I don’t disagree with everything,” she said.

Sen lifted both hands to her. “I didn’t say a word.”

“Oh, you said plenty.”

Sen put a lot of extra effort into keeping his expression perfectly neutral, but Glimmer of Night came to the rescue again.

“No, he didn’t say anything. I was listening.”

Sen had to resist an urge to give the spider a hug. Misty Peak turned a glare on Glimmer of Night that was, as near as Sen could tell, completely lost on the spider. Worried that he might start laughing if he kept watching, Sen picked a building and went inside. He threw a blanket and pillow on the floor and stretched out. The other two came in shortly after. Realizing that the spider would have nothing even remotely like bedding or anywhere to store them if he did, Sen got back up. He took a minute to transfer everything out of a storage ring, and then store some essentials in the ring. That, in turn, led to a much longer conversation than Sen wanted about the ring itself and how it worked. The spider seemed fascinated by the ring, taking things out of it and putting them back in over and over. Sen reminded himself repeatedly that he was once in awe of the rings himself. With that problem settled, he returned to his blanket.

While thoughts of the fight to come threatened to drag him into a spiral of what-if thinking, Sen fell back on meditation techniques to clear his mind. It was simplicity itself to fall asleep after that. He was deeply surprised to discover when he woke up that he hadn’t had any dreams that he could recall. He’d almost expected to have a nightmare about the horde killing them all. He looked at the others. The spider seemed to be sleeping peacefully, but there was a troubled expression on Misty Peak’s face and she twitched occasionally despite being asleep. I guess she got the bad dreams this time, thought Sen. He stored his blanket and pillow back in the ring and settled in to prepare himself mentally.

It was unusual that Sen had more than a moment or two to really think about what he might do in a fight. It was usually just a quick buildup and then a descent into violence. In this case, though, he discovered that there wasn’t a lot of ambiguity. There was nothing in that horde that deserved to live another day as far as Sen was concerned. That bit of clarity put things on the table for him that he might otherwise think twice about. Heavens’ Shadow and Heavens’ Rebuke were obviously on the table, although he had to wonder if there was something in the horde that could counter them. It seemed unlikely given that he’d never met anything else that could, but it was never wise to assume. Of course, there was one other thing he could do or at least try to do.

He’d done it when he was fighting the dragon, and again when Falling Leaf was fighting against that beast tide. He’d resisted any urge to do it again or even try to practice it. It wasn’t refined or controlled enough to call a technique. He wasn’t sure what to call it. He could replicate it, though. The fact that the dragon had withstood it gave him a little pause but what else could he expect from a dragon that old? It would have been more shocking if it hadn’t shrugged it off. What he could remember about what it had done to that beast tide and everything else in its path was the real reason he’d held back from doing it again. The utter devastation of it had been too much. Until now. Now, he faced foes that deserved that level of devastation, that kind of annihilation. He could only hope that it would destroy their souls if it came down to it. Still, it was a last resort. The first resort was simply to get away, but Sen took a certain comfort in the knowledge that nothing was off the table in this fight.

When the others woke up, they found Sen standing in the doorway to the outside. The spider cocked his head to one side like he was trying to figure something out. It was Misty Peak who looked at Sen with alarm written on her face after she got a look at his expression.

“What happened?”

Sen lifted a shoulder in response. “Pack up. It’s time to leave this place.”

There was a total lack of talking as Sen led them to the barrier. He frowned out at the blurry mess, wishing he had a better idea of what was waiting for them. He supposed it didn’t matter. They were going out there one way or the other. He drew his jian and prepared Heavens’ Shadow like he had the last time with one minor alteration. He hadn’t gone far enough last time. He’d infused the technique with fear. This time, he infused it with unadulterated terror. The cold terror of being without shelter before the storm. The hot terror of facing down things you know can kill you. The existential terror that comes with the certainty that a predator has come and is hunting you. Sen didn’t want those things afraid. He didn’t want them panicky. He wanted them to feel like they needed to flee before the arrival of certain death. In his other hand, he summoned one of the unstable cores. He looked at Misty Peak and Glimmer of Night.

“Whatever you do, stay behind me. If it looks like we won’t be able to carve a path, I’m going to do something that you do not want to get caught in,” said Sen before he focused on the fox woman. “Do you have a way to contact your grandfather? A way to send him a message?”

Misty Peak’s brow furrowed as she thought it over. “I think so. What message should I send?”

Sen turned back to the barrier, drawing his focus ever tighter. “Tell him to take cover.”

Then, Sen stepped through the barrier.


CHAPTER SIXTY






THE STORM, PART 1
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One of the truths that Master Feng had imparted to Sen through their countless hours of sparring was very simple to state. Seize the momentum. Of course, Master Feng hadn’t ever said those words to Sen. He had shown Sen, over and over again. The person who seizes the momentum of the battle stands a better chance of victory. It wasn’t an absolute edict. Momentum could be lost. It could be stolen. It could even be overwhelmed by sufficiently superior strength. In the world of cultivation, no advantage was absolute save pure strength. All else being equal though, if one could seize the momentum of a fight, one should seize it, because one more advantage is never a bad thing.

Sen had that lesson in mind when he made his first move as he crossed through that barrier. Before his senses adjusted or he regained his equilibrium. Before he could clearly see what was on the other side, he unleashed Heavens’ Shadow. Sen allowed himself one tiny, brief smile at the thought of what it would likely do to all those devilish beasts and spirits. When his vision was restored, however, the results were beyond even his expectations. While he had warned himself that the majority of the horde might well be waiting for them, he hadn’t believed it would happen. Yet, he was able to watch as that terrible, beautiful technique wrapped once orderly rows of evil in utter madness.

It was like what had happened on the way in, except amplified by an order of magnitude. The devilish beasts didn’t simply try to flee, they ripped into each other with tooth, claw, and qi as they looked for any path of escape. A part of Sen thought he should just sit back and enjoy the sight of so many awful creatures doing awful things to each other. He felt like there was some kind of karmic justice at work. But Master Feng hadn’t taught him to take things easy, so he got back to work. He took careful aim and waited for the right moment before he whipped the cracked core in his hand down the gullet of some kind of reptilian thing that had dared to take on the form of an ox. It couldn’t be suffered to live, and it wasn’t.

The beast froze in place, both figuratively and literally, as the cracked core discharged all of the qi inside of it. The reptile ox exploded as crystalline spears shot in every direction. Ice raced across the ground freezing devilish beasts in place. That was particularly unfortunate for any that happened to be moving at the time, as their lower limbs shattered under the force of their forward motion. Then, the beasts crashed to the ground and were consumed by frigid death. Of course, by then, Sen was hurling cracked cores at any concentration of devilish beasts or spirits he saw. Since those groups were everywhere, he was throwing cores in nearly every direction as fast as he could summon them from his rings. Anywhere he saw spirits, he sent a core of fire or lightning their way. Anything that looked like it had a particularly dense skin or carapace got earth and metal.

When the explosions of qi got so thick that Sen didn’t think that throwing any additional cores could make it worse, he started adding his own flavor of chaos to the mix. All-encompassing shadow descended on the horde as if the very pits of the void had opened up to swallow creation itself. What had seemed like a peak frenzy of killing and death was made even more violent with the loss of vision. Anything that moved in that darkness was attacked, and everything was moving. Not wanting to let up for even an instant, Sen thrust his jian skyward and lightning lanced into the sky like a signal to the gods.

Sen pulled hard on that liquid qi that usually sat around inside his dantian and fed it into the lightning. Lightning arced and danced above them, gathering whatever it was in the air that made lightning. It built and built until it was on the edge of his control. When it reached that critical moment, Sen whipped his arm down and dragged all of that lightning to earth by his will. It didn’t come down in bolts but in sheets so bright that, for a few moments, they challenged the sun. Sen felt something rising in him, something he didn’t recognize, something that was both him and not him. Without even knowing why he did it, Sen screamed. The words were a challenge and a promise.

“Judgment has come!”
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“Tell him to take cover,” said Sen, right before he disappeared through the barrier.

Misty Peak was so stunned by the abrupt action that she just stood there staring at the spot where Sen had been just a moment before. She tried to make sense of the words take cover. She wondered what Sen thought he was going to do that would make her grandfather need to take cover. Perhaps the man was just a little too confident in his abilities. Sure, he could handle himself, but it was a long walk from being able to handle yourself to being any kind of a threat to someone like Laughing River. She sighed. It was probably her fault. She had been picking at his ego a little harder than was strictly necessary. She should do something to stroke his ego. Misty Peak was considering the best way to do that when the spider casually walked by her and through the barrier. Oh, right, she thought, experiencing the same frustration that all foxes experienced. Nothing could get a fox off task faster than a puzzle. Any puzzle.

“I guess we really should see about escaping before I decide if I’ll seduce him or not,” murmured the fox woman before she stepped through the barrier.

The second she was on the other side of that barrier, Misty Peak was driven straight to her knees by the overwhelming pressure of whatever the hells was going on. She struggled to understand what her keen senses were feeding her. Death. It was just death. Everywhere. And at the heart of it all, jian pointed to the heavens, and blazing like a dark star of destruction was Sen. Her mind tried to refuse the evidence of her eyes. It just wasn’t possible. Sen had only had a handful of seconds before she joined him on the other side of the barrier. There was no way he had done all of this in those few moments. A premonition of danger made her look up at what Sen was doing to the sky. He hadn’t set it on fire, not that it helped in the slightest. All of that lightning was even worse. She cringed as she felt that ocean of flickering, arcing death descend. He’ll kill us all, she screamed in her head. She’d tried to scream it out loud but her voice was locked away behind primal terror.

When the lightning crashed down on the horde, she closed her eyes as tightly as she could. It still felt like someone had rammed white hot needles into those sensitive visual organs. As always, thunder followed the lightning, except this thunder was a voice that reverberated with the authority of the Heavens and, she realized with dawning horror and awe, the mandate of Chaos. Her very soul trembled and quaked as Sen’s voice rolled over them all.

“Judgment has come!”

Misty Peak made herself look up at Sen’s back. He burned with celestial light, no longer concerned about keeping the divine qi in his skin repressed. She shrank back as his jian took on that hellish purple-black glow that screamed of utter annihilation to her senses. He stepped forward like a living god bent on the destruction of his enemies and the very world trembled at his passing. This, she thought. This is where the stories come from. This is what people have seen. This is Judgment’s Gale. Somehow, he had kept this truth buried from her sight and her intuitions, but she could see him now. This man was no core cultivator, except perhaps in the most technical sense. This was a nascent soul cultivator who was just taking his sweet time about wandering over that particular line of advancement.

And she had mocked him. She had challenged him. He could have snuffed the life out of her any time he wanted to. Then, as if to add insult to injury, she felt him unleash his killing intent on the field. It wasn’t even aimed in her direction and it turned her blood to ice. It felt like a living thing. A very angry, very hungry, living thing that meant to eat its fill today. Had her grandfather known? Had he known and just waited to see if Sen would end her out of hand? No, she thought. Sen wouldn’t have told me to warn him if Grandfather knew. That thought was like cold water being dumped over her head. The Sen she thought she knew couldn’t have done anything to her grandfather, but this merciless killing machine in front of her was another matter entirely. She hastily threw together an illusion construct and sent it as fast as it could go to her grandfather. She just hoped it got there in time.
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Glimmer of Night had stepped around the strings of fear and death that made up the web of desolation that Sen had seemingly crafted on instinct. Perhaps there was more spider in the man than Glimmer of Night had given him credit for. He was glad he could avoid those strings since they had driven the ceaselessly talking one to the ground. He looked around at what was happening to the devilish beasts and spirits. This is good, he thought. I like my new friend. Not wishing to be left out, Glimmer of Night began pulling the cores out of his new storage ring and throwing them at the horde.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE






THE STORM, PART 2
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Despite the monumental amount of death Sen had just dished out, he knew they weren’t done yet. If he had been dealing with the same kinds of numbers they had to face when they’d approached the ruins, they’d have a largely clear path. With the horde concentrated in this spot, though, he’d just landed a serious but not critical blow. So, he stalked toward the enemy, fully intending to punch a hole right through their lines and then run for all he was worth toward the forest. At least, that’s what he told himself. He knew that’s what he should do at any rate. He found himself wondering just how the horde had come to be gathered up right where they came out, just as they left the ruins. Sen didn’t know how long they had been in there. So, how had the horde predicted the moment?

