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What Came Before

Over a decade ago, Long Wu Ying was cast out of the Verdant Green Waters sect for defying the Elders and mounting the rescue of the orthodox sect members captured by the dark sect. The victims of the kidnapping included his martial sister, Fairy Yang, and numerous prodigies of the orthodox sects. Though successful, many were slain and others injured during this process, including his Master, the Sundering Blade, Elder Cheng Zhao Wan.

Banished till he regained both honor and prestige for the Verdant Green Waters, Wu Ying traveled through numerous lands of the Middle Kingdom. In so doing, he met strange and varied cultures, seeking knowledge of the seven winds of his Body Cultivation technique and dealing with mortal, cultivator, and dragon alike.

In time, stories grew of the Verdant Gatherer, a procurer of wild spiritual herbs and plants from the most dangerous of lands. A man known for the swiftness of his movement and the sharpness of his blade. Drawn by the winds to all points of the compass, Wu Ying eventually traveled south, following the commands of the heavens themselves.

There, he met an old friend, Tou He. Together with Yang Mu, a mysterious Core Formation cultivator who’d joined Wu Ying for adventure and excitement, the trio sought the source of a spreading taint amongst spirit and demonic beasts.

In the kingdom of Nanyue, the trio joined a remote expedition of the kingdom’s army to destroy the source of the corruption. Though they were unable to ascertain the culprits who created the demonic gate—embedded within the body of a living, Nascent Soul ape—they were still able to see to its closing by invoking the flame and lightning of the heavens itself.

Together, the trio return to the Verdant Green Waters sect, bearing troubling hints of demonic plans and a callous heaven.

Over a decade has passed since his banishment and Long Wu Ying, the Verdant Gatherer, wielder of the blade Ren, and Core Formation cultivator, has come home.


Chapter 1

Beneath his feet, Wu Ying felt the press of solidified air. On his face, the cold spray of falling water as stray droplets from the waterfall struck him as he leapt higher. Behind him, following at a more sedate pace, Yang Mu skimmed across the water with her enchanted fans under each foot. Long hair trailed behind her, a rainbow as a backdrop when Wu Ying glanced back.

Fast fading beneath their feet was the river that ran to the lowlands, the sailing skiff that had carried them this far, and the harbor and city that supplied the Verdant Green Waters sect. Fresh air, crisp and clean, filled his lungs, the spray of water dampening his robes and imparting a slight chill to his body. He could have blocked it, but the rush of wind and the feel of water on his skin reminded him of his existence.

A fact that was not always guaranteed, not after their recent adventures.

As he pushed onward, the slight ache in his side blossomed further. Injuries that had yet to heal even after months of travel and recuperation making themselves known.

Pain and regret flickered through him and were forcibly shunted aside. This was not the time to consider such matters, nor the potential issues the injuries might cause. Instead, he would enjoy the moment as he ascended the mountain with Yang Mu by his side.

In her eyes, in her laughter and sense of wonder, he saw the Sect anew.

With another kick, the waterfall fell away, the opening in the mountain from which the water issued forth lit by spirit lamps. Hanging stalactites, carved marbled flooring, wooden doors inset into the very walls. As the pair ascended past it, guards shifted, a pair of crossbows following their forms before they left the entrance behind.

“You didn’t tell me the Sect had a cavern complex!” Yang Mu sent her words directly to Wu Ying’s ears, twisting the strings of chi so that she could speak without shouting. A simple practice, barely worth even calling a technique for one with their ability.

“I didn’t know.” Wu Ying looked downward, pushing his intent out to the winds. Impressions came back soon after, of a wide cavern filled with glowing lamps and cultivation caves hanging over the roaring water, where water and earth chi accumulated.

“I thought this was your sect!” Yang Mu said.

“It is. But I left as an Energy Storage cultivator. And I rarely spent much time here,” Wu Ying explained. After all, his work as a Wild Gatherer had seen him plying the roadways between sects and the deep wilds more than spending time within.

“I wonder what other surprises await us then?” She sounded more amused than put out, excitement still tinging her voice.

A push on the dao and the surroundings, a platform of air firmed beneath his foot. He shoved upward, launching himself higher. He could have floated upward with just as much—perhaps even less—effort, but he was still reestablishing his boundaries with the wind. Having become one with it months ago, having given up his mortal body, Wu Ying now sought to find the boundary once more.

Climbing this way also let him see the Sect and mountain in new ways.

There, outer sect cultivators climbed the trail that led to the Sect high above. Paved stone staircases were worn away by the constant tromp of cultivators carrying the supplies required to feed the organization. Mortal servants carried out the same task as well, but the difference between them and the stronger, trained outer sect cultivators was…

Minimal.

To Wu Ying’s surprise, when he reflected on his own past, he found from his new viewpoint that the differences were marginal. So what if this cultivator moved a touch faster than that mortal, so what if he carried five rice bags instead of three? If he so desired, Wu Ying could have lifted the skiff to the top of the mountain using the winds at his command.

As though called, heavenly wind twisted around his form, whispering its agreement. To the heavens, mortals were one and the same. An ant, a mortal, a cultivator, they were all equally worthy of consideration and mercy. For all who wished could ascend and join the Dao eventually.

So long as they bent.

So long as they bowed.

So long as they followed.

Or so the wind whispered.

“Ah Ying[1].” Her voice cut through the thoughts that threatened to consume him.

Heavenly wind dispersed as Yang Mu spoke, angry whispers at the chaotic woman by his side, the distraction rising before he cut them off.

“Yes?”

“Are you sure we’re allowed to do this?” Concern in her voice, rising at the end.

“Of course…” He trailed off the reflexive answer as he noticed her growing concern. Frowning, he reached out his spiritual sense to the world around and recoiled almost immediately. If he had not been so distracted, he would have sensed it already.

Killing intent, directed toward them.

No, not toward them, but her.

As they reached an unseen barrier, it sharpened again. From above, the wind shrieked a warning. Moments before the attack arrived.

***

A glowing golden hand the size of a house descended from the heavens, so large and clear that Wu Ying could see the lines across the palm and the joints of each finger as it struck at Yang Mu. Within the palm was a deep dao, one encompassing the concepts of pressure and crushing, all sharpened by a strong killing intent.

In retaliation, Wu Ying drew and swung in a single motion. Ren departed its sheath, the embedded dao of cutting, of sharpness within the sword augmenting his own understanding of the jian and his technique to send a blade strike streaking forward.

The pair of attacks clashed a dozen feet above him. Immediately, the palm exploded as the containment around the chi and dao were pierced, even as Wu Ying’s attack continued upward. At the same time, the released energy buffeted Wu Ying and Yang Mu, as well as a trio of unlucky cultivators on the road. Two were thrown into the side of the mountain. The third, a truly unlucky cultivator, was blasted off the side of the mountain, robes flapping. His scream resounded as he fell, hands thrashing as he sought escape from his fate.

“Ah Ying!” Yang Mu screamed, gesturing at the dropping mortal. “I’ll guard from above. Go!”

Trusting that she could take care of herself, Wu Ying sheathed his weapon and threw himself off the wind platform he had been standing upon. He called the winds to him as he fell, shooting downward as he stretched his aura perception to the surroundings to locate the boy.

Above, Wu Ying sensed Yang Mu landing on the trail, holding one of her enchanted fans—the green one with white trim—defensively even as she called up a question to their attackers above in the mountain. She exerted no chi in her announcement, trusting that their attacker could hear her.

There!

His expanded spiritual sense—restricted till now to a short distance around him out of consideration for others and the rules of the Sect—caught the plummeting boy. Wu Ying called the wind to him, slowing the boy’s fall, and grunted in annoyance when he sensed interference.

The child had a metal body and a burgeoning dao of density or heaviness. It made slowing him down via Wu Ying’s wind dao difficult, though not impossible. He could have stopped him entirely, but the boy had picked up enough speed that doing so might injure him.

Better safe than sorry.

Seconds before Wu Ying reached the boy, he tucked his body and turned, flipping over to land beside the struggling child as he flapped his hands and legs in a comical fashion in an attempt to stop his fall. Startingly black eyes were wide and panicked, the knowledge that he was no longer falling yet to impinge upon his consciousness.

“Boy, stop it.” Wu Ying stood on a platform of solidified air; an eyebrow cocked. “You are fine.”

“I… this…” A breath caught, the boy forcing mastery over his emotions on himself. He exhaled, then pulled his arms closer, even as the wind playfully tossed him from side to side. Gaze locked on the immobile elder by his side, he put together his hands to offer a martial bow even as his robes flapped around his limbs. “This lowly one greets his Honored Benefactor.”

“Don’t bother. I was just setting right what mistakes were made.” Looking upward, Wu Ying gestured, and a trio of rice bags floated up to them. “Now, brace yourself.”

He did not wait for the boy to acknowledge his words as he beckoned the air into motion once more. The bags shot upward; the effort much simpler than holding the wind still. It was funny how his interactions and battle with Sao Choi had expanded his own understanding of the element.

Wind was moving air, of course. But air was still wind. If one understood that simple concept, he could wield air in the same method as wind.

With a little more difficulty, of course. The primal difference between wind and air still existed—one wanted to move, the other did not care. As such, while a platform of wind to stand upon was viable if one solidified air, it was just as possible to make one of moving air—within a very small range of motion.

Testing. So much testing of one’s concepts and elemental understandings, of the bounds of reality and one’s integration with it.

Not that any of that was recognized by the boy staring all around him, eyes locking on the silent figure ascending beside him, on the rice bags and the cultivators on the mountain pathway climbing upward the normal way.

“Who are you?” The question was voiced quietly, the boy uncertain if he should ask. Or even if he could, with the beating winds.

Wu Ying tilted his head, slowing their quick ascent as he sensed the scene above. Delicate words were being traded above, and his prompt return might disrupt the equilibrium. Weaving his words into a cone of wind so that the boy could hear him, Wu Ying answered. “Long Wu Ying. Fellow cultivator of the Sect. I have long been gone.”

“The Verdant Gatherer!” The words were a shout of surprise. The boy jerked into a deep bow, almost tilting forward and pitching out of the tunnel of wind bearing him forth. He wobbled dangerously before the wind adjusted to his movements. “I am honored, Elder! This one apologizes for not recognizing the Elder and offering proper greetings.”

Wu Ying took the boy in properly now. Outer sect robes, dress in disarray and even straightened did not fit well. He’d forgotten a fold in the side, didn’t tighten the straps on the inside fully there. After so many years wearing more elaborate clothing, such minor discrepancies stood out to Wu Ying. Like a weed in a carefully cultivated row of plants. Skin, darker and weathered from years in the outdoors. His palm, turned upward, showed deep callouses from long hours working with his hands. Not a swordsman’s callouses either, but gripping a longer, broader haft.

“Your name?” Wu Ying said, noting they were nearly there.

“Den Kang Min, Honored Benefactor.”

“Good. Take care on your ascent.” A slight hesitation, Wu Ying added, “And work on carrying more. Three is pitiful for one of your stature.”

Then with the slightest push of his will, Wu Ying sent the boy toward the mountain and the roadway to join the other climbers. He set the rice bags down beside the boy, stacking them on top of one another neatly before he rose another ten feet vertically.

The sight that greeted him made him want to sigh. On one side of a standoff, Yang Mu stood. Her fans were closed, but both were in her hands, a certain sign of wariness. Across from her was the Elder who had reacted so poorly to their ascent and a dozen inner sect cultivators who had spread out into a martial formation along the road.

A flash of memory raced across Wu Ying’s form as he recognized the man, his prime tormentor when he had first entered the Sect. In his first year—when most other cultivators were busy training and studying, attempting to cleanse additional meridians—Wu Ying had been tasked with acquiring a bottle of peach wine. Now that he understood the norms of the Sect further, he could understand the breadth of the man’s malice.

Anger, resentment, then amusement flickered through Wu Ying before he stilled the emotions, casting them to the winds.

The tense standoff held itself in brittle silence, an anticipatory quiet that could break apart in drawn weapons and shed blood with the slightest hint of action.

Wu Ying landed, the winds kicking up loose stones, leaves, and dust. Soft-soled cloth shoes touched upon the ground, a small smile on his lips as he bowed. “Long Wu Ying, cultivator of the Verdant Green Waters, greets Elder Pang.”

Surprise registered on Elder Pang’s face, smoothed out into stern impassivity a moment later. Wu Ying wondered about the reaction—the trio had sent word ahead of them via spirit messengers of their imminent arrival after all. Before he could ponder the fact further, the man spoke.

“Guardian Pang.” Guardian Pang’s voice was chilly, hands clasped behind his back as he stared imperiously at the pair. “Guardian Pang Jian Hong.”

“My apologies for the inadvertent insult. And congratulations, Guardian Pang, on your elevation to the new position.” Wu Ying bowed again and gestured to the side. “This is, as per our missive, Cultivator Yang Mu[2], daughter of the Twin Souls of the Joyous Platinum Inn.”

Yang Mu twitched, shooting a look that promised that Wu Ying would pay for that later. He ignored it, of course. As much as she might desire to make a name for herself, in this place, at this time, she needed all the social standing she could acquire. Borrowing the strength of her Nascent Soul parents was necessary, especially before Elder—no, Guardian—Pang.

“If you kept in contact with the Sect properly, you would know of such things,” Guardian Pang said coldly. “In addition, your companion, Elder Liu, should have informed you.”

“It must have slipped his mind,” Wu Ying said. “The exploration of the southern problems in Nanyue was quite strenuous.”

Wu Ying had to stop himself from apologizing again. It was an automatic thing, which he had to bite his inner tongue upon. Too long had he been beneath the other. While he might still be junior to the man, he was a Core Formation cultivator with a Wind Body now. They might not be hierarchical peers, but he was not so beneath the other to be forced to apologize multiple times.

Yang Mu, noticing the minute changes in expression on Wu Ying’s face, spoke up. “Cultivator Yang greets Guardian Pang. Cultivator Long has spoken much of you.” Ignoring the suspicious look the other man shot her, she continued. “He often spoke of the Guardians of your illustrious sect with great fondness. May I ask when you were elevated to this esteemed position?”

“Four years after Cultivator Long left the Sect,” Jian Hong said. “Much has changed. Like our security procedures.”

“Oh?” Wu Ying said.

“Yes. Flying is no longer permitted by those not of the Sect,” Jian Hong said. “As the Guardian of the Gate, it is my responsibility to ensure that no breaches of our security occur. And that ruling, along with additional security formations, is just one of the many things I have added.”

“I see.” Wu Ying inclined his head. Guardian of the Gate. That had been Guardian Lu Xi Qi’s position. “We shall, of course, comply with the new rulings. Will you be escorting us the rest of the way to the Sect then?”

Guardian Pang’s lips pursed. At his gesture, the other inner sect cultivators dispersed, the Energy Formation cultivators going up the mountain rapidly and leaving them behind.

“No. I have many duties to attend to.” Then, recalling some of his manners, he inclined his head to Yang Mu. “Welcome to the Sect, Cultivator Yang. I hope your stay is tolerable.”

Before Wu Ying could ask what the man meant, Guardian Pang triggered part of the formation that surrounded them, allowing it to pull him away by bending space.

“What a waste of energy…” Yang Mu muttered for Wu Ying’s ears only.

He could only agree, having sensed the extrusion of energy as the formation triggered. It seemed much had changed in the time he was away. It seemed his return was not to be a triumphant one.


Chapter 2

The red paifang that stood as entrance, gateway, and marker for the Sect proper loomed before them. Hanging between the columns that made up the corners of the paifang along the beam that connected them, was the name plaque of the Verdant Green Waters Sect. The words were carved onto the wood with great skill, and a deep dao inspiration had been embedded within, such that the meaning of the words was wreathed in an intuitive understanding of the Sect and all they stood for.

“Honor. Integrity. Peace.” Yang Mu put words to the feeling as her gaze trekked over the name plaque. “Enlightenment for the greater good. Grand ideals.”

“They are,” Wu Ying said absently, staring at the ground beneath the plaque, at the location where a man had once lazed against the columns, smoking his pipe. In one of Wu Ying’s storage rings, he carried packets of tobacco for the missing figure, gifts for a man who had offered what guidance he could within the bound of propriety.

Now, instead of a single Guardian watching over the entrance and departure of sect members, inner sect guards checked documents and sect seals. A small hut now lay behind the paifang, additional guards undertaking paperwork within. Formations, once hidden through careful placement of stones and shrubbery, were more prominent now, additional flags set along the boundary marked by the paifang.

It was all different. Wrong, Wu Ying would have said, if pressed.

“I guess we must line up,” Yang Mu said, inclining her head to where a couple of cultivators bearing supplies stood, proffering their sect seals to be inspected.

“I assume so too,” Wu Ying said. Perhaps, being Core Formation cultivators, there might be an exception to their entrance. Or specific guidelines and steps to be followed. No one had told them what they were, if there were any.

Once again, it seemed that he was forced to guess and make his way through the Sect in the dark. A familiar feeling, if an unwelcome one.

“Cultivator Long Wu Ying. Inner sect cultivator…?” The last sentence was said hesitantly, the guard holding his seal eyeing Wu Ying doubtfully. To facilitate his arrival and passage, Wu Ying had loosened control of his aura a little such that the strength of his cultivation base was clear.

Behind the young speaker, an older cultivator was looking at a bracelet, noting the swirling characters that spun through them. Wu Ying allowed the passage of earth chi that pulsed from the artifact to wash over him and return, offering the enchantment similar information—though one less likely to be fooled by simple aura manipulation.

“It has been many years since I’ve set foot in these lands,” Wu Ying said. “This is my guest, Cultivator Yang Mu of the Twin Souls of the Joyous Platinum Inn. We sent missives informing the Sect of our imminent arrival a fortnight ago and then, again, two nights past.”

“I-I apologize, Cultivator… Long.” Hesitating at the form of address, the speaker offered a wan smile as Wu Ying took no offense. Elder was an official title that Wu Ying had not earned. Brother would speak of a closeness that was unjustified, even if they were both of the same titular rank. Senior might have been appropriate, but it spoke of a degree of familiarity and acceptance that the guard looked to deny at the moment. “I cannot allow the entrance of your guest by myself. An Elder at the least must accompany her.”

“Is there not a note?” Wu Ying asked. At the same time, he extended his senses, beckoning the wind to send notice of the surroundings to him to locate Tou He.

“I… we will check.” Offering Wu Ying a tight smile, the man gestured behind him. His companion scurried off into the hut, where a hurried conversation broke out. Wu Ying noted the use of a speaking stone, moments before a formation triggered, blocking his spiritual sense.

“I’m surprised Guardian Pang did not warn them of our arrival.” Yang Mu did not bother to hide her comment, speaking out loud to Wu Ying as the pair waited.

“You met the Guardian?” the guardsman squeaked. He surreptitiously wiped at the gathered sweat under his lip, his striking brown eyes glittering.

“Just below. It seems the other guards who were below chose not to warn you. In fact, I do not sense them here at all,” Wu Ying said.

“We have roving patrols now. Those cultivators are uhh…” Again, the guard looked lost, uncertain of what to say. “Well, they’re around.”

“What is your name, Brother?” Wu Ying asked. He tried to remember if he had ever been as nervous over such a small matter. Then again, the ire of a Core Formation cultivator could do much damage to an inner sect cultivator’s future.

As he well knew.

“Feng Han Ying. Of the northern Feng clan, Brother Long,” Han Ying said. He had straightened a little at Wu Ying’s use of the familiar term, only to shrink again when he caught sight of Yang Mu’s smile. Not a malicious smile, Wu Ying noted, just one that spoke of a private joke she was laughing at.

From the hut, the bracelet-wearing cultivator came out. He whispered to his friend, who grimaced and repeated the news.

“There is no notice about your arrival, Brother Long. Nor prior acceptance of Cultivator Yang as a guest of the Sect.” Han Ying hesitated, before he spoke slowly. “I fear I must ask that you wait while we call upon the Guardian.”

“Of course you do.” Yang Mu’s voice was as sweet as honey, but it made the inner sect cultivators freeze.

The final outer sect cultivator who was being waved through on the other side shrank away before finding a second wind, jogging up the incline as he sought to put distance between him and the annoyed Core Formation cultivator.

“Honored Senior Cultivator Yang, I must apologize for the wait. We are but mere gate guards, tasked with enforcing the rules of the Sect,” Han Ying said, the sweat on his brow reappearing once more.

Wu Ying placed a hand on Yang Mu’s arm. He waited for her to turn toward him before he offered her the slightest shake of his head. Lips pursed, she returned his look before she finally relaxed, that smile turning a touch softer.

The gate guards exhaled, even as pulses of energy roared through the air. Signal stones working overtime, Wu Ying was sure, to inform those above that they had arrived and requesting aid.

Behind the formation, behind themselves, the wind wended through branches and across robes, bringing back news. Powerful formation or not, there was little the guards could do to hide multiple presences, especially when said presences were—in the Wandering Gatherer’s opinion—badly trained. None of them would have lasted a day in the deep wilds, such poor control over their auras did they exhibit.

“Well, if we are to wait, you can at least provide tea, can you not?” Yang Mu said, arching a single eyebrow. “Or do you expect us to stand here like peasants?”

Wu Ying scratched his nose, tilting his head downward as though an idea had just struck him. “Speaking of peasants, there are a pair I wished to present you to. Sooner rather than later, in fact. We could visit there while this matter is sorted.”

Eyes widened, a hint of panic flashed across Yang Mu’s face as Wu Ying spoke. She was already shaking her head, patting her hair, and smoothing out her robes before she formed a wall of chi for privacy. “I am not ready to see them. Are you looking to embarrass me, having me present myself in this state? A proper bath, a change of clothes, a review of the presents…”

Holding up a hand, shifting slightly so that he blocked direct vision from the gate guards to her, he patted the air placatingly. “No, no. Of course we can wait. There’s also the city below. We could get a room at the inn there—”

“We will not be driven away by simple politics—”

“Of course. But you do know that my Martial Sister is above too, yes?” Wu Ying said, a devilish portion of his soul flickering to life.

“She… she is a martial cultivator, yes?” Yang Mu raised her chin a little, daring Wu Ying to correct her. When he did not, she continued. “Then what I wear will be sufficient. I have also prepared the gifts for her.”

“You did, did you?” Wu Ying said with a little smile. He did not miss, however, how Yang Mu was surreptitiously weaving her wood chi through her clothing, triggering the enchantments in her robes to clean them once again. Turning toward the guards who had, with great wisdom, turned away to pay particular attention to the formations on the side of the paifang, Wu Ying spoke up. “Cultivator Yang is not wrong. Has the Verdant Green Waters grown so poor that it cannot afford at least some minor refreshments while we wait?”

In a minute, the table from within the hut had been hauled out, boiling water and tea and even personal snacks proffered. The entire setup was placed a short distance away from the paifang, such that the duo were no longer blocking the entrance.

“We really should have Tou He handle this,” Wu Ying muttered as he eyed the teapot.

“The tea or our entry?” Yang Mu said, blocking his hand as he reached to pour the tea. “Let it steep longer. This is a Pu-erh tea that has been fermented for at least eighteen years. You must let it steep properly for a proper flavor.”

“It’s tea,” Wu Ying complained. “It’s fine, we’ll just resteep it a second time.”

“Barbarian.”

“No, no. Peasant.” He grinned. “The barbarians drink fermented goat milk.”

“I recall.” She shuddered. Wu Ying had kept a few jars sealed away and broken one out for the trio’s tasting while on the way back, much to her horror. “You never answered my question.”

“The second. Though, obviously, he’d be best for this,” Wu Ying said, waving at the tea set. “Though he’d probably want to use his own gear.”

She shrugged, choosing not to directly contradict him. For all of Tou He’s expertise as a tea specialist, he was never too proud to work with the most base pot, whether on the ship or at a restaurant. And yet, minor changes in the brewing process still managed to elevate the taste.

Not that Wu Ying ever seemed to notice.

“Where is he?” she asked. “I would have thought he would have arrived by now.”

“As would I.”

The former monk’s disappearance from Wu Ying’s questing winds was a puzzle in itself. He should have followed more sedately up the road, but the winds found no sign of the other below. Not at the ship, not in town, and not in the wilds either.

Other information, they did bring. Notes of a bustling town, the scars from the attack over a decade ago long gone. New walls had been built, new formations emplaced along the walls that led into the wilderness. A small but well-trained military unit was stationed below as well, drilling in their quarters while the local town guards kept the peace.

Not that there was much for them to do, for the town was bustling and poverty and hunger were scarce. The harvest had been good the last few years, and the beggars and disabled that often clustered in towns seeking aid were few in number.

Not completely absent of course, even in a prosperous city like this. But they were well organized, clustering under the bridges and sewer flows, in an abandoned warehouse not so far from the docks whose rotting outer visage hid the sturdy basement below. Something else was down there, though the winds were unable to speak of it, as though their memory was blunted.

“What do your friends tell you?” Yang Mu asked, flexing her aura to provide a privacy bubble for them. One that created a minor illusionary formation around them, making it seem as though the pair were doing nothing more than waiting in silence.

“Just word of the town below. No indication of our friend…” Wu Ying smiled. “My parents are fine, though my mother harangues my father to help clean the house further in anticipation of our visit tomorrow.”

Yang Mu nodded. All that had been arranged via simple spirit messengers. They had received one from Fa Yuan that had led them to expect that their arrival should have been arranged as well. That they now faced additional trouble… well, that was unexpected.

Satisfied that the tea had brewed sufficiently, Yang Mu poured the dark brown liquid into the waiting cups. No separate pouring teapot—the cha hai—was available for their use. After all, the original drinkers were inner sect cultivators who had been utilizing the tea for regular consumption and not as part of a more elaborate tea ceremony.

Partly, of course, why they were drinking Pu-erh as well, the fermented, dark tea providing more body to not just wake the drinkers but also cleanse away the oily snacks they supped upon.

That more elaborate offerings—a separate tea set and table and chairs—were not available was an indication that what the pair was experiencing was unusual. In fact, it was all a calculated insult, one meant to shame the pair and test their patience.

In other words, politics.

“How long, Ah Ying?”

“A while more. Let us see what they reveal.”

She considered him carefully, searching his face for clues about his true emotions. Wu Ying offered a mostly bemused smile. While he might not have taken such insult from another sect, this was his. Walking away, while an option, was not one he would wield immediately.

Nor did he feel like testing the formation that blocked their way. He could sense the tendrils of spiritual energy that she had released from across him, testing the formation and the scriptures in place. He had no doubt, given sufficient time, she could break the formation. For all her protestations, Yang Mu had a deep understanding of such things.

“When you said you left in disgrace, I was under the impression it was a minor matter. That, after so many years, your banishment would have been rescinded.”

“I did too.” Wu Ying smiled wryly. “Perhaps striking the prince was more of an issue than I had thought.”

She snorted. “Royal entanglements always are.”

“If only we had the wisdom of the present to offer to our youthful past.”

“Without the mistakes of the past, how would we have gained the wisdom to pass on?” Yang Mu said, eyes twinkling. “Or so my parents say. Though they also advised me to be wiser and learn from their mistakes rather than make them anew.”

“Is that not always what they say? Learn from them, only for us to make new and more interesting blunders.”

She laughed, throwing her head back a little as she did so. When she finally composed herself, she tilted her head toward the paifang and the worried guards, many now only offering cursory glances at the Sect seals proffered by the returning cultivators or the mortal servants carrying their burdens up as they also watched the pair.

“How long do you think they will make us wait?” Yang Mu asked.

“A few hours, most likely.”

“And how long should we wait like dogs at the gate?”

Wu Ying considered, weighing the question. At what point was courteous patience outweighed by the shame incurred? At which instance was the studied insult leveled against them too great to bear? The Sect—and those who held power in the Sect—had threads that bound him to them. His family, his friends, his sense of duty and obligation.

At what point was the studied harm great enough that the individual must walk away? No easy answer, when such threads were wrapped about bonds of past experience, debts incurred, and irrational feelings of obligation. Like a well-worn path, abuse and experience flowed.

Yet the harm that he experienced, the shame he incurred—that only existed if he allowed it purchase. They had no strength here, no leverage in this deliberate offense if he offered them none.

“There are no dogs here,” Wu Ying said softly, reaching for the tea and refilling her cup. “Just a pair of cultivators sipping tea and enjoying the view. In time, perhaps, we shall depart. Or perhaps we’ll stay here, cultivating.

“Let the wind blow, and we’ll blow with it.”


Chapter 3

Hours passed as the pair wiled the time away. The teapot was exchanged for their own, tea leaves from kingdoms far and wide making their appearance. Snacks—purchased along the myriad towns and villages they had visited and stored away for such time, before greedy hands found them—were extracted from storage rings to supplement the meager supplies offered to them by the gate guards.

Mortal and cultivators alike passed by, even as the gate guards changed shifts. Dozens of other cultivators gathered in the shadows, watching the pair with ever-increasing tension. Conversation continued under the veil of privacy, pierced only by the occasional outburst of hilarity.

The wind gusted across mountaintops, gathering mist and fog and filling the surroundings. The Cyclone’s Breath pulled upon the gales and wisps of the heights all around them, cloud formations shifting subtly to pour energy down upon the wind cultivator.

Deeper within the ground, roots twisted and grew. Protective formations all along the Sect glowed, sparked by a tiny tendril of energy that seeped into the high alpine trees and brush. These formations began to experience a subtly higher drain as they were tested again and again.

All the while, the pair spoke.

Reminiscing of a long journey, of enemies and spirit beasts and demonic opponents faced. They spoke of swords to be bought and martial styles practiced, of spirit herbs that could be substituted for compresses and pills and the use of leaves as formation flags when all else failed. They spoke of dinners eaten and desserts consumed, wine and tea and sights galore. They spoke, to let time pass and to revel in one another’s company.

When words ended, the pair fell silent into companionable silence. Hours, days, weeks passing through the deep wilds, where a stray noise might draw demon beasts and hungry plants alike, had taught the pair to delight in the serenity of silence.

Time passed, the sun set, and high above, conversations continued in the halls of power. The pair of cultivators supped on meat and drinks drawn from spirit rings while they waited for elders who feared for their ranks and vied for the meanest advantage.

***

The night had grown old, the sun having set hours ago, and still the pair sat. It was a dark evening, for over the entire mountain range, the new moon, which had crossed the zenith of its path and was in the midst of setting, and its companion stars were blocked from sight by massive, revolving cloudbanks. Clouds that threatened rain and lightning but held off still.

The surroundings around the paifang were fitfully illuminated. A pair of spirit lamps hung on either side of the red columns and a flickering flame emerging from an open window and door of the guard station provided the only illumination near the Sect entrance.

Yet a short distance away, the pair of cultivators sat as though amidst a celebration. A quartet of paper lanterns placed at the cardinal points of the compass illuminated the table, its occupants, and the feast that had been brought from below by well-paid mortals.

An entire roast pig, a soy-sauce-soaked chicken, and a pair of whole fish were but the start of the meat portions of the meal. Multiple vegetable dishes, from a claypot filled with bean curds and mushrooms slow-cooked over a fire to flash-fried vegetables and steamed leaf tips graced the overflowing table, while desserts and a pot of rice had been set aside on the side table Yang Mu had conjured.

“More wine?” Wu Ying offered, holding up the pot.

“Hah! I’m not my uncle. No more…” Yang Mu let out a little giggle, holding a hand over her cup to stop Wu Ying from refilling it again. “Where is this one from, anyway? It is quite strong.”

“Oh, I took it from a lord’s residence as payment…” He frowned. “Two? Three years ago. Up north and east of here, in the county of Shenzang in the kingdom of Pei.”

“Took?”

“Yes. He refused to pay after I provided him the sixty-year ginseng he asked for.”

“Sixty-year?” Yang Mu sounded scandalized.

“It’s fine. It was a mortal ginseng that never acquired any elemental aspects.” He shook his head. “Perfect for a mortal.”

“And he chose not to honor the agreement?”

“He did. Lord Kang thought that being friends with the local magistrate and the Sect guards was sufficient protection.”

Yang Mu laughed softly. “And so the honorable Verdant Gatherer stole from him.”

“Just what was owed. And a small fee for my time.”

“And that is why your return was not as simple as we might have hoped.” A new voice, one that cut through with startling clarity, had the pair turning their heads in its direction. Sweet, dulcet tones that were refined and trained washed over them. “Always making my job harder.”

Of course, both cultivators were unsurprised by the speaker’s presence. Nor that of the other two who accompanied the speaker, what with their spiritual senses extended in all directions. Neither did they miss the slight buzzing in environmental chi that spoke of chi messages passed onward and the dispersal of the waiting guards lurking in the undergrowth.

“Sister Yang.” Standing, Wu Ying bowed in the direction of the speaker. He grinned as he spotted Tou He, the bald cultivator clad once more in the robes of an Elder of the Verdant Green Waters, much like his companions. Black, with green edging, it was a severe set of robes that Wu Ying had always thought more foreboding and unflattering than stern. “Tou He. Liu Tsong.”

The last to be greeted was a taller woman, pretty—though one would be hard-pressed to notice her next to the spectacular presence of his martial sister—with the ever-present aroma of mixed herbs and distilled pills. Even washed and changed, it was impossible for the apothecarist to remove the signifiers of her profession, not after decades of work.

“May I present to you Cultivator Yang Mu, daughter of the Twin Souls of the Joyous Platinum Inn.”

“Oh, you fool boy.” Yang Fa Yuan rolled her eyes as she stepped by him and took Yang Mu’s hands. “Call me Sister. If you are as close with this fool as Tou He—and Ah Ying’s occasional letters—have hinted, I must insist. It is only proper.”

“I… thank you.” A little flustered by the warm greeting, Yang Mu’s hands clutched Fa Yuan’s tightly. She paused, then asked hesitantly, “Your surname… from the poplar and Imperial line?”

“Yes. And your name, it’s to admire, is it not[3]?” Her eyes swept over Yang Mu’s slightly more voluptuous form and muscles that were displayed under the robes she wore. “There certainly is.”

“Nothing to compare to one so famed,” Yang Mu replied. “The beauty, elegance, and breeding of Fairy Yang was spoken of even in my parents’ humble abode.”

Tou He, eyes dancing with amusement as the pair tried to outhumble one another, strode right past and took a seat at the table. He conjured his own bowl, plate, and chopsticks before he attacked the meal.

“Who invited you?” Wu Ying said, hands on his hips. “Don’t you have better food in your house?”

“Better for sure. But not free.” Then, the man paused, eyes wrinkling. “Though I guess I have paid for it already.”

“You surely have after that expedition,” Liu Tsong said, stopping near Wu Ying and offering him a slight nod. “You are looking…” She frowned, eyes narrowing. “Not well. That is strange…”

Liu Tsong reached for Wu Ying’s hand, and he let her take it. She turned his wrist over and placed fingers on his pulse. Silently, she read his pulse before he felt a slight trickle of earth chi run through his body before grounding itself in the soil beneath him. A moment later, the energy surged backward, coursing through him once more.

“What did you do to yourself?” Liu Tsong said disbelievingly.

“I became the wind and then returned,” Wu Ying said. “There’re some… lingering problems.”

All the while, two of the three most important women in his life chattered away. He knew his martial sister was listening in—splitting one’s concentration across multiple conversations and a sense of the world around was the most basic of tasks a Core Formation cultivator could be expected to undertake—but nothing he said would be news to Elder Yang. Not after their letters.

“Fool. You are taking your medicinal baths?” Liu Tsong said. She immediately answered her own question. “Of course you are. But it’s probably not helping as much, because the damage you’ve done is too encompassing. Even some of your meridians are twisted and broken now…” Muttering to herself, she continued. “You’d need to rebuild your body entirely to fix some of the issues. Maybe I could…”

Wu Ying took his wrist out of her grip, the motion waking her from her contemplations. He offered the apothecarist a smile. “Elder Sister, I will happily be in your and Elder Gu’s care later. Later. Tonight, let us celebrate my return.”

Now, Fa Yuan looked away from her conversation with Yang Mu. At some point, the pair had subtly woven a formation to block Wu Ying’s sense of them, even the wind unable to break through to their conversation. Now, the formation dropped as Fa Yuan turned, dark eyes probing his guileless smile.

“Yes, we should.” Her gaze turned to sweep over the feast on the table, the red paper lanterns strung outside, and returned to his smile. “Though it seems you arranged for one here?”

“Well, yes.” Wu Ying smiled. “It is a beautiful night.” Blatantly ignoring the heavy clouds above that shrouded the surroundings in darkness, he continued. “Celebrating it here, before my sect, seemed appropriate.”

Liu Tsong eyed the meal, noting the lack of chi that emanated from the dishes. Delicious though they might smell, the dishes were mundane food and emanated none of the chi that arose from spirit and demonic beast dishes or chi-enriched spiritual herbs. It was, put plainly, food fit for a mortal king.

“Well, our servants are already preparing a proper feast,” Liu Tsong said. “And those who know you would be interested in meeting you once again.”

“Even Yin Xue,” Tou He added, waving his chopsticks and the drumstick held in it. “He was quite excited to show you his fist.”

“So you’ve told me,” Wu Ying said, rolling his eyes. Then he turned to Fa Yuan. “Is our entrance then dealt with? We may enter at any time?’

“You may. As may Sister Yang.” Fa Yuan opened her hand where a new seal sat, one that was made of red jade. She handed the jade to Yang Mu, who eyed the Sect seal imprinted on top with a raised eyebrow. “Your guest seal, as an Honored Elder.”

“Elder?” Yang Mu said. “And what would be expected for this honor?”

“It is customary for Honored Guests to provide some minor instruction. A public lecture once a month is standard, though private tuition for prodigies of other Elders is also an option.”

“Oh!” Yang Mu said excitedly. She pulled her aura towards the seal, wielding it to imprint her cultivation and personal energy to lock the seal to her. No need for something like blood, not for an Elder and certainly not for someone who was just a guest. “I remember now. Mother used to offer private lessons when she traded with the nearby sects and families. She was well paid for that.”

“It is customary for a gift or some small honorarium be offered for the Elder’s time, yes.” Fa Yuan was eyeing the visibly excited woman with some amusement.

“Is Ah Ying getting new robes then?” Yang Mu said curiously. “If so, I have some suggestions on the cut.” She dropped her voice a little, though it did little to hide her words from the other cultivators. “He’s taken to some foreign fashions, and I admit, they do suit him.”

“No new robes,” Tou He replied, placing down the bowl he’d been spooning rice from. “Why would he? He’s still an inner sect cultivator. And while the color is not right—nor the cut—that is but a minor matter for one who has been away so long.”

“But is he not an Elder now?” Yang Mu frowned. “If I am one…”

Dissatisfaction appeared on Fa Yuan’s face as she replied to Yang Mu. “Your case was simple. As an Honorary Elder, the only requirement is an appropriate cultivation stage. And, of course, knowledge that would benefit the Sect to acquire. Wu Ying’s case is different. All Sect Elders must show that they are suitable for the elevation. There are… trials… one must undertake.”

Now the wind cultivator’s eyes narrowed. He had never heard of such trials. Not from Tou He, not from his Master, not even from his martial sister.

“Trials,” Wu Ying stated flatly.

“Yes. They are traditional.” Now, there was no doubt about the scorn Fa Yuan held for the idea of the trials. Obviously, there was a deeper discussion to be had. But for now…

“Well, it matters not,” Wu Ying said firmly. “Not for tonight. We have a feast to finish, then Yang Mu and I shall retire below.”

“Below?” Liu Tsong sounded surprised.

Tou He, on the other hand, looked entirely unshaken, having already parceled even more of the rice into separate bowls. It was Fa Yuan Wu Ying watched, his Elder Sister regarding him in thoughtful silence.

“It’s that way, is it?” Fa Yuan asked.

“It is.” Wu Ying inclined his head toward the table. “If Elder Sister will join us?”

A moment’s more hesitation. Insult for insult. Refusing to enter now, when they were offered the opportunity. Choosing to sleep in mortal quarters, to treat further with the peasants rather than the Sect. In so choosing this course of action, Wu Ying was mocking the Elders who had acted against him. Mocked the Sect itself, some might say.

Joining him would be the same. All these thoughts, he saw his Fairy Yang weigh. His teacher, not only in martial matters but the first one in politics and higher forms of courtesy. She weighed his words, his actions, and the Sect.

And then she smiled and stepped forward, pulling out a seat. “Of course, Ah Ying. We have much to speak about.”


Chapter 4

Dinner that evening went long into the night. By common and unspoken agreement, they spoke only on lighter matters, catching Wu Ying up on the lives of his friends. Matters of greater importance, the changing landscape of the Sect, and the politics that surrounded them were left alone for another time.

More than once, the gentle pressure of a spiritual sense brushing over their auras was noticed. Not just the Guardian Pang, whose presence had never left the surroundings, but also the energy of over a dozen cultivators—some managing to watch over the group more gracefully than others. Yet the interest of the myriad Elders of the Sect was unmistakable, especially as the night’s revelries dragged on.

Eventually, the party broke apart, with the Elders returning to their homes in the Sect. Wu Ying and Yang Mu retreated to the inn where they had arranged rooms.

The next morning arrived all too quickly, the pair taking care to dress with utmost detail. The journey to their destination did not take long, though Wu Ying chose to undertake it using a palanquin rented from the inn rather than traversing the muddy ground. The workers who carried it moved easily over the paved and stamped road, walking forward with rhythmic ease.

Early morning dew covered the leaves and bushes, while the sun was hidden by the overbearing clouds that still threatened rain. While they could have flown over or even traversed the pathway themselves, the introduction of a significant other required a little more formality than usual.

“And you’re sure they’re ready for us?” Yang Mu asked worriedly.

“I am. They’ve been up for the last hour.” Wu Ying patted her hands, rough fingers gliding over smooth, pristine skin. It was funny how his hands had grown more calloused after his reformation. Almost as though he had expected to return with callouses.

Yang Mu smiled wanly at Wu Ying, her fingers tightening on the purple-cloth-covered box she held on her knees. The entire arrangement had been artfully assembled, delicate silk embroidery on the edges of the cloth showing the lotus flowers that highlighted the edges.

“You’re sure the gifts are enough?” Her head turned toward the other items she had acquired. A sword from Nanyue, another masterwork weapon. Not a Saint weapon like the one belted on Wu Ying’s hips but a Spirit weapon. More powerful than anything his father would have ever wielded. “I could—”

“No. It’s likely too generous,” Wu Ying said softly. “You know they are but Body Cleansers.”

“They are your parents.”

“Yes. And their path to immortality was cut short, long before my birth.” He sighed. “Perhaps in the next life, they might attempt more. But great fortune would be a burden to them, more than a gift.”

“You’ve said that before, but I admit, I find that hard to imagine.” Yang Mu chuckled ruefully. “Intellectually, I understand. I have seen what a tael given to a beggar does. And this is much the same. But… I still find it hard to imagine.”

“That’s because you grew up under the wide shelter of your parents.” Hands parted, opening to the ceiling of the palanquin they faced. “And a better shelter, I can barely imagine.”

“Do you envy me then?” She cocked her head, searching his face. “Will they?”

“One man—or woman’s—fortune and fate is no concern of mine. Whether you grew up with riches or scrabbled in the streets for a grain of rice, all that matters are the choices you make and the deeds you have sown.” Wu Ying’s hand closed, his voice growing passionate. “And I know you, Yang Mu. Your heart is good and strong and true. That is all that matters.”

“Oh, Ah Ying…” Yang Mu whispered before she leaned over to kiss him gently.

The kiss lasted for a long time, his arm snaking around her waist and pulling her close, only to be interrupted when the palanquin came to a stop.

She pulled back with a gasp, a hand rising to her lips then smoothing her robes. “You, look what you did. My makeup!”

“You’re the one who kissed me,” Wu Ying protested.

“Go!” She waved him to the door. “Give me a moment to prepare myself again.” Already, she was conjuring lipstick paper to kiss, her other hand flying across her robe to straighten and wipe down imaginary dust.

Laughing to himself, Wu Ying ducked out of the palanquin, pushing aside the cloth curtain. He alighted on a stand of air, using a slight flexing of will and chi to layer it all around the palanquin in case Yang Mu came out too quickly. After all, this was a farming village. Dirt, manure, rice discards, and the like were ever present.

“PaPa. MaMa.”

Wu Ying smiled at the two individuals before him, just outside the small two-winged hut that was their residence. His father was leaning against his cane, his mother beside him, her head barely above his shoulder. Yet upon seeing them, Wu Ying felt a sense of incongruity.

Not just because they were older, though they undoubtedly were. Over a decade had passed since he had last seen them, and his parents had given birth to him late in their lives. In the intervening decade, they had aged significantly. Now in their sixties, the passing of time had etched itself on their bodies. Grey hair, his father’s nearly pure white now. Muscles wasted away a little, their skin tanned and wrinkled from years in the sun.

Yet it was not just their aged appearance that had caught Wu Ying out. It was also their clothing for today. They were pristine new silk robes. Robes that the cultivator was certain had never been taken from the closet, set aside after having been gifted to them over a decade ago by himself.

What use did they have for expensive robes? Even if Wu Ying could have provided them more.

They were simple farmers, content to work the fields, till their vegetable gardens, and thresh the rice. Fortune might be theirs to call, but to wield it would have placed them above and apart from the community they had grown within.

What use were chests of tael if one had nothing to spend it upon or friends to share in the wealth?

“Ah Ying,” his mother was the first to speak. She always did, for his father was all too quiet.

She stepped forward, and before her foot had even landed, Wu Ying was beside her. He caught her hands, gave them a squeeze, and released them. Then, overcome with emotion, he stepped back further as he released the weave of air around his feet, dropping to his knees and kowtowing.

“Forgive me. Forgive your unfilial son for leaving for so long. I should have been here…” Wu Ying said, choking up and unable to finish. Yes, he had to leave. Yes, he had to travel to find the winds and his enlightenment. And yes, by choosing the path of the cultivator, he had chosen to abandon them too long ago.

It was one thing to make a decision and another to see the results of such a decision so starkly before himself. To know that one’s friends and family would age and die before you. To see it in the lines of their faces, the slight twist in their bodies where pain existed. To hear in the shrieks and cries of children all around, that the world had moved on without you.

The greatest burden of immortality was to exist in a mortal world.

Tears came unbidden to his eyes, and Wu Ying forced them down. It would be unseemly—it already was unseemly—to be this emotional in public. He would not shame them further. Head pressed to the ground, he could not see the cane that thumped on his head, though the wind told him of the danger long before it arrived.

“Fool boy. Get up. There is nothing to apologize for. Do you not know the honor you’ve brought us, the gifts you and your friends have given to this village?” Then, softer, his father’s voice, gruff and deep as always, with the strength and surety of age and wisdom, added, “Do you not know how proud we are that you strive for immortality? The comfort in knowing that our child might never die?”

Wu Ying stood then, blinking at his parents. He stared at his beaming father, at his mother who offered a kind and loving smile. His world tilted again as the words his father had said permeated his mind.

Before he could reorient himself, Yang Mu arrived, stepping forward now that the initial awkwardness was over. She glanced at Wu Ying’s knees, his dirty clothing and forehead, and grimaced. A slight twitch of her fingers and her chi coursed over him, pulling at the mud. It sloughed off him like water, raining around his feet.

His parents watched all this with a little awe. Even after all this time living beneath a mountain of cultivators, the majority of their interactions would have been with those who could not so casually wield chi. Techniques were hard-earned, trained over and over till one grasped the very nature of the chi flows and the way each element interacted within and without.

Then, at the Core stage, such concerns fell away. Power made up for lack of understanding, even as a deeper connection to the Dao offered cultivators an intuitive understanding of the environment. Techniques still offered a greater efficiency and a broader range of actions, but smaller elemental adjustments like this—especially for elements that were closely related like wood to earth—were simple matters.

Another twitch, this time of hardened air poking into his lower back, shifted Wu Ying’s thoughts to the present.

“PaPa. MaMa. May I present Yang Mu. She is my… my…” Wu Ying hesitated, finding his courage—courage that had seen off demons and Nascent Soul beasts alike—failing for a moment. He glanced sideways to catch the quiet support and trust in Yang Mu’s eyes. “My dao companion.”

“Oh…” Now his mother’s smile grew wider. “Welcome, Cultivator Yang.”

“Please, Auntie. Call me Ah Mu.”

“If you call me MaMa.”

“Of course.” A head bowed low in acceptance of the honor. “Thank you.”

“No, please. I have looked forward to this meeting for many months now. Ever since Wu Ying’s first letter complaining about you arrived,” his mother said.

“Complaining?” Yang Mu said archly.

Wu Ying winced at the maternal betrayal even as his mother turned, leading Yang Mu to their house by an arm she had somehow acquired. All around, he sensed the farmers who had slowed—and in some cases, even stopped—then their work picked up the pace again. The drama was over. The initial meeting had gone well. Better than well. His stomach unclenched a little and he found himself following the women.

His father joined him, falling in limping step. The pair shared a silent nod, only for Wu Ying to freeze as a dreaded sentence floated out of the house.

“So, when can we expect a son?”

***

It was late afternoon when they were done, the palanquin having returned to the inn earlier in the day. Wu Ying had to turn down entreaties by the village elder to look around, Elder Tan looking more aged than ever, his voice tremulous and shaking with every sentence.

They had managed to leave only after Wu Ying had promised to return as soon as he could after finishing his duties in the Sect itself. As it was, they’d had to spend a few hours lighting the joss sticks for the ancestral tablets that their father had brought along from their original settlement.

In truth, Wu Ying would have preferred to stay longer. The village had doubled in size, both from new families joining the farming enclave and the number of births in the intervening years. Dozens of children ran amok through the fields, playing and working on chores in equal measure, their laughter rising high and shrill and filled with joy and the assurance of safety.

It was not, of course, entirely safe. The wilderness was still out there. Yet with simple formation flags embedded in the surroundings to warn the community of approaching demonic beasts and almost every other villager carrying a weapon of some form, it was safer than most locations. The dangers, the true dangers, that the villagers might face were the kind that would challenge the Sect and ruin their settlement as an afterthought.

“That went well,” Yang Mu said simply as the pair left. In counterpoint to her words, she was smiling broadly, a skip to her step as the anxiety of the introduction faded.

“Very well. You and my mother got on well.”

“We did. And you and your father?” She cocked her head. “I noticed you left soon after lunch.”

“Lessons,” Wu Ying said. He felt his heart clutch at the recollection of his father standing before a dozen children, all of them studying hard. He remembered his own lessons as a child, and even had brief recollections of his friends having joined them before. All too quickly, his friends had given up under the harsh tutelage of his father, the exacting requirements he had set upon all.

Entirely unlike the way he trained the children now. Games and forms and repetition, sweets as prizes and even, shock of shock, praise.

“Ah Ying?” She looked at him in concern, having caught the strange tone in his voice.

“I’m fine. It’s just strange to see him teaching others. And for them to enjoy it…” Wu Ying said softly. “For the elders and family to encourage it.”

“Oh?”

“I guess…” He hesitated, then looked upward at the mountain and the Sect. “I guess proximity has given them hope.”

“Opportunity too.” She gestured around, turning a little so that she encompassed the fields they had left behind. “The chi here, the environment is much stronger than in most places. The spirit food you send down, even the infused rice they consume, it all aids them. And, of course, the knowledge that is imparted to them from the townsmen and your friends and the books you’ve passed on.”

“I’ve done little enough,” Wu Ying said, hunching his shoulders as guilt assailed him once more. “I’ve not been here for so many years.”

“And those books you’ve sent on, the cultivation manuals and techniques that many have hidden in their residences. Are those nothing then?”

He grunted, cornered by her words.

“Do not discount what you’ve done, Ah Ying. Your village, your people have an opportunity that many would kill for. That it is not everything…” She smiled. “Take it from one who did receive all the opportunities one might want in cultivation. It is not always the smoothest of journeys even then.”

“Oh?”

She was silent for a time, the pair turning up a mountain path and heading to join the main pathway to the Sect. It was long minutes before she spoke again. “I was never meant to be a cultivator. Not in this life.” A hand reached across her body, touching the left arm on the outside. “My lung meridian. It was blocked, significantly so. For any other…”

She rolled up her sleeve, turning her arm sideways so he could see it more closely. A long, extremely thin scar, so faint that only now when she pushed a little wood chi into her arm and he was paying attention did he notice it.

“They cut it open?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“Cut it out.” Now her voice was cold, remote.

He hissed, “How old were you?”

“Eleven.”

Wu Ying’s breath caught. He held it, as well as any reactive utterances as he considered the entirety of her words, the image of an eleven-year-old Yang Mu, beautiful and feisty and mischievous he was certain, being held down as a blade cut and cut, and blood flowed, and she screamed…

“How could they?”

“I asked them to.” She sighed. “It never occurred to me to seek another life. We were cultivators. That was what we were. My younger sister had already opened her third meridian and I…” She shook her head. “I could not be less. Would not.”

“So they cut you open. Cut it out, and replaced it?”

“Yes.”

Silence then as the pair continued their ascent. Wu Ying offered her his hand. She took it without a word, and for a time, they walked.

Ascending to a sect and the troubles that awaited them there, as memories of a difficult past hung about them both.


Chapter 5

“Brother Feng, is all well with our passes today?” Wu Ying cried out jovially as he proffered his sect seal once more. Yang Mu echoed his actions, her red seal conjured from her storage ring.

“Brother Long, you tease me. But I thank you for not making my job more difficult,” Han Ying said. He held the Sect seal to a jade tablet, watching the information appear before he handed it back to Wu Ying, then repeated the same motion with Yang Mu. When both were complete, he bowed deeply to Yang Mu, then Wu Ying. “Welcome to the Verdant Green Waters sect. Honored Elder Yang, you are welcome to visit any of the public buildings, those in the outer sect and the inner sect. The complex that contains the Core members of the Sect is, currently, off-limits to you.”

“Thank you.” She glanced at Wu Ying, a little smile on her lips. “I’m sure my guide will be able to show me around without issue.”

“I’m sure he will. Brother Long, you know your way around the inner and outer sect, but please be mindful that there have been some minor changes since you have been here. After the attack, some buildings and formations have been reinforced.”

“Thank you, Brother Feng.” Wu Ying bowed back to the man a little, then he and Yang Mu entered the Sect proper.

Passing the paifang was an experience in itself, as the formation plucked at their auras as they entered. Wu Ying sensed the complex formation touching upon his aura, verifying it against the aura signature buried within his sect seal and passed on via the jade tablet, then allowing him through without striking him down. He noted, idly, that even though his aura had strengthened and changed, the dao and blood link between himself and the Sect seal he had carried all through the years had held true.

Within the Sect proper, the pair walked up paved paths, eyeing their surroundings. The initial entrance was but a broad and wide pathway of paving stones with carefully manicured bushes and vegetation on either side. Outer sect cultivators swept the stones, trimmed the hedges, and otherwise cared for the Sect, taking care of the regular duties that the mundane servants were unable to complete.

Soon enough, on the right, the pair came across the first of the outer sect buildings. A familiar one that had suffered little enough damage in the attack over a decade ago.

“The outer sect storage and kitchens,” Wu Ying said, inclining his head toward the building. “The largest of the communal dining halls and kitchens for the outer sect, though a number of others are scattered through the mountain.” A gesture sideways and upward. “Up on our left—out of sight—will be the gathering grounds. Much of the initial training of outer sect members is conducted there, though individual fighting rings are scattered through the outer sect too.”

Yang Mu nodded, listening as Wu Ying pointed out the landmarks of his past and the outer sect. He noted the outer sect library—the largest one by far, though the least ostentatious. This building was new, the previous one having nearly burnt down. Luckily, the fire that had consumed the outer portions of the building had damaged only the least significant of texts, works that the Sect had multiple copies of. Even so, Wu Ying sensed the presence of numerous outer sect members within, scribing copies of work from the core library to be stored within.

The damage the dark sect had inflicted upon the Verdant Green Waters was far reaching, not just in terms of buildings destroyed and prodigies murdered but in the institutional knowledge lost—whether it was library, armory, or Elders missing.

“It’s beautiful here,” Yang Mu said, tilting her head as she took in the buildings, the carefully manicured grounds, and the teeming and busy throng.

Yet that was not all that she meant, Wu Ying was certain. He felt her aura reaching out, probing the environment, reacting to the atmosphere in the Sect. Some of it was manufactured, Wu Ying knew, from environmental formations and the slow accumulation of heavenly chi over the ages.

Just as much was the presence of the students and the eager atmosphere of study they projected. It was the naked greed of ambition, the push for enlightenment, and the influx of heavenly chi that engulfed the surroundings as students—the smartest, the most dedicated, the most ambitious in the kingdom—strove for the Dao.

Over there, a boy—maybe twelve at best—hovered above the ground, surrounded by swirling tendrils of water. Down around the corner, a gardener with his hand sunk deep in compost was frozen. Heavenly chi rose from the ground and met energy streaming from clouded sky as the heavens approved a new pathway.

A pair were kneeling in the middle of a dueling ring across from one another, the chi around them slowly diminishing as enlightenment and approval faded. A bout had triggered a rare instance of dual enlightenment, and in the discussion Wu Ying could sense their teacher intended to engender afterward, perhaps even a third?

Perhaps.

This was why the Nanyue were wrong. They had feared the Verdant Green Waters for their martial strength. A foolish mistake, perhaps understandable only because it was the army that had made the assumption. It was this, the moments of deep consideration and study, that was the strength of the Sect. Not their weapons, not the depths of their equipment stores or treasures, but the training and enlightenment of their people as they strove for immortality.

“It is. I’d forgotten what it was like,” Wu Ying said. “I’ve seen a lot of sects. Most are smaller, a few as large. Two larger.” He chuckled. “But none as beautiful as the Verdant Green Waters.”

She smiled at his obvious pride, letting him continue to point out the buildings. Not that it was required, for signs were hung above each building. In addition, none of the outer sect buildings had formations that blocked spirit senses, allowing the pair to push their spiritual senses within to glimpse the lessons being taught.

Classrooms and stadiums full of students offered a wide range of studies. Multiple classes taught variations on the basic Yellow Emperor cultivation technique, each teacher offering their unique interpretation and method of study. Other classrooms, less popular, spoke of common elemental cultivation techniques in the Body Cleansing stage as well.

Then, the myriad classes that covered the basics of scholarship. Everything from the five classics to remedial mathematics, medicine and physiology, herbal craft, painting and, to Wu Ying’s chagrin, even manners.

“That’s quite the breadth of classes,” Yang Mu said, cocking her head as they passed another building. A new one, rebuilt larger than ever before. “You rarely speak of these.”

“I was only an outer sect member for a year.” Wu Ying inclined his head around. “I think it’s more common for individuals to spend a few years—unless you’re a noble prodigy—before they ascend. And I spent half my first year traveling.”

Truth be told, he could not remember how long that trip had taken. Not a half year probably. Maybe three or four months. Time seemed to stretch out behind him, memories that had been so crisp and clear fading away as other more important events took place. Or when moments of absolute clarity burnt away all other details.

A sword, crossing space and time across a riverbed to strike him in a single lunge.

A beast, rushing him as he stood before it, jian aimed at its heart. Knowing his death was arriving beneath its claws.

Laughter, as he sat upon a horse and a young lady rode with him. A moment of joy, made brighter by the dark knowledge now of the upcoming attack by bandits and the deaths they would deal.

A war, arrows flying overhead, a stone wall to be ascended. Brief companions of war by his side, rushing ahead as they sought to scale it and enforce a breach.

So many memories that were pivotal to his existence, such that others blurred.

“I see.” She touched his hand again, bringing him back to the present.

Strange, how returning to the Sect brought forth the past he had ignored for so long. Not in a bad way, but because he had been so thoroughly embedded in the present. Existing within it, accepting the wind that flowed through him. Around him.

As though having awaited his thoughts, another wind, one he had cast around for so long and had to journey deeply south to locate, rose up.

Heavenly wind. Stern and authoritarian, yes. It had to be, for from order came civilization. Without it, without the structured passing of knowledge, without the organization of laws and hierarchies, establishments like the Sect would crumble.

Memory. Understanding. Enlightenment.

It crashed into Wu Ying, heavenly chi collecting around him, brought to him by the very wind. His enlightenment was quieter, though their robes flapped and leaves were swept across and past them. No deep flood, but a deepening of understanding as he spoke to Yang Mu as they climbed the mountain. Enlightenment, as he told her of the Sect, related his experiences, discussed rules and regulations and childish pranks.

Heavenly chi soaked into his bones and, finding portions broken and disordered, began to fix them. It was not possible to complete it all, but as they climbed, Wu Ying found lingering pains fading. Between one step and the next, a joint clicked into place. A meridian flowed better as a clot dispersed. Minor improvements all.

“The armory was untouched. Though it looks like they might have added to the formations again,” Wu Ying said, the building in question—large, wood-structured, multiple-leveled with even more levels buried deep into the earth—resplendent in its nature. “Nor was the inner sect library much damaged. Elder Ko would not countenance such action.”

“You fought in there, didn’t you?”

Wu Ying shook his head. “Another library. The Double Soul sect, where I gained my own soul and body cultivation manuals.”

“And will you be visiting them?” Yang Mu asked.

“If we have time. I owe them greatly, and I’m sure they would like to see what their largesse has wrought.” He chuckled. “Perhaps they could help too, with some of my injuries.”

“Of course.”

Higher they climbed.

Past the inner sect, till they reached the beginning of the residences for the Elders. Set apart on the mountain, each of them more luxurious and expansive than even the largest inner sect cultivator’s. The first house they passed was, of course, the former residence of Elder Li. Situated lower on the mountain to offer her greater space for her residence and fields.

Wu Ying hesitated as they came to the path that traced its way to the building’s grounds. A simple formation kept out spiritual senses, though it was more by setting up a flimsy screen than a true barrier. Courtesy kept them away from the barrier, even as he stared at the pathway.

“Ah Ying? Do you wish to visit it?”

“No. It’s not Elder Li’s anymore. And while Senior Goh might be there…” Wu Ying shook his head. “Not yet. We have somewhere to be.”

Turning aside, not without a little regret, the pair ascended to their final destination for this day.

***

“You certainly took your time,” Fa Yuan said amusedly. She met them in the receiving room of her home. This one was new, even larger than the one she had resided in before. It was even higher than Master Cheng’s former abode, a fact that had surprised Wu Ying when he realized it.

“There was much to speak about with my family,” Wu Ying said. “You understand.”

Fa Yuan smiled thinly, turning to Yang Mu instead. “And your presentation. Did it go well? Were the gifts well received?”

“Yes. When I finally managed to present them.” Yang Mu rolled her eyes. “This one made a scene such that I could not do that immediately.”

“Oh, really? Do tell.”

Wu Ying shook his head as the pair discussed his earlier actions. He made to pour Fa Yuan a cup of tea, but before his hands could touch the pot, a servant was there, pouring the tea and taking care to feed the trio well before he could get started.

He eyed the servants, blinking as he noted that they were not mortal servants at all but cultivators. Outer sect cultivators in fact. All of them were pretty young things, which was unusual in itself. Curious. But another thought intruded before he could follow that line of inquiry.

“Auntie Yi?” Wu Ying said, cocking his head.

Luckily, the pair seemed to have finished the majority of their conversation for Fa Yuan answered him with little irritation. “Retired. The young lady you were ogling is her grandniece.”

“I was not ogling…” He saw the slight smile on Fa Yuan’s lips. In retaliation, he followed up on his earlier thoughts. “And the others? I had not expected you to create a harem of your own.”

At his words, the atmosphere in the room froze over. The servants all stiffened, Fa Yuan’s lips compressed briefly as all emotion was wiped from her face. Wu Ying was treated to the sight of a Core Formation Elder in full command of her ability and the height of her power staring at him disapprovingly, such that he shivered.

“I—”

“No.” Fa Yuan relaxed, visibly forcing herself to do so. “You did not know. Do not make such insinuations in the future. Such accusations have been leveled at me in the past. Or” —she inclined her head toward the servants— “some of these ladies have been… encouraged to join such arrangements.”

Eyes narrowed, Wu Ying let his senses play across their auras. Yes, definitely all outer sect members. Not strong at all, other than the grandniece. She might actually break through to Energy Storage, being both young enough and talented. The others seemed to have stalled in the middle portions of Body Cleansing.

Swiftly, he put together the scenario.

Outer sect cultivators, uncommonly beautiful but unable to progress further. Life in the Sect was hard, as outer sect cultivators had to constantly justify the cost of their existence. Whether that was via taking on sect assignments or undertaking the basic chores that helped the Sect exist, these works could take up much of a cultivator’s time. Paying for their upkeep was expensive. Paying for the medicinal pills, the cultivation techniques, the lessons to further improve one’s cultivation base could be even more ruinous.

While Wu Ying knew of, vaguely, individuals who would loan out points and other such material, he had never had the time to look into them. Thankfully, his service with Elder Li had ensured he need not concern himself with such things, and spending time training with his Master Cheng had often taken up the rest of his energy, along with his basic cultivation practice.

Not so for those who were sponsored by more popular Elders. Some Elders, Wu Ying knew, sought out new recruits regularly, building a stable of loyal students beneath them. Even those cultivators were better off than those recruited directly from the villages and cities, those who applied for inclusion. Without a sponsor to aid them, the future was all the harder.

Yet for all the difficulties, existence in the Sect was more luxurious, stabler, and filled with more opportunities than life as a wandering cultivator. Few would choose to exit the Sect and take on another existence, so the scrabble for contribution points was fierce.

No wonder then, that there would be individuals—nobles, wealthy merchants, children of cultivator families—who would look to exploit such desperation.

“This is new,” Wu Ying said simply. “Before…”

“Before, our Master would have disapproved greatly.” Fa Yuan smiled grimly. “Though I too believe in the concept of karma, a balancing act rather than a severing is my pathway.” A hand turned slightly. “These young ladies pay me back in their own way. Or in some cases, I but repay an older debt.”

“I see…” Doubt crisscrossed Wu Ying’s face. As much as he had studied under his Master, their lessons had been focused upon the sword. Philosophy lessons had been only marginally touched upon, his Master content to leave Wu Ying to find his own path. He had always assumed that when the time came, in his Core Formation stage, the pair would have that discussion.

Of course, that had never happened.

“It is more complicated than that, of course,” Fa Yuan replied, tilting her hand sideways. “These women, the others dubbed Fairies, after the last incident, we realized how vulnerable we are individually. What was an informal network has become something a little more structured.” Now her eyes glinted with something almost predatory. “We work toward balancing the debts on a wider scale.”

Those words held quite a bit of information and likely more that was yet unsaid.

She clapped her hands together a little, as though dismissing the matter. “But we should, perhaps, focus on a larger matter.” Eyes narrowing, she leaned forward. “When exactly do you intend to present yourself before the Elders?”

“Present myself?” Wu Ying said, cocking his head.

“You were officially banished. If you had returned after a few years, when your fame first began to increase, it would not matter. Now though, you have returned not just infamous but also a Core Formation cultivator.” A finger raised and pointed down his body. “A prodigy of the sword who bears the Heart of the Jian. Bearing a weapon whose very presence cuts against our spiritual senses, even sheathed by your side. And a physical form that is close to ascension.”

“Not that close,” Wu Ying protested. “The damage done at the last battle was significant.”

“A few years, a decade under the correct ministrations, or another lucky incident would be sufficient,” Fa Yuan said.

“I also am missing a key wind,” Wu Ying added. “And a final step. One that even the originator of the Body Cultivation method I follow was never able to take.”

That last part had Fa Yuan laughing bitterly. Yang Mu and Wu Ying shared a confused look, waiting for his martial sister to finish, only for her to answer their unspoken question. “Oh, Ah Ying. Do you not see? That is worse. For those that fear you, fear their place in this Sect.

“If you are unable to progress, to make that final step to immortality, then you are not just a temporary problem but a consistent one.”

“Oh…” Wu Ying said softly. “That’s not good.”

“No, it’s not. So I ask again, Junior Long. When do you speak to the Elders?”


Chapter 6

A week. Wu Ying had been able to acquire a week grace period before he was to speak with the Elders, present himself, justify any actions he might have taken, and most of all, be judged on whether he was suitable to be raised to the rank of Elder with all the responsibilities and rights it entailed.

During that week, Wu Ying spent additional time speaking with his parents, his friends and sister, showing Yang Mu around, and soaked in alchemical baths to alleviate the symptoms of his damaged form. Liu Tsong was particularly enthused about the matter, taking copious notes on his reactions as she applied a variety of minor herbal concoctions to his bath.

He had even once—to great injury to his modesty—been visited by Elder Wei in the bath as the pair blithely spoke about the knowledge they were gaining from treating him. That he had provided them with the copious notes and Body Cleansing manuals he had acquire in his time away in exchange for their aid was a matter neither party chose to raise.

Of course, no full course of treatment had been devised as of yet. His injuries were too numerous, too idiosyncratic for a quick fix. Like the Heavenly chi from enlightenment that had poured through him, the alchemical baths and the pills provided to him dealt with the numerous minor lingering problems.

The major physical deviations, the misaligned meridians, the organs that were no longer properly functioning—all that would require further consideration and research before a treatment plan could be enacted. In the meantime, the goal was to bring Wu Ying back to as close to a peak form as possible.

On the day itself, Wu Ying smoothed down his robes, ensured they were properly closed and his long hair was tied off appropriately. Hairpins embedded in the hair ensured the majority would not get in the way, though the wind had a tendency to spoil his efforts at times. A reason why Wu Ying had requested his new—official—sect robes come with a little more cloth along his sleeves and ribbons, so that the mischievous winds had something to play with.

Staring at himself in the simple—hah! Expensive was a better word—mirror, Wu Ying checked himself over once more. He had left the majority of his storage rings behind, only a pair adorning his fingers: the simple, inconspicuous golden ring that contained an entire world, and his largest storage ring that contained gifts, samples, and items he expected he would have to use as a tithe if necessary.

His final ring—a toe ring hidden beneath the cloth shoes he wore—contained the equipment he would be loath to lose if he was forced to flee. Obviously that included his cultivation manuals, the annotated Long family style text, and the beginning scroll on the Wandering Dragon.

“You are nervous,” Fa Yuan said as she came into his room, a small smile gracing her face. Unlike his dark green robes, hers were the traditional black robes of an Elder. Which brought up a question he’d been meaning to ask but never managed to.