There were a frustrating number of possibilities and no way to narrow them down. It might have been divination. It might have been a betrayal of some kind. He didn’t think that Misty Peak or Glimmer of Night would have given them away, but maybe one of them did. Maybe there was some way to track them inside the ruins that Sen hadn’t recognized. He supposed there was even an outside chance that Brother Khu had tipped off the horde, although Sen had a hard time believing that. The lack of an explanation stoked his anger, and he dropped his killing intent on the horde in front of him as a way to vent some of that frustration. The beasts that didn’t collapse into bleeding heaps on the ground all froze in place, seemingly stunned by the ferocity of what they felt. Sen didn’t let the opportunity pass him by. He activated his qinggong technique and shot toward them. He hit the massed devilish beasts like a meteor made of wrath. His fist connected with the chest of some kind of rock creature that stood nearly twelve feet tall.

The shockwave that rolled out from that blow flung beasts into the air. Massive cracks appeared on the rock beast’s chest as it was sent crashing and rolling through the ranks of devilish beasts. Sen launched himself after it, lopping off heads and limbs as he went, before he brought his jian down and punched straight through the rock creature. The rock creature exploded and even Sen wasn’t fast enough to avoid getting cut up by the shards or even to avoid being thrown up into the air. Rather than fight it, he decided to take advantage of his brief flight. He channeled for wind and, in an act of intentional spite, he infused a few dozen wind blades with just a touch of divine qi. Those blades carved into the horde like a finely honed butcher’s knife. They cut through bodies. They cut through spirits. More than that, though, the divine qi ignited the devilish beasts with holy fire that sent them howling and screeching into oblivion.

Sen was so focused on the destruction below that he very nearly missed it when a massive spear closed on him. He twisted in the air and brought his jian down to intercept the spear. While he did manage to avoid the worst of it and divert the spear’s course slightly, it still tore a nasty gash across his chest. Worse, he could feel devilish qi trying to find its way inside of him. It was like a thousand worms with razor teeth chewing at the open wound. The divine qi in his skin took up the cause of protecting him, and Sen temporarily put that problem out of his mind. He could worry about it if he survived. Stabilizing himself on a qi platform, his eyes flickered across the battlefield as he sought out whatever had thrown the spear.

It only took a moment before his gaze settled on a hulking figure that almost looked human. Yet, its eyes burned a deep crimson color, and its skin was mottled, looking black in some places and the purple of deep bruising in others. Long white hair whipped around its head in the strong wing conjured by Sen’s own actions and Glimmer of Night enthusiastically bombarding the field with more cracked cores. Sen locked gazes with the creature and felt a minor shiver of worry. Even at a distance, he could feel the unnatural, inhuman strength of the thing’s power. He could also feel its hate burning bright, a hate for everything alive and divine. Grimacing, Sen lowered himself to the ground. There would be no escape as long as that thing remained. All of the other monsters might let them go or lose interest, but this devil would chase and chase until they were all dead.

This was what Sen had worried might happen. A mindless horde was easy enough to disrupt with fear and surprise. For all of the malevolence radiating from it, this creature was intelligent. Eyeing the spear in the thing’s hand, Sen let the harsh light of Heavens’ Rebuke fade from his jian and sheathed it. Holding out a hand, he summoned the heavens chasing spear. He wasn’t sure it was a match for the monster’s spear, which radiated a dark aura of its own, but Sen simply couldn’t sacrifice that much reach. Focusing for a moment, he imbued the spear with the strength of Heavens’ Rebuke, but he didn’t contain it to the spear’s head. The entire shaft began to radiate that black and purple light. Sen briefly worried that he might harm himself using the technique that way, but its destructive power seemed indifferent to him.

Sen started moving toward the monster, batting aside or cutting down any spirits or devilish beasts that got in his way. The red-eyed creature moved toward him, slaying its allies in an effort to reach Sen even faster. In no time at all, they stood a handful of paces apart, glaring at each other.

“Who are you?” asked Sen.

The thing laughed before it answered in gravelly tones. “Well, if you are Judgment, little human, then I am Death.”

Those were the only words exchanged before the red-eyed monster attacked. It swept the spear at Sen in a move that would have cut Sen in half at the waist. Sen swung his own spear to block, only to find himself stumbling away, no match for the pure physical power of the blow. That might have been the end of the fight right there, except that Sen heard a shrieking noise and a bellow of anger from the devil. He’d concluded that it must be a devil, for what else could wield that kind of power in a blow that had looked so casual? Glancing back, Sen saw that the devil’s spear was smoking, warping, and cracking apart where his own spear had touched it, the power of Heavens’ Rebuke simply unmaking the weapon. The devil cast the weapon aside and fixed Sen with an even more baleful glare than he’d used before. Straightening up, Sen suppressed the urge to smirk and dove to the side when his intuition warned him of danger.

A beast that looked like it was mostly a fang-filled maw with four legs passed through the empty place where Sen had been moments before. Without even thinking, Sen sent a wind blade corkscrewing down the thing’s throat. He didn’t even get a chance to see if that worked before he had to pivot and cut down a spirit that seemed to have regained its composure. That was a problem that Sen hadn’t foreseen. Granted, the spirit had looked incredibly damaged, almost like it had severed pieces of itself, but that didn’t make it less dangerous. If anything, it probably made the thing even more dangerous. Sen couldn’t imagine that losing big pieces of what passed as its body did good things for whatever hold over rationality the spirit had. Fortunately, contact with the power of Heavens’ Rebuke seemed to be as catastrophic for the spirit as it had been for the devil’s spear.

Sen didn’t get to enjoy that bit of insight before he had to roll out of the way again, barely avoiding a swing of a new spear the devil had conjured from some storage treasure. The impact was enough to send a shower of dirt into the air that obscured everything. Knowing what he would do if he were on the other side of that dirt, Sen swung his spear through the cascade of earth and into the place where he expected the demon to lunge through the dirt. There was a sense of resistance and a scream of agony so powerful that one of Sen’s ears went immediately deaf. He went blind under the spike of torment that felt like it tried to drive straight into his brain through that ear. There was no time to regain rational thought, just the bone-deep knowledge that he needed to put some distance between himself and that devil. Sen managed to get one foot beneath him, activated his qinggong technique, and sent himself sliding away along the ground.

He was vaguely aware of things biting and clawing at him, but those were secondary concerns until he could clear his head a bit. When his vision started to come back, he could see that he was surrounded by devilish beasts. Nothing good can come from this situation, thought Sen just as something clamped down on his left shoulder. The flesh of his shoulder felt like it was on fire, and he felt some kind of poison or venom start to pump into his system. Roaring in anger and pain, Sen cycled for fire. He wasn’t even entirely conscious of what he did with it, but when his voice died away, there was nothing within five feet of him but blackened earth and partial, smoking beast corpses that seemed to have been on the edge of the brief inferno he’d ignited. He could feel the venom working on him already and the immediate response of his many-times refined body trying to purge it. He suspected that he could purge whatever it was, given time, but he wasn’t going to get that time. The devil was already bearing down on him, red eyes lit with pain, rage, and madness.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO






THE STORM, PART 3
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Even with time being a precious and limited commodity in a battle, Sen couldn’t help but notice that his strike had been more effective than he could have hoped. From just below the elbow, the devil’s left arm was simply gone. It also appeared that the lingering energy of Heavens’ Rebuke wasn’t done quite yet. The stump seemed to be corroding. The energy eating away more and more of the flesh and bone as it worked its way up the arm. Sen expected that the devilish energy in the wound on his chest had meant to do something similar, only to find itself stymied by the divine qi in his skin. Sen couldn’t guess how long that corrosive effect would keep working on the powerful devil. Probably not long enough to actually kill it, thought Sen with a bit of disappointment. But the injury provided a much more immediate benefit.

The devil hadn’t changed weapons to something that would function better using one arm. While that didn’t mean the devil wouldn’t switch, it likely meant the spear was the weapon it was most comfortable with. A weapon that, as Uncle Kho had taught him, required the use of two arms to use properly. It wasn’t an absolute advantage by any measure. The devil was still hideously strong, but it was a strength that it couldn’t bring entirely to bear anymore. With that gap in strength between them a little narrower, Sen thought he might be able to bridge it with pure skill. He reignited Heavens’ Rebuke in the spear, having lost his grip on the technique in the wake of that blinding lance of pain in his head. The devil saw the hellish black and purple glow burst to life around the spear and faltered in its charge.

Sen lashed out with it, and the devil shied away from the spearhead that threatened to decapitate it. That moment of initiative was immediately lost. The devil might rightly fear the wrath of that technique, but it was still a competent warrior. It swept its own spear at Sen, who had to leap out of the way with a burst of his qinggong technique. What followed probably looked like some kind of dance to anyone watching from the outside as Sen and devil traded sweeping strikes that were narrowly avoided by man and devil alike. It would only take one serious blow landing and the fight would likely be over. Just as importantly, they both knew it. The problem was that the devil only needed to worry about fighting Sen. Sen had to contend with the devil and anything from the horde that regained its senses or got too close. He was pressed harder and harder as the devil pushed him toward the heart of the milling, grinding mass of devilish beasts.

This isn’t going to work, realized Sen. In a one-on-one fight, maybe I could take him, but not like this. There are too many distractions. Even as he thought that, a random swipe from a beast that he hadn’t noticed opened up the back of his leg. He reacted on instinct, slamming the haft of the spear into the thing. It went insane as Heavens’ Rebuke ripped it apart. It had been nothing but a moment, a partial opening in his defense, but it was enough for the devil. All Sen could do was twist at the final moment to protect his heart. The devil’s spear punched through his chest. Sen could feel the devilish qi take root inside of him, trying to do to him what Heavens’ Rebuke had done to the devil’s arm. It was trying to unmake him. Between that and the venom, to say nothing of the wound itself, he could feel it as his body’s defenses started to crumble. It was too much, too fast. Without some kind of intervention to deal with at least one of those problems, he was a dead man.

Sen made a weak thrust at the devil. If they had just been using normal spears, it would have been pitiful and easily blocked. Of course, Sen wasn’t about to just hand this thing an easy victory. He finally used Heavens’ Rebuke the way he’d made the technique to be used. He shot that awful energy right at the devil. He was a heartbeat too slow. The devil leapt away at the last second, dragging the spear out of Sen’s chest as it went and avoiding the technique. Not that it went entirely to waste. The technique had found an environment absolutely filled with things to kill and it drew a line of death ten feet wide through the horde. It would have been the perfect path to escape if escape was possible. Instead, Sen collapsed to a knee as each breath came with a cascade of pain. He had to move, to think, to do something.

The devil’s killing intent crashed down on Sen. It was like a seething ocean of blood and hatred that tried to invade his mind. Even for Sen, it took a second to shake that off. He looked up and saw the devil had jumped high up into the air and was going to bring that spear down on him. A mad idea took him then as he watched his death approach. Sen summoned another cracked core from his ring. The stormhawk core fell into his hand. He’d drained some of the strength from it in his advancement, but there was still some power left. Sen had spent a lot of time thinking about tribulations, about what they were. While he couldn’t manufacture a tribulation on his own, maybe he could make the next best thing to one.

Sen siphoned a thread of divine qi from that odd helix around his dantian and fed it into the core. He’d learned long ago that just a little bit of divine qi went a long way. The core began to glow and pulse in a truly threatening manner. Sen smiled up at the devil with bloody teeth, gathered his strength, and threw the core. The devil’s eyes went wide with panic as that core that glowed with divine light rose to meet its descending darkness. Sen wasn’t sure why the devil did what it did then. It slashed at the core. Where there had been disruption before, true chaos now reigned. A thunderstorm appeared out of thin air. Except, this storm wasn’t high in the sky. It was practically at ground level. And Sen had fed it divine qi. Lightning that wasn’t true tribulation lightning, but close enough to be a poor man’s substitute, started lancing down into the horde. Sen found out then that thunder was not something best experienced at a range of a few feet.

Every time one of those semi-divine bolts struck out at the horde or the ground, there was an explosion of noise that felt like Sen was getting kicked in the chest. He tried to find the devil but it was impossible. His spiritual sense was all but blinded by the horde and the storm. Beyond that, the clouds were so thick and so dark it was like night had fallen. Whatever power or compulsion that had kept the horde in place around the ruins seemed to break. The beasts and spirits scattered in every direction. I hope this chaos is enough for Glimmer of Night and Misty Peak to escape this insanity, thought Sen as something crashed into him and knocked him to the ground. The pain in his chest was getting worse by the second and staying conscious was starting to feel like the wrong choice. Sen felt a pang from his intuition and looked up to see something that could have passed for a wolf in the current darkness. It bared its fangs at him and surged forward.

Sen tried to cycle for something, but the pain that ravaged him was simply too much. He couldn’t so much as move his qi, let alone find a pattern. He tried to push himself up to his feet, but even that mundane task proved too difficult. This is a lousy way to die, thought Sen with more than a little bitterness. There was a flash of darker darkness in the false night and a fist connected with the wolf’s head, which burst under the force of the blow. The figure reached down, picked up the rest of the thing’s body, and used it as a makeshift club to bat away anything else that got too close. When it had cleared a bit of space around them, it dropped what was left of the wolf, which wasn’t much, and came over to Sen. The figure crouched down. Sen found himself looking up at the face of Glimmer of Night. The spider tilted his head to one side.

“We should go now,” said the spider.

The spider’s tone was so calm and matter-of-fact that Sen found it both wildly inappropriate and oddly reassuring. With a heartbeat to think, Sen summoned a healing elixir from his storage ring and choked it down. With that task out of the way, he croaked out one painful word.

“Yeah.”

Misty Peak appeared from seemingly nowhere and gave Sen a concerned look. She turned to the spider.

“He’s too injured to move under his own power. Can you carry him?”

The spider looked from Misty Peak to Sen and shrugged. Then, in a display of brute strength that Sen found shocking, the spider used one arm to pick him up and put him over a shoulder. The world around them seemed to go watery in Sen’s vision, and he heard Misty Peak speaking.

“That way,” she said. “Run.”

Sen lost most of what happened after that in an ocean of pain as the spider ran, jostling Sen hard with every step. By the time anything like reason reasserted itself, they were back inside the galehouse and Sen had been placed on something soft. He forced his eyes open and found four people hovering around him. Misty Peak looked concerned. Laughing River stared at Sen with an unreadable expression. Li Yi Nuo looked like she’d taken a bad shock and couldn’t quite meet his eyes. Glimmer of Night looked, well, Sen might have said the spider looked bored, but the spider’s expressions were still a complete mystery to him. Sen was relieved to discover that the healing elixir had taken some of the worst edges off of the pain. Now, the pain was simply awful, rather than blinding. Yay, thought Sen. He looked from Misty Peak to Glimmer of Night.

“Thanks,” he wheezed.

The spider considered that for a moment before it just nodded. Misty Peak seemingly had things to say, because of course she had things to say.

“Oh, it was nothing,” she tossed off in a casual tone before she glared at him. “You madman! Is that thing dead?”

Sen thought back. Had the devil died? He hadn’t seen it happen. He hadn’t seen a body. On the other hand, the devil would have gotten a face full of everything inside that core. If it wasn’t dead, Sen expected that it was probably wishing it was dead.

“Gods, I hope so,” Sen got out between clenched teeth.

“He needs rest,” said Laughing River. “Leave him be.”

“Two hours. Wake me up. Need to do more,” gasped Sen, gesturing at his chest.

Misty Peak looked like she had some thoughts about that, but Laughing River put a restraining hand on her arm. The old fox looked at Sen and nodded.

“I’ll see to it,” said Laughing River.

Sen almost let himself relax before an urgent thought forced him to ask a question.

“How long?” wheezed Sen.

“One day,” said the elder Fox.

Relieved that he hadn’t lost months or years of his life, Sen closed his eyes and let himself fall into something that was almost sleep. He kept himself just awake enough to try to direct some of the divine qi in his body to his chest. Enough to stave off the devilish qi that was still working very hard to kill him. It wasn’t rest, exactly, but it would have to do.


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE
ENDURE
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When Laughing River woke him up, Sen didn’t speak. He just forced himself to stand with gritted teeth holding back the pain. He stumbled to the fireplace, dropped down in front of it, and went to work. He wouldn’t call what he did anything remotely like alchemy. That would have implied a lot more conscious thought than he had available to give to the process. He relied almost entirely on his instincts and his understanding of what was wrong with him to guide what he made. Even as he worked, he could hear the others muttering to each other in concern over what he was doing or the things he was adding to his reliable little pot. He let those words wash over him without touching him. He didn’t care that they didn’t understand or didn’t approve. That was a them problem.

He pulled things from his storage ring that might have made even Auntie Caihong lift an eyebrow, and he added them in ratios that would have made any other alchemist go pale in the face. He didn’t care about that either. He could feel that devilish qi inside of him, searching for a way in, searching for a way to end him. Caution and half-measures weren’t going to get the job done. And if he had to hurt himself as badly as he had hurt with that first cleansing pill, then so be it. Pain was nothing new. There were even certain truths to be found in pain. Pain could show you who you really were and what really mattered to you if you let it. In the deepest pits of agony, the things you clung to were the things that mattered. They were the things that defined you. Granted, only madmen intentionally sought enlightenment through pain. But if it had found you anyway, it only made sense to learn from it.

Sen found himself in what almost felt like a conversation with the elixir he was crafting. Him telling it what he needed it to do, and it telling him what it needed from him to do it. It wasn’t anything so explicit as words, the elixir wasn’t alive. At least, Sen didn’t think it was. Not quite. But he could tell where things wouldn’t work the way he wanted them to work without adjustment. He was experienced enough to know what adjustments could work to remedy the problem. And, throughout it all, he was slowly infusing the elixir with divine qi. That was the spear that would drive the devilish qi from his body. The rest would support that effort and mend his body. It would just happen the hard way.

When the elixir was finally ready, he poured the end result through a cheesecloth and into a glass vial. It blazed so brightly that it looked like he’d captured a star in a bottle. Pushing himself to his feet, he started back toward the room he’d been sleeping in. It was Li Yi Nuo who broke the tense silence that had fallen over the others as he’d gotten closer and closer to finished.

“Are you insane?” she almost shouted at him. “You can’t drink that. No one should drink that! It will kill you.”

Sen stopped and turned enough that he could look at her. He thought maybe he should ignore what she was saying, but he couldn’t think of why. He hurt too much to worry about anyone’s feelings, and letting this woman live had used up whatever kindness he was willing to expend on her. His lung was still damaged from the spear and the devilish qi, so his words came out as a grim rasp.

“Then, I expect you’ll be happy. Mission accomplished, right?”

The sect woman faltered at those words. The foxes both had grim looks on their faces but elected to say nothing. The spider, either indifferent or uncaring about the mood of the room, walked over to Sen. It looked down at the vial for several seconds before it looked at him.

“The new one is right. That could kill you.”

“So can being alive and unlucky,” muttered Sen in that same rasp.

The spider thought that over for a second before he nodded. “True.”

Seemingly satisfied that he’d said all he needed to, Glimmer of Night went back over to the others. Sen counted to five in his head to see if anyone else wanted to say things at him. When no one volunteered, he went into his room, closed the door behind him, and sealed it with the trickle of earth qi he could manage. That was followed by him dropping to his knees as nausea gripped him and white-hot shocks of torturous agony lanced out from his chest wound. He lost track of time for a while as he tried not to pass out from the experience of that fresh hell. When the full-body shakes finally subsided, Sen slowly undressed. He wasn’t sure exactly what the elixir was going to do to him, but he expected that it wasn’t going to be pretty. He’d ruined enough clothes on this little expedition as it was. No need to add to that pile of things to burn. Not that he cared about the clothes themselves, but it wasn’t like there was anywhere to replace them this deep into the wilds.

In the back of his head, Sen reminded himself, again, to just invest in a few dozen sets of robes that he could keep in one of his storage rings. Maybe see if he could get some like the ones Auntie Caihong had gotten made for him. Those had held up incredibly well. Sen shook his head as he realized that his mind was wandering. He supposed that part of him was trying to procrastinate about drinking the elixir. It was always harder to do when you knew something was going to be bad. Sen both knew it was going to be bad, and he even knew why it was going to be bad. He felt like that knowing why part ought to make it easier, but it didn’t. Bracing himself for what was to come, Sen got as comfortable as he could on the stone floor. He held the shining vial up and looked at it.

“Yeah. This is going to hurt,” he said to no one or maybe the universe at large.

Before he could lose his nerve, he removed the cap and poured the elixir into his mouth. He knew it would take a few seconds before it reached his stomach and those seconds were both a short eternity and not nearly long enough. When it did reach his stomach, though, he knew immediately. A volcano of molten suffering ignited in his stomach and almost instantly moved over to his dantian and into his channels. It took a while for Sen to even realize that his body had arched into a bow and that he was making sounds that would have compelled him to put a demon out of its misery in an act of pure compassion. The longer it went, the worse it got. Impurities weren’t being purged from his body through his pores. They were being burned out of him anywhere they were found.

The worst was that wound in his chest as the elixir attacked the devilish qi. The feeling of heat in and around that wound grew and grew and grew until he was certain that his heart would be seared into coals and his ribs would melt. There was no escape from that pain, no respite, and part of him knew that the only thing keeping him tethered to life was his own will. All he had to do was let the mere thought that he wanted to die cross his mind and death would come with the sweet kiss of nothingness. The torment would finally, mercifully end. However, he did not let that traitorous thought slip through. He clung to life with a tenacity that bordered on lunacy. In one clenched fist, he held the thought of Grandmother Lu, the family that had chosen him, and how it would hurt her to know he had died so far from friends and family. In the other, he clung to the thought of Falling Leaf. The person he would never abandon for any reason, let alone for something so trivial and mundane as pain.