“Why aren’t you higher yet?” Wu Ying said, gesturing at his sister. Then he winced, not having meant to be so blunt. Impediments in one’s journey to immortality were, by definition, quite personal. Bluntly asking her why she was incompetent…

The single arched eyebrow had him ducking his head in embarrassment.

“Not everyone is in as much of a rush as you, Ah Ying.” Her voice growing quieter, she added, “You would do well to slow down. Look at what your explorations have done to you.”

Wu Ying winced. Rather than find a residence of his own, Wu Ying had chosen instead to stay with his Elder sister. After all, acquiring a residence would have required removing another cultivator from theirs if he did not want to take a location too small for his current level of cultivation. Yet if he passed the trial, he would immediately be promoted, necessitating a move to a much larger location.

Yang Mu to her amusement, had been given a large residence halfway up the portion of the mountain meant for visiting Elders. She had moved into the residence on the second day, spreading herself out and spending her free time ascertaining the various needs of the Elders and the Sect itself for her burgeoning merchant empire.

“It was necessary, Ah Yuan.”

“The last perhaps. But if you had taken more time in your exploration, spent a few more years layering your core, understanding the world…” Her lips pursed. “Your immortal journey might be cut short even if you find that last wind you need.”

“I know.”

One aspect of Body Cultivation was the way it turned the physical body into the immortal. In this case, the immortal wind. Yet he had rejected that path once before, choosing instead to reform as a human and, in doing so, injuring himself. He was not sure he could ever fully undertake that transformation, nor the path to being both physical and immortal.

“So you’re just taking your time?” Wu Ying said softly.

Here, in her home, with him, she had relaxed her control of her aura a little. Hints from what his spiritual sense picked up and the wind spoke to him indicated she had one of the largest and densest cores he had ever experienced.

“I am carefully reinforcing my core and ensuring that the Nascent Soul I have built is ready for its next step.”

“Very well.” Wu Ying sighed, running his hand down his robes one last time, drawing a smile from her. Realizing he had never answered her earlier comment, he added, “I just don’t believe that half the reason we’re having trouble is because other Elders do not want to give up their residences.”

“It has little to do with the residences themselves—in most cases—but the loss of face,” Fa Yuan said sternly. “You would be well cautioned not to underestimate how far our peers will go to save their dignity. For all too many of our peers, this is where they will end.”

“As a respected Elder?” Wu Ying cocked his head. “Is that so bad?”

“Fool of a boy, is it enough for you?” He found himself shaking his head, and she nodded. “Exactly. Most who ascend to Core Formation are not content to just stop here. They burn with desire to be an immortal. Yet so many will fail to rise, unable to step further. Resentment grows with each failure and those who ascend quickly”—the pointed look she offered him was clear who she meant—“are resented even more.

“More, if this is all they can ever achieve, of course they will clutch it tighter. Clutch it till age and exhaustion takes it from them.”

“Elder Khoo, Elder Li, Master… they were not like that.”

“Of course not.” A sad smile on her lips then. “But they were picked for their roles because of their views. Except our Master, of course, and he was… well. He was different too.”

“Yes.” A long pause before he exhaled. “But whether they dislike me or not, there is little I can do, is there?”

“Being aware of the deeper tides in play is important. You should know that by now.” Fa Yuan’s lips compressed. “You cannot just run away from any trouble you cause, not this time.” Her eyes narrowed a little, though he could see the glint of amusement. “You aren’t going to run, are you?”

“No, no, no.” Wu Ying waved his hands. “I would never do that.” Then he added, “I always ran after I took my fair share of the trouble caused. But I dare not anger Elder Khoo or Elder Wang, not in this way. Certainly not after seeing the external defenses in place.”

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Fa Yuan said with a little smile. “Elder Wang has only grown more skilled as time has passed.”

Wu Ying vaguely recalled the man from the start of his first expedition, so many years ago. Time had blurred faces and recollections, such that he could recall few details of the event itself. Looking back now, he could see how apprehensive and afraid he had been, even if he might have refused to fully acknowledge it. Youthful bravado could carry one quite far.

“So. Be mindful that many might want to refuse me a place because I might displace them. But surely there are others who desire me here. A Wandering Gatherer, a sword master, that is strength and reputation even the Verdant Green Waters would be foolish to lose.”

“Allies, yes. But the margins are smaller than you’d think,” she replied. “So be mindful of your manners. Do not give insult to those who do not offer it—and even then, be careful! Brashness and discourtesy could just as easily drive away allies.”

Wu Ying nodded. They’d spoken of all this before, but he knew he deserved the last-minute reminder. Between his reputation, his past, and he had to admit, his own impetuousness, he could not blame her for fearing his reaction.

Nor note, even as heavenly wind danced around him, reminding him of the essence of order, of the necessity of it, that he chafed at such restrictions.

How much easier it had been when he walked the wilderness alone, beholden to no one.

***

When they left, Fa Yuan led Wu Ying upward, higher than he had ever been before. They climbed past the residential mansions that made up the Elder district of the mountain, the three dozen buildings that had been built in the early stages of the Sect’s founding, to the innermost portion near the peak.

As they rose, Wu Ying felt the swirl of chi around him grow denser, formations laid across multiple li concentrating the energy on this point. Even traces of heavenly chi, trickling upward in its attempt to escape earthly confines, were drawn here, such that those above benefited from the enlightenment of those below.

The environment here was pristine, concentrated to a degree that would have astounded a younger Wu Ying. The clouds from the Cyclone’s Breath technique continued to rotate high above, leaving the mountain range overcast but also guiding the energy of the surroundings toward him.

Up here, he felt his chi stores increasing, filling his dantian and meridians, forcing him to refine them further to empower the core within. Soon enough, they departed the grounds set aside for the Elders to a forbidden land, a location he had never once been invited to.

The portion set apart for the Core disciples. Famed, rumored, almost never seen, the Core disciples of the Sect were those who could trace their lineage to the original founders, and those who had been plucked from obscurity to be invited within and taught the secret techniques of their Patriarch. So important were they that even during the war, not a single Core disciple had been dispatched. Only in the defense of the Sect would they act, and in so doing, showcase the full strength of the Sect.

Or so the rumors said.

“All this for a dozen students?” Wu Ying could not help that his disapproval leaked into his voice.

The inner complex for the Core cultivators was expansive and luxurious. Buildings were made of flawless marble, edged with lustrous jade and gold, and further reinforced by careful tending of the landscaping. Spiritual herbs lay in abundance, used not for their properties but for their beauty and to intensify the chi environment. Even with his minimal knowledge of formations, Wu Ying could tell that the shrubbery, outdoor furniture, massive statues, and positioning of the buildings were all artfully designed to ensure the most pristine flows of chi.

In so doing, Wu Ying could pick out the threads of each element with ease, could strain the wind chi coursing through the surroundings into his aura with minimal effort. It was clear to him that water and wood chi were predominant in the surroundings, along with traces of wind and earth. Fire chi was nearly nonexistent this high. But for those who soaked in such energy in such bountiful levels, even living in such an environment would help purify a body, enacting a gentle form of Body Cultivation.

For someone who had trained in that form of cultivation, he could feel it benefiting him immediately. Even as, he idly noted, the very act of cleansing him left behind impurities in the air that the formation was forced to break down.

“A dozen disciples, the Guardians, the Sect Head, the Patriarch, and a few Core Elders,” Fa Yuan confirmed. “And whatever hidden or reclusive Elders who might have been gifted a cultivation cave and who still survive.”

How could one forget the retired, closed-door cultivators? The hidden strength of any sect with deep roots like the Verdant Green Waters. Only the Sect Head and the Patriarch would know the true numbers, Wu Ying assumed. Perhaps the Guardians, though the Guardians were, of course, the first line of defense.

No, these retired cultivators were the final defense. They would act only when necessary, for many were at the end of their very long lives. Eking out existence by conserving energy, deep within the throes of meditation and cultivation in search of that elusive last glimpse of enlightenment that might stretch their existence out another year, another decade.

Not to ascend. Or so rarely, they might as well be a phoenix’s feather. For those who took such a path had no confidence their souls and bodies could withstand the Heavenly Tribulation that awaited those who dared that final step.

“If they took a few cultivators from the outer sect, let them stay here for even a month…” His imagination ran wild.

“Even our presence here strains the formation and environment,” Fa Yuan said. “Investing such energy in individuals who might—at best—be borderline cases for true extension? It would bankrupt the Sect all too quickly.”

“Yet they can afford it now?”

“Because many of those who are Core cultivators come from families who help fund the running of the formation.” Then she added, cutting him off before he could speak, “Even when their own prodigies are not present.”

Wu Ying winced. He did not have a clear understanding of the expense, but he knew that it likely beggared his own—not inconsiderable—fortune. Perhaps he could afford to pay for the cost of a single individual to come above, but to do so not just for a few years or decades, but for centuries?

He felt the laughter of the heavens in the wind that brushed his hair.

“Enough. We’re here,” Fa Yuan said, cutting off his reeling thoughts. “’Ware your words and your thoughts from now on.”

A stadium half the size of the massive building that sat amidst the inner sect location toward the base of the mountain stood before them. Still enormous, easily a half dozen rice fields in length, with multiple tiers of seating. Even without stretching his aura outward, he could sense their presence.

The Elders that would judge him this day.


Chapter 7

Wu Ying entered through the main gates as Fa Yuan departed his side, offering one last conciliatory smile. He was to enter the main arena and stare up at the Elders who were to judge him. Standing at the gates, awaiting his entrance, were a pair of cultivators he had never seen before, clad in stylized bright green and blue robes with the Sect sigil imprinted on the left chest. Wu Ying regarded the pair and their robes curiously, for this was the first time he had ever seen the robes of a Core disciple.

And Core disciples they must be. He had never sensed such clear and clean energy before, not amongst those who scrambled and strove upward. These Energy Storage cultivators might have been Core Formation cultivators, so pure was the energy in their auras and such fine control they displayed in keeping them retracted, even at his gentle prodding.

“Cultivator Long, you are awaited within.” The guard pulled the door open, his movement echoed on the other end by his female companion.

Wu Ying inclined his head in thanks and strode within, the shadowed hallway dimly lit by spirit lamps. Surprising the economy taken here, considering the profligate display everywhere else. On the other hand, he did note that the formations carved into the rock itself had been activated, blocking the flow of energy from without.

Whispering winds blew along the corridor, tugging at his robes and pressing them against his body, brushing his skin with warm and cold touches. Alongside companionship, it also brought hints of those waiting for him, myriad scents both familiar and foreign. The cold imperiousness of Guardian Pang, the familiar meat-stained and fire-crisped scent of Tou He, pills and flowers from Liu Tsong. Pipe smoke from an ex-guardian. Cold, bitter metal touched with suppressed rage.

Allies and enemies alike.

Stepping into the arena, clothed feet slipped across fine-grained golden sand. Wu Ying felt the gentle pulse of earth chi within each grain, forming beneath his feet and offering support and traction greater than he would have expected. He also sensed the sturdiness of the element further imbued into each grain, allowing the entire arena to absorb punishment to a greater degree than first expected.

The walk through the silent arena to the small stand set in the center was one of the longest Wu Ying had ever experienced. He could have utilized a qinggong method to speed him along the way, but custom required him to walk without such aids. So he arrived, slow and steady, step by step like a mortal.

To take his mind off the trip, he looked around, the winds swirling outward and bringing with it sand all around. It skittered off protective formations, trapped within the arena now that the doors were closed, and the south and eastern winds were agitated, creating dust devils all around the arena.

The Elders who sat in the arena above did so in individual boxes. In the east, in the center of the oval arena in the place of honor, was the largest such viewing box, thrice the size of the majority of others. Seated in that box was a man Wu Ying had only glimpsed once before, the current Sect Head—Yan Shu Ren.

Young, that was the first impression Wu Ying had of the Sect Head. He looked no older than forty. Of course, the fact that he was a Nascent Soul cultivator was no surprise. His body thrummed with suppressed water and wood chi, a strange mixture that Wu Ying almost wanted to earmark as cloud.

Next to him, on the level opposite and directly below, were the three guardians. Two, Wu Ying had never met. The third, Elder Pang, sat in the lowest position of Gate Guardian. After that, spreading outward on either side of the Shu Ren’s seat were the other heads of the Sect, from Elder Khoo of the outer sect to Elder Wei as Chief Apothecarist or Elder Ko as Inner Sect Librarian. Some were entirely unfamiliar faces, those closest to the Sect Head, though Wu Ying knew from being briefed that these were Elders of the Core Sect.

Once the boxes for the Heads of the Sect were filled, other Elders, in order of seniority and strength, filled in the surroundings. Not that many, in many ways. More than the Sect had initially expected when first building and portioning out spaces for the residences, but this building had been built after that period, which was why there was even space for more Elders.

All in, the Sect had over sixty Elders, most Core Formation cultivators or stronger, who loomed over Wu Ying. The stalks and grain of the Sect itself.

Wu Ying paused, his mind hiccupping on that fact. It was not a good metaphor, not at all. If anything, it was the children down below, working in the outer and inner sect, who were the Sect’s crop. Though with the way the Sect picked winners from the crop, perhaps it was more akin to herdsmen. Farmers, of course, chose the best seeds and plants for their own work, but it was harder and more laborious with rice than with animals.

Foolish thoughts.

Once more, his brown eyes searched the surroundings, noting the location of his friends, his enemies. Surprised—mildly—at how close Fa Yuan was to the Sect Elder. Even more by Tou He’s presence in the top third. Liu Tsong was farther back, in the middle of the pack. And, Yin Xue was right there at the end of the group, the least among them all with his borrowed eye and hand.

The wind kicked up, pushing against Wu Ying’s hair, the chill from the early morning sands pulling heat from the air downward. Crisp, moisture-laden morning air, clean and pure in his lungs as he drew a breath.

He had stalled long enough.

Hands together, Wu Ying turned fully to regard the Sect Head. He noticed, idly, Guardian Pang’s lips moving, though it was so slight he could not read them. Then Wu Ying completed his bow. All the way horizontal as befitted the Sect Head’s status.

Another bow, significantly higher, for the Guardians. Wu Ying knew his martial sister would have wanted him to bow lower, but he would not do so. He was no plain supplicant. He had his own pride.

And one last bow for the rest of the Elders. Only a mild one, peer-to-peer.

Let them see his resolve and his belief, let them challenge him.

He was Long Wu Ying, the Verdant Gatherer, Wind Body Cultivator, wielder of Ren, keeper of the Heart of the Jian, and Core Formation cultivator. Banished son of the Verdant Green Waters sect.

And he was home. Whether they chose to accept him or not, that would be known today.

***

“The supplicant has presented himself.” Guardian Pang’s voice rang out across the arena.

Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed, surprised it was him who ran the proceedings. Yet Wu Ying chose not to speak. At least Guardian Pang had named him supplicant and not defendant. That would have been an even more antagonistic start.

“Cultivator Long Wu Ying of the inner sect, you were banished for your defiance of the will of the Sect. Your actions showed a willful disobedience of the rules and customs of the Sect. In pursuit of your own selfish desires, you dishonored the Sect and saw to the death of a powerful member.” Guardian Pang’s voice carried through the arena.

Wu Ying felt a muscle in his jaw jump as his teeth clenched. Yet he was not given a chance to answer the accusation as the man continued.

“Since then, you have traveled across the kingdoms into barbarian lands and vassal states, mixing with the savages at our borders.”

Wu Ying had to exert significant control not to snort in amusement. It was such beliefs held by those in the surrounding kingdoms that ensured that Nanyue and other border states held such antagonistic views of theirs.

“In so doing, you have spread the word of our sect and borne the weight of our reputation on your shoulders. As a representative of our sect to locations unknown, all actions you have taken have reflected upon our sect. This day is a day of judgment and explanation to your betters.” Guardian Pang’s voice rolled out at the last sentence, a rumbling judgment that kicked up sand in the arena.

Wu Ying’s friends reacted in a variety of manners. Fa Yuan was impassive, Tou He angry, and Liu Tsong bored, a book of apothecary before her. The remaining Elders were mostly impassive, though Guardian Lu—ex-Guardian Lu—waved from his position a short distance from Fa Yuan, his long pipe bobbing in the air.

Wu Ying’s lips compressed in annoyance, but he waited to see what else the new Guardian had to say. Silence lingered before finally, a trace of chi flowed to him.

“It’s your time to speak, Ah Ying.” Fa Yuan’s voice came via spirit speak.

Wu Ying nodded, mind spinning through options. He had crafted a more polite introduction before, but with the Guardian’s antagonistic start, he found himself altering it on the fly.

“Honored Sect Head. Guardians. Elders of the Sect.” Long Wu Ying projected his voice with a trace of his chi, allowing the wind to carry his words to everyone. “When I was banished, it was for returning our esteemed Elder Yang and numerous other prodigies of the other sects to their rightful places. In so doing, we did great harm to the dark sect, ending multiple Elders and revealing the dark sect’s ties to the demonic realm. Though I regret the loss of my Master, as he would have pointed out to those gathered here, he chose his fate. Just as we all do.”

Another pause as he saw the Guardian’s eyebrows draw tight. Wu Ying continued, ignoring the man’s growing irritation. “After I left the Sect, I visited many of these beneficiary sects. Many were grateful for the actions taken, for the return of their prodigies. Most have written to me since my return, and the majority of those saved are now respected members of their own organizations. Powerful Elders who hold places of prestige.

“And yes, I have spent many years outside of the Sect. Traveling to neighboring kingdoms and strange lands, seeing the differences between our own state, the families and bureaucracies and sects that make up the jianghu outside our land. More than once, I have been invited to join such organizations, but I have always felt there were matters that were left unfinished here.”

Wu Ying turned as he spoke, making sure to meet the gaze of the various Elders. Fa Yuan was not bothering to hide a small smile at his barb and warning, but he was not done, not yet.

“I have gathered numerous plants and herbs from all over the Middle Kingdom and outside. Many such items I have cultivated further, in locales that are close to the Sect or are known only to myself. In the meantime, I’ve developed numerous notes on the use of these disparate herbs and the pills that foreign alchemists have utilized.

“Where possible, I’ve acquired numerous alchemical pills, formulas, and other concoctions that are favored in such places for further study.” As he spoke, he made sure to face Elder Ko and Elder Fu, librarian of the core works. He could sense the gleam of interest in their eyes as he added, “Of course, I’ve done the same with cultivation techniques and notes of the same, though most are of lesser quality. Even so, I’m certain scholars within the Sect might be able to tease additional knowledge from their pages.”

Wu Ying chose not to speak of spirit cultivation. At first, he had considered doing so, but after discussing the matter with his martial sister and Yang Mu, he had chosen to keep such information aside. Not only were such cultivation techniques considered unusual and barbaric by nature of their origin, but they were also unlikely to prompt any favorable reaction. After all, spirit cultivation was unique to the north because of the volume of spirits that abounded.

Unlike in the Middle Kingdom itself.

“All this, and much more, I have learned by traveling, by visiting these foreign and barbaric nations and treating with wandering cultivators, cultivator families, local governments, orthodox and heretical sects, and much more.” Wu Ying smiled tightly, looking around. “At times I have been cheated. Other times, my life has been put in danger, for the beliefs instilled in me by my parents and the Sect. Sometimes, I have even been forced to fight for what I believe in.

“All to return here, to the Verdant Green Waters.”

He paused, letting his words fade. He noted he had their attention now, gazes locked onto his form as he stood there. Waiting for him to finish his speech.

“Return I have. A Core Formation master. Companion to six of the seven winds. A Wind Body cultivator and one who carries the Heart of the Jian within him.”

He turned slowly, his gaze sweeping over the surrounding Elders. They watched him with bated breath, for they could sense that he was building toward something. His friends, his enemies, they were mute. Some trusting he knew what he was about. Others sensing he was about to cast himself from a cliff.

They were not wrong.

“If all this, all that I have done, all that I have learned, all that I have grown is insufficient in the eyes of those here, then I say this. Test me, test my blade in battle. See how far I’ve come and what I might offer to the Sect. And if I fail, cast me out forever.”

***

The roar of voices rose like a wave, breaking against the formations that muted the audience. The silencing formation wavered and broke, unable to contain the shouted exclamations, the cheers of support, and the curses that spilled forth from the crowd. It broke under their combined weight, even as the trio of Guardians and the Sect Head sat mutely, staring at Wu Ying in silent judgment.

“Balls! The boy has balls. I knew it!” Elder Hsu, the Elder whose love for the grappling arts had once seen Wu Ying caught in his embrace, roared.

“How dare he!”

“His parents never taught him manners, obviously. Then again, what can you expect from a farmer?”

“Guts though, definitely a lot of guts.”

“Did you hear the part of the Heart of the Sword? His Master and him… will he take students, you think?”

“Let me try. I’ll teach him respect.”

“Those cultivation manuals, they’re probably useless, right? But still, if he has something in the Core Formation stage…”

“Banish him now.”

Wu Ying let the voices wash over him, pass him by like so much wind at the sea. Hot and humid, with but minor impressions and a smattering of spray upon his body before it was gone. Of little consequence as it rolled off.

He waited, watching the Sect Head, knowing it was his reaction that would dictate events. The East Guardian looked bored, eyes lidded as she relaxed in her chair, one leg draped over the arm and a plateful of grapes being pulled apart. The West Guardian glowered at Wu Ying, fists clenching and unclenching as though they wished to grip and knead weapons that were not present. But it was Guardian Pang, the Gate Guardian, who looked most affronted.

He stood before Sect Head Yan could speak, his voice booming across the arena and cutting through the hubbub. “Rude! Insulting! Discourteous! You dog of a man, you rotten egg, how dare you speak such words to this gathering. How dare you dictate the terms of this interrogation!” He gestured to the side, to one of his cronies, a familiar face. “Elder Mo, if you will?”

A few sharp intakes of breaths at the cry. Then even more as Elder Mo stood from his seat. He gestured sideways, a simple spear appearing in his hand, the intensity of the metal smell filling the surroundings. He hesitated and bowed toward the Sect Head’s box. “If the Sect Head will permit this?”

Guardian Pang turned around, putting his hands together in a martial salute before mimicking the bow to Yan Shu Ren. He could not, directly, see the man, but Wu Ying knew Guardian Pang’s spiritual sense would be more than sufficient for this purpose. “Allow us to teach this howling cur a lesson.”

All three waited for an answer, quiet growing as the gathered leadership of the Sect sat in anticipatory silence to hear their leader’s pronouncement.

When he spoke, the Sect Elder’s voice was deeper than his visage would have hinted. Deeper and older and a little tired. “Very well. Let us see Cultivator Long’s talent in truth.”

No sooner had he spoken than Elder Mo leapt from his box, spear leading the way.


Chapter 8

Wu Ying stood there, arms down by his sides as he stared at his latest opponent. Elder Mo, Head of the Outer Sect, led his charge with the tip of his spear. Killing intent filled the weapon’s leading edge, a killing intent that had been sharpened by decades of study and training, of existence and focus. Behind that killing intent came the sharpness of the metal, the razor edge it had been honed to, and the hard, unyielding ferocity of metal itself.

Elder Mo was not playing or putting on a show fight. He was intent on injuring Wu Ying, if not killing him outright. The killing intent he had built, the point of the spear aimed at Wu Ying, it was all clear to the experienced fighter. The energy the man wielded, shrouding his aura in a burnished bronze sheen that glinted in the sky as he leapt forward. It was all clear.

Dangerous. Surprising that someone who was, in Wu Ying’s initial estimation, nothing more than a bureaucrat could have summoned so much savagery.

Still, for Wu Ying, who had spent the last decade fighting, who had spent the decade before that traversing one crisis after another, the man’s killing intent was dilute. Like drops of blood spilt into a cup, Elder Mo’s intention only stained his aura, darkening it and giving it an edge that would overwhelm a weaker opponent. An opponent less attuned to the battlefield.

To someone unlike Wu Ying. He had drunk deep of that chaos, his own aura stained so indelibly that sometimes, he wondered if it should not be red itself. Mortal, cultivator, spirit, and demonic beast. He had fought them all and slain so many. When he’d had a choice, he had chosen to stave the keening edge of his blade, for his was not a savage dao and heart. Yet, all too often, his blade had drunk deep the lifeblood of his opponents.

A tilt of his head to the right, a lean of the body forward preceded a small step. That was all it took for him to dodge the attack, even as the sharpened edge of blade intent tore through space in a screaming cry that sent sand blasting outward from atop the stone plinth and cracked the stone behind. Wu Ying’s aura blocked the side effects of being so close to the other, taking the edges of his opponent’s hardened edges and tearing them down by pieces.

In the meantime, having completed his step and while his opponent was still in the air, Wu Ying pivoted on his front foot and turned his body. Right hand struck, projected blade intent and sword dao piercing the hardened defensive aura of his opponent in a single, focused palm strike.

The energy from the attack struck Elder Mo in the stomach, forcing his opponent to exhale forcefully and his own follow-up attack to be disrupted. He was sent skipping backward and away at an angle, striking the ground and bouncing off the flooring before finally coming up against the wall. To Elder Mo’s credit, he had managed to right himself such that his back foot struck the wall first, his spear leveled in guard position.

Leveled at an opponent who had only turned, hands coming back behind his back as he regarded his opponent nonchalantly.

A brief moment, then Elder Mo bent over, vomiting brackish blood as the damage from the compressed energy attack spread across his body. He coughed and spat, then straightened as he forcibly pushed the pain aside, wiping at the strings of saliva and blood with his sleeve.

“You…” Elder Mo raised the leading tip of his spear as he stepped forward.

A small movement from behind Wu Ying, a motion he sensed through the wind high in the stands indicated that Guardian Pang had held a hand up. Elder Mo halted, anger and shame warring on his face at being defeated so easily.

“Is that all?” Wu Ying said, his voice relaxed. Insultingly so. Just like his unarmed strike against Elder Mo while the other wielded a weapon. “Or do you have others you intend to send?”

“Arrogance is the downfall of many cultivators,” Guardian Pang said, even as his eyes flicked over the surroundings in search of support or another victim.

Wu Ying idly noted some Elders looking away, refusing to meet the Guardian’s gaze, others staring back with challenging smirks or bored expressions. Then Guardian Pang’s gaze landed on a man who nodded a little. Wu Ying turned away from Elder Mo, tracking Guardian Pang’s gaze to the man who hopped down to alight on the arena floor. Elder Hsu was already shedding his robe to showcase the massive thews and impressive musculature beneath his robes.

“Elder Hsu?” Wu Ying said curiously. No panic, he could not showcase any concern, even if the Elder was an actual martial cultivator.

“How could I turn down a chance to test an old student?” There was a manic gleam in the man’s eyes, battle lust rising as he strode over. He was utilizing a strange movement technique, not the Wind Steps of the Verdant Green Waters but an earth-aspected skill where the ground threw him forward with each motion. Each step built his momentum, and two dozen feet away, energy flooded out from the ground, exploding the sand and throwing the Elder the rest of the way.

Wu Ying briefly considered meeting the Elder unarmed as well. But he neither wished to insult the Elder nor was he entirely confident he could win against the man in his specialization. Even now, Wu Ying could recall being slowly suffocated as the snail-style Elder caught and pulled him into a suffocating embrace, beating Wu Ying’s struggles down one cun at a time.

And that was when the other had suppressed his cultivation to Wu Ying’s former level.

Dragon unsheathes his Claws sent an arc of blade energy at Elder Hsu. Even as Wu Ying drew the weapon, he kicked backward, putting space between him and the fast-moving opponent. He could take to the skies, throw blade strikes at Elder Hsu till his opponent was worn down. A viable tactic, though he doubted the Elder did not have a method of handling such opponents. Accounting for that, and considering Wu Ying was here to make a point, he chose to stay close to the ground.

It nearly cost him.

Massive waves of sand erupted from the ground behind him, sweeping upward with little warning. It slammed down upon him, too fast for Wu Ying to dodge as the sand wave tightened in an attempt to hold him. Elder Hsu, one hand bloody from a blade strike that he had blocked with his arm directly, reached the newly created sand hill. He reached inward, grains of sand parting, but then surprise registered on his face even as he threw himself backward.

A globe of spinning air tore the sand hill apart, thrusting spears of sand outward and scouring the surroundings. The sphere of rotating air transformed into a cyclone, pulling the sand in its proximity into the air and obscuring the vision of those around.

In the corner, Elder Mo—who had yet to leave the arena—formed a simple shield of woven metal to block the fast-moving objects. Elder Hsu closed his eyes and clapped one hand over them, even as he wove the sand that flew through the air into a secondary form of armor to protect himself from the debris.

Though sight was blocked, for the Elders watching, it was but a simple matter to extend their spiritual senses into the arena. None of them were fools, but shock registered on more than one face as they realized that only a pair of spiritual auras could be sensed within the sandstorm.

Of Wu Ying’s aura, none could find a trace.

Casting around, Elder Hsu searched for his opponent, utilizing his control of the element to spread the earth, to sending crashing waves through the surroundings in an attempt to locate his opponent. A disturbance in motion, a strange twisting in the earth was all he required to find Wu Ying.

The rumbling crash of falling sand, the hiss of spinning wind, the too-dry air that seared the throat and brought with it the hint of dust and metal. Every moment, the spinning grains of stone threatened to flay unprotected skin and tear holes in robes. Yet the wandering gatherer might as well be the wind.

Spinning around, Elder Hsu hissed, arms rising and twisting. Nothing. Nothing. Not—

“Urk!” He froze, the sharp edge of the blade pressed against the hardened flesh of his neck, drawing a trace of blood. Ren cut with the barest of touches, the dao of the blade edge added to Wu Ying’s dao of the sword more than sufficient to bypass the Elder’s defense.

“Careful, Elder. Ren desires to cut,” Wu Ying cautioned.

Elder Hsu shifted back ever so slightly and gingerly, relaxing a little when Wu Ying allowed him to do so without projecting his chi. “So I see. That is… quite the weapon.”

All around them, the wind died down, the sand dropping to the ground and visibility returning. At the same time, Wu Ying’s aura extended such that it was visible to the audience once more.

“I yield,” Elder Hsu said, and Wu Ying relaxed his stance, bringing his blade toward him. Even as he did so, he flexed his aura to destroy the blood around the tip of the weapon. Elder Hsu nodded gratefully, though he could not help but add, “If I had managed to get my hands on you though, I could have won.”

“It was not a chance I was willing to take, it’s true,” Wu Ying said.

Elder Hsu’s eyes narrowed, but he chose to step back farther. Wu Ying sheathed his weapon, even as the sphere that had hidden Elder Mo broke apart to reveal the Elder still squatting on his ankles, chi churning through his body as he engaged a healing technique.

“We should do this again,” Elder Hsu said as he moved to leave, only to freeze as Wu Ying held up a hand.

“Wait a moment, if you will, Senior.” Once he had confirmed the man’s agreement, Wu Ying turned to Guardian Pang. “Why don’t you come down yourself? If you wish to test me, do so yourself rather than sending others. Or do you fear defeat too?”

“You are cocky, boy!” Guardian Pang stood, a hand slamming down on the banister and cracking it. “But some of us understand proper behavior.”

Wu Ying smirked. “Right. Of course protocol and etiquette are the reason you hold back. Now. But know that I’m happy to take you on, with Elder Hsu and Elder Mo assisting. If you feel the battle is not overly weighed in your favor, of course.”

“Senior!” Guardian Pang spun around and looked upward again. “Do you hear how this child continues to insult the Sect and its traditions? Why would you ever let him wear our robes?”

Silence, then Shu Ren spoke again, once. “Go.”

Elder Pang began to smirk, before he realized that the command was not directed at Wu Ying. He froze, even as the pressure from above pushed at him, urging him off his box. Unable to refuse the command, he leapt down onto the arena sand.

Wu Ying could not help but smirk a little, only sobering when Elder Hsu glared at him.

“My apologies, Senior. I had not intended for you to be caught in this, but as you volunteered before…” He shrugged.

The muscular Elder, still bare-chested, wiped at the cut on his neck. It had already closed, leaving only a trickle of drying blood. Staring at the bloody thumb, the martial elder grinned. “Well, it teaches me to jump forth without thinking. But be warned, I won’t hold back anymore.”

“Anymore?” Wu Ying’s eyes widened moments before he felt another surge of killing intent from Guardian Pang.

It was matched moments later by that of Elder Hsu, and in a much dimmer manner, Elder Mo.

It seemed he was in for a real fight now.


Chapter 9

Wu Ying danced across platforms of fast-dispersing air, his form blown from hidden platform to hidden platform. Beneath him, spikes of metal and waves of sand rose in an attempt to catch the wind cultivator, even as blasts of flame tore through the sky, altering the flow of air with each strike. All across the dome, formations flared to life and faded, blocking missed blows and dodged attacks.

The wind cultivator was not idle, his sword sending arcs of blade intent and compressed wind chi through the arena. They tore through the air, forcing his opponents to duck aside. However, that was not the only obstacle his opponents had to navigate. As the air churned from the various chi attacks, small wind devils formed throughout the arena, casting aside sand and the occasional unlucky cultivator.

Wu Ying kept a constant pressure on the sand of the arena, attempting to draw it into the air once again to block sight. However, Elder Hsu was asserting his own control of the elements, clumping the sand together whenever it interacted with Wu Ying’s attacks. As such, while the air was choked with the granular gravel, it was not to the extent that it blocked sight.

On top of that, Guardian Pang’s dao-inspired flames turned sand to glass with each movement. As they fought, those shards of glass would compress and form together, gathering in the center of the arena. A molten river of glass clumped there as an overpowering attack slowly formed even as shards of the superheated molten earth flew through the air on hurricane gales.

And all through the attacks by three cultivators, Wu Ying continued speaking, his voice academic and almost bored. “Guardian Pang, your dao is fascinating. Fire elemental attachment of course, but your dao… what is it? Stuffiness? Order? That you can assert it on the molten sand you create, it must be a higher order dao.”

A stifling pressure pushed at his control of the wind, and for a moment, Wu Ying wobbled. He nearly fell from the sky as the Guardian pressed upon him, but the issue with higher order daos—those that dealt with concepts rather than specific elemental aspects—was their weakness. Greater flexibility but lower specific strength.

“Oh, no. More restrictive. Your dao isn’t about order, it’s about stopping others, constraining them. Containing the world and elements, so that you can understand it.” Wu Ying twisted and punched, a blast of concentrated wind pushing a sphere of glass-studded sand aside. It flew away into a nearby cyclone where it was picked up by the wind and thrown at Elder Mo. “How… bland.”

Elder Mo took a couple of steps forward, hiding behind a shield of metal and allowing the ball to pass him. A slight twisting of the dao and elements surrounding them grabbed the ball of glass as it landed and skipped, swamping it in metal and holding it close seconds before another cyclone swept across it in an attempt to pick the discarded weapon aloft once more.

“Are you intending to just talk, boy? Where is your pride now, all that boasting?” Guardian Pang snarled, holding up his hands. He strained, trying to force Wu Ying down while he flitted back and forth in the sky.

“Oh, I’ll deal with you soon enough,” Wu Ying said. “Elder Mo, your dao… it’s weak. Your core is strong, multi-layered. But your Nascent Soul within, weak. You never nurtured it with much dao understanding, never chose a dao that sat well with who you truly are. Rather than reconcile, perhaps by choosing a new dao, perhaps by rebuilding your body using Body Cultivation, you chose to stay as you are. Weak.

“And you feel you need to judge me.”

In answer, a surge of chi erupted from Elder Mo. It twisted the air and pulled at the particles of metal within, coalescing tiny spheres that hung aloft. Thrusting his hand forward, he utilized the chi he had filled the arena with to cast the attack at Wu Ying. Dozens of tiny ball bearings flew toward Wu Ying, their greater weight and strength ignoring the pull of the wind.

Sword in hand, Wu Ying darted to the side, targeting one portion of the cloud that came at him. His sword moved in a blur, striking again and again at the spheres and slicing them apart. As they became smaller, they were more easily manipulated. The western wind, dry and amused, took up the separated portions and cast them at Elder Hsu.

A sand wall formed to block the attack, tiny craters forming in the earthen barricade. A couple of tiny portions, flung at such speed and strength that it pierced the barrier, peppered the man. He growled in irritation, though the attacks were so blunted they only pitted his reinforced body.

“Boy, are you going to assess me then? Cast aspersions on my journey through immortality?” Elder Hsu said.

“No, I would not do that,” Wu Ying said. “After all, I have respect for you.”

“Good. Because it’s my turn.” Moments after he finished speaking, Elder Hsu leapt, the ground exploding beneath his feet. A cyclone swung in the air, catching at his body, but he blasted right through the swirling winds, barely slowed or shifted from his trajectory.

Wu Ying snorted, drifting sideways. Only to blink, for he realized that even as he shifted away, he was nearing the Elder. Space itself was warping, the distance between himself and the Elder narrowing faster than his movements.

“Fascinating…” Not holding back for sure. Rather than face his opponent in unarmed combat, Wu Ying lowered the tip of his weapon to target the leaping man. Sword intent gathered at the point, a wind barrier forming around the blade.

Elder Hsu battered the weapon aside with one sand-reinforced arm. The sharpened edge of the weapon cut through the sand armor into reinforced skin beneath, the Body Cultivator ignoring the pain and injury to reach for Wu Ying.

Only for his target to spin in mid-air and throw a backkick into the snail-style Elder’s chest. It struck him hard, throwing Elder Hsu backward even as his reaching hand shifted trajectory to grab at Wu Ying’s leg. He clamped down hard the moment contact was made, a sucking pressure exerted from his dao holding flesh-to-flesh.

“I got you now!” Elder Hsu hissed, the pair plummeting as the wind that bore Wu Ying was unable to carry them both.

They fell, even as the molten glass pool beneath them shifted to their projected impact point, rolling waves of heat and the smell of burning hair and smoking sand rising to meet them both. As they descended, Elder Hsu moved to wrap the other cultivator in a tight bear grip.

“Not yet,” Wu Ying said.

Before Elder Hsu could understand what he meant, the wind cultivator allowed the portion of his body still held by the other to dissipate. At the same time, Wu Ying released the swirling tornados of current that made up his aura in an explosion of chi, throwing the pair apart.

Catching himself on an updraft, Wu Ying cast himself higher, barely avoiding another gout of fire from the angered Guardian Pang. His leg throbbed, his meridians ached at the shift of form, the partial dispersal of his body and clothing assaulting him on a spiritual and physical level as old injuries awoke.

Yet, he could not afford the distraction. For the attacks never stopped coming. Wu Ying had to drop and twist through the spray of metal balls that Elder Mo wielded, Ren cutting apart the attacks and dispersing the weaves of chi the Elder used to control the spheres.

“Well, I think that’s enough of that. As Elder Hsu mentioned.” Wu Ying pulsed his aura once to deflect a gout of fire into the metal balls, letting them overheat, and then, using that same technique wrested control of the spheres and the air around them from Elder Mo. With a surge of energy, he sent them to impact the arena walls. “My turn.”

Wu Ying waited, a heartbeat of a pause, long enough for his word to sink in. Then he looked upward, drawing the attention of spectators and opponents alike to the sky. So involved had their battle been that the majority had missed what had been occurring high above.

Clouds that had been gathered over a week, whose heavy, watery burden had threatened rainfall but refused to shed their burden, had deepened further. The clouds had loomed, like a disappointed parent to a naughty child. Reminding them of a future reckoning, but always, always it had delayed it. Now, final judgment and consideration was due, and the dark omens were all too clear.

Wu Ying was no cloud Daoist. He had no greater understanding of the climate and sky, of the rainclouds and tempest. What he did control was the wind, and he understood well enough that packed together closely enough, clouds turned into rain. It was but a small matter to concentrate even further the dense moisture that had formed above them. A small thing to allow the cyclone to form, for the spout to rotate ever faster.

Rain came first. Hard, pounding rain that was mixed with sleet and hail. Fat droplets the size of a coin struck the ground, splattering apart and causing steam to rise. The temperature of the surroundings rose at first, as molten glass and heated air mixed to turn into steam, before the continuing deluge cooled and cracked the pool of liquid, glowing sand. Flames from below rose up to strike at Wu Ying, only to be caught in the guarding sphere around him and banked by the falling rain. Each moment, the Guardian’s control of the elements fell by the wayside, even as the chaotic nature of the falling water and oppressive wind exerted itself on the surroundings.

Nor was the Guardian the only one affected by the falling rain. Fire was banked and diminished, but earth became sodden and clogged, the water seeping into sand dunes and slowing their movement. It required even more chi for Elder Hsu to move the earth around, while the falling rain and the introduction of new chi made the expenditure by Elder Mo in using his metal spheres greater.

“Is that it? A little rain?” Guardian Pang snarled. “If you think this is enough…”

“Hush,” Wu Ying said. “As I said, my turn.”

Head turned upward, his sword hand still moving to cut apart flying metal spheres that threatened to strike him, Wu Ying pulled on the supercell. The funnel cloud he had concentrated above them reached downward, linking the sky to the ground. Protective formations above the arena flared to life as the tornado reached it, but they were shredded as the competing necessities of stopping fast-moving energy and the need to allow airflow wore at the enchantments. In one corner, Wu Ying sensed Elder Wang’s hands moving, his aura extended as he adjusted the formation on the fly to ensure that it was not entirely overburdened.

“Stop him now!” Guardian Pang cried, holding out both hands.

The wind cultivator was no longer running, so Guardian Pang poured the full strength of his dao and cultivation into the attack, holding Wu Ying still as a concentrated flame shot toward him. At the same time, Elder Mo released his own technique. Hidden beneath the ground, spikes of metal erupted from the sand, weaves of chi the size of a fist controlling their ascent. As for Elder Hsu, rather than join the attack, the snail elder retreated, forming a bulwark of sand between him and the twister above.

“Too late.” Wu Ying made the pronouncement simply, even as he held his hand forth between him and the incoming attacks. Flame roared, striking the still air that was before him, splashing against hardened air as though it struck a wall.

Gritting his teeth tightly, a hand clenched closed, Wu Ying struggled to contain the flame and keep the rotating wall of wind together. He would not show the strain, battling to keep his visage entirely calm even as the spears, coming from dozens of directions, flew toward him.

The attacks needed long seconds to arrive, and in those moments, the full portion of the tornado finally touched down. Rotating air arrived in a roar that shook the arena, threw papers and cups and plates of refreshment aloft. Elders hidden behind protective formations suddenly found themselves exposed and forced to expand their auras to contain nature’s wrath.

Flame was the first to be caught, twisted and sent high. The bar of fire wrapped around the column of air, lighting it up from outside as it rotated inward. The metal spears were next, the tendrils of chi guiding the attack torn apart.

Then, finally, Wu Ying’s two opponents were taken by the tornado. Ripped from the earth, their control over their flight peeled apart by the oppressive wind chi and the dao that Wu Ying had imparted through the attack, they were plucked from the ground and flung upward to join the spears and flame. If they screamed, it was drowned out by the continual roar of the twister.

Only Wu Ying, floating in a gentle arc around the tornado, was left alone in the center of the ring.

Higher and higher, the cultivators were drawn into the sky, until the Sect Head’s voice rang out. One word, but with it came an overpowering wave of chi and dao intent.

“Enough.”

As suddenly as it began, the tornado ended. Wind that had been rotating at high speeds stopped, the energy of its movement robbed by the chi that pervaded the surroundings. The pair of cultivators, flung high into the sky, found themselves no longer drawn inexorably upward but instead felt the effects of gravity reasserting itself.

They fell, even as the storm clouds above dispersed, the energy that had kept them in place, the gentle ministrations of the Cyclone’s Breath, parted.

Wu Ying, floating and bemused by the sudden change in atmosphere, looked toward the source of calm. All his work, all his preparations, wiped clean by a single exertion of will and chi.

Meeting the gaze of the man who had done so, Wu Ying allowed himself to float to the ground to meet his fate.


Chapter 10

Nascent Soul. Deep into Nascent Soul territory. That was the only reason the Sect Head could have exerted his will so strongly and destroyed Wu Ying’s work. Well, that and the fact that this was his territory, his sect. Depending on the Sect Head’s dao, that very fact could offer him greater leverage upon the environment and the elements around.

Not that Wu Ying had a grasp of the Sect Head’s dao. Even if it had pervaded the surroundings entirely for a moment, it had been as though he was staring into a deep pool, one without limit. He could not see the bottom of it, just gain a general sense of it.

Conceptual in nature and focused upon governance. Funny, that so many in the Sect bureaucracy should have daos relating to that. Though, even some mild consideration showed why that was so—a cultivator whose focus was upon the dao of anarchy or violence would be of little use in the hierarchy of the Sect. At least, not without significant consideration made for their daos.

A sobering thought that. Those who stood in as Sect Head or were otherwise titled in the Sect might not be the most dangerous individuals. But then… was that not how he would have described his own Master’s place in the Sect? Master Cheng had not held official rank within the Sect, but few gainsayed his decisions or actions. The might of his sword was sufficient to make even the most truculent of opponents avoid him.

It probably also helped that Master Cheng had wanted to interact the least amount possible with the others. He was, by definition of his own dao, a non-threat.

“Long Wu Ying. Student of Master Cheng Zhao Wan. The Verdant Gatherer.” The Sect Head tilted his head, continuing after a moment. “Martial brother of our own Fairy Yang, whose presence illuminates our sect. You have returned to us, stronger than ever. Nearly approaching the stage where you might ascend, it seems.

“If the injuries you carry can be healed. If the dao inspiration you seek is acquired. And if the disparate moments of enlightenment and insight into your nature you have acquired can be resolved.”

Wu Ying blinked, surprised at the degree of insight. He wondered how the Sect Head knew that, then found himself chiding himself. Why would he not? He was, after all, the leader of the Sect. He need only ask anyone else—even his friends—to inform him of Wu Ying’s troubles.

Silence, after that pronouncement. It was a contemplative and oppressive silence, one that drove the crowd to wait with bated breath for the Sect Head to speak. None dared to interrupt him, even as time dragged on.

“It seems to me that you are both arrogant and dangerous enough to be a threat to the Sect. That in your growth—one we have had little enough to do with—you have gained deep understanding of yourself. But because you’ve grown strong, grown powerful without us, you also have few enough ties and obligations to the Sect.” The Sect Head leaned forward, his voice dropping such that it was almost a whisper. A whisper that enhanced cultivator ears could still pick out. “So tell me, why should we not end this matter now? Before you become a threat to us all.”

“A threat?” Wu Ying said, incredulous. “Is that where your thoughts turn to? That you see any who do not bow and scrape as a threat?”

“Arrogant, insulting, forward. You have no reason to work with the Sect, no reason to work for us. You resent being banished, you trample over our customs, and you challenge my Guardian. Can you truly swear on your dao soul that you hold no small grudge against the Sect?” Shu Ren asked.

Wu Ying hesitated, for he could not do so. He was angry. He did resent them. But… “Just because I have some minor anger and disappointment does not mean I would become your enemy either.”

“Perhaps not. But if one sees a weed in the field, do you let it grow to become a problem or do you pluck it out beforehand?”

“And what if I’m not a weed but a precious herb?”

“Then I recommend you start sprouting.”

Wu Ying blinked, startled. Then he broke out laughing, shaking his head. His laughter was full and uproarious and, yes, a little hysterical. He had come back, expecting if not to be feted, at least received with minimal reaction. Instead, he was accused of dishonoring the Sect, his past associations unheeded and his loyalty questioned.

And now, he was told to sprout.

With an aggressive motion, Wu Ying sheathed his weapon. He stalked toward the Sect Head, his voice rising in challenge as he neared the man.

“Very well. If you think me so much a danger, then pluck me out, here and now. Whether I was a weed or a spirit herb, whether I would have been an enemy or a loyal sect member, we will never know. Discard me and let me rot, my story the fertilizer for all future sprouts, of the generous nature of the Verdant Green Waters sect. Let us end this, here and now, if you so desire it.” Wu Ying’s eyes gleamed with fury, mirroring his voice. “If you require members that grovel and whine, that bow and scrape to your every whim, then you are right. I am not a member of the Verdant Green Waters.

“So take my robes and my sect association. But know this, if you try to take my life, I have no intention of going easily.”

Coming to a stop the length of a hallway away from the Sect Head, Wu Ying stared upwards, one hand resting upon the pommel of his sword, the other gripping its sheath. He glared at the other fiercely and without fear, daring the Sect Head to take action.

And if perhaps part of his courage came from the knowledge that his friends were standing, hands on weapons, bodies angled toward the Sect Head, that was knowledge and gratitude that he kept close to his heart.

***

“So arrogant. So independent. So fierce,” the Sect Head said.

Guardian Pang, having moved to flank Wu Ying, smirked, sensing his victory. He leaned forward, pulling at the flames within his core. Like Elder Mo, who stood a short distance behind as well. The pair were low on chi, minor cuts and wounds dotting their body, but still, they readied themselves.

All around, Elders primed themselves for a fight. Most palmed or activated defensive talismans and equipment, content to allow the martial cultivators, the Guardians and Enforcers, to deal with Wu Ying and his friends. Only a few others, like Elder Hsu, prepared themselves to join in, though few of those looked happy to do so, eyeing Fairy Yang, Liu Tsong, or Tou He with trepidation.

“But I guess our Head of Wandering Gatherers would need to be.”

Silence, as the words the Sect Head had spoken were slowly absorbed. Then surprise as the group woke up and shouted, hands waving in excitement and mouths open to cry objections or exclamations. Wu Ying struggled to keep his face serene, to hide the surprise he experienced. By the slight smile that graced the Sect Head’s lips, Wu Ying knew he had failed.

“Sect Head!” Guardian Pang turned, hands clasped tightly in a martial bow. “You cannot mean to do this. Did you not see what he just did!”

“I did. One cultivator beat three. And one of those defeated was a Guardian of my sect. It makes me wonder if, perhaps, I should be reviewing that decision.”

“Sect Head!” Startled, Guardian Pang bowed low in sudden fear for his position.

Wu Ying could not help but smirk as he looked at the tired man, so he caught the glare that Guardian Pang shot him as he kept his head bent.

“Rise, rise. I have no desire to change my mind yet.”

Guardian Pang rose stiffly, shot Wu Ying one last glare, then leapt into the boxstand. Elder Mo, realizing they had lost, slowly slunk backward to the entrance rather than take a more active approach to retreat. It was only Elder Hsu who wandered over, a wide grin on his face as he smacked Wu Ying on the shoulder, his muscles gleaming with sweat.

“Well done, boy. I am glad the Sect Head chose not to cast you out and declare you enemy. It would have been truly a waste.”

“A waste?” Wu Ying said.

“Yes! I want a third chance to fight you,” Elder Hsu said. “That trick of yours, of becoming wind. Can you do it all the time?”

“In a way.” A hand came down, touching his leg, and he sighed. “There are… well… consequences to such action.”

“Your injuries,” Elder Hsu said wisely.

“Does everyone know about them?”

“Only those of us with ears.”

“So how did Guardian Pang know?”

Elder Hsu broke out laughing. He slapped Wu Ying on the shoulder again and walked away without answering, leaving the wind cultivator staring at the man’s back before he found himself looking upward at where the Sect Head sat, regarding the chaotic and noisy surroundings.

A slight tap of his fingers against the armchair resounded through the arena, drawing attention back to Sect Head Yan amidst the side conversations that continued. He leaned forward as he spoke, his voice bored once again. “This interview with Head Wandering Gatherer Long is over. We look forward to the information and herbs he will bring to the Sect and the numerous classes he provides before he leaves again.”

Wu Ying cocked his head, amused by the words, but as the Sect Head continued to stare at him, he could not help but incline his head in acceptance. Both promotion and eventual dismissal from the Sect were implicit in his new role.

Thankfully, it suited him, for the idea of staying within the Sect for the rest of his existence was anathema. There was a wide world to see, and he only had viewed such a small slice. He would not be contained in a cage, no matter how luxurious and replete with silks and herbs it might be.

As though he had said everything there was to be said, Shu Ren stood. The Sect Head smiled that small, enigmatic smile once more and disappeared, moving so fast that Wu Ying could not sense his leaving. Or, to the wind cultivator’s shock, his passage.

A spatial dao perhaps? Or a formation? Yet no clue of what and how the man had chosen to enact his disappearance was left behind. A factor that made Wu Ying sweat, just a little.

There was always another mountain to climb, another individual who was stronger, faster, more powerful.

Caught in his musings, Wu Ying missed the appearance of his friends. The western wind, in its mischievousness, chose to convince the others to allow his friends to approach and not inform him. As such, when Fa Yuan chose to strike Wu Ying in the arm, he was caught out by surprise.

“Owww!” Wu Ying cried, clutching his arm. It was not a performative cry either, for she had struck with her pointing finger closed to the first knuckle and targeted a pressure point, such that it deadened his limb immediately.

“You idiot! Were you trying to get us all killed?” Fa Yuan said. “Daring the Sect Head to fight you?” She snorted. “You might have gained much in your passage, but you are a frog in the well still, to think that you know the true heights left to scale.”

“I don’t know about that, I think the fool can just about see the peak now,” Liu Tsong said, arms crossed. “And that’s made him reckless.”

“It’s a very steep cliff, yes.” Tou He sighed. “One that many fall from by themselves. Or are pushed.” The ex-monk swept a gaze over Wu Ying, then gave a small shake of his head as he realized the other man was untouched.

“Well, I figured you were all here to help catch me.” Wu Ying grinned. Then he froze and bowed his head a little. “Thank you. All of you.”

“That was quite the risk, Ah Ying. Why did you take it?” Fa Yuan said, more somberly now.

“Not that much of a risk. I might not be a true Nascent Soul cultivator, but I’m close to it. Or somewhere in-between,” Wu Ying said, waggling his hand sideways. “Body Cultivation is strange, as you know.”

“Without the seventh wind, you’re not,” Fa Yuan said firmly. “So you thought you could beat—or match—the Sect Head? How about the other Guardians then?”

“Not beat. But more the resources that I represented. That you all did.” Wu Ying sighed. “It was a gamble, but one that had to be taken. I will not bow to them. As the Sect Head said, my progress has been a matter of personal discovery, and though I owe the Sect significantly for their aid, they were the ones who chose to sever ties with me. I will not be tied down again just because of some minor matters of face and hierarchy.”

“Minor matter,” Liu Tsong muttered under her breath.

Fa Yuan’s lips pressed together tightly. “It seems you learned more from our Master than I thought. Including some of his bad habits.” Then she waved as though discarding the matter. “Well, it matters not any longer. The risk you took has borne out, though you might find your stay in the Sect more difficult because of the way you chose to assert your place.”

“So be it.” Wu Ying let his hand rest on the pommel of his sword. “I am ready to face them. Did our Master not remind us to cut cords early, before they thickened?”

“He did. But he was speaking of karmic cords of obligation. What you chose to do, well…” She sighed. “You might have increased the level of resentment they harbor, even magnified their dislike.”

“A man cannot change how others feel, only the standards they hold themselves to,” Wu Ying said.

“So like our Master.” She looked at Tou He, then shook her head a little.

“What?” Tou He said warily.

“I was about to ask you to convince him, but realized you’re as bad as he is,” Fa Yuan said.

“I am not!”

“Were you not about to congratulate him?”

“Of course!” Tou He replied. “He’s the Head of the Wandering Gatherers now!”

“A group that consists of he, him, and himself.” Fa Yuan rolled her eyes. “It was nothing more than a sop to his inflated ego.”

“And a way to have our new head begin training others of his kind,” Liu Tsong added. “Brother Goh was never the kind to learn those skills, and the new Gathering Head has been… slow to impart his knowledge.”

“He was a wandering gatherer too?” Wu Ying said, raising an eyebrow. They were a rare breed, especially among the Sects. If anything, he’d met more Gatherers of his kind among the wandering cultivators than the Sects.

“I have some skill in it, though nothing like the Verdant Gatherer.” A new voice, cultured and relaxed, cut through their conversation.

The group turned, Wu Ying surprised that someone had managed to make it this near to overhear them without any of them learning of his presence. Not only had the man some impressive control over his Core Formation aura—inhibited such that it showcased both his level and yet, not radiating outward—but also several enchanted objects that lowered his physical presence, such that even the wind had ignored him.

“Elder Kim.” Liu Tsong bowed to the newcomer.

So did Tou He, but as Wu Ying was about to do so, Fa Yuan made a small motion with her hand, signaling for him to stop. He idly noted that she did not bow either, instead offering the man a small smile.

Svelte, surprisingly untanned but with a slight shadow around his lips and chin where stubble had begun to grow back, Elder Kim also sported a short headdress, the jinxian guan, which hid his hair and hairline in an elaborate cone with a crown folded on top. The jinxian guan were worn by scholars and lower-level government officials in the kingdom. Most cultivators chose to ignore such headwear, preferring the jieze at most or the shufa guan, minor headdresses that kept their hair in place.

“I came by to greet the newest Elder of our Sect and a fellow Gatherer.” Elder Kim offered a smile to Wu Ying before he gestured around him. “With his similar domain, I expect the pair of us will be working closely together. It is my wish that such a partnership be of the most harmonious kind.”

“As do I.” Wu Ying hesitated, then let out a little chuckle. “I’ll admit, I do not know the full sphere of responsibilities I have been tasked with, so I expect further discussion will have to happen in the future.”

“Of course, of course. I look forward to that time then.” Elder Kim offered a slight inclination of his head before walking off, leaving the group to watch his departure.

“A strange man,” Wu Ying said, taking the time to ensure that their words could not be overheard now. “Where did we say he was from again?”

“A small sect, the Fertile Saplings. He was their dying sect leader’s choice for his successor,” Liu Tsong said, mild distaste in her voice. “He joined our sect when he was approached by Guardian—formerly Elder—Pang and his people.”

“Ah…” Wu Ying frowned. “Dying sect leader?”

“Old age mixed with alchemical poisoning,” Liu Tsong replied. “They were a small sect and were never able to purchase high quality pills. The buildup of pill toxin from continual use in an attempt to build his core and reach Nascent Soul saw to his hasty death.” She sighed. “Their sect came here for treatment and other pills. That they were unable to gather that and also lost one of their most promising students was a tragedy.”

“I did not know that,” Tou He said, frowning. “I knew he’d arrived from another group, but not the details. He has always been more than polite with me.”

“Oh yes. He’s very good at sucking up. Even Elder Wei likes him,” Liu Tsong said.

“You don’t?”

“His pursuit of my hand was, for a time, quite brazen and persistent.” She grimaced. “Now, I hear rumors that he has turned his attention to the women under his tutelage.”

“And no one has seen to that?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“It is but a rumor.” Liu Tsong shrugged. “Without proof or a complaint, there is little that we can do.” She glanced at Fa Yuan, indicating who the we in this case meant. “In addition, it is… uncertain if our complaints would meet much assistance. Some Sect Elders do not see such fraternization between Master and student as wrong.”

“Some might even encourage the relaxing of such mores, to cover their own actions,” Fa Yuan added, grimacing as though remembering something particularly noxious.

“It seems much has changed in my time away,” Wu Ying said.

Fa Yuan scoffed. “Not as much as you think. Master Cheng just avoided most sect politics and so, the higher end of it was hidden from you too.” She paused and added, “And me. I had not realized how much our Master’s reputation had shielded me as well.”

“Oh…” Wu Ying looked at her troubled visage, then at his friends. Now, he felt as though he had put them in even more of an awkward position. Now, he felt as though perhaps he had been a little too blasé with his choices. If he had not freed her, if he had been stronger or maybe found greater aid, perhaps his Master would have survived and so much could have been avoided.

If…

But that was the tyranny of time. It took all that had been gifted to each mortal without remorse and shared not at all its feast.

“That’s a problem for later. For now, we have something more important to do.” Tou He clapped his hands together, a mischievous glint in his eyes.

“What?” Wu Ying said, eyeing his friend warily.

“Why, your celebration, Elder!” Tou He said. “I took the liberty of booking out the Fourth Jade Palace, and had the cooks begin preparing meals as of last night.”

The peals of laughter as Tou He discussed the rather elaborate menu followed the group as they left the arena. Wu Ying knew that there were matters yet to be resolved, but it was a matter for the future. For now, he would bask in their victory with his friends and family.

As they walked out, he felt the wind wash over him. Hot and dry, it brought with it the smell of cooking flesh and boiling oil, of blood and the echo of shouts long since faded. Unlike the cold remoteness of the Heavenly wind, Hells wind washed over him with a personal warmth.

The Heavens saw to the greater good of humanity, but the Hells sought the betterment of the individual soul. Their tortures, their judgment could only be meted out on an individual basis, their weighting the decisions of each mortal as they traversed the Middle Kingdom.

When kingdoms went astray, it was the radicals who placed them back on the righteous path. When heavenly dictate was lost, only by rebelling could it be restored. Heaven sought order, but too much order was stasis. Life required anarchy and growth, and so Hells wind blew, bringing with it change.

Threads of understanding and enlightenment wormed into Wu Ying’s soul and body. Where Heaven had punished, the Hells set aright. Point and counterpoint, he learned ever more of those two most tumultuous of winds.


Chapter 11

Celebrations—true celebrations—with other cultivators could last long into the week. The fact that Wu Ying had been not just raised as a new Elder but also the head of a new department ensured that the celebrations continued throughout the night and across multiple days.

The gifts from his peers and fellow Elders had flowed in. He had only had time to take a quick break to be measured for new robes and receive his updated sect token, along with directions to his new residence, before he was forced back into the Fourth Jade Palace to continue receiving presents.

The offerings had come in a variety of methods, forms, and formats. Some arrived with the Elders bearing them, displayed for all to see their largesse. No surprise that Wu Ying suddenly found himself the owner of a large armory of jian, some no more useful than as a decorative piece—even if a very pretty and expensive piece—and others nearly as sharp as Ren.

Other gifts were of the practical form. Carved formation stones from Formation Master Wang to be added to the exterior of his residence to enhance the chi-gathering arrays. Beautiful paintings to be laid in tea rooms where Wu Ying could sit and contemplate the greater dao inspirations within. Furniture, wrought by master craftsmen, that would relax the body and enhance an individual’s connection to the wood element. Robes of the strongest silk, traded for from a nest of sentient spiders progressing toward immortality and led by a Nascent Soul matriarch.

Then there were the gifts that were veiled insults. Delivered by inner sect cultivators, wrapped in simple silk and ribbons, with barely a note attached to them. In Guardian Pang’s case, a poem with allusions to Wu Ying’s lineage—or lack of it—and his lack of culture accompanied the present. When opened, Wu Ying was greeted by the sight of a wooden box of dirt.

Powerful dirt, taken from the base of an ancient tree, but dirt, nonetheless.

His followers were no less insulting, from a sounder of spirit pigs delivered to the hall, which Wu Ying deposited within his World Spirit Ring with a wave of his hand and an extension of his aura, to a painting—and deed—for a sailing vessel moored in the city below.

They would not get rid of him that easily. If they knew him better, perhaps they would know insulting him would just cause this farmer to dig in his heels further, like a stubborn ox.

Wu Ying kept a smile and a polite mask throughout, accepting all such gifts with great equanimity. It helped, of course, that his martial sister explained the hidden meanings under some of the more obtuse insults to ensure that he did not lose face by acting too ignorant. Of further assistance was Yang Mu, seated beside him, who tallied the cost of these “insults” and what she could get for them through her contacts.

After all, how much more insulting would it be to sell off such items in short order? A weapon gifted could still be wielded against the gifter.

Most of all though, Wu Ying found that the majority of the Elders were angling for future benefits. His placement in the hierarchy settled, the Elders who were not entrenched into an antagonistic relationship sought appointments at more convenient times, long lists of sought-after herbs passed on with their gifts.

Once again, Wu Ying found himself quietly grateful for Elder Li. No matter how their relationship might have soured toward the end, her initial guidance had set him upon a path of wealth and prestige. If one that was somewhat atypical of the Sect’s typical hierarchy.

Still, through the first night of feasting and gifting, a few incidents stood out in Wu Ying’s mind.

The first came early in the morning the next day, as the first wave of guests took their leave, and another began their preparations to join. Late-night dishes were swept away, cold food set aside and light snacks left behind while below, warm congee and heavier breakfast meals were prepared.

In that lull of visitors, Wu Ying found Yang Mu. A minor exertion of both their wills forged a tight seal around them, ensuring privacy. Once it was settled, Wu Ying wrapped his arms around her, feeling her head resting on his chest as she leaned into him.

“You idiot. Did you really think I could have broken you out of those sealing formations?” Yang Mu complained.

“Of course.”

“I’m both flattered and frustrated,” she complained, thumping the side of her head against his broad chest.

“You’re telling me you hadn’t worked out a way through?”

“For you, maybe.” She grimaced. “That Elder Wang of yours is very good. Though he didn’t exactly plan for someone attempting to burrow through the formation from the outside. Even so, if not for the fact that you managed to bring down the entire protective formation, I don’t think I could ever have gotten anything in.”

“Ah, so he’s better than you then?” Wu Ying teased.

“More experienced for sure.” She sniffed. “Some of his methods are a little dated.”

“Of course.”

“Still… it was risky. And if you had run, you could never have returned. You’d have given up your home for your arrogance and immortal journey.”

“Yes.” Wu Ying closed his eyes, resting his chin against her head before he added softly, “But at least I’d have done so in good company.”

“So bold.”

Wu Ying grinned, clutching her tighter. Yang Mu let out a little squeak, looking up to reprimand him only to find his lips meeting hers. Warm flesh tasting of peach wine and hibiscus, a trace of northern mint and southern cinnamon. Hands pulled tight, before finally, they broke apart.

A day later, during the height of an afternoon revelry where Wu Ying was forced to submit to a crowing Elder Hsu, another messenger arrived. This one carried a long scroll sealed with the Sect Head’s own token.

After hastily dressing, Wu Ying received the messenger and scroll, breaking the seal to review it in private as the party continued apace without him and his closest friends. The revelry was a little subdued as the party goers awaited news of the missive.

“What do you think it is?” Tou He asked, a plateful of skewers in hand.

“How can you eat now?” Liu Tsong said, sounding exasperated.

Tou He frowned. “Does not eating change the contents of the scroll?”

“No, but it’s not appropriate!”

“Well, so’s letting food go cold.” Tou He bit into the meat and pulled it off, tossing the bamboo skewer onto the plate.

“It’s probably nothing,” Wu Ying said. “After all, he declared me an Elder himself…”

“He also did so after letting you embarrass his Guardian,” Fa Yuan said. “He might seek recompense for that. And the damage to the arena.” A slight pause, then she shook her head.

“You have a thought, sister?” Wu Ying said.

“Just an inkling of what it might be.” She nodded toward the chewing monk. “But Tou He is right. There is no point in hesitating. What is within will not change, whatever we think or say.”

Grunting, Wu Ying unrolled the document. He wished Yang Mu was with him, but this was sect politics. While she might be an Honorary Elder, there were things that were still best kept from her. If nothing more than to provide her a degree of protection.

To his surprise, it was not a personal letter of congratulations or a matter of admonishment. Instead, it was a politely worded request—a demand, in truth—that he establish a department to train further Wandering Gatherers. He would be charged with training such individuals who desired to pursue this path, removing them from Elder Kim’s purview.

“Well, the Sect Head has great ambition for me and my department it seems,” Wu Ying said as he finished the document. At Fa Yuan’s behest, he handed the document over to her. And then, answering his other friends, he continued. “I am to have at least three peak Energy Storage Wandering Gatherers trained in the next decade. At least one of them should be on the path to Core Formation.”

“Three?” Liu Tsong frowned. “That does not sound like much at all. The apothecarists have at least ten times that number.”

“After how many years of establishment?” Tou He said. “If it was easy to train Wandering Gatherers, we would have more already.” He cocked his head in consideration. “I fear it’s more closely related to the musicians and artists, a calling rather than a skillset.”

“Hah! You don’t think the greedy have not seen Wu Ying’s riches? Coming back, parading in with a Core Formation Fairy on his arm, a dao-imbued Saint jian, and untold riches in his World Spirit Ring?” Liu Tsong snorted. “Or those with wind in their eyes, hoping to become like their hero?”

“The martial cultivators gain many new recruits every year when the Sect opens its doors. Then, the first training session begins, and many realize that that life is not for them. More drop out when they are given their first assignment, faced with the reality of risking their lives. And then, of course, when they return…” Tou He shook his head. “Even with the generous training resources offered, we struggle for those willing to undertake such tasks.”

“Resources. That is the rub, is it not?” Fa Yuan said, having perused the document twice. When Wu Ying looked over, she rolled up the scroll and handed it to him. “He has you there.”

“Who? Tou He?” Wu Ying frowned. “He need only ask.”

“Thank you, Ah Ying.”

Wu Ying waved away the thanks even as Fa Yuan shook her head in denial.

“Not him. The Sect Head. Well, it’s clear why he has held his position for so long,” Fa Yuan said.

“Long?” Wu Ying frowned. “He didn’t look that much older than us.”

“Nascent Soul,” Liu Tsong replied as though it explained everything.

In some ways, it did. Once one neared immortality, the physical form became less important, reflecting instead the state of one’s soul, for immortal soul and mortal form joined together.

“Focus, Ah Ying,” Fa Yuan snapped. “Flighty as the wind indeed.” When she was sure she had his attention, she continued. “He’s trapped you. He has not designated any starting resources for your department. Anything that is required will originate from you.”

“Thus extracting the fullness of my riches,” Wu Ying said slowly. “To train them up fully, I’ll likely have to provide them documents, manuals, scrolls…” He frowned. “Though does not the library have some too?”

“Of course, but not Elder Li’s personal library or notes. Those that she let you copy, that she gifted to Cultivator Goh. She was canny and jealous of her knowledge.”

“I could do the same…” Wu Ying said. He knew—they knew—it was a lousy threat. Did the Sect Head see that well, to understand that having grown up in the farming village, where every hand was shared, he would not abandon his students to flounder? A small matter then, to take from his students once he trained them; if he did not offer the documents to the Sect beforehand. “Damn it.”

“Exactly. Some secrets, some resources you could hold back but…” Fa Yuan shrugged. “To train them properly, you will have to offer much.”

“Smart and manipulative,” Wu Ying said. “Well, it is what it is. I’ll just have to make sure to charge the Sect more to regain what I spend.”

Tou He snorted. “Your companion is a bad influence on you.”

Wu Ying could only grin in reply.

***

The final encounter of note came on the fourth day. Yin Xue found Wu Ying late in the evening, as the party finally wound down. He came bearing a small storage ring, one that was on the verge of breaking down, the spatial dao within fraying under the pressure of the greater Dao. Clad in an Elder’s robes, a glove hiding from sight his demonic arm. Within the ring, rather than cultivator riches, Wu Ying saw a trio of large boxes containing golden taels.