They were the rocks he clung to, and he would live to repay their kindnesses. He would live no matter what. Agony would pass. His body would heal. He simply needed to endure. If there was one thing that Sen had learned how to do in his life, he had learned how to do that. He drew on those long winters on the streets when it would have been so much easier to simply give up and die. He drew on those years he spent training on the mountain. Making himself get up and put in the hours of practice in spite of exhaustion, in spite of injury, and in spite of himself. He was the disciple of Fate’s Razor. He was the student of Ma Caihong and Kho Jaw-Long. He would not disappoint them. He would not fail this test. He was Judgment’s Gale, and he would outlast this pain if he had to break the world to do it.

While part of him had feared that the pain might never end, it did. His mind told him that it had lasted, well, forever, but it did end. He slumped down onto the floor. His groggy mind tried to understand that. Was I floating? He didn’t know and lacked the ambition to care. Sen had never felt so utterly hollowed out by anything in his entire life. He wanted to sleep for a year, eat ten thousand meals, and drink himself into a blind stupor all at the same. Instead, he made himself access his storage ring. An elixir dropped into his hand. It wasn’t anything special. He’d only made it as a change of pace. It was just a basic restorative. Something to help recharge the body and infuse a little qi into the dantian. He’d never imagined he’d ever need such a thing, but here he was. It took a superhuman effort of will to lift that stone vial to his lips and drink the elixir. Once that was done, though, he could finally let himself sleep. It was the sound of voices that roused him out of that blessed rest.

“I still can’t believe he survived drinking that bottle of death,” said Misty Peak.

“Few could have,” murmured Laughing River. “Do you see now why I treated him cautiously and respectfully?”

“Respectfully?” asked Misty Peak with a touch of amusement in her voice.

“Well, respectfully for us, at any rate.”

“Fair,” said Misty Peak. “I saw why outside those ruins. That man is terrifying. He didn’t even hesitate to fight that devil. Who does that?”

“He does, apparently,” said Laughing River. “And he’s still in the core formation stage. Imagine what he’ll be like when he reaches the nascent soul stage.”

“I shudder to imagine. Still, I can see how someone who had Feng Ming and Kho Jaw-Long as teachers might end up acting that way in battle. Taking that elixir, though? He made it. He had to know what it was going to be like.”

“I’m sure he did. I think there’s a lesson you should take away from all of this. Any time you let yourself imagine he’s weak, remember this moment. Remember, that man is carved from stone.”

Growing tired of the conversation about him, Sen chimed in with, “That man is awake.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR
PRAGMATIC ADVICE
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Deciding that since he was already awake, he might as well get up, Sen pushed himself into a sitting position and opened his eyes. And froze. The interior of the galehouse was in utter ruins. The only things left standing were the outer walls, and even those had deep cracks running through them.

Sen’s mind worked furiously. Had the devilish beasts regrouped and attacked? No, he thought. That would only explain the cracks in the outer walls. As his speculations grew increasingly absurd and unlikely, he finally gave it up.

“What in all the hells happened?” he demanded.

The foxes gave him identical, flat stares. Misty Peak spoke first.

“What happened? You happened. You walking catastrophe. You just had to go and drink that elixir. Then, there was all the screaming. As if listening to that wasn’t all kinds of fun, you moved on to trying to bring the entire place down on our heads. We all had to run outside to save our own lives.”

Sen didn’t remember doing anything with his qi, but he supposed he wouldn’t remember. He’d had other things on his mind. He felt bad and embarrassed as a faint heat rose in his cheeks. The fox woman seemed satisfied by that.

“At least you have the decency to be ashamed,” she muttered.

“Stop exaggerating,” said Laughing River with a shake of his head. “I estimate that there was only a seventy, maybe seventy-five percent chance that you would have actually died if the building collapsed on you. Besides, he clearly wasn’t in his right mind at that time.”

Misty Peak looked like she was going to say something or possibly try to murder the elder fox, so Sen cut in.

“Is everyone alright?” he asked.

“We’re all fine,” said Laughing River. “I think that the more important question is whether or not you’re alright. Mind still intact? That kind of pain can do things to a person.”

Sen gave that idea a long moment of consideration. He’d never thought about whether the pain might damage him on some level. He searched inside himself for signs of madness. He didn’t find anything that seemed wrong. Not that he was at all certain that he’d know it if had gone insane. He shrugged at the foxes.

“I think I’m fine.”

Misty Peak shuddered and said in a half-whisper, “Monster.”

Sen gave the fox woman an amused look. “You say that like it’s new information.”

“It was new to me,” she said, shooting the elder fox a baleful look.

Laughing River ignored his granddaughter and focused his attention on Sen. “Your injuries?”

“Healed,” said Sen without even bothering to check.

“You’re sure?”

“I’m a very good alchemist. Healing the actual injuries wasn’t trivial, but it wasn’t any kind of real challenge. I healed more complicated things than that as a foundation formation cultivator. There was this one woman who had this terrible infection in her leg from, well, I guess it doesn’t matter. It was all through her body, just doing terrible things to her. I wish I knew then what I know now. I could probably fix that problem with one elixir if I came across someone like her today. Might have even been able to avoid that amateur surgery I performed, too.”

Sen glanced up to see the foxes wearing looks of pure incredulity. He quickly moved on.

“Anyway, purging the devilish qi was the real challenge. I assure you that I’d know if any of that was left inside me. Damn uncomfortable having that inside your body. It’s gone now.”

Laughing River fixed him with an uncomfortably intense look. “You purged devilish qi from your body? Successfully?”

Sen leaned back a little from the look on the fox’s face, but he answered.

“Sure. But it’s not like it’s some kind of a cure-all. I couldn’t give that elixir I used to anyone else. It’d be no better than torturing them to death. Better to just slit their throats.”

Those words seemed to jar the elder fox out of some kind of trance he was in. He grimaced and nodded.

“Yes, I suspect you’re right. Although, if you managed to get a devil to drink that concoction, it might be interesting to see what happened.”

Sen perked up at that idea. Getting them to drink it might be a stretch, but if he could inject it somehow… But how? Sen frowned. He’d need to talk to some people about that. He’d never practiced much with ranged weapons, but there must be some kind of arrow or crossbow bolt meant to deliver poisons that way. Still, if he could get even a small dose inside of a devil’s body, he expected it would do just hideous, awful things to them. Sen felt a smile form on his lips. Misty Peak took one look at that before she glared at her grandfather.

“He doesn’t need any help being scary,” she told the older fox.

Laughing River gave her a paternal smile. “He might not need the help, but I’m told being helpful is good karma.”

Misty Peak shook her head. “Not when he’s smiling like that.”

Sen tucked that idea away for future exploration. It was interesting but not something he could use at the moment. So, he turned his attention to more pressing concerns.

“I think it’s high time we moved on from this place, but first I need—” Sen looked around at the galehouse again and sighed. “First, I need to fix this place. Then, food.”
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While he still felt drained, having the devilish qi out of his body let his recovery take on its usual speed. Sen repaired the galehouse and got some food cooking. Li Yi Nuo and Glimmer of Night came back inside at a signal from Laughing River. The sect woman refused to meet Sen’s eyes for more than a fleeting second before she lowered her head in a sign of… Fear? Respect? Both? Sen couldn’t make sense of the constantly shifting expressions on the woman’s face. Even Glimmer of Night’s alien expressions were easier to read than that confusing storm of emotions.

The spider just looked around at the repaired structure and said, “You fixed your cave.”

“Not surprised I’m still alive?” asked Sen.

Glimmer of Night shrugged. “You would either live or die. You’re standing right there. You clearly lived. Why be surprised?”

Sen grinned at the spider. The more time he spent with Glimmer of Night, the better Sen liked him. The spider had a no-nonsense approach to the world that Sen appreciated. If the spider ever decided they were enemies, there wouldn’t be any games. The spider would just attack him. If Glimmer of Night wanted something, he would just ask. More importantly, Sen got the distinct impression that the spider would accept whatever answer he received.

“I’m planning on leaving this place, soon,” said Sen. “Do you still mean to travel with me?”

“Yes.”

“Do you need to visit your matriarch first? Explain things?”

The spider looked over to the fireplace that Sen had dramatically expanded to support his cooking efforts.

“After food,” said Glimmer of Night.

Sen looked over at Li Yi Nuo. “I expect that you’re more than ready to leave this place and get back to your sect.”

The woman’s eyes flicked up to meet his for the briefest fraction of a second. “Yes, senior.”

Sen wanted to roll his eyes. That behavior was going to get tedious in a hurry. He went over to the fireplace and checked on the food.

“Aren’t you going to ask me? Or grandfather?” asked Misty Peak.

“Hadn’t planned on it. I know he’s going with me. We have an arrangement. As for you,” Sen gave her a very firm look and then shot a significant look at Laughing River, “I assumed you had other things to do.”

Her mouth worked a few times. “I do, but those things won’t last forever. You could have at least invited me.”

“Only if I wanted to get you killed. You’re frustrating, sometimes, but not enough to deserve death.”

That seemed to bring Misty Peak up short. “What does that mean?”

“I’m returning to my training. The woman doing that training would not like you. If she decided to simply kill you, I couldn’t stop her. At best, I might be able to slow her down a little bit. I suppose you’re welcome to travel with us as far as your grandfather is going, but after that, it’s just me and him,” said Sen, gesturing at Glimmer of Night.

“Why does he get to go?” pouted Misty Peak.

“He won’t bother her. A celestial being told him to. He won’t bother her.”

“You said that he won’t bother her twice.”

“It seemed worth repeating to me,” offered Sen.

Misty Peak narrowed her eyes at Sen. “Very funny.”

“Soothe your wounded pride with some food,” said Sen, gesturing at the fireplace. “The food is done.”

After they finished eating, Glimmer of Night went off to talk to his spider family. Sen went back to where he’d fought with the devil. Laughing River tagged along, telling Misty Peak and Li Yi Nuo to stay put until they got back. When they reached the edge of the forest, Sen looked out over the destruction he’d helped to cause. He was a little surprised to discover that the horde hadn’t reformed. He felt a little stab of guilt about that. If the surviving members of the horde had scattered to the four winds, he was going to be at least indirectly responsible for some deaths in the region. He tried to remind himself that he hadn’t called the horde here. There was plenty of blame to pass around and, realistically, most of it wasn’t on his shoulders.

Of course, he couldn’t say that about the wasteland between him and the ruins. The earth was scorched and torn where he and Glimmer of Night had thrown around the cracked cores. Even beyond that central point of destruction, there were great swathes of blackened ground where his half-baked divine storm had unleashed his substitute tribulation lightning. He could still feel a bit of divine qi hovering in the air. Not enough to do anything with or gather up, but its flavor was present in the area. He was a bit more surprised to see that devilish beast corpses had seemingly gone untouched.

“I’m surprised the scavengers aren’t hard at work here,” said Sen.

“They won’t touch those things,” offered Laughing River. “Scavengers are wily. They know how to spot the things they shouldn’t eat. Are you that smart?”

Sen shot the elder fox a perplexed look. “What do you mean?”

“I assumed you came here to harvest their cores.”

“Oh,” said Sen, finally understanding. “No. Nothing of the sort. I came here to look for a body.”

“The devil?”

“The devil. I want to make sure it’s dead.”

“And if it’s not?” asked Laughing River.

“If not, then I get to add a new worry to my list.”

After nearly two hours of searching, Sen clenched his teeth in frustration as he did, indeed, get to add a new worry to his list. He resisted the urge to kick a devilish beast’s corpse, mostly because an image of the thing exploding all over him flashed across his mind. Laughing River gave him a sympathetic look.

“He might still be dead,” said the fox. “He was right at the heart of that storm you summoned out of nowhere.”

Sen shook his head. “Master Feng was always very clear about enemies like that devil. They aren’t dead until you stab their corpse to be sure.”

“What a gruesomely pragmatic bit of advice,” observed Laughing River.

“You disagree?”

“Oh, heavens no. You should always make sure your enemies are really dead,” said the fox, before he got a thoughtful look on his face. “You should also make sure the corpse is actually them and not an illusion. Most people only make that mistake once.”

“Because they figure it out?”

“Because they get murdered by an enemy they stopped looking for.”

“Duly noted,” said Sen before giving the area around them a dissatisfied glare. “Alright, let’s go. I am beyond ready to leave this place.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE
THE ROAD HOME
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Li Yi Nuo had spent the last few weeks trying to speak and be noticed as little as humanly possible. The fox woman seemed to have dismissed her entirely, which was a relief after the humiliation of being captured by the woman. Yet, it was the other two that made her shiver in fear. The elder fox radiated a kind of power that made it hard for her to breathe whenever he focused on her for more than a moment or two. She didn’t even think it was intentional. If anything, she thought he was making a genuine effort to keep it repressed, which just made it even more frightening. Yet, her fear of the elder fox paled into nothingness when compared with the naked terror Lu Sen inspired in her. The way he just ignored that pressure from the elder fox alone was chilling. It was like he didn’t even notice.

Every time she’d imagined that she understood him, she discovered she was horribly wrong. It was like any time things got more dangerous, the man revealed an entirely new layer of frightening abilities, strength, and will. However, she’d thought that she had witnessed the true culmination of that process during his fight with the horde. Li Yi Nuo still couldn’t believe she’d witnessed such a thing with her own eyes. She couldn’t shake the image of him punching that rock-covered spirit beast so hard that she had heard the stone break from close to half a mile away. To say nothing of the spear duel with the devil. Not that she’d seen the end of it, but he’d been run through. Even cultivators couldn’t ignore wounds like that. Yet, Lu Sen seemed to take it as a personal challenge and summoned something that looked frighteningly close to tribulation lightning along with a storm that had killed who knew how many devilish beasts and spirits.

However, even that paled in comparison to that elixir and what had followed. She had been certain, absolutely certain that no living thing could drink that elixir and survive it. But he had. It had been four nightmarish days of him screaming like someone was trying to rip out his soul and qi explosions that almost brought down that strange stone building he’d made, but he had lived. Li Yi Nuo didn’t understand what kind of new monster that old monster, Feng Ming, had made. She only knew that she needed to make sure that her sect never, ever came into direct conflict with Lu Sen. Because, every time she thought about it, she could only see one outcome. Everyone in her sect left dead, and Lu Sen and that incredibly creepy spider person casually walking away from the smoking ruins of her sect and discussing what to have for dinner.

To make matters worse, the vision in her head felt all too possible. While Laughing River seemed truly not to care about her, she and her sect had directly challenged Lu Sen. She had been sent to capture him. What an absurd notion, she thought. He’s not invincible, but I doubt he’d ever let himself be taken alive. Worse, it would cost an ocean of blood to do it. More to the point, it had been to return him to the sect to face execution. A fact that he knew. A fact that might make him just decide that the world didn’t need the Vermilion Blade Sect and strike first. The closer they got to the sect, the more likely it was that they would run across another disciple. She needed to leave before then. She just didn’t know if they would let her. She didn’t want to ask because they would pay attention to her then, but she didn’t see another way. Gathering her courage, she spoke.

“We’re close enough to the sect. I think we can part ways now if that’s alright.”

She braced herself for anger. What she got was Lu Sen blinking at her owlishly. It was as if he didn’t really know what she was talking about. She watched as the confusion cleared from his eyes. Here it comes, she thought.

“Oh, yeah. That’s fine. I expect you can make it safely from here,” said Lu Sen absently.

As he turned back to continue his conversation with the elder fox, she could almost see it in his eyes as she simply ceased to exist for him. Part of her wanted to be angry about that. Was I truly so trivial? Sanity swiftly reasserted itself as pure relief flooded her heart. She could only be grateful that he’d found her so unimportant. With any luck, that same disregard would apply to her sect. Assuming that she could convince her master to leave Lu Sen alone. As she watched the rest of the group grow steadily more distant, she got a crawling sensation on the back of her neck. She made herself turn around. The spider thing was there. It took all of her self-control not to flinch away from it. The spider wasn’t doing anything. It just stood there, looking at her with its unreadable eyes and face. The dread certainty that the thing was about to attack her took hold. She started to cycle her qi in preparation.

The spider tilted its head a bit to one side and asked, “What’s a sect?”

The incongruity of that question, when she’d been expecting violence, was enough to make her lose her cycling pattern. She tried to realign her thinking.

“It’s a—” she tried out a couple of explanations in her head. “It’s a place where cultivators gather and train.”

“I see. It’s a cultivator cluster. Thank you.”

Without so much as a backward glance, the spider became a dark blur that raced toward the others. The idea of a spider, a human-shaped spider, moving that fast made her skin crawl, but at least it was gone. Maybe without its constant presence, she’d stop having bad dreams about the horrible thing killing and eating her. Not that she expected the bad dreams would go away anytime soon. She’d accumulated more than enough material to fuel those for the next few decades. Shivering one last time, she turned toward the sect and headed for it cross country. Before, she wouldn’t have dared to leave the road for fear of entering the wilds. Now, she knew what was and was not the true wilds. Nothing she found in the largely pacified forests around the roads was going to be a problem for her. They never really would have been. She just hadn’t understood how inconsequential the threats were when compared to the deep wilds.

The guards at the sect gates looked shocked and a little bit awed when she emerged from the forest rather than coming down the road. How foolish, she thought. It’s not like I did anything. She greeted them with a bow, showed her sect token, and was ushered in immediately. It was a comfort to be behind the sect walls again. Everything there was familiar, like a comfortable blanket that she’d owned for years. However, it was also alien in a way she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Some of it was simply the way that people stopped and stared at her as she walked toward her home. She looked down at herself. Her robes were clean. Even she was clean save for whatever she’d picked up traveling that day. Lu Sen had included a kind of bathhouse in his strange stone constructions. Not that it had been for her benefit. He’d done it for himself, but he didn’t care if other people used it.

Still, she supposed she should clean up before she reported to her master. He took that decision out of her hands by arriving at her home at the same time she did. That blazing fury she’d seen in his eyes in the days before she left had settled down into something less wild. It was the heat rising off of hot coals instead of an inferno, although she imagined it wouldn’t take much to reignite that blaze. She offered him a deep bow. Simply seeing him again made her feel safe. Yet, when she rose, there was a strange look on the man’s face. She pushed open the door to her home and invited the man inside. She bid him sit while she started a fire, and set about the all-important task of making tea. Then, since the fire was already lit, she emptied some things out of her storage ring and started to make some food.

It wasn’t going to be as good as that stuff that Lu Sen had made, but she’d watched him cooking often enough to pick up a few things. Throughout all of it, she felt her master observing her and weighing what he was seeing. When the food was done, the two ate a meal. As much as she wanted it to go away, she couldn’t shake the feeling that things at the sect were alien. It was only as she went to clear away the dishes that it finally hit her. It’s too safe, she realized. I’ve been in one kind of danger or another for months. Anything else feels wrong. Frowning to herself, she sat back down across from her master.

“So,” said Bahn Huizhong, “you didn’t find him?”

There was a second where wild, hysteria-filled laughter threatened to burst out of Li Yi Nuo like water from a weak dam. She clamped down hard on that feeling, but a bit of it must have slipped into her expression because her master looked genuinely concerned.

“I found him,” said Li Yi Nuo, before lifting a hand to stop the next question. “This will be easier if you let me tell you what happened.”

Her master’s brow furrowed, but he gestured for her to proceed. So, she told him everything. She told him about her pitiful defeat at the hands of Lu Sen. She did nothing to hide or downplay her shameful capture at the hands of the fox woman. She told him about the elder fox who frightened her so much, the ruins, and how Lu Sen, the fox woman, and a giant spider had gone inside, only to emerge a day later. Then, she told him about the battle and the things she had seen that made her soul tremble. Finally, she told him about that terrible elixir and the impossible survival of Lu Sen after he drank it. As a bit of evidence to support her claims, she produced the elixirs that Lu Sen had given her. Her master’s eyes had gone wide when he picked one up and examined it.

“He just gave these to you?”

“He did.”

Her master leaned back in his chair and gazed down at the vial in his hand for a very long time. It was during that long silence that she remembered one last thing that had been pushed to the back of her mind by everything else. She produced the letter of introduction to Kho Jaw-Long. She held that precious bit of parchment in her hands before offering it to her master. He set down the elixir and took the parchment from her.

“What’s this?”

“It’s a letter of introduction for me to the man who taught Lu Sen the spear.”

Her master lifted an eyebrow but dutifully read the letter. Much as she had, he puzzled over one bit of it.

“Uncle Kho?”

“Kho Jaw-Long.”

“His master is Kho Jaw-Long?”

“No. Kho Jaw-Long simply taught him the spear. His master is Feng Ming.”

At first, her master looked like he didn’t believe her. But his eyes moved from the letter to the elixir and his eyes went wide again.

“Ma Caihong,” he breathed in utter reverence.

“Master?” asked Li Yi Nuo.

“Kho Jaw-Long has a wife. Not quite as famous as him but only because she’s more restrained. She is a master of alchemy. The kind of alchemy that might produce something like this,” he said picking up the elixir in his off hand. “I cannot decide if you have been blessed with great fortune or terrible karma. In your opinion, what will be the result if we pursue this matter against Judgment’s Gale?”

Li Yi Nuo didn’t even need to think about it. “He will rain death on us until nothing remains of this sect but memories and salted earth.”

She watched as her master seemed to weigh the letter and the elixir before he turned his eyes back to her. He took in her expression and nodded. He lifted the objects in his hands a little.

“Then, we will accept his peace offerings.”

Li Yi Nuo let out a relieved breath that came to an abrupt stop when her master continued.

“Although, I think I’d like to meet this man, this Judgment’s Gale.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX
A CALL FROM THE DARKNESS
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Misty Peak had given him an annoyed look when Sen put his foot down. She’d been trying to convince him to just take her along when he returned to Fu Ruolan. He had, for his part, reiterated the point that the reception would not be good and that he wasn’t going to be responsible for her pointless death. When the group had finally reached the town where Falling Leaf occasionally went to buy things, Sen had called a halt.

“This is as far as you two go,” Sen told the foxes.

Laughing River, who seemed to have an inkling of just who it was that Sen was learning from, seemed perfectly happy to keep his distance. The old fox had not deigned to share that bit of information with his granddaughter. Sen had wondered why initially, only to later realize that the elder fox was just amusing himself. That it came at Sen’s expense was probably just a bit of payback. Sen was holding the spatial treasure hostage until Laughing River taught Falling Leaf what he could about transformation. Misty Peak opened her mouth to say something, but Sen just shook his head.

“You knew this was going to happen right from the start,” he said. “No complaining.”

The fox woman briefly tried to glare him to death before letting out a little huff of air. “Fine.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s the inn,” said Sen, pointing at a building. “Try not to start a riot.”