“Yin Xue. Thank you for the welcome gift,” Wu Ying said as he quickly transferred the boxes into his own storage ring. He then slipped the other ring into a pocket, brow slightly furrowed.

The gift was ambiguous in nature. Pitiful, in a way, for a cultivator to give to another, for mortal riches were of little import to most cultivators. Yet word had spread of the Sect Head’s requirements of Wu Ying. Already, cultivators in charge of the practical running of the Sect had spoken with him about his needs. From scheduling classrooms to the requirements of brush and paper and access to the library, demands were beginning to pile up.

Moreover, the cost of running a department was becoming apparent. Unknown to him till now was the simple requirement for Sect Heads to help subsidize their disciples and their growth within the Sect. While he had no students now, that would change all too soon, and the cost of their subsidized growth—from mundane matters like clothing to meals to the furniture in their rooms—was rather staggering.

A simple matter to trade in turn for contribution points, or in some cases, to pull from their lands outside the Sect. But Yin Xue well knew Wu Ying had no such resources or riches.

So.

A practical gift?

Or an insult?

Unclear as always. Much like his relationship with the nobleman.

“You are welcome.” Yin Xue’s gaze raked over Wu Ying’s form. There was something in the way that eye of his, the one loaned from a demon that glinted red and yellow that sent shivers down Wu Ying as it stared at him. “Still dark as a farmer and rude as a peasant. I saw your challenge.”

“And I, you. So, we’re doing this, are we?” Wu Ying said. He let his gaze cross over Yin Xue’s body, noting how the dark sect robes he wore were specifically tailored to him, such that they fit even better than the normal Elder robes. Minor embroidery work on the cuffs and the edges of the robes spoke of additional fund outlays. Most striking of all was the man’s left hand, for it was bulkier than his right and an unusual cherry red, with streaks of gold where veins would have been. “You’re looking redder. Your borrowed strength seems to be doing you well.”

“Borrowed…” Yin Xue hissed. “I lost my true arm to your antics…” He suddenly clutched at his limb, his face turning pale. He forced himself to straighten even as he hastily added, “Not that I’m not grateful for the strength it has granted me.”

“Yes, a new arm whose origins are unknown but for its name—Zhurong[4]’s Second Limb.” Wu Ying smiled slightly. “Not at all pretentious.”

“Did you think you were the only one who could come have fortuitous encounters? That the Heavens shined upon you and you alone?”

“No. But one does wonder if it was the Heavens or something darker that gave you that arm.”

Now Yin Xue looked truly affronted, stepping close to Wu Ying. “You insufferable farmer. You come back, strutting in like you are the son of the Emperor himself, expecting everyone to bow to you. Did you think perhaps that you should have bowed, sent some gifts ahead? Smoothed out your arrival beforehand?” He shook his head. “Did you think about the kind of position you put me in? To choose between a companion and my Master?”

Now Wu Ying was the one surprised. He had not even considered it, in truth. Yin Xue was not wrong—Guardian Pang was Yin Xue’s sponsor. He was the reason the nobleman was here. Of course Yin Xue would have to support him, even if he disagreed with the man.

Seeing the truth in Wu Ying’s eyes, Yin Xue rolled his eyes. “You idiot. I buried our enmity long ago… but if I have to choose, I know where my loyalties lie.”

The wind cultivator winced as the man turned and stalked away, leaving Wu Ying to watch his back be lost among the crowds. Leaving him to consider his actions and those he might have, accidentally, hurt. He had few enough friends in the Sect and putting them in difficult positions had not been his intention.

Perhaps amongst all his duties, he should look at setting such matters right. However he might do so.


Chapter 12

“Thank you for agreeing to meet me, Elder Ko. Your advice on these matters is something I value greatly.” Wu Ying punctuated his words with a low bow to the bearded Elder from his seat across him. The pair were in his newly appointed residence gathering hall, the Elder the first to officially be seen here.

It was strange to meet with the Elder and realize that for all his greater age, Elder Ko was not much more advanced in his Core layering than Wu Ying. Perhaps eight or so layers in, close to being sufficient to advance to the next level but not there. More interesting was the leakage in the Elder’s aura, as wisps of Core energy seeped out. It was something Wu Ying had missed in the past, but now, he could not help but wonder how he had done so.

“Your invitation was a pleasant surprise. Though I would have thought you’d seek to speak with Elder Shin. He controls the Core Disciple and Elder Library after all,” Elder Ko said.

Wu Ying refilled the cup of tea set before Elder Ko. Having spent the past bell speaking on lighter topics, the plates of snacks and pots of tea had been dutifully reduced. Once the Elder’s cup was filled, he proceeded to fill his own before placing the teapot aside.

“While Elder Shin might be the most appropriate individual, I know him not. And Elder Ko has always been more than fair with this one.” Wu Ying touched his chest, where a scar still lay on his body. “It was his guidance that saw me begin my path in truth, and I believe the Elder is most appropriate in aiding me in my next steps.”

“You’ve grown a silver tongue, boy,” Elder Ko said. “As distance tests a horse’s strength, time reveals a person’s character[5]. And yours has shown to be strong and upright.”

“Elder Ko flatters me.”

“Elder Ko tires of all this. Show me what you intended.”

Wu Ying stood and gestured for the man to follow him to another room. Passing into the library that he had set aside in his new residence, Wu Ying shivered a little as the formation probed his aura and pulled against it as he passed through. He noted Elder Ko grimace a little as well. But once he was through, the older man’s gaze landed upon the table and its contents.

“Are those…?”

“Documents from my travels. Closest to us are various manuals, skill techniques, and other works of that form I’ve acquired. Most are for Body Cleansers and Energy Storage cultivators, though a few suit Core Formation cultivators.” Wu Ying chose not to explain how he’d gotten those. “On the next table are works on Body Cultivation collected from the various kingdoms. The majority are low grade, with few offering the entire pathway and almost all ruinously expensive to progress, but they do include all the common elemental bodies.”

Elder Ko nodded as Wu Ying spoke, walking along the edges of the tables, his gaze darting from one displayed manuscript to another. Many of the books were of middling quality, the majority worn and stained from use, ripped and dog-eared or the scrolls bent. Yet while the cultivation works were numerous, they were dwarfed by the last section that the pair came to eventually, a display that took up three tables and even then, all piled high.

“An impressive collection,” Elder Ko said, then frowned as he neared them. He picked up three books, turning them over before raising an eyebrow. “Though adding copies of the same work does degrade the initial impression a little.”

“It’s important,” Wu Ying said. “Those are different editions of the Shennong Bencaojing[6] from different kingdoms of the seminal work. However, the illustrations and, in some cases, the plants included have been altered by the scribes. The copy you hold on to the bottom is the oldest version, and what I believe is the closest to the original work.”

“Ah… scholarly mistakes.”

“And corrections,” Wu Ying said. “I have my own version of the work itself, updated by my own hand. Not every scholar is an artist, not every work is properly copied. Even when wood blocks were used, if the initial carving or the printing was rushed—”

“You need not explain the problems of bibliographic incompetence to me.” Elder Ko held up a hand with an amused smile. “I was dealing with such matters long before you were born.”

“Of course. My apologies, Elder.”

“Now, I assume you showed this to me for my judgment of the works?”

“Yes. I need to know which should be donated—thus allowing the Sect to create multiple copies for my students in the future—and which I should keep for my personal library. And which, of course, would provide me contribution points.” Wu Ying gestured to the first piles. Those, he assumed, would mostly be donated to the Sect.

Contribution points, Wu Ying was fast learning, were a strange thing at the stage he was within. Contrary to his prior beliefs, Elders were not just paid for their presence in the Sect. Or perhaps, it was better to say that their existence was paid for by previous deeds. In the time taken for most cultivators to ascend, they gathered a significant number of contribution points. These points, while mostly spent in aiding a cultivator’s further progress, also helped the Sect itself, for the cost of the items each sect member purchased were significantly marked up.

In this way, most Elders created a backlog of points that supported their new needs. Furthermore, many had acquired a significant amount of mortal wealth through the years and thus further subsidized their households in this manner, purchasing luxury products to fill their residences. Since many Elders spent long weeks and months in closed door cultivation, the actual cost of upkeeping them was significantly reduced for a sect.

For those who were focused upon progressing themselves via their profession, the sale of the pills, the plays and paintings and soirees they might host all provided both prestige and additional resources for the Sect – tangible or intangible.

It was only anomalous individuals like Tou He and himself who strained the beneficial system that upheld the livelihood of the Elders. It was partly the reason why his friend had been sent south; his services considered payment to the Sect for the draw on their resources.

As for himself, Wu Ying had used little of the Sect resources—relatively speaking—and thus had no backlog of points to draw upon. Upkeep of his residence was expensive, but Yin Xue’s gift had been more than generous and took care of the mundane needs. Wu Ying also knew he could access additional funds if necessary via the trading and sale of the basic resources in his World Spirit Ring.

That meant he was still missing a significant number of contribution points and resources for the creation and upkeep of his new department. A shortfall that he would need to rectify.

Unloading all his excess notes, manuals, and techniques should begin to solve that problem. With the added benefit that he could then divest himself of the storage rings he had used to contain them.

“Quite the collection,” Elder Ko said, stroking his beard. “I can certainly aid in this matter, but I would request that I—the inner sect library—be offered first choice.”

“So long as it abides by the rules of the Sect related to the transmission of such knowledge,” Wu Ying said. “And, of course, so long as such acquisition is at an equivalent price.”

Elder Ko chuckled, casting a sideways glance at Wu Ying before he wandered back to the cultivation manuals. “We shall begin by processing the works we already have copies of. Those neither library will purchase, though a small number might be added to the outer sect library.”

Stopping at the table, the Elder rearranged the work to give himself a small space before he picked up manual after manual, scanning the front covers and the contents before placing them aside. He kept speaking as he did so.

“Most of what you will have acquired, I assume, comes from local merchants and smaller sects. Works they traded to a wandering cultivator for his aid, or provided for his perusal because it offered little to him.” Wu Ying inclined his head and the Elder continued. “Most such works would not even be added to our outer sect library. We have standards, as you know.”

That made Wu Ying grimace, but the Elder continued. “Also, the goal of our collection is not breadth but utility. There is no point in having eleven cultivation techniques that work with a fire elemental body when we get fewer than two dozen such Body Cleansing cultivators each intake. As you might recall, the majority of our library is focused on the unaspected.”

“The Yellow Emperor’s Cultivation Method,” Wu Ying chimed in.

He recalled that cultivation technique quite fondly. It was not the most appropriate cultivation technique for all. It was in fact generally only partly efficient for most cultivators. However, it had the advantage at the lower levels of being compatible with the majority of mortals, making it suitable for distribution to the greater populace.

With the wisdom of years and study, Wu Ying still marveled at the ability of the Yellow Emperor to divine a method that could be so widely used. In his travels, not once had Wu Ying encountered an individual crippled from the use of the cultivation technique—at least, so long as they had not practiced it improperly. A true marvel when other cultivation techniques could impair or setback individuals on the regular.

“Exactly. So much of these works are useless. While we keep a small number of other cultivation manuals, especially in esoteric elements.” Elder Ko hefted one and waved it before Wu Ying. A glance at the name had Wu Ying smiling a little, especially when Elder Ko placed the manual in the small pile that he had formed for purchasing. In contrast to the much larger pile he had discarded. Then again, Wu Ying had to admit, the Sea Turtle’s Wisdom was a strange cultivation manual, being specifically created for those with an elemental attunement to salt water. “The majority just aren’t of use to us.”

“But aren’t differing cultivation methods generally better suited for different individuals?” Wu Ying said curiously.

“Oh yes, of course. But the actual difference is often marginal.” Elder Ko shrugged. “A meridian or two difference in cleansing potential in most cases. The hard-working, the talented, or the stubborn will find a way through, even with the least efficient method.” The old man paused. “Also, the fated and fortunate, of course.”

“A single meridian difference could mean the difference between the inner sect and outer for some.”

“Oh, certainly. But I care for the Sect, not the individual,” Elder Ko replied. “My concern must be for what is best for the Sect as a whole.” He chuckled, fanning the three wood cultivation manuals Wu Ying had acquired.

Wu Ying read their names on reflex. The Binding Poplar. Thirteen Flowering Bush. Silver-Thorned Lotuses.

“Take these three. At a glance, would you know the difference between each?” Not even waiting for Wu Ying to answer, Elder Ko continued. “The first pulls chi through the second meridian and the lung point. The third uses the same meridian, but demands you concentrate it at the sixth heart point. And as for the second, well, that one is even stranger and requires you to open the sixth meridian to begin.” He pulled the first and third manuals and tossed them into the discard pile while adding the second to the purchase one. “If you were a student tasked with buying a new cultivation manual and had all three to choose from, how would you do so?”

“I do not know, Elder. It is not an area of study of mine,” Wu Ying replied.

“Exactly! You know enough not to make any random suggestions, even if I would think that you are actually more likely to provide a correct answer compared to many of the librarians that work for me,” Elder Ko said. “The fewer manuals we have, the safer they are for the majority, the higher chance that more of our sect members will survive and progress.”

Wu Ying paled a little as the Elder moved on, turning to the cultivation techniques. Wu Ying had never considered the management of the Sect and the needs of the organization as a whole. He had collected many of these documents out of idle curiosity and desire to expand his own knowledge base—along with a mild hope that it could be sold on in the future—but had never considered the restrictions the Sect itself faced.

He was surprised to find that Elder Ko was half-done with the pile of cultivation techniques. Even more surprising, nearly two-thirds were piled high near the purchase pile of cultivation manuals.

“Elder?”

“Oh, cultivation techniques are entirely different. Those, the more we have, the better,” Elder Ko said, grinning. “You would not believe the fools who purchase these in quantities. Nobles, martial cultivators, scholars. Most cultivators have a period where they study multiple techniques, never perfecting a single one, before they calm down and learn what you have.”

“I have?”

“Of course. It is better to study a single good technique or series of techniques and make them yours, creating a technique of your own from the mixture of your dao, cultivation techniques, and element.” Elder Ko smiled a little. “Your cyclone was rather impressive. Now, a document about that…”

“It’s from my own sword technique, the Wandering Dragon,” Wu Ying offered. “The third form, the Dragon Turns.”

“Well, a work like that, we would likely restrict to the Core members,” Elder Ko said, stroking his beard as he turned to Wu Ying. “Of course, revealing the details of one’s techniques… especially when it is linked so closely to both a Body Cultivation technique and a rare element, well…”

“I have no intention of providing the Sect my technique. Or my family’s sword form,” Wu Ying said firmly.

“Of course, of course. A man must ask.”

Returning to the documents, Elder Ko continued sorting the documents, leaving Wu Ying to trail along. The conversation turned to specific documents as Elder Ko finished up on the techniques, leaving three piles. The first were the discards, the second the ones he would purchase, and a third he laid out for works that were likely to be purchased but restricted to the Core disciples. That third pile consisted of three works, two technique manuals, and a scroll, focused on dual cultivation.

“Now, this is an extensive series of works on Body Cultivation,” Elder Ko said as he browsed through the group. He was not sorting them much, instead picking up works and reading through the first few pages before placing them aside. “Quite extensive. The problem is, the Sect does not generally encourage Body Cultivation. I’m sure you understand why.”

“Body Cultivators require a greater degree of resources than soul cultivators and on a more regular basis,” Wu Ying intoned. “I know.”

“There are, of course, some basic body cleansing techniques that we all use. I see that some of these could provide such starts. However…” Elder Ko finished browsing his latest manual and stepped back, frowning. “I will speak with the Sect Head and Librarian Shin. We must decide on this matter before we can process these works.”

“Of course.” Wu Ying did his best to keep his disappointment from his voice. He’d expected some of the Body Cultivation manuals to be rejected. Even a significant portion perhaps. But all of them? That was a blow he had not expected.

“Now, let us turn to the meat of the matter.” Eyes twinkling, Elder Ko spun around and strode over to the gathering manuals. “Or the plant, if you will.” Then, loudly smacking his lips, he continued. “I dare say this will be quite thirsty and hungry work, do you not think so?”

Wu Ying shook his head at the man’s shameless request, but he raised his hand, waving the servants over. They returned with cups of tea and additional plates of treats as the pair settled in to go through Wu Ying’s even more extensive horticultural library.


Chapter 13

“Elder Kim.” Wu Ying bowed, glancing around the man’s residence. He took his time, curiosity driving him to review it in detail. It had changed a lot since Elder Li’s death. Unlike the former Gathering Elder’s predilections to bring her work home, cluttering the residence with pots and plots of spirit herbs, Elder Kim had a more organized living space. It was still filled with greenery, but his were decorative to help complement the simple but tasteful furnishings.

“Do you like what I have done with the place?” Elder Kim said, hands opening slightly. “I understand you were one of Elder Li’s personal students.”

“Only Senior Goh,” Wu Ying corrected. “Though she did teach me much, I was never officially a direct disciple.”

“Of course, of course. My apologies,” Elder Kim said. “I can show you around, if you wish?”

Wu Ying shook his head, turning his full attention to the Elder. “I would not want to inconvenience you. It is enough to know that the residence and the Gatherers are in good hands.”

“No inconvenience at all. I think it would benefit our further discussions if we at least saw the grounds,” Elder Kim said, gesturing for Wu Ying to follow him as he walked past the initial entrance room, past the greeting room, and toward the back of the house.

The wind cultivator inclined his head and followed, curious to see what his winds could not tell him. Even though his spiritual sense was extended, it was only vaguely overlaid around him. A more careful sweep and observation would have been considered rude, especially in the Sect where so many Elders lived. Privacy amongst so many powerful entities was a matter of negotiated courtesy after all.

The grounds that Elder Kim showcased to Wu Ying were both achingly familiar and subtly different. It took the wind cultivator a few moments to understand why, as his gaze danced across over the view.

The general shape and form of the grounds had not changed. The fields were in the same place, the long rows of plants and the hedges of carefully manicured spiritual herbs that broke up different fields entirely familiar. The large greenhouse to the left of the house as he exited, made up of shored earth on one side and clear glass the other—facing south to ensure it got the maximum amount of light at all times—was the same as well. Wu Ying knew that behind the greenhouse, out of sight, were the holes built into the earthen embankment that allowed the cultivators to burn wood and excess dried dung to heat the greenhouse during the winter months.

On top of that, the groves of precious peaches and plums could be seen dotting the mountainside. If anything, Wu Ying sensed that the trees had crept upward, taking over from the wild foliage that had been there originally. It would take many years before the fruit trees would offer significant harvests, but like the very same saplings scattered throughout the Sect, such actions were to benefit generations to come.

Even so, the increased density of such plants was a small thing. And while he noted the placement of various statues, shrubbery, and other masonry to alter the flow of environmental chi to suit the current climate and season, that was normal as well. Even if he might not have experienced those exact configurations, he could sense Senior Goh’s hand in this.

No. It was the mixture of plants in this backyard, these specialized gardens, and the individual cultivators who traversed the grounds that were different.

“You’ve changed what you’re growing,” Wu Ying said. “Those are… Chinese snake gourds[7], are they not, in the leftmost fields? And those are chuan xiong aren’t they, over there. I also see fuzi and mu xiang hua[8]. Are you making liniment for swelling?”

“Among other things,” Elder Kim said. “There’s been an upswing in demand, due to inflammation from the latest infection.”

“Why grow it here though?” Wu Ying said, puzzled. “Would not the lower fields be better?”

“Ah. You didn’t notice the formation changes,” Elder Kim said. There was a sense of self-satisfaction in his voice, as though he was happy to have found a flaw in Wu Ying’s education and skills. “Your… Senior… and I have emplaced numerous, subtle, formations to speed growth in these fields. It requires a degree of environmental chi that can only be supported here or higher, thus making this the most appropriate place.”

“Oh,” Wu Ying said. “But still, these are powerful herbs.”

“And the recent sickness affects even cultivators.”

“Really?” Wu Ying said, surprised. It was rare that diseases affected them, their greater stores of chi and overall healthiness shielding cultivators from such indignities. “These fields are necessary then, to protect the Sect.”

“As well as earn contribution points and resources,” Elder Kim said with an avaricious smile. “Many other sects lack the ability to produce herbs in such large numbers.”

“But what of the plants that were here before?” Wu Ying said. “Many of them were planted here because of their need for a chi rich environment. Never mind the ongoing demand within the Sect, especially among the Elders.”

He might not have been tasked to take over the space like Senior Goh, but Wu Ying had worked the fields long enough to know that their very presence had been necessary for the smooth development of the Sect and the apothecarists.

Again, that self-satisfied smile. Elder Kim raised his hand, showcasing a storage ring. The jade ring was engraved all along the body, the visages of dragons, phoenixes, and elephants within. More than its costly presence though was the flow of chi coming from it and the presence of a familiar—if slightly different—dao.

“Ah…” Wu Ying exhaled as realization struck. “You have a World Spirit Ring.”

“Yes. Much like yourself,” Elder Kim said. Wu Ying froze in surprise, making the Elder’s smile grow wider. “Oh, yes. Cultivator Goh told me about it. Not that it’s that much of a secret, at least for those who know how to listen to stories.”

Wu Ying laughed a little awkwardly. “I guess you are right. The amount of herbs I carry and their freshness is hard to explain otherwise.” He paused just long enough to carefully put together the next words. “Everything that Elder Li built, it’s now in your ring?”

“Mostly. Some was not worth keeping—whether because I had better quality items or because I have a similar herb to substitute.”

“And the rest?”

“Moved to other locations.”

“Of course.” Wu Ying gestured for Elder Kim to precede him. “I’d be curious to hear your reasoning about some of the other changes you’ve made, if you wish.” Then, as his eyes darted to the various cultivators working the fields—fewer than before, he noted, which was surprising considering what Tou He had mentioned about the increase in interest—added, “And meet any candidates you think might be worthwhile for me to speak with.”

“Of course, of course.” Elder Kim smiled, though this smile failed to reach his eyes.

Trailing behind the man, half-listening to his words, Wu Ying sent a flicker of intent at the winds that swirled around him. They gusted away, plucking at robes as they went to carry his intentions into the surroundings and return with the news he requested.

***

“You finally found time to visit your old Senior, did you?” Goh Ru Ping said later that day, gloved hands on his hips as the sun set that fall day. Most of the other cultivators had left already, but Ru Ping was still in the lower fields, where the majority of the Gatherers had been confined to. “Oh, my apologies, Elder. I should be more careful about how I speak.”

There was no hiding the bitterness in Ru Ping’s voice. Wu Ying found it rather surprising, considering how the man had generally been quite jovial. Certainly so when he realized that Wu Ying and he had been on entirely different paths as Gatherers in the past.

“My apologies, Senior,” Wu Ying said, bowing a little. Not too far, because he was in a higher position than Ru Ping.

Hierarchies and formalities and the respect due to one another had altered, especially with their changed standings. For all the time he had been away, Ru Ping was still only an Energy Storage cultivator, stuck at the peak and yet to step into the next realm. And yet, the man had been his Senior before, no matter how high Wu Ying had climbed.

Such things mattered. Or they should, at least.

You did not abandon friends just because you had a better harvest one year. Even when Ah Tsien had injured himself while caring for the village oxen, Wu Ying’s parents had made him bring the man bowls of gruel through the winter. Charity and respect and compassion were not things to be rationed just because one had been fortunate. If anything, Wu Ying knew, his parents would have said the opposite.

The more you had, the more you could give.

“Don’t call me that. You’re no junior of mine anymore.” Then seeing the flash of hurt on Wu Ying’s face, Ru Ping waved. “No, no. You’re an Elder now. Master Li would have been glad that at least one of us managed it.”

“Why…” Wu Ying clamped his mouth shut, choosing not to ask.

But it was enough for Ru Ping, who laughed bitterly. “I tried. A few years after you left, I managed to achieve peak Energy Storage. I thought I was ready. I thought I could do it, and hearing that you had…” He shook his head. “I journeyed to the top of Heaven Ascension Peak” —the cultivator nodded toward a distant peak in the same mountain range, one that stood even higher—though much more steeply—than their own—“and faced my first—my last—Heavenly tribulation.”

There was no need to ask what the results were. But Ru Ping was not done, peeling off the gloves to showcase the lightning scars that traced their way down his hands.

“I should be grateful at least that it left my handsome face alone. But the core I began to form, it cracked under the force of the tribulation. I’m a broken cultivator.” Ru Ping rubbed his cheeks, a sardonic smile tugging up one side of his neatly trimmed beard upward. “Physician Gu says that if I work hard, I may remove the shards of the core from my dantian in a decade or two and try again.”

Wu Ying could hear the unspoken corollary to that. He saw in Ru Ping’s eyes that he had little hope of that happening. Not even that far hidden, he could see the fear in the man’s eyes, for the pain of failure, the shame of it had been burnt deep within his psyche.

Few cultivators managed to ascend after such a blow. Certainty in one’s path was requisite for immortality, and even the smallest doubt could leave a chink for the heavens to exploit.

“My condolences on the failure. And I’m certain you will do better in the future,” Wu Ying said. It was the only polite thing to say, no matter his doubts.

“Yes, yes. But you didn’t come here to talk to me about my failure, no?” Ru Ping said. “Here to see the fields and the changes the Elder has made?”

This time, his voice was flat. No judgment, no inflection. It was the lack of emotion in his voice that gave away Ru Ping’s feelings about the changes, even if he dared not directly object to his superior’s actions.

“That, for sure,” Wu Ying said. “Much has changed, and while my new position and those I must train will differ greatly, it is from the foundation that you and Elder Kim built that I must select my new students.”

“Hah. Yes. There’re quite a few wide-eyed fools who wish to follow your path,” Ru Ping said over his shoulder as he walked down the fields on the upraised borders to guide Wu Ying about. “Though you should have come earlier to meet them, if you had wished to see the fools.”

“Later. There’s time enough for that later,” Wu Ying said. “Visiting with you and seeing these fields are enough.”

He didn’t tell Ru Ping that he had gained quite an understanding anyway, of both fields and Gatherers, from the wind as it gusted down the hill. All through the day as he spoke with Elder Kim, the wind had returned, bringing with it details of the Gatherers below, details that Elder Kim had avoided.

Like the fact that Elder Kim only allowed a small number of Gatherers to work with him directly. That such selection was based upon gifts and funds offered to him rather than talent. How those seeking to become Wandering Gatherers were sent out into the nearby woods with minimal instruction and even less guidance. And how Ru Ping himself had taken up the unspoken burden of training the remainder.

“Well, I’ve got quite a lot of work to do. Would the Elder care to offer a hand while I show him around? He’d learn a lot more that way,” Ru Ping said teasingly. “I also have some robes the Elder may change into, if he does not wish to dirty his new clothing.”

Wu Ying looked down at his robes, the black silk edged with green, that had arrived a few days ago and chuckled. “Oh, this Elder actually made sure to have enchantments to remove dirt embedded in his robes.” He grinned. “After all, getting his hands dirty is how this Elder makes his taels.”

“Good, good.”

Cheered a little, Ru Ping regaled Wu Ying about the changes in the fields and the spirit herbs they grew. Some things, like the numerous fields filled with spirit grass, had not changed. Those were a necessity for any sect with a strong apothecarist guide, but other fields were now filled with different herbs. It was these changes Ru Ping spoke of at length, that and of cultivators they both knew.

The litany of changes was vast. The cultivators who had given up cultivation, who had chosen to stop their journeys or left the Sect to marry other noblemen and noblewomen to strengthen the kingdom, who took to teaching, or who’d been stymied was constant.

So many in over a dozen years who had never progressed. Some, having elected to leave in search of their fortune and a fortuitous encounter and never having returned. And through it all, the litany of excuses, broken hearts, and shattered dreams.


Chapter 14

“Guardian Lu,” Wu Ying greeted the older man as he stepped into the other’s residence. A paltry and mean home, located at the edge of the Elders’ residences and nothing at all like what Wu Ying expected. It was barely larger than a single room, not even space for a kitchen, and it was packed to the brim with familiar, tightly wrapped packages.

“Elder Lu,” the man corrected, long and familiar pipe held casually in one hand. He was leaning against the sole table, one of the packages unwrapped and the smell of tobacco escaping into the air with each breath. “I no longer hold the title of Guardian anymore.”

Wu Ying inclined his head in acknowledgement, though he did not correct his mistake. Instead, he extracted the packages from his ring and offered them to the older man. “A small token of my appreciation.”

“Another one?” Elder Lu said, taking them with both hands, pipe stuck in his mouth now. He inspected the packages and lifted them to his nose, breathing deep to catch a hint of their well-wrapped contents. “The tobacco you have sent over the years has been more than enough for the few words of advice I’ve ever offered you.”

“It is not the quantity of words but the quality and timing of what was offered,” Wu Ying said. “In the right place, at the right time, the wisdom you’ve imparted has changed my thoughts. I cannot but believe that it is the same for others.”

The older man grunted, taking the pipe out of his mouth. “Not everyone stops to speak with the old man at the gate. Or listens when he speaks.”

“Then more fool them.”

“Sit, sit. We should have tea.” His eyes narrowed as he waved at his pipe. “Do you partake?” Wu Ying shook his head, and the man chuckled. “I expected as much from the variety that you sent.”

“Senior?” Wu Ying said slowly. “Were the packages wrong?”

Elder Lu waved dismissively at the concern shown. “There was nothing wrong with your choices. The merchants who sold it to you chose well. Good quality leaf, but quite the variety.” He paused, then added, “Much like tea leaves, tobacco comes in a wide variety of blends, densities, and ages. For a connoisseur, the difference is marked.”

“Ah.”

“You have never been one, have you?” Elder Lu said, eyeing Wu Ying carefully. While Wu Ying liked swords, collecting them was to aid his own understanding of the dao of the sword. It was not an act for the sake of beauty itself. A difference, he assumed the older man spoke of. “Now that you’re back, you might want to cultivate some taste. Wine, tea, smoke, paintings, even dance…” He shrugged. “The choice is yours, but in delving into the degrees of separation between the smallest of things, one can find enlightenment in the greater Dao.”

“Oh?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

Rather than answer directly, the older man stood and made his way to the simple charcoal stove set just outside his tiny residence, which kept a metal kettle heated. As the older man fussed over the kettle, a teapot and a pair of battered teacups floated from the interior of the building, held aloft by chi tendrils, to where Elder Lu waited.

After tossing out the old tea in the teapot, the man washed it down with hot water, careless of the boiling water spilling onto his skin and dripping off his hands. Within moments, Elder Lu had a new packet of tea settled in the pot and steeping, while he cleaned the teacups with a silk handkerchief that he tossed aside in a pile. A pile, Wu Ying noted, that had not been dealt with for ages.

None of this—the residence, the man’s actions, the lack of attendants—made sense to Wu Ying. He had heard the former Guardian had fallen out of favor, but this was a degree of neglect that shamed him and the Sect.

“It’s fine. It’s what I asked for,” Elder Lu said, answering the unasked question as he sat down on a low stool outside. He waved Wu Ying over, and rather than insult the man, the wind cultivator took the opposite seat beside the charcoal brazier as well. “There’s no point in wasting resources on a dying old man.”

“Dying?” Wu Ying said, startled.

Elder Lu had been injured during the attack, but he had recovered—hadn’t he? Wu Ying had never checked, of course, because it was not his place to question the other man. After all, Elder Lu had seemed well enough when Wu Ying had left the Sect so many years ago.

“The attack and my injuries aggravated an old condition.”

Wu Ying’s eyes darted over the man, taking in the yellow skin, the liver spots, the slightly rheumy eyes. He was not a physician, but even he could draw conclusions. “Failing kidneys?”

“No, no. An even more fatal one.”

“What?”

“Old age.” Cackling at the look on Wu Ying’s face, the old man drew on his pipe. After a moment, he exhaled, then coughed and hacked, spitting aside a glob of yellow phlegm.

“Is that why you were relieved of your position?” Wu Ying asked bluntly, annoyed at the man’s joke.

“Mmm, is that how a junior should speak to an honored senior?” Elder Lu said sternly, though Wu Ying caught the glimmer of amusement in the man’s eyes.

Wu Ying was technically of higher status now, as the Head of a department. Even without it, they were both of the same rank. But Elder Lu was still his senior. A degree of respect and decorum was still expected of Wu Ying. At the same time, this degree of informality and teasing was something the other had never shown before, causing Wu Ying to dare to push further.

“Perhaps the Senior has forgotten that this Junior has surpassed him in honor in the Sect,” Wu Ying said.

Like a passing cloud, the amusement disappeared and the stern, if kind, Guardian returned. “Those who ascend quickly are liable to find that the journey back down is just as swift. Many within the Sect would look at such an ascent as excuse enough to aid your fall.”

Wu Ying nodded, understanding that the man was not wrong. Frustrating, but not wrong.

Turning away, Elder Lu picked up the steeped tea and poured two cups, handing Wu Ying one. The other man took the tea quietly and sipped on it politely, unfortunately failing to hide his grimace at the bitterness of the brew.

“It is hard to taste the more delicate presentations,” Elder Lu said before downing his cup in one single motion before pouring himself more. He waved his pipe at Wu Ying, answer to why as he continued. “As one delves deeper into any single area of life, indulging in the finer and myriad aspects of these arts, there are consequences of course.”

“Consequences?”

“When you first came, you wore peasant clothing made of hemp and wool. Now you dress in fine silk reinforced with enchantments to keep it clean and to remove smells. When you first came, you wore a simple mortal jian and now carry a storied blade. Tell me, why have you abandoned the simpler life?”

“I—” Wu Ying cut off his reflexive objections. He touched the jian by his side, considering the weapon, the clothing he wore. Had he grown weaker, indulgent by allowing himself to enjoy the finer aspects of life? He had the Heart of the Sword. Most weapons were the same to him in that sense, for he could sharpen them with but a flexing of his dao.

Not, of course, Ren, but the weapon by his side was an exception.

“They provide benefits. They simplify life. I have to wash these less, go shopping less for clothing. Ren can cut better than any similar blade.” Wu Ying tilted his head toward the tea. “Even this tea, I would have drunk it before and been thankful for the warmth and never minded the bitterness.” He chuckled. “Though even before meeting Tou He, I might have considered this poor quality, even for a farmer.”

“It is,” Elder Lu said with a smile. “But it brings back fond memories. It is the only tea we could afford in the slums.”

“Slums?”

“Oh yes. Not all who climb high come from the noble families, after all.” Elder smiled at Wu Ying, who shared the smile with the realization that the pair had more in common than he had ever known.

“So you simplify your life because you wish to still be able to appreciate the meanest of things?” the wind cultivator asked as he stared at the teacup.

“I have my indulgence.” A pipe, now out, was waved. “The rest… well, I see no point in it. I have—had—my duty and that was varied and exciting enough for me.”

“Sitting by the entrance, watching others come and go every day, was exciting?”

“Yes. I enjoyed my position and the duties. I found those I wished to protect and that was enough for me, to see others grow or fall, to ensure that the institution that changed so many stood.” Elder Lu touched his chest, grimacing. “When the dark sect attacked and I was not able to stop them, I failed. That was when I realized I had lingered too long. Indulged too much.”

“In guarding the Sect?”

“In enjoying the process of guarding, of watching the comings and goings and changes of those I watched over, without progressing further. If I’d had a choice, I might have stayed in that role to the end.”

“Then it was forced on you, your relinquishment of the role.”

“Old age comes for us all. Even cultivators,” Elder Lu said. “The cycle of birth and rebirth can only be extended by cultivation; it cannot be stopped. To ascend fully, one must face the challenge of the heavens.”

Watching Elder Lu’s countenance, the ruminative look on his face, Wu Ying found himself a little at a loss. The man’s dao, his loyalty to the Sect was entirely different from Wu Ying’s elemental journey. Yet there was a lesson here in the way Elder Lu had lost his way, in overindulging his own way. Becoming so focused on a single time, place, event that he had given up on ascending.

Too easy to stop and take too long in resting.

Progress always or else one might never complete the journey.

“What do you intend to do now?” Wu Ying said, gaze flicking to the simple brazier, the pipe. Elder Lu’s talk of simplicity, of finding the complexity in the base pleasures and removing the rest of his indulgences. It was the talk of a man who had given up.

“Finish what I started so long ago.” Elder Lu tilted his head upward, toward the sky and the heavens.

“At your age?” Wu Ying said, knowing the risks.

For a man on his last legs, attempting to ascend was almost certainly fatal. Then again, Elder Lu was dying. He probably had a few more years, a decade if he chose to retreat and focus solely on his cultivation. No more.

After such a long life, a decade must feel like a blink of time. No more than a month perhaps to Wu Ying. Over and done with before you could properly consider it.

“Will you be there?” Elder Lu said instead.

“Me?” Wu Ying echoed, surprised. “Of course, Senior. I would be honored, but…”

“Do I not have others?” The old man shook his head. “A few. Old friends, but not many. The problem with growing old is that all your friends are old too or have passed on.” Now, he stared at Wu Ying consideringly. “Perhaps you might grasp something if you watch my ascension. And…”

“And?”

“If I fail, perhaps you might learn something there too.”

Wu Ying felt his breath hitch. The hand holding the teacup trembled, but eventually he nodded. If that was all he could do, then it was all he could do. The ascension was not something that could be interfered with, not by a simple mortal.

“Now, enough talk about such grim matters,” Elder Lu said, reaching into his robe and pulling out a packet of tobacco. He tapped out the pipe, stuffed new tobacco within, and lit it with a flicker of chi. “Tell me about your journey and what you learned.”

***

“Do not get involved,” Fa Yuan warned Wu Ying later that night when he made his way over. He would have come for dinner, but she’d had a dinner date and had only received his request to visit with her late at night. If not for the fact that they were seated in the open, well in sight of both servants and guards, and were martial brother and sister, the entire visit might have been considered scandalous.

Not that Wu Ying cared much for those concerns, but he understood that it might cause problems for Fa Yuan. Also, perhaps, a little with Yang Mu. Strange, to consider how such things might look and the conversations that might result, no matter how much Yang Mu might trust him.

“That residence, the lack of care…” Wu Ying shook his head. “He was a good Guardian. To be discarded and shown so little respect—”

“It was by his request,” Fa Yuan said gently.

“When your parents get old and tell you not to help them lift the rice bags or leave them to do the butchering, you ignore them,” he said firmly. “Sometimes, you have to do what is necessary, not what they wish.”

“And if this was a matter of stubbornness and hurt pride, we might ignore his protestations. But it is a matter of dao paths.”

“So he says.”

“So we all say.” She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing. “Unless you’ve grown so wise that you can chart another’s dao. Have you?”

“No,” he said reluctantly.

“Exactly.” The pair fell into an uncomfortable silence before she added softly, “None of us who are still his allies like it. Many of us suspect that he is using his solace, his miserly living as punishment for himself. But that…” She grimaced. “That could be the correct path for him too. A Guardian who fails his duty should be punished, some might say, before they are allowed to retake their position.”

A flicker of wind, the smell of crisp morning air coming from the mountain, a pressure on his skin told Wu Ying that this “some” included the heavens above too.

“It’s not fair.”

“What under the heavens ever is?” Fa Yuan replied. “Look at your own situation. The trials, the choices offered to you.” She cocked her head. “Your injuries.”

He had no reply. Many could say that what had happened to Wu Ying was not fair, but no one had promised him that the journey to immortality would be. Just that the goal itself might be worth it if he reached it.

One day.

“Then what are we to do about him?”

“Nothing. We can but witness his choices and honor them.” She offered him a small, sad smile. “Sometimes, the hardest thing to do is nothing.”


Chapter 15

No Hall of Assignments for Wu Ying. In another time, he would have gone to the Hall to speak with the administrators to acquire a room. There were always a few set aside for cultivators to make use of, for study sessions with others, for research, even for quiet cultivation. In all such cases, the cost was a matter of the transfer of contribution points.

Wu Ying wished that was the case now. It would have simplified matters if he just had to acquire a certain number of points by running up and down the mountain, finishing assignments. No such luck, of course. Then again, he was not asking for a simple room, in a simple hall.

“Elder Han” —Wu Ying leaned forward over the dining table they shared, his gaze intense—“are you telling me there is no space at all for my classes?”

“None that has not been already assigned.” Han Yi Jun waved, delicate fingers drifting to indicate the surroundings. “There are only so many places for use. And assignments are done during the winter months, in anticipation of the next year. Of course, in most cases, the assignments are a matter of routine.”

“Routine,” Wu Ying said flatly.

“Yes. It’s not as though moving the apothecarists, the blacksmiths, or even your Gatherers is a simple thing.” She picked up her cup of tea and sipped it now that it had cooled.

Between them was a small smattering of snacks: baked desserts with red bean stuffings, fluffy white buns that were to be dipped in sweetened soya milk, dried sunflower seeds. Not a full breakfast, even though it might have been appropriate considering the hour.

Then again, this was not a social call. Coming to her residence—located on the approximate same level as his, though just a little lower—had been a necessity. That she had chosen this early hour was no great burden for Wu Ying, used as he was to waking at the crack of dawn.

The lack of breakfast might be an insult or not. It was something Yang Mu or his martial sister might have a better read of.

“We could,” she added, almost as though it was an afterthought, “assign some space within the current fields assigned to the Gatherers. Down in the main inner sect complex, of course.”

Wu Ying shook his head immediately. Even he could see the kind of trap that lay in that helpful offer. “That is a kind offer, but I would want to speak with Elder Kim before we took such a step.” He smiled tightly. “In any case, I am looking for something new and different.”

“Yes. Of course. A large building—”

“Not that large. Enough to host a dozen or so, with a few meeting rooms,” Wu Ying corrected.

She continued, ignoring his words. “Located in a chi- and dao-rich environment with untamed wilderness close by. Enough space for the preparation of fields with a ready source of water” —that part made her smile—“which is, on this mountain, a minor matter.”

“Yes. Formations and the like can be added later,” Wu Ying said. “But those are the essentials.”

“Essentials.” She tittered, covering her lips. “If you wanted but a building, I have many in the outer sect that meet your needs. Some even have land for your fields. But you want a place with significant chi concentration and untouched dao, one with untamed wilderness…” She placed down the cup and leaned forward, something gleaming in her eyes. “Tell me, Cultivator Long, is it true that the winds speak to you?”

Nonplussed by the change of topic, Wu Ying nodded.

“Then ask them to tell you how much land on this peak suits your request for ‘untouched’ wilderness?” Sarcasm in her voice now. She did not lean back, instead fixing her gaze on him. He could feel the pinpricks of focus, of spiritual aura pushing against the edges of his own as she focused on him.

“If the Elder wishes…” Wu Ying raised a hand, calling the wind to him.

A couple of windows banged open through the house, the winds slipping through the cracks and openings to brush his hand. He flexed his will, sending his desire to them. Showy. Entirely unnecessary. He did it so that she had something to see, to hide his full abilities. From the small smile on her lips, he wondered if she knew.

It mattered not.

Lowering his hand, he picked up a flaky pastry, bit into it, and chewed. An arched eyebrow met his lazy motion, but he took his time chewing and swallowing before answering. “The wind will return when it does. It is, after all, the wind. Unless we want to wake everyone else, it will require some time.”

Yi Jun laughed, head turning to the side where a window had flipped open and torn itself apart as the wind had first arrived. “No, we wouldn’t want to bother the others, now would we?”

“In the meantime, surely the Elder has a map of the surroundings? Perhaps if we peruse it, we might find something appropriate?” Wu Ying said.

“I told you, there’s nothing to be found,” she replied.

“Of course, of course. Not in these levels, or even the inner sect,” he replied, waving the pastry as he did so. A flake broke off, fluttering to the floor only for a stray gust of wind to catch it and place it back on the plate. “Not with my requirements. But if I saw the map, perhaps I might find compromises that the Elder might not have thought of. Or spark some changes in my own needs.”

“Such information is not normally offered. Security concerns, you understand.”

“Ah, but as the Elder surely knows, I will grasp much of that soon enough…” Wu Ying said, offering her a half-smile. “The wind gets everywhere, you know.”

“Still, I’d be remiss if I displayed such a map to all who asked. And it’s such an inconvenience too, for the map is quite large.”

Wu Ying leaned forward, a hand passing over the table between them. In its place was a wooden box that did little to hide the presence of the powerful spirit herb within. Condensation gathered around the box almost immediately, as the pervasive chill of the plant within interacted with the humid atmosphere. Yi Jun’s eyes widened a fraction before she managed to control her visual surprise. Even so, Wu Ying noted how her aura probed the box to confirm her initial impression.

“A small token of gratitude for your aid in this matter. This Freshwater Sea Fan has grown for nearly a century or so. It’s—obviously—only a living branch of it, but contains the greater portion of the energy within the fan. Planted in a freshwater pond, it will enhance the water chi within the pond itself or, appropriately utilized, can strengthen an alchemical pill for those with the water element.”

“Only if an individual has the appropriate recipe,” Yi Jun said. “You wouldn’t happen to have such an alchemical pill recipe suitable for a Core Formation cultivator, would you?”

“I might. I might even be convinced to trade it,” Wu Ying said.

“Mmm… well, let us take a look then, shall we?” Yi Jun stood smoothly, leading him through her residence and across two security formations in quick order.

The room that they entered was empty of furnishings or even a second level. It had been necessary to remove the second floor to contain the single item that dominated the space.

“A scale replica of the Sect?” Wu Ying said.

He looked at Yi Jun, who nodded, and gently, Wu Ying took to the air to inspect the wood-and-papier-mâché mountain. He noted how each section of the mountain was made up of wooden blocks which were further modified by papier-mâché landscapes to suit the reality outside more exactly. Additional matchstick-formed buildings, carved in exacting detail, and tiny replica, moss-covered trees shrouded the entire mountain, creating an eerily exact replica. The only thing missing, Wu Ying realized, was the rushing water of the mountain itself. Instead, cotton buds dipped in light blue and greens and painted white showcased the frothing water that ran down streams and fell off the numerous waterfalls of their home.

“It is beautiful,” he found himself saying, even as he drifted higher.

To his surprise, the peak portions of the mountain were difficult to discern. Though he gained a rough impression of the peak itself and buildings, each time he peered at it, he felt his gaze sliding away, his attention drifting aside. It was so subtly done that he only noticed it because he had been attempting to view the peak.

“It’s a privacy formation,” Yi Jun confirmed as she saw him peering above. “There are some secrets even Elders are not privy to.”

“Of course,” Wu Ying said, hiding his disappointment. He stopped attempting to pierce the formation, knowing it would be rude to do so now, and drifted downward to the inner sect portion of the mountain.

Now that he was seeing the entire thing in scale portion, he realized how much space the outer sect and inner sect actually took. The first half of the mountain itself lay unused, filled with forests and vistas and carefully crafted formations to pull energy upward. Only after the first half of the mountain had passed did the Sect proper appear, including the infamous paifang.

After that, the outer sect sprawled all along the circumference of the mountain for nearly a full third of the remaining space. With the wider base and a flat plains portion of the mountain, the outer sect took up nearly two-thirds of the space allowed. The inner sect followed soon after, taking up part of the flat tabletop portion that had been sheared off the side of the mountain before it rose again to the Elders’ residences and the Core Formation cultivators’ residences.

“Even though I knew it all, the wind speaks so differently from such a perspective as this,” Wu Ying admitted. It was so much easier to see here and now. He could have flown into the sky to get a similar view, but then it would have been hard to see the detail he was offered now.

“And you see why only a few are allowed this view.” Yi Jun walked around, choosing not to fly like Wu Ying.

He idly noted that she had ladders situated at the corners of the room to allow her—or perhaps some of her apprentices—a method to reach the peak of the model.

“Now, I was thinking, if you are willing to give up your fields, there might be a few locations.” A flick of her hand and a long pole appeared in her hand. She lifted it, pointing with it. “To begin with…”

Wu Ying drifted down, following the indicator, and settled in, careful to keep control of his wind. Even as she spoke, he saw the greedy glint in her eyes and knew, more than anything, that he would be looking at even more lost resources before they were done.

Then again, that seemed to be par for the course.

***

“These are the costs you can expect.” Elder Mo pushed the scroll across to Wu Ying, his voice brusque and unfriendly.

Meeting with the Elder had been something Wu Ying had pushed off as long as he could, but unfortunately, Elder Han had refused to get involved in the specific administrative cost. It was something, she had informed him, that he had to deal with Elder Mo about, even if she was Elder Mo’s titular superior.

“And what might these costs contain?” Wu Ying asked as he reached for the scroll.

“It is all listed there. Assignment badges for their robes if you wish them to be distinct. While updating the tokens within your students’ sect seals is something that is part and parcel of our duties in the Assignment Hall, you wanderers make more work beyond that.”

“Like?”

“Entrance and exit passes from the Sect, so that you may gather from the surroundings. Permits for missing classes. The travel permits required by the government to allow passage across multiple provinces and states when you assign external collection assignments,” Elder Mo said. “Those are costly, and the bureaucracy involved, including agreements to allow the increased traffic, is burdensome.”

“Does the Sect—and cultivators—not have broad agreements in place to allow such travel?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“Hah! No. All such travel is monitored. Or should be. We, as the Outer Sect and External Assignment Hall, deal with all such bureaucracy. Though some—like yourself, when you traveled between sects—are given greater leeway, most of that leeway is created by us making individualized petitions to the appropriate government agencies.” Elder Mo sniffed. “A few cultivators from the Sect traveling for assignments is a small discrepancy. A dozen such Gatherers? An ongoing mistake.”

“Mistake?” Wu Ying said doubtfully.

“In paperwork, of course. All travel is marked and tracked after all.”

Wu Ying grunted. He understood what Elder Mo alluded to. Few government officials liked the disappearance of mortals from their rule. Controlling movement between municipalities and provinces was one way noblemen kept commoners working, ensuring that they were chained to the land—and debts—they acquired.

On the other hand, the reality of the matter was that there were numerous individuals who were never recorded, no matter what the bureaucracy demanded. Whether it was wandering cultivators or other members of the jianghu, the beggars who made up cities or escaped soldiers turned bandits, there were always the uncounted. Discrepancies in numbers, in the tolls received and those allowed into walled cities, would always occur.

Expecting perfection in numbers and scrolls and accounting was a fool’s game.

Then again, if one did not pursue perfection, what kind of improvement could one expect? Only by pursuing the greatest heights could one ever hope to achieve excellence. Train to catch the moon rabbit, so that when you came across a demonic hare, you were sufficiently experienced.

“Of course. What else?” Wu Ying said.

“Cost of replacement robes and shoes. If you intend to dress them like peasants as you have indicated, then the Sect badges and your own department badges need to be included. Time and cost for our seamstress. Additional cost for additional baths and use of the bath houses. I assume you expect them to train in martial methods too?” Elder Mo said.

“Yes.” No way around it, in Wu Ying’s view. You couldn’t travel through the wilds and not expect battle.

“Then additional cost for the use and powering of the dueling arenas. Formations? Talismans?” Elder Mo asked.

“No formations.” Wu Ying hesitated, then corrected himself. “Maybe one or two basic ones.”

“You’ll provide them, or do you expect your apprentices to purchase them themselves?”

“Probably the first.”

“Then that too. Talismans?”

“Just an escape formation.”

“Type?”

“Wind if possible. Earth if not.” Wu Ying hesitated, then nodded. “Short distance. Something like the Earth Jumping Li escape talisman.”

“Expensive,” Elder Mo said.

“Yes. They’ll only get one and have to pay for their own after,” Wu Ying said.

“Very well.” The older Elder glanced to the side where an inner sect cultivator was busy taking notes, his brush running across the bamboo sheets without pause. “What else?”

“Gathering tools perhaps. I’ll need costs, though I hope that most will have acquired them from Elder Kim,” Wu Ying said.

Elder Mo nodded. He did not look happy, but at least it seemed he was willing to be professional about the matter. Of course, unrolling the scroll to get at least an initial idea of how much an apprentice might cost him had Wu Ying wincing.

He definitely needed to sell more of his herbs soon. The fact that much of his stores had been depleted purchasing Ren did not help, even if he had months to acquire other plants while on the journey north.

Damn the Sect Head and his politicking.


Chapter 16

“I never found my dao. Not the true one I needed,” Liu Tsong said, days later.

The pair were seated in her residence, consuming an early breakfast. Or late dinner in Liu Tsong’s case, from the bags under her eyes. The woman hid a slight yawn behind a hand, waving away the inner sect cultivator who served them before they could refill her teacup and doing so herself for her own cup and Wu Ying’s.

“And yet, you’re a Core Formation cultivator,” Wu Ying said, frowning.

“A poor one.” A hand crept downward to where her core sat in her lower dantian, that light smile still on her face. No bitterness here, as though she was content. “Two layers, and unlikely to grow much more. I pushed forward too early, chased Core Formation because I was impatient to work on different pills, different recipes. The pills I took, the recipes I consumed, they weakened my dantian.”

“Yet you seem quite content.”

“I am.” Liu Tsong laughed. “I never really wanted to be an immortal. I was—I am—more interested in making pills and alchemy than finding a dao. Perhaps I could have found a dao of apothecary, but I believe that role has been taken above. Mine is a shallow imitation of theirs, and I never found a more specialized one.”

Wu Ying nodded. It was no secret that a number of immortals had taken that position, from the Immortals Huan Kuan and Zou Yan[9] to even the Heavenly Sage, Equal to Heaven himself. Still…

“Are there not gods of the wind then?” Wu Ying said softly. “Am I doomed to be no more than a pale imitation, if I manage to make my way further?”

Liu Tsong shrugged, unconcerned. When Wu Ying looked at her, she smiled. “Why do you think I chose this path? I am content to make pills, research further recipes, and aid my friends and the Sect. It is a good life, being an apothecarist. It will also be a long one.”

Snorting at the rather pointed last sentence, Wu Ying waved. “I have no intention of risking my life further.”

“Oh, you had every intention of doing so before?”

“Well… no. But I’m an older and wiser individual now.”

“And all this wandering into the deep wilds. That is safe then?”

Wu Ying raised a cup of tea to his lips to hide his embarrassment. His silence was, of course, a point in her favor, but he did not have to acknowledge it. Smirking, Liu Tsong waved dismissively before turning the topic back to the one that had brought him here.

“The apothecarist are—mostly—content with the way Elder Kim has run the Gatherers. There are some concerns about the use of his World Spirit Ring, but it is not as though the fields are entirely stripped. If necessary, we can trade for the necessary herbs while we regrow them, if his ring is destroyed or lost to us,” Liu Tsong said. “In the meantime, he’s much more receptive to new needs and has brought an influx of resources from other sects and the kingdom, making him quite popular among the Sect.”

“You said mostly.”

“There are different schools of thought. As apothecarists, the increase in supply is both a boon and hindrance. Great gains in efficiency, little time for experimentation. And then, of course, he does wield his control over the herbs he grows rather heavy-handedly. Those who are out of favor often find the products they purchase less than pristine or delayed.” At Wu Ying’s inquiring eyebrow, she waved languidly. “He has never shown that face to me. As one of the premier apothecarists in the Sect, it would harm his standing more to act in that way to me.” A sardonic smile. “It, of course, helps that I have the support of those who still look to ascend and am, at the same time, not a threat.”

“And his pursuit of your hand?”

“A different matter entirely.” She shrugged. “Though I wonder if he chose to stop when he realized I was truly not that ambitious.”

“You really are content, aren’t you?” Wu Ying said, a little sense of wonder in his voice.

“Very much so.” She gestured to the side, where her apprentices hovered in the distance, ready to serve her. “It is an indulgent life, but it is stimulating and interesting.”

“Then I’m glad.”

“And you? You will not stop?” Liu Tsong leaned forward, graceful arched eyebrows drawing down in a frown. “Even if the journey furthermore is even harder?”

Wu Ying shook his head. “I won’t. I cannot. I gave up…” He trailed off, realizing what he was about to reveal. He was no scholar, no nobleman who had grown up expecting to be a cultivator. When he made the decision to climb the mountain of immortality, he had done so with the knowledge he was abandoning his past, his parents, a future he had expected. To give up now would be a failure. “I gave up that option when I studied the Seven Winds. I can only improve, only move forward. The wind is not the wind if it stays still after all.”

Liu Tsong smiled a small smile, as though she knew that he had changed his mind about what he intended to say. Rather than call her friend on it, she nodded. “Then we should discuss how to deal with your injuries.”

“More baths and pills.”

“Of sorts. There is only so much that can be done, and the report from Physician Gu is rather damning. When you transformed and returned, your control of your body and form was compromised. And while the body knows what it should be, while you have done that before, as you’ve related, it was always with a modicum of control. And now… the damage…”

Wu Ying inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Still, we can fix it, can we not?”

“Perhaps. We will try our best.” She chuckled. “There are numerous options, you gaining that last wind and achieving full enlightenment among them. In fact, it is perhaps the best solution, while we continue to patch together what we can.”

“You make me sound like a broken vase,” he complained.

“From the drawings made by Physician Gu, that is not too far a comparison,” she said. “But outside of that, well… there are options. Drastic ones, perhaps. But perhaps not that drastic for you.”

Wu Ying snorted. “I’m not that much of a risk-taker.”

“Mmmm… says the scourge of the dark sect. Were you not explaining not so long ago that there are still assassins chasing after you?” Liu Tsong said.

“I said I would not be surprised if there were some,” Wu Ying gently corrected. “Not that I have been attacked in the last few years.”

“Oh yes. Of course. Not since becoming a semi-Nascent Soul cultivator.” Again another snort. “Of course you haven’t been targeted.”

Before he could answer, his attention was drawn to an apprentice coming over with a platter bearing a scroll. He took it at the apprentice’s prompting and unrolled it a little to read the beginning. “A list?”

“Passed on to me by some of the other Elders. I’m sure there’ll be more, eventually, for work they do not wish me to know. But since you’re here…”

“And yours isn’t included?” he teased.

“Mine’s marked.” He grinned before she continued. “But realize that many of us look forward to your return to full health and your new department.”

Wu Ying nodded as they circled back to their first topic. Whatever reservations he might have about Elder Kim, at least the man was doing his job well for the most part. Now, it was but a matter of setting up the curriculum and finding his students.

Oh, and dealing with a rather annoyed wandering cultivator.

***

Yang Mu staggered sideways, narrowly dodging the spear thrust aimed at her chest. She leaned over and used the haft of her massive, planted hammer head to steady herself before twisting around the weapon further as the spear kept sweeping toward her. She used the momentum of her drop to pick up the hammer and slam it down inches away from the dodging cultivator.

Even then, the explosion from the attack landing on the ground threw up splinters of rock and sand. It also loosened a small sonic boom that rattled the protective formation around the arena that contained the battle and safeguarded the audience.

In the smoke and dust thrown up, Wu Ying watched as the attacker—Elder Dong—flew backward. He snarled; the head of his spear broken. Moments later, the broken weapon burst into motes of light, a yellow talisman burning up.

From his sleeves, additional talismans flew out. Each of those inscribed talismans transformed in mid-air, becoming arrows that flew toward Yang Mu. The woman danced between the conjured arrows, the massive hammer sweeping up moments later to throw sand and release a massive hammer strike in retaliation.

“What are they fighting about now?” Wu Ying said, arms crossed.

Elder Hsu, the only one who was viewing the fight whom Wu Ying felt adequately familiar with to speak with, grunted. “I wasn’t paying attention. Something about insults thrown in a lecture?”

Another cultivator, Elder Ng—a blacksmith, though only marginally gifted in that profession—spoke up, having overheard their conversation. Below, the fight continued, Elder Dong staying away and wielding his talismans while Yang Mu attempted to close the distance.

“The Honored Elder was discussing how spending time creating talismans rather than practicing actual formation-making is a dead-end for most formation masters. Elder Dong—whose recent delving into formations via talismans has garnered him some acclaim—challenged her assertion.”

“And that’s how they decided to prove their beliefs?” Wu Ying said.

“Yes. The Honored Elder asserted it was such a poor use of a formation master’s time that she could beat the Elder without even using her element or any formations,” Elder Ng said, his voice filled with glee at the chance to pass on gossip. “It was quite the declaration.”

Wu Ying watched as Yang Mu struck the ground again, sending a fountain of sand and rock shooting toward her opponent. He in turn released a dozen talismans that exploded the erupting earth, even as a formation of disrupted talismans formed above, hovering in air and joining with one another.

“If your woman does not act soon, she’ll be trapped,” rumbled Elder Hsu. The martial elder tilted his head upward, eyeing the growing constellation. “Though it looks to be a trapping one at least and not a slaughter formation.”

“That’s for the best,” Wu Ying said. “I would not want her to kill him.”

Elder Hsu looked at Wu Ying more closely, then eyed the combatants as he spoke. “You have great confidence in her.”

“Yes.” Wu Ying nodded upward at the formation. “If that’s his trump card, then she’ll have noticed it already and worked out how to break it. He’s also wearing himself out, draining his chi to create that to make a point. Elder Dong has let his emotions get in the way of the battle.”

“And she has not?”

Wu Ying shook his head. “If this was their first fight, I would be worried. But this is what…? Their third?”

“And each time, she has used less of her skills,” Elder Ng interjected. “She’s calibrating herself to him.”

“Exactly.”

“But to what purpose?” Elder Ng asked.

“Now that, you’d have to ask the Honored Elder yourself.” Wu Ying had his guesses, but he certainly was not going to reveal them to the pair. By the looks they gave him, he was sure they both knew and understood his hesitation.

“I’ve done the same myself.” Elder Hsu crossed his arms, his voice contemplative. “When I was visiting other sects and training with their people. As a guest in another sect, the prestige you carry is both that of your sect and your reputation.”

Below, Yang Mu was beating a quartet of misshapen wolves. These, unlike the weapons Elder Dong conjured, were not at all like the creatures themselves in appearance but paper wolves. Even so, they moved with the same fluidity and heft.

Not that it mattered, for each blow by the massive hammer the wood cultivator utilized sent the monsters flying into the walls with a rumbling crash. More than once, she guided her steps so that the creatures would fly toward her opponent, forcing him to dodge aside even as he pulled additional talismans from his robe.

“The Honored Elder below has only the reputation of her parents, the recent expedition, and her association with Elder Long to lean upon. A precarious position indeed—and one that generates no little controversy in itself.” Elder Hsu chuckled. “When I traveled north, I had nothing more than my strength to lean upon. Making the foreigners understand I was not one to be trifled with was an exercise in itself.

“Something Elder Long well knows.”

Wu Ying grunted. “I rarely interacted with sects or families in the same manner. Mostly, our relationships were transactional and brief.”

“Yes, we’ve all heard about the Verdant Thief.” Elder Ng grinned and waved as the insulted looked at him. “No, no. I’m not getting involved in such matters. If anything, you did us good—teaching them a lesson not to trifle with members of the Sect.”

Elder Hsu snorted. “Oh, and they’ll be sure to open their doors when another comes by. What with the example Elder Long has shown.”

“If they cannot tell the difference between a man defending himself and guarding what is his own and a true scoundrel, then it is not a sect or family we should bother aligning ourselves with,” Elder Ng countered.

“Stories twist and change as they are told from one wagging to another. The truth can be distorted, and even those who hear the truth unvarnished could expect better manners,” Elder Hsu replied. From his tone, Wu Ying could tell he was one of those.

Funny, to think the man who had stripped down to his shirt and short pants and oiled himself to strangle a Body Cleansing cultivator on the regular just to practice his techniques would be so uptight about manners. Then again, they had entered the ring ritualistically and left in that way too.

So perhaps it was not as surprising.

“The way you speak, you’d have Cultivator Long let them rob him blind rather than give offense,” Elder Ng said. “I thought you demanded strength!”

“The strong are the ones who must be most courteous!”

“Gentlemen.” Wu Ying raised his voice, interrupting the bickering pair. When they looked at him, he raised his chin to indicate the arena.

Yang Mu had finished beating down the wolves long ago, along with the pair of tigers—even less realistic than the wolves, though the yellow paper and black lines of text had actually provided them a similar appearance—and was weaving away from the charging bull that sought to gore her. She dragged the hammer along behind her, staggering in one direction and another, the Drunken Fairy technique confusing the talisman.

“It seems it’s nearly over.”

Both other Elders were not looking below but upward, eyeing the nearly finished formation. Even those who did not know formations would be able to tell the difference, for the floating yellow talismans had formed into a twisting octopus shape above, missing but a small connection along one arm.

“Yes, it is.” Wu Ying’s eyes were locked not on Yang Mu or the formation itself but on Elder Dong. The Elder was sweating and pale, his energy drained as he infused the formation above and controlled the bull as well.

Talisman papers had the advantage of being prepared earlier, allowing a cultivator to store chi for future use. However, the delicate control of weapons and creatures, of the formation he created above—those required energy. And while the talismans might mostly utilize stored chi and the materials used to make them, it was only mostly. The cost of activation still had to come from the wielder.

All of which meant that the Elder doing all this was growing tired. Meanwhile, Yang Mu’s core was nearly entirely full. She had not utilized the ready energy available to her, having been restricted by the terms of the fight.

“Smart woman…” Wu Ying muttered to himself. She had purposely set it up this way, to drain her opponent in a battle of endurance. A dangerous strategy in real combat… but this was not a fight to the death.

Just a duel of honor.

Before his companions could ask, Yang Mu finally acted. One moment it seemed as though she was dodging the bull by a hairsbreadth. The next, she was swinging the hammer upward. It struck the bull, catching it as it attempted to gore the cultivator and throwing it upward.

Almost directly upward.

Not toward the gap in the formation that was already closing, Elder Dong presuming the attack was headed for the obvious weak point. Instead, it arced through the air toward the formation’s true weakness. The bull, when it struck the cluster of talismans that controlled the rest, exploded, the energy of its dispersal setting off a chain reaction.

Like firecrackers going off during the new year, the talismans went up as well. Explosions rippled outward, one after the other, destroying the carefully designed formation in short order. Leaving Elder Dong reeling backward from the backlash and exhausted of energy.

She did not even need to request his surrender, as he offered it the moment he could catch his breath. Not that Yang Mu was bothering to follow up either, instead leaning on the haft of her grounded, oversized hammer to look upward into the wings.

Upward, to meet Wu Ying’s eyes, and he noted, once again, her annoyance.


Chapter 17

“Three times. I’ve fought him three times and he won’t stop challenging me,” Yang Mu complained later that night. She waved her hand around, fan snapping open and closed with each gesture. “And he’s not the only one. I’ve fought four other duels in the last two weeks.”

“I’m sorry. They are challenging you to get to me,” Wu Ying said softly.

“Don’t be so pigheaded.” Yang Mu spun around and pointed her fan at him. “It’s not just about you. They want to test my parents too, of course. And me, and what they taught me. Though it’d probably be less strenuous if not for you.”

“I’m sorry…” Wu Ying offered.

“Stop apologizing!” She threw her hands up. “Did you tell them to challenge me? No? Then don’t apologize for fools.”

“I…” He clamped his mouth shut before he apologized again. “I don’t like what they’re doing. Or know what you want me to say.”

“Just sympathize with me. And say things like that,” Yang Mu replied. “I don’t need you to solve my problems. I’m doing that myself and doing it well. Elder Dong will not dare challenge me again. Nor will most of the fools. Or else they’d really lose all face.”

Wu Ying shared the grin she turned on him. It was not a nice smile, but he had known that about Yang Mu. She was kind and sweet to most, but there was a predator within her. It came out when she was negotiating deals, when she was battling in truth.

“I’m glad things are settling down,” Wu Ying said. “It’s been a hectic few weeks since my elevation.”

“And yet, they are already saying you are taking too long to get settled. Such a rush for individuals who are on the path to immortality.” The last sentence was said with wry sarcasm. “But at least the lectures have been well attended.”

“You’re enjoying giving them then?” Wu Ying asked.

“I am. The work beforehand to develop the curriculum is helping to clarify some of my own thoughts. Simplifying it for those students in your inner sect has been quite useful.” Yang Mu smiled a little. “I am grateful that I do not have to teach your outer sect though.”

“Oh?”

“There’s little enough to learn from teaching children to walk.”

“Harsh.”

“But truthful.”

Wu Ying shook his head but chose not to pursue that line of conversation. “How many do you have to do? To justify your presence.”

“There isn’t a specific number, of course. Being an ‘Honored Elder’ is more a matter of courtesy. Though if I chose to work with your Elders instead, I would assume even fewer. But I am enjoying it for now.” Eyebrows drew down as she frowned a little at Wu Ying. “I also have to find something to do while you ignore me.”

“Not by choice!” he protested.

“Of course not. If it was, I’d be much more upset,” Yang Mu said. “But I didn’t come here to be ignored either.” A slight beat, then she added softly, “Nor your parents.”

That made Wu Ying wince. He had yet to visit them since that first week, not with the need to get his own residence set up, to sort out the servants who would be there, fill in the records and sell his resources, negotiate the use of additional fields to plant what public herbs he wished to grow, train and meet with other, older, friends.

But he also knew it was an excuse. He could have found the time. As much as he loved his parents—and he truly did—it hurt to see them so old. To realize he had missed so much of the time between, and to understand that they would continue to age much faster than him. In the end, they would pass on and he would still exist.

More than that, it was in how they spoke, how they interacted now. Conversations that had been easy, filled with stories about familiar friends and exciting incidents, were now remote to him. Boring even, though he tried not to let it be. The importance of rain, of a weed grown, or a field not properly dredged was hard for him to care about to the same degree, while his parents would be equally confused by the turns of chi through meridians or the deeper politics of the Sect.

“I know. It’s just hard,” Wu Ying admitted. “We have so little to speak about. And the things we deal with…”

“Ah Ying.” Gently, she forced him to look at her. “You’re a fool.”

“What?”

“Your parents. They’re not just everyday farmers in your village, right? You said yourself your mother is one of the strongest now? Just like your father?”

Wu Ying nodded, though he wanted to point out that strongest was a minor thing when they were speaking about only a couple of cleansed meridians. And in fact, the village was growing stronger, thanks to the better environment and the surplus of both spiritual rice and meat they were able to acquire as well as the better cultivation teachers available. Some of the children were already as strong as most adults in the village.

“And they are part of the village council?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Then do you not think they might have insight into politics too?”

“It’s different.”