Sen looked over at Glimmer of Night and jerked his head toward the road. Sen had worried that the villagers and townspeople along the way might attack Glimmer of Night, but it hadn’t been a problem so far. People mostly just kept their distance and town guards acted extra nervous. As long as the spider didn’t do anything too threatening, though, everyone seemed content to just leave him be. The spider gave the foxes a sort of half-wave and joined Sen. Once they passed through the town’s gates, Sen picked up the pace. He’d been holding back on the trip thus far. Neither Li Yi Nuo nor Misty Peak could really keep up with him. The spider didn’t seem to have that problem. Sen didn’t know if it was some kind of movement skill or if Glimmer of Night was just that fast, but they started covering ground at a truly tremendous pace. As the miles disappeared behind them, an uneasy feeling started to grow in Sen’s heart. He found his gaze drifting to some place farther north than he’d initially planned to go. Sen tried to think of what could be in that direction that he would care about. There’s nothing out there but Mt. Solace, and I certainly don’t want to go back there, thought Sen.

However, the feeling grew the farther they went until it burned inside him. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear that someone was trying to summon him like some kind of a spirit. Of course, that was absurd. Nobody had anything of his to try to do something like that. Sen lurched to a stop as it occurred to him that someone did have something of his, or rather something that he had given to her. That little girl from the village, he realized. The necklace. He hadn’t just given that to her. He had made that for her. It wasn’t much, but he would have left a minor imprint of his own qi on it. Sen wouldn’t have thought that trace could let her forge any kind of connection between them. If the girl was frightened enough, though, if she was desperate enough, that might be sufficient. Sen felt the spider looking at him.

“Just how fast are you?” asked Sen.

The spider pondered that for several seconds before saying, “Fast. Why?”

“I need to go check on something,” said Sen, “and possibly murder some people. This isn’t your problem, but you’ll have to keep up if you mean to come along. I get the feeling that this is urgent.”

“Oh,” said Glimmer of Night, suddenly sounding interested. “I can keep up.”

“Good.”

Sen activated his qinggong technique and disappeared in a blur of motion, followed almost immediately by a similar dark blur. The countryside flashed by as Sen and Glimmer of Night flew down the road, veering around people and carts that looked all but motionless to their eyes. Sen didn’t bother with niceties like gates. He simply bounded over town walls and used roofs as springboards before shooting away on the far side. Nor did he stop for inconveniences like nighttime or weather. The handful of fatally stupid spirit beasts that got in their way died swift and ignominious deaths. A trip that should have taken as much as another eight or ten days was made in one day. It still wasn’t fast enough.

Sen stood in what was left of the village, his fists clenched and trembling with fury. He wasn’t sure exactly what had happened beyond that the place had been attacked by someone or something. Most of the buildings had burned down and there were bodies everywhere. Again, he couldn’t be sure exactly what had happened because most of the bodies were burned beyond recognition. As near as he could tell, no one had been spared. There were heartrendingly small bodies that couldn’t be anything but children. I’m too late, thought Sen as his fury grew so vast and intense that it threatened to rip his chest apart. He knew he couldn’t be everywhere or help everyone. It seemed particularly cruel of fate to alert him of this danger only so he could fail to arrive in time. He couldn’t even be sure that the little girl was among the dead. A spike of icy terror lanced through him and brought him up short. He examined that feeling. He was no stranger to fear, his own fear in particular, and that fear hadn’t been his.

He whipped around to stare to the west as though he could see what he wanted to see through sheer force of will. He was surprised to see Glimmer of Night walking toward him from that direction. The spider gave him that same calm, unreadable expression he always did. Then, the spider turned and pointed to the west.

“They went that direction,” said the spider. “I thought you might want to know.”

“I did want to know. Thank you,” said Sen before adding another thought. “You don’t have to come along for this. I’ll make a galehouse nearby for you to stay in.”

“Why wouldn’t I come?” asked the spider.

“Because I mean to kill some people. I don’t expect you to bloody your hands in my fights.”

The spider shrugged. “Blood doesn’t bother me.”

Sen wasn’t quite sure what to make of that comment, and he didn’t have the time or mental energy to unpack it right then. What he did know was that there was a frightened little girl out there who had probably just been orphaned. Sen knew exactly how alone that made someone feel. He knew the fear of having no one to defend you from the many ills the world had to offer. In her time of need, it seemed she had not implored the heavens or the gods to help her. She had called out to him. While he might not be a god, whoever took her was going to have a damned hard time telling the difference. If the spider was willing to help him get that little girl back safely, it was enough.

“My gratitude,” said Sen.

Between the trail and the connection Sen could feel, it didn’t take them long to find what they were looking for. The pair looked down on the scene from high up in a tall tree, wrapped in shadows that Sen had conjured to obscure them. Sen couldn’t tell if they were bandits or something else, not that he particularly cared about the people he saw. It looked like half of them were drunk from the way they stumbled around. A handful were doing useful things like forging or cleaning up, but they were the exception. In the end, they were just dead people who hadn’t figured it out yet as far as Sen was concerned. They had set up what they probably imagined was a well-fortified position far enough out into the wilds that most people couldn’t or wouldn’t follow them to it.

For Sen, who had walked far deeper into the wilds than this, and the spider, who had lived in a monumentally more dangerous place, getting to the encampment had been little more than a nice summer stroll. There were bamboo cages set up near the center of the makeshift village. Sen could see the little girl and a few others huddled in those cages. Some of the bandits, or whatever they were, would go over and taunt the people in the cages or throw things at them. It might have been trash, but it could have been worse things.

“Protect the people in those cages,” said Sen. “Do you need a weapon?”

Glimmer of Night shook his head. “I don’t know how to use them. It would just get in the way.”

“Remind me later to fix that,” said Sen.

“I will. What will you do?” asked Glimmer of Night.

Sen’s hand closed so hard around the tree limb he was holding that he almost severed it from the trunk. He’d known what he was going to do from the second he saw the burned-out husk that used to be a village. It had never really been a question.

“Pass judgment.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN
UNCLE LU
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The two men guarding the gate never even had a chance to be startled. One moment they were half-watching the forest. The next moment, their heads were rolling away as their bodies slumped to the ground. The heavy wood of the gate was no more of an impediment to Sen than lace fabric. Wind blades reduced it to so many wood shavings in a matter of seconds. Sen was striding through that hail of wood chips before anyone inside really understood that death now walked among them. However, Sen had been forced to modify his original plan, which didn’t please him. His first plan had been simplicity itself. Kill absolutely everyone who wasn’t in a cage.

For all its simplicity, though, that plan had suffered from a mild absence of reason. While everyone in the encampment likely shared in some measure of guilt, the ones he truly wanted were the ones who had carried out the massacre. Fortunately, those were the same people who were most likely to attack him. He stopped to look around at the stunned faces of the people who had been near the gate. Sen very intentionally lifted his jian and frowned at the blood on the blade. He summoned a loose piece of fabric from his storage ring and wiped the weapon clean before he sheathed it. A hard-faced man with bitterness etched into his face decided that made Sen less dangerous. He rushed at Sen with an axe in hand and tried to bring it down in a crude overhand strike. Sen spun, snatching the axe out of the man’s hand, and bringing it back around to strike the man’s face with the handle.

There was a collective inhalation of breath as the blow snapped both the handle and the man’s neck. The body dropped to the ground and a little puff of dust rose around it. Sen regarded the broken handle before letting it side through his grip until his hand was right beneath the axe head. As the nearby men found their courage and charged at him, Sen noted the dark blur that flittered around them toward the cage. Good, thought Sen. Now, I can focus. Sen passed through that crowd like a fell wind. He sidestepped their clumsy blows and strikes. He saw their hands, the hands that had killed and burned without remorse.

Appropriate punishment was meted out as the axe head removed those offending hands from their owners. Horrified screams rose from men as they stared down at the stumps that poured their lifeblood out in spurts. As weakness swiftly overtook the men and they fell to the ground, many of them turned uncomprehending eyes on Sen. He met their desperate looks with an impassive expression and arctic eyes. Then, so they would understand his true contempt for them, Sen simply walked away. Denying them even the tiny mercy of a clean death. As he strode toward the center of the encampment, it seemed that the sight of the carnage he’d left near the gate had chilled the blood of the rest of the bandits or raiders. They shouted warnings or cursed him, but no one attacked. He thought he might have to take matters into his own hands to encourage them, but a massive brute of a man stormed out of one of the makeshift buildings.

“Attack him you cowards!” bellowed the man.

Sen let his eyes flicker over toward the cages and had to repress a smile of grim amusement. Glimmer of Night was casually beating three men with what looked like a leg with one hand while choking the life out of someone with the other. The village prisoners were in good hands. He turned his attention back to the rest of the group. It seemed their recently learned fear of him was weaker than their entrenched fear of the brute. They tried to charge him as a group. Maybe they think they’ll bring me down with sheer weight of numbers, reasoned Sen. Remembering what he’d learned when meeting with Elder Bo, Sen summoned lightning around one hand and fire around the other.

When the mob finally reached him, it was met with a new horror. Sen lashed out at one man, only for lightning to pass straight through that man and lance out into the bodies of a dozen others. He seized a man by the throat with his other hand. Charred bones dropped to the ground a moment later as everything made of flesh was incinerated. Sen backhanded another man, setting him alight, and hurling him into the crowd. Screams of agony and terror burst from the gathered men as that fire leapt from body to body under the guidance of Sen’s will. The courage of the people at the back of the crowd broke then as they started shouting one word.

“Cultivator!”

They tried to turn and run. Sen couldn’t have that. He finally let his killing intent free. It washed over what was left of the mob of bandits. Everyone within range of that killing intent simply died, their mortal lives snuffed out as though Sen had snapped his fingers and wished for it. The brute stared at the bodies of the men he had commanded, his expression a mixture of anger and disbelief. Sen came to a stop in the middle of all those bodies. His spiritual sense swept through the encampment. There were a few people hiding. He’d have to deal with them eventually, but the real fight was over even if the brute didn’t know. Sen turned that same impassive expression he’d worn since the fight began on the brute.

“Did you think no one would notice?” Sen asked. “Did you think no one would be interested?”

The brute opened his mouth to say something only for his eyes to go very wide when Sen appeared right in front of him. Nothing came out of that open mouth except choking gurgles and blood. The terrified brute of a man turned his wide eyes down to where Sen’s hand was buried inside his chest.

“I don’t actually care what you think,” said Sen.

His hand closed around the brute’s heart and reduced it from a life-sustaining organ into a mangled and useless hunk of meat. Sen jerked his hand free and brought the remains of the man’s heart with it. The brute sank to his knees as the life started to fade from his eyes. Sen tossed the man’s heart into his lap before he turned his eyes toward the cages. Glimmer of Night was standing by them, seemingly having traded his leg club for an arm club somewhere along the way. The spider was splattered with blood, which made Sen look down at himself. It took almost a minute of applying water, wind, and fire qi to his face, hands, and clothes before he didn’t look like the kind of monster who needed to be killed rather than the person who does that killing. He finally let himself go over to the cages.

“There’s a few people hiding,” said Sen. “Could you gather them up, please?”

“Alive?” asked the spider.

Sen thought it over. “Only if they aren’t too much trouble.”

The spider walked off methodically checking through tents and the handful of buildings. Sen turned his eyes to the cages. There were half a dozen people in them. A couple of them had expressions of deep satisfaction on their faces. The rest looked stunned to the point of insensibility. Then, there was the little girl. Sen didn’t remember her name. He wasn’t sure he’d ever even heard it. She was staring at him like she thought he was something imaginary. Maybe I am, thought Sen. He frowned at the cages for a moment before he cut them apart with qi and hurled the pieces away. It took most of the people a few moments to realize they were free, but the second the cage was gone, the little girl hurled herself at Sen. She wrapped her arms around his leg and started sobbing. Not sure what else to do, he reached down and picked her up. She transferred the grip she’d had around his leg to his neck and sobbed into his shoulder.

An older man, maybe one of the village elders, stood up from where he’d been crouching inside the cage. He gave Sen a nervous look, as though he expected the same treatment as the bandits had gotten. Sen didn’t recognize any of the people from when he and Falling Leaf had visited the village, so maybe it was to be expected. It took the old man three tries to finally get a question out.

“Who are you?”

“I am Judgment’s Gale,” said Sen.

Under other, very different circumstances, the look of shock on the old man’s face might have been a little comical.

“Thank you, honored cultivator. Thank you for saving us,” said the man, recapturing something like a sense of propriety and bowing.

The other people who had just been watching the exchange shot to their feet, murmuring their thanks and bowing as well. Sen let them do it, knowing that it would be more trouble than it was worth to stop them. One of the other prisoners, a younger woman, peered at Sen and then at the little girl in his arms.

“Did you come for her?” asked the woman.

It was true enough that Sen just nodded. “I did.”

“Why? Who are you to her?”

Sen glanced down at the tiny form of the girl. “I suppose you could say that I’m her uncle. Uncle Lu.”

Sen was spared any more questions because Glimmer of Night returned at that moment, shepherding a small group of people who had survived Sen’s initial wrath. They all took one look at Sen’s face and dropped to their knees. Some pleaded for their lives. Others looked resigned. One even had a defiant sneer on his face. I’m probably going to do something about that one, thought Sen before one of the freed prisoners rushed by him. The sneering man’s expression evaporated into one of fear as the woman started screaming profanities and stabbing the man with a knife she’d found somewhere. The little girl jerked from the semi-doze she’d slipped into and started crying again. Sen stroked the back of her head.

“Don’t worry. It’s just a bad dream.”

Sen looked at the people he’d freed and then over at the people that Glimmer of Night had rounded up.

“Anyone else need to settle a score?” asked Sen.

There was an incredibly tense moment of silence before the people he freed started shaking their heads. Sen waited until he was sure that no one was going to speak up. He turned his gaze on the kneeling people, who all averted their eyes or visibly flinched.

Lifting a hand, he pointed toward the gate. “Go.”

The man he’d seen working as a blacksmith looked Sen in the eye. “We’ll never make it. This is no better than killing us yourself.”

“It’s more of a chance than their village got,” snarled Sen and let his hand drop to the hilt of his jian. “You might survive if you’re smart and careful. But we can go with the killing you myself plan.”

Sen drew his jian and let them all get a good look at it. One by one, the kneeling men got to their feet. Before they could move away, though, Sen let his spiritual sense wash over them. His eyes landed on a skinny man who had kept to the back and tried to go unnoticed. Sen only said two words.

“The ring.”

The man looked like he’d just as soon bite out Sen’s throat as give it up. In the end, though, he opened his hand and let the storage treasure fall to the ground. Clearly fearing that some reprisal would be forthcoming, the man turned and ran toward the gate. The others hesitantly followed the would-be looter. Shaking his head, Sen put away his jian and picked up the ring. A quick scan told him that it contained more or less what he’d expected it to. The skinny man had obviously looted whatever passed for a treasury and meant to make off with the money. There were a few other things in the ring that Sen didn’t care about. Sen tossed the ring to the older man, who gave him a quizzical look.

“You’ll need it when we get back.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT
TEMPORARY SOLUTION
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Sen stood on the opposite side of the road from Glimmer of Night. The two were tossing a spent beast core back and forth. Well, thought Sen, I guess it’s tossing for us. In reality, the core was zipping back and forth between the two so fast that it looked like a vibrating blue rope connected their hands. Still, it was more interesting than just standing around and waiting. Sen had a suspicion about what was going to happen and about fifteen minutes later, he was proven right as a little girl toddled into sight with an expression of grim determination fixed on her features. It took her longer to see Sen with her mortal eyes, but her face lit with joy the moment she did. She ran at him with her little arms and legs pumping for all they were worth. Sen sighed and tried to decide on the right course of action.

From the moment the villagers had been freed from those cages, the girl, who Sen finally learned was named Liu Ai, had simply refused to be separated from him. She’d sneak away from the other villagers to go look for him. On the rare occasions he slept, he’d invariably wake up to find her sprawled across his chest and gently snoring. He’d eventually concluded that it was just safer to keep her close at hand than having her looking for him in the wilds. While he considered the area where they were traveling all but tame, it was a different story for mortals. A child that small could and would get eaten by something if she kept leaving the group. By the time they’d gotten back to the road, he was getting worried.

He’d escorted them to a nearby village where one of the people he’d rescued had a few family members. It was also big enough that absorbing a few more adults and one child shouldn’t be an issue. Particularly since they had the money from the bandits. It wasn’t a fortune, but it was enough to let them start new lives. Sen had planned to leave Liu Ai with the other rescued villagers. They, at least, knew her a little bit. When it had become clear that he meant to leave her behind, the girl had been inconsolable. Left with no other recourse, Sen and Glimmer of Night had simply left. It seemed that the girl had not only evaded the adults that Sen had expected to take care of her but everyone else in the village. People who should have been mindful of children wandering beyond the relative safety of the village.

The problem was that if she had done it once, it was entirely possible that she would do it again. Except, next time, Sen wouldn’t be waiting just down the road. Sen was rubbing at his eyes when the girl crashed into his leg and started trying to hug the leg and do a little dance at the same time. She beamed up at Sen before she looked across the road.

“Hi, Glimmerite!” she cried happily.

It was apparently the closest she could get to the spider’s actual name. Sen had worried that Glimmer of Night might be offended, but he’d seamlessly adapted to the mangled form of his name without comment. The spider lifted an arm and waved at the little girl.

“I’ll be right back,” said Sen to the spider before hoisting the little girl up.

Her lip started quivering as soon as she realized that Sen was carrying her back to the village.

“Don’t wanna go to the village. Wanna go with you,” she said in a tiny voice, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

Sen knew that it was a terrible, terrible, horribly awful idea to bring her with him. What did he have to offer a little girl? A life of constant fear and cataclysmic dangers she had no hope of defending herself against. On the other hand, if the destruction of her village proved anything, it was that there was no promise of safety if he left her behind either. He wrestled with the decision as he walked back to the village. When he got there and did not find people frantically searching every nook and cranny for the missing child, he felt his anger flare. He marched up to the house where the rescued villagers were staying and, not trusting himself, he knocked on the wall of the house. The entire structure rattled. The older man who had been the sole surviving elder of the town hesitantly opened the door. He looked from Liu Ai to Sen’s furious eyes and went pale.

“Get her things and bring them to me,” ordered Sen in a voice that quivered with rage.
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The rest of the trip back had been a learning experience for Sen. There had been one heart-stopping moment where he’d put her down for a second to buy some fresh fruit from a stand. He’d turned around to give her a piece of the fruit, and she’d just been gone. Sen had almost lost his mind in worry before he remembered that he was a damn cultivator and washed the entire town in his spiritual sense. She had been less than a hundred feet away. He’d all but flown to where she was only to find her in an alley, hiding behind Glimmer of Night. The spider had bodily lifted a man by the throat and pinned him to a wall. Sen lifted an eyebrow, but he’d come to have a little faith in the spider’s instincts for danger.

“What happened?” asked Sen.

Ai thrust a finger at the stranger. “He hurt me!”

Sen could see where bruises were starting to form on her arm. He gave the little girl a serious nod. He crouched down and opened his arms. Ai ran over to him. He gave her a quick hug and picked her up. Glimmer of Night glanced over with what Sen was pretty sure passed for a questioning look from the spider.

“Do what you think is best,” said Sen. “Catch up when you’re done.”

Glimmer of Night nodded, and Sen carried Ai away from what he imagined was either going to be a grisly death or something that was nearly a grisly death. After that, Sen made sure he kept track of Ai in his spiritual sense at all times. He also discovered that getting children who could talk back to take elixirs was difficult, even if it was entirely for their own good. He’d been forced to rework the elixir so that it tasted like something she would drink. Not that bruises were necessarily going to be the end of the world, but Sen saw zero need for her to have them if he could fix it. That part had been almost amusing. What hadn’t been even the tiniest bit amusing was when she woke up screaming in blind terror and needed to be held until she could fall asleep again. I should have killed them all, thought Sen.

On the whole, though, Sen expected that Ai found the trip pretty easy. She couldn’t keep pace with them, so he and Glimmer of Night took turns carrying her. At first, Ai would giggle and laugh as the landscape blurred around them. Later, Sen was amazed to discover that she would fall asleep. He didn’t think he could have fallen asleep moving at those speeds under someone else’s power. It was a profound display of trust. Maybe it was earned trust, though. After all, he and the spider had shown up.

At one point, Sen had spotted a farmer meandering down the road with an ox pulling his cart. He’d insisted they stop to say hello. The farmer had been startled when they seemed to appear out of nowhere and kept shooting furtive glances at Glimmer of Night. Even the ox had eyed the spider warily before directing a questioning look at Sen. He’d just nodded. Apparently taking Sen’s approval as divine truth, the ox mooed at the spider. Glimmer of Night waved at it from two feet away. Sen had chatted with the farmer for a bit while Ai gleefully sat on the ox, petted its head, and hugged its neck. Then, he’d bought everything in the cart without haggling over the prices as a way to thank the farmer for indulging them.

Eventually, though, they turned off the road and headed back into the wilds. Ai had been nervous at first, unaware that the three of them were moving inside a bubble surrounded by Sen’s killing intent. When nothing terrible happened after the first few hours, she relaxed again and started pointing at all the interesting things, like big rocks and tall trees. Sen just nodded and agreed that they were indeed very impressive rocks and trees.
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Fu Ruolan was giving Sen a decidedly flat look. She had taken Glimmer of Night’s presence in stride. Sen suspected that had a lot to do with the fact that the spider had lost interest in the group discussion almost immediately and wandered off to poke at an odd-looking flower. She had not been nearly so understanding about the presence of Liu Ai. Fortunately, the girl was largely unaware of the battle of wills happening around her. She was too busy hugging Falling Leaf’s leg while the ghost panther looked down at the child with more than a little panic on her face.

“Why did you bring the child here?” demanded Fu Ruolan.

The nascent soul cultivator was making an obvious effort to keep her voice calm to avoid scaring the little girl. Sen had known this was going to be an uphill battle, so he bit back the usual sarcasm he used when people asked him questions he found ridiculous. Instead, he gave the answer that was both true and most likely to get him the result he wanted.

“She has no one or no one I could find. Her family is gone. Her home is gone. She needs somewhere to be for right now. Somewhere safe. Can you think of a safer place than the domain of a nascent soul cultivator?”

Fu Ruolan’s eyes flicked over to where Ai was dragging Falling Leaf by the hand to look at the flower that had caught Glimmer of Night’s attention. Her expression softened, if only slightly.

“I suppose not,” admitted Fu Ruolan.

Sen pounced on the moment of weakness.

“It’s a temporary solution. I’m only here for a handful of years. Besides, I’m not deluded. I’m no kind of parent. I have no business whatsoever trying to raise her. I will try to make other arrangements for her. Better arrangements.”

The nascent soul cultivator’s lips pursed as she made an objection even she didn’t really seem to believe.

“The wilds are no place for a child.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Are you saying that you’d let something happen to her?”

“Don’t be stupid. Of course, I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”

Sen did everything in his power to keep his expression calm and neutral. Fu Ruolan was not fooled. She rolled her eyes.