“People are people. Fighting and arguing about which field to till and what to do about a farmer who’s overgrazed the shared commons is just as meaningful—for the participants—as the use of a lecture hall or the specific residence an Elder acquires.” She shook her head. “You keep so much from them because you think they won’t understand, and so you think there’s nothing to speak of. Perhaps if you spoke of it, they might be able to offer you insight you might not expect.” A slight twisted smile. “At the least, you’d have something to speak about other than sword styles.”

Wu Ying winced, knowing that was what he had defaulted toward in most of his conversations with his father. Not that either party had had much to speak about before, beyond their shared love of the sword and the work in the fields. It had not been that kind of relationship.

Except… that was not true either.

For when they had spoken of deeper matters, of fights between children and of the greater politics of the world impacting them, of Wu Ying’s rivalry with Yin Xue and his burgeoning crush on Er Ru—and wasn’t that a memory, recalling the young girl he’d once thought he might marry—his father had offered his wisdom.

Not long diatribes, nor lectures. But simple, incisive beliefs that cut to the heart of the matter.

“You’re right. I…” He sighed. “I’ll try.”

“Good.”

“What are you doing tonight then?”

“Tonight? Me?” she looked surprised.

“Yes. You don’t think I’m going down there alone, do you?”

Looking confounded, Yang Mu brushed down her robes, looked at them, and frowned. Her clothing was, in his opinion, fine. Perhaps a little stained at the corners from the fight, certainly drabber than what she wore the last time. He was wise enough not to say that though, nor was he surprised by what she said next.

“I need to change. Give me an hour!”

“Of course.” He watched as she stood and hurried toward the door, but he could not help but add, as she was leaving, “How did you get so wise?”

Yang Mu turned and flashed him a wide grin as she left. “Borrowed wisdom, of course. Also, you need to speak with your martial sister.”

As she departed, leaving behind a hint of the floral perfume she wore, the muskiness of old trees and fresh jasmines, and, yes, a trace of sweat that he only picked out because of the Thousand Miseries, he found himself shaking his head.

It seemed the women in his life all had their plans, and he but danced to their tune.

***

His father was nodding along, later that evening. The night sky had darkened such that most others were within their residences. Yang Mu and his mother were washing up after dinner, the cultivator having insisted on helping cook and clean with his parent. As for the pair of men, they had been chased out over their protests of darkness. Now, they stood in the empty training field, a quartet of floating talisman lights illuminating the surroundings.

“Women plan, just like men their fields. But they sow relationships rather than rice,” Yu Ri, his father, said. “A wise man attempts to discern their overall plan and then, if it is acceptable, allows them to guide the planting.”

“A rather cynical view,” Wu Ying said. “Not all women are like that.”

“No. That first girlfriend of yours—”

“Li Yao?”

“Yes, that one. You were thinking of her, right?”

Wu Ying nodded.

“She was more direct than most, but she was a noblewoman. If you think she was not planning—even in the back of her mind—the relationships she could sow and harvest, you are more a fool than I thought.” Yu Ri sniffed. “All nobles are like that.”

“That’s not true.”

“Mmmhmmm. And what was this about the younger Wei, Yin Xue, now?” Yu Ri replied.

Wu Ying shook his head, giving up attempting to argue with his father. They had spoken about the complexities of the matter for the nobleman, how he was obligated to his Master and their strange friendship. But he also knew that his father would not change his mind. And why would he? His experiences had been shaped by his time in the army and Lord Wei, both of which had been a true one-sided relationship in many ways.

“Where is she anyway?” Yu Ri asked.

“Li Yao?” Wu Ying said. When his father nodded, Wu Ying smiled a little. “Up north. She left the Sect a while ago. Not officially, of course, but she’s taking care of her family’s estates. I understand she’s done well for herself, even with all the trouble and all those desiring the silver mines.”

“Good, good. You have a good group of friends really,” Yu Ri said. “Loyal and smart. And ambitious.”

“Mostly. The ones who survived.” Wu Ying grimaced, remembering a mohawked cultivator.

But Wu Ying knew he was lucky. So many failed and fell by the wayside in the Jianghu. Survival and progress were never promised, and that the majority of his friends had continued on was the greatest fortune. Even if others, like Hei Mao or Chao Kun, had fallen or been lost in their travels.

Turning a little, Wu Ying eyed the training field. Not that it was much of one. Just a flat piece of land, rather rocky and sandy, with the rocks found in other fields brought here and crushed down. It—mostly—left a relatively flat area of land that was harder to wash away, especially when mixed with the clay that was part of this portion of earth.

In the far corner were a couple of training buttes, deep gouges along the sides where swords and spears had been wielded against the dummies. In another corner, shortened plum blossom stands stood, none of them taller than a few feet. Nothing dangerous, but useful for training footwork and balance for new students.

Otherwise, the training field was empty. Just a piece of land where a large group of students could be taught. Even so, Wu Ying envied them. It was more than he had had when he trained with his father so many years ago.

That thought led to another, and he found himself speaking before he knew it. “How do you choose?”

“Choose what, Ah Ying?”

“Students. All of them must want to work with you. How do you choose which ones are worth spending your time with?” he said.

Yu Ri gave Wu Ying a wry look, then spoke slowly. “Do you want the philosophical answer or the practical one?”

“They’re different?”

“Very much so.”

“Then both.”

His father paused, visibly composing the words in his mind before he spoke. “Philosophically, as a teacher, it is not your place to choose students. Your role as a teacher is to encourage, push, prod, and otherwise pull your students to the highest level they believe they can achieve. And then, to make them better.”

“Philosophically.”

Yu Ri nodded. “Some of your students will complain. They will whine about waking up early, they will not want to practice their forms, they will not understand why they are repeating the same motion over and over a thousand times. As a teacher, you need to ignore that and find the truth of their souls, the motivations that drive them, and let them improve themselves. And when that fails, you are to push them, even when they refuse.”

Now, wasn’t that a close strike to the heart. Wu Ying offered a slightly guilty smile, his father returning it as he continued.

“But that level of effort, that level of encouragement—it will drain you. Some are geared toward it. For everyone.”

“Teacher Su.” Wu Ying named his old cultivation teacher, who had always seemed to have infinite patience for them, even as he wielded the cane and his sharp tongue in equal measure.

“Yes. Others, like myself, have not the patience for everyone. We can encourage those we care about, and practically, we offer the chance. But only those who truly care, who are motivated enough to continue, are pushed. Those, we devote the majority of time to.”

“Yet, some might have the skill, the ability to push ahead, to become prodigies or at least improve themselves,” Wu Ying said slowly, recalling himself in those words. Not just him, but Pan Chen, who loved the sword but also hated how it constrained his existence and whose talent had dictated his future. Wu Ying also remembered the boy he’d taught, the Body cultivator whose talent had placed him on the path of the sword and the pathway to being a hero for those beneath.

“Yes. And thus the duality of the problem.” Yi Ru smiled. “Though your problem is simpler.”

“Oh?”

“Children who refuse to learn must be taught better. They are, after all, children.”

Wu Ying nodded.

“But you’re not teaching children.”

A long pause, then Wu Ying chuckled at his own foolishness. Sometimes, the simplest solution was the most obvious. And for all Wu Ying’s desire to be fair to those who came, his father was right.

He did not teach children.


Chapter 18

He was not there to watch the notice go up. He did not need to be. The wind spoke to him, telling Wu Ying of what occurred far beneath him, as he took breakfast with Tou He. His friend was silent, though he looked better than he had before, having had time to rest and recuperate. He still fumbled at times, moving to grab cups and plates with his left hand and forgetting he was missing his last two fingers there.

Far below in the inner sect assignment hall, amongst boards that were put up to inform the populace of general sect news, and provided in individual scrolls to Elder Kim and Ru Ping, the news was spread. Elder Long Wu Ying, Head of the Wandering Gatherers, would hold a trial for all who wished to join his new department.

Tomorrow, at first light of dawn, at the bottom of the mountain.

All may test, but only a few would be taken.

No surprise that conversations rose, the gossip spreading like a purifying fire through the Sect. Concentrated mostly among the outer sect and the poor, those who looked for hope in the darkest of corners—and the Gatherers.

Wu Ying even sensed the flicker of an aura exploding, unrestrained then leashed again within moments, from Elder Kim’s residence and Guardian Pang’s when news reached them. It seemed that his declaration had shaken things up, once again.

Good.

“You know your pupils turn a little grey and white when you do that?” Tou He said.

“What?” Wu Ying said, startled.

“Your eyes. Like clouds or mist flowing past. Or perhaps the clearness of air.” The ex-monk waved his injured hand, then, catching glimpse of it, recoiled a little. Only to stop and continue to wave his hand.

Wu Ying ignored that motion, knowing better than to bring it up. Anyway… “My pupils change? Really?”

“Yes. Very strange. Unusual, even among those who are powerfully aspected to their elements.” Tou He touched his own face, just under his eyes.

“Maybe I’m just closer to it.”

“Maybe. Or you’ve given up too much of your mortality.” A slight pause, then he added, “Or it’s a side effect of your Body Cultivation.”

“That’s a good point.”

Wu Ying cast his mind back, trying to remember if any of the numerous Body Cultivation techniques he had collected mentioned such a change. Maybe once or twice, but not common enough to be called a trend at all. Then again, most of the works he’d acquired were low grade, never meant to sustain one beyond the lower realms and changes. Relating as much to his friend had the monk nodding.

“So, what were you hearing?” Tou He asked.

“Reactions to my announcement.”

“And?”

“It is about as expected.” Wu Ying sighed. “I expect further obstacles, but bureaucratic ones.”

“Good.” Tou He hesitated, then chose to keep silent.

“What?”

“It…” Tou He clenched his injured hand, before resolving himself. “I might need to leave.”

“Where?” The wind cultivator leaned forward. “They cannot be sending you out again already!”

“No, not the Sect,” Tou He said. “My own choice. In consultation with my Master.” He smiled a little. “It’s time for me to undertake some closed-door cultivation. Much has changed, both from the flame I carry and the battle. Enlightenment and injury to be considered.”

“Oh…” Wu Ying hesitated but nodded.

It made sense. Such a difficult journey brought with it significant new experiences that could be plumbed for wisdom. On top of that, the battle and heavenly chi had strengthened Tou He’s core, allowing him to build another layer, but he had not had sufficient time to reinforce it.

Neither had Wu Ying reinforced his own, but he could do so while he built his department, thanks to the Cyclone’s Breath technique. Slower, of course, and dangerous if he expected to be pushed hard. But for now, beyond battles via ink brush and paper, he expected few calamities to arise.

“I know that the Heavens pushed you hard on the expedition, but…” Wu Ying looked at his friend’s chest, then down at his own hand, where the scar from striking Tou He had not faded. Wu Ying was still in the process of reinforcing the flesh, making it part of the wind body once again. It was like a pebble in his shoe, an irritation that reminded him of its presence every time he activated his qinggong methods or tried to fly. “Will you be okay?”

“Of course. I just have to consider my relation to both my dao and my element.” Tou He sighed. “And also, my karma. What happened during the battle, I would not have happen again.”

“Your loss of control?”

“The loss of lives. Demon or spirit beast, it matters not. All creatures are part of the firmament of reality, all equally unimportant.”

“I am certain you meant important.”

“Did I?” A single arched eyebrow on shaved head challenged the wind cultivator.

Wu Ying waved the words away, knowing better than to argue philosophy with his friend. They were from different traditions, and as such, in the details, they could never find common ground. Reality to the Buddhist, to Tou He, could neither be defined, end, or begin. All creatures were part of the karmic cycle, and as such, all creatures deserved as deep consideration as another—even if they might be shadow puppets cast upon the wall of reality.

“How long?” Wu Ying asked instead.

Tou He could only shrug. “A few months to start. I’ll have a better idea after I spend some time contemplating it.” He frowned. “I could make the bloodline within me weaker. But the change in my dao understanding, in the way my element and my bloodline and my path all work together, that will be harder to change.”

“And you intend to change it?”

“Come to a different balance at least,” Tou He said. “Purifying the world, cleansing the way is not wrong. Fire is not evil, though it can injure and destroy or clean and cook.”

“Of course you’d think of cooking.”

Tou He smirked, even as he picked up a cup and turned it, watching the tea steam as he brought his flame to bear on it. “But too much or too little applied can be just as dangerous. In control, I can do good. Bring enlightenment, help others, clear land and forest, and destroy demonic beasts. But I must be in control.”

“Aye…” Wu Ying closed his eyes, feeling the brush of wind on his skin. Heavenly wind had grown quiet for a while, but as they spoke of those above and their rules, it caressed his skin. Whispering secrets of the world above and around, of rules being broken and corrupt officials. Of lies spoken and secrets divulged. It told the wind cultivator of these things and nudged him to act upon the knowledge, to impose sanctions and punishments alike. “The heavens demand greatly from us.”

“And I’m not opposed to listening to them. But mercy is something I fear my flames and their commands are ill-situated to apply, not without a firmer guiding hand.”

“It seems you know what you need to do.”

“Yes.” Tou He bowed his head. “I just do not know if I can do it.”

“If someone can, it will be you,” Wu Ying said firmly.

Tou He grinned, sipping on the steaming tea in reply.

Having his best friend inaccessible would hurt. Once a cultivator entered closed door cultivation, it was dangerous for others to bother them. Cultivation and deep meditation could be dangerous to interrupt, depending on what portion of the cycle the individual was within.

But Wu Ying had survived years without him. And Tou He was not his only source of aid. No matter what kind of ruckus was occurring below.

***

“Are you insane?” Ma Jie waved her hands briskly as she spoke to her friends. Each of her movements flapped the tightly wrapped sleeves she wore, tied carefully so that they did not stain. Or should have, for her sleeves had come unbound, a breeze forming with every movement of hers. The wind laughed, playing against her sleeves, though neither she nor her companions heard it.

The trio were gathered in the far corner of the spirit grass fields, weeding out daffodils and other weeds to ensure the purity of the unaspected spirit grass. Other plants stained the elemental purity of the spirit grass if they were allowed to sprout beside it, thus lowering the quality of the resultant plant.

“No. I’d rather take the chance than spend the next dozen years working these fields,” Geng Zhe Lan replied.

Unlike Ma Jie, of statuesque and broad body, Zhe Lan and her friend Ya Zhu were of slighter build and petite, barely crossing the five-foot threshold. It amused Zhe Lan that standing beside Ma Jie, the pair often looked like children being brought along by their parent.

“You heard the stories, right? He surrounds himself with pretty women and eunuchs. What kind of man does that?” Ma Jie said.

“Elder Liu is not a eunuch. He’s just an ascetic. He came from the Buddhist temples,” Cao Ya Zhu said immediately. She was similar in looks to her best friend, Zhe Lan, though her fingers were as often stained with alchemical remainders as dirt.

“We all know you have a crush on Elder Liu,” Ma Jie teased. “Not that he’d ever pay any attention to you, being a eunuch.”

“He’s not—” Ya Zhu hissed.

Before the teasing could continue, Zhe Lan cut in. “You might be content to pull weeds all your life, but I’m not. He’s offering a chance to any who will take it. Anyway, he already has his martial sister and that Honored Elder. I doubt he’d even give me a second look.”

Ma Jie snorted, her gaze sweeping over the pretty Zhe Lan with her plucked eyebrows, jade-shaped face, and rosy cheeks. Pretty—but nothing outstanding. Much like the Honored Elder, though Ma Jie privately though that Elder Yang was a little prettier. Certainly more stylish, having made sure her robes were trimmed and—more importantly—not stained with dirt. Of course, she’d never admit either to her friends.

“Men like that, they gather women because they can,” Ma Jie said. “Anyway, have you considered what would happen if he fails to choose you? What Elder Kim will do to you?”

“What can he do?” Zhe Lan said, gesturing at the field they stood in. “We’re at the bottommost field of the Sect, working the jobs that no one else will work because we dared question him two years ago.”

“You questioned him,” Ya Zhu corrected gently.

Zhe Lan did not take offense. They had known each other long enough for Zhe Lan to know that Ya Zhu’s correction was to set the facts straight, not a challenge. It was just the way she was, needing to correct the facts. Anyway, they all knew that if Zhe Lan had not spoken first, Ya Zhu would have. She would not have been able to help herself.

Just like now.

“Whatever. And here we are. We should be working the inner sect fields, learning how to care for better plants. But here we are, no better than them.” Zhe Lan gestured.

Down and away, separated from the trio, were other cultivators, most of them from the outer sect. Body Cleansing cultivators one and all, unlike the trio.

Ma Jie raised her chin. “If we take this test, we’ll never get a chance to learn from Elder Kim. You know Elder Kim will not look favorably on anyone abandoning the rooted Gatherer path.”

“Not as though we’re learning anything now,” Zhe Lan said.

She shook her head. “Fine. Setting aside Elder Long’s unsavory predilections, are you even willing to become an actual wandering gatherer? It’s not the life most would choose. No field of your own, constantly traveling. Constantly putting yourself in danger.”

“Exciting, isn’t it?” Zhe Lan said, eyes glinting with amusement.

“No, it isn’t.” Ya Zhu added, almost dreamily, “But have you not heard about the scrolls and the manuals Elder Long has brought back? The herbs he has found? I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors about what those who join him will have access to.”

“And what happens when you’re done reading it all?” Ma Jie said.

“Why, I’ll go out and do what he did. I’ll find more manuals, more notes, more plants,” Ya Zhu said.

“You’re insane. Both of you.”

“Maybe, but I’m still going,” Zhe Lan replied.

And to that, all Ma Jie could do was sigh.

***

In another corner of the Sect, another conversation was being held. This time, between Goh Ru Ping and his closest confidante, another cultivator of the Gathering form. They were—ostensibly—working on the formation plans for the next month, but ever since the arrival of Wu Ying’s message, the conversation had diverted.

“You won’t try out?” said his friend, frowning.

“No. You should though,” Ru Ping said firmly.

“And make a fool of myself?” Xia Hui said. “I was never as learned as you.”

“But you’re more adventurous. If he hadn’t come along, I think Master Li would have chosen you to take on the wandering gatherer role.”

“You’ve always been more forgiving for our Master. She had the chance to choose me then. She didn’t. She could have trained me at the same time, but when I failed her…” Xia Hui let out a long breath. “You know she always wanted the prodigies. The blazing comets in the sky rather than the slow tortoise.”

“But this tortoise has continued plodding. And this is the time for you to shine. You’ve learned everything you needed to.” Ru Ping sighed. “And you know you won’t progress further here. Elder Kim won’t pick you either.”

“I know. But join me. You have no future working for Elder Kim either.”

“This isn’t my path. Leaving the Sect, wandering from place to place.” His hand thumped the map of the fields laid out on the wooden table. “This is what I love. Carefully cultivating each field, deciding what formations to make, how best to eke out the highest-grade plant each time. Cultivating new plants, new strains, balancing the needs of a sect. This is what I have always wanted.”

“But you do all the work and receive none of the credit,” Xia Hui said softly. “You’re the one who speaks to the apothecarists, who plans what needs to be grown from season to season and forecasts the needs of the Sect and makes the list to purchase from the merchants when there’s a shortfall. It’s only the Elders whom Elder Kim personally supervises.”

“Exactly.” And now Ru Ping had a small smile. “I get to do all that, but it is the Elder who is blamed if there is a problem.” He chuckled. “And yes, he might shout at me, but he cannot dismiss me. Who else would do it?” He lifted his chin a little as he added proudly, “Nor have there been reasons for his displeasure in the last few years.”

“No. You’ve done a good job, Ah Ping.” Xia Hui looked down, staring at his hands. Like most of the other Gatherers, he bore the tanned skin of a farmer. Nowhere near as dark as a true mortal, but it was a noticeable contrast compared to the lighter skinned nobles. Only the blacksmiths were known to have darker skin, and many managed to avoid such effects through the careful application of formations that preserved moisture and their flesh. Such formations were impossible in the outdoors of course, for they also blocked the growth of the very plants they were meant to tend. “So you truly aren’t jealous about your junior?”

“Jealous?” Ru Ping shook his head. “Not any longer. I worked those feelings out many years ago. His path was never mine, and mine is much safer and less dangerous.” Then he leaned forward and added, even as he lowered his voice, “If I have a complaint, it’s how he managed to pick up all the pretty women.”

“And men.”

“He’s an ascetic.”

“Doesn’t mean a man can’t look.”

The wind, blowing through an open window, passed on, ruffling documents on its way. Ru Ping frowned at the breeze but ignored it after a moment. They lived on a mountain—open windows and strong winds were a part of life.

It drifted higher, the thread of wind joining others. Each carried conversations and impressions, indications of the changes coming, hopeful voices and derisive laughter as Wu Ying’s announcement played out across the Sect.

For some, it would be a chance at a new life. For others, a chance to watch hated opposition fall.


Chapter 19

Bottom of the mountain, at the crack of dawn. That meant, for most of the cultivators, getting up even earlier while the sun was set to wash, prepare, and descend the mountain in time. A few—a wise few that Wu Ying took note of—requested time off the evening before and descended the mountain in the evening to rest in inns throughout the town.

Wu Ying had chosen a similar path, though he had stayed in the village with his parents. Suppressing his aura all the way down to Body Cleansing had allowed him to do so without pressuring his family or the villagers. For many at his level, the constant pressure of holding back their aura and containing it would have been difficult, which was partly why Core Formation cultivators rarely spent long with mortals. For Wu Ying, used to spending weeks and months suppressing his aura, it was a small matter. Even while he slept, a portion of his mind kept his aura suppressed, allowing him to rest without disturbing the others.

The evening itself had been well spent. Knowing that he needed to take action beforehand, he had arranged for a banquet to be prepared and delivered before his arrival; such that the villagers did not bankrupt themselves attempting to do so.

To his surprise though, Wu Ying spent most of the day playing with the children and speaking with the Elders and his parents. It was only later, as the evening drew to a close, that he realized he had been gone too long. Many of those he had grown up with were now the adults of the village, the parents of those adults now the aged seniors. And some, like Elder Tan, had passed away in the interim.

He was no longer the penitent son returned, having found his fortune. Memories of a childhood finding tadpoles in the mud together or kneeling in their classroom, offering their hands for caning for miswritten characters, had been drowned out by the years and memories that had accumulated without him.

He was now the remote cultivator, a storied being who had helped the uprooted village find a new residence. Wu Ying was an honored guest, an ancestor of renown for those here. Of course they would not bother him, they would not harry him with questions of cultivation techniques or beg for pills or herbs.

It was both a relief and a painful realization, how far he had come. And though Wu Ying had resolved to accept such things, had known it was to come… the reality of the situation still hurt in a dull way, as though an old wound had been pressed within his heart.

Amongst the children, those who trained with his father, he found familiarity. At first hesitant, they eventually grew boisterous and loud, asking impertinent questions that Wu Ying answered with a smile and laugh.

As the evening wore on, one by one, the children were taken back to their residences by concerned parents, exhausted from a day of questioning and cultivating and playing. Soon after, the remainder of the villagers turned in, leaving Wu Ying and his parents to speak together.

Until they too turned in, and the wind cultivator was left to await the dawn and the arrival of his applicants.

***

“Will you hurry up!” Ma Jie said, grabbing the yawning Zhe Lan by the arm and dragging her forward. She hurried the woman down the city road toward the start of the pathway upward, eyes darting back and forth in the slowly lightening gloom. “We’re going to be late.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming…” Zhe Lan’s last sentence was broken by a long yawn.

Behind the pair, Ya Zhu hurried after, a giant backpack on her back.

“I told you to stop studying and sleep, didn’t I?” Ma Jie said.

“Why are you so much in a hurry? I thought you didn’t want to do this,” Zhe Lan complained.

“I don’t. But now that we’re here, we need to do it right!” Ma Jie said.

“Pashu[10],” Zhe Lan complained.

“I just have pride.”

“Not enough to pack properly,” Ya Zhu said. “Or study extra.”

“Why were you studying?” Ma Jie shot back. “You must have it all memorized by now.”

“I do. But a refresher is never wasted. I also wanted to make sure I packed properly,” Ya Zhu replied. For all her comments, she was looking the freshest of the group, where even Ma Jie scrabbled at her face occasionally as she tried to wake up.

They were Gatherers. They were used to waking up early. But not this early.

“How many people do you think are going to turn up?” Zhe Lan said as they neared their destination.

Even Ma Jie had slowed, struck by sudden apprehension. “Can’t be that many fools. Maybe a dozen. Including us.”

“More. Twenty-five, before we arrive,” Ya Zhu replied.

The pair blinked but chose not to gainsay their friend. Of the three, Ya Zhu was the one with the most acute senses, having trained her spiritual sense to the utmost while combining it with her wood element. It gave her an unparalleled sense of the living, allowing their friend to pick out rotting or dying plants well before others.

“That many fools?” Ma Jie hissed.

“That much competition?” Zhe Lan said at the same time.

“Senior Xia Hui is there. As are Gui Ting and Hu An,” Ya Zhu continued. “A dozen Body Cleansing cultivators too.”

The pair grimaced at the names, though looked dismissive soon after. Before they could reply, Ya Zhu’s eyes widened.

“Hurry! We need to hurry.” Then putting action to words, she dashed ahead.

Ya Zhu triggered the Wind Steps qinggong method, speeding up as she burnt chi, an act that was copied soon after by her friends. They burst into the small clearing, surprising the gathered cultivators. Ya Zhu ignored them all, spinning around to face to the side. Her friends, arriving moments later, copied her motions, even the bow that she sent to an empty space. Some of the smarter cultivators copied her motions too, each of them having the spiritual strength to notice the arriving wind cultivator.

Elder Long Wu Ying dropped from a short distance above, the wind picking up leaves and dust as it flapped his black robes as he descended. He touched down onto the ground lightly, hands behind his back.

The remaining few, the slow, the rebellious dropped into low bows.

“Good morning.” Elder Long’s head tilted upward, the first light of dawn breaking through the clouds and mountain range. It illuminated the group in soft light. “Welcome, successful applicants. Before we begin…” He turned aside, his voice never rising as he controlled the winds to do his bidding. Lips moved, though no words could be seen.

Zhe Lan, eyes narrowed, mimicked his mouth moving as she read his lips. “You four may return to the Sect. You have failed.”

Then his attention returned to them. Imperious gaze met Zhe Lan’s, and she could have sworn she saw a glint of amusement in his eyes before they swept onward.

“Today, I am testing you all for suitability. The test will involve a number of areas, starting with your ability to listen to commands, your knowledge and skills at gathering, martial ability, and control of your auras and emotions.” Dark eyes, cold now, swept over them all.

Zhe Lan found herself shivering a little, for that touch of humor had disappeared. A coldness reminiscent of the howling frozen winds of the north was in those eyes, in the surroundings, as an unexplained chill entered the surroundings.

“Wild gathering is a dangerous occupation. Many attempt it. Most fail. Some die or are crippled in the trying. It is also not a prestigious job, for you will often be mistaken for a wandering cultivator.” Elder Long’s lips twisted in wry humor, though none of that joviality entered those eyes. “You might as well be. In fact, during the initial period of your training, you will find them more knowledgeable, more skilled than you.

“Knowing this, are you all still willing to risk it?”

Silence. None chose to back out now, none willing to lose face before the Elder.

A cold smile, as though he had expected this.

“Very well. Suppress your auras to mortal levels,” Elder Long said.

“What?” Hu An protested.

Of course it was Hu An. Zhe Lan could not imagine anyone more likely to protest, the fool of a boy who had managed to achieve so much because his parents had constantly plied him with pills and cultivation techniques.

Now, the effete nobleman, clad in his finest robes, was waving at the Body Cleansing cultivators. “This is unfair. They will be able to achieve that level much more simply than those of us who are true cultivators!”

“Life is not fair. You may only choose to cope with its injustice. Like this one—you may go.”

“What!?” Hu An protested again.

A single arched eyebrow met his further protest. Hu An looked around, searching for some form of support. Zhe Lan caught sight of the slight twitch of Elder Long’s fingers, just before a wind came bearing down, wild and dry from the west. It caught Hu An and threw him into the sky before carrying him farther up the mountain, soon to be lost to sight.

Jaws dropped and cultivators gazed at the disappearing body.

“I am still sensing a lot of cultivators,” Elder Long said mildly.

Immediately, Zhe Lan crushed down her aura. She winced, the sudden movement causing her pain, but she had no desire to disappoint this Elder. In the meantime, she could not help but wonder what kind of fresh hell she had volunteered herself—and her friends, Ma Jie glaring at her as she pursed her lips and flexed her control—into.


Chapter 20

Wu Ying smirked, inside. If it was not considered impolite to the maximum, he would have sent a gift to that impertinent boy. His presence had made making an example easy and quick, well before the rest of the children were in any danger from the rest of the trials.

And danger there would be.

After all, what kind of winnowing would there be to separate the adults, those who could withstand the true rigor of his trials, and the children in grownup bodies.

As it was, Wu Ying made sure to deposit the boy with only a modicum of roughness, just enough that the boy knew he could have been slammed into the ground or dropped from a much higher level, before he turned back to the group and gave them their new instructions.

Even without allowing his spiritual sense to play out entirely, he noted a half-dozen individuals who were unable to properly contain their auras at all. Most of them were Body Cleansing cultivators, the curriculum only barely covering auras at that stage. If anything, Wu Ying was impressed that so many of the weakest members were able to do so well.

“Understand that we will be containing our auras for the entirety of this test, which will take most of the day. If you feel you are unable to do so, there is no shame in bowing out now. A new test will be undertaken next year,” Wu Ying said amiably.

He was choosing to be kinder this time, unlike earlier. If one only wielded the cane, the student could only learn to fear. A sweet bun and a cane together were much more effective.

A few questioning looks and most of the Body Cleansing cultivators who struggled chose to offer low bows to Wu Ying before scurrying off. Surprisingly, a couple of those who had managed to suppress their aura down to mortal level chose to leave too, including a single Energy Storage cultivator.

Wu Ying made note of those individuals for the future.

“Very well. To the second portion of this test then…” Wu Ying spoke out loud purposely to let the smart brace themselves.

Then Wu Ying flicked his aura outward, bearing down gently on the group. He watched the cultivators flinch, some of them paling, two collapsing to the ground as his aura swept over them. No surprise that Xia Hui and the three girls—and the other pair of Energy Storage cultivators—bore up well under the onslaught.

“Those of you who failed to contain your aura, you may go. Practice your aura control.” Amusedly, Wu Ying pointed at one of the fainted Body Cleansers who had somehow managed to keep his aura contained, even as he slipped into unconsciousness. “Wake him up. We have the rest of this test to get to.”

No one moved to do so, the group looking at one another as the failures streamed out. Eventually, it was Ma Jie who bent over the boy and slapped him not too gently awake, pulling him upward. Wu Ying had retracted his aura again by this time, allowing the boy to recover smoothly.

The problem with having the ability to overhear a lot of conversations was that one could hear all the conversations. Including the one the boy was having with Ma Jie as she dragged him after Wu Ying as he strolled away.

“I fainted? But why am I not dismissed?” the fainter said.

“I don’t know. You ask the Elder,” Ma Jie said.

Ya Zhu spoke up then, the pair of friends having followed Ma Jie. “You didn’t release your aura. But keeping it inside your skin and tied down… it is tied down, right?”

“How do you know that?” the fainter muttered.

“It’s obvious,” Ya Zhu said scornfully. “It’s foolish. Your aura protects you. You need it at least at skin level. All the way into your dantian means you’re literally weaker than a mortal.”

“Oooh…” Zhe Lan said. “Does that mean he’ll get eaten first?”

“Yes,” Ya Zhu confirmed.

Ma Jie grinned, throwing an arm around the boy. “Just stick with us. Not too close though, eh?”

Shrugging her arm off, he growled, “I’m not your bait!”

“Sure, sure…”

“What are we doing anyway?” he said.

“The Elder has not explained.”

Nor was he. Wu Ying just kept walking, one portion of his mind focused on the cultivators behind him as he led them past the entrance of the mountain to a nearby pass. Not toward his village, but the other way around. That pass would lead to a small valley, then to other mountains in the range, before they broke through to even more wild forests beyond. Nearly a hundred li later, there’d be the start of civilization again in the form of a connecting road.

Of course, getting there would take most of the day if they kept moving at this speed. He had no intention of spending the entire day running the test, but as he had assumed, within the first thirty minutes of the casual stroll through the forest, he had to dismiss another five cultivators who failed to control their auras properly.

Movement, even casual movement, and aura control was a tricky subject after all.

Once he was sure that the majority had a handle on matters and none were going to fail any longer, Wu Ying allowed a touch of his chi to pass through him. It lightened his body and broadened his footsteps, allowing him to cross more ground with each step. He increased the speed gradually, knowing that if he went all out, the entire group would be left behind all too soon.

“Hurry up, will you, at the front?” Xia Hui growled, prodding the person in front of him within a dozen heartbeats.

“Why, Senior Khang?” the speaker, another Gatherer, asked.

Exasperated, Xia Hui stepped around the boy and triggered his own qinggong technique. He sped after Wu Ying, whose subtle increase in speed had broadened the distance between him and the other cultivators by half a li already.

Surprised cries echoed among the aspirants, and they took off, all of them triggering their qinggong methods if they had one. The vast majority of those used the Wind Steps, though Xia Hui was using an earth-bounding, space-twisting technique rather than the Sect’s Wind Steps. Unfortunately, the Body Cleansing cultivators, who had neither the ability nor access to those qinggong techniques, were forced to rely on their physical strength to make up the distance.

“It’s a good thing I am not testing you all on your stealthiness. Yet,” Wu Ying said idly, allowing his voice to carry to the lumbering herd of cultivators behind him. The stamp of cloth shoes on bare earth, the crack of leaves and branches, and the rustle of clothing echoed all around.

The smart had dressed appropriately for a day wandering through the wilds. Many of the younger sect members were in peasant clothing, or at least work clothes with shorter and less voluminous sleeves. A couple of those dressed in such robes were obviously dressing to impress—their robes unstained, entirely clean, the edges newly sewn in.

For the first half hour, no one dropped out. Wu Ying did not even need to dismiss anyone. But as the initial surge of energy faded, as cultivators were forced to split their focus between traversing the landscape around them and containing their aura, their control slipped.

One by one, Wu Ying dismissed those who failed. He did not require perfection, but if they could not handle even the first hour of such extreme training, he had no use for them.

By the time that first hour was over, they had traversed a decent amount of space, passed by the protective and warding formations that kept demonic beasts away from the city and its surroundings, and were, finally, ready for the second test.

Hopefully, no one died.

***

“Is he intending to run us to the ground?” Zhe Lan growled, her eyes flicking over to the boy—Rou Gang—they had picked up. His breathing was coming in deep and clear, measured. Whatever else the boy was, he was extremely athletic.

“I doubt it,” Ma Jie said, her eyes narrowed in concentration. She struggled the most with aura control among the trio, for she had never felt the need to train that.

Then again, Zhe Lan could not say that she had trained her aura control to this degree. Down to Body Cleansing certainly. Even to mortal occasionally. But for so long, while moving? Never.

Glancing over to the side, Zhe Lan noticed Ya Zhu scanning the surroundings with interest. Guiltily, Zhe Lan realized she had stopped doing so a while ago, ignoring the world around for her internal grousing. Forcing herself to watch the surroundings, feeling half-blind without her spiritual sense, she tried to pay attention to the woods.

It was hard to see much, the quartet moving near the middle of the pack. Those behind were a noisy group, some joking, most just loping along in silence, but their footsteps and the rustle of clothing made a ruckus anyway. In the front, Xia Hui led the group, his eyes focused on the Elder who looked no more concerned than if he were strolling through the Sect itself.

“He really is right, we’re noisier than a sounder of boars,” Zhe Lan complained.

“Hush. There’s something—” Ya Zhu never finished her sentence, for the explosion of foliage just ahead and to the left of them interrupted her.

Zhe Lan reacted without thought, forming a fist of energy and thrusting her hand outward. She was too slow, the dark furred creature that had emerged from the undergrowth already passing through the space she had thrown her attack, its jaw clamped around…

“Ma Jie!” she cried, only to shudder in relief as she realized her friend had her armored forearm raised, the black hunting cat’s mouth clamped around the earthen vambrace. “Damn demonic beast. Help us!”

Zhe Lan’s pleas fell on deaf ears, even as she jumped closer in an attempt to strike the puma. She dared not release another energy strike, for the first one had also resulted in her aura jumping upward. Not all the way, but it had reached Body Cleansing.

Perhaps she had already failed because of that, but she refused to give up just now. Instead, she clamped back down on her aura and struck at the creature with her fist, leaving the elemental energy to burrow within as she struck. Once past the barrier of aura and skin, it assailed the monster’s innards, striking at blood and water within the flesh to cause spasms and tear open blood vessels.

In the meantime, Ma Jie was smashing the tip of her elbow into the monster’s head, crushing one orb. However, the demonic creature refused to let go, its forelegs attempting to claw the cultivator to death and forcing her to reposition each moment.

As for her other friends or the boy… Zhe Lan had no idea. They should be helping.

Risking a glance away as Ma Jie shifted and the beast rotated on the ground, Zhe Lan realized that they were not the only ones assailed by demonic beasts. Ya Zhu and Rou Gang were helping another cultivator pull a berserk golden monkey off his torso, its fiery clawed hands dug deep into the back.

Further up, Xia Hui was soloing a demonic boar, striking with wide sweeps of his dao to tear open broad wounds. A pair of birds—twinned creatures of fire and water—swept down on the other front half of the group, forcing the spear and sword wielders there to strike at them whenever they grew close.

The only person untouched was the Elder who stood, hands behind his back, watching the chaos.

Before she could look backward, the cat shifted back within range, and she dove into the fight. Whatever was happening, she could deal with it later. Right now, she had to save her friend.

***

Chaos. Glorious chaos.

Another man might be tempted to cackle. Wu Ying allowed himself a small smile.

Guiding the various demonic beasts over to the group had taken careful prodding with his aura. It would not have worked at all with creatures over the Energy Storage level, and certainly not against any that were halfway sentient. It was why the group attacking the cultivators were all demonic spirits, their greater reasoning abilities twisted by the rampant and injurious chi within them.

Wu Ying had to admit, he felt a little guilty about setting the creatures—in such large numbers—on the cultivators. On the other hand, he had not hidden their presence or their arrival. If the cultivators had not noticed their presence, it was their fault. After all, a few of the more skilled cultivators had noticed the incoming problem, like Xia Hui.

That they had not told their fellow cultivators was not his fault.

A good lesson to keep watch always and not to trust anyone.

Of course, Wu Ying was not entirely psychotic. His aura and winds blanketed the entirety of the battle, allowing him to pay attention to the battle and intervene if necessary. To the Sect’s credit, the cultivators managed to shake off the initial surprise attack and reverse battle fortunes within moments, leaving the Body Cleansing leveled demonic beasts slain.

All with few major injuries.

Wu Ying let his gaze skip over the group, noting the trio of women working in concert to take care of their own wounds. Xia Hui already bending over a corpse, extracting the spirit stone from his victim, other cultivators tasked with watching for additional dangers. In the distance, near the back, one cultivator was nursing a broken leg and another, near the trio, was dealing with torn muscles in his back.

“The wilds are a place of great danger, especially for those unable to control their auras.” Wu Ying noticed more than a few of the cultivators stiffen, their lapse of aura control during the battle recalled. “An aura entirely unleashed can draw even further trouble. Those who cannot exhibit even a modicum of control have no place in the training that will be undertaken.”

Releasing his hands from behind, Wu Ying pointed at a number of the cultivators, picking those who had released or spiked their auras too greatly. He then shifted his gaze to the injured. “I will not require the injured to return to the Sect, but since so many are being dismissed, this is the time to give up. It will only grow more dangerous from here on.”

Not that he intended to stage another attack. But they were going into the wilds—even if it was a relatively tame series of forests—and the unexpected was not to be dismissed.

At the same time, Wu Ying kept an eye on three of the Energy Storage cultivators, the last few who rounded up the higher stage cultivators in the group. Unlike Xia Hui or the trio of friends, these three had kept their discussions and feelings about his presence to themselves. The only reason he knew to pick them out was because one by one, each of them, and Hu An, had been summoned into Elder Kim’s residence over the course of the last day.

Not that it had been hard for Wu Ying to ascertain who they were. Private students each of them, trained in the skills needed to become Wandering Gatherers by the Elder. Not that he was particularly well versed in it, but certainly more than Ru Ping. After all, a small sect like Elder Kim’s previous one had to make a lot of concessions to where and how it gained the herbs it needed.

Even if they had access to a World Spirit Ring.

“Thank you, Elder Long, for the opportunity. I will endeavor to be worthy next year.” One of the Body Cleansers bowed low. He was uninjured, but he made sure to move over to the individual with a broken leg, bending down to help the other stand, with the aid of his friend who’d already splinted the broken leg.

As though the cultivator’s words were the dam, more cultivators bowed and stepped aside. As suddenly as it began, there were only eight cultivators left. The trio of women—though Ma Jie looked deeply unhappy even as the cuts along her stomach were bandaged—Xia Hui, the three Energy Storage cultivators from before, and Rou Gang, the only Body Cleansing cultivator left willing to endure what Wu Ying was putting them through.

A part of Wu Ying scoffed at how weak they were. This was no more dangerous than what he had been forced to face. A fairer portion of his mind noted they probably expected even greater danger. Nor had his own training with Elder Li been the easiest.

But he had done it as a Body Cleansing cultivator. Started with her relatively early on, gone on an expedition, nearly died. Then left to fight in a war. Surely these children could do a walk. But then again… they were children. Had been children, literally, during the last war.

So perhaps the fact that they were not rushing to put their lives in danger was a good thing. If a break of a year to train their skills, their abilities increased their chances, it was not a bad thing. And really, he had spent a large portion of the time in the early years training with Elder Li on the basics of the gathering profession.

Wu Ying continued to muse about the differences as he led the team on. This had been the second test, the one for courage. Next up was the most boring.

Knowledge.


Chapter 21

“Correct.”

Ya Zhu grinned as Wu Ying confirmed her guess at the properties of the Thrice Dawn Spotted Iron Mushroom. At his nod, she removed the copper harvesting knife and parted the stem of the mushroom. She infused a touch of chi into the harvesting knife to make her job easier, grimacing a little as she did so. While her wood element would only mildly mar the mushroom’s efficacy, it was still not the best method.

If only she had the Elder’s skill with the sword or his ability to conjure blade intent. She could then sharpen the blade with the borrowed dao of sharpness and cut the iron-reinforced body without using chi at all.

But Ya Zhu was no martial cultivator. She had barely managed to make a showing of herself at the ambush, though she liked to think that her early warning had provided her some points. She hoped the Elder was using a scored system and not just going off his feelings.

She never scored well when feelings were involved.

Her hands never stopped moving as she sliced and stored the mushrooms, leaving the body of the mushroom in place so that it could grow back another year. No reason to damage the plant, and she had no World Spirit Ring or the appropriate resources to bring it back. Also because the Thrice Dawn Spotted Iron Mushrooms were known to draw in iron and yang chi at dawn in significant amounts, hindering the growth of the various flora around it.

One of the major reasons sects didn’t grow the plant, even if it was in demand.

“Well done, Ya Zhu.” Wu Ying turned to regard the other cultivators, who had all either been watching her or scanning the surroundings. After an ambush by a jumping black spider that had nearly taken down Lu Er during another harvesting session, the cultivators had grown more wary. “Who’s next?”

Ya Zhu, having finished storing the mushrooms in her pack which she slung back over her shoulder, looked around as well. The only other herb she had spotted had been called out by Xia Hui already, but that did not mean there were no other spirit herbs that could be gathered here.

Of course, it could mean there weren’t any either. The Elder was tricky that way. He’d had them looking for nearly the length of an incense stick the last time before they had given up. Not, of course, before Ya Ting had mistakenly named a plain wood creeping vine a spirit herb.

Hesitantly, Ma Jie raised a hand. Elder Long raised an eyebrow, but rather than back down, her friend stepped closer to the Elder.

“If the Elder would step aside…?” Ma Jie said hesitantly.

“Oh?” A small smile crossed his face, quickly suppressed before he took a half dozen steps away.

Ya Zhu frowned, concentrating on the space around the pair, but still, she could not sense anything. That, of course, troubled her. She prided herself on her senses.

Free to walk to where the Elder had been, Ma Jie went down on her knees. A moment later, she plunged her hands straight into the ground, wielding her mastery of the earth to pull soil away even as her fingers burrowed deep within.

Hushed voices wondered what she was doing, especially when she grunted and scooped earth up with her hand. However, no one raised their voice too loud, wary of the Elder who watched it all. Ya Zhu had her own senses tuned to the ground now, and something at the edges of her perception kept flickering, though it was gone so fast she almost felt she was imagining it. If not for the way her friend kept digging and Xia Hui looked increasingly upset.

“You think Elder Long knows what’s going on?” Zhe Lan asked quietly.

“Probably.” Ya Zhu pursed her lips. “You need to speed up collecting too. You’ve only gotten one herb so far.”

“Everyone’s faster than me,” Zhe Lan said.

“I’m sorry,” Ya Zhu whispered, ducking her head low. She wanted to help her friend, but the Elder had warned them against doing so the moment they’d reached the deeper wilds. He had been quite firm about that, and Ya Zhu dared not gainsay him.

If nothing else, he had shown a frightening ability to notice everything around them.

It didn’t help, of course, that the other cultivators were immediately calling out any herbs they found in a rush to gain favor. The Thrice Dawn Spotted Iron Mushroom was only the third herb Ya Zhu had collected, and the one Ma Jie was grabbing was her second. Zhe Lan only had one, the least among them all except for the Body Cultivator.

“Got you!” Ma Jie crowed, pulling her hands out from the dirt.

To everyone’s surprise, what she gripped was a tiny, squirming root. It kept shifting in her grip, trying to pry itself out of her hands. Each time it moved, Ya Zhu felt the flare of wood chi, though otherwise it muted itself once more.

“Well done. The Slumbering Huang Qi[11] is extremely difficult to support. The longer it sleeps, the stronger it grows. This one could be utilized by someone near the peak of Energy Storage to clear their final meridian, depending on their cultivation practice of course,” Elder Long lectured as he wandered back. He plucked the root out from Ma Jie’s hand, much to her relief, as he continued. “Now, can anyone tell me why Cultivator Ma should have left the root alone?”

Ya Zhu watched as Xia Hui opened his mouth to answer, only for the Elder to shake his head slightly.

The cultivator clamped his mouth shut, even as Lu Er spoke up confidently. “If she left it longer, it would have grown strong enough to aid a Core Formation cultivator.”

“Incorrect,” Elder Long replied. “Next?”

Lu Er flushed, clearly upset. Ya Zhu watched as she forced herself to keep quiet, unused to being so summarily dismissed.

Eyes locked on the plant; Rou Gang was the next to speak. “She has no way to contain the plant, Elder. The normal herb storage boxes we have will not contain the plant. We—”

“I have a storage box!” Ma Jie said, conjuring an enchanted wooden storage box from her hand and waving it. “See!”

“Go on. What do we need to store it?” Elder Long said.

“I’m sorry, Senior Ma, but you’re wrong. A metal storage box with a containment formation enscribed on it is required to stop the root’s escape.”

“And do we know why?”

No answers this time, not even from Rou Gang. No one knew if the Elder was taking away points if one was wrong, and the fear of looking foolish—of getting something wrong at all—had the cultivators silent. The Elder looked disappointed until Zhe Lan spoke up.

“It’s the nature of the Slumbering Huang Qi. It draws wood and earth chi from the surroundings, and so a wood inscribed storage box would break down, won’t it?” Zhe Lan said. “It can’t be stored in anything but metal, because the metal chi is anathema to the huang qi’s ability.”

“Yes. Well done.” Wu Ying waggled the root, holding it casually even though it kept attempting to escape. “Final question. What do we do with it now?” This question, he directed at Ma Jie.

Ma Jie looked mulish, but eventually, she made the box she was holding disappear. “I will return it to the earth, Cultivator Long.”

“Wrong again.” Now, Ya Zhu could see the glimmer of humor in his gaze as he added, “You should just have asked me to keep it.” So speaking, Elder Long conjured a metal storage box and slipped the root in. He blocked the root from leaping out of the box with an extended finger before closing the box and handing it to Ma Jie.

“Elder?”

“I expect you to return the box,” Elder Long said.

“Of course!” She bowed low and gripped the box tightly before slipping the contents into her ring, looking pleased.

So she should. Ya Zhu knew that the amount of contribution points she had just gained from that single herb would exceed all three of the ones Ya Zhu had acquired thus far. More than one sect member was staring at the cultivator rather jealously, though none, of course, were taking action.

“Good. Now, where to next?” Elder Long exclaimed, clapping his hands together.

His words shocked the group into silence. He had not asked their opinion before. All through the day, they had tramped after him, following as he wandered from clearing to clearing. All through the day…

Eyes widening a little, Ya Zhu looked up, searching the sky to ascertain the time, certain she understood the trap.

Before she could warn her friends though, Zhe Lan spoke. “A lake. Or river. I’d prefer a lake though.”

“A lake.” Elder Long drew out the last word. “An interesting choice.”

“Yes.” Zhe Lan bowed low. “If the Elder pleases.”

He tapped his lips, sweeping his gaze over the group. Then nodding, he gestured for the group to follow him as he set off once again at speed. Ya Zhu could only hope that her friend knew what she was doing.

***

Elder Long was not what he had expected. Xia Hui remembered the boy who had been introduced to Elder Li so long ago, the way he had looked around with wide-eyed wonder, naked uncertainty, and thinly veiled ambition. Even if Xia Hui had not noticed it himself, his discipline, his drive to keep growing had threatened others—most especially, the indulgent nobles who felt they were owed success just by existing.

Most of those had been driven out by Elder Li. She had little use for such individuals. Most of the Elders who were still focused on growing the Sect or their own cultivation had little use for simpering fools, though a few made it their life’s point to make use of them. Much as Elder Kim did these days.

But the boy—no, man—who strode before him was neither uncertain nor naïve. There was, ironically, a solidity to Elder Long, a certainty of himself and his place in the world driven by the depth of his understanding of the Dao. A deeply rooted tree in the landscape of reality.

Xia Hu kept his hand on the pivot, though his spiritual sense did the majority of the work. Not that he trusted just in that, instead listening intently. His secondary sensing technique was marred somewhat by the presence of the other cultivators, many of whom he could swear had never learned how to travel silently.

Even if, he’d admit, he was being a little petty. They were not bad, just not good.

It didn’t take them long before Xia Hui noticed the first signs of their destination, the gurgle of rushing brooks, the lapping of waves from the lake, and the occasional splash of leaping fish. They exited the undergrowth near the lake, a short distance from the rivers that fed it.

The sight they beheld was breathtaking: untouched lily pads and blooming lilies, croaking frogs and stalking cranes. It could have been painted by a master artist and still not have been captured in its full beauty, for no painting could capture the ripple of water, the breeze that played across their skin, the smell of fresh air.

Well, no painting without the use of chi and embedded dao at least.

For all that beauty, Xia Hui was not distracted enough to miss the leaping bulbous toad that shot its sticky tongue out from the muddy ground. He sliced the tongue apart before he leapt forward and cut the creature apart. Even as he did so, another pair of toads attacked the cultivators, the strongest one—its cultivation fully revealed as it attacked—foolish enough to provoke the Elder.

The toad, its densely packed Core leveled spirit stone blazing, never managed to land its attack. A slight sway of the Elder’s body meant its tongue missed. Then a gust of wind picked it up, spun it around, and the creature was thrown into the deep water, the wind cultivator never even bothering to look over.

Jealousy flickered through Xia Hui as he finished cleaning his blade. How much power did the man have, to so casually deal with a creature like that? What kind of fortuitous encounter had Elder Long achieved, what form of training and enlightenment had he found?

Xia Hui squashed that feeling as quickly as it rose. No telling how sensitive the Elder was about such feelings or thoughts directed at him. While he had seemed quite amenable, even pleasant to work with after the initial period of harsh testing, you never knew. Especially for Elders newly risen to their position, some were extremely sensitive to the respect and honor one should receive.

Though if Elder Long was that kind, Xia Hui was not certain he would last long either way. Certainly it would be less than pleasant to work with him.

No. Study. Xia Hui was the student here, even if the Elder was younger than he was.

“Well?” Elder Long asked, hands back behind his back. The Elder had chosen to float out over the water, casually displaying his strength and control of the wind as he did so.

Xia Hui kept his mouth shut. Even if he had spotted something here—and, truth be told, he had not; not with having only now finished extracting the stone from his opponent and removing its guts before wrapping the entire thing for storage and eating later—he had been warned to allow others to speak.

A good thing, probably, that he no longer needed to prove his own skills.

Zhe Lan was biting her lips, looking hesitant for once. Xia Hui had never liked the brash woman, but seeing her hesitant, he found he liked it even less. As she opened her mouth to speak, Gui Ting cut her off and pointed.

“The muddy pondweed. It’s low grade but can be used as a replacement for spirit grass.” The man spoke snootily, even a little sneer crossing his face. “It’s not even worth collecting, but it is there and useful if there’s specific demand for it.”

“Yes, it does have better compatibility for certain kinds of pills.” Elder Long nodded amicably. He didn’t say anything about the second portion, since he had drilled through them that not everything should be gathered. “Next?”

“Water Chestnut,” Zhe Lan burst out, the moment Elder Long was finished speaking. She pointed in the distance, a half li away from their position. A series of straight, green leaves stood out near the shore, vibrant in their color. “That patch there, they’re a rare element. Not water fully, but… mud?… yes, mud. It’s a mud element, which is strange; but I know that Elder Chan is actually a mud Earth-element variant. So this would be good for him.”

“Good.” Wu Ying gestured for her to go, but she hesitated. “Well?”

“There’s…” She pointed into the lake. “The Water Chestnut, it’s part of the environment. I’m worried taking it will disrupt things.”

“Disrupt what?” Gui Ting said angrily. “It’s one of a dozen lakes. It’ll sort itself out in a few months. Just don’t take all the Water Chestnuts and it’ll be fine.”

“You don’t sense it, do you?” Zhe Lan said, then waggled her finger that was still pointed into the lake. “There are catfish in there. I think a mud variant one and his family. In fact, I think they all are.” She gestured down to the splashes of blood and the viscera from the toads they had slain. “Such a place, tuned to a certain element, it’s a rare resource. I don’t want to just destroy it because I’m greedy and in haste.”

“So what would you prefer to do?” Elder Long asked. “Especially considering that the Core level muddy catfish within is waiting for you to wade in?”

Gui Ting paled, and Zhe Lan smiled grimly. Even Xia Hui was surprised, for he had not sensed the creature’s strength within the water. Then again, catfish were well known for their ability to camouflage their presence, and while it had not hidden entirely, it had been enough.

“Mark it on the map and return later to study it properly,” Zhe Lan said firmly. “If I can chart out what created this elemental resource, then I can take what I need to carefully.” She paused, then added, “After I acquire enough contribution points for a trapping or slaughter formation for the catfish, of course.”

“Very well. Then do so.” Elder Long swept his gaze over the group. “This is Cultivator Geng’s resource to study. I do not want anyone speaking of it to others or poaching the resources within. Have I made myself clear?”

Xia Hui nodded along with the rest of the cultivators. No one was going to gainsay the Elder to his face of course, not for something that was given so explicitly to Zhe Lan. Though Xia Hui wondered about Gui Ting. He would not be surprised if the man informed Elder Kim about the location in short order, to allow his Master to gain even further advantage with Elder Chan.

“Now, let us return.” Elder Long’s head raised, noting the final light of the sun fading away, and a wide smile appeared on his face. “It seems you’ll get a chance to show me how well you all do at night as well.”

More than a few cultivators shuddered, and Rou Gang shifted into the center of the group. The boy still had not released his aura, making him feel no stronger than a base mortal. An astounding showing for someone so young.

Now though, when the nocturnal predators were out, it just might be his death.


Chapter 22

“You’re too soft-hearted,” Yang Mu murmured to Wu Ying later.

He was not startled by her emergence from the woods, a small smile on her lips as she watched the applicants lumber up the mountain. None of them had a pass that allowed them to stay out the night or else, he was certain, they would have slept in the city.

Still, Wu Ying was not worried. He’d swept the mountain path to verify that no demonic or spirit beast was lurking in wait, and outside of a few peaceful spirit creatures, including a moonlight hare, he had found none.

“I’m not. I dismissed nearly two-thirds of the applicants.”

“And kept most of the final group,” Yang Mu said. “Even the two that you believe are spies.”

“They might be. I’d like to think they are better than that. And what they might learn, well, it’ll be a while before there’s anything substantial to pass on to Elder Kim.” Wu Ying chuckled. “For that matter, most of what they’d learn early on would be available in the documents I’ll be donating.”

“I see. Generous, are you?” Yang Mu teased.

“I’ve got to pay for all this somehow.” He sighed. “The Sect is a lot more… mercenary than I had expected.”

“Everything has a price. Everything has a cost.” She didn’t seem particularly perturbed by that. “I could help if you wish. Negotiate.”

“I doubt they’d accept you as my proxy.”

“They wouldn’t need to know.” A slight smile. “My mother used to use a few speaking and listening talismans, such that she could coach us through such sessions. Quite discreet.”

Wu Ying hesitated, considering her offer. Both the implications and the potential risks of being found out. In the end, he offered her a mollifying smile. “While I might not have the skills of your mother or yourself, in this case, I believe it would be better for me to conduct such negotiations myself.”

“Of course.” Yang Mu hesitated and, following his gesture, walked with him up the stairs.

They took their time, choosing not to use their qinggong methods. There was a tranquility that came from taking one’s time, from choosing to move slowly when you could dash everywhere. In stillness, enlightenment.

Even so, it was halfway up the mountain before Yang Mu broke the silence, choosing to ask the question that had burrowed its way within her mind.

“Have you looked further into your condition, Ah Ying?” she said softly.

“It’s not a condition.” Wu Ying said grumpily. “It’s an injury perhaps, a certain level of corruption.” At the look she gave him as he continued to avoid the topic, he sighed. “I have no further information from what we discussed.”

“A week ago.”

“Yes.”

Silent disapproval radiated from her. It was so stark that she might as well have shouted it.

In the end, Wu Ying answered her unspoken rebuke. “I will. I promise. I just had a lot to do. And it’s not degrading, you know.”

“It’s not getting better either,” she said.

“It is!” he protested. “The baths I’m taking, with the adjustments from Liu Tsong, have done much good.”

“Removing the surface impurities and clearing some of the injuries, yes.” She shook her head. “But the deeper injuries, the portions that are broken or came back wrongly, they haven’t changed, have they? Even if you cleanse all the impurities you brought back, those injuries, they aren’t going away.”

Wu Ying grunted agreeably.

“Then why aren’t you more worried!” She nearly shouted those words as she turned to glare at him. “You’re so close! But here you are, stuck.”

“For a few reasons,” Wu Ying said. “I’m not close to start—there’s a wind I still do not understand.”

Though a part of him knew that understanding the winds of Hell were part and parcel of understanding the winds of Heaven. As he progressed in his understanding of both realms and their elements, he would expand in his understanding as well.

“But more importantly, I do not believe I’m stuck.” He turned his hand sideways. “An obstacle is not the end of a journey, just an opportunity to reassess one’s path. Just because it’s there does not mean I should stop traveling. I just have to decide if I’ll climb over it or go around it.”

“And when did you get so wise?” she growled at him playfully.

He smiled a little, grateful that she was mollified by his words. Still, he continued. “Now that this is all settled, I do intend to spend more time researching my predicament.” He sighed. “Some early recommendations by Physician Gu have been less than appealing.”

“Suggestions? You didn’t mention any such.”

“I wasn’t looking to utilize them. Cutting open myself and removing the damaged portions before returning to the wind and patching such portions together via my understanding of the dao is not ideal.”

Yang Mu winced. “That seems drastic.”

“Yes.”

The pair fell silent, resuming their walk upward. Deep in the night, the pair had the pathway up the mountain entirely to themselves, the shadows from overhanging branches and the ill-lit night with its crescent moon offering little illumination. It mattered not for either cultivator, their spiritual senses sufficiently developed that they could traverse the entire way with their eyes closed if needed.

“Do you have any clues on what to do?” Yang Mu said softly.

“Some. The Body Cultivation manuals I have read have gone into aspects of cultivation deviation. Not that it’s termed the same way, of course, but it comes to the same thing.” Wu Ying waved as though dismissing that triviality. “But most of those issues are near the start or middle portion of the path. It’s rare for deviation to occur at the latter stages, at least in this manner.” He frowned. “The Seven Winds technique is relatively unique in how closely it hues to the concept of the winds itself.”

“The concept?”

“Yes, understanding and becoming it,” Wu Ying said. “There are some Elders here who I’d speak with, if possible. Though we do not focus upon Body Cultivation much, there are still some practitioners in the Sect.”

“So, why haven’t you talked to them yet?”

“Two are currently in closed door cultivation. Another has yet to reply to my missive. And the final Elder is currently out of the Sect. He might return end of this year.”

“So more waiting.”

“Yes.” Wu Ying shrugged. “In the meantime, I will do further research and train these children. If all else fails, the Double Soul, Double Body sect might have a solution.”

“That’s the one whose founder’s technique you use, is it not?” Yang Mu said.

“Not founder. Sixth Patriarch,” he corrected her easily. “And yes. I started with the Patriarch’s apprentice’s work but was able to review and copy the original work.” He frowned. “The last two winds were particularly difficult to comprehend, and even now, I’m uncertain if I walk it appropriately. The movement techniques are difficult, but the necessary enlightenment is even more elusive. And the Patriarch, on his journey to immortality, never achieved it.”

“No?”

Wu Ying nodded. “No. He died attempting that final ascent at a grand old age of two hundred seventeen.”

“Not the most fortuitous path to follow then, is it?” Yang Mu teased.

“Isn’t that the same for us all?” He sighed. “We follow the paths of failures, in the hope that in their tragedy, we might glean some wisdom. Even if we managed to find a cultivation path from an individual who managed to ascend, it might not suit our bodies. And if it did, the dao that they embody is already filled in the Heavens. There is no space up there for another immortal, so we’d be cast down anyway.”

“Are you sure of that?” A slight smile crossed her lips. “My father always argued that Heavenly bureaucracy is as inefficient as ours, for we modeled ours on theirs. And if so, then there will be a large amount of overlap. Why, look at the number of kitchen gods there must be!”

Wu Ying laughed softly. “Oh yes. Though you rarely hear of more cultivators ascending from the kitchen.”

Yang Mu grinned. “Well, I dare say those cultivators are busy leading quiet lives, practicing their skills. And who would pick on a cook?”

“Not Tou He!”

Laughing together, the pair continued up the hill, turning the conversation to lighter topics. They left behind his obstacles and the dire forecast of the future with practiced ease. Any cultivator at their level learned to block out worries about tomorrow to enjoy the joys of the present.

There was time enough to deal with these issues.

***

The summons came in the morning for an afternoon meeting with the Sect Head. It gave Wu Ying time enough to prepare himself, though he had given his new apprentices the day off. Long enough to sort out any obligations they might have before he began his very first class. He was still debating what to begin with, though he was leaning heavily toward a lesson in aura management in the morning followed by botany lessons and memorization of the various manuals to begin with. He’d have them head off to the martial teachers in the latter afternoon for specific training for those he deemed lacking. Which, right now, was most of them.

Just a light workload really.

After prepping himself and finishing up the lesson plan for the next day, Wu Ying made sure to review his appearance one last time. He had chosen the most elegant of his robes, the one least worn and with the finest detailed patterns of green dragons on the sleeves and hem. While the robes for the Elders were of the same form in general, a little individuality was allowed. In addition to the embroidery, he had the division patch on his left breast pocket.

Wu Ying took another glance at the headdress that had come along with the formal robes. He debated, briefly, wearing it before discarding the idea. Rarely had he ever seen the Elders wear a headdress—not even to his own judgment—and the burdensome piece had already been blown off by the fickle winds once before. It blocked easy access to his long hair, and they so did like playing with it.

Storage rings and the World Spirit ring and a bracelet of protective charms. His sword—of course—and the emerald scalemail armor he wore beneath the robes. He was not geared all the way for a battle, but the armor was both comfortable and comforting.

Ascending the mountain was a simple matter of traversing the airways, allowing the wind to carry him upward rather than taking the normal pathways. That there were a number of formations blocking direct access required him to hover closer to the mountain than he’d prefer, and without the invitation, even such a modified pathway would have been difficult.

Passing by the inner complex set aside for the core members of the Sect, Wu Ying was once again struck by the sheer luxury of their existence. Even if he now resided within a residence near the top, these favored individuals lived even higher, had dedicated teachers and study places.

Then again… he noted that few of these pampered cultivators were out training. Most were within their residences or the cultivation chambers, pouring all their time and energy into progressing through the stages of cultivation. Soon enough, these hot house flowers would have to exit the Sect and find fortuitous encounters of their own, expand their interests and experiences in their search for a dao.

In the meantime, they had the best facilities to provide them growth.

Higher, past the buildings, to the Sect Head’s residence. A large mansion—the largest by far, of course—with multiple rooms, courtyards, and complexes. The three Guardians actually had their official residences inside this complex. These Guardians were spread out in the same positions as per their seating arrangements in the arena. Closest to the entrance, the residence for the Guardian of the Gate—Guardian Pang, currently empty.

Of the remaining two, the Left and Right Guardians[12] took care of the internal and external protection of the Sect. The Right Guardian was the only Guardian known to leave the Sect, often acting against other sects or cultivators that might be a threat to the Verdant Green Waters.

Wu Ying knew his own Master had had a close relationship with the Right Guardian, as did his martial sister. Unfortunately, his own circumstances had precluded even a meeting before his banishment, the Right Guardian having been away for much of Wu Ying’s time in the Sect.

Drifting toward the doors leading into the complex, Wu Ying landed gently on the ground, the winds leaving with the barest of flutters. He strode the rest of the way to the massive wooden gates, gesturing to utilize the wind to strike the heavy metal knocker.

Hands crossed behind his back, Wu Ying drew one last, long breath and settled his mind. Whatever the discussion to come, it would be fine. After all, he was now a valued member of the Sect.

Right?


Chapter 23

The receiving room Wu Ying was brought to overlooked the third of the four inner courtyards. A gesture of respect, though a further indicator of their lack of close relationship. Understandable, of course, that he had not been brought to the innermost, intimate final receiving room.

The understated elegance and luxury of the receiving room, everything from the rosewood furniture with its elegant mother-of-pearl inlay to the dao-imbued paintings, was counterpoint to the extravagant and rather common dishes laid out for the pair of cultivators.

“Cultivator Long, thank you for coming. I’ve arranged for some of your favorite dishes to be served,” Sect Head Yan said.

Wu Ying smiled tightly as he took his seat across from the man. Peasant dishes. One could almost call it a studied insult. Then again, each of the dishes literally glowed with the chi stuffed within them, never mind the delectable scents that were wafting up. Roast duck, roast pig, deep fried and steamed freshwater fish, multiple types of steamed and lightly fried vegetables, seasoned with garlic and soy sauce. More. So much more.

“Please, eat. Eat.” Shu Ren waved at the dishes, picking up his chopsticks and serving Wu Ying a duck drumstick to begin with. He pushed it forward, then grabbed a slice of lightly fried mushroom and some bok choy, helping to plate the wind cultivator’s dish within moments.

For a short time, the pair ate, and the Sect Head skillfully drew tales of Wu Ying’s travels from him. He interjected his own stories, about his time as a peak Energy Storage cultivator and his travels through the kingdom. Unlike Wu Ying’s stories of wide-ranging travels and heroics, the Sect Head’s revolved around sect assignments and political chicanery between cultivators and the government.

“Well, after the third magistrate hired a fourth cultivator and his gang of miscreants to assault me, we finally had enough evidence that the second magistrate would act. He shut down the illegal taxation on the county and brought the third magistrate to justice. We also found his treasury which we managed to return to the village—mostly.”

“Mostly?” Wu Ying said.

“Well, the Sect had to have something for its troubles.”

“I see.” That was a rather common theme in Shu Ren’s stories, it seemed. Every single story of his focused on how the Sect had gained. A not-so-subtle hint, of course, of the man’s focus.

“Now, I understand that you’ve finally recruited for your department?” Shu Ren said.

“As of yesterday, yes.”

“About time.”

“Setting up took a while. There isn’t actually a manual on setting up a new department within the Sect,” Wu Ying said. “I looked.”

“A major oversight, it seems. However, it is not something we do often. I do believe the last time we set up a new department was over a hundred thirteen years ago.” Shu Ren smiled tightly. “Still, I will speak with Elder Ko about this.”

“I’ll be happy to contribute what knowledge I can.” Wu Ying hesitated, then added, “Matters might have moved more quickly if you had sent word down that this department had your fuller backing.”

“It would have, yes.”

Wu Ying waited, then realized that Shu Ren had no intention of continuing. The wind cultivator hesitated for a moment. “I have a lesson plan, at least for the first few weeks, developed. I’ve never trained anyone in these techniques of course, and a Wild Gatherer…” He smiled tightly. “The skills required are wide and broad.”

“Yes. It’s why Elder Li refused to train anyone but the best. She often insisted that doing otherwise was a waste of time.” Shu Ren gestured downward. “You seem to be utilizing a different philosophy.”

“You never know the path an individual might take.”

“And yet, Elder Li seems to have been correct in her actions.” He gestured at Wu Ying to indicate what he meant, making the wind cultivator smile a little at the implied compliment.

“True. But the Sect—the kingdom—could use more than a single wild gatherer. Sure, the wandering cultivators all do a little, but even then, few have much expertise beyond the basics, and the quality of the herbs they are able to offer…”

“Poor for the most part.” Shu Ren nodded. “You intend to expand on the number then, even of those on the lower end of the spectrum?”

“Just about. How far they progress will be their choice, though at the least they’ll learn some basics to aid the Sect.”

“And you think that’s sufficient?”

“To meet your demands?” Wu Ying said, not having forgotten the Sect Head’s pronouncement. “Only you would know that, would you not?”

“I’d like to ensure that the Verdant Gatherer and his connection to the Sect continues.” Shu Ren leaned forward. “You see, the Verdant Gatherer has gained quite the reputation. In this kingdom and those around. It would be a shame for it to disappear if you do too.”

Wu Ying grunted. “I’m not intending on disappearing any time soon.” A flicker of disappointment, of anger crossed his face before he smoothed it out. “Nor do I have the choice at the moment.”