“Don’t be smug,” complained the nascent soul cultivator.

“Sorry,” said Sen. “It could be worse. At least she’s adorable.”

“You were probably adorable at that age, too. Look how you turned out.”

“A dashing hero who saves little girls from bandits? Yeah, I’ve really come down from being adorable.”

She shot him a skeptical look before she sighed. “No, that’s fair.”

The pair stood there and watched as Ai demanded that Glimmer of Night pick her up. The spider dutifully lifted her from the ground and settled her on his hip. Falling Leaf turned and shot Sen a look that was easy to read even from a distance. What in the hells were you thinking? Fu Ruolan snickered.

“What?” asked Sen.

“I’m just taking comfort in the knowledge that your wife over there is going to give you an earful about this.”

“She’s not my wife.”

“Sure, she isn’t. You realize that I’m not going to go any easier on you just because you brought a stray home.”

It was Sen’s turn to snicker.

“What?” demanded Fu Ruolan.

Sen just smiled a little as Ai ran up to them to thrust a tiny wildflower at Fu Ruolan. The nascent soul cultivator looked taken aback. Helpless before the power of innocent adorableness, she leaned down and took the flower.

“Thank you, little one,” she said, before shooting Sen a death glare. “Not one word.”
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Sen had seen a lot of strange spirit beasts in the depths of the wilds, from the damnable bear-cats to birds made entirely of fire. He’d even once been attacked by something that looked like the bastard child of a pangolin and a massive ivy plant. However, all of his experience with spirit beasts had happened on land. Most of his incredibly limited experience with water life extended only to fish. He’d heard about other kinds of sea animals and spirit beasts from Captain Chen but that had been poor preparation for the thing that launched from the ocean’s surface. As it drove upward, the water swelled briefly like a wet dome or some kind of bubble. When the dome burst, Sen’s mind didn’t know what to do with the information it received. The beast looked like a massive stuffed child’s toy that resembled a bear.

“What in all of the hells?” asked a dumbfounded Sen to absolutely no one.

The enormous bear thing spread its arms wide and spoke in a voice that rolled like thunder across the water.

“I am the Galactic Friendship Bear. Sent to you with a message of peace and universal harmony.”

Sen blinked furiously, certain that his eyes were deceiving him. However, the creature steadfastly refused to change into something that looked like Sen should kill it immediately. The bear spoke again, its voice reverberating in Sen’s chest.

“I bring you tidings of goodwill, citizens of,” the thing paused, as though trying to remember something. “Citizens of human-compatible planet, designate 12,783.”

“Wow,” said Sen. “Peace, harmony, and goodwill? Did you ever come to the wrong place.”
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Sen gave the turtle an icy, hostile look. “The last time I took advice from you, it almost killed me. If this meeting had happened six months ago, I would have done everything in my power to murder you and turn you into turtle soup. So, no, I don’t want any more advice from you.”

Elder Bo looked genuinely shocked, or at least that was how Sen interpreted what happened to the turtle’s face.

“I don’t understand. How did my advice almost kill you?”

“Do you know how many copies of the Five-Fold Body Transformation manual there are?”

“I can’t say that I do.”

“Two that anyone knows about. One of which is trapped inside a space treasure that’s been locked from the inside. The other was in the hands of a nascent soul cultivator who did not want to be found. I spent years trying to find a copy of that manual. I was dying an inch at a time, my own body cultivation turning against me, searching the wilds for that nascent soul cultivator. I was moments from death when she found me.”

“But you did survive. Look at how powerful you’ve become.”

“Powerful,” snorted Sen. “I almost died fighting a spirit beast a few weeks ago.”

“A spirit beast that no other cultivator at your advancement would have even considered fighting. And you killed it.”

Sen glared at the divine spirit beast. “Was that your doing as well?”

“Of course,” said Elder Bo as though it was all perfectly obvious. “You can’t run an experiment without solid empirical testing.”

Sen went very still for five seconds before he drew his jian. “Turtle soup time.”

It turned out that the turtle wasn’t particularly good at fighting, but Elder Bo did make for a fine soup.
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Li Yi Nuo stared at the man she only knew as Judgment’s Gale and tried to decide what to do. She refused to let it show on her face, but his last words had frightened her. They hadn’t been boastful, the way she would have thought that something like that would sound. He’d sounded like a man earnestly pleading with someone not to make a terrible, terrible mistake. Worse still, he was calm. He was far, far too calm for a man who should be expecting at least the possibility of violence. There was a stillness to him, and that stillness spoke to a bone-deep resolve to do what had to be done, even if it meant doing things he didn’t want to do. Her heart told her to just let it go and run away as fast as she could. He’d let her. She knew that much. He’d all but said it. He didn’t want the fight.

Of course, if she ran away, she would fail in her mission. She would dishonor her master and his faith in her. She’d never be able to return to the Vermilion Blade Sect. Yet, if she didn’t, elders would die by the score so she could avoid facing the consequences of her cowardice. For all intents and purposes, he anointed you as the young mistress of the Vermilion Blade Sect, her master had said. It might be an honor, but it was also a responsibility. She couldn’t let her fear, however rational it might be, divert her from her course. She had been tasked to bring this man back to the sect. That’s what she would do. As if he could read her very thoughts and intentions, Judgment’s Gale looked at her with an expression of boundless sadness.

“So be it,” he said.

Li Yi Nuo summoned a spear from her storage ring, one of the treasures that had been bestowed on her. It was a heavens chasing spear. It was the kind of weapon that most cultivators could only dream about possessing. Weapons like those could turn the tide in a battle. She studied him as he gave the spear an interested look. Will he relent rather than face such a weapon? He gave her a nonchalant shrug and took out what looked like a scroll. Is it a talisman? Then, he started muttering under his breath about what sounded like the ingredients to some kind of food. She hurled herself at him in a fit of wounded pride. Ten seconds later she was chasing after him as he strode down the road, smiling broadly, using her spear as a walking stick.

“Give it back,” she complained.

“No,” said Sen.

“Please, give it back.”

“No. Misbehaving children lose their toys. Everyone knows this.”
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Laughing River got a gleam in his eye that screamed mischief. Sen thrust a finger at him.

“No! Whatever you’re thinking, just no.”

“Oh, you should have given it a minute. You’d have enjoyed it,” said the fox, before shooting Li Yi Nuo a big smile. “She probably wouldn’t have. Did I mention that I’ve met Lai Dongmei?”

Sen felt an abrupt sense of relief that he’d put a stop to whatever the fox had planned.

“You’ve actually met Lai Dongmei?” Li Yi Nuo said in an awed voice.

“I have,” said Laughing River. “So has Sen.”

“You have?” demanded Li Yi Nuo whirling toward Sen.

“Yep,” said Sen without elaborating at all.

“You have to tell me everything.”

“Yes, Sen, you should tell her everything,” agreed Laughing River with amusement dancing in his eyes.

Sen thought it over. “Alright. Well, to be perfectly honest, she spent most of her time complaining about this terrible lover she had. It was some fox she had a fling with like a thousand years ago or something. Apparently, his manhood was less than magnifi⁠—”

“That’s enough!” shrieked Laughing River, who had gone completely white in the face
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“Silence! Both of you!” shouted Li Yi Nuo. “A nine-tailed fox and a folk hero are about to go off and do something that people are going to tell stories about. Don’t even bother telling me that people won’t know because those kinds of stories always get out. If you two think you can drag me out here and then cut my sect out of that kind of glory, you’re delusional! I’m staying. And if you think taking me all the way back was going to be inconvenient before, imagine how much more trouble it will be with me fighting you the entire way. So, which one of you is going to show me this so-called army of evil creatures and spirits?”

There was a protracted silence as Li Yi Nuo stared expectantly at Sen and Laughing River. Sen had been worried about something like this. He glanced over the fox who had a thoughtful look on his face. It left Sen feeling unsettled. Laughing River looked at Sen.

“You know, I could always…”

“No,” said Sen, feeling so, so tired.

“It really wouldn’t be that hard.”

“I know it wouldn’t but still no.”

Li Yi Nuo looked relieved at those words.

“Really?” asked the fox.

“Actually, the readers don’t like her that much. Go ahead.”

“What?” screamed Li Yi Nuo. “The readers love me!”
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At first, Sen tried to keep track of their progress by leaving a trail behind them as he had done before and flying up to see how far they’d come. After what he thought was the equivalent of a few days, he simply gave it up as pointless. The complexity of the path they were forced to walk made it all but impossible to measure progress in a meaningful sense. He simply gave in to the monotony of the walking. With the buildings all looking alike and the roads all made in the same way, the environment fell away from his notice. He drifted into something that was almost a trance. Every once in a while, he’d snap out of it and call for a halt. He’d pass out food, and they’d all rest for a while. Yet, even those breaks started to blur together. Conversation was sparse and usually faded to nothing after a few minutes. For Sen’s part, it was simply that he didn’t think of anything he wanted to say.

He didn’t notice when it was happening. The farther they walked, the less it looked like a city around them. The buildings melted away into a forest, and Sen found himself traversing a beaten dirt path that slowly carried him through foothills covered in tall grass that he didn’t recognize. The path carried him to the base of a mountain where it transitioned from packed dirt into narrow stone steps that led up the slope. His eyes tracked up and up. There had to be thousands of steps that he could see and likely more beyond that. However, he didn’t hesitate. He simply placed a foot on the first step and started to climb. After all, what were thousands of steps to Sen. The ascent took hours, then days, and just when he was certain it would become weeks, things changed.

The path widened, leveled, and transitioned to some smooth rocklike material he didn’t recognize. There were two lines down the middle of the path for no discernable reason. Sen was about to go poke at the lines to see if they did something when he heard this bizarre mechanical roar. He looked behind him and saw some manner of bizarre yellow… Sen thought it must be a vehicle. It appeared to have wheels. It roared up to him and then came to a shrieking halt. A pale man with heavy stubble and a flat, floppy hat squinted at him from inside the vehicle.

“Get in, kid. We ain’t got all day,” said the man with a strange accent Sen didn’t recognize.

“Who… What are you?” asked Sen.

“I’m Louie, interdimensional cabbie to the stars and, apparently, wayward cultivators. Now, let’s go. You’re running late, and the universe has a schedule to keep.”

A door opened in the vehicle, exposing some kind of bench positioned behind the other man. Sen tentatively slid onto the bench. He eyed the door suspiciously when it closed on its own.

“Hang tight, kid. I’m gonna have to give a bit of extra gas if we’re gonna get you there on time.”

“What’s ga—” Sen started to ask.

The end of that question was lost in Sen’s manful scream as the vehicle shot forward at entirely suicidal speeds.

“Kids these days. I tell you,” muttered Louie as he shook his head in disappointment.
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“It’s a temporary solution. I’m only here for a handful of years. Besides, I’m not deluded. I’m no kind of parent. I have no business whatsoever trying to raise her. I will try to make other arrangements for her. Better arrangements.”

The nascent soul cultivator’s lips pursed as she made an objection even she didn’t really seem to believe.

“The wilds are no place for a child.”

Sen lifted an eyebrow. “Are you saying that you’d let something happen to her?”

“Don’t be stupid. Of course, I’m not going to let anything happen to her.”

Sen did everything in his power to keep his expression calm and neutral. Fu Ruolan was not fooled. She rolled her eyes.

“Don’t be smug,” complained the nascent soul cultivator.

“Sorry,” said Sen. “It could be worse. At least she’s adorable.”

“I guess that’s true.”

“And when the other seventy-five kids arrive, you’ll barely notice them.”
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