“Ah, yes. Your issues,” the Sect Head said. “Disappointing to reach such a summit only to find your way forward blocked, is it not?” When the other man chose not to answer, Shu Ren continued. “I have, of course, been apprised of the problem. I’ve also been informed that you have yet to make use of the various resources available to one of my Elders.”

“Resources?” Wu Ying said, a little surprised.

“The Elder’s library. We have an extensive series of works available only for those in the Core Formation stage and higher.” Shu Ren obviously noted the gleam of interest in Wu Ying’s eyes as he continued. “Body Cleansing techniques of course. Some of it, we have only a portion available. Others are more extensive but known to lead to dead ends. Works and treatises by Nascent Soul cultivators—or their equivalent—detailing their journey. Their daos imbued so deeply into the works that to read them before one ascended sufficiently would shake the pathway of an individual’s own core, leading them astray.”

“Extensive works then.” Wu Ying noted the prideful ownership in the man’s words.

For good reason. In his journeys, he had come across libraries of other sects. Broken into a few even. Most only had a smattering of documentation like this, works from the Patriarchs of the Sect, handed down carefully. The occasional work taken from a wandering cultivator or stolen from a declining sect. But nothing this extensive, or so he thought.

“Yes. You should peruse the library. See what may aid you.”

“Would Physician Gu not have access too?”

“And he has a better understanding of your cultivation method than you?”

Wu Ying inclined his head in acknowledgment of the point.

“Go, seek out the library. Read it through. There are other resources available if what you find in the library is insufficient.”

“Other resources?”

“Yes. Cultivation resources, long hoarded, and cultivation spaces that might be of use.” Shu Ren hesitated, then glanced toward the peak. His voice dropped, as he continued. “Access to even more exclusive libraries.”

“Really.” That word was drawn out slowly by Wu Ying. “But, of course, I’d have to earn such access.”

“Of course. Some of these resources are limited to the extreme. Others, like the works in the Patriarch’s library… or mine…” Shu Ren shrugged. “We cannot be revealing all our secrets.”

Wu Ying nodded slowly. The Patriarch, the true leader of the Sect, was an even more fabled figurehead. When the Sect Head appropriately aged or progressed in his cultivation to such an extent that he could no longer manage the day-to-day running of the Sect, they retired to become the Patriarch. Both the very last line of defense and the true strength of a Sect, the Patriarch was rumored to be at peak Nascent Soul strength, perhaps even half-step Immortal.

“Well, I’ll endeavor to be worthy of all that the Sect has to offer.”

“You do that, Cultivator Long.” Shu Ren leaned forward, his voice lowering as he focused on the younger man. “Your Master was a bright light that I am loath to have lost. You have come far in your cultivation, but your utility for our sect is… suspect.”

Wu Ying smiled tightly, picking up the teacup and draining it. He stood a moment later, bowing to the Sect Head.

“I will be taking your advice to heart then, Sect Head, and visiting that library.” He paused, then added, “All of it.”

Shu Ren waved Wu Ying off, leaving him to exit the compound by himself.

***

He was nearly free of the compound when Guardian Pang arrived. He stepped in front of Wu Ying before he exited, glaring at him across the threshold.

“So, you’ve managed to convince the Sect Head that you are of some use,” Guardian Pang said.

“So it seems.”

“It won’t take long, of course.” Guardian Pang sneered. “Before you show him what you really are. When you do, we’ll make sure to have extracted all that we can from your useless, wandering form.”

Wu Ying snorted. “Is that it then? All that you had to say to me?”

Guardian Pang sneered. “You think I’d take time off from my duties to tell you such a minor thing?” He shook his head. “No. I came to inform you that your request for an ongoing exception for yourself and members of your department has been granted. You—and your people—will be allowed to leave the Sect as needed. The protective formations have been adjusted to track all of your auras and the seals you carry.”

“Good. That will make future lessons easier,” Wu Ying said. “Is that all?”

Guardian Pang looked toward the interior of the compound for a moment before he returned his gaze to Wu Ying. “What did you speak about, boy?”

“I do not see how that concerns you,” Wu Ying answered.

“The protection of the Sect in its entirety is my business. And you continue to be the greatest threat that I see.”

“So is the protection and betterment of the Sect for the Sect Head. If you wish to know the contents of our discussion, feel free to speak with him directly.”

Guardian Pang’s fist closed tightly, but Wu Ying made no move to protect himself. It would be the height of boorishness to attack him here, especially as Wu Ying had given him little cause. Rudeness perhaps, but considering the Guardian was returning much the same, it would be insufficient.

Even so, the wind cultivator was a little wary of the man. While he had once beaten the other, that had been with restrictions of the duel in place. As Guardian of the Gate, Elder Pang Jian Hong also had access to the formations. Even if the indiscriminate use of a slaughter formation might be barred, there were other formations that could affect Guardian Pang’s strength, the expression of his dao that could constrain Wu Ying’s fighting ability.

A fight between the pair of them was not as predetermined in outcome as one might expect.

“You may go.” Guardian Pang stepped aside to allow Wu Ying to leave, jerking his chin.

Annoyed at being dismissed, Wu Ying still made sure to walk out before stopping to ask, “Tell me, Elder Pang, why is it that you hold such great enmity to me? We never interacted before my ascension, yet from the beginning, you have been against me.”

“Because I know what you are, boy,” Guardian Pang said. “I know where you come from. I brought in Yin Xue, had him positioned to be the prodigy for this generation. Then you… you fight him and take his glory for yourself in the first year. But so be it. I figured it would give him the necessary impetus to improve himself. As for you….

“Your Master interceded on any further action I might take. He sheltered you, insisting that you be allowed to grow without impediments. And so we let it be.” He snorted. “Perhaps we should have ignored him, but few dared step in the way of the Sundering Blade. He dealt with those who annoyed him with his weapon, seeking to cut such ties quickly before they grew.”

Now the words were coming in a rush, as though the Guardian had long been keeping these thoughts to himself and just required an excuse to speak them. “We left you alone, until you drew my apprentice into your ill-considered expedition into the Wei kingdom. Foolish, but it did at least mean that he was able to return with the original text of his cultivation manual. That, and bonds to you and your friends. I should have insisted he cut ties then, but already, you… you’d sunk roots into him, corrupted him. And I—I saw the bright lights of those you’d drawn to you and thought it was well enough.

“Fool me.”

He exhaled heavily, glaring his distaste at Wu Ying. The wind cultivator kept his mouth shut, knowing the man had more to say.

“But that wasn’t enough, was it? When you chose to follow on with that foolish rescue attempt, Yin Xue went with you. Did not even tell me.” Jian Hong snarled. “I would have forbidden it, but he’d learned how to break tradition and rules like you by then, learned to ask for forgiveness later. And much did he have to forgive, for by the time he returned, he was damaged. Twisted. That arm, pulling him from the correct path.”

“I had nothing to do with his taking of that arm,” Wu Ying said firmly. “That was Yin Xue’s choice.”

“Yes. His choice. Just like Elder Wei’s prized pupil, Elder Li, has chosen to stop ascending after her interactions with you. Then there’s Cultivator Li[13]. She chose to leave the Sect, spending her time furthering her immortality in her holdings to the north. She tithes to the Sect regularly at least.” Guardian Pang’s lip curled up. “But what of your best friend—the one you poisoned with that blood?”

“I did not poison him.”

“So you say. But there he is, his fire twisted, his path altered.” Guardian Pang stepped closer. “That’s when I realized what you are, boy. Just like your Master.”

“And what am I?”

“A calamity in mortal form. A selfish individual who takes and takes from those around and leaves behind only detritus.” Guardian Pang gestured downward to the hill, where his friends lay. “An entire generation of prodigies who came into contact with you, twisted from their paths. Infected with your selfish beliefs, their daos thwarted. The monk, your Master, my apprentice—even your martial sister. You are a calamity, boy. And I will make sure you cause the least amount of damage to the Sect as can be.”

Wu Ying’s lips compressed tightly. He saw the gleam of victory in Guardian Pang’s eyes as he stated his beliefs, pouring out his conviction in a tirade. The wind cultivator did not, would not believe that he was a living calamity, that he had twisted his friends’ paths.

Except…

The evidence was there. In those who had fallen by the wayside, those who had chosen to focus upon other areas or whose impediments to growth had been caused by him. Tou He’s fire and the struggle he had controlling the purifying flame. Yin Xue’s arm and whatever deep burden that inhuman addition had added to him. Even his martial sister, who had once been a prodigy climbing the path of immortality, had not progressed further in the decade since he had left, only strengthening herself.

And here he was, on the tip of achieving immortality himself.

He was his Master’s student. Though the man had not forced his beliefs upon Wu Ying, to understand the Sundering Blade itself, Wu Ying had needed to understand some portion of the man’s dao. He had gained a feel for karma and the threads of fate that bound one to another, understood that in by living and interacting, humanity influenced one another.

That was existence for all but the greatest hermits.

Was he then, truly, a calamity? Was his karma and dao so twisted that his friends were destroyed in his passing, like a cyclone journeying through the countryside?

Before Wu Ying could answer the man, before he composed himself to speak, Guardian Pang turned away. The man had seen what he wanted in Wu Ying’s troubled gaze. He left the wind cultivator at the threshold of the building with but a pair of sentences.

“Remember, calamity. I will be watching.”


Chapter 24

A week later and Wu Ying had found a new method to train himself and his new students. Gathered below, working on tilling the fields and planting the spirit herbs he had tasked them with, the cultivators also labored under the intense pressure of Wu Ying’s unfurled aura while constraining their own.

This was but another facet of their aura training. Pressure testing their ability to move, to focus and work while an overbearing pressure was present. For the students, it was the second day of such testing. More than one student had lost control, either pushing back too violently or, worse, having their aura crumple under the pressure.

For those unfortunate students, they lay on the ground, unconscious, their souls and minds bruised. In time, they would awaken with a headache and be forced to begin again.

As for Wu Ying—well, he had learned to control his aura, to retract and keep it contained. But the other way, to apply it as a weapon, to reveal his presence? It was not an area he had practiced and so, here and now, he began that process.

Hours passed as the group struggled to complete their task list. When nearly half the group were collapsed, the exhausted apprentices no longer bothering to drag their friends to the side, Wu Ying relented and retracted his aura.

“Class is over. Finish cleaning up the fields and continue studying,” Wu Ying announced as he stood. He surveyed the field one last time, nodding to Xia Hui, the only one who had managed to not collapse the entire time and who had, over the course of the last few days, taken on the role of leader.

Wu Ying had barely managed to make it a few hundred feet from the training grounds before he was intercepted, Yang Mu arriving by his side and matching his steps as he traversed the roadway.

“Are you willing to talk about it yet?” Yang Mu said without preamble.

“Speak about what?”

“Whatever it is that has upset you.” Yang Mu replied, ignoring his tone. “I have given you time to process whatever it is, but I am here for you, if you need someone to speak to.”

Wu Ying grunted. She flashed him half a smile before continuing to follow him. It was only as they passed the border of the residences for the Elders and began to approach the border of the inner complex for the core members of the Sect that she stopped.

A slight flexing of his will and senses indicated the reason for her pause, as he sensed the gathering energy of a protective formation. So far, and no further, could she go or risk being attacked by the formation. After all, she was but an honored guest, not a true member of the Sect.

“Do you think I’m a calamity?” Wu Ying said. “A living cyclone that destroys all that cross my path and leaves behind broken dreams and grief?”

Yang Mu stared at Wu Ying for a long moment before she burst out laughing. He growled, offended at her mirth at the thoughts that had plagued him for so long. But slowly, as she kept laughing, he found himself smiling a little, the unbridled joy in her voice catching at him.

In the end, when she grew silent, he asked, “Really?”

“I apologize, Ah Ying. But… is that really what has concerned you? I thought it was something more… more… momentous.”

“This is momentous. Perhaps I twisted their fates around mine, diverted it to paths of my own choosing. Destroyed their chances at rising,” Wu Ying said worriedly.

“Of your friends I have met, all of them are in the Core Formation stage. There are some, a few I understand, who have risen no higher. Your Senior Goh. This Chao Kun, who was lost along with his friend, Hei Mao. Others lost in your war… am I wrong?”

“No, that’s about it.”

“Right, all your closest friends are Core Formation cultivators,” Yang Mu said. “Your Elder Sister, a respected and influential Elder who grows both her influence, her network, and her dao daily. Your best friend, a feared martial cultivator who wields a purifying flame. A respected pill apothecarist whose advice and knowledge is sought even by specialists.” She tapped her lips and added, leaning forward, “An ex-girlfriend who controls silver mines in the north with her family.”

“Yes…?” he said slowly, sensing a growing trap.

“My parents know of many cultivators who would kill for such a twisting of fate then.” Yang Mu hummed to herself, tapping her chin with the top of a single finger in thought. “I wonder if that’s why they were fine with me coming. Perhaps they sensed this magical twisting—”

“Stop it. I get it. You’re saying, if I’m twisting anything, it’s toward fortune, not failure.”

“Look at your friends and see how far they’ve climbed. You yourself told me that many of those who live without the guidance of people like my parents often fall and fail long before they reach the Core Formation stage.” She gestured below, behind her. “I see your friends and see individuals who have carved their own paths toward posterity, no matter the obstacles the heavens or mortals have placed in their way. I see success, where you see failure.”

Wu Ying hung his head a little, feeling a little of the venom and the doubts the Guardian had embedded in him pry free.

Fate and choice.

How much of what was destined by fortune and fate was because we would choose that fate no matter the reason?

Could one call it destiny when, if given the choice, the hero chose to stand rather than flee?

He had not made those choices for his friends, to stand with him, to join him, to walk away. Theirs was the decision, though he had been the one to mark the path.

A hint, a scent, a breeze brushing his skin and soul. The winds of hell blew and reminded Wu Ying that all those who fell into their grasp were there because of their own choices. The heavens might judge, might influence, might regulate; but it was in the hells that punishment and justice were enacted. And that was true freedom—for what was choice without result, both boon and bane.

The winds of the hells blew, and Wu Ying found a piece of the puzzle, his soul lifting a little.

“Thank you. I think… you’re right.”

“I am right.”

“I…” Wu Ying shook his head. He had a thread here, one he refused to let go of. But it was but a thread, and he dared not pull on it too hard, for fear of breaking it.

“Oh, Ah Ying. If you truly think your actions have twisted the fates of your friends, then speak with your sister. Is that not what she and your Master specialized in? Karma and fate?” Then, seeing something in the way he shifted and refused to look her in the eyes, she sighed. “Of course you’ve thought of that. And you refused to do it. Because…”

“Because I was scared.”

“But no longer?”

“Well, if the other option is to be nagged further…” He chuckled and leaned back, dodging the swipe of her palm.

“At least you’re in a better mood it seems.”

“I am.” He hesitated, then inclined his head. “But I must leave. It takes much time and effort to open the formations surrounding the Elder library. If I do not make my slot, it will be long before I’m allowed in again.”

“Go.” She waved him away, a satisfied smile on her lips.

He turned away, took two steps, then turned around, calling back, “Tonight. Supper?”

“Yes. You know the wine and snacks that I prefer.”

***

Wu Ying shuddered as he passed through the formation, the repressed energy within the killing formation only a single misshapen character away from being unleashed upon himself. It was, of course, a tad of an exaggeration—no formation master would allow a permanent formation like this to be so easily manipulated—but reality and his feelings in this case had little to offer one another.

Even if his stomach clenched tight and invisible sweat threatened his brow, Wu Ying kept the same easy stride. He knew that at least one other was watching him. As the newest and youngest Elder to join the Sect hierarchy, he was an unknown force that many desired to fully understand. And exploit.

Steps firm, he let his gaze dance over the building. Contrary to his initial expectations, the building that greeted him was not a massive structure to rival the armory or the inner sect library, but a small and contained, single-story, standalone building no larger than his family’s cottage. Oh, the material used to build it was of significantly better quality—marble and stone and terracotta tiles compared to the simple wood and clay and reed construction of his parents’ building—but it did not counter the simple fact that it was small.

Of course, upon further reflection as Wu Ying pushed open the doors, he realized why. The library set aside for the Elders did not receive a significant amount of traffic. Most of the works a Core Formation Elder required were works they had already acquired long before their ascension. Visits to the Sect library might help clarify dao understandings or contrast techniques, but it was a rare Elder who would need a new soul or Body cultivation technique at this stage.

More than that though, as he stepped within the building to review the simple series of stacked books, a formation within cleansing the air on a continual basis to remove traces of dust and soil and pollen from dirtying the shelves, was the paucity of works compared to the massive library below.

Core Formation and higher manuals were uncommon materials even in the Sect. A powerful kingdom like the Shen might have, at most, a few hundred Core Formation cultivators. Many might come from a Sect like the Verdant Green Waters, but many other sects would follow a single cultivation technique to its peak. Whether that cultivation technique truly supported an individual’s soul and personality, that was as much a matter of chance as persistence.

No wonder then that the recommendation was to spend seven years looking for a master and another seven for the master to accept the student fully.

Of course, that was in the ideal situation. For the rich, the immortal cultivators, and scholars and nobles who had such an opportunity to be selective. Peasants and farmers like Wu Ying could only grasp at the chances offered to them and hope for the best.

It was also why sects like the Verdant Green Waters were considered premier sects. The ability, the library of resources to aid a large number of cultivators made them the preferred choice. Even the ability to trade cultivation techniques and manuals between sects was simpler the larger the organization.

For all that, at this level of progress, even the Verdant Green Waters could not acquire more than a single building’s worth of cultivation techniques and manuals.

Even that engendered a sprouting, fast-growing weed of greed and desire. What could he do with all this work? How powerful could he grow, reading it all?

Wu Ying took his time perusing the documents, walking back and forth between the wooden aisles. He picked up bound paper books and flipped through them before returning them to their original locations, and he pulled forth bamboo scrolls and eyed the diagrams on meridian channeling and dantian compression. But those were the common—boring—methods of dao and technique imbuement.

There were more exotic documents within the building, collected over decades of careful accumulation.

Poems imbued with dao inspirations to trigger reflection and recollection, threatening to pull the wind cultivator into deep contemplation of the sun, the lake, the soil that it spoke of.

Paintings—abstract and realistic—of beauties and landscapes and single characters. Deeply embedded impressions and experiences wove themselves into the fabric of the paintings and gushed forth from the paint itself.

Song notes for the guzheng, the pipa, and other instruments littered another section. Eyeing the calligraphy, Wu Ying understood that it was all taken from a single cultivator, a symphony of work that spoke to their understanding. If played, he could not help but wonder what secrets it might reveal.

More. So much more.

A jade box that contained a single apothecarist pill. Not to be consumed—as so firmly noted in a slip of paper next to the box. Even the smell of it triggered understanding within Wu Ying, as well as a familiar stench that Wu Ying related to Elder Wei and her apprentice, Liu Tsong. Here, now, was their inheritance from another Elder.

A manual for various forms of dance. Guidance for terpischorists, along with paintings and poems, all speaking of the beautiful immortal who had once studied the art of dance to its zenith. Purchased nearly a century ago by the Sect from a brothel.

And the techniques, so many techniques. Stuffed into one corner of the building, piled on top of one another with little care it seemed. A perusal of the techniques had Wu Ying discarding the first dozen within moments, for so many were dependent upon dao understandings and elements and techniques that were anathema to his own.

Slowly, Wu Ying understood, as he perused the building, that this was not a library of dry documents and manuals, of techniques to be purchased and taken wily-nily. There were no contribution points to be deducted if he took multiple copies of the work or chose to read them all.

If he wished, he could have walked out with copies of every single work within. But for what use? The techniques here were no longer nourishing grains to his growing soul, but chaff to be dug through in search of gold.

At this stage, no Elder needed to be told not to read or consume every document within. There were concepts and beliefs, elements that would conflict directly with their own path. It would do more damage to consume them all than to be picky about the works one read.

Wu Ying was no child let loose in a candy factory, but a wiser man. Finding his steps returned to the start of the building, he cleared his mind of the impulsive greediness and focused himself. He had come to the library with a need—a review of the Body Cleansing methods that the Sect had acquired. Maybe, perhaps, documentation about past experiences with such damage done to the body among other Nascent Soul immortals.

Everything else was chaff.

Resolved, the wind cultivator finally got to work.


Chapter 25

“And how was it?” Yang Mu asked, head propped up on one hand. It was late in the evening, so late that if one squinted, Wu Ying would even believe that the rising sun might be spotted in the distance.

“The Elder’s library?” Wu Ying said and, receiving a nod, hummed in thought. “Enlightening.”

“I can still beat you, you know.” Yang Mu waggled a finger at him.

“Heh. Extensive then. More documents and manuals and treatises and works left behind by those who have achieved deep insight into their paths than anywhere else I have ever had access to,” Wu Ying said. “Though most of it was useless to me, of course.”

“Because you don’t cultivate your soul.”

“Well, sort of, but yes,” Wu Ying said. He did cultivate his soul, but the Formless Realm method readied him to accept the changes in his body. In this way, when his body itself achieved immortality, his immortal soul could slip within and inhabit it with minimal problems, submerging itself into the immortal form and achieving true immortality.

Till then, both body and soul were not truly immortal, holding traces of frail mortality.

“Could you not strengthen your soul otherwise?” Yang Mu asked.

“Possibly, but that’s not my focus. I have other problems, right?”

“Yes, yes. I was just asking.” She gave him an impish grin. “Did you get anything for me?”

“You know I cannot do that.”

“Hmmmphhfff…”

“Also, I’m sure nothing we have is as suitable as the method that your parents have, personally, acquired for you.”

“Are you saying I’m spoilt by my parents?”

“I’m just stating a fact. Your parents are not only powerful and rich, but also would wish the best for you,” Wu Yin said.

“Well, of course. I am their beloved elder daughter,” Yang Mu said only a little humbly.

“Are you ever going to tell me what it is?”

“Nope!” Yang Mu answered immediately. Then, seeing the disappointment, she waved. “It’s nothing to do with trust. My parents—and myself—are sworn to secrecy by the original owner. Even its name should not be spoken aloud.”

“Oh.”

“Never mind that, what did you get? Or was it entirely useless? You seem too happy to have the entire trip be worthless.”

“I thought you wanted me to be happy.”

“I do, but I also want details.”

Laughing, Wu Ying reached for the wine cup and downed it. He made to refill the cup, only to find the bottle empty. However, considering the lateness of the evening, he chose to secure more tea rather than call for more wine.

“The Sect has a number of works that were helpful. They’ve given me certain thoughts and hints about what I might do to deal with my problem.” He chuckled. “There’s nothing, of course, to do with a Wind Element. In fact, the entire Body Cleansing section is rather pitiful. Even with the addition of the work I had, it still was only a fraction of the works gathered for the others…” Seeing that he was losing her interest, he hurried on. “It had nothing for my element, but within the books that were there, I found both a Water and Earth Body Cultivation technique. It was in the Earth Body Cultivation technique that I found the clue.”

“Go on.”

“It’s hard to explain. The Earth Body Cultivation technique spoke of making one part of the Earth, imbuing one’s body with an aspect of the ground. But the earth is not just one thing—it’s made up of myriad rocks and soil and materials. Part of the flexibility of the technique was in enabling a user to pick which to choose.”

“Could you then change it around?” Yang Mu asked. “Become as loose as sand one moment, then as strong as stone the next?”

“That was one option. It actually spoke of two major ways—one to change between aspects of the earth as you said. And another, taking the full strength and properties of a single element of the earth.” He paused, then added, “It was in the first that I found inspiration. For that constant transfer, that need to alter oneself, there were a number of common mistakes.”

“Good. So what do you need to do?”

“There are a few cures. Transforming back to the initial problem element and retrying is one,” Wu Ying said.

“Becoming the wind again?” She frowned. “I don’t think that is a good idea, not for you.”

“Not my first choice either.” He did not mention the problems he was having even now, how even cultivation and training had slowed down, the cleansing of impurities a struggle. “The second, often less successful method, is the use of alchemical baths and pills to transform the specific element appropriately. Breaking it apart, or restructuring it, if you will.”

“Less successful you say?”

“Yes. Often, I understand, because it’s so slow and the expense involved is too high. Each bath was a small fortune in herbs.”

“And you’d need to adjust the particular bath to your element too.”

“Exactly. It’s still my preferred option.”

“You said second, so I assume there’s a third and fourth and maybe more options?” Yang Mu said.

“Just one more.”

She picked up her teacup and sipped on it, content to let him speak it when he was ready.

“It’s the most dangerous method.”

“Of course it is.”

“It’s also the most painful.”

“That also is not unexpected.”

“We wield another element against the obstruction, destroying it contesting element against element. Purifying it, if you will.”

No surprise that she groaned. Or that Wu Ying shared her hesitation. After all, he had been burnt once before and carried the scar to prove it.

***

Wu Ying served the tea, one hand holding the pot, the second steadying his first hand. Two hands, the way he had been taught by the woman before him. Jasmine and slightly burnt rice with a scattering of soaked tea leaves wafted from the liquid. Heat radiated from the teapot, warming his hands as he settled the pot down with barely a clink on the wooden tea tray.

Two hands to offer the cup to his friend, his elder and martial sister. Fairy Yang smiled, taking the cup gracefully, one hand shifting to cover it with her long sleeve as she raised it to sip. Dainty and beautiful, hiding the churlish act of consuming food and drink.

Wu Ying waited with bated breath for her pronouncement.

“Steeped too long by two minutes,” she announced at last. “However, the presentation was passable.” Eyes drifted down to the plates of food displayed before her, delicate cookies, wrapped steamed buns, and sunflower seeds. “The snacks could use greater variety. And, of course, you’re missing Auntie Yi’s fried pancakes.”

“I am,” Wu Ying said. “I can’t, sadly, do much of that. No turning back time, not even for an immortal.”

“Now, I’m sure you didn’t come to visit me to receive criticism of your presentation skills. Which, after so many years, is only acceptable.”

He would have winced if he had been concerned about such niceties. But while he had studied the formalities of the battle of courtesies, it had never held his interest. His weapons, unlike his martial sister’s, were sharper and more direct.

“Guardian Pang said to me—”

“You can stop right there,” Fa Yuan said. “Anything he said to you should be discarded as no more important than the barking of a wild dog.”

“Is that the way we should be speaking about a respected Elder?” Wu Ying said archly.

“If you were still an inner sect cultivator, I certainly would not. Now that you’re the Head of your own department…” She smiled. “I can be more straightforward in my estimations and cautions.”

“Because I have, finally, reached the proper level of ostentation?”

“And because you’re holding the strength and soul of a Core Formation cultivator, one who has settled upon a dao.” She leaned forward, her voice lowering. “The battles now, they can come with sword and bow and spear, but as often, they might be words shot in the dark, missives left on the door to shake your belief in your dao.”

“I’m not a Soul cultivator though.”

“Are you not?” She raised an eyebrow. “Yet you hold a Core within you and a Nascent Soul you feed your moments of enlightenment and experiences to. Your dao might not be as fixed as one who rose through Soul cultivation itself, your strength might come from your Body of Seven Winds… but you can still be diverted from your path, your sword forced to waver, your mind broken with a single well-placed sentence. Or why would you be here, speaking with me?”

Wu Ying lowered his head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“Hesitated.” She placed the teacup down. “I needed to tell you that, but I also know it’s in too deep now for a single sentence to dig it out. So. Tell me what it is that has brought you to me?”

“Karma. Fate, if you will, and my effect on others.”

He stopped, letting her fill in the blanks if she so chose.

She did not.

Eventually, the silence grew too brittle and he broke it, his words coming in a rush. “He said that I was a calamity. A cyclone of destruction, tossing my friends around, causing them to be diverted from their path. That all those who had come with me, prodigies and those who were to be the strength of the Sect, had been deterred, their paths destroyed.

“He said I’ve hurt my friends.”

“Ah…” She sighed. “And finally, you came to me because I understand karma.” She raised a hand, turning one palm from side to side, as though weighing an unknown scale in her hand. “Because karma is what I understand, what I’ve made my dao. Just like our Master.

“And he struck you there, because you spent too much time with me and our Master, though the dao of karma in all its variations was never yours.”

Wu Ying felt an irrational sense of guilt from her words. Yet his dao was never going to be about karma, no matter how much they would have wanted it.

“It matters not. We all have our own paths to immortality, but for some, holding others from rising is what they desire, what they need.”

“And that is Guardian Pang’s objective?”

“No, not his. His malice is more subtle, more focused and altruistic,” she said. “He believes that we all must rise and fall together, and anything that diverts from that, any individual who tears apart the Sect must be constrained.”

“And he wants me constrained.”

“He wants you to fit into his worldview of the Sect. He wants you controllable,” she said. “Which is, of course, an attack for one like you.”

“Like me?”

“A wanderer. A breeze. A gale,” she said. “Controlling you is impossible. Perhaps even anathema to your very dao and existence.”

“Then his words hold no truth? I have not affected the destiny of my friends?” Wu Ying said hopefully.

“Of course you have.” Seeing his flinch, she added, “It matters not. We all do.”

“What do you mean?”

“When we are reborn, we bring with it the threads of fate and karma that were accrued in previous lives. Those threads pull upon those surrounding us, altering their path through this life. Sometimes, those threads are predestined—a son born to a father again, fated lovers being born in the same village and year. Other times, those fates are created anew by choice or chance. Pregnancies as the twist of fate pull individuals into new configurations,” Fa Yuan said. “By existing, we alter the flow of existence. By choosing to act—or not—we influence others.”

“Our Master felt such a binding unfair.”

“He did. He sought to cut himself free but found himself trapped by his beliefs and his honor, by courtesies and morals.” She shook her head. “He perfected the Sundering Blade, its inheritance which you carry in your own blade, in an attempt to free himself.

“But he could never find the timing, the moment when he could cut himself free of all his obligations. In fact, as he grew older, he found himself ensnared more and more by the vagaries of fate.”

Wu Ying found himself frowning in concern. “But that’s not the path you’ve taken.”

“No. I believe in karma, in the threads of fate, and see my path as one of balance rather than severing. A gradual balancing of the scales between individuals,” she said. “Not a complete sundering of all ties, but a repayment of debts and obligations.”

“A long road to journey then.”

“But a fruitful one.”

Struck by a thought, he could not help but ask, “How deep is my debt to you?”

Eyes dancing with humor, she replied, “Do you fear it then?”

“No. But if I can help you balance it…”

She waved, dismissing his offer. “You fear that you’ve twisted the fate of others, and you have. But that twisting of fate, those decisions, they would not have changed, would they? Looking back now, knowing only what you knew then, knowing only what they knew then, could they have made different choices? Could you?”

“Some.”

“For your friends. The things you did—or think you did—to alter their fates?”

Wu Ying hesitated then. The question of choice arose once more, free will and accepting the results of one’s decisions. “A few, but of the major decisions… probably not. I needed their help to save you. I made the offer to Tou He in good conscience. Perhaps I might have warned him, but…”

“But…?”

“I also think he’s finding a balance himself,” Wu Ying said.

“Yes. And there is that too, is it not? That we must—you must—trust in your friends to choose their own paths, to decide what is best for them and when to stop.” She leaned forward, speaking softly. “You’ll find that being a prodigy means little in the long run. That the world crushes our dreams and grinds down any initial favor granted to most.”

“To most?”

“There are some favored sons and daughters of heaven who flounce through life, never feeling the impact of their decisions, riding the tide of good karma garnered over dozens of rebirths,” Fa Yuan said. “Thankfully, those few are rare as a phoenix’s feather.”

“And the rest of us struggle?”

“The rest of us struggle. We push ahead, or not. The prize in the end—immortality—is a prize only if one values it. Life is an existence of pain and tragedy, and even immortality does not remove such trials and burdens. Sometimes, the relief of passing on, of putting the burden down for now is enough,” Fa Yuan said.

“It sounds, almost, like you’ve made your decision too.”

She shook her head. “I’m one of those fools who intends to continue pushing ahead. But my dao—it requires me to understand much, including other viewpoints. That some might choose to stop, that is but another viewpoint.”

“So. I didn’t do anything wrong?”

“No.” She shrugged. “No more than any mortal did. You are no raving demon, no moving catastrophe whose existence twists the fabric of karma and fate. You are just… mortal.”

The pair fell silent, the conversation coming to an end. He had asked, and she had answered again and again, and now, the wind cultivator could find no further way to seek reassurance. His mind was still troubled, but knowing that it was an attack, it helped him reinforce his own mind, his own decisions.

Perhaps it was time for him to stop attempting to pass judgment like the heavens, to accept the choices made by his friends and to wish them well. That was humanity’s gift and burden in the end—to choose and to suffer the consequences of such choices.

Move on or stay. It was the same to the heavens and the hells.

They waited for all.


Chapter 26

Lessons for his own students were not the only ones Wu Ying found himself conducting. To pay off his ever-increasing loans, the wind cultivator found himself giving lectures across the Sect. Some were to outer sect cultivators, though those paid so little he saw little point of it. Inner sect lectures would have been worth more contribution points, but Elder Kim had the stranglehold on such lectures. Only one or two, specifically to do with wandering gathering, could Wu Ying extract from the man’s hands. And even then, the attendance at the lectures was so sparse, the Inner Sect Head had assigned Wu Ying to ever smaller lecture halls.

Pitiful.

Which was why Wu Ying was floating up the mountain now to teach once again, utilizing the wind to carry him as he lightened the load of his body. It was a strain on his meridians, so close to a bath cycle, but the process of actually walking up—or taking a palanquin—would have taken longer.

Anyway, he needed to exercise his meridians a little. Being entirely too sedentary and not utilizing them at all was as bad as overwork.

That was the excuse he would use if Physician Gu ever asked him, but as Wu Ying finally made it to the next landing and alighted upon it, he had to admit he might take the longer walk next time. A hand rested on a nearby lantern as he swiped at his face, breathing deeply of the concentrated chi within this area.

Once more, he reviewed the core members of the Sects enclave. Large for the dozen or so Inner Core cultivators within and their teachers, but luxurious. Even standing on the landing where the chi gathered, Wu Ying found the aches in his meridians lessening quickly and the overall pains that littered his still-healing body fading.

Perhaps it was not a bad thing to be giving these lectures.

“Elder Long?” An attendant hurried over. She was dressed in an inner cultivator’s robes but held the subservient demeanor of a servant. Wu Ying frowned, even as he nodded his acknowledgment. “Please, this way.”

Following her, he eyed the surroundings with renewed interest. Here and there, he spotted inner sect cultivators hard at work at the tasks that would have been delegated to outer sect cultivators below. Everything from simple maintenance tasks like sweeping the stones clean, polishing the wood, and applying varnish and paint to keep away insects to acting as messengers was conducted by inner sect cultivators. None of them seemed unhappy, but they worked industriously and subserviently.

Interesting.

It made sense. Just being in this environment, they could improve their cultivation. If they managed to achieve a moment of enlightenment—unlikely as it might be—the chi intensification formations would aid them further.

Rather than a punishment, being sent up here was a reward. Which was why, of course, Wu Ying had never even had a hint of such a possibility come to his ears.

“Honored Elder, this will be your classroom,” the attendant said, gesturing Wu Ying within.

The room was lushly appointed with seating on the floor raised above the ground by plush, silk cushions. Kneeling tables were set in front of each cushion, allowing the students to place their notes or scrolls upon them, with ink stones and pads ready for their use.

At the head of the room, to the left of the entrance, was the teacher’s desk on a platform raised a foot above the floor. A longer, more elaborate table had formations carved upon it, and an elaborate cushion had been placed behind the desk. Taking his seat, Wu Ying stared at the table’s formations, puzzling them over.

“They are light and illusion formations, Honored Elder,” the attendant said quietly.

“And what do they project?”

“If you place a manual or scholarly work on it, the work itself will be shown,” she replied.

Curious, Wu Ying extracted the text he intended to use and watched with bemusement as the text of the document was projected into the air above the table. He played with the table for a few moments, feeling the way the chi tendrils and formations allowed him to make alterations.

How useful. And indulgent. It would allow the students to more easily see what Wu Ying spoke of, copy and note down the details of his manual, but the cost of running the formation… Yes. There. A small Energy Storage spirit stone. At the rate of drain, it would likely only last a few hours at best.

Shifts in the air preceded the appearance of his students. Wu Ying looked up, noting idly that the attendant had taken position behind him and to the side, near the door but out of the way. He waited for the group to stream in, seeing only seven arrive.

The newcomers were, perhaps, not as interested in him as he them. Four men, three women, ages ranging from fourteen to their early twenties at best. Not a single member was below high Body Cultivation, with the majority seated in the middle stages of Energy Storage.

Prodigies indeed.

Well-mannered prodigies too, for after offering their greetings as they entered the room, they took their seats. Once all seven had sat down by order of seniority, the wind cultivator gestured, and the attendant slid the door shut.

“Today’s class is on the basics of gathering in the wilds. Before we begin though, please introduce yourselves, your elements, and what—if any—experience one might have with cultivating or tending to plants, apothecary, physicking, or cooking.”

Hands on his lap, Wu Ying waited, ready to memorize what details they might offer. This would be, at the least, interesting.

***

Within ten minutes of the start of his lesson, Wu Ying’s lesson plans had been derailed. To his surprise, every single one of the students had one or more named interest that coincided with and supported their interest in wild gathering. A stark contrast to the numerous bored and restless students of the outer sect who only came to his lectures because it was required of them.

“What if I used a chi-trapping formation that concentrated iron chi and decaying yin earth chi?” the sallow-faced youth with an unnatural chill that radiated from his body spoke up. Liu Guan Ting, the second son of the infamous Liu family. They owned multiple graveyards all across the kingdom, but because of the constant influx of money to ensure the proper upkeep of these graves, they were quite rich, even if they were not nobles. That they all used a yin-cultivation method was… well, practical, Wu Ying assumed.

“Again, that is a question that Elder Kim is likely to be better suited to answering. In a wild gathering context, a formation like what you speak of would alter the environmental flow of chi to such a degree that wild beasts are likely to locate them. In addition, the long-term viability of such formation, if not created from natural material, is low,” Wu Ying said. “Rain, sun, and wind will destroy most formation flags soon enough. Especially when your goal is to produce Century Corpse Yin Flowers.”

Guan Ting nodded his thanks, sitting back. Wu Ying did not want to ask how Guan Ting intended to find decaying yin earth chi in sufficient quantities so that undertaking such a formation and the feeding of it in a controlled cultivation fashion was possible. He had a feeling he knew the answer and would not like it.

“Elder Long, if I used the Four Drops and Seventh Cloud sensing method, how far could I locate a patch of ling seed…” Zhu An Jiang, martial cultivator by trade but with an interest in cooking. Like half the students, he utilized a water-based Body Cultivation technique.

“Elder Long, why pick the Jade Plum for the Eight Immortals Beckon Pill? Would the Frost Winter Longan not be better?” Ren Han Ying, apothecarist in training. Elder Tang’s only pupil, the irascible senior apothecarist unwilling to take anyone else but forced to train her by the Sect Head. Strangely enough, she was a water cultivator, which was unusual for an apothecarist. They mostly leaned into earth or fire elements.

“Elder Long, why the Two Peacock Picking method rather than the Iron Fist Scoop for gathering the Sunset Desert Flower?” Lian Rou Gang, the only individual actually interested in gathering. He had past experience with Elder Li and now Elder Kim. Rou Gang was mostly interested in actual cultivation of plants rather than wild gathering, but he hungered for knowledge, nonetheless.

Questions, sometimes specific to their particular area of interest, sometimes overly specific questions on methodology. Wu Ying answered each question as best he could, referring them to further reading when he could and offering to undertake further reading in other cases. Sometimes though…

“That’s entirely preference, Junior Lian,” Wu Ying answered. “And speed. The Peacock Picking method is faster and allows one to gather more of the Sunset Desert Flower, but the Iron Fist means you will not be injured by the bristles when doing so.” He hesitated, then added, “Of course, if one’s aura control is slipshod, there might be some minor contamination in terms of chi impartation during the picking process, especially with the Iron Fist gathering method.”

Tao Ning, mousy and quiet, hands folded by her sides, listened. She was the seniormost of the students here, surprisingly, but had only listened to the conversations. Of them all, she had the widest range of interests, from apothecary to cooking to physicking. Dangerous to allow oneself to be pulled in so many directions.

The questions never stopped, till the full two hours of the lesson had ended and the group trooped out with a murmured thanks. Wu Ying could sense them splitting apart, only murmured conversations discussing points in the earlier lesson being spoken before they headed for their next lessons.

Frowning, Wu Ying packed up the books he had extracted. He’d had to showcase a number to make his points, illustrating his answers in detail in some cases. Rather than a teacher, he had felt as though he was meat on a skewer, turned over a grill and slowly roasted for his succulent fat.

“I wonder if all the lessons will be like this?” Wu Ying muttered to himself.

A choking noise had Wu Ying turn, surprised as he remembered that the Energy Storage cultivator who attended on him was still there. He had forgotten about her, so quiet had she been.

“Something humorous?”

“No, my apologies, Senior!” A deep bow, the woman almost falling to the floor as she realized what she had done. Drawing the attention of one above was often a foolish idea.

“No, none of that. You had a thought, and likely knowledge, that I do not have. Impart it.” When she hesitated, he repeated the words, but more firmly.

“They were testing you, Honored Elder.” She inclined her head toward the departed students. “They are uncertain of your true strength and knowledge and so wished to test you. If you do not take a firmer hand with them…”

“Interesting.” Wu Ying frowned, then nodded to himself. “Were those questions necessary or useful for them though?”

“I…” The attendant was clearly uncertain. When Wu Ying continued to stare at her, she eventually nodded. “I believe so. They would not waste your—or their—time entirely.”

“Thank you.” Wu Ying noted how uncomfortable the attendant looked, and he gestured. “You may leave if you wish. I can show myself out.”

She did not hesitate, disappearing in moments out the door. Quietly, he finished packing his books and scrolls, considering what he had learned. The Core members of the Sect were smart and filled with energy and questions. They had pushed him, asking questions about things outside his area of expertise, apparently in an effort to test the extent of his knowledge.

There were two options here. He could shut them down, disregard their questions or dismiss those questions till after he had given his planned lectures. That would be simpler, in a way, as he could structure the course to cover some of the very things they wished to know—in ways that would make explaining things less difficult in his opinion.

They might even learn better that way, even if it was not what they wished. Certainly, some of the questions asked of him had answers that were easier to showcase than explain. Too often, these greenhouse students knew little of the real world and the numerous exigent circumstances that actual gathering brought about.

He wondered how much leeway he would be given to bring them outside the Sect. He doubted it would be much.

Or he could let the wind carry him where it would. Let them ask the questions they wished, while he studied ahead of them or took up the questions to burrow further into multiple manuals and books of knowledge. He would, of course, never be an expert in any of these related areas of knowledge, and some of his answers might be no better than guesses.

Who knew what germs of knowledge, carried on the wind of juvenile impulses, might sprout in the future? Would it not be better to let them carry him where they might?

It was more work for himself. But he was no longer able to train his body, his sword arts to the extent that he wished. Perhaps it was time to exercise his mind in new areas. Smiling to himself, Wu Ying stood, suddenly a little more excited by these classes.

Not to mention how they would influence the classes with his true students.


Chapter 27

“I can’t decide if it’s less sadistic that he doesn’t tell us what our next lesson is, or more,” Ma Jie complained as she chivvied her friends to the small building that made up the department’s headquarters. It was set quite the distance away from all the other buildings, between the inner and outer sect and had once, Ma Jie was certain, been a servants’ building.

Now, it’d been cleaned up, the small patch of land around it cleared—by them—and turned into the training center for the new Department of Wandering Gatherers. There were perfunctory formations emplaced around the grounds, but none of them were meant to do more than warn the cultivators of movement. Not actual security.

Of course, that was probably because there was—as yet—nothing worth stealing.

Eventually, the various herbs they grew would be of value, though even then, not too much. It was not as though they were taking the time to properly emplace formations, to adjust the soil and moisture and drainage to ensure that the herbs they were working with came out at the highest quality.

Not that any of them were sloppy in their work—though more than once, Ma Jie, her friends, and the other more experienced Gatherers had had to correct the newer cultivators—but the entire process was not the point. What the point was, beyond making them suffer under the Elder’s aura, was unclear. At a guess, he was verifying their skills at cultivating herbs and vegetation, though why he hadn’t just spoken with Elder Kim, Ma Jie could not explain.

Then again, the Elder almost always took action that seemed—at first glance—less than optimal. He trained them individually on aura control when there were other teachers who could do much the same. He would occasionally declare afternoons to be filled with physical training, forcing them to run, jump, fight, and otherwise exhaust their dantians and physical forms against one another and him. Yet the martial cultivators were already scheduled to do much the same three times a week with the apprentices.

Even their studies about plants were not mass taught but individually designated. He asked—and remembered!—what each of them chose to study and made recommendations based off their current area of study.

Zhe Lan was a prime example of that. She had received a slew of manuals and scrolls detailing herbs and other vegetation that commonly grew along waterways, wetlands, lakes and rivers, and even the sea and been directed to study as much—or as little—as she wished. Of course, Zhe Lan was not that foolish to ignore the rather blatant hint and had dove into the work.

Now, he was leaving hints that Zhe Lan needed to work on holding her breath. Or finding a cultivation technique that allowed her to breathe under the water.

Of course, she was not the only one. Rou Gang had been taught a sensory method and coached on managing his aura control, such that he no longer collapsed his aura entirely into his body, leaving him vulnerable. He still struggled with the technique of course but was slowly progressing even as—more often than not—he was excused from working the fields.

Xia Hui, on the other hand, was being pushed not to expand his knowledge of herbs—though he too had his own slew of studies to be undertaken—but his martial prowess. During the occasional afternoons where the Elder trained them, it was Xia Hui who was singled out for a beating.

And beating was entirely the correct term.

Two months, the Elder had trained them, and the most surprising thing was that only a few more had dropped out. One of Elder Kim’s prized students, after her leg had been broken by an improperly timed kick and block, had just never returned after her initial convalescence. It was Gui Ting who had brought word of her refusal to be subjected to barbaric training methods.

Her words, as Gui Ting had explained to them. Of course, he’d been much more polite when relaying such information to the Elder.

Not that the man had seemed to care.

“How about it doesn’t matter?” Ya Zhu said, grimacing. “Do you know he had me sitting in the corner during the fights the last time, my eyes closed so that I could only use my spiritual sense to tell when one of you oafs were about to crash into me?”

“We know,” both her friends chorused together.

“It’s stupid.”

“It’s unique,” Zhe Lan said. “The things he knows about water plants—”

“Yes, yes. Much more extensive than anything that Elder Kim knows. Or even, from what we heard, Elder Li,” Ya Zhu said. “It’s still weird.”

“Maybe the weird is the point,” Ma Jie said thoughtfully.

“What do you mean?” Zhe Lan asked.

Suddenly shy, Ma Jie shook her head, coming to a stop near the fields. She bent down and plucked a weed, rather than meet the gaze of her friends.

“Go on. I need to hear this,” Ya Zhu added.

Ma Jie just shook her head.

“I am curious about this too.” A deeper, more vibrant voice cut through.

Ma Jie froze as she recognized Gui Ting’s voice.

“I don’t have to answer to you…” Ma Jie replied, but it was hesitant. The current standing for each of them within the department was unknown. Elder Long was many things, but organized was not one of them. Like the wind, he seemed happy to allow things to drift.

“But would you answer me?” Xia Hui’s voice was less insistent than Gui Ting’s, though no less deep.

Looking up, Ma Jie found her gaze drifting between the people now hunkered around her, staring at her curiously. “We’ve all, well, we’ve all learned under the Sect, right?” Nods from all around. “But some of us haven’t progressed in years. So maybe different is good, weird is good. It forces us to consider our paths, our cultivation techniques in different ways.”

“Or maybe he just never learned properly,” Gui Ting said, arms crossed. “Perhaps he is making it all up as he goes along.”

“A little bit of both, I dare say.”

“See, I’m glad you agree… Elder.” Gui Ting gulped, eyes wide with fear as the group realized that the man they were speaking about was there.

Right beside them. And not a single one of them had sensed his presence. Hasty bows were conducted, even as the Elder fixed his gaze on Ya Zhu, the diminutive scholar.

“You nearly sensed me but pulled back at the last moment. Trust in your instincts and your abilities and don’t shrink back from their use,” he stated firmly. “You’ve already progressed and combined your wood element with your spiritual sense. Do not shrink from sharpening it.

“Especially if you continue to skip your martial lessons.”

Ya Zhu lowered her head in shame at being called out.

Before anyone else could reply to the Elder, he strolled to the building, hands clasped behind his back. However, a slight shift in his lips showed that he was not done speaking, though to whom, Ma Jie could not understand.

“I told you, you can’t keep skipping those classes,” Ma Jie hissed at her friend. “Do you want to get thrown out?”

“I don’t see why… I can hide rather than fight,” Ya Zhu said.

“Do you want to tell him that?” Zhe Lan gestured. “He’s already said there are times when you can’t afford to hide. Sometimes, the opponents aren’t just beasts.”

Ya Zhu grimaced, but none of them were ignorant of the stories of the attacks and betrayals the Verdant Gatherer had faced. If anything, his obstinance at not giving up his goods had likely increased problems for them if they intended to leave the kingdom.

“I just… don’t like fighting,” Ya Zhu replied at last.

“None of us do,” Xia Hui said softly. “But it is part of the requirements of being a wandering gatherer under his tutelage. You’ll have to choose, at some point, if your dislike is sufficient to thwart your path.” Then turning on his heel, he moved toward the building. “Now, if you hadn’t realized it, our teacher is waiting for us.”

That startled the group, and as one, the students pushed toward the door. Even Ma Jie, though she waited long enough for her friends to move before she did. After all, she wasn’t going to leave them behind.


***

“Remember, there is no class for the next day. Continue your training with your other teachers!”

Wu Ying watched the group tramp off to their various studies, leaving him behind with various goodbyes. He wondered how much longer before more dropped out of his course. His demands were onerous, his requirements high.

In fact, the three young women were on the verge of being kicked out, individually. Each had their own flaws—from a lack of martial ability in some cases to a lack of drive. Of them all, only Gui Ting and Xia Hui were anywhere close to what he would consider adequate, and even then, he expected to spend at least a few more months training them on the basics of wild gathering before letting them loose.

Pushing aside thoughts of his burgeoning students, Wu Ying looked around the small room. He shook his head as he wandered around the desks and tables over to the single bookcase that sported the various treatises and manuals about herbology that he left here for their use.

Ya Zhu was the greatest boon in this case, for her scholarly tendencies meant that she was busy making a copy of the work for herself. While Wu Ying had requested the aid of the scholars in the Sect, they were—not surprisingly—quite busy and had only been willing to rush produce a single copy of the notes he deemed necessary for his students to read.

As it was, the cost of producing that single copy had been astounding. Of course, it probably had as much to do with Wu Ying’s insistence on a copy of the work as exact as possible, but still… It had been rather eye-opening to see how other cultivators managed to earn the resources needed to progress.

As it was, he was down to the dregs of his gathered stock—outside of the usual items in his World Spirit Ring. Most of those were either needed for his ongoing Body Cultivation baths or were still in the midst of growing and strengthening, requiring years to decades more before they were suitable for consumption.

“I need to go on an expedition soon,” Wu Ying muttered. Of course, he knew that was not an option. He was stuck here—by Sect Head command even—till he had trained an adequate replacement, and that was months away at the very least.

In the meantime, he would need to work out how to gain the goodwill of other Elders to have them expand their resources for him and guide their departments to aid him. Elders like Tou Hei might be able to last for long periods doing little enough, what with only having their own needs being catered to, but Wu Ying had an entire department to run.

Musing about the skillset he had and the possibilities inherent in utilizing it within the Sect, Wu Ying drifted through the Sect to his next appointment. He focused his attention when he was brought into the presence of the pair of Elders, bowing to them both formally.

“Elder Gu, Elder Lin.” Wu Ying came out of the bow to glance at the stone bath that had been centered in the middle of the room. No wooden contraption, this stone bath had had to be moved from storage to Liu Tsong’s room for just this purpose. After all, no wooden bath could contain the boiling, frothing liquid within. “I see that the medicinal bath is ready. You are content with the findings then?”

“Mostly,” Physician Gu said, stroking his long beard and peering at the mixture. He shook his head after a moment, focusing his gaze upon Wu Ying. “Your insights into the nature of your Body Cultivation manual and Body Cultivation itself were useful and enlightening. But the risk of this method is still significant.”

“It’s a lesser risk than the other options,” Wu Ying pointed out.

“Nonetheless.” Physician Gu pursed his lips. “Those items you brought from the north…”

“The bark of the dwarf elm, the magenta-red peony, and the roots of the deodeok,” Wu Ying said, pointing at each of the three items set to the side of the bath.

“Yes, those. If this works, we’ll need more of them.” The Physician frowned at Wu Ying. “The cold of their nature will alleviate some of the burning acidity of the others we have added, helping to soothe and calm the tempest of the baths. But what we have, it is from you. Can you provide more?”

“Yes,” Wu Ying said. “I have thrice again as much as what we have here. And I am growing additional stores for next season.”

“Good. I would not recommend this path without securing additional supplies.” Physician Gu crossed his arms, still looking unhappy. “Once you begin, if it works, we will have to continue the treatment. I do not foresee a stopping point that will be better off than where you are now.”

“I understand, Elder.”

“What the Physician is trying to say—for his own sake of mind, though he would prefer you continue anyway to satisfy his curiosity”—Elder Gu smiled a little—“is that this will be dangerous. And painful. Worse than any of the other baths you’ve suffered, Wu Ying.”

The wind cultivator looked at Liu Tsong as she spoke, her gaze intense. He began to nod to show he understood, but she continued.

“Once you step in, we can’t pull you out until it’s done. You’ll also have to channel the energies all through it, so you can’t faint either.” A hand reached into her sleeve and she extracted a pill bottle. “This Mind and Soul Moon Clearing pill will aid you in keeping consciousness. I’ve already verified that it should not interact with the herbs within the bath.” She pulled a jade box half the size of her fist from her sleeves next, the lid closed. “This is a pill derived from that Lung and Kidney pill you passed to me”—a narrowing of eyes was enough to keep Wu Ying from correcting her terminology—“and it will taste just as vile. However, this one is dedicated to your wind body and should not just reinforce it but also your soul cultivation. Take it immediately after you exit the bath.”

“Thank you. Both of you.” Wu Ying bowed to the pair after he took both items from her.

He watched as they left him to disrobe and climb into the bath, knowing they would return as soon as they felt him enter to continue their study of the effects on him.

In truth, that was half the price he was paying to Physician Gu. As the foremost Body Cultivator in the Sect—even bypassing Elder Po, whose metal body was only ancillary to his soul cultivation—Wu Ying was of great interest to the physician. In his continued push toward immortality and his notes on Body Cultivation, the physician hoped to gain further enlightenment in the dao of healing.

Undressed entirely, the boxes and his belongings set on a nearby table within easy reach, Wu Ying readied himself. He popped open the pill bottle given to him and swallowed the two glistening, yellow-streaked-with-purple pills. Within moments, he felt the pills acting upon him, as though he had drunk a dozen cups of tea and awakened from a deep sleep by a frightening noise.

Finally prepared, he climbed into the boiling water without hesitation. Wu Ying hissed a little as his bare skin touched the water, for though he was immune to the temperature change itself, the bath was made of powerful acids and caustic minerals along with a powerful dao of dissolution.

Immediately, the outer layer of skin as Wu Ying forced himself to sink into the medicinal bath attacked him. He kept his head and hair out of the water, not needing to submerge completely for the bath to act upon him. After all, the dao and the energies flooding through his aura were doing the majority of the work.

As waves of pain enveloped Wu Ying, tearing at not just his aura and body but his very soul, the wind cultivator forced himself to cultivate. He drew the corrosive energy through his meridians, feeling as it came across the portions that were broken or blocked or destroyed and felt the energies take effect, tearing new entrances and clearing blockages.

Meanwhile, deeper within the water, buried wood and earth energy was utilized by Wu Ying to help reinforce his body, healing the damage done by the bath. He pulled upon the core energy within his dantian, reinforcing his body as the caustic energy pulsed through his body, healing even as he harmed himself. The pain robbed him of the majority of his thought and reasoning, only decades of practice and a small portion of his mind—enmeshed in a powerful dao of comfort and chained by bands of metal and water chi—free of the agony that racked him allowing him to cultivate.

Only vaguely was Wu Ying aware of the wind that had kicked up around him, tearing through the room and picking up his belongings, scattering them around. Liu Tsong, looking entirely unhappy, had caught the jade box with one hand as she strode in, then pinned his sword with the other moments later. She glowered at Wu Ying as she watched his suffering, mentally taking notes as she waited.

On the other side, Physician Gu had a sheaf of papers hovering in the air before him, an enchanted brush taking notes as he spoke out loud his observations. Around the physician, a bubble of calm was enforced by his extended aura, even the wind unable to gainsay the old man as he enforced his dao understanding upon the world.

Hours passed as the occasional herb or medicinal pill was added to the water, additional caustic lye or fluid poured within, or bloody and dirty water released from a stoppage. Liu Tsong undertook much of this scut work, as the Physician only offered verbal commands and encouragement.

In the midst of this, Wu Ying continued to suffer. His world had narrowed down to the rise and fall of his breath, the flow of power within his veins from one moment to the next. He was entirely vulnerable, his energy drained away by inches as the medicinal bath reforged his body over and over again as he attempted to rectify the damage done by his misuse of the dao. Cun by cun, he fixed his body, driving out the corruption.

Eventually, his reserves and mind fraying apart, the signal was given, and the final cold-natured plants were added to the bath. Immediately, the composition of the bath altered, and Wu Ying’s agony receded as a cooling balm swept through him.

Yet, he knew, this too was a test.

Rather than let himself be lulled into stupor entirely, Wu Ying held firm, aided by the waning dregs of power of the Mind and Soul Moon Clearing pill. He used the new chi to help calm his body, speeding up the process of healing that had gone on throughout the evening.

Eventually, the energy within the bath exhausted itself, leaving him wrung out.

“Now, take the pill,” Physician Gu commanded impatiently.

Wu Ying groaned, flopping around to try to climb out of the bath. He failed, the muscles in his arm and body trembling uncontrollably. The best he managed was to loll his mouth open.

“Elder Lin, feed him!” Physician Gu complained, waving Liu Tsong forward.

Not that he needed to do so, for the apothecarist was already stepping forward, the jade box open. The horse-sized pill was in her hand, and she tilted Wu Ying’s head back, stuffing the foul-smelling item into his throat and forcing him to swallow.

“I really do need to charge more,” Liu Tsong complained, extracting a rag to wipe her hand clean moments before snapping the box shut. Even in the brief moments the pill had been present in the air, it had added to the redolent stench that hung around them, intensifying the smell a thousand times.

Thankfully, both physician and apothecarist had techniques to ignore smells and taste, a requirement for their respective professions. As for Wu Ying—he had an even more intense experience close at hand to battle.

“Well, I’m done,” Liu Tsong said when she was certain that Wu Ying—cultivating the pill now as he flopped bonelessly against the edge of the bath—was not going to throw up or otherwise react adversely. “I’ll leave you two to it.”

Receiving no protestations from either party, she left the pair alone, the Physician continuing to take notes as he peered at the flow of energy coming out of Wu Ying and even took samples of the water and skin that had sloughed out of the bath.

Hours later, Wu Ying finally managed to summon sufficient energy to send the Physician away and stumble into a nearby room to lie down, the core of energy within his body rotating still to draw in wind chi. In the meantime, he lay there unmoving and senseless, his body abused and aching from the recent medicinal bath, uncertain if his suffering had had any effect at all.


Chapter 28

“Progress.”

Wu Ying winced at the pronouncement as though it was a death sentence. It wasn’t. It was even worse—it was a declaration of progress that would force him into that stone bath with the caustic herbs and liquids once again. It was a statement of ongoing self-inflicted torture.

“Progress, not perfection, Cultivator Long,” Physician Gu said, mistaking the wince and its intent. “The degree is within my expected parameters.”

“You had expectations? I thought this was an experiment,” Wu Ying said.

“Of course. One does not conduct such experiments without some idea of what the results might be,” Physician Gu said, sounding incensed. “Did you expect me to conduct it with barely any idea? I am no hack.”

“Cultivator Long meant no such insult,” Liu Tsong spoke smoothly, breaking Physician Gu’s tirade before it started too far down the road. “He is still recovering and does not have his full senses.”

“Yes, exactly. What she said,” Wu Ying said. “But… how many more times?”

The physician fell silent, stroking his beard. He opened his mouth then closed it, humming a little before he eventually answered. “That truly depends. While you have progressed quite fast, the expectation is that eventually such improvement will slow down. Compared to other injuries of this kind, it is possible that the final portion of healing might take years.”

“Years,” Wu Ying said, a thread of fear running through his voice.

“Yes, it’s as much to allow your body to recover and complete the healing process as it is a matter of clearing any corruption or broken portions.” A slight hesitation, then he added, “Like removing a bunion with a pumice stone, or waiting for scars to heal over before scouring it clean again. One cannot force the body to heal faster, and as you grow wiser and more in tune with your element, I expect that further improvements will occur naturally during your regular baths.”

“So, one of those baths every…” Wu Ying hesitated, realizing he had no idea how often they expected to utilize it. “How often are we doing this?”

“Mmmm… I’m uncertain,” Physician Gu said.

“It will depend on how fast you heal and improve, Wu Ying,” Liu Tsong explained. “Elder Gu has informed me what I need to watch for, and when you are finally healed to the appropriate level, we shall begin the process again.”

“But surely you have some idea,” Wu Ying said, eyeing the physician. He had just said himself that he did not conduct experiments without at least some idea.

“Mmm… every two months is suitable, I believe. It might extend to three, if you heal slower than expected. Perhaps a little faster.” The physician shrugged. “It depends upon how fast you accumulate chi too, for use.” He poked a finger toward Wu Ying’s core. “Though your ongoing cultivation method provides you a steady stream of chi, it is slow, and your reserves are only adequate. Improve your soul cultivation and the core layers and it will improve both the effectiveness of the medicinal baths and the time between soakings.”

“Every two months for years, until I improve to a point where we have to slow down more?” Wu Ying said slowly as he attempted to clarify the matter.

“Yes.”

Wu Ying winced. He—obviously—knew the cost of the herbs that had been used for the bath, but a brief conversation with Liu Tsong had informed him of the cost of the pills she had used. Just in the creation of the Mind and Soul Moon Clearing Pill had required the core of a moon-aspected Core Formation beast and two more Yin-aspected creatures of the peak or Core Formation stage. Never mind the spirit herbs that were required or the divine spring water she had used to cool and form the pill.

And he would need a pill every few months for at least the next few years, if he did not learn a method to control the pain. Perhaps there was a cultivation technique for that? He doubted it, but it was certainly worth looking into.

“Now, boy, I feel I need to emphasize to you—your body has suffered grievous injury. Your Core and chi levels are severely depleted. Your dao understanding might even be shaken after the trauma you have experienced.”

Wu Ying found himself nodding along to each word.

“As such, I expect you will not take part in any strenuous activity or usage of your body, until we inform you otherwise. Yes?”

Caught out, Wu Ying was halfway nodding till the last, most forceful question.

“Wu Ying…” Liu Tsong muttered, softly and disappointedly.

“I am not planning anything!” he said defensively. “I just… events happen, you know.”

“Well, try to make sure such events do not. Or step aside, hero of the masses, and let another fool take action. While you are not actively hidden or withdrawn, you may consider yourself as being in closed door cultivation and recuperation.” Physician Gu waved a finger in front of Wu Ying’s face. “If you refuse to accept my very reasonable request, I shall stop aiding you in this matter entirely.”

“Why?” Wu Ying said plaintively.

“Because I’m a physician, not a murderer. Working with you on this while you throw yourself into ever more desperate situations while injured is not something I will countenance.” The physician hesitated, then added, “Once you heal, if you choose to stop the treatments, I’m sure I—we—could work out another treatment option for you.”

Wu Ying blinked, surprised. That was definitely not what the man had said earlier.

“If so, you could continue your existence as you are. You might, with enlightenment and perhaps a reforging of your cultivation base, even improve your body outside the methods we conduct. At the worst, you could live the rest of your life with only minor inconvenience,” Physician Gu said. “There is no shame in stopping.”

The wind cultivator was shaking his head before the man finished. “No. I will continue.”

“Foolish.” Then the physician grinned. “I like fools, for they are the ones who might successfully challenge the heavens after all.”

“Thank you…?”

“Now, I will send further information along shortly. But for the next few days, rest. Send word to your students that you will not be conducting classes till a week later. Understood?”

After the old man had stomped out, Wu Ying turned to Liu Tsong, who was regarding Wu Ying with a look of bemusement and frustration. She wiped away the frustration the moment she saw him looking, gesturing for him to offer his wrist to her once again. Both the physician and Liu Tsong had checked his pulse once before, but she did so once more, humming to herself as her earth chi swept through him to verify what she read from his pulse. While not a specialist like Elder Gu, Liu Tsong had obviously picked up the basics of physicking over the years.

“You’re doing as well as can be expected. Your heartbeat is still a little irregular, your kidney and liver chi blocked and struggling. Medicinal soups will be provided—drink them.”

Wu Ying nodded.

“And rest. If you are intent on this, you will need that rest more than you expect.” A slight hesitation, then she added, “These will be trying years, Wu Ying. For one who travels so often, who goes where the wind blows, you must pin your feet to the ground. Or fail.”

“I get it. I’ll persevere.” He grinned then. “I always have.”

In answer, Liu Tsong snorted, dropping his hand and leaving. Even so, he noted that she did leave with a smile—sad and wry though it might be.

Feeling exhaustion pulling at him, Wu Ying lay back down on the bed and closed his eyes to rest. Within moments, he was asleep once more, though the chi within his dantian continued to churn, drawing in energy to replenish him with each moment.

***

Xia Hui frowned as he arrived at the department fields. Just because they had no classes today did not mean they had no work. If nothing else, the fields they were tending required care. The seeds and seedlings they had planted not so long ago required regular watering at the very least, never mind weeding of the newly tilled ground. In addition, there were some plants that had just begun to sprout that needed to be transplanted, along with additional ground that had to be cleared. And the formations—those were pitiful and makeshift and needed proper tending.

No wonder then that even if their teacher was currently resting, they were all here. However, for Xia Hui, the lack of his teacher’s presence was a blessing. Working under constant questioning, their auras retracted and his pressing upon them was a torture. No wonder the fields were badly cared for, simple mistakes like the wrong kinds of compost being used in the wrong locations being made by the experienced Gatherers.

Still, it did little to explain why his classmates were standing in a group on the road, blocking the entrance rather than working. Pushing his way through, Xia Hui came to a stop, frowning as he stared at an entirely unexpected sight.

“Hu An, what are you doing here?” Xia Hui said, walking forward.

The boy was not the only stranger in their fields, another four who worked directly with Elder Kim with him and two hangers-on. Xia Hui’s gaze skipped over the group, cataloging their presence before he eyed the fields.

“Do not worry, Ah Khang[14], we would not touch your work.” Hu An smirked. “From the looks of it, of course, you might not be able to tell. So you have my cultivator’s promise that we damaged nothing.”

“You should not speak of what you do not know,” Gui Ting snapped, coming up beside Xia Hui. His hands were down by his sides, clenched.

“Oooh, have you joined the peasants entirely then, Gui Ting?” Hu An said, then sniffed. “I had thought better of you. Our Master had thought better of you.”

Gui Ting growled, stepping forward, but Xia Hui dropped a hand on his arm. A moment later, Xia Hui had to stick his other hand in the way of Zhe Lan as she tried to get in front of him. The impetuous water-aspected cultivator had materialized a scythe in her hand and was glaring at the group.

“Don’t. They are trying to antagonize you,” Xia Hui.

“Not trying. Succeeded,” Ma Jie muttered from behind, but she had dropped a hand on her friend and hauled her back.

“Antagonize? No, no. We’re here to offer some advice. Look, over there…” Hu An’s finger raised and pointed down a curving row. “You have two water-aspected herbs, but also a fire. Why grow them so close? Are you trying to make steam?”

The group laughed, louder and more raucously than the lousy joke deserved, even as another of the interlopers wandered to the side, poking at a discarded hoe that had been left behind the day before. Rou Gang blanched, and Xia Hu recalled he’d dropped it there when he’d fainted—again—from a pulse from their Master’s aura.

“Leaving your equipment all around, how sloppy. And this one is even mildly enchanted…” A hand brushed away the dirt. “Eh, it’s just a low-grade enchanter’s work though. I can see why it was thrown away. Here, I’ll help you.” The smirking girl looked around and tossed the hoe directly at the compost pile, leaving it to sink within with a hard crunch. “There. Now it’s with the rest of the trash.”

“That, you…” Rou Gang growled, only for Ya Zhu to grip his arm.

The diminutive scholar shook her head, jerking her head toward the man that Xia Hui had noticed hanging right at the back.

Hu An was, of course, dangerous. He had been trained to be a wandering gatherer and that had meant martial training. However, the boy behind them was different. He had not the air of a Gatherer or the—often acquired—tan of one, though he did sport a gatherer’s badge. What he did have was a deadly stillness, a martial air—and a massive polearm hammer that lay across his back.

“What? Was that thank you? I didn’t hear you say that, and I’m sure you were going to thank me, weren’t you, my dear junior?” the girl taunted.

“Who are you?” Xia Hui asked. He knew her, of course, but making her state her name was the least of insults he could offer.

She glared, but when Xia Hui raised an eyebrow and none of her friends jumped in to help, she finally answered. “Xun Li Min.” Then, staring at Rou Gang, she added, “So now you know what to call your Senior when you thank her.”

Rou Gang bit his lip, but Ya Zhu leaned over, whispering to him.

Eventually, he answered the girl, his face pale with anger. “Junior Rou thanks Senior Xun. Her actions will be remembered.”

“Hu An, the rest of you, it is time for us to begin our class.” Xia Hui waved at the field. “As you have—kindly—pointed out, there is much work to be done.”

“Slipshod, poor-quality work. But that’s what you get when you ask a wandering gatherer to do real horticulture.” Hu An waved his group to him, and they gathered behind him as he strode forward. He crossed the distance with easy strides, a sneer on his lips the entire way. He paused as he neared the group, eyed Gui Ting, and added, “Some advice, for old time’s sake. There’s no future in following a peasant.”

Gui Ting’s eyes narrowed. “Really? Because I remember you being one of the most enthusiastic fans of Long Sifu. You collected any piece of information you could, proffering it to Fairy Yang. And now, you tell me this?”

“It was easy contribution points,” Hu An replied, his cultured voice filled with derision. “It is only fools like you who would think that a peasant could ever live up to the tales we heard. At the end of the day, a farmer is a farmer.”

Then, pushing ahead before he could be questioned and going so far as to use his shoulder to part the group, Hu An stomped off. Xia Hui waved the group to stillness, keeping them in check as the interlopers left, while shaking his head a little.

Of course, it was Ma Jie who broke the silence first. “Was he really a fan of Long Sifu? And what’s this all about peasant this, peasant that?”

“Oh yes. He was one of the biggest fans of the Verdant Gatherer. Studied the jian even if he should have stayed with the bow and became a Gatherer just so he could copy him.” Gui Ting smiled grimly. “Though I half-believe he patterned himself after our Sifu because of his well-known success with beauties across the kingdoms.”

“The Northern Princess.” This time, it was Ya Zhu who spoke, longing in her voice. “The Duchess of the Eastern Sea. The Spear Fairy.”

“Yes, them.” Gui Ting waved dismissively. “I think being discarded by Sifu hurt him.”

“And the peasant bit?” Ma Jie demanded.

It was Xia Hui who answered Ma Jie, clapping her on the shoulder. “Some still hold our upbringing against us. It’s not common, but…” He shrugged. “Well, when one is as short of arrows as our friend Hu An, one takes whatever is on hand.” His words left the group looking extremely puzzled for a time, until Xia Hui waved them to the fields. “Come on, Hu An was right about one thing. This field is a disgrace. Now that Sifu isn’t here to punish us, we should try to get it into appropriate shape.”

The group nodded, scattering, leaving Xia Hui and Gui Ting to bring up the rear. The two older and more experienced cultivators shared a long glance, for neither believed that this incident was the last of it. The harassment would continue, till a new order of status was established.

“Oh! Senior Hui was calling Hu An dumb!” Rou Gang shouted.

Shaking his head, Xia Hui went to help the boy dig out his favorite hoe. Whatever was coming, they would face it together.


Chapter 29

“You’re looking better,” Yang Mu said, nearly a week later.

Wu Ying had conducted the first of his classes that day since his bath. Rather than stress himself too greatly, he had quizzed his students about the plants and herbs they were meant to have studied. It had been quite relaxing really, though from the sweating faces of the cultivators as he forced them to cultivate and answer his questions while holding their auras tight, it had only been so for him.

That there had been fewer students, leaving only the core of the group behind, he had been surprised to find. Still, the six who remained seemed to have bonded during his recuperation. Fixing the fields had, obviously, been a good team exercise.

“Thank you. I’m feeling better,” Wu Ying said.

He still grew exhausted easily. Even walking the length of the mountain was a struggle, and deep-set aches within his body kept him from moving quickly. Much of the damage done to him had been papered over by the chi that coursed through him, but there were numerous minor injuries that were slowly healing.

More importantly for a cultivator, he found his meridians damaged. They had been strained to the utmost, and even now, wielding his chi for anything but gentle cultivation sent shards of pain through him. It was also why their current dinner was being held in Yang Mu’s place of residence, being lower on the mountain and closer to the school.

“Your students have been working hard. So hard that it’s been commented upon by others,” Yang Mu continued. “Rumors of their Master and his own work ethic are circulating as well. How their Master would run a dozen bags of rice up the mountain each morning before martial classes, work long hours gardening and then, late into the night, study cultivation texts and meditate. Or how he challenged numerous martial prodigies to battle in the rings, only to lose as often as he won. Only to return months later to take them on and win.”

Wu Ying grunted. “It was never a dozen bags.” He held up his hands, stacking them one on top of the other quickly before he turned them sideways, mimicking the tipping over of rice bags. “They’ll fall down if you go more than a half-dozen straight up.”

“Oh, you tried?” Yang Mu said amusedly.

“Once or twice.” Wu Ying grinned. “On a dare, mostly.”

“I also note you didn’t contradict me on the issue of your dueling history.”

Wu Ying grunted. “Master Cheng always felt the best way to improve was via contesting those better than oneself. Preferably only slightly better.” He touched his temple, his voice grown vague. “I used to take the bouts I watched or participated in and replay them in my mind, building a figure of who they were and how they fought and then practice beating them in here. Once I thought I had a methodology, I would practice the necessary steps.”

“Did it work?” Yang Mu asked, sounding intrigued.

“It did. Mostly.”

“You said used to.”

Wu Ying chuckled. “It was—it is—a skill I’ve let fade. When one challenges new creatures and new opponents anew each time, it is difficult to build a decent model. Some of it is still used, an understanding of familiar styles or positions, a recognition of familiar themes and tempos and follow-up techniques during a battle, but it is often second nature now. The skill itself is more of a duelist skill.”

She shook her head, a smile on her lips. “Always with a technique to improve oneself, you have, Ah Ying. But it explains much about your martial prowess.”

“I’m… adequate,” Wu Ying said, then waved her down before she could contradict his false humility. “I’m quick and I adapt well, and my ability to read opponents allows me to gain an upper edge so long as I can survive. And the wind is very good at surviving.”

Then, his voice grew contemplative. “But I’ve met others more dangerous than myself. A General who took on three Core Formation cultivators, suffered pain and humiliation, and still nearly won. My Master, whose dedication to the blade dwarfed my own. A boy who understands the soul of the weapon I carry.”

“Oh, my. Three.”

“Three who stand above me in skill. Others like your parents or Beggar Soh are…” Wu Ying shrugged. “Well, stronger by virtue of being.”

“I don’t see you placing me among those three either,” she teased.

Wu Ying snorted, refusing to rise to her provocation. Instead, he asked, “And you? What have you been up to? I know your classes continue to be well attended.” Though he had already received a letter while he was recuperating gently inquiring about the Honored Elder’s continued presence in their sect.

“Well enough.” She looked pensive then. “You know, I spoke with your friend, Cultivator Lin. She mentioned the cost of your baths.”

“Did she?” Wu Ying said.

“She did. She mentioned also the dearth of appropriate Spirit Cores.” Yang Mu leaned forward. “Wu Ying… she’s not going to have enough in a year. And that’s assuming she can take all that are here. And that’s a big if.”

“I know,” Wu Ying said. “I plan to—”

“Do something foolish like track down a moon-aspected Core Formation beast yourself and defeat it?” She sounded thoroughly unimpressed.

“Offer a sect assignment and external gatherer request.” He offered her the most innocent grin he had.

When her eyes narrowed in disbelief, he made sure to keep smiling. He truly had been intending to use other resources, though she was not wrong that doing it himself had been part of his backup plans.

“Well, if you are making it an assignment, that’s even better,” Yang Mu said, satisfied.

“Why?” Even as he asked, he had an inkling of the answer. Dreadful as it might be.

“It’s about time for me to get going. Or soon enough at least, in a few months at most.”

“Do you have to?” Wu Ying blurted, then winced before he added. “Not that I’m trying to tie you down—”

“I would never expect the wind to.”

“But your presence, it’s… nice.”

“Nice, is it?” she teased.

“Do you expect me to say that I long for your presence every time you leave, that my heart aches for the merest scent of you, that every whiff of jasmine or lilac reminds me of you, or that I cannot see a wine pot and remember moments of pleasure and decadence together? How each cup of wine I drink is less sweet without you?”

She blushed.

“Because I cannot.” Wu Ying waited a beat, for her eyes to widen, before he continued. “For those are but mere shadows of what I feel.”

“Oh, Ah Ying, you know I don’t want to go…”

“But you’re like me. You have much to see and you left your parents to see the world, not spend years tied to a single sect. No matter how large or illustrious,” he said. “Go. See the world, experience the wonders. Make trade deals and fleece the unsuspecting.”

“I would never!” Yang Mu said, but then after a moment, she gripped his hand. “I’ll make sure to send back what you need. Rely on me, will you?”

“Of course. I’ll be counting on your support then,” he said. “And on your missives.”

***

Wu Ying sighed heavily, watching the young lady disappear down the river. She could have flown, he knew, but taking the boat was both poetic and practical. Unlike him, Yang Mu sought to expand her trade and information networks. The captains of these vessels and the cities she would journey through would be the linchpins of her trade empire.

Even now, he was not certain what her dao was. New experiences, new people, new empires? Something to do with mercantilism perhaps? Or was it the experiences, the negotiations and trades that she sought understanding from? Or the people she interacted with, allowing her to expand her mindset?

An unknown, even now, but he was content to leave it be. He knew who she was, and that was enough, was it not?

It was, right?

Turning away from the troubling thoughts of understanding, of grasping an individual fully and whether one could ever do so, he found himself traversing the backways to his residence. It amused him, a little, that there were such pathways, landscapes filled with steep cliffs or trembling trees that were traversable only by those with sufficient qinggong techniques and a friendly element that might chart the way through.

It also amused him to know that such movement probably annoyed the Guardian whose spiritual aura swept across his more than once as he climbed. That the other man chose not to confront him was tacit approval, in Wu Ying’s mind, that he was allowed to make this journey. After all, why would he not? The formations knew who he was. He carried an updated sect token, and most importantly, he was one of the seniormost Elders in the Sect.

That thought nearly made Wu Ying stumble and fall. He had known that, of course. Hard not to, when others greeted him as “Department Head” or “Head of the Wandering Gatherers” or “Honored Department Head” or any of the other dozen variations that were utilized to showcase their respect for him.

But he had not actually considered it, not in the way that it had just struck him. That he was, for want of a better word, an honored individual within the Sect. Oh, there was political maneuvering, individuals attempting to showcase or designate themselves as more important than him. Most prominently, between himself and Elder Kim of course, but other departments—from the blacksmiths to the painters—all wanted to peg their standing.

A foolish endeavor in Wu Ying’s view. He had declined or otherwise allowed himself to be designated as lower in standing than all the other Heads. The battle for egos, for standing, it was a passing matter. Useful to pass the days and months if one had no further path to climb, but for Wu Ying, it was but a distraction from more important things.

No.

He landed gracefully on stable ground, a rocky outcropping from which a nearby tree jutted out. Around him, sheer cliff faces and below, the myriad bamboo trees that climbed. His meridians ached a little from the strain of his qinggong techniques, but the wind aided most of his movements such that climbing was easier. Simpler.

On stable ground, a hand against hard stone, Wu Ying let the enormity of his climb crash over him. He had risen higher than he could have ever expected. Yes, he was a Core Formation cultivator with an elemental body nearing immortality, a stage that set him nearly as strong—if not stronger—than some Nascent Soul cultivators. He stood upon a different stage than ever before.

He knew that. He understood that.

But to find himself also perched upon an entirely different stage in the Sect itself when he had first arrived as nothing more than one of the many nameless outer sect cultivators? That was a shock. A twisting of understanding of who he was and where he stood in the world.

Under his fingers, the firmness of unyielding rock. Next to him, the howling of mountain winds. Below, climbing bamboo trees intent on growth, and above, the clouds and the heavens themselves. Here he stood, one small step away.

Would he soar or plummet?

His heartbeat sped up; his throat grew dry. Fingers clenched around unyielding stone, finding cracks and digging in deep as fear thrummed through his body. Ground that had felt so firm became precarious now, bare inches separating stone from air.

No wonder so many Elders clung to the cliff, not daring to take another step.

He had climbed so far, achieved so much. He was the infamous Verdant Gatherer, his tale told across dozens of kingdoms. Tall stories of his exploits battling monsters, stealing from sects, and courting beauties suffused the very air. Now, Sect members—outer, inner, Elders, and even core members—all bowed and scraped, offering him courtesy at the least, respect by most.

If he progressed not at all, he would be one of the most successful, most powerful cultivators in the kingdom. He could, he would, be feted wherever he went.

It was all as insubstantial as air.

What mattered such admiration, even among semi-immortals? In time, he would pass on. So would all those who feted him. They might be longer-lived than the mortals they sneered at below, but they all too would fade. All these honors, all these words of respect were but like the passing wind themselves, easily betrayed by events and time. His contributions would be discarded and forgotten, just as his own Master’s, once he too passed.

To allow himself to be seduced by such status would blind him to his own path. He would no longer wish to climb higher, instead clinging ever more desperately to the regard of fools and the unambitious. In time, remorse would creep in and he would find, like so many others, only regret to nurse him through the days.

The only option, the only way forward, was to treat it all like so much passing wind. To let it no more matter than the icy regard of the north or the clammy grip of the east. And to take a leap of faith, to trust not in others but his own path.

To finally take a step off the cliff.


Chapter 30

Early morning light, morning dew, and the sweep of blade through humid air. Long Wu Ying flowed through his forms slowly and carefully, practicing the forms of the Wandering Dragon. Memorizing each motion, each step. Never throwing the full extent of his chi or dao understanding into the motions but attempting to understand the jian that he held further.

It was foolish to push himself too far, not when he was still injured. Folly to tempt further injury, but restlessness had overtaken the wind cultivator early in the morning, when pain from old and new wounds drew him from slumber.

He cautioned himself each moment to take it easy, listened to his body for additional strain so that he might avoid aggravating his condition. Yet he was of the blade and the blade was him, and he would not betray it by setting the weapon aside.

Dragon blocks the Clouds transformed into the Lazy Tail, a spinning roundhouse kick that generated its power and deadliness from the slight drop step on the front foot. It was a lazy tail, for he did not snap the kick through the motion but used the momentum of his hips and body for speed and power instead.

Complete the half-turn, twisting the body down and striking out with the still-raised sword into a perfect arm thrust, angled upward. Dragon tastes the Food.

Retract, and untwist body into a spinning top attack, sweeping blade all around. Angled downward like now, it was a block against multiple attackers. Angled forward, it could cut or strike at extended arms.

The Dragon protects the Egg.

One day, perhaps, Wu Ying would change the names. It was lazy—and embarrassing—to over rely on the dragon motif for his weapon style. Of course, he had been considering that very action for years already, and still he relied on these names. Soon enough—if it was not too late—even the most absurd name would stick.

At least he would not need to shout them out as he enacted the forms. He was no storied physician-hero[15] who was so confident in his abilities that he would inform his opponents of his moves before conducting them.

He reached the end of the first form, the moment when he should have enacted the first cut—A Dragon Rises. He did not, knowing that doing so would strain his meridians and the formations around. Instead, he flowed on through the second form and avoided the second cut—the Dragon’s Truth—and then the third cut as well. The Dragon Turns.

He had the fourth form being constructed, one that utilized wind chi and the wind itself to progress his attacks. Built upon them, such that even a simple swing of the arm could cause houses to fall and trees to topple. It was an aggressive form, requiring speed and a dao understanding, that strained Wu Ying as he enacted it.

But as he came to the end of the still budding form, Wu Ying stuttered to a stop. Chest heaving, sweat rolling down his skin, formerly closed wounds cracked a little, his movements slowed and stilled. Each breath brought with it hints of the world around, dust from ground paved stone, raised soil blown from plains hundreds of li away, the burst sap of blooming trees and fresh leaves. His own redolent stench, of crusted wounds and newly spilled blood.

The tip of his weapon lowered, the cultivator cursed himself for losing himself in the movement such that he had forgotten his own injuries. For a time, even the pain had faded. A blessing and a curse, as trembling hands struggled to sheath Ren by his side.

Fool.

More fool too, for beginning a form whose final expression and movement had yet to be completed. He had a glimmering of an idea, a dao understanding drawn from his current predicament that would dictate the final expression of the fourth movement.

But he was not there yet. He was not ready. A mental block, a spiritual one held him back. Even completing it halfway would damage him as he stood now, for what it required was opposed to his understanding of his dao and himself.

There was a solution, he knew it. There was a way to combine the two, to create the synergy required.

He was, for now, unable to find it. And till he did…

Sword sheathed, he swiped at his face, cleared the sweat, and withdrew a handkerchief as he hobbled back to his residence. A bath, a change of clothing, and most of all…

Rest.

***

“Get up! You lazy sack of shit, you think you can just swan in here and train with us and then lie around like useless pieces of dung?” Jin Rong roared, the early stage Energy Storage cultivator stomping back and forth before the exhausted students.

“Mercy,” moaned Ya Zhu.

A second later, a hand hauled her to her feet, Jin Rong planting his face in front of hers as he shouted, spittle flying from his lips, “You think a demonic beast will let you rest just because you asked it nicely? Are you a wandering gatherer or a piece of compost?”

Dropping her on her feet, he shoved her to start her on the run again, all the while screaming, “Run!”

Ya Zhu stumbled at the shove, but her feet, tired though they might be, moved. She pushed a touch of chi into her legs, propelling her forward and lengthening her stride. She managed a couple of extra feet as the Wind Steps movement technique triggered, only to stumble and fall to the ground a couple dozen feet later.

Luckily, Jin Rong was busy screaming at Rou Gang in the meantime, such that Zhe Lan was able to haul Ya Zhu to her feet.

“Why are you so insistent on training that wood movement method too?” Zhe Lan growled. “It’s so hard to do both!”

“That’s why I have to train them,” Ya Zhu said. “Can you imagine how fast I could be with both the Hundred Plant Aiding Leaves and my Wind Steps? It’s rare that you can find a qinggong and movement technique that are compatible!”

“And until then, you’re stumbling over your feet, no faster than the Body Cleansing cultivator,” Zhe Lan said.

“Until I work it out.”

“Stubborn.” But Zhe Lan had dropped her hand as the pair started jogging once more.

Zhe Lan moved effortlessly beside her friend—or at least as effortlessly as one could after being forced to circle the mountain four times. Even if they were not at the base, they were near the bottom of the outer sect halls, conducting their training under the unimpressed eyesight of the martial cultivator Jin Rong.

“Why do we have to run so much?” Behind, Ya Zhu heard Rou Gang whining to Jin Rong as the man kept pushing him on.

“Ask your teacher,” Jin Rong replied. “He told me to make sure you all were able to run from dawn to dusk if necessary.”

“Dawn to dusk!” Rou Gang yelped.

Ya Zhu scoffed internally. For one thing, they weren’t training to do so. They only had an afternoon every other day to train with the martial cultivators, and in that timeline, only a few hours for physical conditioning. On the other hand…

“Do you think that’s a hint of what we can expect?” Ya Zhu asked her friend.

Zhe Lan frowned. “What hint?”

Quickly, she related what she had overheard.

Her normally quick-to-act friend grew quiet, obviously considering the notion before she finally grimaced. “I think… maybe?”

“Shit.”

“What?” Zhe Lan asked.

Ya Zhu ignored the question as her spiritual sense noted another bunched group of roots ahead. As her feet landed on the earth, she let the energy of the roots pulse upward when it connected with her chi, the entire ground flexing a little even as it threw her forward.

It was much harder to wield the Hundred Plant Aiding Leaves technique on roots rather than branches and leaves. Utilized properly, it would slingshot the user forward with each pulse, such that they were almost leaping across treetops or the ground. Added to a qinggong method that lightened the user and cast additional energy into the legs, it would be a highly efficient and quick mode of transport.

If she could learn to use it.

Unfortunately, more often than not, the pulse of wood chi she utilized would be returned either too forcefully, too early, or too late. That, in turn, caused her to stumble. It also, when it arrived too late, meant that she lost much of the chi she sent out, wringing her reserves dry.

This time, it worked, and she found herself flung forward multiple feet. She stumbled on the landing, missing the next root cluster by a few feet and instead had to return to running. Ya Zhu made note to watch ahead next time, to adjust her landing so she could, theoretically, send her chi ahead to explode her forward again.

Of course, first she had to get the timing right. And not forget to wield the Wind Steps at the same time. Which, as Zhe Lan caught up to her easily, she had.

“We should start running more,” Zhe Lan said. It was a statement rather than a question, having come to that same conclusion herself. “He’s going to test us, isn’t he?”

“Probably.” Ya Zhu fell silent for a time, her feet pounding on the ground even as they listened to Jin Rong chide Rou Gang. The rest of the group was well ahead, none of the other cultivators as unlucky as the Body Cleansing cultivator. That he even managed to keep up with the rest of the group was testament to his earlier training and stubbornness. “Long Sifu still hasn’t mentioned how he is intending to rank us. And outside of Xia Hui being the first among us…”

“Eh, Gui Ting is better at the herbal knowledge,” Zhe Lan said.

“But worse at martial cultivation. And has fewer meridians open.”

“But he’s stuck.” Zhe Lan shook her head. “Gui Ting might actually become a Core Formation cultivator one day. Xia Hui—”

“Might find inspiration,” Ya Zhu cut off her friend. “It isn’t our choice. But Sifu needs to make a decision soon, or else it’s going to be a problem.”

“So he’s going to test us.” Zhe Lan grunted. “When, do you think?”

Now it was Ya Zhu’s turn to fall silent. That was the question, was it not? When would their erstwhile teacher test them? Formally, that is. It was obvious he was always pushing them, testing them, seeing who learned what and who managed to gather the scattered gold he laid at their feet. If anything, he deluged them with his wisdom and knowledge and forced them to scurry after, desperately grabbing what they could to understand it all.

“Fall perhaps,” Ya Zhu said eventually. “After the outer sect tournament.”

Once a year, they held that tournament, a way for those in the outer sect to make their way into the inner sect. If they were not, of course, sponsored directly into the inner sect by an Elder.

Somehow, knowing their Sifu’s story, Ya Zhu could not imagine him doing that for Rou Gang. After all, he had entered the inner sect by himself. His Master was the cord cutter, the karma abolisher. That he had even taught them was a surprise.

“Do you think he has a chance?” Zhe Lan muttered. The glance she shot backward was clear enough.

“If he doesn’t, I’d be surprised,” Ya Zhu said. “He’s gotten more martial training in the last while than most outer sect cultivators do. And he barely has to do any assignments.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Seems like our Sifu has paid for him to train with us, so it’s only whatever extra he needs to train for.”

“Like us.” Zhe Lan frowned. “You think Sifu knows that’s unusual for outer sect cultivators?”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Next year will be worse.”

“So we better not make a hash of it this year and make sure we’re properly established,” Ya Zhu replied.

Zhe Lan was about to nod before she had to grab her friend. She helped steady Ya Zhu before she let go. “I’m going to tell Ma Jie.”

Ya Zhu would have replied, but they were reaching a particularly woody portion of the pathway. The last time around, she’d stumbled through it because she’d struggled with the feedback of her returning wood chi. This time around, she intended to do better.

After all, if there were tests, then there was always a possibility of failure. And thus far, they had no idea what their Sifu’s idea of punishment for outright failure might be.


Chapter 31

It was a bad day.

There were good days, days when Wu Ying felt mostly like himself, the aches and pains from the constant medicinal baths that swept through his body, ripping it apart and allowing him to patch himself together inside the bath and afterwards, affected him little. On those days, he trained and meditated and visited with his friends.

Then there were bad days. Days when the pain was almost blinding, when thinking had to be done through a fog of agony punctuated by the drumbeat of torment. Classes dragged on as his thoughts were waylaid by bandits of suffering, and the students found themselves forced to work extra hard—and extra quietly—while Wu Ying’s aura spiked and crushed them in time to his misery.

Today was a bad day, but Wu Ying had an invitation from his martial sister. Most other invitations he would have turned down—had declined—but hers had been quietly insistent. Curiosity and duty dragged his body up the hill, stubbornness forcing him to walk rather than take a palanquin.

Better to take it slow and act mysterious than look weak.

And yes, foolish pride made him suffer, but at least he admitted it to himself and took it for what it was.

Stepping into her residence, all too familiar furnishings passing by in a haze, Wu Ying never even noticed the presence of another within until he was flopping down on a seat beside his martial sister. Then he froze, eyes tracking over the interloper.

Or was that him?

“Ah Ying!” Fa Yuan said, clearly exasperated. “You should greet the Right Guardian when you arrive.”

“Right Guardian.” Wu Ying offered them a martial bow, putting two hands together—one in a fist, the other covering it—and inclining his body. He did his best not to topple over and succeeded, though he had to hide the wince. “My apologies. I was lost in thought and missed your august presence.” A beat before he added, “Your aura control is impeccable.”

The Right Guardian chuckled, the man’s eyes crinkling a little and bringing the lines across his face into stark relief. Careful application of makeup and a slight warping of light via water chi kept him looking younger than he was, but Wu Ying knew that Chang Xue Meng was old. Wu Ying had come across mentions of him in the library going back a century and a half, putting him at positively ancient.

“At my age, whatever we have learned should be good. Or else what is the point, eh?” Xue Meng said.

Uncertain of how to answer that assertion, Wu Ying instead nodded to indicate he had heard him, then turned toward his martial sister. “Am I early? I had not thought so…”

“If anything, you’re late,” Fa Yuan said. “But the wind cultivator being on time to his appointments has already become another betting line, so that is of little matter.”

Wu Ying ignored the comment about the betting, knowing that she was—mostly—teasing. Gambling in the Sect was a time-honored tradition, from which assignments would be completed first to which Elder would ascend first. And more esoteric bets. More than one sect had tried to stamp out such behavior, but it always returned, so most sects, like the Verdant Green Waters, embraced the irresponsible behavior and made it part of their structure.

It helped, of course, that more than a few cultivators made the twisting of fortune, fate, and luck a part of their daos, allowing them to read fortunes for the greater good of the Sects. While still incredibly uncertain, being able to understand even the broad strokes of an upcoming future could be useful for a sect.

“Then…” Wu Ying cut his gaze to Xue Meng.

“You’re here because I asked for you,” Xue Meng said. “You know my role?”

“I do, Honored Guardian. The Right Guardian concerns himself with matters outside the Sect. You were the one who managed the Sect’s battle against the dark sect, along with our Master and my martial sister, as well as working with the government and the other sects.” Wu Ying hesitated then added, “I must admit, outside of the war itself, I know not what your duties include.”

“An adequate overall understanding, poor in specifics,” Xue Meng said. “Not surprising. It is rare for those not directly involved to understand much about my role. It is by design.” Then he frowned. “Though considering who your Master was, I expected better.”

“My apologies.”

“You know Master Cheng,” Fa Yuan said, a slight tone of exasperation in her voice. “He tried to never influence the actions of another. In this case, when Wu Ying showed no inclination to join the battle against the dark sect directly, he felt it best to allow him to continue his own path.”

“Not fated to do battle or some other excuse for non-involvement.” The old man shook his head, the movement making the jade hairpiece with its trailing beads dance in the air. Flamboyant for a man.

As Wu Ying watched the entrancing motion, he noted the burgeoning roots that could be glimpsed in the man’s hair, white streaks that had been dyed out by application of… well, Wu Ying had no idea of what. Some dye of course, but it was not a spiritual herb most likely—not one he had been asked for at least.

“But that matters little. And in the end, all of us make mistakes.” He chuckled. “As I did with you.”

“Me?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“Yes. I should have recruited you when I realized you were being forced out. I hesitated because I was uncertain about your mental disposition then and…” His face screwed up as he added, “Politics.”

“Ah.” Wu Ying sighed. “The prince.”

“Among other things, yes. But now you’re back, and even if he has managed to elevate himself in the interim—”

“He has?” Wu Ying cut him off, surprised. He looked at his martial sister.

After checking that Xue Meng was not insulted by the interruption, Fa Yuan spoke. “He has. There were a number of deaths among the royal family in the last decade. An entire line was… trimmed.” A slight grimace from Fa Yuan spoke paragraphs about what that meant. “He’s also progressed his cultivation well, such that he has reached Core Formation. That has placed him as one of the contenders for the throne—”

“One of,” Xue Meng emphasized. “Among five or six princes. I would not, of course, dare to speak for the Emperor or his future actions.”

“Of course,” the pair echoed.

You never knew who might be listening, and staying out of royal politics was just good sense for cultivators. Once you were dragged in, it was hard to escape.

“You wish to recruit me, Guardian Chang?” Wu Ying said, drawing the conversation back on topic. “Surely the dark sect is dealt with?”

“Those creatures are never fully wiped out. They are like cockroaches, scurrying and hiding in every leaf and gap in the material, unwilling to die properly.” Xue Meng sighed. “Yet your history with them has little to do with my offer. It is your exile.”

Wu Ying waited patiently, arms crossed on his lap. He idly noted that his sister had yet to pour him a drink, so he assumed if he declined the offer, he’d be requested to leave the dinner. Which was fair enough. He had better things to do, like sleeping.

“No interruptions?” A beat before Xue Meng continued. “One of my roles is creating—and managing—an extensive network of informants. Merchants, cultivators, guards, and even noblemen—it matters not. If they can listen and are able to speak of what is happening in their kingdoms and cities, I wish to hear from them.”

“You want me to introduce you to those I have met?” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“In a sense. I wish to hear your story, in your words, about your time away. And then, I wish you to manage your connections for me.”

“Me?”

“Of course. I have information networks spread across this kingdom and the neighboring ones, but there are many countries and locales I know little of.” A flicker of sadness now in Xue Meng’s face. “Many of those I once knew have passed on. Contacts often die off, even if they were once emplaced within organizations and the like.”

“I… see.” He did not, not really, though he could see how if Xue Meng had met with and made such contacts once before, time itself would have seen to the death and loss of most by now. “My exile was for quite the period.” He glanced at Fa Yuan who stayed silent, sipping on her tea. “It would take much time to discuss the matter. And to have my friends, those I spoke with, pass on whatever information—”

“There is no need to fish, boy. I’m an old man and subtlety is only useful against enemies. You wish to be compensated for your time and your people’s time, yes?”

“Yes.” Wu Ying inclined his head. “There’ll likely need to be some form of payment for many, depending, of course, on what information is required.”

“Of course, but you are open to such discussions?”

“I am.” Then Wu Ying looked at Fa Yuan.

She smiled and nodded approvingly to Wu Ying.

Mistaking Wu Ying’s glance’s reason, Xue Meng smiled. “Do not worry. Junior Yang has much interest in my work. Perhaps in a few years, when I retire, she might even take my position.”

“Senior?” Wu Ying said, surprised. He was not sure who he called to.

Fa Yuan snorted at Xue Meng. “You know we have not decided any such thing. I am interested, but I intend to finish my ascension.”

“Of course you do, dear. Which is why you’re creating your own spy network,” Xue Meng said, amused.

“It is a cooperative support network for women—and men—who feel the burden of unwanted expectations placed upon them.”

“Of course. A very pretty fairy network,” Xue Meng said. “It’s been quite useful for rooting out potential dark sect members, I must admit. Though I do wish your people were more reliable and discerning in who they highlighted to myself and the other masters.”

“It is not our fault that those pigs we highlight for you act like dark sect members. Or vice versa,” Fa Yuan replied. “Maybe membership draws a certain kind.”

“Perhaps. But you focus too much on the most stunted of saplings, missing the rot within.”

“Mixing your metaphors there,” Wu Ying said. “Trees rot from within. Saplings can do so too but…”

At the look the pair gave him, Wu Ying wilted. Right. They weren’t looking for a lesson on plants. Rather, he let the pair argue it out as he reached for the teapot and cup. After all, there was much to negotiate with the Right Guardian before he would speak of his journey. Or worked for him. Though…

Perhaps he had found another source of contribution points.

***

Another day, a good day in this case. More classes, more lessons taught and forms trained before finally, the man had time to retire.

Wu Ying turned the corner of his residence into the dining room, ready for dinner. A simple command sent via the wind had alerted his servants that he had returned and to prepare a proper meal. As such, he was expecting the delicate and plentiful scents of sumptuous dishes as he entered his dining room. What he was not expecting was the guest seated beside the food and already stuffing his face.

“Rude.” Eyes narrowed, Wu Ying approached the table and took a seat beside his friend. “How did you manage to hide your presence from me?”

“I had help, of course,” Tou He said after swallowing, placing down the bowl of rice stuffed with candied pork. “The problem with your method of control of the winds is that it isn’t really control, now is it?”

“No.” Wu Ying snorted, sending his displeasure to the wind through that strange half-mental, half-spiritual bond he had with it. All he received was the wind coming by to play with his hair, pulling strands loose as spiritual laughter filled his ears. “I guess not. And your aura?”

“Spending so long with you does have some advantages.” Tou He grinned. The pair had spent a portion of their time returning trading cultivation techniques and recommendations including, in Wu Ying’s case, how to better control one’s aura. Of course, Tou He had adapted the method to his flames.

As Wu Ying reached out with his spiritual sense, he flinched backward as he came into contact with his friend’s skin. The man had not just contained his aura but burnt away probing attempts or any residual he might leave behind, such that the flame coursed up and down his body with each moment.

“Is that safe?” Wu Ying growled, sitting. “If you scorched my chair, I’m going to bill you for it.”

“I have it under control,” Tou He said with a sniff. “Now.”

“Now?” Wu Ying frowned, then flicked his gaze to the bandaged left arm Tou He had left on the table. The entire thing was wrapped around, such that not a trace of skin was visible. “What did you do?”

“Nothing on purpose,” Tou He said. “And it’s over now. So let us eat.”

Wu Ying shook his head, changing tack to tease his friend. “Your closed-door cultivation practice went that badly, eh?”

Rather than answer, Tou He picked at the meal again, wielding his chopsticks to pick up some fried tofu and vegetables in a light soy sauce. Rather than follow his friend’s lead, Wu Ying crossed his arms and waited, watching.

It took the completion of half the vegetable and hot pot dish, all of the barbecue sweet pork, and two bowls of rice before Tou He broke.

“All right, all right. Stop staring at me! You’re putting me off my meal,” the ex-monk complained. Placing the bowl and chopsticks down, Tou He sighed. “It is not as bad as you think.”

“Your arm is bandaged,” Wu Ying said. “You told me a year or two.”

“And it was a year… give or take.”

“Mostly take.” He gestured at the injured hand. “What happened?”

Tou He’s eyes grew distant as he recalled his recent experience. “It began simply enough. I began cultivating, increasing the energy within my dantian once more. During that time, I also meditated on the flame, the heavens, and my place in their plans. I re-experienced much of what happened, what the flames wanted me to do.”

Silently, Wu Ying reached for the wine and poured them cups, pushing one over to Tou He. His friend picked up the cup and sipped on the wine, raising an eyebrow before he placed it down.

“Good wine.”

Wu Ying chose not to answer, not wanting to interrupt his friend further. Much of what his friend had spoken about was routine for a closed-door cultivation. Going through one’s recent experiences, thoughts, and breakthroughs was a common way to further one’s journey to immortality and along the dao path one had chosen.

“When I was but contemplating the past, how and what we had done and what I could have improved upon, matters went as usual.” Tou He’s voice dropped as he spoke. “But I was not content to just contemplate what had been done. I pushed back in my mind, in my dao and the flame that burnt, on what had been chosen for me. I pushed against the instructions, the mindset that had taken over me when we burnt that city.”

Wu Ying’s left hand tightened, unseen beneath the table. He remembered the fear as he saw his friend for the first time, his mind and control robbed as the heavens took charge. The choking heat and the purifying flame that burnt skin and muscle to the bone when he struck the other. Agony as well as concern.

“I pushed against the idea that all the heavens disapproved of needed to be cleansed away, scraped aside just because it wasn’t what they wanted.” Now there was anger in Tou He’s voice. “That we should kill without mercy, without compassion, cleanse the world because it defied them. I pushed back.

“And the heavens, they retaliated too.”

Wu Ying’s gaze went to Tou He’s arm, and he inclined his head. “Why the left arm?”

“How’d you know it’s not anywhere else?”

Hissing in surprise, Wu Ying started to stand so he could look around. He dared not use his spiritual sense to probe his friend, not after the last demonstration. And the wind was not particularly useful for such delicate notation, especially when the fire cultivator was burning away all scent traces. He was half risen in his seat before Tou He waved him down, a smile on his lips.

“You worry too much. I am fine. Well, beyond my arm.” Tou He shrugged. “I do not know for sure, of course, but I believe it has to do with the loss of my fingers.” Raising his left hand, he indicated the missing appendages. “I… well… the heavens—or at least, the part of the heavens my flames are part of—they care only for perfection. They cannot abide flaws, imperfections in themselves or the world around—or their minions.”

“So it started at your fingers?” Wu Ying said.

“I think it started as a method to regrow them, to replace them,” Tou He said musingly. “But fire, it cannot build. It can only consume. And when I pushed back against the flames, against the conception, it raged. My control slipped and it crept up, attempting to take me over.”

“I’m so sorry,” Wu Ying said, guilt filling his voice.

He had started his friend on this path, though the purifying elements had come from the lightning that had struck Tou He during his moments of enlightenment. That had integrated into Tou He’s cultivation path, while they readied themselves for a battle against a demon. Wu Ying could understand that it was not his fault entirely, but the guilt still lay within him.

“It is what it is.” Tou He tilted the cup upward, draining it before pushing the empty vessel at Wu Ying to refill. “It was not pleasant. But the damage done was clean. The healing is clean, so Physician Gu says. I should be able to return to closed door cultivation in a few months.”

“And you’re still going to push back?”

“Yes. I will not be controlled by my own flames.” Head bowed, Tou He took back the refilled cup and held it before him, contemplating the shimmering wine within. “When the change came, I thought I had been blessed by the heavens. I let them change my path because I thought I had received a benediction.” A twisted smile then. “Perhaps it would be for another.”

“But not for you.”

“Not for me. I cannot—will not—believe that every creature is damned.” Tou He laughed wryly. “Or perhaps, it is better said that we are all equally damned and can only escape the cycle if we transcend this existence.”

“But why would we want to do so?” Wu Ying opened his hand. “Existence is not bitter, though at times it can be. It can be sweeter than the freshest longan, as smooth as a pearl, and beautiful as cut jade.” There was a small smile on his face as he remembered a young lady and nights on a boat deck, staring at the moon. Dancing with sword and fan, then later on, further physical entanglements of a more amorous nature.

Tou He grunted, watching his friend and that smile. “Where is she, anyway?”

“Who?”

“Yang Mu,” Tou He said. “I like her. She seems good for you.”

“Traveling,” Wu Ying said, a flicker of sadness which he pushed aside. “Seeing the world, as she had intended to.”

“Ah…” Tou He said.

“What’s with that tone?”

“What tone?”

“That one.”

A shrug. When Wu Ying continued to glare, Tou He snorted. “Always with the looking. I swear, if I did not know you were with her, I would be worried for my virtue.” Relenting, he shrugged. “It seems you two are well suited in temperament. Though…”

“Though?”

“What kind of relationship is it, where you two pass one another like ships on a river?” Tou He said, gesturing with both hands to describe the motion.

“A brief one, at times. But are not the meetings all the sweeter?”

Tou He shook his head, as if he could not comprehend that concept. Wu Ying could not be sure if he truly believed it himself, but what he did know was that he could not hold her back. Whatever he felt.

Looking at his own hands, Wu Ying let out a breath and gestured at the meal. “Come. Let us eat before the food grows any colder. We’ll not figure out how to deal with your recalcitrant flame or how to move you back onto the right path or my romance. But at least we can have a good meal.”

“Wise thinking,” Tou He said, picking up his bowl once more.

Wu Ying caught the flash of pain on his friend’s face as he utilized his wounded arm, but he chose not to comment on it. He would consider what else could be done for his friend, though at this stage of cultivation, the paths they all walked were their own.

Rise or fall, it could only be crossed by an individual.

Though perhaps a helping hand might be lowered once in a while.


Chapter 32

Wu Ying sat high in the benches, in the partitioned area meant for Elders. Not many of them were there, for the outer sect tournament was something few Elders saw the point in attending unless they had their own nominees within.

Summer and fall had passed in a blur of teaching, cultivating, and healing. Once more, at the start of autumn, he had undertaken the medicinal bath. It had been no less painful or debilitating, leaving mind, body, and soul broken down and exhausted. If anything, it had taken Wu Ying longer to recover from the state of befuddlement that had overtaken him, such that it had been over a week before he began in-person teaching once more.

Progress had been achieved, though the Physician continued to be close-lipped on how long this might take. Wu Ying was beginning to realize that it might really be years, rather than the mere months he had secretly hoped.

Finding himself suddenly bereft of advancement, he threw himself into cultivating as best he could. Not that that was significantly more than what he had done previously, for the compressed energy of his core still needed further refinement. The process of personalizing the chi and squeezing it down, such that non-aspected chi was pushed outward and the aspected, owned chi became part of his dantian was a slow process, especially injured as he was.

In the meantime, Wu Ying found himself caught up in the rhythm of sect life. Long periods of recuperation, long hours working with scribes to note down details of his journey, readings and poetry recitals that might—if he was lucky—shed further light on his dao.

Queries were sent out, some returned. Some were agreeable to pass on news of their lands, the cities they lived in. Some did so with minimal requests for compensation, happy to correspond. Others were happy to meet with and speak with Yang Mu or other trusted merchants who might arrive, but would not send unsecured letters or spirit messengers winging across thousands of li.

Occasionally, the wind would blow and Wu Ying would find himself perched on the edge of his seat, catching the cold bitterness of the north or the dry desert air of the west. Even more rarely, he would sense the flow of heavenly chi through the Sect, as the boundaries of belief and organization were reinforced.

And always, where heaven blew, the hells followed.

Those same winds had risen the last few days, such that Wu Ying had followed them to the ground. Watching the tournament was an opportunity for a new experience, a way to establish within his own mind where he stood. Even if he might find the questions of status and titles questionable, it was a new experience and new event, to see it from up here.

Perhaps, if he listened carefully enough, if he was open far enough, he would understand the winds that churned the ground beneath the feet of the expectant outer sect cultivators.

“You’ve taken quite the interest in your students, haven’t you?” Elder Hsu stated, the muscular Elder coming over to sit beside Wu Ying. He put his feet out before him, stretching out fully and throwing his arms across the back of the bench.

“It’s my first time watching this as an Elder,” Wu Ying replied.

“Oh, yes. I forgot you’re new to this.”

Somehow, Wu Ying doubted that.

“I always like watching when I can. You never know who might be worth training.” That caused the wind cultivator to look over, and the Elder shook his head. “No. I was in closed door cultivation when you were testing. Finding you was luck itself.”

Wu Ying nodded to Elder Hsu, eyeing the muscular man. He still had no idea about the man’s dao or where he intended to progress, though he could sense Elder Hsu’s movement forward, the compressing of his chi. It was slow, but he should have eleven, maybe twelve layers. Quite the number.

“It’ll be soon,” Elder Hsu said, answering the unspoken question. “In another four or five years, after the next layer is done. I think… I believe I’ve reached what I can.”

“To achieve the Nascent Soul stage?”

“Yes,” Elder Hsu said. “It is about time. I am not getting any younger, after all.”

“That has always puzzled me. Why would it matter? If the soul is immortal. Or is it just vanity, to not want to achieve immortality as an old man?”

“For some, perhaps. Some would rush forward because of that. Though the integration of the immortal soul with the mortal body can often push one toward bearing younger features.” The Elder gestured upward toward the peak of the mountain. “Evidenced by our own Sect Head.”

“Of course,” Wu Ying said. “Then, why?”

“It’s the integration itself.” He glanced at Wu Ying, a half-smile on the man’s face. “A nonissue for a body cultivator, but for a soul cultivator, we must make the mortal body immortal. But a mortal body—even one suffused with chi—can only bear so much. Each stage of the Nascent Soul integration puts further pressure on the mortal body.”

“An older body fails more often,” Wu Ying said. “Or is damaged.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.” Wu Ying inclined his head.

It made sense, and now that it had been explained, he could see how the works he had read about the Nascent Soul stage spoke of it. Even if such discussions had been oblique in their own cautions. After all, even if it was preferred to achieve the stage earlier, the simple fact was that the number of individuals who could achieve Nascent Soul was all too few.

There was, after all, one more Heavenly Tribulation in the way.

Below, the outer sect hall master was droning on, speaking about the importance of the tournament, of the honor and standing that achieving the inner sect would entail. Wu Ying tuned out the man, a little impatient for the events to start.

In the meantime, Elder Hsu waved over an apprentice, offering to share his refreshments. A little embarrassed that he had not prepared better, Wu Ying gratefully accepted the largesse while settling in for a longer day.

A slight flexing of his will, a whispered order sent a command wafting through the air. He might as well have his people ready something for the afternoon. In the meantime, he noted the other watchers, including a clustered group in sect robes of plainer wear. He smiled a little to see them, even if the way they stood apart from the other inner sect cultivators was troubling.

Then again, perhaps it was for the best. His students would need to handle loneliness and being separated if they were to pursue this path. Visiting other sects, working with others but being separate from them, travelers in the Jianghu but also desperately attached.

It was a strange balance, even for him. And he’d had decades to get used to it.

“Ah, they’re beginning.”

Elder Hsu’s voice caught Wu Ying out, and he blinked. Below, the children were spreading out, but this time not into groups for individual fights but…

“Are they fighting in a scrum?” Wu Ying said.

“Yes,” Elder Hsu said. “They changed the rules last year because the number of contestants had grown too much. Ever since the attack, we’ve been growing again. Along with renewed interest in the martial side of cultivation, the tournament has become much busier. To keep it to a single day, the fights will happen in large groups. The last twenty in each will go on to the final fight.”

Wu Ying nodded, eyes sweeping over the hundreds of participants. It was not that bad then, since each group had fifty cultivators. It still gave the cultivators a chance to showcase their individual abilities and also, the wind cultivator realized, allowed the cultivators to showcase their ability to work together.

Eyes landing on Rou Gang, Wu Ying frowned.

Well, maybe not the best format for them all.

***

Rou Gang tried not to curse as he was split from his only friends. Not that he was sure he could call them that anymore. Ever since he became the only Body Cleansing cultivator to join the Department of Wandering Cultivators, his companions had begun to distance themselves. Some had been jealous, he knew—having tried out just like him. In other cases, the increased scrutiny and bullying had driven them away. He also had to admit, quietly, that his lack of free time had likely contributed to his separation.

Contrary to popular belief, being the only Body Cleansing cultivator in the group didn’t mean additional boons. It meant that he had to work twice as hard to learn things that his peers all already knew or to keep up with them in the physicals.

All of which meant that today, he was the only one who didn’t have a companion to back him up. Even the last-minute negotiations that happened on the day itself, as the desperate, the lonely, and the unpopular found others just as desperate, lonely, and unpopular to work with, had seen him passed by.

Which made him the most desperate, lonely, and unpopular cultivator in the tournament.

Suppressing that depressing thought, Rou Gang searched the stands once again. He could—barely—see his teacher sitting high above. He might even be looking at him, though moments later, he turned away to speak with the infamous Elder Hsu.

Everyone wanted that Elder to return to closed door cultivation. Being forced to go through his training was painful. And embarrassing. Why they had to strip down and oil themselves, Rou Gang did not know. Grappling with the women too, who were at least allowed to clothe themselves a little but still had to oil themselves, was uncomfortable.

Rou Gang spotted the rest of Elder Long’s students a moment later, seeing the big grins and nods of acknowledgement. Even a thumbs-up from Zhe Lan. His only supporters, none of whom could help him.

He pushed aside those thoughts as he sensed the referee in charge of his group finishing his speech about the rules and regulations. Nothing that he did not know, nothing that anyone in the tournament did not know. It boiled down to no killing or maiming intentionally and no stepping out of bounds.

Beyond that, it was a free for all.

Rou Gang had no allies, no place to flee, and he was not, even after all the training, the best martial artist in the group. However, he did have a plan. A hand caressed his belt, passing over the bottle he had strapped to his side. It was not honorable; it was not dignified. It might even be against the rules, and it certainly stretched the bounds of it.

But it might just be his only chance.

Pulling the bottle from his side, he popped off the cork cover.

***

“Oh, he’s going to do it,” Zhe Lan said, surprise in her voice.

“Do what?” Gui Ting asked, frowning down at Rou Gang.

“What are you doing here, spy?” Zhe Lan snapped.

“I’m supporting our fellow disciple,” Gui Ting said, not rising to her provocation. “Just like you. Now, what is he doing?”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Tell me,” Xia Hui said. “If he’s going to cheat…”

“Nothing like that.” Then, after a small pause, Zhe Lan added, “I think.”

“That’s not better,” Xia Hui muttered. But he did not bother following up, since he found himself watching the growing commotion.

Rou Gang had stripped off the top of his shirt robes, tying the long sleeves and the chest portion around his waist. His impressive musculature—hardened and grown through long hours of working the fields and even longer hours of physical exertion—shone now, as he applied a dark, greasy-looking substance from the bottle onto his skin.

More importantly, from the reactions of those nearby, the oil he was using was rather pungent. Xia Hui inhaled, then scrunched up his nose and shut off the Thousand Miseries technique. Not all the cultivators had learned the sensing technique, but a number of them had taken after their Master and all of them were looking as unhappy as Xia Hui felt.

“What is that?” Xia Hui said, disgusted.

“External alchemical concoctions are not allowed,” Gou Ting said, frowning. “Unless he’s an apothecarist, the use of such concoctions in the martial tournament goes against the rules.”

“It’s not an alchemical salve,” Zhe Lan said. “Well, not outside of the most basic definitions, where it’s all… uhh… combined spirit herbs.”

“Then what is it?” Ma Jie said, holding a hand to her nose. Xia Hui was surprised that she had not turned off the sensing technique, because the smell was redolent.

“It reminds me of something. It’s really familiar,” Ya Zhu muttered, a hand coming out and twitching. “A little wood chi coming from it, but more earth… and the smell… like rotting eggs and feces and…”

“And the wastewater of a badly managed compost heap,” Xia Hui said with disgust. “That’s what the tarp and the rushes were for under the drainage. Why you set it near the drainage ditch and added too much spoiled meat to it.”

Zhe Lan grinned, though she spat the next second as the open mouth grin let in some of the air. “Exactly. Nothing alchemical itself. And it’s part of our own work, just like the alchemists.”

Below, the fights had begun. However, right now, Rou Gang’s group had bunched to one side, taking on one another while avoiding Rou Gang. He kept skipping back and away from thrown weaponry coming at him, being careful not to exit the ring itself. Yet none of the outer sect cultivators wanted to deal with him directly.

Not that Xia Hui blamed them. After all, the stench was bad enough up here in the stands. He could not imagine what getting it on their clothing or their body would be like.

Memorable at the least.

The entire thing was effective, but Xia Hui could not help but mutter, “This is not going to help our reputations at all. Or our dignity.”

Zhe Lan looked upward, eyes searching for the Elder in sudden concern. She found him, after brief searching, but there was a crowd around him, blocking her view of his face. All she could see were a number of other Elders, including the damn Elder Mo, crowded around him, gesticulating wildly.

“Do you think it’s too late to start running?” Zhe Lan muttered, eyeing the group.


Chapter 33

“This kind of action is a mockery of the tournament itself. It strips the tournament of all dignity!” Elder Mo was raving, gesturing wildly at Wu Ying.

Not long after Rou Gang had applied his concoction—a concoction that Wu Ying had recognized almost immediately, thanks to the winds offering a very strong hint—the Elders who were not actively in charge of the tournament had come stomping over. The majority of the group crowded around him were part of Elder Mo and Guardian Pang’s cohort, but there were a few—like Elder Hsu—who were observing more for the expected entertainment than anything else.

“Is the tournament a teenage girl then, whose dignity must be respected?” Wu Ying said idly. “Someone whose modesty might be removed by greedy, old hands if left alone?”

He had to admit he was not taking the complaints seriously. He was more interested in the ongoing fight below. His immediate vision might be blocked, but his spiritual sense and the winds were more than happy to provide sensory impressions to Wu Ying.

After all, the fight had turned.

Rou Gang was finally forced to take on a pair of enraged cultivators. That was, of course, the problem with underhanded tactics. It worked, till it didn’t. And then those who it did not work against became enraged and focused on finishing the battle.

Of course, in this case, the oil had the secondary characteristics of being slippery, allowing Rou Gang to put the second portion of his plans into place. He ran, fast and hard, managing to slip out of the grip of those who grabbed at him because of his oily skin. When running did not work, he laid into his pair of opponents with opportunistic shots, striking at grasping hands and exposed knees with gusto.

“You are not taking this matter seriously,” Elder Mo growled. “I should have expected that of someone who does not hold any of the dignity of the Sect in his gaze when he visits other organizations. But this is just another reason why your department should never have been established.”

Murmurs of support rose up from the Elders around, many of them nodding. A few—individuals with powerful sensing techniques or daos—were holding hands to their faces. A surprise that they had such poor control, though perhaps it might be as much an act.

“Yet we have,” Wu Ying said softly. “And by the Sect Head himself.”

The pair had managed to maneuver Rou Gang such that he was encircled, aided by the sudden appearance of a third cultivator. Now, closed in on three sides, the boy darted to the right. A hand thrown overhand caught Rou Gang on the left cheek as he jerked his head to the side in avoidance, a moment later planting his own rising elbow. It struck hard enough to clamp mouth shut with a loud snap and his opponent fell backward, dazed.

“Such decisions are not final,” Elder Mo said. “When he realizes that your department offers little of value to the Sect, he will rescind his support.”

The pause while Rou Gang finished his opponent was enough for his other opponents to close on him. A spinning kick caught him in the side, pushing him a couple of feet closer to the edge of the ring. Moments later, his third opponent threw himself at the boy, intent on using his shoulder to bounce Rou Gang out of the ring.

Only for Rou Gang to collapse all the way to the ground, using his arm and elbow in a rising sweep to help his opponent over his own shoulder and head. The motion was smooth and practiced.

Wu Ying could not help but remark, “Seems like someone’s practiced carrying grain sacks too…”

“What are you blathering about?” Elder Mo growled.

But before Wu Ying could be answered, a whistle from below indicated the end of the tournament. Intuition had him spin around, and he spotted the group Rou Gang was in breaking apart, the battle over. Nearby, the final assailant who had intended to chase the boy out was stepping back, a sneer on his face. He muttered something and spat on the ground before stalking off, the referee moving in to take the boy’s place in front of Rou Gang.

“It seems that the referee also has feelings about your apprentice’s tactics,” Elder Mo sneered.

“It seems so,” Wu Ying said calmly. A slight twitch of his hand and a beckoning drew the words of the referee upward, so that they all could hear it.

Elder Hsu and a few of the Elders nodded appreciatively at the act.

“You will wash immediately, boy. And you will not reapply that substance, do you understand?” the referee snapped, speaking nasally so that he did not have to inhale. The poor cultivator was in his forties, but only in the higher stages of Energy Storage. Powerful, but stymied in his growth. Entrusted to positions of responsibility but burdened with the knowledge that he would never ascend. “This might not be against the rules—currently—but I will not have you use such methods in the duels.”

“Yes, Senior!” Rou Gang quipped, bowing to the man.

Rou Gang opened his mouth to inquire further, but Wu Ying released the minor working, allowing his words to drift into the wind as he answered the other cultivators. “The referee has allowed it. Perhaps, in the future, further changes might be enacted.” The wind cultivator shrugged. “I cannot say. But for now, it seems that Junior Rou has a fight to ready himself for.” A slight beat, then his eyebrow raised. “I believe a number of you have apprentices to counsel too, no?”

Elder Hsu, leaning over from where he’d edged aside a bit so that the others could crowd around, spoke up. “Eh, it’s not considered good form to instruct students between match types. Even if you notice certain possibilities or openings, it’s a matter for the juniors to handle.”

“Of course. My apologies,” Wu Ying said. “This is all new to me.” Then looking at the other Elders, he continued. “I am, of course, open to learning about the rules and customs of the Sect, especially those I’ve not been exposed to before. There is much wisdom to be gained from the past and the elderly.”

That got a few nods from the watchers and even a few of the Elders who were nominally with Elder Mo. Wu Ying understood that many of them just wanted to be seen to be valued, to not have their positions thrown aside. And, of course, he knew that many of them also had needs that someone with his skills could fulfill. In the end, before the timber becomes a boat, before the rice is cooked[16], before the cultivator is pounded into the ground, much could be changed.

“Well, perhaps we can have tea,” an older man, Elder Seo, said. He had a long lustrous black beard—rumored to be alchemically conjured—which was a vivid contrast to the wispy white hair on his head and deep-set wrinkles. “If you’re willing to listen.”

The venerable Elder was one of the oldest—if not the oldest—still-active Elders in the Sect. He was also quite possibly senile, known for rambling on for hours about the good old days. Many avoided him, but he was—nominally—part of the old guard.

“I would be honored.” Wu Ying ignored the glare Elder Mo sent him and Elder Seo—though at least that one was circumspect.

With the decision by the referee and Elder Seo’s initial acceptance, the crowd broke up, leaving Wu Ying and Elder Hsu alone. Well, except for a new addition, as Elder Seo took a seat beside Wu Ying, prodding him over until he was in a comfortable spot next to them.

“Well? Where’s the tea?” Elder Seo said querulously.

“I… had not realized you meant now,” Wu Ying said, surprised.

“When then? It’s not as though I have much time. And your ignorance will not improve by waiting.” The old man stomped his foot. “So. Tea!”

“Yes, Elder!” Wu Ying gestured, and a nearby mortal servant hurried over.

Of course, almost immediately Elder Seo complained about the quality of the tea and service, dropping into a long-winded story about tea leaves from Yunnan and a fair tea picker with brawny arms he once had known.

Wu Ying plastered a smile on his face and listened, though he did flex his dao and the winds, blocking off Elder Hsu’s escape with a wind wall when the man tried to shrink away, as silently and slowly as his fighting style.

If he was to suffer, so would the other.

After all, it was his tea that was being questioned.

***

Hours passed under the cool autumn heat. Around the fighting grounds, the contestants took whatever precautions they needed to stay warm, bouncing in place, stretching, even slow sparring with other contestants to keep their fighting edge.

Rou Gang was on his third fight. He had won the first two handily through lucky draws, dealing with first an alchemist who enhanced himself with his pills but had lousy technique, then a mediocre martial cultivator. He had still two more fights after this one, and Rou Gang knew he needed to win every single one if he had any hope of reaching the top ten.

And if he was really unlucky, he might still have to fight in an elimination tournament with other cultivators who managed that same feat. Unfortunately, the problem with allowing each contestant a total of five fights—not including the length of the day—was that sometimes, you just had a lot of good fighters.

Like his current opponent.

A near miss with a hook kick that nearly caught him out had Rou Gang scrambling backward, the guai[17] he wielded the only thing saving him from the crushing power of that kick. His opponent was a kick-based martial artist, and a pair of metal greaves attached to his shins and feet gave each of his attacks additional power.

Spinning the er zi guai, the pair of truncated wooden crutches that was his own weapon, Rou Gang attempted to force his opponent back. He was no expert with them, but it suited his style well and he was, according to Jin Rong, getting better with them. They might not have the stopping power of a dao or the fluidity of a jian, but the ability to wield two and protect himself allowed him to wade in close and wear out his opponents.

In his inner dreams, Rou Gang had images of enhancing the guai with the Earth aspect, of crushing beasts with a single strike. But such thoughts were a distraction in a fight, and one he could not afford.

Another jabbing kick with the toes of his opponent’s lead leg came for Rou Gang’s solar plexus. He managed to jerk back and slam the hilt of his weapon on the shin only to encounter the damnable metal armor. It did little to damage his opponent and left Rou Gang open for the leg to retreat and kick to his exposed face on the right. Again, Rou Gang managed to block, but a switch kick forced him to hunker up and take the kick with both guai and stagger sideways.

Injuring his opponent’s legs was not working. Between his opponent’s greater cultivation level, his strength and speed and the armor, all that Rou Gang was doing was stressing the guai out. And while the weapon was cheap to replace—one of the major reasons he’d chosen it—he still had to win.

But he couldn’t think of any other option, for each probing attempt to strike his opponent was punished by a series of kicks.

Hunkered down, kicked at over and over, Rou Gang suffered the beating. It took so long that everyone had begun to watch, but there was one advantage. It took a lot of energy to kick, to twist and throw one’s body weight behind an attack. To compress and tighten the core and kick. And it took a lot less energy to hunker down and suffer the beating, never mind the fact that Rou Gang had been running and enduring.

A lot.

In the end, the fight was finished in Rou Gang’s favor, not by devilish ingenuity or striking technique but by sheer stubbornness, as his opponent stopped kicking long enough for Rou Gang to wade in close and lay into the other with his tonfa.

Even then, arms throbbing and exhausted, Rou Gang could not help but wonder how many more fights he had in him. As it stood, there were easily over twenty fighters who had won all three fights.

Arms hanging by his sides, flexing his fingers, the Body Cleansing cultivator forced himself to breathe. He could not, he would not give up now. Even if he was to lose eventually, his Master was always speaking about the things one could learn from losses.

Something about failure being the greatest teacher or some other semi-wise crock that he, the Elders, and the old men in his village all tried to tell the losers of every competition. Whether it was a race around the village or the first to get a kiss from Wei Min, the prettiest girl in their age group.

Sometimes, Rou Gang wondered if all these wise sayings about failure were meant for the speakers, to placate their own souls from all the regrets they’d faced. Ghost money to the past, such that disasters of a bygone age might not rise to plague the living.

Somehow, he knew better than to ask.

“Cultivator Rou, enter the ring or forfeit the match!”

Blinking, Rou Gang jumped up. His mind had drifted, his body so exhausted he had not heard himself called. He bowed to the attendant, scrambled into the ring, then had to run back out to grab his guai. Staring at his opponent, he could not help but swallow.

A massive halberd wielder, the first polearm fighter he was to handle. And his guai and himself already exhausted. In that moment, as the referee called a start and the halberd was raised, Rou Gang saw his future.

It did not look pleasant.


Chapter 34

Wu Ying slowed his steps as he exited the arena after the tournament was done. The evening sun had already set—sunlight disappeared fast in the mountains—and spirit lights were blooming all across the Sect. Natural lamps were also being lit to further increase the amount of illumination. Since this was the outer sect, the majority of the illumination would come from the mundane lanterns, but spirit lamps were necessary to ensure at least a minimum amount of illumination was available in case of an emergency.

Of course, the lack of light was not the reason Wu Ying slowed down. It was instead the presence that had moved to intercept him.

Elder Hsu had stayed behind, wanting to speak with the Inner Sect Assignment Master, having decided upon a few targets for further consideration. In fact, he was not the only Elder laying plans to pull promising young apprentices from the new inner sect members. Assignments would show up, tailored a little so that the desired individuals might find them. Classes for the next year would be adjusted, assignments altered so that Elders might be in the right time and place to meet their targets.

It was a more subtle approach than what Wu Ying had expected. When asked, Elder Hsu had been quite blunt in his explanation of the lack of direct intervention.

“Who wants a disciple who doesn’t want to follow your path? It’s hard enough to impart knowledge to those who are listening. But to those who are only there because they feel flattered?” The man had shaken his head in sorrow. “No. Mark me well. Choose only those who are willing to work for it. The climb to immortality is not for the weak-willed or the subservient.”

Wu Ying had chewed over that thought. Not that he had any intention of taking a true apprentice right now, not with the half-dozen already foisted upon him. Still, it was true enough that even his Master had only offered him the opportunity, allowing him to slowly come to his own resolutions.

How much harder would it have been if Master Cheng had dragged Wu Ying away from the army without asking? There was no way to tell.

Still, Wu Ying pushed those thoughts aside for now, focusing on the man who had fallen into step beside him as they ascended the pathway. Neither chose to fly, though this journey would be longer because of that.

“Your apprentice did well,” Yin Xue said finally.

“At this stage, well enough,” Wu Ying said.

Yin Xue fell silent as the pair continued their ascent. Wu Ying was content to leave it at that, though he knew the other had more to say. There was no reason for the man to come to him otherwise. Whatever it was, the man kept clenching and unclenching his left hand, that red-skinned, demonic piece of unnatural gifting as he struggled with words.

As he waited, Wu Ying took the time to survey the Sect. The winds gleefully informed him of the goings-on all around, from bets being resolved and payments being made to a couple of instances of violence as individuals attempted to forsake their honor or were unable to cover their bets. Where violence sought to erupt, Wu Ying sent a quiet word to the waiting internal enforcers, many of whom were already on the way.

Then, another whisper. The winds of the hells, swirling through the residence chambers and finding those cast into despair. Young cultivators who had failed to showcase any improvement, who were to be sent away. The injured, the losers, the broken. Most cried or raged or lay in despair, contemplating a future outside the Sect.

Most.

Twice, Wu Ying sent notice to the Outer Sect Hall Elder to watch. One held a knife, the other wrapped bedclothing around a ceiling post, readying a noose. Neither had taken the final step, edging up to the idea in a sideways shuffle, as though to approach it or face these thoughts full-on would scare it away. Or scare themselves into action.

“We know. We watch.” The message, passed through spirit chi and wrapped in a flicker of projected aura, acknowledged Wu Ying’s warning.

The wind carried further details of waiting guardians outside the halls. Ready to act but allowing the outer sect cultivators the opportunity to work through their emotions in their own way.

Wu Ying wondered if that was the correct choice, if perhaps a more active role should be taken. Yet the subtle rebuke in the answer, in the emotions carried, kept him from doing more than watch.

Tragedy and anger were not the only things the winds brought to his attention. Groups of friends, journeying down the mountain to celebrate the successful promotion of those within their group. Other celebrations over successful bets, over moments of enlightenment reached, or of cultivators seated in myriad locations as they worked through newfound knowledge.

The entire mountain seemed to thrum with the power of the heavens, chi flowing from on high to pour onto those who had found a pathway to the Dao in the tournament itself. The winds of heaven swirled, carrying traces of this energy to Wu Ying, pouring into his body and helping to heal some of his aches with each moment. At the same time, he felt it pass into his soul, bolstering its connection to the Dao. Breathing became easier, his footsteps a little lighter.

Yin Xue cast a glance at Wu Ying but chose not to comment, though his lips tightened. Eventually, he broke the silence as they crossed the barrier between the inner sect and the Elders’ residences. “The demons you met in the south… what were they like?”

Wu Ying blinked, not expecting that topic. “Twisted. Wrong. They came from a place outside the heavens and hells, a dimension never meant to touch our world. Their very presence corrupted the land, the gateway—the splinter—breaking down the Dao itself. If it had spread further, the heavens would have acted, I’m sure.”

“You met some of those demons?” Yin Xue’s words were more statement than question.

“No. Just one of the creatures they corrupted. A massive ape that they carved their enchantment within.” Frowning, Wu Ying added, “Heartless, whoever they were, for they did it while the creature was alive and fully able to sense their actions, their desecration. I hope the Nanyue are able to locate them.”

“Yes…” Yin Xue sounded doubtful, even as his demonic hand clenched.

Understanding rose, a little late, and Wu Ying found himself shaking his head. “Your arm offers me none of those feelings. It smells different, of course. Demonic, probably, but the kind that occasionally make their way to our world. Or the kind that live here, hidden. It is part of the greater Dao, untwisted and uncorrupted.”

“I know that,” Yin Xue snapped. He reached up, rubbing at his eye as though it stung now. “As though I don’t know that.”

The wind cultivator ducked his head in acknowledgment, as well as to hide his smile—for he sensed a lessening in tension in the man’s movements. As they reached Yin Xue’s residence, he slowed and came to a stop.

“Master Pang… he does not hate you, you know.”

“Oh? I guess disdain might be a better word.”

“It’s not that. You’re just…” Yin Xue frowned. “You’re just different. He has a clear vision of what the Sect should be. You do not fit in that, nor your department. If you could…”

“Make myself fit?” Wu Ying opened his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “I’m trying. I’m doing what the Sect Head asked, am I not?”

“Not the way Master sees it,” Yin Xue replied.

Wu Ying sighed. “Thank you for letting me know.”

“No need.” Yin Xue dismissed the thanks. Then having said his bit, he started for his residence only to call over his shoulder, “Heal fast. I still want a match.”

Wu Ying snorted, watching the man disappear around the corner before he continued his gradual ascent. He opened himself to the winds further, allowing the myriad chis to seep within as he wandered upward, mind turning over Xin Yue’s warning.

Change, but to what? How was he to meet unspoken expectations when such expectations were unspoken?

Perhaps Wu Ying needed to spend more time watching the Sect, understanding their needs. Certainly he should speak with Fa Yuan further, for she had always been his window into the world of the Elders and nobles. And, perhaps, he should ready himself for even further trouble.


Chapter 35

Wu Ying swept his gaze over the gathered cultivators, the remaining members of his department. He had gathered them at the department building after insisting that they pack for a longer expedition. When queried about exact length, he had but smiled.

As he stared at the group, sweeping his gaze over their gathered forms, he wondered how many had packed for a winter expedition. It was hard to tell, with the use of storage rings, though he had no plans on staying outdoors that long. Even so, he did note that Ya Zhu and Rou Gang carried external backpacks, expanding the quantity of spiritual herbs they might gather.

“You all have your lists?” Wu Ying queried the group. There were nods of confirmation all around.

A week ago, just after the tournament, he’d had individualized lists of spiritual herbs distributed to his students. While the top portion of the list contained generally desirable herbs, he had also provided a specific list of demands. In a separate document, he explained the trial they were now faced with, along with the region in which they would conduct the gathering expedition.

It was simple to the extreme. Each herb or set of herbs had a demand level, a number of contribution points the cultivators would receive for acquiring and delivering a good quality version of the named herb. To pass and not be removed from the department, the cultivators had to acquire a set number of contribution points. The individual who brought back the most would win greater rewards—varying from specialized training time to seniority within the department.

“Good. We leave for a month,” Wu Ying said, his voice dropping a little. “Assuming, of course, that there are not crises, inclement bad weather, or predations of powerful demonic or spirit beasts.”

“Is that likely to happen, Sifu?” Gui Ting asked.

“Likely? No,” Wu Ying said. “But has it happened before? Of course. Part of the business of being a wandering gatherer is balancing the risk and reward of picking various herbs. While freshness and ripeness are important, circumstances can alter well-laid travel and gathering plans. As it stands, you all have a greater advantage of knowing which location we travel to and the list of desired items, an advantage that not all of you might have in the future.”

Gui Ting bowed to Wu Ying, taking his explanation in stride. None of what he said was new, though Wu Ying found himself repeating some points regularly. It was strange how the same information, repeated again and again to a class, might only be taken in or understood at different times.

“Any further questions?” Wu Ying asked, letting his gaze slide over the group.

Finding no takers, he turned and made his way down a smaller path. It would, of course, link to the main path up the mountain before it branched off again, eventually leading them to a smaller path that led away from the city and into the wilder environs the Sect bordered.

In fact, what he did not tell his students was that he was bringing the group to a familiar gathering spot. Farther than the area he and Elder Li—and now, by extension of convenience, the students—had conducted training upon, into the deep wilds. Not so far, of course, that they would encounter the pixiu which had made its residence deeper in the wilds, but close enough that they might encounter a village or two of the xing tian.

If they did, however, it should be scattered and smaller groups. Ever since the war with the dark sect had subsided, the increased activity in the Verdant Green Waters sect and the training of martial cultivators had meant that they pushed outward more aggressively, hunting down and dealing with threats long before they became a problem.

In that sense, the xing tian—those headless, belly-mouthed creatures with eyes for nipples—were a victim of the Sect’s new vigor. Wu Ying had confirmed that the main villages of the creatures had been destroyed, the majority of the creatures hunted down and driven farther away. Now, only scattered small villages were left, the members of the villages no stronger than Energy Storage cultivators at best.

Perfect for training new Body Cleansing martial cultivators in team tactics, which was why their continued existence was allowed. Well, that and concerns that destroying or removing them entirely from the nearby lands would result in even more dangerous creatures taking their place.

As Wu Ying led the group down the mountain, he kept one ear out for their conversations and another fixed on the surroundings. In this way, he managed to listen to the continuing speculation among his students about what was happening, as well as discussions about changes in gathering plans as they sought to figure out the best use of their time.

More importantly, he listened for their speculation about how they would be split. After all, one problem with running an expedition for a group of Gatherers was the necessity of security and proper distribution of goods as they were found. If they moved as a group, it would be impossible for everyone to acquire goods. On the other hand, he was not running a cutthroat competition where individuals were thrown into the deep wilds where uncounted dangers might lurk.

This, of course, was why mystic realms were so important. In time, perhaps, his World Spirit Ring might become a mystic realm that others could enter, a land separated from the Middle Kingdom. For now though, neither the Sect nor himself had a place to send the cultivators.

And they could not, would not, casually waste lives. So some form of security and control was required, and yet at the same time, keeping them all together would defeat the purpose of a test like this. The question, of course, was how Wu Ying intended to distribute them and the potential resources that were available for collection.

More importantly, right now, right here, he was able to ascertain and verify the groupings they had already created. The three women were, of course, moving together. Rou Gang had declined to join them, going so far as to violently insist that he did not require their aid. And the two primary contenders for First Disciple—Gui Ting and Xia Hui—were also intending to travel separately.

Four groups then, which was four more than he could be physically present to watch over. And two more than he had hoped for.

Not the end of the world, but it would strain him. As it stood, even coming out to do this test had caused a ruckus with Liu Tsong and Physician Gu. He could only hope that taking time off from his medicinal baths would be sufficient.

***

Two days. The students and Elder Long had traveled together as a group for two days. In that time, Ya Zhu knew her ability to sense spirit herbs from a distance had deeply annoyed Gui Ting. After all, Elder Long had declared that whoever first located a spirit herb had first rights to collect it. With her extended wood aligned spiritual sense, that meant her—or her team.

Right now, the trio were continuing to work together. They intended to continue this mutual aid all the way through the test, a fact that their Sifu had yet to comment upon or disallow. That had been their greatest concern—that their mutual cooperation would be blocked. In that case, it would rob the trio of one of their greatest advantages.

Even now, Ya Zhu could not say for certain that they would be successful at beating Gui Ting or Zhe Lan, but barring calamity, all three should pass the exam at least.

What she worried about most was Rou Gang. The boy’s loss in the tournament had sat badly with him. Even though Elder Long had made no mention of removing the boy from the department, Rou Gang’s loss and lack of progress had made him withdrawn and sullen. She could only hope that his need to prove himself did not drive him to take unnecessary risks.

At the end of the second day, as they set up camp in a clearing and the Elder emplaced a series of formation flags that concealed their location, their long journey was altered.

“Tomorrow and for the next two days after, we shall make this clearing our base of operations. You will all decide on which direction you will travel from in the morning, but you must return to this encampment each night.” Hands behind his back, Elder Long sternly added, “Failure to do so without a very good reason is grounds for immediate failure.”

Ya Zhu made sure to hide her smile, though she was justifiably proud that she had guessed how he would split them. The question of allocation of individuals and resources had plagued them all, with some like Xia Hui believing that they would all be allowed to wander as they wished—with the Elder keeping a watch via the wind only.

Others, like Ma Jie, believed they would continue to move as a group. In truth, Ya Zhu had hoped for that outcome too since it most favored them. The Elder had certainly done that before, during their introduction, but the circumstances were different then. There, he only needed to ascertain the most basics of skillsets.

Now, he was searching for more than skill but business acumen and their ability to work together and cooperate, to weigh risks and decide upon the best course of action. He was looking to test their ability to survive as wild Gatherers and also to provide for the Sect.

They were not ignorant about the pressures the department faced. The way the other cultivators looked down upon them, their newly established section in an organization that had lasted hundreds of years without change.

For the traditionalists, any change was a danger. For the entrenched powers, any alteration of the status quo was a challenge to them and their position. And for many, the wild Gatherers’ presence could only be a danger, not an opportunity.

Perhaps the wild Gatherers would benefit the Sect. Perhaps new apothecarists could grow, new alchemical combinations be produced, pills that had once been too expensive or onerous to produce regularly now made available. In the long term, perhaps, they might strengthen the Sect.

But what was certain was that in the present, their presence would endanger livelihoods, cause merchants and cultivators who plied the Sect profit, make apothecarists who had regular clientele be forced to search for new customers. Even Elder Kim and the other Gatherers would feel the effects of new or more numerous wild herbs arriving regularly. In the short term, loss was certain.

So better to pressure Elder Long, to search for benefit from the man now. Or destroy the encroaching department before it became more than a fledging program.

“Any questions?” Elder Long asked.

Of course there were. He answered the questions patiently, though mostly, their Sifu directed them to manage arguments between themselves. Whether it was in which direction everyone would go to or the acquisition of herbs, he would not dictate their resolutions.

When the group realized this, they stopped inquiring of the man, instead focusing on setting up the campsite fully before congregating.

“I intend to go east from here,” Xia Hui stated, stabbing a finger down at the map he had brought with him.

Each group had a copy of the same map, created from the one available in the Sect. What Ya Zhu was surprised to see was that Xia Hui’s was bereft of notes and markings, unlike their own. He was either carrying all that information in his head or had planned ahead and had a second such map.

Which, she was uncertain.

“You’re after the Night Tiger Thorn Plum, aren’t you?” Gui Ting said, eyes narrowing.

“I might be,” Xia Hui said. “I might not. We need only coordinate directions.”

“I will go south, if no one minds,” Rou Gang offered meekly into the impending conflict. His finger came up to point at the map, then he lowered it, not finishing the gesture.

Ya Zhu narrowed her eyes, considering what was there. A field of high-quality Spirit Grass, wild grown. Nothing special at all, though it might have patches of unusual elemental substance. Also, there were indications of a variety of sunflower types, but again, these were common spirit herbs—if they even progressed all the way there.

Had the boy found something they all—she—had missed? Or was he pursuing another objective?

Before she could speculate further, an elbow dug into her side. Grunting, Ya Zhu glared at Ma Jie, who gestured at the map.

“We will go west,” Ya Zhu said.

“Gui Ting?” Xia Hui said challengingly.

“I am heading east too.” Gui Ting met Xia Hui’s gaze fearlessly, the pair glowering at one another. In the end though, Gui Ting gave in, bowing his head in acquiescence.

“Then our plans are set,” Xia Hui said, rolling up the map.

Xia Hui glanced at Elder Long, only to find the man seated near his tent on a simple mat, legs crossed as he cultivated. Winds swirled around the man, spinning a tiny cyclone centered around him that caught up stray twigs and leaves before drifting away. With each gust, new scents filtered in from all around the wilderness, blooming flowers, broken sap, and rushing water. Through it all, he sat, at peace and silent.

It seemed whatever they decided, it mattered little to their Elder. Results were what was important, or so it seemed.


Chapter 36

Contrary to the beliefs of his students, Wu Ying was not cultivating. Instead, he wielded the full strength of his wind dao, calling upon the seven winds to inform him of movements within their spheres. The central wind coordinated the scents, parsing the details to the wind cultivator, while the Heavenly wind whispered of broken demonic spirits and the winds of Hell laughed at Wu Ying’s commands.

Through the night, only stopping long enough to sup on the meals offered to him, Wu Ying listened to the winds. He charted out the problems all around, noticing the monsters that prowled the night and the spirit beasts that slumbered late into the evening. Birds fell asleep as the sun went abed and the moon rose, while other nocturnal animals came out to prowl, insects and beetles and bats droning on and on.

He noticed as Xia Hui, intending on getting ahead of the competition, slipped out of the encampment late at night. Bare minutes later, Gui Ting opened his eyes, staring at the spot Xia Hui had exited the formation, before snorting and rolling over, going back to bed.

Wu Ying meditated all night long, picking apart the dangers his students might encounter and finding few enough that concerned him. There, in the lee of a waterfall, a river snake in the Core Formation stages slumbered. It rolled over a little as Wu Ying’s spiritual sense brushed against it but refused to leave its den, still digesting the large meal it contained.

Here, a massive demon boar rutted with its sounder in the north. Wu Ying made note of the group but left them alone to grow. Alone, the demonic boar was only at the Energy Storage stage. The danger was from being caught unaware or being assaulted by the entire sounder.

If any of his students fell prey to that group, he would fail them for being too foolish and unsuspecting to be trusted in the wild.

And there…

There was a danger. A small golden silk spider hung in the branches, its web stretching a dozen feet across. It was tiny, unlike many other spirit beasts who grew bigger when they grew stronger. This golden silk spider was powerful in its understanding of who and what it was. None of that included a massive form, but a quiet and silent deadliness.

Wu Ying had nearly missed it, so well concealed it had been that only the shudderings of the wind as it passed through the fine spider silk of its residence had alerted him. He had been forced to pursue the inquiry further, wielding his spiritual sense like a brush and combing through the surroundings until he found it.

Now, he was forced to consider his actions.

The golden silk spider was an ambush predator. It would not harm his students if they did not disturb it. Its webs stretched high in the trees, intent on taking out flying creatures and insects rather than those on the ground.

Yet it was a creature of opportunity. It would not matter what it preferred to eat; if his students presented themselves to it for dinner, they would be webbed, wrapped up, and injected with the creature’s venom. And that venom…

Dangerous in the extreme. He could sense the dark dao that throbbed within the fangs of the creature, the way Hells winds laughed as it wrapped around the small creature before leaving. Anyone below Core Formation would succumb to the venom within minutes of application. Without a proper antidote, they would perish in an extremely painful manner, their flesh necrotizing and dissolving within minutes.

It was this extreme danger that made Wu Ying consider whether to deal with the spider now, or leave it be. It was located to the west where the trio meant to go. If he was to guess, they would pass by within a li or two of the creature. Perhaps less, depending on their exact pathing.

The golden silk spider waited, having sensed his attention. It lurked in its web, patient. It did not move, though it must have known on some instinctual level that its fate was in balance. The attention of a more dangerous predator had arrived. It could not escape, even though it had tried to hide. It would fight, if the time came.

For now, it waited.

Wu Ying weighed the balance of its life in his mind and then, with the gentlest of exhalations, he released his grip on the winds. He stood and stretched, though he murmured a request to the winds to watch the spider if it chose to move. And another request, to follow his wayward student who trekked through the night.

Then, content, he took to bed.

Let the spider live. Let it wait and watch. And he would watch too, like the spider, though his web traversed multiple li and was made of the air itself.

***

Four days, he let them harvest that spot. Then, they moved, shifting to a new clearing deeper in the woods. On the last night before they left, he allowed them to pick the spot for their next encampment. The argument had raged for an hour as each party attempted to convince the other of their greater need. Sides were taken, as the three women faced off against the three men, the men forced by necessity to work together. Deadlocked, neither party refused to give way.

In the end, the group chose to take turns equally. One after the other, they would decide upon where to go, with Xia Hui, being the most senior, allowed to choose first. Of course, he had been suspicious—rightly so—at the sudden declaration and deference for his seniority when none had been shown before.

But a choice had to be made, and he made it.

Once more, the group repeated their routine. Wu Ying cultivated, calling upon the wind to inform him of danger, the students chose their routes and sought out their herbs. Slowly, their bags and storage rings filled. More than once, they fought their way clear of bad encounters, the students gaining injuries at an alarming rate.

Four days later, they picked up and moved to the next location, and the routine continued.

It was two days after their second move that Wu Ying floated down to stand on a swaying branch as he regarded his student. He was only now extracting himself from the man-eating plant that had consumed him, forcing the cultivator to fight his way free.

It had been a near thing, with Wu Ying nearly intervening. If Rou Gang’s life force and spiritual sense had grown any weaker, he would have cut the boy free. As it stood, Rou Gang lay on the ground, thick, meaty yellow-and-pink petals strewn around him, slimy sap and digestive acids from the flower all around him, too exhausted to clean himself or notice his Master above him.

Long minutes later, the boy wiped his face clean and crawled over to his backpack to continue to wash himself down. The digestive acids used by the plant were low-grade, strong enough to leave a redness and burn on the skin in the time that he had been trapped, but not powerful enough to dissolve flesh and bone until weeks later.

Which suited the Sunset Corpse Flower fine, for it sucked the life force of the trapped in the meantime, supping on the creature.

“You will not be able to prove anything to me—or yourself—if you die,” Wu Ying said, when the boy had finished changing and cleaning himself.

His words made Rou Gang jump, then he crouched low and grabbed at his tonfas, only for awareness of who had spoken to him filtering in at last. “Sifu!” Rou Gang bowed. “I apologize for not seeing you.”

“Apology accepted. But do better. You are in the deep wilds,” Wu Ying said.

“Yes, Sifu!” Rou Gang said firmly, his eyes burning with suppressed ambition and embarrassment. “I apologize again.”

“Once is enough, boy.” Wu Ying sighed. “And you did not hear my other admonishment, did you?”

“I cannot wait around to prove myself, Sifu. I have to push myself if I’m to succeed,” Rou Gang said, glowering. “All the others, they know the plants better. But I can work harder and get more of the basic herbs. If I do enough of them—”

“You’ll pass. I know.” Wu Ying smiled grimly. “I did create the test.”

“But I don’t want to just pass, Sifu!” Rou Gang said. “I want to excel. Which is why I must work harder, do better.”

“And ignore the dangers you put yourself into. Why?”

“If I do well enough, you could sponsor me.”

“Into the inner sect,” Wu Ying said, shaking his head. “That is rare. The outer and inner sect masters do not like exceptions.”

“But it is done! For prodigies and the nobles,” Rou Gang said.

“Again, rarely.”

“I cannot stay another year!”

“Why?”

Silence greeted his question, and Wu Ying shook his head. If the boy had some real reason for his reluctance, he might have been more sympathetic. But his winds had told him enough. Beyond a minor degree of hazing and bullying, the greatest danger Rou Gang faced was loneliness.

It was not reason enough. Obviously, he understood that too.

“You’re young. You have barely broken through your fourth meridian. You need to consolidate that further before pressing for a fifth, or else you’ll damage yourself. Patience is required, or else you’ll never progress,” Wu Ying said.

“I could progress faster in the inner sect!” Rou Gang said. “I’m forced to work and clean and all the other students—”

“All the other students are older than you. And yes, I progressed faster. And faced more danger, and saw myself on an expedition soon after I joined the Sect. And none of that was necessarily good for my cultivation base,” Wu Ying said. “The outer sect might not be ideal, but you are already relieved of much of your duties. Haste will be your downfall.”

“So you want me to stall and wait?”

“No, but patience is importance too.” Wu Ying inclined his head toward the flower. “I will not always be ready to save you, if you fail.”

“So be it!” Rou Gang said.

For a long moment, Wu Ying met the boy’s gaze. Young, overconfident, and stubborn. Wu Ying recognized parts of himself in the other, the need to prove himself, to push away others who might try to help. He just hoped that he had not been that arrogant at that age.

Or perhaps he had been worse? After all, once he had thought all nobles were worthless creatures. Ignoring the fact that his Master, his martial sister, and so many others were nobles. So perhaps, just perhaps, the boy would find wisdom too with age.

If not, he probably would not reach his twenties.

A slight tap of his feet and Wu Ying threw himself into the sky once more, moving on to the next cultivator who might need his help. After all, you never knew what you might find in the wilds.

***

Three weeks into the expedition, one bright morning, Wu Ying held up a hand as the group readied themselves to leave. Nocturnal expeditions still occurred, but more rarely and only to acquire specific night bloom herbs and flowers. Otherwise, the toll of day after day of travel through the wilderness reduced even a cultivator’s impressive stamina.

“Sifu?” Zhe Lan, always the first to speak, said.

“There is a decision to be made,” Wu Ying said. “One that will affect the remainder of your trial.”

“What is it, Sifu?” Xia Hui asked.

“In the distance, I have sensed the movements of the xing tian. They are journeying, a nomadic group coming here.” Wu Ying hesitated before he added, “They will reach us within the day if we chose not to leave.”

“The xing tian?” Zhe Lan snorted. “A minor problem, are they not? We have destroyed their villages and killed their Elders.”

“It’s true that we have killed the strongest of their group, such that those that live do so on the fringes. But they have grown hardy and cunning, tricky in their weakness,” Gui Ting said. “The martial cultivators speak of traps and ambushes, of growing losses.”

“Still, Sifu said there are…” Xia Hui paused, frowning at Wu Ying. “How many are there?”

Wu Ying shook his head, declining to answer.

“Are you making this part of the test too?” Ma Jie said, a touch of disgust in her voice before she realized what had happened and she corrected it.

“Everything is a test, but yes. If I wasn’t here and you learned about a potential threat, what would you do?” Wu Ying gestured in the direction of the creatures. “How much of a risk will you accept, to succeed? To meet your needs? That is the question you all will face in your cultivation journey. You can ascend taking risks, you can perish taking those same risks. You can climb slowly or not at all, but you will have to decide your path.”

Ma Jie shook her head, declining to answer Wu Ying and his commentary. It was possible she had heard the same from her titular Master before, since he was certain she was one of those who had come through a direct invitation. While each Elder was allowed to invite a single student a year, it was not uncommon for certain Elders to make invitations every year. They had other apprentices and cultivators searching for them, creating a backlist of individuals to extend their invitation to.

Outside of that method, the Sect held trials for individuals to enter the Verdant Green Waters in major cities throughout the kingdom. Certain martial schools and families also had standing invitations, whether because they were prosperous families who contributed to the Sect’s coffers or provided much sought after martial cultivators.

It was a varied method of entry, though most methods—not surprisingly—were barred for simple farmers and peasants. It was only the scholarly and noble class who could manage such invitations, with the occasional too-prosperous merchant managing to inveigle his way in.

It was why certain Elders often focused on the farmers and peasants for their invitations, seeking a degree of balance that their current admission process lacked. Of course, such individuals were often also greatly prejudiced against upon entry; lacking the scholarly understanding, the martial ability, or the noble funds that made ascension simpler.

Gui Ting was the first to answer the actual question. “We should leave. We only have one more week left anyway. Risking a run-in with the xing tian and falling would be a foolish endeavor. We are Gatherers, not martial cultivators.”

“Do we get points for cores?” Ya Zhu asked, wanting more information.

“No.” Wu Ying shook his head. “Sect contribution points, of course. But you will not get any from me.”

Ya Zhu nodded, then turned to her friends. “Then I think we should leave.”

“No!” Zhe Lan said. “Our next visit would be my choice and there’s a lake at the next clearing I wanted us to go to.”

“You just don’t like running,” Ma Jie said.

“I also don’t like running,” Zhe Lan added readily.

“Nor do I,” Xia Hui said, surprisingly. “The creatures are not that dangerous, and we can scout out their numbers beforehand. I assume we are not locked into our decision? If necessary, we can leave?”

Wu Ying nodded.

“Then I see no reason to make a decision on such little information,” Xia Hui said. “If it is not too dangerous, we should deal with them. Splitting the cores will offer a significant increase in our sect contributions, as there is an ongoing sect quest for dealing with them.”

“I don’t like the risk, but you’re not wrong,” Ma Jie said reluctantly.

“Very well.” Wu Ying inclined his head. “Inform me when you have chosen the remainder of the course of action for yourself.”

He took a seat at his usual spot outside his tent, returning to cultivating. He was properly meditating, letting the Cyclone’s Breath pull in cultivation energy while he waited for his students to make their decisions. He had much to consider as he listened to the winds that blew around him, bringing with it news. News about the words they passed between one another, but also news formed from the winds own interaction with his students.

The winds of the heavens and the hells had risen, swirling between students as they discussed their choices. Zhe Lan was the favored child of the hells—as was Xia Hui, surprisingly—while the heavens chose Ma Jie and Gui Ting. Yet it was their lack of presence around the quiet Rou Gang and Ya Zhu that was of greater interest to Wu Ying today.

Were they anarchists? Individuals who lacked interest to the heavens or the hells due to personality conflicts? Or was the scholar so tuned internally to the pursuit of knowledge that she registered for neither? After all, knowledge could hamper the understanding of the Dao, as a leaf was not the tree nor the tree the forest. Yet, without knowledge, there could be no understanding, no enlightenment either.

Finding the balance whilst walking the path of cultivation was difficult.

It was easy to mistake blind ignorance for simple wisdom.

It was easy to stare at the stars and miss the people below.

It was easy to justify actions when the hurt was to the many.

Enlightenment could occur from ignorance just as clearly as knowledge. It could provide detailed knowledge, allowing a Gatherer to grasp the diverse visible and invisible web of connections and dependencies that existed within an ecosystem. Or it could blind them to the very forest they walked within.

To find the middle path, Wu Ying could only meditate on the knowledge he gained, the worlds he had seen. Perhaps, within that shred of understanding brought forth by experience, he could scaffold himself to the heavens and the Dao itself.


Chapter 37

The trap had gone off as planned. The xing tian had wandered into the midst of the clearing, drawn by the tempting scents of butchered and slightly rotting meat. The sounder of demonic boars had been chosen as bait, first lured then murdered to provide bait for their true prey.

The xing tian had entered the clearing unaware, formation flags ready to trigger when the entire family was present. A simple plan, but the beauty of its simplicity allowed them to adjust for potential problems. Like the fact that the cunning xing tian no longer sent their entire family into clearings.

Instead, two of the younger—teenagers, Zhe Lan assumed by size comparison, for she surely had not the experience at reading the age of these creatures—xing tian had entered the clearing first, prodding and checking over the bodies.

Rou Gang and Gui Ting had done their best to hide the cause of death, tearing up the bodies and removing chunks of meat and bone in an attempt to portray a more natural demise. However, without the proper tools and with the lack of damage in the clearing, none of the cultivators expected the ruse to hold for long.

None had expected it to last a bare handful of breaths. The lead xing tian, its eyes swiveling from side to side in search of others, smacked its wicker shield with the haft of its axe, releasing a rapid series of knocks that composed their language. In response, the other xing tian grew agitated and excited, jumping up and spinning its pair of axes around, scanning the surroundings. It huffed in deeply, the mouth in its stomach blowing and exhaling, a long tongue rolling outward as it did so. Fire flickered around its body, unrestrained; though the untrained chi guttered off soon after touching the ground.

A short distance away, Zhe Lan saw Xia Hui grimace. He pressed down on the talisman he held, flushing it full of chi to trigger the formation flags. She frowned, knowing better than to speak even though triggering the formation for two xing tian was a waste.

Done was done.

The slaughter formation spun to life, razor-thin wires sprouting across the clearing, linking one flag to another. The first portion of the trap caught the lead xing tian across its back leg, drawing blood as its leg was sliced apart. Otherwise, the creatures were unharmed.

Not for long though, for even as the creatures hunkered behind a shield or triggered their demonic chi, the second portion of the slaughter formation triggered. The razor-thin wires moved through space, cutting off escape. Where it impacted tree branch or outstretched limb or fleshy torso, it sliced right through without impediment.

Within moments, chunks of monstrous creatures fell to the ground as the slaughter formation rotated and twisted. The sudden cessation of striking filled the clearing with silence, as even birds and insects had fallen silent or flown aside in fear.

Zhe Lan fought down a shiver, a sudden premonition filling her. She tightly gripped her paired butterfly swords, the blades held low to the ground so as not to reflect accidentally and alert their prey. Too late for that.

The drumming began again, from farther away. And then it picked up from all around them. Xia Hui glanced at her, lips compressed as the pair straightened and readied themselves for the incoming flight. Ma Jie flitted over as she raised her own massive wooden tower shield and the hammer she wielded.

“He did tell us they’d grown cunning,” Ma Jie said, as statement and complaint to Zhe Lan.

Then there was no more time to talk as the remaining xing tian fell on them.

***

Ma Jie coughed up blood, her feet ploughing back through the dirt as she slid backward. Her shield had been pressed right into her body, the hand holding it having impacted and crushed itself against her chest after the massive impact she had suffered.

She cursed as she set her feet properly, spitting blood as her mouth filled up from a bitten tongue. She should never have tried to meet the copper-aspected middle grade Energy Storage creature’s blow directly. She had sensed the strength of its aura and made a judgment that it was no stronger than her—but had forgotten that such creatures were also Body Cultivators in essence. As such, they were always stronger than cultivators of the same rank.

All of which meant that when it had struck and she’d blocked, she’d been smashed back from the front lines. Now, Zhe Lan was forced to dance between falling axes and block those she failed to dodge. Attacking was a fool’s guess, not with the shorter range of her butterfly swords—unless she wished to project her energy. Even then, the sheer volume of attacks was keeping Zhe Lan too busy to attempt such actions.

The next time the massive—the strongest, small comfort that might be for Ma Jie—xing tian swung at Ma Jie, she swung her shield up and at an angle such that the strike skimmed off the side of her shield. The momentum of the attack still threatened to spin her around, so she let it, using the energy imparted to swing her own weapon.

Infusing a touch of chi into her attack, she increased the size and surface area of her hammer as it swung down and sideways. There was no elegance to this attack, no sense of fair play. If she could cripple the monster, they could shift the site of the battle and leave it behind to be finished later.

A simple raise of its shield and a hop sideways allowed the creature to dodge her attack. Moments later, it charged her, using its tower shield to shield rush Ma Jie. She jumped aside, not daring to face the attack. As it was, they were fighting on the edge of the still-active slaughter formation. Falling into that was a guaranteed fatality.

Continuing to shuffle-step away quickly, Ma Jie nearly bumped into Xia Hui. The man was holding his own with a workman’s efficiency, using his ji[18] and warding off his opponent. As she watched, he swung the ji downward, sinking the axe side into the top of a creature’s shield. Before the xing tian could move, he shoved forward, impaling the creature with the spearhead on top of the ji before yanking the entire polearm upward, ripping it free. He swung the polearm around his body to build momentum and block another attack, using the spike at the back of the weapon to ward off further threats.

Efficient, powerful. Of course, his opponents were weaker than hers, but she felt a flush of shame creep up her face, before she grounded her feet and swung her hammer, calling forth more energy from her meridians. She was the stone wall that supported her friends. And walls did not crumble just because of some small pounding.

Trading blows with her opponent, bolstering her strength with chi from her meridians, Ma Jie managed to last a handful of breaths. Maybe a dozen slow ones. It was hard to tell, for she still had to shed her opponents’ attacks and punish them if they tried to bullrush her once more.

Her meridians strained as she pulled more and more energy from them, wringing her dantian dry as she tried to keep up with her opponent. As she blocked another massive strike of a hammer, her shield cracked and split apart, the bindings in the center finally giving way, like the top left had already done.

It left her unprotected, her opponent grinning at her from its stomach.

Staring at the mouth, at the nipples, Ma Jie managed to register its surprise when an arrow sprouted from an eye. Its hammer hand spasmed, dropping the weapon as it reached for the shaft even as the mouth screamed.

“Don’t just stand there, finish him!” Ya Zhu cried, even as another arrow was blocked by the shield.

Taking inspiration from earlier in the battle, Ma Jie charged her opponent with the remnants of her shield still strapped to her arm. Unable to shift the attack and still surprised and in pain, the xing tian was bounced backward into the slaughter formation. Moments later, as Ma Jie was rejoicing her victory and turning to the remaining battle, an axe blade bit into her calf.

A scream erupted from her friends as Ma Jie collapsed. She sensed the flare of energy, the reckless use of chi from all around her as the rest of the cultivators arrived, falling upon the xing tian like furious wolves.

Without thought, Ma Jie curled up around herself protectively. She sought to protect her vitals from blows that never arrived. As she did so, her aura expanded without thought, feeding her information as she sought safety as the battle raged on and on.

Blades, spears, arrows sprouted from xing tian bodies, one life after the other ending as the second trap sprung.

Victory was theirs.

Even if it did come with a cost.


Chapter 38

His students were quiet as they followed him up the mountain. The wind swirled around them, brushing against exhausted limbs and wicking away sweat from tired brows. Yet none of them dared complain, not after a month of exhausting work in the wilds, not even as the tension they had been under slowly increased under the disapproving silence they labored under.

Pointed fingers and whispered words followed the group as they ascended through the paifang and the outer sect grounds. The mischievous western wind brought tall tales being spread about the expedition while the central wind carried hurried missives and spiritual messages passed along. Wu Ying ignored them all, though the children hunched their shoulders further as they noticed the attention.

Wu Ying only spoke once, and that time softly, to ensure that the appropriate individuals were waiting. By the time they arrived at their department’s building, the Sect’s quartermasters were present, their supervisor and trainees spread across the tables.

“Pick an individual and table and provide them your herbs,” Wu Ying commanded.

The group moved forward almost immediately, all but Xia Hui and Ma Jie. The cautious woman grabbed the shoulders of her friends, eyes narrowing as she reviewed the attendants. Xia Hui was copying that motion, though he brightened when he spotted his target. A burst of Wind Steps allowed him to catch Gui Ting by surprise, cutting ahead of him to stand before his target.

Gui Ting’s lips pursed and a fist clenched tightly, but with one arm broken and bandaged from the battle, he turned away reluctantly to move toward the attendant right beside his original target. Not long after, all the attendants were filled but two, as the trio bunched up before Ma Jie’s choice.

“Elder Long?” The supervisor looked at Wu Ying, who shook his head and gestured for the man to let it go. The supervisor nodded and dismissed the two attendants to return to their normal duties, while storage boxes, pouches, and sheafs of herbs were extracted from bags and storage rings.

The first to protest was Rou Gang. He looked worse for wear, one side of his face bandaged, deep claw marks jutting out from the side of the bandage. In his haste to finish a fight, he had not checked that his opponent was dead. Luckily for him, the xing tian’s weapon had been lost, so it only used its long fingernails that were like claws. The negative? The dirty film under the claws had infected the cultivator’s skin, leaving it red and puffy, with a slightly sweet odor arising from the bandages.

“You cannot be serious!” Rou Gang said. “I collected this just like the document said. How can you be giving me half the points now!”

“There’s been a change in demand since you left,” the attendant said, smiling a little as he basked in the control he had. “We received a shipment, as well as one of the apothecarists who was working on the pill has shifted to another job. We no longer have use for these dandelions.”

“This isn’t fair!”

All the answer he received was a shrug. When Rou Gang continued to glare at him, the attendant pushed the herbs toward the man. “You may take them away if you wish. Perhaps you can sell it at another sect.”

“There is no other sect, this is a test…” Rou Gang trailed off as understanding finally broke through. He looked up at Wu Ying, who had been regarding all this, and clenched his fist, visibly fighting for control. Face flushed, he breathed in and out, almost snorting like a bull before he shoved the herbs at the other man, crushing a plant as he did so. “Fine.”

Taking up the crushed plant, the attendant set it aside with a pursed look before returning to sorting the plants into variations of quality. Rou Gang stalked away, visibly working on his control.

Wu Ying shook his head, slightly disappointed, as he watched the boy leave. Among other reasons, leaving the herbs to be counted by another without watching was just bad business. Even he, as a farmer, knew better than to trust merchants. Then again, Rou Gang was no farmer and likely was used to merchants not daring to cheat him.

Which was not true of these attendants.

“You cannot be serious. That’s perfectly picked!” Gui Ting growled, poking his finger. “You just noted it was only adequate.”

“I can see some minor bruising here.” A finger came up as the female attendant pointed with her brush.

“The petals aren’t important in this herb!” Gui Ting protested. “It’s the nectar within that is used.”

“That is not for me to judge,” the attendant said sweetly. “I just mark the product as it arrives.”

“That’s garbage.” Gui Ting pulled the herb away. “If you won’t buy it right, I won’t sell it.”

“Well, maybe I can mark it as good. It is only minor bruising,” the girl said.

Gui Ting growled, leaning over the table to continue the argument.

On the other side, Xia Hui smirked, joking and chatting with his acquaintance. At the same time, while Ma Jie and the other two women were not as friendly with their attendant, the work was being completed in an efficient and precise manner. Even the eagle-eyed trio could not fault the man’s choices, leading only to a few occasional discussions as herbs that were borderline were found.

Of course, Wu Ying had not laid out just traps. Xia Hui crowed in triumph as one of his rarer acquisitions was purchased for twice the number of points. Rou Gang benefited as well, having acquired some herbs that were not on the list but were always in need, with higher demand for some of the products.

Not all of it was the wind cultivator’s doing. After all, all these herbs were to be deposited with the Sect itself. The normal push and pull of demand dominated the majority of the discussions. In only a few cases had he made adjustments to the points being acquired to better suit his plans.

It was toward the end of the evening when the discussions were over, the herbs and fungi packed and paid for. Each attendant met with Wu Ying, proffering a rolled-up document detailing the purchases, their commentary on any specific items or surprises, before hurrying back to their normal posts.

Wu Ying, of course, paid the supervisor who had been called in more than once to smooth over arguments. Not once had Wu Ying moved to intervene himself, going so far as to set himself up for lunch and tea. His presence had had the chilling effect he wanted, ensuring that no single argument grew too heated.

Finally alone, the students lined up before Wu Ying. Battered, bruised, injured, and exhausted, they stared at him, awaiting his final pronouncement. He took his time reading over the documents to ensure he understood the results fully.

Then he cleared his throat, gathering their attention.

“Xia Hui. You’ve earned your spot as the Senior Disciple of the Department of Wandering Gatherers. Not only have you shown knowledge of the herbs and the process of gathering, but you have also exhibited leadership over your fellow students and overall, good judgment.” Wu Ying gestured the man over, handing him a modified department badge with a smile.

Xia Hui was attempting to fight off the beaming smile he wore and failing, taking the badge with both hands and bowing deeply. “Sifu. I will not fail you.”

“Do not. You can only hold your position so long as you keep climbing,” Wu Ying said. “The day after tomorrow, visit me in the morning. We shall begin working on breaking you through to Core Formation.”

“Sifu!” Xia Hui cried, surprised. He had been stuck so long as an Energy Storage Cultivator—not even a peak one—that he had given up on that idea at all. But if his Master thought he could achieve something…. Hope bloomed once more on his face as he dropped to his knees and kowtowed before Wu Ying thrice before scrambling back to his place beside the others.

“Gui Ting.” Wu Ying looked at the other man, who met Wu Ying’s gaze fearlessly, or so it seemed to the others. Wu Ying saw the trace of hesitation and fear lurking within, as well as his conflicted feelings. “Tell Elder Kim he chose well with you. You are a credit to being a wandering gatherer, though you could be bolder. You are the second disciple.”

“Thank you, Sifu!” Gui Ting bowed low. “I—”

“I have not finished. You can take that spot if you stop supplying Elder Kim with what I teach you. From now on, the lessons will be more private. More directed toward your own interests. It will not benefit him, nor the Sect, to spread that information around. If you agree.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I wish you the best,” Wu Ying said. “Consider the matter and tell me in two days’ time.” Dismissing the man, he turned to the trio. “Now, what am I to do with you three?”

“Sifu?” the three chorused the word, in variations of surprise, command, or attention.

“None of you, individually, would likely have passed. Except, maybe, Ya Zhu.” Wu Ying shook his head. “You, Zhe Lan. Your specialization is water plants, but you did not pack for them properly. Worse, you cannot control the natural fire in your aura well enough to pick water plants!” He snorted. “You have so much fire, one would think you’re fire-aspected and not water!”

She bowed her head, flushing in shame. Her impetuousness, her temper, it all came from an imbalance in her personality, she knew. She’d been told again and again, and now, it had harmed her chances.

“Ma Jie. What are you even doing here?” Wu Ying said bluntly. “You are not a bad student. But you have no real passion for it either. And it shows in your work, in your gathering, in your aura control. It’s all… average. Cautious. You take the minimum amount when you gather, you refuse to take chances on finding new products, you study—but not deeply. Decide if you intend to stay because this is not a career for the indolent.”

The woman lifted her chin stubbornly, but after a moment of meeting his gaze, she ducked it a little and nodded.

“As for you, Ya Zhu…” He sighed. “You love the plants. But your physical skills are shoddy. Every herb you gathered yourself is damaged, done badly or too hastily. You do not care to actually gather anything, because you’re too busy thinking of the next location, the next herb, the next drawing or book. You live in the future and forget to pay attention to the present.”

“I’m sorry Sifu.” Ya Zhu said softly.

“Alone, I’d fail all three of you,” Wu Ying said. “Together… you make an adequate wandering cultivator. Decide if you wish to be adequate or not. There will not be a second chance.”

Then he turned aside from them, as the three looked at one another. There was relief at passing and chagrin at the rebuke in equal measure, before they ducked low and answered him with a simple, “Sifu.”

That left one more, the erstwhile Rou Gang. Wu Ying swept his gaze over the tired and battered boy, as he fumed in the line.

“Rou Gang. You did not achieve enough points, nor take the advice offered.” Wu Ying glanced at the scroll in his hand, reading over the notes one last time before he shook his head. “You have potential, but you are rushing toward your doom. If you cannot learn to control yourself, you will not survive.”

The boy trembled, taking a step forward. He opened his mouth, then snapped it shut with an audible clack. By the side, Xia Hui moved to intervene as the first disciple, only for Wu Ying to hold up a hand, forestalling him.

“Speak, if you wish to,” Wu Ying said.

“And give you more reason to punish me? Block my ascension?” Rou Gang snarled, then shook his head. “No, I will not. I will ascend, I will become strong, Elder Long. With or without your help.” Then he bowed low and stalked off, even before he was dismissed.

Wu Ying shook his head minutely before turning to the others. “Tomorrow is a day off. Rest, relax, recuperate. The day after, we continue training.” He swept his gaze over the group, before smiling a little. “You have done well overall. It has been a hard year for many of you, and you have met the challenges set before you. Even if, in some cases, in ways that I would not have recommended.” His gaze rested on the trio, and they ducked their heads low, before he continued. “All the herbs you’ve acquired will be added to your contribution points. Do not spend them until you have discussed your progression with myself and your sponsor, if you have one.”

He nodded as they murmured their thanks, their farewells. His attention had already shifted away, as he listened to the wind that tracked the boy. Wu Ying felt a pang of regret, but if he had not intervened, the boy would have died. As it was, the minor push of the wind during the battle had gone unnoticed by all.

A part of him hoped the boy would calm down, would find his balance. Some prodigies never did, having encountered their first obstacle and, rather than recovering, rather than collecting themselves and reassessing their actions, they thrashed around with ever greater fervor. Damaging themselves and those around them as they tried to achieve their vaunted heights.

Wu Ying hoped the boy would find peace, would find balance. He hoped he would find stillness.

Because there was a strength in the unmoving rock as great as the gusting wind.

***

Tou He raised the document, reading it over. The pair were seated in his residence, Elder Wang having finally finished emplacing the formation flags. The formation instructions and the flags themselves had come from the Twin Souls of the Platinum Inn, their cost staggering. As it was, even discounted, Tou He had barely had sufficient resources to pay for it, having to beg aid from Liu Tsong and Wu Ying.

Still, they had bought it and the formation was here and finally emplaced. Set inside the secluded water cultivation rooms beneath the waterfall that Wu Ying and Yang Mu had glimpsed upon their ascent, the location provided two great benefits.

Firstly, the sheer volume of chi within the location would allow Tou He to extend the period of cultivation he could enact until he drew all the energies out of the formation. An important facet, when one was a Core Formation cultivator.

Secondly, and rather importantly in this case, the abundant water chi and the embedded nature of the location would ensure that the fire chi—and lightning or heavenly chi—would be subdued. While in most cases such an environment would impact Tou He, he was not directly cultivating fire chi at this moment.

“The Thirty-Six Interrogations of the Immortal Soul,” Tou He read the document out loud once more. “I must say, Elder Liu wanted desperately to read this over. Both the firsthand account by its initial user and the details about the formation itself.”

“He will have to learn to exist in disappointment,” Wu Ying said. “You know the requirements of the sale as well as I do.”

“And do you think Elder Wang will keep to that bargain and not speak otherwise?” Tou He said.

“He swore a cultivator’s oath,” Wu Ying said with a shrug. Breaking that oath would imperil the man’s cultivation base, the very being of who he was. “I have little concern about that.”

“And yet, they required none from us.” Wu Ying stared at his friend, who shrugged. “I have no intention of breaking my promise. I just… worry.”

“I know. But this is the best method they have to allow you to look within and begin the process of interrogating that immortal soul of yours. To shift the very dao you have fed it, to find a new path, if there is one.”

“The best method…” Tou He said. “One in three cultivators succeed. Not great odds.”

“But not horrible ones either.”

“No, except for the potential backlash.”

“Yes.” Wu Ying hesitated, looking around the empty chamber. “I could stay. Outside. Watch over you.”

“For how long?” Tou He said. “A day? A month? A year? A decade? You know this interrogation could take that long. Longer.”

Wu Ying knew. It was why they had to let Tou He cultivate, to place him here. Yet they could not add the chi directly, nor allow the heavens or fire chi to grow too great and strengthen the immortal soul and Tou He’s body. Doing so would put him in danger, as he tried to modify the dao concepts his immortal soul had been fed.

Or perhaps not modify but find another path. Amongst the many memories, thoughts, concepts, and beliefs fed to it, a soul locked upon the major one. By making that concept the anchor that rooted it to the greater Dao, an immortal soul grew.

What Tou He would do was but find another pathway, another anchor point, and encourage growth in that direction. Slowly severing the main roots, while encouraging the growth of the other.

Dangerous, for if he moved too fast, he would damage the soul itself. Move too slow, be unable to find a root that was not just acceptable but also could sustain the increased load, and Tou He would find himself back at the beginning.

“I could still say. For a little while,” Wu Ying said, casting his gaze once more around the carved and empty chamber, lit only by spirit lamps that glowed dimly.

“Then stay. But don’t put aside your other duties, my friend,” Tou He said. “There are many still counting on you.”

Wu Ying let out a little groan. It seemed the longer he stayed in the Sect, the more the Sect tied him down with responsibilities, with threads that held him here. No wonder his own Master had complained about it and considered—vocally—more than once wanting to leave to be a hermit. Or had, in the end, regretted his own path.

Sometimes, Wu Ying wondered how his martial sister managed to balance her own karma, the thread binding her and the Sect as a whole.

“Just… be careful.” Clapping his friend on the shoulder, Wu Ying stepped back into a position outside the formation flags, at the still-open door.

He watched as Tou He took a seat in the center, ran a hand over his shaved head, pulled out his rosary, and exhaled. With his exhalation, energy rushed from him. Light and pale blue, like the hottest portion of a flame, it ran along the engraved formations on the ground, toward the flags set all about the room. One after the other, the flags lit up, flapping in an unseen wind as energy triggered their use.

In the time it took for Wu Ying to cycle a breath through his lungs, all the flags were activated. Energy rushed upward, trapping Tou He within the formation and rejecting any external interference. At the same time, calligraphy ran up his body from the ground, scrollwork revolving around his head and temples before spreading outward, characters forming a floating crown around him. The black ink letters were lit by an external flame, the words burning away soon after they peeled themselves off his body—only to be replaced by others.

A dozen breaths later, the same process continuing without stop. There were no strange fluctuations in the environmental chi, no instabilities in the formation that the wind cultivator could sense. His friend looked at peace, the only motion he exhibited was the occasional twitch of his eyes beneath closed eyelids and the metronome movement of his fingers as he counted on his prayer beads.

Stepping back, Wu Ying shut the door of the cultivation chamber. He felt the locks click into place, sealing his friend within.

For a month, a year, a decade. Forever perhaps.

Until Tou He found a new path or his demise.

Such was the fate of all cultivators in their search for ascension.


Chapter 39

The Verdant Green Waters sect was located in a mountain range to the west of the Shen kingdom. Behind the mountain range lay untamed wilderness, the location of many of Wu Ying’s adventures. Far across the unexplored wilderness lay the theoretical border of the Shen kingdom, though the exact boundary was always in dispute with their neighboring kingdom. In both cases, that imaginary line lay in a place uncontestably owned by spirit beasts of great strength.

Contrary to popular and public belief, the Verdant Green Waters sect home mountain was not the tallest in the region. That lay many li to the north, situated behind additional mountains and inaccessible to most mortals and a large number of cultivators.

It was not even the tallest mountain in the nearest vicinity of the flowing river. Instead, the tallest mountain in this region was set aside for use by ascending Elders. Being both set apart from other domiciles and closer to the heavens, it was rumored to make ascension quicker and simpler. Whether that was true was, of course, contested among those gathered there today.

“Seven,” Elder Ko, the head librarian of the inner and outer sect, answered Yin Xue’s question. “We have had seven cultivators ascend to immortality from this location.” He stroked his beard. “Of course, there might have been others who might have ascended whilst away, and there are indications that—”

“No one wants to hear hearsay. Can you not just answer such questions directly?” Elder Wei said grumpily.

“In the thousand-year history of the Sect, only seven?” Wu Ying said, aghast.

“That is good!” Elder Ko said, clearly incensed. “Most sects might only have a Nascent Soul founder. If they have a success, it might be only one.”

Wu Ying tried to imagine it, the many failures that saw so many fade away. A few hundred outer sect members every year, trying for ten spots. Then those ten joined the inner sect, which was a few hundred in number. Some would die, age out. Others would leave to join the external world, only titularly a part of the Sect, like Li Yao.

Of those few hundred, over a period of a hundred years, maybe twenty or so might become Core Formation cultivators. The Elders who stood on this ledge, gathered here for Elder Lu’s ascent, those were the lucky few from thousands of potential candidates. And then… maybe three or four might become Nascent Soul cultivators. Of those, in all this time, seven had achieved true immortality.

Was it perhaps then more or less amazing then that many had risen to the heavens?

“I am not trying for such heights,” Elder Lu said, joining their small group. “Only for Nascent Soul.”

“Mmm, finally going to take your chance, are you, you old goat?” Elder Wei snorted then gestured, a gold-inlaid wooden box appearing in her hand. That box, it was familiar. It tickled a memory of Wu Ying’s, a very old one. “Then you best try this.”

Elder Lu took the box, fingers wrapping around it protectively. “You do not have to do this. That is yours.”

“What’s in the box?” Yin Xue asked, eyeing what Elder Lu held.

“A small aid,” Elder Wei replied.

Wu Ying gasped in recognition. Attention turned to him, and Wu Ying whispered, “That’s the pill we created during our expedition. I had thought you had meant to consume it.”

“I took too long,” Elder Wei said grumpily. “When I built my next layer for my Core, the efficacy of that pill had reduced.”

“So you’re handing me old pills?” Elder Lu said teasingly.

“Might as well,” Elder Wei replied. “It’s not as though I intend to put it in my body.”

Elder Lu laughed, then slipped the pill into his sleeve. He bowed to Elder Wei before receiving well wishes and a few gifts from everyone else. A shield talisman that would hold off the lightning for a moment. A new set of robes whose silk was treated and woven to deal with lightning strikes. Another set of pills, for quick healing afterward.

Eventually, Elder Lu kicked off for the summit, leaving the group behind. Side conversations died off as tension mounted, the group all contemplating their own journey and their eventual test to come.

Or in some cases, like Elder Wei, a test that might never happen. Because Wu Ying—and most others—understood that her gifting of the pill was a tacit admission that she had given up the climb to immortality. At least for now.

On a rocky outcropping, Elder Lu stood. Blackened ash all around the edge of the outcropping, along the edges of the cliff face, spoke of previous tribulations. The wind rose, always present up here but now more urgent. It carried with it the whispers of the heavens and the hells as they brushed against Wu Ying’s skin, encouraging him to focus.

Clouds gathered as Elder Lu raised his hand, breathing slowly. The gold-inlaid box was opened, pill aroma gushing outward with such ferocity that even here, hundreds of feet away, Wu Ying sensed it. He could not see within the box, nor spot the shape of the pill that Elder Liu swallowed, but he remembered its golden color, its shape.

Above, dark clouds continued to gather. The heavens shouldered aside the Cyclone’s Breath technique like a mortal passing through spiderwebs. Wu Ying staggered a little, the backlash from the casual dismissal of his technique injuring his soul.

A glance from the other gathered Elders, all but he and Yin Xue of the older generation. Long bearded and wrinkled, here to watch the passing of one of their friends.

The sky darkened further as the clouds concentrated above Elder Lu. Contentment radiated from the old man’s face even as he grimaced, his aura flickering and pulsing in mild disarray. Below, the Elders could sense it, the slow shattering of the core within the man’s dantian.

“Is it always so painful?” Yin Xue asked Guardian Pang. The man had appeared as the clouds gathered, standing beside his student and, consequently, Wu Ying.

“Always. One’s core is a portion of yourself. It is like willingly breaking all the bones in one’s hand. Some never manage to find the courage to do so,” Guardian Pang said. “As many damage themselves and their dantians or soul by shattering it too quickly or sloppily.”

Above, the sun was hidden from them all. No rain fell, but intuition had Wu Ying looking upward. Moments later, lightning arced down, striking Elder Lu. The shield talisman moved to intercept the attack, shattering on contact but dispersing the first strike a little.

Elder Lu grimaced while white hair floated around his head even as his aura continued to fluctuate. Energy, more powerful than ever, spiked. Another breath and another, the old man’s face creased in concentration.

“The pill should provide Elder Lu additional energy. Wielded the right way, it will help disperse the shards, weaken the core itself,” Elder Wei said softly. “It should help.”

Then why was there doubt in her voice?

Lighting fell once more, and this time, there was no talisman to block the attack. Elder Lu grimaced, and the winds brought to Wu Ying the first hints of charred flesh and burnt hair. Treated silk helped guard Elder Lu’s body a little, but he still flinched a little at the strike.

Another breath, and the lightning struck.

Aura trembled, core shattered, energy—immortal energy—spiked in the surroundings as the soul within struggled to birth.

Lightning, coming down faster this time.

A scream ripped from Elder Lu’s throat. He did not shift his stance though, bearing the weight of the attacks as he kept fighting to control his chi, the clenching of his dantian, the pain coursing through his body.

Another strike.

Then another.

And another.

Wu Ying had been through his own tribulation. All of the audience had. But as painful, as agonizing of a test as his entrance into Core Formation had been, it had not been nearly as violent as this one. Lightning arced from the heavens, sometimes a single bolt, sometimes two or three at the same time. The air grew so bright that Wu Ying was forced to squint, only the hint of a shadow within the heavenly fury visible.

With the lightning came the roar of thunder as well, so loud that he was forced to stopper his ears with wind or suffer permanent hearing damage. The drumbeat of a hundred tanggu striking filled the air, as though played by an orchestra of deaf and dumb musicians competing to be heard. It was an assault, a physical attack overshadowed by the spiritual one.

For through the air, borne down by the lightning, was the heavens’ disapproval. Unlike the heavenly benediction for those who had found a path to the Dao, this was cold and passionate rejection of those who might dare rise above their station. It was a test, one without mercy or forgiveness.

Again and again, lightning roared, and the world was white and loud.

And then, it was over.

Where once a man had stood proudly, there was but a withered and burned body. Where once an immortal had struggled to crawl out of the cracked core, not a trace remained. Mortal or immortal, the rebirth of Elder Lu was over.

Heads hung low and Wu Ying caught a sniffle or two coming from his companions. He himself fought down a lump in his throat, bowing low to hide misty eyes.

Guardian Pang stepped forward, kicking off to ascend to deal with the body. Funeral rites would come later, as would a day of mourning for the Sect. For now, the Elders dispersed with their silent thoughts of a failed ascension and their eventual fate.

One way or the other.

***

Yang Fa Yuan found Wu Ying later that evening in the courtyard of his residence, a bottle of spirit wine in her hand. Without prompting, she sat down at the stone table, extracting two cups and pouring a generous measure of spirit wine into each. Then she pushed the cup to him and picked up her own, draining the contents in a single motion. When Wu Ying hesitated, she glared at him till he copied her action. Twice more, she filled the cups of wine and drained hers, before Wu Ying waved her off on the fourth refill.

“Getting drunk will not help,” he said.

“I’m certain it will,” Fa Yuan countered. “But no, drunk is not what we are looking for. Relaxed a little, certainly. Tipsy for sure.” She filled the cups, then placed the bottle aside as she turned her cup around. “It is never easy, losing one of our own.”

“Our own?”

“An Elder. A friend. A member of the Verdant Green Waters.” She shrugged. “All of the above.”

“Why did he do it?” Wu Ying said softly. “If he knew he could not ascend, why go through so much pain?”

“Did you learn anything?”

“What?”

“Did you learn anything from the attempted ascension?”

Now he fell silent, thinking of what he had seen. The fury, the violence that had been showcased. The preparations they had taken, the integration process of soul and immortal soul that he had sensed—even if marginally—within the fury of the storm. He considered the sense of the heavenly chi, the way the winds had reacted, and what he had smelled.

Not just the winds of the heavens but that of the hells. For that wind had risen most strongly as Elder Lu had stood on that ledge, ruffling his robes and setting his hair astray. As he made a choice to be true to his dao of guardianship and care and to push onward, even in the face of almost guaranteed failure.

“Then you know why,” she said, seeing the answer in his eyes.

“I…” He shook his head. “Why?”

To that, she could only shrug again. “I cannot understand—not really—his dao path. Nor can you, no?” She smiled a little as she continued. “Neither of us walks the path of sacrifice and guardianship, though there are elements within ourselves of that morality. For some, the act of sacrifice, of caring for others, is what feeds their being.”

“Does that make us less than?” Wu Ying could not help but muse. “He gave so much, and we, I, so little.”

Fa Yuan did not answer, raising the cup of wine to sip on it. She lowered it before answering contemplatively. “I do not know. That is, perhaps, a question that can only be answered by each individual. Our daos are different because our existence, our experiences, our past lives and gathered karma influences us as we pass through this realm. What we choose, who we serve and when we serve, that can only be decided by ourselves.”

“Isn’t that a recipe for selfishness?” he asked. “If everyone can decide what they give or offer, if we do not strive to aid one another, then are we not asking for a society that fragments on itself?”

“It is amusing to hear you say that, Ah Ying. Considering society—the Sect—has acted against you again and again.”

Wu Ying grunted. “There’s a difference between the organization and the individuals within it. And really…” He opened his hand sideways, offering his palm up as though he weighed some immense unseen weight. “I have benefited as well. Master Cheng would never have taken me if the Sect was not there to offer me a place to stay, to train. He could not—would not—have taken the time to tie himself to me so tightly. What training he provided me, his own placement, that too came from the Sect to some degree. The books in the library, the readily available apothecarists, the pills…”

She nodded, waiting as Wu Ying trailed off. Eventually, he took up the thread of conversation, his voice musing.

“The invisible advantages I have benefited from, they are perhaps even greater than the visible ones. When I was traveling, I was safeguarded, to some extent, by the reputation of the Sect. When the reputation was insufficient or too distant, my very belonging to an organization this large, this reputed offered acknowledgment, reputation to be recognized by others. It opened doors that would have remained closed, offered introduction when my own name might have been insufficient.” A gesture downward, to the base of the city and a village that lay below. “My parents, my village shelter beneath its protection. Now, but in the past too.

“Where wars were waged, where other bandits and wandering cultivators might roam the land, we—the Verdant Green Waters—stand before it.”

“Yet they ask you to pay for a new department, dedicate your time and effort to apprentices not your own. Pour your own resources into them… for what?” There was no heat in her words. Instead she took on a querying tone as their teacher once had. Asking questions to elicit thought rather than to receive firm answers.

“For my own good and the good of the Sect,” Wu Ying said promptly. “Teaching is its own reward. In clarifying knowledge and forcing me to reorganize what I knew. To create the manuals they must read, to rewrite the notes I have.” A hand crossed over, touching his World Spirit Ring. “It is a form of immortality there too, is it not? To leave behind notes and manuals and teachings, for the next generation and the one after that. Like my ancestor with the Long family style. Our Master with the Karma-Severing Blade.”

“He never taught me that one. And little of it to you.”

“Did he not?” Wu Ying said, surprised. “I always thought he had.”

She shook her head. “It was not suited to me.” A wry smile then. “I am not the martial hero you both are, nor a prodigy with the blade to manipulate a form to suit myself.” At his frown, she smiled. “Worry not. He found a style suitable for me and adjusted it so that I might utilize it to best effect.”

Wu Ying nodded, a little relieved. He sometimes forgot that his martial sister was not, technically, a martial cultivator. She had too many interests, and while she was talented and dedicated to the martial arts, she lacked the spark that separated true martial cultivators.

“So, it’s enough? To teach others is sufficient recompense?” she prompted.

“Not just that. Once my apprentices are trained, they should be a net benefit to the Sect—and myself,” Wu Ying said. “Like tending saplings, you must pour resources into them when they are still growing. Later on, you can harvest. And if you do your job well, the harvest will be plentiful.”

She smiled, inclining her head. “Then, perhaps, the answer is the willingness to be both selfish and charitable. For most of us, there will always be some give and take. And when we give to the Sect or the other establishments we are part of, well, we’ll receive in turn.”

Wu Ying sipped on his wine, feeling the heat from the cups he had drunk slowly warming his body. He turned a little as a gust of wind caught his memory, pulling his gaze to the shadow-shrouded mountain he’d visited earlier in the day.

“I just wish…” he said.

“I know. But death comes for all of us. Unless…”

She, of course, did not need to finish that sentence. The unless was easy.


Chapter 40

Wu Ying watched as the outer sect cultivators took down the red mourning lanterns. Red, for a celebration of life worth living. A success by most definitions. Elder Lu had served the Sect well, served the kingdom and grown to a ripe old age. He left behind a family—a fact that Wu Ying had been surprised to learn—and grandchildren who might one day join the Sect.

Red lanterns, rather than the white that were so common. One day, Wu Ying knew, they might raise a mourning lantern for his family. His father, his mother, maybe himself. His parents had no other children, a quiet grief that was never touched upon further. Too late now to change that, so the Long family line—at least this branch—would die off if Wu Ying did not dedicate himself to repopulating it.

A fact that he, suddenly, was grateful Yang Mu was not around to discuss. That thought had caused his heartbeat to speed up, caused fear to rise. Not that he did not want children, just… not yet. Or maybe not ever?

Children changed the equation, changed the path. If he was to rise to immortality, would he abandon them as he rose to the heavens? Would he be willing to do so? Or would he hesitate, wait, watch them grow up, and only step away then?

And if so, what might that delay cost him?

Cultivation was selfish, at the end of the day. Perhaps the most selfish thing a man might do. To set aside this world to rise above it all, to pursue a dao of his own. Actions—choices—had consequences, but sometimes, those consequences were not borne by the chooser but those around them.

Wu Ying discarded these dire thoughts and moved past the cultivators carrying away the lanterns. One arm rested on the belted sword, thumb turning the ring on his finger. He pulled his focus into the ring, surveying the contents of his World Spirit Ring.

Massive. Living in the Sect, being able to access a higher degree of energy, a wider range of chi had benefited not just him but the World Spirit Ring itself. His progress, both in spirit cultivation and body cultivation, had strengthened his aura further, and that passive influx of energy from his aura and the World Spirit Ring’s connection to it had allowed the continued expansion of the ring.

That was perhaps his greatest secret. That this World Spirit Ring was one of the originals—a true World Spirit Ring. Given enough time and chi, provided the right balance of energy, soil, nutrients, and other environmental factors, it could continue to expand.

Perhaps even become the rumored planet. More likely, a truly extensive amount of space, the size of a large kingdom perhaps. As it stood, his ring was the size of a duchy, a baron’s own domicile, within. Of course, unlike land in the third realm, the space within the World Spirit Ring had some significant drawbacks.

For one, humanity could not live within. Even higher forms of life, those that had gained sentience and begun their journey to the Dao, had to be removed. Sentient species were too chaotic, the demands on the Dao too great for the—relatively—simplistic scripts on the World Spirit Ring and the dao of space that had created it.

While Wu Ying could keep plant, insect, and even most forms of fish life within, he had to watch the lower-level life forms within carefully. Rodents, hares, songbirds, and even the occasional turtle had to be ejected as they evolved. Buzzing honeybees and wasps, earthworms and insects were safe, though a regular review of the contents was still required.

The World Spirit Ring grew a foot every day or so, and feeding the growing ring was putting a strain on Wu Ying’s resources. While he could hold off its expansion to some extent, too long and the pressure on the ring could damage the entire mechanism.

As with all things, a balance was required.

Sweeping his attention through the ring, tasting the chi within and sensing the expanding dao, the five winds whispered their needs to him. A dearth of earth chi there, yellowing plants in those fields as nutrients were extracted and not returned. He needed to rotate the sump pond and work on providing additional aid to the willow trees surrounding the pond.

He would have to make arrangements from the city to have another load of manure and kitchen leavings sent. Or perhaps he’d make his way down, once it was properly gathered. Funny how items that they had hoarded on their farmland came in such abundance from the city that it was considered refuse. Even the Sect, with its myriad fields, or his own village below could not make full use of the discards, such that men were paid good coin to drive the night soil away.

But that was the simplest of problems to manage. New soil, fresh water, replanting of trees or removal of overabundant corpses. Harvesting herbs that were ready, checking on the drying plants and the churning of compost piles and turning of soil while fixing the streams and drainage ditches he carved in the ground using the strength of his soul and will.

Wu Ying’s steps in the real world slowed even further as he guided his mind within his ring. Working on a world and sensing it while moving and injured was more difficult than he would have wished, the strain forcing him to stop after he was a quarter done. Coming back to himself, he wiped surreptitiously at his brow, grimacing at the cold sweat that had formed.

“Sometimes I wish…” But he never finished the words. Not just because one might never know who was listening, but because wanting to trade rings with Elder Kim was all too likely to be accepted if he ever spoke it. Certainly, he believed that Elder Kim’s ring was smaller than his. Probably only a dozen or so fields across, large enough to contain the needs of the Elders but not the entire sect.

Thinking of that other ring, Wu Ying could not help but grimace. He could not approve of the man’s actions, how much he pushed both the ring and the Sect to rely on it. If Elder Kim’s World Spirit Ring was damaged, destroyed, or broke down, it would set the Sect back by years, decades even.

Yet…

Wu Ying could not speak his reservations out loud. The Sect Head must know of what Elder Kim had done, and he had chosen to allow it. He even had taken some precautions by pushing Wu Ying and his department to the fore.

Or at least, that was what Wu Ying presumed the man had done. Perhaps the Sect Head had deeper plans that Wu Ying failed to comprehend. On the other hand, expecting every move by another to have two to three major motivations and a couple of hidden ones was a recipe for paranoia and distrust.

Resting against a nearby tree, Wu Ying sighed. Life had been a lot simpler when he had traveled, when he had had fewer bonds to care for. Yet it had been lonelier by far. Even if he had made new friends, new connections, there was something to be said about those who had once known you as a child, as a teen and young adult.

If nothing else than to remind you that wisdom was hard-won.

***

Zhe Lan found him slinking out of the residence. She had her arms crossed as she blocked his exit, only for Rou Gang to spin around and head for the other exit. Only to realize that her companions were approaching from that direction, trapping him.

Shoulders hunched in, Rou Gang glared at Zhe Lan. “What?” Then he added belatedly, “Senior.”

“You’ve been avoiding us,” Zhe Lan said, ignoring the tone and words.

“I’m not a student of the great Elder Long anymore, am I?” Rou Gang said bitterly.

Zhe Lan’s lips compressed, as though she had something to say about that. But after a moment, she shook her head. It was not their place to question the choices of the Elders after all. “It doesn’t mean we aren’t your friends.”

“Friends?” Rou Gang snorted. “If you were friends, you’d have let me take some of those herbs you found.”

“And you think that would have helped? Sifu was paying close attention to us all. I doubt he’d have counted herbs you did not collect,” Ya Zhu said. “I told you at the start that your strategy was risky.”

“He counted the herbs you all pooled together,” Rou Gang said. “Not that you ever invited me.”

The trio had a moment of silence, part guilt, part acknowledgment of his point. There had been a practical aspect to not including him. Not just because the trio were good friends, but because the boy did not have the skills to keep up with them.

“It doesn’t matter about the past,” Ma Jie said, arms crossed. “What’s done is done, and arguing with us won’t change Sifu’s mind. But we can still work with you, and help you keep learning for next year. You already know you can pass his tests.”

“And what? Study under you all? Work with other fools who are trying to pass?” He shook his head. “I’d rather die than be shamed like that.”

“Then what are you going to do?” Zhe Lan said. “Give up?”

“Nothing.” Rou Gang looked away.

“Fish crap,” she cursed. “I don’t believe that at all.”

Ya Zhu was staring at the boy, eyes narrowed as she looked between the backpack he was carrying, his robes, and the dirt on his cloth shoes.

“None of your business,” Rou Gang tried again, stepping toward the exit but coming to a stop when Zhe Lan moved to block him. “Just let me go.”

“We’re your friends,” Ma Jie said softly. “We can help, if you’d just let us.”

“I don’t need it.”

She continued. “I know you’re disappointed, but you were close to passing the tests. You just need to train a bit more. We could help, maybe pass you a Meridian Clearing Pill or two—”

“Oh, I need your charity now, eh? The poor outer sect cultivator that you girls get to mother.”

Zhe Lan threw her hands up. “You need something!”

Before Rou Gang could answer, Ya Zhu answered for him. “He’s leaving the Sect and going gathering in the wilds alone.”

“What!?” the other two echoed simultaneously, but seeing the flinching reaction of the boy realized that this was true.

“How are you leaving the Sect? Lying about the reason you’re leaving will have you expelled!” Ma Jie said, scandalized.

“I’m not lying.”

“Then how… Sifu Long hasn’t rescinded your right to leave under his name yet, has he?” Zhe Lan’s eyes narrowed. “But the moment he removed you as his apprentice, that should have been done, no? Why would the Guardian and the assignment halls not do that?”

“It might suit their purpose to let Rou Gang come and go,” Ya Zhu said, arms crossed. She had a contemplative look as she spoke. “After all, if he dies, they can blame Sifu. Even if he doesn’t, him leaving without Sifu knowing is a failure on his part.”

“You need to stop,” Ma Jie said, hand on her hip.

“Why? Because it might hurt your precious Sifu?”

“He’s your Sifu too. Just because you’re not an apprentice anymore doesn’t mean he didn’t teach you anything!” Ma Jie said, scandalized.

Even Zhe Lan frowned at the bitterness in the boy’s voice. Respect for one’s teachers was a fundamental pillar of their society. To act so ungratefully was spiteful to the extreme.

“Whatever. I’m not hurting anyone. And it’s too late. I’ve gone out many times already.” Then jutting out his chin, he added, “I need the herbs I’m gathering to pay for my pills. I won’t be stuck as an outer sect cultivator again. I won’t!”

“You’re still young,” Zhe Lan said, trying to soothe him. “You have time. Why, it took Ya Zhu three years to get through!”

The boy shook his head, stepping closer as he tried to exit. Zhe Lan backed off reflexively, not wanting her personal space broached. Rou Gang took advantage, stepping closer, but this time she extended her hands a little, keeping him away as she stood just outside the door.

“You have to stop! Or else—” Zhe Lan said.

“Or else what?” Rou Gang said. “I thought you were my friends?”

“We are!” she protested.

“Or else we’ll tell Sifu.” Ma Jie shook her head as she corrected herself. “We are going to tell him. He has to know, to make sure your right to leave the Sect or draw on our resources is closed.”

“Some friends!” he said bitterly.

“You… you ungrateful wretch. Just because someone leaves coins on the table doesn’t mean you take them!” Ya Zhu said pointedly. “You’re just stealing now.”

“It doesn’t even cost him anything.”

“That’s not the point.” Ya Zhu looked at her friends, shaking her head. “I’m done with him. He’s right. I’m not a friend of someone who would do something like this.” Spinning on her heel, she walked back the way she came.

“Ah Zhu!” Zhe Lan cried, a hand stretching out to her friend as she stepped around Rou Gang.

But Ya Zhu was too far away, and in that gap, Rou Gang escaped too. He turned around, once he was well out of the residence.

“I knew you people didn’t care. But I’ll show you. I’ll show all of you that I’m better than you think.” Then spinning around, he ran for it, too afraid of their retaliation—in words or fists—to stay around.

Leaving Ma Jie shaking her head and Zhe Lan looking hurt, torn between the trio.

“It’s okay, Ah Lan. He just needs some time,” Ma Jie said. “But we need to warn Sifu. If they’re doing this, what else might they be doing?”

To that, her friend had nothing to say. Instead, they hurried after the third member of their party, wondering if perhaps there might be worse to come for their department.
 


Chapter 41

The missive came in the morning, as the sun had just begun to rise, days after Wu Ying had completed the latest medicinal bath—which he’d had put off to finish the examination of his pupils. Reading over the document at his bedside table, the wind cultivator could only let out a tired huff before letting the smooth bamboo paper fall away.

The normal salutations, of course. Then the meat of the text.

You are summoned to present yourself before the Sect Head and Council of Elders.

Nothing more beyond the location and time.

He had two hours to ready himself and arrive at the Sect Head’s residence, high on the mountain peak. The trip itself would have taken him less than a quarter of an hour under normal circumstances, but in his current state, the wind cultivator doubted he’d even manage the climb.

Tapping a finger on the smooth varnish of the table, Wu Ying weighed his options. In the end, he could only accept the minor disgrace and summoned his servants to acquire a palanquin for him. The inner sect members who would have to carry it—no outer sect members would be allowed so high—would, of course, charge a small fortune for the disgrace of such an act.

More expenses. Thankfully, he had managed to acquire a few herbs while on the trip to make a down payment on his burgeoning debts, though he knew soon enough he’d have to return to gathering more strenuously.

A problem for another time.

Arrangements completed, Wu Ying moved through his residence, prepping himself for the upcoming meeting. A quick bath washed away midnight sweat and the occasional blackened and bloody spots as his body exuded damaged blood and chi.

Then Wu Ying moved among his clothing, picking the cleanest and least stained of his robes, before allowing his servants to aid him in dressing. The last item beyond his regular storage rings to be added was Ren, his sword appearing in his hand as he belted it on.

By the time he was done, moving slowly and gingerly each moment, the palanquin was ready. The wind cultivator climbed into it with only a quietly worded request for the pair carrying him to be swift with their burden. Even so, for the pair of cultivators, it would take them nearly an hour to ascend the mountain.

Eyes half-closed, Wu Ying rested on the plush cushion, ignoring the jostling motion. It was not the most comfortable ride, the pair sacrificing smooth motion for haste. Even so, there was little Wu Ying could do now but turn his attention to the winds that had plucked at his robes and hair all through the morning.

Whispers of movement across the mountain. Elders who rarely left their residences or were awake at this time of day were roused and readying themselves. Others had already left, traveling to the Sect Head’s residence early. More than one classroom had been left empty, more than one student looking puzzled as scheduled appointments were missed. Environmental chi was turbulent through the mountain as cultivators wondered about the changes they distantly sensed.

The winds blew at the curtains blocking sight into the palanquin, bringing with it words of caution and warning. They entreated Wu Ying to join them, to leave behind this quiet and officious organization and take to the road once more.

And he was tempted.

He had not needed their warnings, if not for his caution upon noting the changes in the Sect formation. The formations that protected the mountain had been activated, a silent and invisible dome of energy forming over the mountain while gate guards hindered the movement of servants and cultivators at the main entrances.

Something was coming, and Wu Ying found little energy to care. Not as he jostled upward, not as the Cyclone’s Breath rotated high above and slowly fed him more energy. Instead, he closed his eyes and cultivated, pulling on the seven winds.

He had done his best, and now, it was time to see how the stones fell.

***

Bowing low to the Sect Head, Wu Ying straightened at the man’s gesture. He let his spiritual sense, furled tight around him for the most part, inform him of the presences within this viewing room. Unlike his only other visit to the Sect Head’s residence, this room was neither cozy or comforting or informal, but a full presentation room with a raised dais for Shu Ren and enough space in the massive hall for the seats along the sides, in which sat the gathered Elders.

Outside of the small number of Elders in closed door cultivation and unavailable to be contacted—Tou He among them—every Elder of the Sect was present. It reminded Wu Ying of his earlier judgment in the arena, but with less ostentation and an even greater, overbearing atmosphere.

“Elder Long Wu Ying, Head of the Department of Wandering Gathers, also known as the Verdant Gatherer, you are called before us today to speak on an important charge. That of treason,” the Left Guardian said, eyes narrowed as she looked at Wu Ying.

Peng Xie Ren was not someone Wu Ying had had much interaction with, the matronly woman who watched over the internal dangers of the Sect mostly working through her Enforcers and bureaucracy rather than taking direct action herself. Not that the powerful peak Core Formation cultivator could not do so, but such was her efficiency that it was rarely required.

“Treason?” Wu Ying choked a little at the word, more from surprise than actual fear. He knew what he had done. He certainly knew he was innocent.

Now, the question was what kind of foolishness his enemies had conjured up to put lie to the truth.

“We shall let the accuser speak to this charge,” Xie Ren said, gesturing to the side. She shifted her stance minutely, such that she faded into the background while Guardian Pang stepped forward, glowering at Wu Ying.

Of course it was him.

“Long Wu Ying, I accuse you of treason to the Verdant Green Waters sect. I accuse you of planning to create a second sect, one loyal only to you,” Guardian Pang said with a sneer.

“Are you serious?” Wu Ying said, having neither the mental nor emotional energy to hide the incredulity in his voice. “Creating a second sect within the Verdant Green Waters? Who would do that?”

“You, obviously.” Then spinning on his heels away from Wu Ying, Guardian Pang spoke to the gathered Elders. “Many of you know of what I speak of. He says who would do that, but all it shows is this Elder’s dangerous ignorance. For the Verdant Green Waters has seen such actions before, experienced such dangerous ambitions.” There were motions of agreement all around, but Guardian Pang was not done. He stepped forward from his position near the Sect Head to gesture at Elder Ko. “Our illustrious Elder Ko can speak of the history, to enlighten the accused.”

Elder Ko frowned a little at being called upon, but when the Sect Head inclined his head a little at the questioning glance sent his way, the older man stood. He turned to meet the gaze of the collected personages, making sure to pitch his deep voice such that everyone could hear.

“There have been two such instances in the annals of the Verdant Green Waters. The first came two hundred eighty-seven years after the founding of the Sect, after the ascension of our Progenitor and Patriarch to the heavens. His sons, having taken the position of Left and Right Guardians, had fought often for the position of Sect Head, for the Patriarch had not relinquished that position, as most others do, before his ascension.”

Elder Ko hesitated, glancing at the Sect Head. “Nevertheless, as the Left Guardian through near unanimous acclaim took upon himself the role of Sect Head, the Right Guardian, his younger brother, chose to keep his position rather than take the role of Left Guardian. He then utilized the contacts and resources of the position to create external alliances, before he broke away four years after his father’s ascent.”

Wu Ying was frowning, noting idly that no names were used in this entire discussion. He wondered why, though a quick look around showed little surprise by any of those listening. Standing in the center of the room, he wished he was allowed to sit.

“The resulting sub-sect lasted for another four hundred eleven years before it was destroyed by the government with the aid of the Verdant Green Waters and other orthodox sects for harboring the great devil-worshipper Ying Bo Wu,” Elder Ko said.

He paused, eyes falling on the attentive Wu Ying, before he continued. “The second incident was a hundred fifty-six years ago, a few years after I entered the inner sect. This incident came about from the martial department. Jin Hu trained select members of the martial cultivators personally, taking them on expeditions outside of the Sect while paying for their training, ensuring that those selected cultivators owed their ongoing success to him. Jin Hu continued this for seven years before their sole allegiance to him became an issue when the traitor was confronted by the Right Guardian over issues concerning an assignment.

“The resultant battle was bloody and hurt the Sect’s ability to utilize martial force for over two decades. It was only after extensive recruitment that we were able to replace the significant losses we suffered.”

Elder Ko looked around, made sure his point was made, then sat back down, folding his arms on his lap.

Guardian Pang did not hesitate, stepping forward and gesturing at Wu Ying. “Tell me, Elder Long, do the actions of Jin Hu sound familiar?”

Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed. If he denied it, he was certain any further words would be cut off and his actions proven to be a lie. Perhaps by calling upon people like Elder Mo in the corner, who was visibly trembling. At the same time, if he admitted to selecting, paying for, and taking his people out on expeditions, it would be a tacit admission to at least doing some of the things.

As he searched for an answer, Guardian Pang’s grin widened.

“I have not, nor do I intend to, establish a sect. This accusation of treason is an overzealous claim,” Wu Ying said, choosing instead to ignore the question.

“Yet you will not answer the question. Tell me, is there a reason you train all your people in martial skills?” Guardian Pang said. “Elder Kim certainly did not undertake such lessons when he was training Wandering Gatherers.”

“And yet, the Sect Head asked me to set up the department,” Wu Ying countered. “Obviously he sees value in the way I have been trained, the way I have progressed. It is in that way that I have trained my students.”

“Or is that just an excuse?” Guardian Pang sneered. “But I’m not the only one to accuse you. Elder Kim, if you will!”

The head of the Gatherers stood from his seat. He had a stern but sorrowful expression as he looked at Wu Ying, then he turned to the others, opening his hands. “You all know me. I have worked tirelessly as your Head of Spirit Herbs Cultivation and Gathering, ever since I was asked to join the Sect by Guardian Chang. I have increased the quality of spirit herbs available for your use, as well as increasing the volume of herbs that are available for Meridian Opening Pills in the inner and outer sect. Though the Verdant Green Waters was not my original sect, I serve it well. I hope you all would agree.”

There were nods from many, though Wu Ying noted that Elder Wei and Elder Tang —the Chief Apothecarist and the irascible genius apothecarist Elder—kept their faces blank. Wu Ying was not surprised. Spirit herbs by themselves meant little without apothecarists to transform the herbs into pills, and the increased production of spirit herbs had put greater strain on the apothecarists’ department resources and personnel. Now, the blame for lagging production no longer sat between both groups but lay squarely—in the Sect’s eyes—on the apothecarists.

However, training apothecarists was a long process. Having dabbled in the matter a little, Wu Ying understood the difficulties. You could, potentially, train a cultivator to make a single type of pill, but they were no more a true apothecarist than a martial artist who could throw a single punch. But for the inner and outer sect Hall Elders like Elder Mo, the ability to push up the general populace via more Meridian Opening Pills was a boon that inflated their own position.

“When the Honored Sect Head requested Elder Long to create his department, I fully supported his actions. I sent my own apprentices to study under him. Individuals I had trained by my own hand. I never asked them to not share what I’d taught, never asked them to restrict themselves. I wanted—I want—what’s best for them and the Sect,” Elder Kim said, keeping as close to a pious look to his face as he could. “And what did I find?

“I found an Elder who does not share his greatest secrets, who instead tries to mold his students in his image. He trains them in his methods, his ways of gathering, ways that are dangerous and lethal to most. Look at his latest ‘test,’ the injuries among those who came back.”

“It’s true. I saw them return, the herbs they brought back. Decent, but nothing of stellar quality or rarity. Nothing that is worth the risk of our students’ lives,” Elder Mo called from where he sat. “And worse, they attacked—they fought—when they did not have to. Trying to steal glory, just like their Master, from the martial department.”

Wu Ying’s lips compressed as he struggled to stay silent. Interrupting them, bursting out in anger, it would make him look defensive. As though he had something to hide. Even if their accusations twisted the facts of his actions.

Bring back rare herbs? For first-year students? What exactly were they expecting? And yes, they had been foolish to attack the xing tian, but they were children. All children were foolish. The trick was letting them make their mistakes and not perish from them.

“And then, of course, at the end, he asked them, asked my apprentice to choose between him and me.” Elder Kim shook his head. “He made my own apprentice break his relations with me, his teacher, just so that he could more tightly control him.”

“That’s not the entire tale,” Wu Ying said. “Nor is it uncommon for any Elder to have secrets from their students or apprentices. Surely none of you are expected to provide your secrets to every student?”

The collected Elders looked between the two, weighing Wu Ying’s words.

It was Elder Hsu who asked the question that was on their minds. “Why break relations between Elder Kim and his apprentices?”

“Apprentice.” Wu Ying looked around the group, keeping his voice calm. “As for why, I did not seek to break anything. I gave him a choice. He chose to continue to study with me, rather than with Elder Kim.”

“But if he chose not to break off with me, you would not train him further, is that not right?” Elder Kim said.

“True.” Wu Ying cocked his head. “And what have you, in the half year since I started training your apprentice, taught him?”

“I am not the one being questioned here!”

“I can say you offered him nothing.” The wind cultivator shook his head. “An apprentice is someone you train, someone you teach, someone you aid in their progress. You offered Gui Ting none of that. Then why are you surprised when he chose to continue to learn from me?”

“Thief!” Guardian Pang shot to his feet, sensing blood. “You speak as though it should be acceptable for apprentices to change Masters! But all of us have taken time to check the loyalty of those beneath us. To ensure that what we teach, the hard-won secrets of our cultivation journeys are not wasted. But you, you would let every cultivator just leave without consequences, without thought. All because another Elder might wave some hope of greater secrets.

“You would destroy the very fabric of our sect and cultivator society!”

Voices rose at the accusations, more than one Core Formation cultivator glaring at Wu Ying. The bond between teacher and student should be sacrosanct, or so many believed. Even in cases like secondary occupations, it was always a concern that those they taught might leave, abandoning all the effort put into a student.

After all, teaching was labor, a true struggle. In the beginning, students were hard to manage. They cost significantly more in terms of resources and time taken to develop, offering little in return for the teachers. It was only their loyalty later, when they helped alleviate some of the burdens of teaching, when they provided resources back to their masters or contributed to the Sect that benefits would arise.

At least, if you saw matters in such a mercenary manner.

“You would make students slaves of their masters, those who are offering nothing to them,” Wu Ying said. “It is always a give and take, especially when it is a secondary occupation.” He turned to Elder Kim, shaking his head. “In the end, the choices made were by your student, to progress further to better himself and the Sect, not just for an individual. Gui Ting will become a true wild Gatherer, if he is given proper training.”

“And only you can train him properly of course,” Guardian Pang sneered. “Individually.”

Wu Ying frowned, but he chose to ignore that repeated accusation. Better to let the man speak and see what other arrows in his quiver full of accusations he had left to level.

“That’s how you train, is it not? Teaching individually?” The man waited until Wu Ying inclined his head in acknowledgment. “You train all your students separately, tying them to you so that no one else can train them. Making sure that they are grateful for your personal attention, that they must be loyal to you if they are to progress.”

“Oh, come on!” Liu Tsong cried, interrupting Guardian Pang before he could continue his diatribe. “I understand you are a fool who only knows how to punch, but you cannot be so ignorant to not realize that some of our occupations are a little more complicated than that. Elder Long trains them all in the skills they need to survive: martial skills, aura control, and the base knowledge of all wild Gatherers. Then according to their specialty, just like with our apothecarists, he teaches them as it suits their natural talents.”

“Elder Li, this is not your place to speak now,” Guardian Pang snarled.

“Oh, and you’re the only one who gets to spill garbage on the Sect Head’s floor? You and your minions?” Liu Tsong rolled her eyes. “What, is Elder Mo going to speak next?”

Elder Mo jerked a little, looking entirely guilty.

“Oh all the gods, he is, isn’t he?” she said.

Guardian Pang’s lips tightened before he jerked his head at Elder Mo.

Elder Mo stood slowly and surveyed the group. “I wish to speak about Elder Long’s disregard for the common mores of the Sect. He pays for his inner and outer sect apprentices entirely, provides them with numerous protective charms and enchantments and even allows them to travel in and out of the Sect, unrestricted.”

“We do that too for our most promising students,” Liu Tsong said, bored.

“He does it for all of them,” Elder Mo snapped. “All his students. And you say you do that for all your students, but you only take on individual apprentices later on in their studies. He has even paid for an outer sect cultivator! Tell me, have you ever paid for the upkeep of an outer sect cultivator?”

Liu Tsong hesitated, but forced to be honest, she shook her head.

“Exactly! What point is there? Outer sect cultivators come and go. That’s why they are outer sect!” Elder Mo smacked his hands together. “Yet he breaks all custom. What reason for that, other than to ensure that his students are loyal to him and only him!”

The Sect Head cut in now, asking of Wu Ying, “Why did you do it?”

“Rou Gang was—is—a potential prodigy for the Sect. The demands of my curriculum on one so low in his cultivation were significant. I did not believe he could pass the exams without spending all his time cultivating and studying.”

“But he failed still,” Shu Ren said.

“Yes, Sect Head.”

“Failed to even enter the inner sect,” Elder Mo sneered. “Some prodigy.”

“Not all of us achieve the full extent of our potential immediately,” Wu Ying said. “In either case, I released him from my department so that he might concentrate on passing the inner sect examination next year.”

Going without saying, it was a quiet rebuttal that if he was trying to create a secondary sect, he would not have bothered releasing Rou Gang.

“So quick to abandon those who fail him. See how mercenary an attitude he takes to apprentices? He steals them and then abandons them. What kind of sect is he trying to create, do you think?” Elder Mo said, sneering.

Before Wu Ying could frame another answer, motion caught his attention.

Fa Yuan, stood, drawing attention with the graceful motion. She faced Guardian Pang directly, her voice clear and ringing. “It is clear that Guardian Pang has great concerns for the Sect and believes that Elder Long has led some of our students astray. Some might argue that he is too involved, though I’m sure most of you can understand the obsessions a craftsman finds when working on a new project that interests them.” A small smile as she let her gaze skip over the gathered Elders, stopping as she came across people like Elder Gan, the blacksmith; Elder Huang, the kitchen manager; and Elder Wang. “But a charge of treason is a heavy charge. One that Guardian Pang has leveled and offers but circumstantial evidence. Furthermore, a charge must be accompanied by punishment, must it not? Yet, he has yet to indicate what punishment he feels Elder Long should suffer.”

“What other kind of punishment can there be but death?” Guardian Pang snapped.

Wu Ying blinked, and more than a few Elders were shaking their heads. Obviously, the accumulated evidence Guardian Pang had gathered was insufficient. How the man had expected to get Wu Ying cast out or killed with such flimsy accusations, he did not understand.

Fa Yuan was smiling ever so slightly, only to frown as Elder Kim spoke.

“It is clear that Elder Long has not chosen to create a second sect,” Elder Kim said, interrupting Guardian Pang. As attention turned to Elder Kim, Wu Ying eyed the frowning Guardian. “However, I fear instead what we have seen is incompetence, misunderstanding of the actions he has taken, the usurping of loyalty to the Sect, and the placement of loyalty to himself most of all.”

Now the Elders were nodding. Wu Ying could sense them muttering in acknowledgment of his stumbles and failures. Even he had to acknowledge that he had made mistakes. How could he not?

“As such, I feel we should not seek Elder Long’s death but dissolution of the Department of Wandering Gatherers, and the placement of Elder Long and his students under my care. My stewardship.” Elder Kim smiled all around, putting on the air of one humble and gracious at the same time. “I’m sure the Elders can agree that my leadership of the Herb Gathering and Cultivation department has been exemplary.”

It was a sight, watching Guardian Pang react to the betrayal. First, he flinched in surprise. Then anger flooded in, before just as quickly, his face took on the smooth blandness of deep control. Finally, a conniving look, one that he turned on both Elder Kim and Wu Ying.

All that in the span of a second, easily missed if one was not already looking at the Guardian. Fa Yuan was frowning as she adjusted to the sudden change. Wu Ying was still silent, bemused mostly by the shifting loyalties of those above.

By the time the Sect Head Yan turned to Guardian Pang, not a trace of his earlier surprise was evident.

“And what say you, Guardian? Are you amenable to this change?” Shu Ren asked. Yet something in the way the Sect Head said it told Wu Ying that he knew the Guardian would accept. Why would he not? His dao—that of constrained collectivism—would love this result. Not death, but forced integration.

To little surprise, Guardian Pang answered in the affirmative.

“Very well then. The charges are now incompetence and the misguided allocation of loyalty among his students. The punishment, the dissolution of the Department of Wandering Gatherers and the placement of the Verdant Gatherer under the supervision of Elder Kim,” Shu Ren intoned. “Let us hear the evidence.”


Chapter 42

“Let me begin with the simplest of charges. Incompetence in the use of resources and the endangering of his students,” Elder Kim said, a smile on his lips.

Fa Yuan was shaking her head already. “We already spoke about the expedition. He was there, watching over the apprentices. They might have returned injured, but none permanently.”

“I was not speaking of the expedition.” Elder Kim smirked. Turning to Elder Mo, he continued. “Tell us, Elder Mo, of Elder Long’s actions with regard to his former student, Rou Gang.”

There was a susurration of voices at the name. Twice now, the outer sect novice’s name had made its appearance among this group. An unlikely matter and one that would cause conniptions in any outer sect cultivator’s demeanor. After all, having one’s name bandied around at these levels of bureaucracy and governance could only bode ill. Especially for one who had no patronage.

“Rou Gang, released from Elder Long’s tutelage, should have rejoined the outer sect and their daily duties. He should have begun taking assignments from the assignment halls, working hard to improve himself for the betterment of the Sect. However, instead of doing so, Cultivator Rou started gathering spirit herbs in the wild,” Elder Mo said.

“How?” Elder Huang said. “Even if the guardians let him out to the city once or twice to port goods up, his lack of activity and completion of his work should have been found out soon enough.” Eyes narrowed, he stared at Guardian Pang. “We were assured the new security measures and the additional guards and formations we paid for would cover any previous lapse in security.”

“It is not the fault of my guards or my security procedures,” Guardian Pang snapped. “If there was a lapse in security, it came from another area.”

“It is not,” confirmed Elder Mo. “It was Elder Long’s fault, for he did not remove Cultivator Rou’s ability to leave the Sect. He continued to pay not only for his room and board, but also guaranteed his entry and exit of the Sect.”

“Is this true?” Sect Head Yan asked quietly.

“It is,” Wu Ying acknowledged. “When I released Rou Gang, I expected that all his privileges would be automatically revoked by the assignment hall and gate guardians.” He paused a beat. “I was wrong. When the error was made known to me, I saw to it.”

“Even so, negligence,” Elder Kim said, shaking his head. “A dangerous level of negligence for Rou Gang—a cultivator who, by Elder Long’s acknowledgment, could be a prodigy and a boon to the Sect—to be allowed to roam the wilds. Alone!”

“And yet, he was not injured, was he?” Fa Yuan said. “More than that, he managed to bring back numerous herbs.”

“Low-level herbs,” Elder Mo said, sneering.

“Well, he is only a Body Cleansing outer sect cultivator,” Fa Yuan replied. “And low-level herbs are still important for the youth are our future. We all wish the best for them, do we not?”

No one, of course, had any objections to that.

“That is not the only reason why he’s unfit to lead a department,” Elder Kim said. “Elder Wen. Elder Long has drawn from the stores of the armory, has he not?”

Elder Wen, the inner armory Elder, frowned. The tiny five-foot woman looked up at Elder Kim from her seat. “He has drawn from the stores, yes.”

“And how has he paid for those?” Elder Kim said.

“Via contribution points,” Elder Wen said. “And before you ask, not his. His store was used up long ago. The origins of those payments come from other Elders.”

“Exactly. Other Elders,” Elder Kim said, sweeping his gaze over the group. “Elder Wei, Elder Liu, I understand that you furnished the majority of Elder Long’s payments. And of course, Elder Yang. But we know she indulges him. How does he pay you?”

“Spirit herbs of course,” Elder Wei said.

“And has the number he has given to you equaled the amount that you’ve advanced to him?” Elder Kim said.

“No,” Elder Wei said with ease. “Though we are not children, Elder Kim. State your case, do not drag this out. Some of us have real work to do.”

“As do I.” Elder Kim crossed his arms, looking around. “But if the Elder insists. It is this. Elder Long has spent more than he has brought back. Even with his World Spirit Ring, even with all the years he was absent, he returned with a minimal amount of herbs. For a wandering gatherer, he brought back books and knowledge, certainly and connections, but herbs?” The man sighed. “Even his World Spirit Ring, it is dedicated to him and his body. To healing the damage he did to himself. And that damage is extensive.”

Wu Ying stopped himself from straightening when the gazes of those surrounding turned to him. He saw no reason to shy away from their regard, even if he did look wanner than he would wish. Yes, he was injured. Yes, he was healing. All that was known.

“So, he spends and spends for his apprentices, but they offer little return. And in my estimation, they might be years from generating a return to equal their presence,” Elder Kim said. “At least the way he is teaching them.”

“Did we just not speak about one of his former students already bringing back herbs?” Liu Tsong said, putting a puzzled tone in her voice. “Were we not just talking about that, or am I going senile?”

“A Body Cleansing cultivator bringing back specialized herbs for Body Cleansers.” Elder Kim waved. “I meant truly rare herbs, for the core members of the Sect. For the Elders who sit here. Surely you do not believe any of his students can do that?”

“Of course not, they have only spent a year training,” Liu Tsong said.

“Exactly. And they won’t be ready for many years. As you said, they are only Energy Storage cultivators. And none on the path to Core Formation. Not yet,” Elder Kim said.

Wu Ying frowned, because Liu Tsong hadn’t said that. Even if that was true.

“They’ll never learn, never improve if they are not taught,” Fa Yuan cut in. “And that is what he is doing, teaching them slowly. Even Elder Long took many years under the guidance of Elder Li before he was able to gather Core-level spirit herbs.”

Elder Kim nodded. “Of course. And is that satisfactory for you, Elder Wei? Elder Wen?” The man glanced around, eyes alighting on Elder Gao then the other Elders. “Are all of you satisfied with waiting years, if not decades to be repaid? For what you require now?”

“There’s no faster way for the children to be taught, is there?” Elder Wei said. “I would not want us to risk their lives pushing them.”

“Of course not! But Elder Long himself could acquire them.”

“He’s injured.” Elder Gao replied. “And are his promises backed not only by himself, but the Honorable Visiting Elder Yang Mu?”

“They are,” Elder Wen said, nodding. “In fact, I dare say if we remove him from his department, she might no longer favor us with the connections and commerce that she has promised. Her and her mother. I would be loath to see that happen.”

“Would she? Or would the Honorable Yang be grateful for us releasing her beau to traipse across the land with her?” Elder Kim said, smiling a little. “When he’s healed, of course. I understand the gaps between his medicinal baths increase, do they not, Physician Gu?”

Silence greeted his words.

“Physician Gu?” Elder Kim tried again.

More silence. The Elders all turned to look at the physician, who was reading a book. When Elder Kim called again and was blatantly ignored, the other Elders smiled a little. Turning slightly, Elder Kim searched for Guardian Pang, but even the Guardian would not meet his eyes.

No one wanted to annoy the physician. After all, you never knew when you’d need his services.

The silence stretched a little more before Elder Kim turned away, rebuffed.

“Is that all? Of course Elder Long could acquire the herbs. But he has always been good at understanding the difference between the urgent and necessary and the vainglorious,” Liu Tsong said, sounding bored. “Nor do I see how your plan deals with another issue—the cost of such herbs to those of us in the apothecarist guild. Or do you expect us to continue to strain ourselves, taking time away from our research, our own studies to suit your needs?”

“Of course not, but for the greater good of the Sect—” Elder Kim began.

“The Sect should balance the needs of all members, from the apothecarist who must practice and experiment and study new recipes to the needs of individual cultivators and the growth and improvement of the Sect itself,” Liu Tsong said. “It should not just focus on the needs or demands of a single department.”

“And you speak for all the apothecarists, Elder Li?” the man sneered. “Last I checked, you were the least of the apothecarists.”

“As far as you’re concerned, she speaks for us all.” Elder Wei pointed at Elder Kim as she continued. “I have no patience to deal with the bureaucratic nightmare that you have created. You should get on your knees and thank Elder Li for putting up with your ridiculous production plans all these years.”

“You… you dare!” Elder Kim said, his face suffused red.

“Of course I dare. What are you going to do? Try to take my department? Or turn a trial to your own benefit?” Snorts of laughter arose at those words. “Or are you going to challenge me to a fight?” Elder Wei’s eyes narrowed a little as she considered what she’d said. “It would be interesting. I noticed that you have avoided doing that to Elder Long, even weakened as he is. Perhaps you’re afraid?”

“I’m not scared,” Elder Kim said stiffly. “But I will not brawl with you like a common cultivator. We are Elders of the Sect and have a dignity to uphold.”

“So. Scared,” Liu Tsong said with a smirk shared with her Master.

Repressed laughter rose from all around, a few—like Elder Hsu or Fa Yuan—not even bothering to hide their amusement. Elder Kim visibly struggled to control his temper, but it was the Sect Head who glanced at Guardian Chang who put an end to this.

“Elder Kim, do you have any other accusations to level against Elder Long?” Guardian Chang said, his voice cutting across the surroundings to quiet the group.

Wu Ying exhaled through his nose, feeling the wind stir a little. It was subdued in this hall, what with the many conflicting daos fighting for supremacy in such a small space. Leaving his friends to defend him was doing so well that he felt little need to speak up. At least, not yet.

“I do. And this is perhaps the most grievous one, beyond mismanagement of resources, the lack of care for his students and ex-students, his inability to finance the department itself. It is that he is an inadequate teacher!” Elder Kim said, slapping the backs of his hands against one another.

“Inadequate?” Fa Yuan cut in, frowning. “I’m certain that the returns from his students on the trial were more than sufficient. In fact, I believe they returned with a significant portion of the specialized spirit herb needs for the inner and outer sect, no?”

“Oh, his students—his personal students—he trains them well. But he offers no study, no lessons to the most important members of our sect,” Elder Kim said. “The Core! Is that not so, Elder Cui?” Elder Kim turned his attention to the quiet Elder near the Sect Head. “As the Elder in charge of guarding and overseeing their education, surely you have thoughts on this?”

Everyone turned to Elder Cui, who opened his eyes and unfolded his hands from his lap. The venerable Elder had been resting his eyes—or perhaps sleeping—the long white eyebrows that were his signature feature framing his wrinkled face. Certainly, no one was about to comment on his inattentiveness, not to a Nascent Soul cultivator. Not if they had any sense at least.

“Department Head Long has been lecturing the interested core members of the Sect as requested.” Elder Cui looked at Elder Kim then Guardian Pang before he continued. “He has been answering the questions of our core members, building upon the base knowledge that Elder Kim has provided them.”

“But not teaching them his secrets, yes? Not taught them how to control their auras as he insists is necessary, nor martial skills, nor even taken them out on expeditions?” Elder Kim said. “If these things were so important to making a wandering gatherer, surely he would have done so for the most valuable members of the Sect?”

The hubbub grew once more as the collected Elders spoke to one another as this point was raised. Wu Ying did not need to hear each individual conversation to know that Elder Kim had struck well with his latest conversational sally.

Elder Cui, when he spoke in his querulous voice, managed to quiet the room. “As none of the core members intend to become Wandering Gatherers, I see not the problem.” The other Elders looked shocked, while Elder Cui continued. “Department Head Long has fulfilled his duties as a teacher, answering questions in the interactions between his occupation and those our core members intend to take up.”

“But…” Elder Kim said. “I teach them full lessons!”

“And they are grateful for that. As core members of the Sect, understanding the role of cultivation and farming within the Sect is important,” Elder Cui said. “They are, after all, the future administrators and leaders of our sect. But they do not require Department Head Long to train them in aura control or martial skills.” Eyes narrowing, he added, “Or do you believe that our curriculum is so lacking that we require a dabbler to train them?”

“No, no. Of course not, Honored Elder.” Bowing low, Elder Kim backed off. He knew a trap when he saw one.

Satisfied, the older man closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. Elder Cui obviously saw no point in dealing with this matter further.

Now, Elder Kim looked a little lost. His attacks, his push was in disarray. Though he had made some points, it was clear from the atmosphere in the room his case was insufficient to convince the Elders to back him. Not and anger Wu Ying or his allies. And while Elder Kim had garnered his own influence in the last decade, it was influence that had been bought rather than the steadfast friendships that Wu Ying’s allies had shown. Elder Kim had overextended in his quest for more power and now, out on a limb, he looked around at the changing atmosphere and licked his lips.

Inspiration struck and he spun on his heels, turning fully to the Sect Head. Bowing low, he spoke swiftly. “Sect Head Yan, it was by your request that Elder Long created the Department of Wandering Gatherers. You have heard my arguments, seen how the changes have impacted him. For his own good, for the good of the Sect, I appeal to your wisdom.”

The loud snort from Elder Hsu spoke of the older man’s thoughts. Fa Yuan was more circumspect, even as she snapped open her fan and waved it in front of her face, bored.

No one, however, chose to speak. Once one appealed directly to the Sect Head, it would be the height of discourtesy to speak for him or object.

“Ah, now it is my wisdom you appeal to,” Sect Head Yang said, sounding amused. He looked away from Elder Kim to Wu Ying who stood legs akimbo and one hand resting on his sword, propping himself up. “And what say you, Elder Long? Do you wish to give up your department? You have done well, but perhaps with your injuries and your inexperience, it is best for you to study beneath Elder Kim for a time. Learn from him on the management of a department.”

Wu Ying’s eyes narrowed as he regarded the Sect Head. He could sense the gentlest of pressures on his own aura, the way the Sect Head surveyed him and his body, the injuries he carried and the healing he had undergone. He realized that the Sect Head was offering him an opportunity.

Set his burden down, allow the department to go fallow. Or in this case, put it under the care of another farmer. Wu Ying might not regain the herbs and favors he had expended, but he could focus instead on his own cultivation. In healing and training, on recovering and integrating soul and body.

Was that not his ultimate goal? Ascension to the heavens? Was the department, his students, the Sect itself but a distraction from his future?

Exhaustion pulled at Wu Ying, his body aching with each breath. His eyes felt as though a pound of manure were drawing the eyelids down before he finally just let it. He breathed deeply, letting the winds flow around him, tugging at his body, at his clothing. He let it pour through him, the five earthly winds wrapping around his frame and beckoning him to leave it all, to join them and walk away, to view the many lands he had yet to see.

The heavenly winds on the other hand, they asked him to stay. To teach and build, to create an organization that would grow and outlast him, no matter whether he succeeded or failed at breaching the heavens. The heavenly wind saw opportunity and betterment for all, and it whispered its desires to Wu Ying.

In the meantime, another wind gusted around him. The winds of a thousand hells blew, and they did not demand. They did not entreat him to go on journeys or order him to build up an organization. The thousand hells neither spoke nor cajoled but waited.

Quietly.

Patiently.

Silently.

A breath, then another, his body sore and tingling, his breathing slow and unhurried. The world revolved and his thoughts slowed, cleared as he let himself ground within the moment. Not thoughts of a potential future whose reality might never be what he saw. Not regrets about a past or petty concerns of politics.

Just this moment. This existence. What he wanted, what he needed, what he desired. To move ahead, yes, to continue to climb that mountain. But what point was it to watch for a future when one neglected the present and those within?

His Master, whose journey had been cut short because he had found something more worthwhile to sacrifice for. His friend, sealed in his own chambers, battling his inner demons and the heavens that sought to bend him to their needs. His martial sister, who sought to bend the world to hers.

And Yang Mu. A companion, a friend, a lover.

Wu Ying opened his eyes again, the hall of Elders hanging on in stillness as they waited for his answer. The wind cultivator lifted a hand, and the winds that blew through cracks and windows and open doorways stilled.

Sometimes, to move forward, you had to stop.


Chapter 43

Winter passed swiftly and peacefully. Lessons continued apace, with the group of Wandering Gatherers becoming a common sight leaving or returning to the Sect, in teams, alone, or with their Elder following them. As much as he might wish to review their field work, Wu Ying was also forced to rest as the tempo of the medicinal baths increased as the items procured by Yang Mu began to arrive.

Along with the baths were letters, from the young lady herself, from old friends and acquaintances Wu Ying had in the Middle Kingdom. Updates on lives that had continued to progress while he had been traveling arrived, from all across the land.

A guard lieutenant, once a companion, now a doting grandfather sent a long, rambling letter along with a grand-nephew and a sword. The grand-nephew was installed in the village below, where he was passed Meridian Opening pills, cultivation manuals, and tips as he trained his swordsmanship for the coming spring. The sword was stored in Wu Ying’s ring, another Saint-weapon added to his collection.

Funny how they had once worried about the results of finding the weapon and yet, nothing had come about it. At least for Wu Ying. From the long, rambling letter, Zhong Shei and his family had encountered their own troubles—from thieves at night to martial challenges and fake lovers seeking the inheritance.

Better then to trade one troublesome weapon for a nephew in a prestigious sect.

From the Pan clan, a series of letters from the men and women he had met. A hastily dashed letter by an impatient spearwoman. A short note telling him to visit when he had time, from another whose bloodline had awoken. A carefully penned work by an aggrieved elder sister. Most of all, the measured characters that were like sword slashes, so sharp and precise that their inscription almost made Wu Ying’s eyes hurt to read them over.

That one, he treasured. That one, he knew, would one day become an artifact to be studied, along with the manual of further thoughts on Wu Ying’s burgeoning style that a child had glimpsed. Once. Of course, in the intervening years, the wind cultivator had refined his techniques, expanded and altered it through the experiences he had undergone.

So had Pan Chen.

In his comments, in his explanations and discussions of techniques that might be added, Wu Ying could almost hear the tale and challenges the boy had undergone. A looping defense that opened one to being struck, but which was counter-striked at the last moment—a deceptive love and heartbreak. A series of fast and delicate strikes, an answer to a group of dao swordsmen who had arrived to challenge the spearmen. A considered defense, precise with minimal movements—a variation to train students and tire them out before a single pinpoint strike finished the duel and made the boy’s point.

Letters, telling stories of lives lived without him. Outside of his purview, outside of his sight. Tragedies and victories alike.

A family head, dead. His family of lizard-style cultivators wiped out by jealous competitors, all but a pair of children and their elderly aunt. Left to live in a hovel and having scraped together a little money to send on this final message, in hopes that a wandering cultivator who had once favored their grandfather might show them favor.

Another letter, penned in return, with a gift of taels and pills and a map, sending them on to a city whose duke owed Wu Ying a favor, called upon by a simple letter with a seal and a sea pearl located within.

From the west, a wandering hero, a Body Cultivator who had achieved the Sense of the Sword, plied the trade routes, working with other peasant cultivators into a burgeoning biaoju[19], their escort company helping to make the route through the desert wilderness a little safer. Words of thanks, and then, of course, a question about body cultivating and next steps.

Wu Ying smirked as he penned his response, though he was grateful to see the boy—now man—continuing to progress.

From an inn, a query of his own arrived not long after. A chiding letter from an annoyed father who had once expected Wu Ying—silently—to care for his daughter. A more considering one from a mother, answering Wu Ying’s question about dao transitions and rebuilding of daos and the care and feeding of Nascent Souls.

That final letter arrived late into the winter on the wings of a paper eagle messenger who landed before the paifang, awaiting Wu Ying’s touch before it crumbled away to reveal the simple golden cylinder and the letters it contained.

Extravagance, though one that even Guardian Pang dared not criticize. After all, one did not casually insult Nascent Soul cultivators. Their reach was long and their temperament uncertain.

Wu Ying hurried that missive, once he’d read it over, to Tou He, who was about to return to closed door cultivation. In turn, the group summoned the remainder of their friends and spent a few long days discussing the philosophies and revelations casually revealed within by both cultivators—Yang Mu’s father writing his own notes in-between and across the top of the missives in hurried, angry contradictions to his wife’s careful notations.

Eventually, the commotion and the disappearance of the cultivators drew even the Sect Head to the ex-monk’s residence. A glance over the document and the Sect Head began discussing his own views on the matter, turning the entire affair into a much longer lecture that drew in other Core Formation Elders.

All this resulted in a breakthrough for one Elder, whose moment of enlightenment so flooded the residence with heavenly chi that the entire discussion had to be taken outdoors along the garden steps.

For a time, the running of the Sect was left to inner sect cultivators and the few Core Formation cultivators whose foundations in their own paths were so strongly embedded that such a discussion would have been superfluous.

Days later, the discussion was wrung dry, the Elders returning to their duties or to contemplation. Following Tou He’s example, many Elders entered a period of closed-door cultivation as they assessed the new viewpoints, weighed their own paths.

In many cases, like with the Sect Head or Wu Ying’s martial sister, Fa Yuan, no changes were enacted. Yet, the very act of reviewing one’s beliefs could strengthen one’s understanding and resolve, resulting in further growth of an immortal soul and the addition of further layers in a core.

For Wu Ying, the progenitor of this period, few things changed. Though the matter was interesting, his path was different as a Body Cultivator.

Winter turned to spring, and he and his students took to the surrounding countryside. The department of Wandering Gatherers would continue to grow under his care and tutelage.

Elder Kim, on the other hand, found his rebuffed attempts at acquiring further power curtailed. Precious herbs were removed from his World Spirit Ring, replanted in mortal fields, and cared for by other cultivators. The flow of precious herbs reduced, better matching the availability of the apothecarists.

Ambition thwarted, his allies betrayed, Elder Kim was shunned, his presence and influence reduced. Even Guardian Pang grew quiescent in his antagonism toward Wu Ying, the Left Guardian acting to chide her junior. Matters of internal stability were her responsibility after all, not his.

Rou Gang, bitter and ambitions curtailed, was left to stew.

With the department established, the spring saw the arrival of new trainees who were more prepared for Wu Ying’s antics. The exam was hard, but the students saw rewards as they slowly expanded their domain, venturing further and further afield.

Till summer arrived and Xia Hui made his own pronouncement.

***

“Are you certain of this, Senior?” Ma Jie could not help but ask Xia Hui, even as the man stood before them with a staff and a pack slung over his shoulders. While he had a storage ring too, it was certainly insufficient to contain everything that he intended to gather.

“I am. Sifu Long has confirmed that I should be adequately trained by now, and the herbs I need to acquire for the pills recommended to help me further my cultivation levels cannot be found in this region,” Xia Hui said. “We have picked the area around us clean. If we—I—am to progress, we must venture out.”

“I told you,” Zhe Lan butted in, arms crossed, “we need to push Sifu to allow us to go farther. Or even to move classes to another sect—briefly.”

“You know he can’t,” Ya Zhu said, frowning. “His medicinal baths—”

“Are slowing down, aren’t they? He needs to have them only every few months now,” Zhe Lan said. “He even has started sparring sometimes.”

“Let’s not get distracted,” Ma Jie said. “We are talking about Senior Khang. He should not be risking himself like this. Surely we can pool our resources to get the equivalent value for the herbs?”

Even as she was speaking, Xia Hui was shaking his head. He raised a hand when Ma Jie moved to object, speaking over her. “It’s not because I want to decline your generosity, Junior Sister. It is because the pills that have been suggested for me by the librarian and concurred by the Double Soul, Double Body sect require rare wild ingredients. Ingredients that cannot be purchased on the open market.”

“So you have to find them yourself,” Zhe Lan said.

“Yes.”

Ma Jie crossed her arms. “What’s the use of having a famed wandering gatherer for a teacher if he can’t even find things like this for us? Or use his World Spirit Ring to grow them for you?”

“Because the herbs Xia Hui requires are of little value to me or others normally,” their Sifu said, appearing amidst the group to their surprise. All of them, even Ya Zhu, jumped, though only a little. Their teacher’s habit of showing up unannounced and in their private conversations around the department building was well known. “They are meant for Energy Storage cultivators as well, and nowhere as potent—or necessary—for Core Formation cultivators. And contrary to belief, my World Spirit Ring has limits on what I can place within.”

“Sifu?” Ya Zhu said, focusing on him like a raptor spotting fleeing prey as he spoke for once about his treasured possession. “Why?”

“World Spirit Rings are rare for a number of reasons. They are difficult to create, like all storage rings. But unlike most storage rings, which can be created by those in the Core Formation stage with the right dao, a World Spirit Ring requires an individual in Nascent Soul stage at the least,” Elder Long said. “Forgeries are possible at lower stages of course, but the difference between a true ring and a copy is the difference between a garden pond and a lake.”

Seeing their confusion, he clarified. “What sets a true World Spirit Ring apart is its ability to allow the exchange of chi and the flow of the greater Dao. A storage ring is often sealed, the flow of the Dao blocked for the most part. It is why we must have special storage boxes to place our herbs within the storage rings, so that the plants are held in abeyance.

“But only abeyance. Stasis and unchanging for the most part, though even the strongest gathering box will see the slow degradation of the items we pick.”

Of course, none of this was new to the group. Lessons on gathering tools and instruments had been completed within a few months, especially since knowledge of the kinds and variety were an important differentiator between Wandering and Farming Gatherers.

Inside the building, within the classroom, Gui Ting was holding a lecture with many of the newer recruits, going over the herbs they would need to know for the upcoming fall session. Their sense of confusion, of being entirely out of their depth was reminiscent of the group gathered around Elder Long, though hopefully it would fade. It had certainly faded for Gui Ting’s companions.

“A World Spirit Ring not only allows you to store such herbs, but with the right conditions and setup, grow them further.”

Again, more nods.

“However, the passing of the Dao into the ring, the exchange of chi puts a strain on the foundations and the dao concepts imbued into the ring itself.” Their Sifu touched the metal band around his finger. “In time, all rings will break down. To reduce the speed of degradation, it is best to balance the daos within. Now, what do you think that means?”

A year ago, that question might have caught the group out. Even now, many of them were forced to consider the question, with Ya Zhu being the only one who had an immediate answer. Even Zhe Lan had slowed down to consider her assumptions, though she was the second one to raise her hand, just beating out Xia Hui.

“Well?” Rather than picking on each of them like children, Elder Long left it open to see who would answer.

No surprise that it was Ya Zhu. “You balance the elements within, the kind of plants. Just like we balance fields, rotating crops; you rotate the plants you keep within.”

“Not just plants,” Elder Long said. “Depending on the size of the World Spirit Ring, entire ecosystems can exist. Plants of course, but insects and earth worms, bees and tadpoles and fish and more can be contained.”

“Bears and deer and horses?” Zhe Lan asked.

“If a ring was large enough, they would be necessary. Even wolves and hunting cats,” Elder Long said.

“And how large is yours?” she asked again, only to duck her head in apology as Elder Long looked at her.

Xia Hui sighed, for that woman never learned, letting their Sifu’s reprimand sink into the depths of her mind without leaving a ripple in her countenance.

“If I may ask, Sifu,” Xia Hui said, curiosity driving the question. When the man nodded, he continued. “Elder Kim keeps many of the old products, the old fields in his ring. I cannot believe they are balanced like you just spoke of.” He certainly remembered quite the variety when he worked for Elder Li before her death.

“It’s more balanced than you would assume,” Sifu said. “But I did not say it was not possible to carry unbalanced items within. Just that it wore against the bindings of a ring faster.”

“Ah…”

Silence expanded around the group, before Elder Long nodded to Xia Hui. “The time of your departure arrives. While saying your farewells is important, you should learn to do so efficiently. There will be many more through your lives.”

Accepting his Sifu’s chastisement, Xia Hui bid the group farewell one last time before turning away to exit the department. As he left, he could not help but hear his Sifu commanding the others back to work. For some reason, beyond a small flicker of sadness at leaving, he found himself excited.

His long-stalled ascension had begun again, and for the first time in years, it was within his hands. Xia Hui had a chance, if he would grasp it. And was that not what all cultivators wanted? Control over their own lives rather than being at the whims of an uncaring heaven?


Chapter 44

Summer, fall, winter, spring. Over and over, the seasons turned.

Xia Hui returned, none the worse for wear. He had to leave again in late spring to gather even more herbs for the pills. They were working, though breaking through his meridians at his advanced age required significant amounts of pills, which would result in additional issues during the Core Formation stage. Pill corruption and the poisons inherent in the production and consumption of such pills would eventually slow and impede his progress in the future. After all, the straining of chi through his body would become harder when it was clogged with further impurities.

Even then, it was better for him to grind to a halt as a Core Formation Elder than in Energy Storage. And there were pills and baths that could fix that problem, though there would be a price to pay. He would not be alone in paying that price, as evidenced by the numerous Elders who required the Wandering Gatherers aid.

With multiple wild Gatherers who could acquire rarer herbs now, demand exploded. Prices for herbs increased as cultivators fought for the Gatherers’ times, and in turn, the enrollment numbers increased. Yet for all their popularity, most were in the beginning stages of Energy Storage only.

It would be years before some reached peak Energy Storage. Some, many, might never.

More so, Wu Ying saw no reason to change his standards, which meant ever more failures. However, the number of applicants kept increasing, such that he instituted a written test. Then when that became insufficient, he added a minimum contribution point cost as well before they could take the test.

It was not high, but it was enough that the browsers, the ones who just wished to try their luck, gave up. Well, except the arrogant nobles who had more money than sense, and those Wu Ying was more than willing to take for all they were willing to give.

Of course, even if Energy Storage cultivators could gather herbs for Core Formation cultivators, they still needed to reach the locations—the deep wilds—where such herbs grew. Many were unable to do so, even fewer willing to risk it. Only a few—like Zhe Lan or Xia Hui— of his current crop were daring enough, with Ya Zhu content to potter around at least in the short term.

All of which meant that Wu Ying had to leave every once in a while to spend time gathering on his own. At first, he only did it for a short period. Of course, as a wind cultivator, the distance he could reach during his brief forays was numbered in quite the number of li.

During one of those excursions, he made his way to speak with an old acquaintance. Wu Ying, of course, made sure to have the appropriate offerings for the pixiu. To his surprise though, beyond some cutting mentions about his current injuries and the noxious, wounded scent he emanated, the creature was polite. Almost like a peer speaking to a peer, albeit a senior to a junior.

Wu Ying even managed to negotiate limited access for his students as well as himself to the surrounding lands. All overseen—in the loosest senses of the words—by the towering Nascent Soul beast. The creature had not progressed in strength in the time Wu Ying had known it, but that was unsurprising. Magical beasts such as the pixiu took centuries to grow in strength. It might, one day, ascend, but if so, it would be many years later.

Neither party was concerned.

Seasons passed, one after the other, and Wu Ying healed. It was slow and agonizing, but as the time period between baths increased, he found time to practice and study his sword forms. The letters he exchanged with other practitioners of the weapon opened up new avenues of thought and consideration, but it was his time in enforced rest that guided the fourth form.

In contrast to the active movements of the earlier forms, the constant movements and flexibility of his wind body added to the litheness of the jian, Wu Ying’s fourth form was constrained and minimal. It was tight and controlled, the movements slowed down and the resting positions relaxed. It was a style meant for those who were injured, who needed to control a specific space and endure numerous trials and multiple opponents.

Or, as Tou He, when he exited his closed-door cultivation, named it, “the Old Dragon form.”

Wu Ying might have chased his friend around for a few hours after that particular incident, and again when all his other friends had taken to calling it that as well. Of course, he did not chase the others around—he had too much respect for Liu Tsong and too much fear of his martial sister to be so crass.

Fairy Yang continued to progress her cultivation in slow, gradual steps. She built up the chi stores within her dantian, adding another layer in the years, but her focus was on the growing conglomeration of fairies, the women who were feted for their beauty and set to a higher standard. Together, they built an inter-sect series of meetings, which was, mostly, restricted to women.

Mostly, since some men were just too damn pretty for their own good.

This organization of individuals had the secondary effect of allowing the dispersal of information, which resulted in some unpleasantness when the exploitation of certain female cultivators in a smaller sect was learned of.

The secondary objective for the organization also allowed Fa Yuan to chase down leads on the dark sect, finding the tendrils that had not been shorn off and dealing with these infiltrators. When questioned, her answer had been simple.

“There is a book to be balanced, Ah Ying. They took our Master after all.”

Wu Ying had to admit, he could find no argument to that.

In the meantime, the world continued to turn. His parents aged gracefully, their happiness at his presence tempered by their concern as he occasionally showed up drawn and exhausted from his baths. Yet their regular meetings were a balm for Wu Ying’s soul, even as he watched them age.

Rumors of border skirmishes and growing banditry in outlying kingdoms grew, even as rumblings of further battles by the state of Cao crescendoed. And then, to the kingdom’s and Sect’s surprise, a great defeat of the premier army of the Cao kingdom. Massive losses were reported, not just among the peasantry but also the cultivators that accompanied the kingdom.

Additional levies were ordered in the kingdom of Cao, arms and resources purchased for the raising of a new army. Emboldened by the success, those farther east pushed back against the hastily built fortifications, and rebel armies formed along the northern and southern borders of the kingdom of Cao. To combat all this, the state of Cao, for the first time in recent history, stopped expanding, consolidating its gain but also forcing more and more of its citizenship into the army.

The state of Wei, in an uneasy truce still with their kingdom, made greater overtures for a lasting peace as their borders were inundated by refugees. Citizens—mostly peasants and merchants, though some scholars were among the numbers—unwilling to join the ever-growing army of the kingdom of Cao fled to the state of Wei, creating a humanitarian crisis. Drawn to the troubles on the border, an ever-increasing number of bandits appeared there as well.

Yet all those concerns were remote to the rhythm of life in the Sect. Years passed, and Yang Mu returned, bringing with her connections, merchants, and goods. She passed some on, made the Sect pay for the connections on others, and ensured Wu Ying received the items he required.

For a blissful, long fall and quiet winter, the pair were together. Classes were suspended as the pair journeyed away from the Sect into the wilds, mining ores and picking spiritual herbs. They traveled deep into the wilds, daring Nascent Soul spirits and old ruins to locate treasures and unearth rumors of cultivation caves left behind by immortals.

Yet in late winter, as the snows on the mountaintops melted under the onslaught of spring, Yang Mu returned, bearing a pale-faced and pain-racked wind cultivator. They had spent too long, pushed too hard, and injuries—long forgotten or papered over—relapsed.

Wu Ying lay that spring and summer in bed, soaking in medicinal baths that stripped away impurities and scoured him clean while repairing the injuries or recovering from said baths. Classes were further delayed, Xia Hui and the remaining senior disciples taking over the lessons.

When he’d recovered—as far as was possible—Yang Mu left once more. All that she had gathered had been used, all the connections insufficient. So she left to find him further aid, even as he recuperated. Most of all, she left because she had a world to see that had once been locked away behind bars of courtesy and civility.

For Wu Ying, the wind calmed. A quiet in the center of the storm that raged within his soul. Unable to progress, he was forced to rest, recuperate, to reconcile himself with his current predicament. Wanderer no more, he delved into bureaucracy, into scholarship, into the training of his students.

Time passed, and in turning away from further exploration of the winds and his Body Cultivation techniques, enlightenment crept in during the quiet moments between activities.

In this mortal realm, five winds. North, south, east, west, and the central wind, each corresponding to earthly desires and notions, bringing new experiences and new understandings. Carrying with them memories and hints of lands he had walked and explored, mortals he had once known and cultivators he might one day meet again.

The sixth wind came from the heavens, arrogant and demanding, commanding of all beneath and dictating the correct order of things below, or so they would believe. Judgmental of all things that occurred beneath its gaze. They who penalized and coerced his friend, who he understood—but struggled to accept.

And finally, finally, the seventh wind. The wind of the thousand hells. Punishers of the wicked, soother of tortured souls. Mortal men and women would pass through their grasp sooner or later, their sins listed, punishments meted, and then, price paid for past transgressions, a new future. A chance to begin again. Arbiter of the wheel of fate and karma, the hells judged and punished each life that came into their grasp.

The thousand hells were an institution, a realm that was often ill-thought of. Even a saint might quail at the punishments they had earned, harsh words meted out in moments of weakness. Lies told, to ease suffering and passage.

The ignorant would rage against its existence, the foolish demand its destruction. One might as well curse a fire for burning or the winter for being cold. Neither would care, nor would such protests change their purpose.

Penance, succor, renewal.

For the betterment of all, the heavens commanded.

For the improvement of the individual, the hells punished.

Two sides of the same coin, to pull all towards the Dao.

The winds of the thousand hells blew, and Wu Ying listened. He listened and realized that all his life, he had heard its intimations.

###

The End

Wu Ying’s journey continues in A Thousand Li: The Fourth Fall


Epilogue

Time moved strangely for a cultivator. Days and weeks could pass by in a flash, consumed by the daily grind of cultivation, meditation, lessons, and training. The passing of the year was marked by the change of seasons, flickering by so quickly that sometimes, it felt as though he blinked and it was gone. Only in the increasing lines on his parents’ faces, the frailty in their bones and thinness in their bodies did Wu Ying see the true toll of that final, resolute wheel of judgment.

Years later, he brought his father upward, the old man transported to his residence on a palanquin. As the midday sun fell, Wu Ying showcased to his father the style he had created. The Wandering Dragon in all its forms, the first, second, and third that his parent knew so well.

And the fourth form—the Dragon’s Rest. The one he had finally completed after all these years. Years of soaking in medicinal bath, slowly grinding away and fixing the damage done to his body, perfecting it such that he might rise to be an immortal.

In rest, healing.

In stillness, enlightenment.

For the fourth and final movement of the Wandering Dragon, it was not a strike but a block. A stillness and compression of movement that was as firm as a mountain resting upon the earth, yet with the subdued potential of a lee in a storm.

This was not the finality of motion of a metal block, but the compression of energy of a spring. Ready to explode and return the attack to its opponents.

When healing is done, motion.

When rest is over, activity.

When a block is completed, attack.

His father, so long on the edge of enlightenment for the sword, caught a glimpse of the world above. When mortal heart joins cutting edge of jian. He smiled then, lines deepening across his features as pride radiated through him.

A father waits for a son to exceed him, wishing for it with all his heart.

A son wishes only for the approval of a father.

In a shared look, both were achieved. Before a meal was shared.

And corrections were given to motions that were sloppy and hurried. After all, a parent did have a duty to correct a child, no matter their age or eminence.

###
Read a story about Yang Mu in a Bonus Epilogue!

Wu Ying will return for his penultimate adventure in A Thousand Li: The Fourth Fall.

Want to chat A Thousand Li with other readers? Join the My Tao Discord server to talk about my books, receive exclusive updates, and take part in exciting giveaways.

A Thousand Li: the First Step
Deluxe Edition

Mark your calendars for April 2024 as A Thousand Li: the First Step is getting a deluxe edition to celebrate the series’ five-year anniversary!

Sign up for notifications so you don't miss this one-of-a-kind edition!

Can't wait? Take a peek at one side of the new cover on the next page...
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The Complete Adventures on Brad Series
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All Gifts Have Prices, All Choices Consequences.

In the land of Brad, Classes are how people survive and grow. Shifting from Class to Class, studying and expanding ones skills and leveling up is the way to progress.

Amongst the Classes are the Adventurers, brave souls who delve into the Dungeons emplaced by Erlis, high goddess to cleanse the corruption in her veins. Without cleansing, the monsters formed from the corruption will spill out into the world, causing untold danger and damage.

Amongst the populace though, there are a few Gifted. Individuals who have been given a special ability by Erlis herself. Each Gift allows the user to extend their abilities beyond the norm, though its use often has a Price.

For Daniel Chai, Gifted with the ability to heal all wounds, his life has always been a struggle. Caught between duty to humanity and friends and his own desire to be an Adventurer, he treads a delicate path.

But fate, and Erlis, have their own designs. His choices will affect the fate of the kingdom eventually, if he is willing to pay the Price.

Read more of the completed Adventures on Brad series.


Author’s Note

This is the final arc of the A Thousand Li series. Wu Ying's a Nascent Soul cultivator, or close enough that he is within spitting distance of immortality. Of course, there are still obstacles in the way, his injuries being among them. Decades of work are left, and while he might have settled into the Verdant Green Waters sect, trouble will still find him.

Let's just say we might be visited by other, older enemies.

Sign-up for a notification when the next book in this series A Thousand Li: The Fourth Fall becomes available.
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Glossary

Ah — mostly a noise used when using a speaker’s personal name, rather than their generational and personal name at the same time. There is no significance to it beyond that, though the removal of a generational name indicates a closeness of relationships.

The use of Ah Khang—using both an informal address while also using his family name—is insulting, indicating a level of informality and callousness to forget his actual name at the same time.

Aura Reinforcement Exercise—Cultivation exercise that allows Wu Ying to contain his aura, trapping his chi within himself and making his cultivation more efficient and making him, to most senses, feel like someone of a lower cultivation level.

Biaoju(鏢局)- escort companies that worked with merchants to guard their wares during long treks. Pre-17th century or so, it was not very formalized; but by the 19th century, full companies with martial lineages were quite common.

Blade Energy/Chi—A specific type of energy that is harnessed by cultivators who have gained understanding of their weapon. Can be projected for more damage.

Body Cleansing – First cultivation stage where the cultivator must cleanse their body of the impurities that have accumulated. Has twelve stages.

Cangue — wooden pillory where head and arms are placed, far apart enough that the prisoner may not feed themselves.

Cao – Fuck

Catty - Weight measurement. One cattie is roughly equivalent to one and a half pounds or 604 grams. A tael is 1/16th of a catty

Chi (or Qi) – I use the Cantonese pinyin here rather than the more common Mandarin. Chi is life force / energy and it permeates all things in the universe, flowing through living creatures in particular. 

Chi points (a.k.a. acupuncture points) – Locations in the body that, when struck, compressed, or otherwise affected, can affect the flow of chi. Traditional acupuncture uses these points in a beneficial manner.

Chinese snake gourd – trichosanthes kirilowii is one of the fifty fundamental Chinese medicine plants. Also known as Chinese cucumber, but it sounds more xianxia as snake gourd. It’s a flowering plant that turns into the gourd later. Currently, the plant is being researched for its effects against HIV.

Cì Kè(刺客) - individuals trained in martial arts meant for assassination and spying, including the use of poison, camouflage, blending into the night and more. 

Congee — Chinese rice porridge. Best made with stock, though plain water is viable. Eight portions of water or stock to one portion rice, boil until rice is mushy. Meat, fish, and other items may be added to give flavor and nutrients.

Core formation – Third stage of cultivation. Having gathered sufficient chi, the cultivator must form a “core” of compressed chi. The stages in Core formation purify and harden the core.

Cultivation Exercise—A supplementary exercise that improves an individual’s handling of chi within their body. Cultivation exercises are ancillary to cultivation styles.

Cultivation Style—A method to manipulate chi within an individual’s body. There are thousands of cultivation exercises, suited for various constitutions, meridians, and bloodlines. 

Cun - A traditional Chinese measurement, measured as the width of a person’s thumb at knuckle. It is—in current, standardized measurement—3 1/3 cm or approximately 1.312 inches.

Dào—Literally translated, the Way (also spelled Tao). The Dao when capitalized speaks of the universal Dao, the one natural Way or Path. When not capitalized, it denotes a lesser way, a lesser truth.

Dāo—Chinese sabre. Closer to a western cavalry sabre, it is thicker, often single-edged, with a curve at the end where additional thickness allows the weapon to be extra efficient at cutting. 

Dantian – there are actually three dantians in the human body. The most commonly referred to one is the lower dantian, located right above the bladder and an inch within the body. The other two are located in the chest and forehead, though they are often less frequently used. The dantian is said to be the center of chi.

Dark Sects—These are considered ‘evil’ Sects. Their cultivation methods and daos tap into darker emotions and often include blood and flesh sacrifice and the stealing of chi from others.

Demonic Sects—Demonic Sects draw power not from the chi in the natural world but from the demonic plane. While not necessarily evil or harmful like Dark Sects, many Demonic Sects are hunted by Orthodox Sects due to the damage their presence can cause to the natural order of the world.

Double Soul, Double Body Sect—an orthodox sect with an unorthodox approach to recruitment, dedicated to the development of individuals with unusual body and soul configurations. 

Dragon’s Breath—Chi projection attack from the Long family style.

Elements—The Chinese traditionally have five elements—Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water. Within these elements, additional sub-elements may occur (example—air from Chao Kun, ice from Li Yao).

Energy Storage – Second stage of cultivation, where the energy storage circulation meridians are opened. This stage allows cultivators to project their chi, the amount of chi stored and projected depending on level. There are eight levels.

Guai — Chinese term for the more commonly known Japanese tonfa (baton with a stick protrusion a few inches from one end).

Heretical Sects—Sects practising unorthodox daos or cultivation methods. These heretical sects might not even focus on cultivation in the same manner as ‘orthodox’ sects.

Huài dàn – Rotten egg

Huang Qi (Yellow Chi / Life Energy) – also known as astragalus and is a medicinal plant used for immune support, heart disease, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.

Hún dàn - Bastard

Ji – Chinese halberd. Generally the axe side is not as prominent, but still has the spear top and spike at the back.

Jian – A straight, double-edged sword. Known in modern times as a “taichi sword.” Mostly a thrusting instrument, though it can be used to cut as well.

Jianghu (Jiāng hú)—Is literally translated as “rivers and lakes” but is a term used for the “martial arts world” in wuxia works (and this one too). In modern parlance, it can also mean the underworld or can be added to other forms of discussion like “school Jianghu” to discuss specific societal bounds. 

Li – Roughly half a kilometer per li. Traditional Chinese measurement of distance.

Long family jian style – A family sword form passed on to Wu Ying. Consists of a lot of cuts, fighting at full measure, and quick changes in direction.

Lord Wen—Father of Yin Xue. The Wen family is a branch family of nobles born in the neighboring state of Wei and that defected.

Medicinal Baths— The process of creating a bath in which an individual may steep their body within to strengthen and reinforce the cultivator’s body. Uses a variety of different spiritual herbs and recipes, often concocted to specific physiologies. 

Meridians – In traditional Chinese martial arts and medicine, meridians are how chi flows through the body. In traditional Chinese medicine, there are twelve major meridian flows and eight secondary energy flows. I’ve used these meridians for the stages in cultivation for the first two stages.

Mountain Breaking Fist—Fist form that Wu Ying gained in the inner sect library. Focused, single, powerful attacks.

Nascent Soul—The fourth and last known stage of cultivation. Cultivators form a new, untouched soul steeped in the dao they had formed. This new soul must ascend to the heavens, facing heavenly tribulation at each step.

Northern Shen Kicking Style – Kicking form that Wu Ying learned at the sect library. Both a grappling and kicking style, meant for close combat.

Orthodox Sects—The most common type of Sect. Differentiated from other types by the cultivation type conducted.

Qinggong – Literally “light skill.” Comes from baguazhang and is basically wire-fu – running on water, climbing trees, gliding along bamboo, etc.

Iron Reinforced Bones—Defensive, physical cultivation technique that Wu Ying trains in that will increase the strength and defense of his body.

Sect – A grouping of like-minded martial artists or cultivators. Generally, Sects are hierarchical. There are often core, inner, and outer disciples in any sect, with Sect Elders above them and the Sect patriarch above all.

Shennong Bencaojing— or the Shennong Herbal Classics or the Classic of the Materia Medica is a work on agriculture and medicinal plants, traditionally attributed to Shennong, the Divine Farmer, who is supposed to have imparted his knowledge of medicinal and poisonous plants to farmers, causing the flourishing of agriculture in the country. In reality, it’s likely a compilation of oral traditions formed between 206 BC to 220 AD.

Seven Diamond Fist – Verdant Green Water’s Sect most basic fist form taught to outer sect members.

Six Jades Sect—Rival sect of the Verdant Green Waters, located in the State of Wei.

State of Shen – Location in which the first book is set. Ruled by a king and further ruled locally by lords. The State of Shen is made up of numerous counties ruled over by local lords and administered by magistrates. It is a temperate kingdom with significant rainfall and a large number of rivers connected by canals. 

State of Wei – The antagonistic kingdom that borders the State of Shen. The two states are at war.

Tael – System of money. A thousand copper coins equals one tael.

Tai Kor – Elder brother

Verdant Green Waters Sect – Most powerful sect in the State of Wen. Wu Ying’s current sect.

Wu wei—Taoist concept, translates as “inaction” or “non-doing” and relates to the idea of an action without struggle, that is perfectly aligned with the natural world. 

Yang Mu— Different cultures have different naming practices. While I mostly keep to the three names for most cultivators, outside of the Shen kingdom, it is not always common. In this case, Yang Mu only has a family name and personal name.

Chinese characters all have meanings, so names all have meanings. Often picked for a reason. In this case, Yang Mu is “to admire” translated, the Yǎng - 仰 being different than the one that Yáng (杨) Fa Yuan has.

Zhurong— The god of fire and the south, and in some stories is descended from the Yellow Emperor himself. In more historical allusions, he is the Minister of Fire.



[1] Reminder that “Ah” is mostly a noise used when using a speaker’s personal name, rather than their generational and personal name at the same time. There is no significance to it beyond that, though the removal of a generational name indicates a closeness of relationships.

[2] Just a reminder that different cultures have different naming practices. While I mostly keep to the three names for most cultivators, outside of the Shen kingdom, it is not always common. In this case, Yang Mu only has a family name and personal name.

[3] Reminder that Chinese characters all have meanings, so names all have meanings. Often picked for a reason. In this case, Yang Mu is “to admire” translated, the Yǎng - 仰 being different than the one that Yáng(杨) Fa Yuan has.

[4] Zhurong is known as the god of fire and the south, and in some stories is descended from the Yellow Emperor himself. In more historical allusions, he is the Minister of Fire.

[5] Chinese saying. Its origin is in the Yuan dynasty, when the Mongols ruled China. I’m using it here, because this is a second world fantasy, not actual China and I’m not writing historical fiction.

[6] Shennong Bencaojing or the Shennong Herbal Classics or the Classic of the Materia Medica is a work on agriculture and medicinal plants, traditionally attributed to Shennong, the Divine Farmer, who is supposed to have imparted his knowledge of medicinal and poisonous plants to farmers, causing the flourishing of agriculture in the country. In reality, it’s likely a compilation of oral traditions formed between 206 BC to 220 AD.

[7] Chinese snake gourd - trichosanthes kirilowii is one of the fifty fundamental Chinese medicine plants. Also known as Chinese cucumber, but it sounds more xianxia as snake gourd. It’s a flowering plant that turns into the gourd later. Currently, the plant is being researched for its effects against HIV.

[8] Chuan Xiong, Fuzi, Mu Xiang Hua; also known as Szechuan lovage, monkshood, and Lady Banks’ Rose. I’m using the Chinese names here because frankly, it’s just more appropriate.

[9] Real people, known for writing about or creating alchemical recipes in the Qin and Zhou Dynasty respectively.

[10] Pashu (怕輸)is better known for the Singlish term kiasu (the Hokkien version of these characters). Technically “fear of losing,” it speaks of a mindset where the individual is unable to be anything but the best.

[11] Huang Qi (Yellow Chi / Life Energy) is also known as astragalus and is a medicinal plant used for immune support, heart disease, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.

[12] Stealing the naming conventions of the left and right chancellors from history. Note that the left chancellor was considered the most senior member.

[13] The two Lis are different characters entirely. Didn’t realize that Lì Liú Tsōng (力流松) and Lǐ Lì Yáo (里丽瑶) (respectively) were going to cause as much trouble when I wrote them, because I kept adding the tones in my mind. Oops.

[14] Reminder that most of the time, I’m deliberate in how people are addressed. The use of Ah Khang—using both an informal address while also using his family name—is insulting, indicating a level of informality and callousness to forget his actual name at the same time.

[15] Yes, I mean Wong Fei Hong. He’s from an entirely different time period and world, which is why I’m not actually naming him. I’m sure there are other physician-heros who have done this in this world.

[16] Paraphrasing and altering a Chinese saying - mù yǐ chéng zhōu, shēngmǐ zhǔ chéng shúfàn (木已成舟，生米煮成熟饭)

[17] Chinese term for the more commonly known Japanese tonfa (baton with a stick protrusion a few inches from one end).

[18] Chinese halberd. Generally the axe side is not as prominent, but still has the spear top and spike at the back.

[19] Biaoju (鏢局)- escort companies that worked with merchants to guard their wares during long treks. Pre-17th century or so, it was not very formalized; but by the 19th century, full companies with martial lineages were quite common.
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